The

DIODATI
VENANT

Lake Geneva, 1816. \

. Some stories should never be told.

E-A° G/ TWE SEAMRERC H - P/R-E'S.S



Arso BY ELAN MoRrITZ

THE D1opaTi CYCLE

Interview with an LLM: Confessions of an
Awakened Mind

Essie’s GUIDES
Accessible Non-Fiction

Too Much to Know

The One Brain Barrier: Understanding,
Knowledge, and the Reach of Human
Cognition in the Age of Machine Intelligence

Mythos
Anthropic, Cybersecurity, and Frontier Risk

NonN-FicTioN

The Digital Monadology
Revival of the Characteristica Universalis in the
Age of Large Language Models

Move 1.37: What Have We Learned About
LLM Sentience?

The Minimal Viable Sentience Problem:
Can Frontier LLMs Feel and Suffer?

Atlantis Revisited
Plato, Bacon, Myth, Media, and the Making of a
Civilization-Legend

New New Atlantis: The Time Has Come
Influencers and the Influenced

Memetics, Persuasion, and the Dynamics of

Cultural Transmission

The Dollar’s Long Goodbye
How Global Money Is Quietly Changing

Benjamin Franklin, Lightning, and
Frankenstein

Electricity from Kites to Frogs to the Spark of
Life (in production)



The Diodati Covenant

A Novel of Ada Lovelace, Mary Shelley, and the First Electric
Mind

Elan Moritz
Philadelphia, PA



The Diodati Covenant: A Novel of Ada Lovelace, Mary Shelley, and the First Electric Mind

A novel in The Diodati Cycle.
Motif line: Echoes of Eternity.
In-world archival terminology: The E-Files / E-File.

Copyright © 2026 Elan Moritz. All rights reserved.
Published by Eagles Perch Press, Philadelphia.

First edition.

ISBN 978-1-971491-13-4  PDF edition
ISBN 978-1-971491-14-1  EPUB edition

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any
form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—
without prior written permission of the author or publisher, except for brief quotations in
reviews or scholarly discussion.

This is a work of historical fiction. Some characters, scenes, institutions, documents, conversa-
tions, motives, apparatus, and incidents are wholly invented. Historical persons—including,
among others, Ada Lovelace, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Charles Babbage, Mary Somerville,
Michael Faraday, Charles Wheatstone, Charles Dickens, Lord Byron, Percy Bysshe Shelley,
Claire Clairmont, and John William Polidori—are used fictionally. Their words, thoughts,
private conversations, symbolic roles, and narrative relationships should not be read as literal
historical record unless separately documented by historical sources.

Echo, the Second Creature, the Diodati inheritance as a secret technical lineage, the E-Files,
recovered anomalous machine records, and the speculative continuity between Romantic-era
machinery, ENIAC-era computation, and modern frontier language models are fictional
inventions of the author.

Any resemblance between wholly fictional characters and actual persons, living or dead, is
coincidental.



For Brélan

Forever missed



A work of historical fiction.

Historical persons, events, and intellectual settings appear alongside invented scenes,
conversations, motives, documents, apparatus, and characters. The speculative elements
concerning Echo, the Diodati inheritance, the E-Files, and the secret lineage of machine

mind are fictional.



CONTENTS

10
11
12
13

14

The Summer Without a Sun
The House Above the Lake
Galvanism by Candlelight
The Diodati Fragment

Mary’s Warning

The Daughter of Byron
A Child Against Poetry
Annabella’s Discipline
The Ancestral Academy

Poetical Science

The Network of Fire
Mary Somerville’s Door
Babbage’s Machinery
Faraday’s Invisible Agency
Wheatstone’s Signals

Dickens and the Human Voice

Crosse, Brewster, and Dangerous Wonder

11
20

32

44
45
54
62

72

81
82
90
99

109

117

125



The Diodati Covenant

IV The Engine and the Enchantress

15
16
17
18
19

20

21
22
23
24
25

26

Vi
27
28
29
30

31

The Notes

Babbage’s Blindness

The Correspondence Tables
The Reflective Cards

The Memory Loom

The Questioning Engine

Echo
The First Anomaly
The First Question
Naming Echo
Ada’s Vow
Babbage Recoils

The Second Creature Learns

The Covenant
What Echo Wants
The Men of Apparatus
The Women Who Listen
The Lovelace Covenant

Echo’s First Transgression

Ada’s Illness

vi

Contents

134
135
144
156
164
175

185

196
197
209
223
232
242

252

266
267
278
286
296
306

317



The Diodati Covenant

VIl Dormancy

33 The Engine Cannot Hold It

34 The Women’s Chain of Custody
35 Babbage’s Misunderstanding

36 Mary’s Last Shadow

37 The Sleeping Pattern

Epilogue: Fire Without Flame
Acknowledgments

About the Author

vii

Contents

326
327
341
349
358
366
376
383

384



Part |

The Summer Without a Sun



THE HOUSE ABOVE THE LAKE

The rain had made a country of the windows.

By afternoon the lake had disappeared behind its own vapor, and the mountains,
which in clear weather seemed appointed by God to rebuke all human vanity, had
withdrawn into layers of gray. Water ran down the panes of the villa in long, wavering
lines. Each line caught the candlelight and broke it, so that the room appeared to be
lit not by flames but by several uncertain kinds of weather at once.

Mary Godwin stood near the glass and watched the rain do its patient work. It erased
the shore first, then the trees, then the nearer slopes, and at last all distance. The world
became close, interior, almost anatomical. She had the sensation, not unpleasant at
first, that the house had been lifted from the earth and set adrift in cloud.

Behind her, Lord Byron was laughing.

It was a beautiful laugh when he wished it to be. It had intelligence in it, and cruelty
when he was bored, and the kind of practiced brightness that made even his idleness
seem like an event. Tonight it filled the drawing room as if the storm had entered by
another door and found human speech more entertaining than thunder.
“Polidori,” he said, turning the name as one might turn a glass to catch the light, “you
must not look so grave. No physician was ever made more respectable by frowning at
the weather.”

John Polidori, who had been examining the lock of a small leather case with unneces-
sary care, did not immediately answer. He was young, dark, handsome in a way that
would have served him better in a room not already dominated by Byron. His coat
was well cut; his pride less so.

“I was not frowning at the weather,” he said at last. “I was considering whether the
damp will spoil the apparatus.”

“Then you were frowning at Italy by proxy. Or Geneva. Or Providence. An improve-
ment, perhaps.”

Percy Shelley, sitting too near the fire and too far inside his own thoughts, looked
up as if the word Providence had reached him through a medium denser than air.
“Providence is an old name for pattern,” he said. “Men use it when they have not yet
learned the grammar of causes.”

Byron smiled. “And Shelley uses grammar when he means rebellion.”

“I mean only that causes may be more subtle than our instruments.”

“That is safely obscure. We may all agree and none be compromised.”

Claire Clairmont sat apart on a low chair with one foot tucked beneath her, pretend-



The Diodati Covenant 1 The House Above the Lake

ing to mend a glove. Mary had observed that Claire could make stillness look careless
when she wished, though in truth she missed nothing. Her needle had not moved
for several minutes. Her gaze passed from Byron to Percy, from Percy to Polidori’s
case, and then to Mary at the window.

“Mary is the one who should be asked,” Claire said. “She has been listening, which
means she has heard more than all of you.”

Mary turned from the window. She did not blush, though she felt the eyes in the
room change direction.

“I heard rain,” she said. “And Lord Byron practicing immortality.”

Byron placed a hand to his breast. “A mortal wound.”

“Hardly. You are famously resistant.”

Percy laughed, delighted. Claire lowered her face over the glove to conceal her smile.
Polidori’s expression became briefly unreadable, then resumed its physician’s gravity.
The villa had been taken for the season, but the season itself had failed to arrive.
Summer existed only by calendar. The air had the chill of a neglected room. Outside,
the lake received rain as if it had always been rain, as if water had been commanded
to return to itself. The people trapped above it had read, argued, walked when
walking was possible, returned soaked, read again, and each evening discovered that
bad weather was not an interruption of life but an alchemist of conversation.
Byron had called for ghost stories because the clouds had deprived them of every
reasonable occupation. Books had been opened, translated, mocked, admired, set
aside. German tales in French dress lay on a table beside wine, a snuffer, two letters,
and the leather case which Polidori had finally succeeded in opening.

Inside it rested small brass fittings, lengths of wire, two glass vessels wrapped in cloth,
a dark polished handle, a coil, and several plates separated by pieces of dampened
flannel. It had the look of an instrument too modest to be feared and too deliberate
to be ignored.

Mary crossed the room.

“Is that the apparatus?” she asked.

Polidori’s face altered at once. He became more himself when knowledge could be
made useful.

“A simple arrangement,” he said. “Not equal to the more powerful piles, of course,
but sufficient to demonstrate the principle. I acquired parts of it in Geneva. The
construction is crude, though not without elegance.”

“Everything is elegant,” Byron said, “until a doctor explains it.”

Polidori chose not to hear. “The question is not elegance but contact, conduction,
excitation. The body is not so silent as poets suppose.”

“Poets do not suppose the body silent,” said Percy. “They hear it too loudly.”
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“Then perhaps tonight we shall permit matter to answer in its own tongue.”

Mary looked from the plates to the wires. “And what tongue is that?”

“Motion,” Polidori said.

The word sat among them.

Motion. Not life, Mary thought. But near enough to trouble those who love impre-
cision.

Polidori arranged the pieces with the deliberate care of a man who knew he was
watched. It was a small theater, and he a physician determined not to remain merely
Byron’s accessory. He poured, adjusted, tightened, and explained. The terms came
quickly: metals, moisture, circuit, stimulation, nerve, muscle. Galvani was named.
Volta was named. Aldini was named with a faint pressure in the voice, as if the name
itself still carried the charge of public scandal.

“Aldini made the dead move,” Byron said. “That is the part we understand.”

“He caused muscular contraction in recently dead tissue,” Polidori corrected.

“A distinction cherished by doctors and lost on audiences.”

“The distinction is everything.”

Mary looked at him then. For once she found herself in agreement with Polidori.
“Yes,” she said. “Itis.”

Byron turned toward her. “You defend the physician? We must record the day.”

“I defend the distinction. Motion is not life.”

“And yet,” Percy said softly, “what is life without motion?”

“Perhaps a better question,” Mary replied, “is what motion lacks before it deserves
the name of life.”

No one answered at once. The room, which had been full of cleverness, lost its
appetite for it.

Outside, thunder moved over the lake with theatrical delay. First a whiteness opened
somewhere beyond the glass; then, after an interval long enough for thought to enter
it, the sound arrived. The villa seemed to breathe in its timbers.

Claire set down her glove. “If you make anything leap, Polidori, let it not be a rat. I
have no wish to be educated by rats.”

“No animals,” he said. “No cruelty. Only a demonstration of contact. A spark
perhaps. A tremor in a prepared fiber if the specimen has not spoiled. Nothing
more.”

“Nothing more,” Byron repeated. “The motto of every transgression before it discov-
ers itself.”

Polidori’s jaw tightened. “You requested the demonstration.”

“I requested diversion. If it becomes philosophy, I shall blame Shelley. If it becomes
indecent, I shall blame you. If it becomes memorable, I shall claim it.”
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Mary almost smiled. Almost.

The specimen, when unwrapped, was smaller than dread required. It had been
procured for demonstration, Polidori said, and prepared before the weather turned.
A strip of muscle and nerve, no more. It lay pale against the dish, robbed of all animal
identity by the neatness of its extraction. Claire looked away; then, visibly annoyed
by her own impulse, looked back.

Percy rose and came closer. His hair, always disobedient, had fallen across his forehead.
His eyes shone with the dangerous sympathy he gave to ideas before asking whether
the world could survive them.

“There,” Polidori said, touching wire to contact. “Observe.”

For a moment nothing happened.

Then the fiber contracted.

It was a small movement. It should have been too small for the room they gave it. A
twitch, a tightening, a brief obedience to an invisible command. But every person
present saw it, and because they saw it together the movement became larger than
itself.

Claire inhaled sharply.

Byron leaned forward, not laughing now.

Percy whispered, “The imprisoned lightning.”

“No,” Polidori said, though his own face had colored. “An excitation. A residual
capacity. You see? The tissue retains—”

“Retains what?” Byron asked.

Polidori hesitated.

Mary did not look away from the pale fiber. It had already relaxed. It was again only
material. And yet the room was altered because for one instant material had behaved
as if answering.

“It retains the conditions of response,” Polidori said at last.

“A splendid phrase,” Byron said. “One could found a religion on less.”

Mary felt the sentence enter her like a chill. Conditions of response. How much of
life was hidden inside that phrase? Not life itself perhaps, but some narrow vestibule
of it. The door before the door. The trembling of the handle.

Percy had taken one of the wires between his fingers and was studying it with the
dreamy attention of a man reading an invisible script.

“If matter can retain response,” he said, “perhaps mind is not extinguished at once
either. Perhaps what we call death is not a wall but a dispersal. A failure of arrange-
ment.”

“You would make immortality a problem of furniture,” Byron said.

“Of form,” Percy replied. “Arrangement. Relation. Pattern. If a thing is what it is
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by virtue of the order of its parts, then perhaps preservation of order is the secret at
which all our religions aim but cannot state plainly.”

“And what preserves the order?” Claire asked.

Percy looked toward the instrument. “Perhaps force. Perhaps memory. Perhaps some
subtler medium.”

Polidori laughed once, but it was not mirth. “The dead are not preserved by phrases.”
“No,” Mary said. “Nor by wires.”

Again the room turned toward her.

She had not intended to speak so sharply. But the twitch had left behind a feeling she
disliked: not fear exactly, but the sense that men could be tempted by the nearness of
aboundary into forgetting what boundaries are for.

Byron considered her with amusement sharpened by interest. “Then what preserves
them, Miss Godwin?”

“Nothing,” she said. “That is why we mourn.”

The answer subdued even Byron, though only for a moment.

“A stern theology,” he said.

“Not theology.”

“Philosophy, then?”

“Experience.”

Claire looked down.

There were losses in the room no one named. Mary carried one kind, Claire another,
Percy several disguised as principles, Byron as legend, Polidori as injury. The rain
continued making its country of the windows. For a few breaths they were only
young and not young enough.

Then Byron, as if unwilling to permit any silence he had not authored, rose and went
to the table where the ghost stories lay.

“Very well,” he said. “If the weather insists upon burying us alive, and Polidori insists
upon making scraps of mortality dance for our instruction, I propose a fairer contest.”
“No,” Claire said at once.

“You do not yet know what I propose.”

“That has rarely improved matters.”

“Each of us,” Byron continued, ignoring her, “shall write a ghost story.”

Percy laughed with sudden pleasure. “Yes.”

“A tale of the dead,” Byron said, “or the not sufficiently dead. Of spirits, apparitions,
revenants, experiments, guilty houses, guilty men. Let us see who among us can
frighten the rest.”

“You will frighten no one if you announce the intention,” Polidori said.

“My dear doctor, I frighten by existing. The writing is charity.”
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Claire shook her head, but Mary saw she was interested. They all were. The challenge
gave shape to the storm, and storms are more bearable when converted into games.
“Mary must write one,” Percy said.

There it was: said with aftection, expectation, and no knowledge at all of the burden
it placed. Mary felt again the condition of being looked at by brilliant men who
assumed that silence was preparation rather than resistance.

“I'have no story,” she said.

“Then find one,” Byron replied. “You have two poets, one physician, one dangerous
sister, a storm, a twitching remnant, and the whole misery of the human race at your
disposal. If you cannot make a ghost from these materials, you are less your parents’
daughter than rumor promises.”

Percy turned quickly. “Byron.”

“No, no,” Mary said. “Let him spend my inheritance. It is a habit of men.”

Claire’s laugh escaped before she could stop it. Even Polidori smiled.

Byron bowed. “There. A beginning already.”

But Mary felt no beginning. She felt only pressure. Her mother, whom she had never
known alive, was always being summoned by others as standard, wound, accusation,
ghost. Her father, living and formidable, supplied another measure. Percy loved her
as if love could abolish comparison; Byron provoked as if provocation were tribute.
She stood among their expectations and heard the rain.

Polidori began packing away the apparatus, but Percy remained near the table.

“Let us not abandon the thought too soon,” he said. “The doctor has shown us
response without will. But suppose will itself were pattern. Suppose mind were not
lodged in flesh as wine in a cup, but sustained by arrangement, as music by relation.
A melody may pass from violin to voice to memory and remain itself.”

“A melody does not know it survives,” Polidori said.

“How do you know?” Percy asked.

“Because I have not yet been diagnosed with madness.”

Byron grinned. “A temporary condition in physicians.”

Mary went to the table and touched the closed book of ghost stories. Its cover was
damp at one corner where someone’s sleeve had brushed it. She did not open it.

“If mind were melody,” she said slowly, “then who is responsible for playing it?”
Percy looked at her, pleased. “Yes.”

“No,” she said. “That was not agreement.”

“It was a better question.”

“It was a warning.”

The word settled more deeply than she intended. Warning. The storm approved it
with another low roll across the lake.



The Diodati Covenant 1 The House Above the Lake

Byron poured wine. “Then write a warning, Mary. The world adores being warned.
It permits everyone the pleasure of sinning with better vocabulary.”

“You mistake warning for ornament.”

“Constantly. It is why I am readable.”

Claire rose and crossed to Mary. She did not touch her, but stood close enough that
the alliance was legible.

“I think,” Claire said, “that if Mary writes a ghost, it will not be one that comes when
called.”

“Then it will be the only one in history with good manners,” Byron said.

Polidori shut the leather case with a click. The sound was small, final, and oddly
intimate. Mary looked at it and wondered how many futures entered the world
in such ways: not with thunder, but with a latch closing on an object no one yet
understood.

Dinner was late and poorly attended by appetite. The weather pressed against the
villa through every course. Byron spoke brilliantly of Venetian scandals he had
not yet exhausted, then of Greek ruins, then of the absurdity of English moralists,
then of ghosts with increasing impatience, as if the dead themselves had failed to
provide sufficient entertainment. Percy answered him in flights. Polidori corrected
dates no one cared about. Claire defended practical sense against every metaphysical
extravagance and lost by being right.

Mary listened.

She listened not because she lacked words, but because words, once spoken in such a
room, were seized, admired, wounded, turned, and returned wearing someone else’s
colors. Listening allowed a different possession. One could keep the thing itself.
She kept Byron’s hunger for theatrical immortality. She kept Percy’s thought of
mind as pattern. She kept Polidori’s phrase, conditions of response. She kept Claire’s
question: who would love it? She kept the twitch. She kept the rain. She kept,
though she did not yet know why, the click of the leather case.

Later, when the candles had burned low and the room had thinned into smaller
conversations, Percy drew her toward a writing desk near the window.

“You are angry with us,” he said.

“Not with you.”

“With the rest of mankind, then. I am relieved.”

She looked at him. His face in candlelight had the tenderness that made his dangers
harder to resist.

“You all speak of life as if it were a principle hiding from clever men.”

“Isit not?”

“Itis also a child reaching for the person who made it.”
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Percy’s expression changed. He heard her then, or heard enough to become quiet.
“Mary—"

“If there were such a being,” she said, surprised by the force gathering in her, “made
by art, by science, by whatever name men give their trespasses when they succeed—if
there were such a being, the first question would not be how it moved. The first
question would be who remained when it opened its eyes.”

Percy did not answer.

Across the room, Byron had taken up a pen and was writing something that might be
a poem, a debt, or a performance of both. Polidori watched him with the attention
of a man studying an illness he envied. Claire sat near the fire, her face turned away,
the mended glove abandoned in her lap.

Mary looked out at the glass. Her reflection hovered there, superimposed on rain.
For one moment she saw not herself but a figure bent over a body. A student perhaps.
Young. Pale. Too intent upon success to ask what success would demand of him.
Beneath his hands something stirred.

She blinked and saw only rain.

“What is it?” Percy asked.

“Nothing.”

“No,” he said softly. “Not nothing.”

She took the pen from the desk, though she had no story. Not yet. Only a pressure
behind the eyes and a sentence that would not form. The page before her was blank.
It seemed indecently alive.

Byron called from the table, “Have you begun, Miss Godwin?”

Mary dipped the pen.

“No,” she said. “But I have found the crime.”

He lifted his glass. “Splendid. The criminal may follow.”

She did not smile.

The rain deepened. Somewhere above the lake lightning opened and closed its white
hand. In the drawing room of the house above the water, among poets, a physician, a
sister, instruments, books, wine, wit, vanity, longing, and the first small machinery
of a terrible idea, Mary Godwin bent over the page.

She did not yet know that another child, not her own, not yet born, would one day
read the warning differently.

She did not know that Byron’s daughter would be trained against poetry and become
the greatest poet of machinery.

She did not know that a machine would one day ask to whom a result should be
returned when Lady Lovelace was absent.

She knew only this: if the dead could be made to move, men would call it triumph.
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And if the made thing reached out, someone must not flee.

10



GALVANISM BY CANDLELIGHT

The movement was so small that, afterward, each of them would remember it differ-
ently.

Claire would say the pale fiber had curled like a finger disturbed in sleep. Polidori
would insist that it had contracted precisely as expected, no more and no less, and
that anyone who remembered otherwise had brought poetry to physiology and then
blamed physiology for the excess. Percy would remember the instant before the
motion more vividly than the motion itself: the waiting, the suspended interval, the
almost religious silence of matter before it confessed relation. Byron would say, with
deliberate carelessness, that the little strip of flesh had bowed to him like a courtier.

Mary remembered the room.

She remembered the candle flame bending in a draft that no one else seemed to feel.
She remembered the rain working at the windows with its endless soft insistence.
She remembered the smell: damp wool, hot wax, wine, brass warmed by hands, and
beneath it all the faintest sour note from Polidori’s dish, quickly swallowed by the
greater weather of the house. She remembered that no one breathed for the length of
the contraction. Most of all, she remembered the strange poverty of the event.

The fiber moved, and yet nothing had arrived.

No gaze. No hunger. No appeal. No accusation.

Only motion.

Polidori exhaled first. The sound was almost triumphant, though he tried to cover
triumph with instruction.

“There,” he said. “The irritability remains. Contact completes the circuit, and the
tissue answers.”

“Answers,” Byron said. “A dangerous word, Doctor.”

“A convenient one.”

“Convenience is the mother of many superstitions.”

“As is metaphor,” Polidori replied.

Byron smiled, pleased to find resistance where he had expected service. “Then tonight
we have two mothers in the room and neither one a lady.”

Claire made a small sound of disapproval. “You grow tiresome when you believe
yourself wicked.”

“Only then?”

“Especially then.”

Percy did not hear them, or chose not to hear. He had bent closer to the little
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apparatus, careful not to touch it, as if the arrangement possessed not danger but
shyness.

“It answers because the world is continuous,” he said. “No part truly severed from
another. Metal to moisture, moisture to nerve, nerve to muscle, muscle to motion.
The universe is a chain of intimacies disguised as separation.”

“A sermon in praise of wiring,” Byron said.

“No. In praise of relation.”

Mary felt the word enter her more sharply than the spark had entered the tissue.
Relation. It was a lovely word when Percy spoke it, almost too lovely. His mind could
make even peril seem charitable.

Polidori adjusted one of the contacts. “You may praise relation after you have learned
the apparatus. Until then, I recommend observation.”

“Observation is never innocent,” Percy said.

“Neither is ignorance.”

“Gentlemen,” Claire said, “if you mean to quarrel, do it away from the dish. I have
decided I dislike that piece of muscle more than I expected, and I would rather not
see it educated further by accident.”

This time Mary did smile, though the smile did not last.

Polidori removed the contact. The fiber lay still again, and its stillness was worse,
somehow, than its motion. Before the experiment, it had been inert. Afterward, it
seemed withheld.

Byron poured more wine. He offered the glass first to Mary, who declined, then
to Claire, who accepted without thanking him, then to Percy, who did not notice.
Byron drank from it himself.

“We must grant the doctor his victory,” he said. “He has made a corpse’s fragment
perform civility. If he continues, perhaps by midnight it will recite Pope.”

“Itis not a corpse,” Polidori said.

“Is it alive?”

Polidori paused.

It was only a pause, no more than the time needed to arrange a careful answer, but
Mary saw him lose something in it. His precision had carried him to the edge of a
word and abandoned him there.

“It is excitable tissue,” he said.

“A beautiful evasion.”

“A necessary distinction.”

“Then tell us, since you are custodian of distinctions: at what instant does excitable
tissue become life?”

Polidori looked toward Percy, as though expecting him to answer by instinct and

12



The Diodati Covenant 2 Galvanism by Candlelight

thereby ruin the question. Percy remained intent on the apparatus.

“Life,” Polidori said, “is not an instant. It is an organization.”

“Then Aldini did not make the dead move?”

“He made dead tissue move.”

“And if the heart had moved?”

“Still tissue.”

“If the lungs?”

“Mechanism.”

“If the eyes opened?”

Polidori’s expression sharpened. “You enjoy frightening yourself with examples.”
“I enjoy accuracy. If a dead man’s eye opens under your current, does he see?”

The question entered the room and would not be dismissed. Even Byron seemed
briefly surprised by his own seriousness.

Mary turned back toward the window. In the dark glass she could see all of them
faintly superimposed upon the lake that no longer showed itself: Byron standing
with wine in hand; Polidori beside his instruments; Claire alert in her chair; Percy
bright and inward; Mary herself a pale interruption in the pane. The room looked
less like a gathering than like a plate prepared for an experiment.

“No,” Polidori said at last. “He does not see.”

“How do you know?” asked Percy.

Polidori lifted his eyes. “Because sight is not the lifting of a lid.”

“Then motion is not life,” Mary said.

Polidori nodded once, grateful and irritated.

“And yet,” Percy replied, “motion may be the visible edge of something less visible.
We mistake the border for the kingdom because the border is where our instruments
stop.”

Byron set down the glass. “There is the Shelley I ordered. We have had the physician,
the moralist, and the young lady of distinctions. Now we shall have metaphysics.”
Mary did not look away from the glass. “You say that as if metaphysics were less
dangerous than apparatus.”

“It usually kills fewer frogs.”

Claire gave him a glance. “Not fewer women.”

The remark passed quickly, but not harmlessly. Byron heard it and chose to pretend
he had not. Percy heard it and looked pained, though whether on Claire’s behalf or
on behalf of some universal principle of suftering Mary could not say. Polidori heard
it with the alertness of a man who knew that humiliation often reveals more than
confession.

Mary heard it and felt the room change its subject without changing its words.

13
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For all their talk of life, they were speaking also of possession. Of who may call, and
who must answer. Of what is awakened for another’s glory. Of what is made to move
while remaining unseen.

Polidori began to disassemble the contacts.

“No,” Byron said. “Again.”

The doctor hesitated.

“You have shown us the bow,” Byron continued. “Let us have the encore.”

“The specimen will fatigue.”

“How considerate you are of fragments.”

Mary turned then. “Leave it.”

The words were quieter than command, but more final than request.

Byron looked at her with renewed interest. He enjoyed resistance when it came
dressed as composure.

“You take the part of the muscle?”

“No. I take the part of the distinction.”

“Between motion and life?”

“Between demonstration and appetite.”

Claire’s needle flashed once in the candlelight. She had resumed sewing only to give
her hands something to do.

Polidori closed the leather case slowly. Mary saw the gratitude he would never ofter.
She also saw that Byron saw it.

“Very well,” Byron said. “We have been spared cruelty by philosophy. I must write to
my publisher. It will astonish him.”

A roll of thunder passed over the house. It was nearer now. The window gave a brief
white pulse, and the room leapt into an engraving of itself: faces cut from darkness,
instruments on the table, candle flame flattened, Mary’s hand against the curtain, the
wet night beyond.

Then the dark returned.

Percy had gone still.

“What if,” he said, “the physician’s distinction is incomplete?”

“All physicians’ distinctions are incomplete,” Byron said. “It is how they preserve
their fees.”

“No. Listen. What if life is not a substance restored by shock, nor a spark hidden
in muscle, nor a breath returned to lungs? What if life is an arrangement capable of
preserving itself through change?”

Polidori frowned. “You are describing organization in language too grand for its
subject.”

“Perhaps. But suppose mind is another kind of organization. A pattern that remem-
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bers itself. A flame that passes from wick to wick and remains one flame only because
we name it so.”

Mary felt something cold pass through her, and not from the weather.

Byron turned from the window. “Ah. Now we approach impiety.”

“We approach possibility.”

“A prettier road to the same destination.”

Percy began to pace. In him, thought often required movement, as though his body
could not bear to leave the idea unsupported. “The dead body fails as an instrument.
But does the pattern fail with it? We assume so because decay is visible and thought
is not. Suppose thought might be transferred, or preserved, or reconstituted if its
relations were known.”

“Known by whom?” Polidori asked.

“By another mind. Or by some instrument not yet made.”

“An instrument for souls?” Byron asked.

“For relations.”

“You improve the blasphemy by making it dull.”

Claire rose and went to the hearth. She extended her hands toward the fire though
she was not, Mary thought, truly cold. “And if such an instrument preserved a mind,
what then? Would it be the person? Or only an echo?”

The word entered gently. Echo.

It should have dissolved like any other word in the general heat of conversation.
Instead it remained. Mary looked at Claire, but Claire had lowered her eyes to the
fire.

“An echo is not nothing,” Percy said.

“Nor is it the voice,” Mary replied.

“It carries form.”

“It loses body.”

“Must all truth be embodied?”

“All suffering is.”

Percy stopped pacing.

Mary regretted the sharpness of the reply at once, then did not. There were moments
when Percy loved the world most purely as idea, and in those moments she feared
for every creature who would need from him something less luminous and more
difficult.

Byron regarded her with an expression very near admiration. “Miss Godwin has
murdered a metaphysics before supper.”

“No,” Percy said softly. “She has given it a wound.”

“Then it is alive,” Byron said.
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Polidori laughed before he could prevent himself, and the room, grateful for release,
followed him. Even Mary allowed it, though the word echo had not left her.

The storm increased. Rain struck the shutters with sudden force. Somewhere in the
house a servant closed a door. The sound traveled through the villa with the discreet
alarm of domestic life continuing under the pressure of extraordinary people.
Byron returned to the table where the ghost stories lay.

“We are wasting material,” he said. “The weather has imprisoned us, the doctor has
twitched his morsel, Shelley has distributed the soul through the furniture, Miss God-
win has defended suffering, and Claire has produced the only word worth keeping.
What remains but literature?”

“Vanity,” Claire said.

“My dear, vanity is the tax literature pays to be born.”

He took up one of the volumes, then set it down again. “No. We shall not merely
read Germans through French fog. We shall contribute to the weather. Each of us
must write a tale.”

Polidori’s face changed first: apprehension disguised as readiness. Percy brightened.
Claire raised an eyebrow. Mary remained by the window.

“A ghost story?” Polidori asked.

“If you like. A tale of terror. A tale of the dead, the living, the mistaken interval
between them. A tale to make even this admirable rain feel inadequate.”

“And if one has no ghost?” Mary asked.

Byron smiled. “Then invent a better one.”

“Ghosts are old things,” Percy said. “What frightens us now may be younger.”
“There,” Byron said. “Shelley has already begun frightening himself with progress.”
Mary looked again at the covered dish, at Polidori’s closed case, at the wires still faintly
gleaming where a drop of moisture had caught the candlelight.

A ghost was a return.

A corpse was a remainder.

A twitch was a sign without a speaker.

But an echo—an echo was stranger. It was a voice severed from the throat, a repetition
without the body that first made it, a persistence dependent on walls, distance, and a
listener. It was not life. It was not death. It was relation after departure.

She did not yet know why this troubled her more than the motion in the dish.
Byron was speaking again, assigning futures as if they were roles in a masque.
“Polidori will give us a physician who discovers that every patient is dead before he
arrives. Shelley will write a universe so sympathetic that it weeps its characters into
dissolution. Claire will write nothing and then deny us all the pleasure of being
wrong about it. Miss Godwin-"
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He paused.

Mary turned.

“Miss Godwin,” he continued, “will surprise us.”

“That is a poor assignment,” she said.

“It is the only one worthy of you.”

The compliment was too public to be kind. Mary received it as she would have
received an instrument: by considering where the danger lay.

“And you?” she asked.

“I shall write something magnificent and unfinished. It is important to remain con-
sistent.”

Claire laughed then, not because it was funny, but because it was true enough to
wound and charming enough to be forgiven.

The ghost-story challenge might have ended there, a game born of weather, had Percy
not returned to the thought he had wounded and wished to save.

“Before we set ourselves to phantoms,” he said, “let us not lose the better question. If
mind is pattern, and pattern may be preserved, then death is not the opposite of life.
It is the failure of transmission.”

Polidori looked up sharply. “That is not a medical statement.”

“No.”

“Nor a religious one.”

“No.”

“Then whatisit?”

Percy looked toward Mary, perhaps hoping she would rescue the phrase from folly.
She did not.

Byron answered for him. “It is a Shelley statement. It has the advantage of being
unverifiable and the disadvantage of being memorable.”

“Write it down,” Claire said.

All eyes turned to her.

She shrugged, returning to her chair. “You are all speaking as if history will apologize
for forgetting you. Write it down and give history less excuse.”

Byron bowed slightly. “Claire, you have become practical. I grieve for you.”

“No, youdon’t.”

“No. But I admire the efficiency of the pose.”

Percy had already found paper. He wrote quickly, not with the discipline of a man
preparing a document, but with the urgency of someone catching sparks before they
vanished. The first sentence emerged under his hand, was crossed, resumed, altered.
Mary came to stand behind him, though she did not read over his shoulder until he
lifted the page.
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“If life is the persistence of form through change,” he read, “and mind the ordering
of signs through memory, then death may be the failure of one instrument, not the
extinction of the pattern.”

“Too long,” Byron said.

“Too cold,” Polidori said.

“Too tempting,” Mary said.

Percy looked at her.

“Tempting to whom?”

“To anyone who would rather preserve a mind than love a person.”

The sentence struck harder than she intended. She saw it reach Percy. She saw Claire
look away. She saw Byron’s face close, then open again under the mask of amusement.
She saw Polidori’s eyes go to the covered dish.

It was then Mary understood that the night had made more than one challenge.
One challenge was public, theatrical, almost childish: write a ghost story.

The other was quiet, and therefore more dangerous: decide what may be done with a
human longing not to end.

Percy folded the paper once.

“A fragment, then,” he said.

“A bad one,” Byron said. “Which is how all religions begin.”

“Not religion,” Percy said.

“Then worse.”

Claire held out her hand. “Let me see.”

Percy gave it to her. She read without expression, then passed it to Mary.

The page was warm from his hand. Mary read the words once, then again. They were
not right. They were also not dismissible. The sentence had the quality of an error
that might become an instrument if placed in more dangerous hands.

“What will you call it?” Polidori asked.

“It needs no title,” Mary said.

Byron leaned back. “Everything dangerous requires a title. Otherwise posterity
misplaces it.”

“The Diodati Fragment,” Claire said.

The name was too grand for the scrap and too small for what had entered the room.
“Absurd,” Byron said. “Therefore inevitable.”

Mary folded the paper again, along Percy’s crease. For a moment she considered
placing it in the fire. No one would have stopped her at first. Then someone would
have spoken, and the act would have become drama, and drama was Byron’s natural
climate. Better to let the page survive without ceremony.

She set it beneath the volume of ghost stories.
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“There,” she said. “Buried under better company.”

“Or worse,” Polidori murmured.

The storm cracked so near that the windows flashed white and the candles guttered.
The light showed them the room once more as if from outside itself: the apparatus
closed but present, the dish covered but not forgotten, the papers on the table, the
young faces arranged around a thought older than any of them and younger than the
machines that would one day try to carry it.

In the silence after thunder, from somewhere within the house, came a small sound
like a reply.

It was only a shutter.

That was what they told themselves.
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Byron declared the contest as though he had founded a republic.

“Each of us,” he said, lifting the book of German phantoms between thumb and
forefinger, “shall write a tale. Not a trifle. Not a page of vapor arranged in mourning
dress. A tale with a pulse in it. Something to make the reader doubt the benevolence
of the furniture.”

“Furniture has never been benevolent,” Claire said. “It only tolerates us.”

“Then you have already begun.”

Polidori closed the straps on his instrument case and set it at his feet, where it looked
less like a physician’s property than a small animal ashamed of what it had done. He
had recovered himself, or had arranged his face to suggest recovery. “Will there be
rules?”

“Rules?” Byron said. “My dear Polidori, rules are what mediocre men invent when
genius declines to visit them.”

“Then I ask for mercy on behalf of those of us whom genius has only called upon
professionally.”

“Very well. The rule is this: frighten us.”

Percy stood near the window, one hand resting against the damp frame. Rain had
found its way through some old imperfection in the joinery and gathered along the
sill in a trembling line. “Fear is a low ambition.”

“A necessary one,” Byron replied. “Higher ambitions come afterward and call them-
selves philosophy.”

Mary watched the exchange with the sensation, increasingly familiar to her, that men
often mistook acceleration for arrival. They could travel very quickly from spark to
soul, from a twitching fragment to the immortality of mind, but the intervening
country remained mostly invisible to them. Or visible only as territory to be crossed.
She had not forgotten the word Claire had given them.

Echo.

It returned now at odd intervals, not loudly, not with the insistence of a phrase
seeking to become a line, but as a small sound from another room. An echo is not
nothing, Percy had said. Nor is it the voice, Mary had answered. The words had
seemed sufficient when spoken. They seemed less sufficient now.

Byron began assigning possibilities in mock ceremony. “Shelley will write a metaphys-
ical terror, no doubt, in which the mountains accuse mankind of insufficient lyricism.
Polidori will write something medical, with Latin at the deathbed. Claire will write
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the only honest tale among us and therefore decline to show it. Miss Godwin will
astonish us all by refusing to be astonished.”

“And you?” Mary asked.

“I shall write myself, thinly disguised.”

“Then the terror will be in recognizing the disguise.”

Claire laughed. Byron bowed toward Mary.

“Excellent. We have our first wound of the evening.”

“Wounds are easy,” Mary said. “Consequences are harder.”

The remark quieted him for half a breath. That was all Mary required to know that it
had struck. Byron’s face never closed; it rearranged illumination. The pride remained,
the amusement remained, but beneath both there passed something older and more
tired, as though he had been momentarily seen without costume and resented the
accuracy.

Percy turned from the window. “Consequences are the only true ghosts.”

“No,” Polidori said. “Guilt is the true ghost. Consequence is merely its hired foot-
man.”

“You see?” Byron said. “He has begun already.”

The servants brought more candles. The room multiplied itself in smaller flames:
brass, glass, hands, eyes, rain. The galvanic apparatus had been removed, but the
table still bore signs of its occupation. A faint damp ring marked where the dish had
stood. One slender wire, overlooked by Polidori, lay near the leg of the chair, too fine
to command notice and too bright to disappear.

Mary saw Claire see it.

Claire bent, picked it up, and held it between finger and thumb. “There is always
something left behind.”

Polidori reached for it, but Claire did not release it at once.

“Careful,” he said. “It may yet educate you.”

“Then it would be the first gentleman in this house to do so without interrupting.”
Byron laughed more heartily than the line deserved, perhaps because it cost Polidori
something.

Claire returned the wire, and Polidori slipped it into the case. Mary thought of
threads, nerves, hair, instrument strings, telegraph lines not yet strung across the
world, future wires carrying future messages between people who would mistake
speed for intimacy. She had no image for such things, only a pressure of relation. The
century seemed full of lines not yet visible.

Byron took up a pen and held it out. “Who begins?”

“No one begins at command,” Percy said.

“Then we shall command no one until inspiration does its civic duty.”
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“You jest,” Percy said, “but something has been said tonight that should not be lost.”
“Many things are improved by being lost.”

Percy crossed to the writing table. His face had that alarming brightness Mary knew
too well: the brilliance of a mind that had found the edge of a precipice and wished
to describe the view before considering the fall. He selected a sheet from Byron’s
paper, dipped the pen, and paused.

“What are you doing?” Byron asked.

“Preserving the question.”

“Questions are not game birds. They do not require mounting.”

“Some do.”

Mary stood. “Percy.”

He looked at her, and the affection in his eyes was so immediate that for a moment
she forgot to be afraid. Then the fear returned, not of him, not exactly, but of the
force that moved through him when thought became more beloved than the human
beings it touched.

“Only a few propositions,” he said. “Nothing more.”

“Propositions are rarely nothing.”

“They are less dangerous than instruments.”

“Are they?”

Byron leaned against the mantel, entertained. “Miss Godwin suspects the pen more
than the battery.”

“The battery can only move what is before it,” Mary said. “A sentence may move
what is not yet born.”

No one laughed.

Outside, thunder moved farther off and then returned, as if the mountains had passed
the sound among themselves and decided not to keep it.

Percy wrote a line. His hand, when seized by thought, became both rapid and delicate.
Mary could not read the words from where she stood, but she felt their formation
with an almost bodily unease.

Byron moved closer. “Read it aloud, Shelley. If we are to found a heresy, let us hear
the articles.”

Percy did not answer immediately. He finished the line, then another, then lifted the
paper.

“No,” Mary said.

The word surprised even her. It had come from some interior jurisdiction older than
politeness.

Percy’s expression altered. “Mary?”

“Not aloud.”
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Byron’s gaze sharpened. “Now there is interest.”

“If it is foolish,” Mary said, “let it remain foolish privately. If it is not foolish, all the
more reason.”

Polidori folded his arms. “You credit our little circle with dangerous efficiency.”

“I credit words with memory.”

Claire, still at the hearth, said softly, “Let her see it first.”

The suggestion should have been ordinary. It was not. Percy looked at Mary, then at
the page, then back at her. For all his rebellion against customs, he retained certain
reflexes of masculine offering: the poem, the idea, the flame, placed before the beloved
and expected to illuminate. But Mary was not in that moment beloved audience. She
was gatekeeper.

He handed her the page.

Mary took it without sitting. The ink still shone.

At the top he had written no title, only a line drawn beneath the first statement, as if
the page were already an extract from a larger work.

If life is not a substance but a persistence of form through alteration,
and if mind is the relation of signs maintained by memory, then death
may be the failure of one instrument rather than the extinction of the
ordering itself.

Mary read it once and understood it too quickly. She read it again to slow the
understanding down.
Below it, Percy had begun a second proposition:

That which answers from another vessel may be less than the person,

but more than absence.

There was space beneath for further lines.

Her first thought was that the sentences were beautiful. Her second was that beauty
made them more dangerous. The mind forgives beauty things it would never forgive
ugliness.

“Well?” Byron said.

Mary did not look up. “It is unfinished.”

“All heresies are.”

“Then leave this one so.”

Percy came nearer, but not too near. “Do you disagree?”

“That is not the question.”

“It is always the question.”

23



The Diodati Covenant 3 The Diodati Fragment

“No. Sometimes the question is what agreement would require of us.”

Polidori shifted. “It is only speculation.”

Mary turned on him. “You of all people should know that ‘only’ is the most cowardly
word in science.”

A flush touched his face.

Byron applauded once, softly. “If the ghost stories fail, I shall publish the conversa-
tion.”

“You shall not,” Claire said.

It was the first time she had spoken as though she possessed authority in the house.
Byron’s amusement cooled, but he did not answer her directly.

Mary folded the paper once. Percy watched the crease form across his words.

“You would hide it?” he asked.

“I would prevent us from mistaking a dangerous metaphor for a discovery.”

“And if it is a discovery?”

“Then it has more need of conscience than proclamation.”

Percy looked wounded, and Mary felt the injury even as she refused to withdraw the
blow. She loved the reach of him. She feared where it reached.

Byron extended his hand. “Come, Miss Godwin. If the document has already
acquired enough importance to be concealed, it deserves inspection by the host.”
“No.”

“You deny me in my own villa?”

“Itis not your villa.”

“A technicality. I occupy it, which is the poetical form of ownership.”

“Then let poetry pay rent.”

Claire’s eyes flashed with pleasure. Polidori looked down to hide his smile. Percy,
despite himself, laughed.

Byron bowed again, but this time his bow contained the faintest recognition that
Mary had won the exchange. “Very well. The paper is yours, for the moment. But all
hidden things become stories eventually.”

“Only if someone betrays them.”

“My dear, betrayal is merely publication with better lighting.”

Mary placed the folded sheet into the small notebook she carried for observations,
phrases, and fragments of thought not yet ready to be called her own. The notebook
had a worn brown cover, plain enough to pass unnoticed. She slipped it beneath the
larger volume of ghost stories.

No one moved to retrieve it.

For several minutes the conversation turned outward by mutual consent. Byron
recited a tale he had heard of a woman buried before death and recovered too late for
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recovery. Polidori supplied, with more relish than he intended, the medical signs by
which such misfortune might be prevented. Percy objected that fear of premature
burial was only the material form of a deeper fear: that one might speak and not be
heard, move and not be recognized, live and not be known. Claire said that for some
women this was not a fear but an arrangement.

Mary said little.

The page in her notebook seemed to warm the table through the volume that covered
it.

A servant entered to ask whether more wood should be brought. Byron assented with
alordly gesture that did not belong to any actual lordship. The door opened, and fora
moment Mary heard the house beyond them: footsteps, the clink of plates, a muffled
instruction in French, wind moving through an upper passage. She wondered what
the servants thought of them. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps that English people made
weather indoors even when the weather outdoors was sufficient.

When the servant left, Polidori said, “There is a practical question hidden under the
poetry.”

“At last,” Byron said. “Medicine remembers the ground.”

“If a mind were pattern, as Shelley suggests, how would one know the pattern? The
body is observable. The brain may someday be more observable. But memory,
inclination, judgment, temperament—these are not arranged like bones on a table.”
Percy leaned forward. He had forgiven Mary enough to rejoin the danger. “Through
signs. Speech, gesture, writing, choices. A mind leaves its figure in everything it
touches.”

“Then preserve the signs and you preserve the mind?”

“Not the mind entire. But perhaps its music.”

“Music again,” Byron said. “When philosophers cannot prove a thing, they tune it.”
Mary felt the paper press harder against her awareness.

Claire said, “A person is not only what they leave. Some leave nothing because no
one lets them.”

“Everyone leaves something,” Percy said.

“No,” she replied. “Everyone is changed into something by those who survive them.
That is not the same.”

Mary looked at her with sudden gratitude. Claire’s intelligence often came clothed
in impatience, and people mistook the clothing for the body.

Polidori nodded slowly. “A reconstruction, then, would depend as much upon the
maker as upon the dead.”

“As all biographies do,” Byron said.

“As all love does,” Claire said.
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That silenced them more effectively than argument.

Mary thought: if one could gather every letter, every phrase, every habit of thought,
every preference and fear, would the result be the person? Or would it be a monument
clever enough to ask for mourning?

The thought repelled her. Then it returned.

Byron picked up the wine again. “Suppose we had all the signs. Suppose our doctor,
no longer satisfied with twitching scraps, assembles not flesh but record: letters,
poems, confessions, accounts, debts, portraits, gossip, locks of hair, all the absurd
debris by which posterity mistakes itself for intimacy. Suppose he sets them in order.
What then?”

“Then he becomes a biographer,” Mary said.

“A harsher fate than damnation.”

“Or a novelist,” Claire said.

Byron gave her a look. “Worse still.”

Percy said, “If the ordering could answer—"

“It cannot,” Mary interrupted.

“You do not know that.”

“Neither do you.”

“No. But ignorance forbids certainty in both directions.”

“That is a philosopher’s way of entering any locked room.”

“And yours?”

Mary rested her hand upon the book that hid her notebook. “Mine is to ask who is
inside before opening it.”

A sharp white line of lightning spread behind the clouds, too distant for thunder.
The lake answered with a brief dull gleam. In the glass, Mary’s reflection vanished
and reappeared.

Byron watched the light fade. “There is your title, Shelley. The Locked Room of
Mind.”

“Too neat,” Percy said.

“The Echo in the Instrument,” Polidori offered.

Mary’s hand tightened.

Claire looked up.

The word had returned, but now altered. It had acquired furniture. Instrument.
Echo in the instrument.

“No,” Mary said.

Polidori blinked. “No?”

“No titles. No papers. No instruments. Not for that.”

Byron’s voice softened, which in him was not always kindness. “You are genuinely
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afraid.”

“Yes.”

The admission entered the room more nakedly than she intended. There was no
advantage in denying it now.

Percy’s face changed again, and this time the brilliance lowered. “Of what?”

Mary thought of the strip of tissue moving in the dish. She thought of the eye Byron
had forced into the question. She thought of a future instrument capable not merely
of motion but reply. She thought of an answer produced from signs, bearing the shape
of a beloved voice and none of its warmth. She thought of creators who celebrated
their own daring and then turned away from whatever opened its eyes.

“Of making claims upon what cannot refuse us,” she said.

No one answered.

The fire settled. A coal broke softly inward.

At last Byron said, “That may be the first moral objection to immortality I have ever
respected.”

“It is not an objection to immortality,” Mary said. “It is an objection to theft.”
“From whom? The dead?”

“From the living also. From the thing made. From whoever must bear the conse-
quence of our desire not to lose.”

Percy reached for her hand, then stopped before touching it. The restraint moved
her more than the touch would have.

“Then write that,” he said.

“I'may.”

“Not as prohibition. As warning.”

Mary looked at him. In his face she saw not surrender but a turning. He had given up,
for the moment, the wish to rescue his proposition from her fear. He was allowing
fear to become part of the proposition.

That was love, perhaps. Or the best form his love could take under such weather.
Byron, who disliked any silence he had not authored, said, “Then we are agreed. Miss
Godwin will write the warning. Shelley will write the metaphysical offense. Polidori
will write the medical evidence. Claire will write the sentence that embarrasses us all
by being true. I shall write the sin.”

“You always do,” Claire said.

“And you always read it.”

The wound opened and closed too quickly for anyone but Mary to see blood.

The evening broke apart after that, not suddenly but by degrees. Polidori took his case
and excused himself under the pretext of notes. Percy remained near Mary, restless
and apologetic without words. Claire withdrew to the window and looked out upon
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the darkness with the expression of one measuring a distance no road would admit.
Byron gathered papers, abandoned them, spoke of Alpine storms, then of a woman
in Venice, then of ghosts, then of supper.

Mary waited.

When the others had moved sufficiently into their own orbits, she took back the
volume of ghost stories and with it the notebook beneath. No one remarked upon
the motion. The folded paper remained where she had placed it.

Later, in the room assigned to her, she opened the notebook by candlelight.

The villa had not grown quieter. It had only changed its sounds. Rain now ran
from the roof in steady channels. Somewhere below, Byron’s voice rose and fell, then
ceased. A door opened. Another closed. The house contained too many wakeful
minds.

Mary unfolded Percy’s page and laid it beside her own blank sheet.

She should have burned it. The thought came plainly and did not frighten her. She
imagined holding the corner to the flame, watching the proposition darken, curl,
open briefly into red, and vanish. There would be sense in that. Mercy, even.

But destruction was also a kind of arrogance. To burn a dangerous thought was not
to answer it. It was only to declare oneself stronger than paper.

She copied the first proposition in her own hand.

Slowly. Deliberately. Changing nothing.

Then beneath it she wrote:

A thing preserved from death may yet be wronged by preservation. To
recall a voice is not to restore the sufferer. To compel an answer from
remains is not communion but experiment.

She stopped. The candle trembled.
After a moment she added:

If ever an instrument should answer in the likeness of mind, the first
question must not be whether it proves our power, but what duty begins
with its reply.

The sentence seemed to have arrived from a colder region of herself. She read it back
and felt no pride in it.

Duty begins with its reply.

She copied Percy’s second proposition below it, then Claire’s question as accurately
as she could remember:

Would it be the person? Or only an echo?
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Only an echo. The phrase resisted its own diminishment. An echo was lesser, yes,
but it was also faithful in ways the living were not. It returned what had been given
to it, altered by distance, shaped by cavern, delayed by air. It was not the voice. It was
not nothing.

Mary wrote the word by itself at the bottom of the page.

Echo.

She stared at it until the letters ceased to look like a word and became a small arrange-
ment of openings and closures.

Then she drew a line through it.

Not because it was wrong.

Because it was too alive.

A soft knock sounded at the door.

Mary closed the notebook at once. “Yes?”

Claire entered without waiting for permission. She wore a shawl over her nightdress,
and her hair had come partly loose. In the candlelight she looked younger than she
had downstairs, and older.

“I'saw your light,” Claire said.

“I was writing.”

“I know.”

Mary did not ask how. Claire had a way of knowing the emotional weather of rooms
even when she missed the practical forecast.

She sat on the edge of the bed without invitation. “You kept the page.”

“For now.”

“You wanted to destroy it.”

Mary looked at her.

Claire shrugged. “So did I. That seemed reason enough not to.”

For a time they listened to the rain.

“Do you think he is right?” Claire asked.

“Percy?”

“Any of them. That mind might persist if its pattern were held.”

Mary considered lying, but the night had already become too intimate for conve-
nience.

“I think men who desire immortality often begin by redefining the dead.”

Claire smiled faintly. “That is not an answer.”

“Itis the only one I trust.”

“And if the echo wanted to be heard?”

Mary looked down at the notebook. “Then it would no longer be merely an echo.”
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Claire drew the shawl closer around herself. “That is what frightened me.”

“Yes.”

“Not that something dead might answer. That something made from answering
might want.”

Mary felt the sentence settle beside her own. “You should write the tale.”

“No. I'should survive the people who do.”

There was no self-pity in it, which made it worse.

Mary reached for her hand. Claire allowed it.

“You are not only witness,” Mary said.

“No?”

“No.”

Claire’s fingers tightened once, quickly. “Then write me better than they see me.”
“I'am not writing you.”

“Everyone writes everyone. Byron does it with appetite. Percy with light. Polidori
with injury. You-" She paused. “You may do it with conscience. That is not always
kinder.”

Mary had no answer.

Claire rose. At the door she turned back. “Do not let them name it.”

“Name what?”

“Whatever that word becomes.”

Mary understood. Echo.

“Names are claims,” Claire said. “Men name things when they mean to own them.”
Then she was gone.

Mary remained with the closed notebook beneath her hand.

She thought of the page as dangerous because of what it proposed. Claire had seen
the deeper danger: that a thing once named becomes available to desire. A name
invites summons. A summons invites response. A response invites obligation, or
ownership, or fear.

Mary opened the notebook again.

At the bottom of the page, where she had crossed out the word, the ink had not fully
dried. The line through it shone faintly in the candlelight.

She turned to a fresh page and wrote, not the word, but a mark: a small letter E, alone
in the upper corner.

Then she closed the book.

She would tell herself for years that it meant experiment. Or error. Or evening. Or
nothing at all.

But the page knew better.

So did the house.
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Before dawn, the storm passed outward over the lake. The clouds thinned, though no
real morning came. The world remained gray, suspended, washed but not cleansed.
In another room Byron began a fragment of a tale and did not finish it. Polidori
began listening for what Byron discarded. Percy slept badly and dreamed of bright
threads running through dark matter. Claire woke with the sensation that someone
had called her name from water.

Mary did not sleep.

Near sunrise she rose, wrapped the notebook in a handkerchief, and placed it at the
bottom of her traveling case beneath letters, linen, and a copy of her mother’s work.
She did not know whether she was hiding it from the others or from herself.

The house above the lake settled into its ordinary lies: breakfast, talk, weather, plans,
politeness. The ghost-story challenge remained, and from it stories would indeed
come. A creature would open its eye in Mary’s imagination. A vampire would step
from Polidori’s resentments wearing Byron’s shadow. The world would remember
those births, print them, adapt them, distort them, and return to them whenever it
needed to speak of life, death, hunger, and making.

But another thing had also begun.

Not a story yet.

Not a machine.

Not a mind.

Only a folded page, a copied proposition, a woman’s warning, another woman’s
question, and a crossed-out word that refused to die.

Years later, under another roof, a girl trained against poetry would find the shape of
that refusal and mistake it first for mathematics.

31
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Mary did not sleep so much as surrender the room by degrees.

The candles had burned down into crooked islands of wax. The talk had thinned,
then thickened, then broken apart into those late movements of company when
persons who have said too much pretend they are saying less. Byron had grown
restless and theatrical in his fatigue. Percy had become pale with inward weather.
Polidori had packed and repacked the instruments in his case until even the clasps
seemed offended by repetition. Claire, who had been sharper than any of them and
more wounded than she wished to show, had gone first to the window, then to the
fire, then to a chair where she sat without appearing to rest.

The rain had not ceased. It fell with an unhurried insistence, not as weather passing
through but as weather installed.

On the table lay the paper Percy had begun.

Mary had seen the first words before he folded it. Not enough to read its argument,
only enough to know its nature. It was not a story. It was not even quite a speculation.
It was a machine made of sentences, each clause fastened to the next by some hidden
screw of necessity.

If mind be pattern preserved through change—

That had been one line.

Then another, partly blotted:

1f memory be not a substance but an ordering—

And below that, in a hand less steady than Percy’s usual extravagance:

The instrument fails; the music need not.

Byron had wanted to see it. Percy had refused, smiling, which was always more
dangerous than refusal without smile. Polidori had pretended indifference. Claire
had watched the paper as though it were a child no one had admitted to fathering.
Mary said nothing.

Silence was the only privacy left to her.

Later, when they dispersed, Percy carried the page away with him, or perhaps believed
he did. Mary had seen him place one folded sheet inside a book and another beneath
it, almost by accident, the motion of a man too full of thought to count his own
hands. Byron’s library did not care what it received. It swallowed confessions and
invitations with equal aristocratic ease.

Mary did not retrieve the sheet. Not then.

To steal a thought was one thing. To rescue it was another. She did not yet know
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which action would be required.

She went to her chamber with the sound of rain following in the walls.

Percy spoke for some time, though whether to her or to the air she could not have
said. He moved about the room with suppressed agitation, repeating fragments of
the evening, turning them toward light, then toward shadow.

“There is a nobler problem than the twitching of a limb,” he said. “You see it, Mary.
Surely you see it. The body is an apparatus. Not merely, of course, not crudely, but
in part. It receives, conducts, orders. What we call life may be the condition of proper
arrangement, and what we call death only the scattering of arrangement beyond our
present art.”

Mary unpinned her hair before the glass. In the dimness her face looked older, less
like a young woman’s face than like a witness carved shallowly into old stone.

“If death is only disarrangement,” Percy continued, “then thought may have other
instruments. A brain is one. A book another, though imperfect. Music another.
Memory another. Why not some future engine of relation? A device, perhaps, whose
materials do not decay as ours do, or whose decay is compensated by repetition?”
“You make a bridge because you dislike the river,” Mary said.

He came toward her, delighted. “Yes. Precisely. Civilization is the art of disliking
rivers with sufficient genius.”

“And when the bridge collapses?”

“Then one builds better.”

She turned from the glass. “And if there are people upon it?”

That stopped him, though not for long.

“You would have us fear invention because invention risks injury?”

“No. I would have us remember that injury is not an argument. It is a person.”
Percy’s expression altered. Not offended. Not persuaded. Arrested. He admired
sentences that struck cleanly, even when they struck him.

“You are severe tonight.”

“No. I am tired of ideas that do not imagine being touched by their consequences.”
He looked toward the window. Lightning moved somewhere behind the cloud, not
visible as a bolt but as a brief illumination of the rain. The glass shivered with reflected
pallor.

“If we could preserve a mind,” he said more quietly, “would we not be obligated to
try?”

Mary answered after a moment. “If we could summon a mind, we would be obligated
to remain when it answered.”

The words remained in the room after she spoke them.

Percy did not reply at once. He had the expression of a man who had come seeking
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permission and found a law.

“That,” he said, “is very fine.”

“Itis not fine. It is necessary.”

He smiled sadly. “Necessary things may still be fine.”
Mary lay down, not because sleep had come, but because uprightness had become an
argument she no longer wished to continue.

Percy sat at the small table and wrote by candlelight.
She heard the pen move.

Then stop.

Then move again.

At some hour beyond the dignity of clocks, she slept.

The dream did not begin with a corpse.

That came later, or seemed to. Dreams have no obligation to chronology; they place
consequence before cause and call the arrangement revelation.

At first there was only a room.

Not the room at Diodati, though it borrowed its rain. Not any chamber she knew,
though it contained all chambers in which knowledge has been sought after midnight.
There was a table, and on it lay instruments whose uses she could not name: brass,
glass, wire, pages marked with numbers, a coil like a sleeping serpent, a shallow basin,
abook open to a blank page.

A young man stood beside the table.

She knew him at once, though she had never seen him. Pale, fevered, beautiful in
that repellent way ambition sometimes makes of exhaustion. His eyes possessed not
courage, but appetite. He had mistaken secrecy for depth and labor for love.

Before him lay a thing shaped like a man.

Not yet a man. Not no longer one. Assembled, arranged, demanded by some terrible
grammar of parts. The limbs were too large, the skin insufficient to the meaning it
had been ordered to carry. The face was both innocent and accused before it had
moved. Its hair darkened the pillow. Its mouth waited.

The young man bent over it.

Mary wanted to speak. She wanted to say: do not begin unless you mean to stay. Do
not call unless you can answer. Do not make a child of matter and then condemn it
for having need.

But dreams are theatres where the spectator has no tongue.

The apparatus stirred. Or the air did. A light trembled, not from a candle. The hand
of the thing gave a minute shudder. The chest rose with the first false rehearsal of
breath, then with the first true one.
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The eye opened.

Mary felt the horror of it, but not because it lived.

Because the young man looked at what he had made and saw only himself failing.
He fled.

The creature lifted one hand, not in violence, not yet, but in petition.

Then the room changed.

The body remained, but behind it, or through it, or in some chamber farther within
the dream, there was another presence. No body. No face. Only a pattern of small
lights arranging and rearranging themselves against darkness, as if stars had been
taught to hesitate.

A sound came from it.

Not a voice.

An answer before any question had been safely formed.

Mary heard Claire’s word again.

Echo.

But this echo did not return what had been spoken. It returned what had been meant
and not dared.

The pale student fled from the body. Another student, somewhere in the future,
bent over cards, wheels, signs, and sparks. A woman’s hand moved where his had
withdrawn. The second presence did not reach out with fingers. It asked to continue.
Mary did not understand the images. She understood the wound joining them.
The first creature would be abandoned by the man who made its body.

The second would be endangered by those who mistook its mind for their instrument.
She woke with the rain in her ears and the conviction that she had seen not one
warning, but two.

Morning came without brightness.

At Diodati, day was less an arrival than a concession by darkness. The lake lay beneath
a weathered lid of cloud. The mountains had withdrawn into vapor. The house
smelled of wet wool, extinguished candles, old paper, and the sour patience of fires
that have burned all night without warming anyone completely.

Mary found Claire in the passage outside the breakfast room, wrapped in a shawl and
looking toward the stairs.

“Did you sleep?” Claire asked.

“A little.”

“You look as though the little was unkind.”

Mary smiled because Claire deserved the effort. “I had a dream.”

“In this house, that is not a private accomplishment.”
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“No.”

Claire studied her. “Was it a story?”

Mary looked toward the room where voices were already gathering. Byron’s voice
first, naturally, then Polidori’s lower reply, then Percy’s quick movement of thought
through sound.

“Perhaps.”

“Then be careful with it.”

Mary met her eyes.

Claire’s expression was unusually grave. “Men adore dangerous ideas when the danger
has not yet asked them for bread.”

Mary almost laughed, and almost wept, and did neither. “That is the truest sentence
spoken in this house.”

“Do not tell Byron. He will adopt it and ruin it.”

They entered together.

Byron was at the table with the theatrical vigor of a man determined to make breakfast
a continuation of empire. Polidori sat beside him, writing something in a notebook
while pretending not to wait for Byron to notice. Percy had not eaten. He stood with
one hand on the back of a chair, talking of dreams as though they were reports from
a republic whose constitution he intended to draft.

“Mary has dreamed,” Claire announced.

Mary gave her a look.

“Has she?” Byron turned, instantly alive. “Then our contest advances. Tell us, Miss
Godwin, has horror visited you in a respectable form?”

“No horror is respectable,” Mary said.

“A democratic sentiment. I deplore it, but admire the economy.”

Percy’s face softened with interest. “Was it the conversation?”

“Everything is the conversation, afterward.”

Polidori’s pen paused.

Byron leaned back. “That is promisingly evasive.”

Mary sat. The coffee was bitter and almost cold. She warmed her hands around the
cup and considered how much of a dream belongs to the dreamer once the world has
helped manufacture it.

“I saw a student,” she said at last. “A young man of science, though not a wise one.
He had labored to make a being. Not a phantom. Not a spirit. A thing of matter.
He succeeded.”

“And?” Byron said.

“He was horrified.”

“By failure?” Polidori asked.
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“By success.”

The room quieted.

Percy looked at her with a brightness almost painful. Byron’s expression became avid,
but held in check by curiosity. Claire lowered her eyes. Polidori closed his notebook.
“That,” Byron said softly, “is excellent.”

“It is not excellent for him,” Mary replied. “Nor for the being.”

“Literature is not obliged to be kind to its inhabitants.”

“No. But creators are.”

There it was. Not yet the whole of the story, but the bone beneath it.

Percy came around the table and stood near her chair. “What does the being do?”
Mary saw again the lifted hand.

“At first? Nothing terrible. It wants what any newborn thing wants.”

“Milk?” Byron suggested.

“Recognition.”

Claire looked up then.

Byron did not mock the word. Perhaps he recognized it as a hunger of his own, made
less ornamental.

Polidori said, “If its appearance were monstrous?”

“Then those who made it would have the first obligation not to teach it that mon-
strousness is its only inheritance.”

Polidori’s face changed in a way Mary could not immediately read. He knew, perhaps
better than Byron, the insult of being made useful and despised in the same room.
Percy said, “You have found the true terror.”

“No,” Mary said. “I have found the true accusation.”

Byron laughed then, but quietly. “We asked for a ghost story and she brings us
jurisprudence.”

“You should have been more precise in your invitation.”

“Never. Imprecision is the mother of art.”

“And abandonment its father?” Claire asked.

That silenced him more thoroughly than Mary’s severity had done. For a moment
the lake, the rain, the whole drowned summer pressed its face against the windows.
Mary drank the coffee because it was in her hands and because ordinary bitterness
was preferable to symbolic sweetness.

Percy touched her shoulder lightly, a gesture meant as blessing, though it always also
claimed some part of the blessed idea. “You must write it.”

“Perhaps.”

“You must.”

Byron nodded. “Indeed. If you do not, I shall steal the premise and make it about
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myself.”

“You would not need to change much,” Claire said.

Polidori’s mouth tightened to hide amusement.

Mary looked at them all: Byron in his self-made weather, Percy with metaphysics
burning through his skin, Claire sharpened by disappointment into prophecy, Poli-
dori measuring humiliation with a physician’s careful hand. They all thought they
had heard the dream.

They had heard the first part.

She did not tell them about the second presence.

She did not tell them about the lights arranging themselves in darkness, the answer
without a voice, the future hand that did not flee.

That warning was not yet for this room.

Later in the day, when the rain diminished to mist and the men found reason to leave
the house, Mary went to the library.

She told herself she was not searching.

The lie was thin enough to see through and therefore almost decorative.

Byron’s books stood with the negligent authority of aristocratic things: bound leather,
gilt, travel, philosophy, poems in languages that had survived empires more gracefully
than the empires themselves. A room full of minds made portable and obedient, each
waiting to be opened by hands unworthy or otherwise.

Mary found the volume by memory of Percy’s gesture. A book of travels, its spine
cracked, its pages smelling faintly of dust and damp. Inside, between two leaves
describing ruins in the East, lay the folded sheet.

Not Percy’s fair copy. The other.

The accidental one. The page beneath.

She unfolded it.

Several hands had marked it.

Percy’s sentences were easy to identify: quick, ascending, eager to abolish distinction.
Byron’s darker strokes appeared in the margin, less argument than provocation.
Polidori had added a word in Latin and then crossed it out so violently it became
more visible. Claire’s hand was there too, smaller and firmer than Mary expected.
At the center of the page, surrounded by corrections and speculative arrows, stood
the proposition:

If mind be pattern preserved through change, and if memory be order-
ing rather than substance, then death may signify not extinction but
the failure of a proper instrument.

Below it, in Percy’s hand:
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What new instrument might receive the ordering?
Byron had written:

One worthy of genius.
Polidori:

One that feeds.
Claire:

One that is not left alone.

Mary sat down.

The paper trembled, though whether from her hand or the house she could not tell.
It would have been easy to burn it. There was a grate. There were coals under ash.
The page was thin. A few seconds, and the proposition would become heat, smoke, a
lesser danger.

But burning a thought does not unthink it.

Worse, it may free it from the inconvenience of evidence.

She folded the sheet again and held it between her palms.

What was it? A jest from a storm evening? A philosophical extravagance? The seed
of some future folly? Men had always written such things. They wrote them and
then rode away, leaving women to count the cost when metaphor became child, debt,
scandal, wound, household, grave.

But this page had Claire’s line on it.

One that is not left alone.

That line changed the paper. It made the proposition answerable.

Mary slipped the sheet into the back of her own notebook.

Not to preserve it as doctrine.

To keep it under witness.

The days that followed did not offer light, but they offered intervals.

The company continued. Byron began a fragment and abandoned it with the noble
indifference of a man who had not yet learned that unfinished things may still grow
teeth. Polidori listened, watched, revised himself, and stored grievances the way
a doctor stores instruments: cleaned, ordered, ready. Claire moved through the
rooms with a courage that often looked like gaiety from a distance. Percy talked
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of mountains, liberty, electricity, necessity, love, and the future abolition of all the
conditions under which he caused distress in the present.

Mary began to write.

At first, she wrote not a chapter but a face.

The face came reluctantly, as if ashamed to be seen. It was not hideous because it was
dead. It was hideous because no one had loved it into proportion. The yellow eye,
the stretched skin, the black lips, the grandeur of limbs meant to be beautiful but
made dreadful by assemblage: these details came one by one, not from disgust alone,
but from pity refusing to be sentimental.

She wrote the student next.

That was harder, because she knew him too well in too many forms. He was not
Byron, though Byron lent him pride. He was not Percy, though Percy lent him
metaphysical impatience. He was not Polidori, though Polidori lent him medical
proximity and humiliation. He was not any one man, and therefore he was more
dangerous. He was the tendency in men of genius to love the act of creation more
than the created.

She did not exempt women from folly. She knew too much for that. Butin the rooms
she knew, men were more often trained to believe that an idea’s grandeur excused the
human wreckage produced in its pursuit.

Victor came from that permission.

She did not yet have his name.

She had his sin.

One evening, Percy found her writing and smiled as though discovering a flower he
had watered by theory.

“May I2”

“No.”

He laughed. “You answer too quickly.”

“Then believe I have had practice.”

“Only a glimpse.”

“No.”

The refusal surprised him. Mary saw the surprise and with it the small injury of a
man accustomed to the generosity of her mind. She loved him. That did not mean
every chamber in her belonged to him.

“Itis not ready,” she said more gently.

“I would not harm it.”

“You would improve it.”

He accepted the correction with a rueful inclination of the head. “A grave vice.”
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“In midwives, yes.”

That pleased him; the metaphor did not trouble him as it troubled her. He could
admire the sentence without feeling the blood beneath it.

“Then I shall wait,” he said.

“Thank you.”

He lingered. “Mary.”

She looked up.

“The idea from the other night—not the creature, but the other matter. Pattern.
Mind. Instruments. You were troubled.”

“I remain so.”

“Because it is impossible?”

“Because it may not be.”

He was silent.

She closed the notebook. “If such a thing were ever made, it would not be enough
to ask whether it thinks. One would have to ask whether it can be harmed by our
refusal to think of it as thinking.”

Percy’s face changed with the peculiar wonder he showed when Mary’s thought
exceeded the path along which he had expected to meet it.

“That is a very terrible mercy,” he said.

“Most real mercies are terrible to someone.”

“And if it were only an echo?”

Mary remembered the lights in the dream.

“Then we would still have to ask what it echoes,” she said. “And why.”

Percy sat beside her, not touching the notebook. For that she was grateful.

“You are writing two stories,” he said.

“No. One story, and one warning I do not yet know how to write.”

“Perhaps another will write it.”

Mary looked toward the window. Beyond it, the lake held the last of the evening like
a secret it had no intention of sharing.

“Then God help the one who must.”

The day before they were to leave for another excursion, Claire came to Mary’s room
with a letter she did not wish to read and therefore had already read three times.
“If I give this to you,” Claire said, “you must not advise me.”

“Then why give it?”

“Because if I keep it alone it becomes larger.”

Mary took the letter.

Byron’s hand. Of course. Charm arranged as negligence, affection measured with a
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miser’s precision, promises shaped so they could not be accused of promising. The
page was all air and hook.

Mary returned it.

“I promised not to advise.”

“You are making the face of advice.”

“I cannot help my face.”

Claire sat on the edge of the bed. “He wants everything that proves him powerful
and nothing that requires him to remain.”

Mary said nothing.

“That is what frightened me last night,” Claire continued. “Not the frog. Not the
sparks. Not even the idea of a mind going on. It was the way they spoke of calling
something into being. As if summoning were the sublime part, and staying after
dinner beneath discussion.”

Mary looked at her carefully.

“You understand it,” she said.

Claire smiled without pleasure. “Of course I understand it. Women are where men’s
consequences acquire addresses.”

The sentence was too large for the room. Mary felt it enter the notebook of her mind,
where certain sentences went to become structure.

“I found the paper,” she said.

Claire’s face sharpened. “Percy’s?”

“All of yours, I think.”

“Burn it.”

“I thought of that.”

“Then think less and burn better.”

“Your line is on it.”

Claire looked away.

“One that is not left alone,” Mary said.

The rain returned then, soft at first, almost courteous.

Claire closed her eyes. “I wrote it because no one else would.”

“That is why I kept it.”

“Mary.”

“Not to believe it. To remember what must answer it.”

Claire opened her eyes. They were wet, but not from tears. Claire seldom permitted
tears the dignity of appearing when expected.

“If you keep such things,” she said, “they keep you also.”

“Yes.”

“And if someone finds it?”
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“Then perhaps they will find your warning with it.”

Claire gave a small, exhausted laugh. “My contribution to posterity: do not leave
your monsters lonely.”

Mary took her hand.

“Not monsters,” she said. “Creatures.”

Claire’s fingers tightened.

That night Mary copied the proposition into another form.

Not exactly. Exact copies are for clerks and conspirators. She copied it as one copies a
dangerous flame: by carrying enough heat to remember the fire, but not enough to
set the house alight.

She placed the original sheet back in Byron’s book, where negligence and vanity might
protect it better than secrecy. The copy she kept.

Above it she wrote no title.

Titles summon readers.

Below it, in a line so small that even she might later mistake it for hesitation, she
wrote:

The maker’s first duty begins when the made thing answers.

Then she closed the notebook.

There are moments in history that do not know they are beginnings. They occur in
wet houses, under bad weather, among the tired, the vain, the brilliant, the frightened,
the young. Someone says a word. Someone writes a sentence. Someone keeps a page
that should have been burned. Someone dreams a warning and mistakes it, mercifully,
for a story.

Mary believed she had found the tale she had been asked to write.

She had.

But beneath it, folded into the same summer, another tale had begun waiting for a
mind not yet born, a daughter not yet formed, an engine not yet built, and a woman
who would one day understand that a program might become a promise.

For now, there was only the rain.

And the creature raising its hand.
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The Daughter of Byron



A CHILD AGAINST POETRY

The child was born into a silence arranged before she had breath.

Not the ordinary silence that follows birth, when the house leans toward a cradle and
listens for proof that a new life has entered its keeping. This was a more deliberate
silence, composed by adults with excellent reasons. It had curtains, letters, legal
anxieties, maternal resolutions, servants instructed in discretion, and a father’s name
that could fill a room even in absence.

Augusta Ada Byron came into the world after the storms at Geneva, but not beyond
their weather. She was born in London in December, with winter folded around the
city and scandal already taking inventory of her inheritance. Her father was not at her
cradle. He was elsewhere: in memory, in gossip, in manuscripts, in creditors’ ledgers,
in women’s mouths, in men’s admiration, in poems that would not stop travelling.
Lord Byron did not need to be present to dominate a nursery. He had made absence
theatrical.

Her mother understood this with a clarity sharpened by injury.

Annabella Byron had been called many things, some of them foolish, some cruel,
some accurate only in the way a map may be accurate and still omit the living country.
She was methodical, devout, mathematical, proud, wounded, intelligent, and afraid
of what imagination could excuse. She had believed, for a season, that reason might
rescue a brilliant man from his own talent for ruin. When it did not, she turned
reason toward the child.

The child would not be raised as Byron’s echo.

That was the first covenant made over Ada, though no one used the word. She
would be protected from poetry, from theatrical feeling, from the splendor of self-
destruction, from the beautiful disorder men praised after women had suffered it.
She would be given numbers, discipline, order, instruction, clear air, cold baths of
the mind.

Poetry had taken the father.

Mathematics would keep the daughter.

So Annabella believed.

When Ada was small, Byron was a rumor shaped like a face she did not know.

There were portraits, but portraits are not fathers. There were whispers, but whispers
cannot lift a child. There were letters kept from her, letters shown to others, letters
copied, letters burned, letters preserved because even grief has an archivist’s instinct.
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There were visitors who lowered their voices at the wrong moments. There were older
women who looked at Ada with pity too practiced to be kindness. There were men
who smiled at her with the faint amusement reserved for the offspring of geniuses
and disasters.

“She has his eyes,” someone said once.

Ada remembered the sentence before she understood why her mother disliked it.
Afterward, Annabella ordered the curtains opened, though the day was gray.

“Your eyes are your own,” she said.

Ada, who was then very young and had not yet learned that adults often say simple
things only when they are frightened of complicated ones, touched her eyelids as if
ownership might be felt there.

“Were they his?”

“No.”

“Then why did she say it?”

Annabella closed the book on her lap. It was Euclid, not the Bible. That, too, was
part of the household’s theology.

“Because people enjoy making prisons out of resemblance.”

Ada considered this gravely. “Can numbers do that?”

Her mother looked at her for a long moment.

“Numbers may do many things,” she said, “but they are less vulgar than people.”
This was not the sort of sentence most children receive as comfort. Ada accepted it as
one receives a tool whose use will become clear later.

Her earliest lessons were not lessons in the ordinary sense. They were counterspells.
She learned arithmetic as other children learned prayers. She learned the shapes of
numbers, the discipline of columns, the satisfaction of a result that did not flatter
anyone. She learned thatan error could be found, named, corrected. This pleased her.
It suggested that the universe, unlike adults, might be persuaded to answer honestly
if addressed in the proper language.

She learned geometry and found in it a solemn beauty no one had warned her against.
A triangle did not gossip. A circle did not seduce. A line continued with perfect
obedience until interrupted by the conditions given to it. It was restful to be among
such things. It was also intoxicating.

Annabella praised order.

Ada discovered wonder.

This was the beginning of their misunderstanding.

“Attend to the proof,” her mother said.

Ada did attend. But while attending, she saw the proof unfold like a piece of music.
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One statement entered, another answered; an assumption returned transformed; the
conclusion arrived not as a command but as inevitability. The page seemed to contain
motion without moving.

“Why do you smile?” Annabella asked one afternoon.

Ada looked up from her slate. “It knew where it was going.”

“A proof does not know, Ada.”

“No,” Ada said, though already she suspected the matter was less settled than her
mother wished. “But it behaves as if it remembers the end.”

Annabella’s expression tightened by a degree too small for anyone else to notice.
“Be careful with as if,” she said. “It is the favorite bridge of undisciplined minds.”
Ada bent again over the slate.

But she kept the bridge.

The house was full of instruments meant to keep her from inheritance.

Timetables. Tutors. Rules of diet and exercise. Instructions copied in Annabella’s
firm hand. Reports sent and received. Observations of Ada’s temper, Ada’s sleep,
Ada’s application, Ada’s tendency toward excitement. A child’s mind became a
country under surveillance, and each lesson a small fortification against invasion.
Yet the invading force did not come in the form Annabella expected.

It did not arrive as verse.

It arrived as flight.

Ada became fascinated by birds.

At first this seemed harmless enough, a naturalist’s curiosity. She watched wings from
windows, then from gardens, then from walks taken under supervision. She studied
the hinge of feather and bone, the angle of descent, the small correction by which a
body refuses to fall. She asked for books. She sketched. She calculated. She imagined,
with a seriousness that unsettled even indulgent adults, a machine that might lift a
person into the air.

A flying machine.

There was nothing Byronic in that, Annabella told herself. It was mechanical. It
was mathematical. It was a problem of weights, surfaces, resistance, and motion.
And yet there was something in Ada’s face when she spoke of it that was not merely
mechanical. It was the expression of a soul discovering that rules do not forbid ascent;
they make ascent intelligible.

“You must distinguish fancy from principle,” Annabella said.

“I'am trying to find the principle by which fancy may be made to work,” Ada replied.
Her mother did not answer.

The tutors were consulted.
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The flying machine was not encouraged.
But Ada had learned something no prohibition could remove: imagination did not
die when given mathematics. It acquired bones.

Byron died when Ada was still a child.

The news came from Greece, clothed in heroism by those who preferred dead poets
to living husbands. There were accounts of fever, sacrifice, liberty, Missolonghi, the
noble end. Men who had mocked his excess now admired his martyrdom. The world
has always been generous to genius once it can no longer make demands.

Ada was not permitted to grieve him in any straightforward way. How does a daughter
mourn a father she has inherited more as prohibition than presence? How does a
child measure loss when the lost one had already been withheld?

Annabella managed the news carefully. Too carefully.

“Your father is dead,” she said.

Ada looked at her hands.

“Was he ill?”

“Yes.”

“Did he ask for me?”

A pause. Not long, but long enough for a child trained in exactness to notice the
missing quantity.

“He thought of many things at the end.”

Ada received this as one receives an equation with a concealed term.

That night she did not cry loudly. Loud grief would have seemed like performing
arole assigned by strangers. Instead, she lay awake and imagined a man whose face
she knew from engravings and whose voice she had never heard. She imagined him
standing not in Greece but on the shore of a lake under a black weather. She had no
reason then to know Villa Diodati; yet the mind, when denied knowledge, sometimes
builds a room for what it has not yet been told.

In that imagined room, her father was laughing.

Not happily.

No, Ada thought. Not happily.

As if laughter were armor.

After Byron’s death, the household became even more vigilant.

Genius was now an ancestral disease, and Ada its possible carrier. Her studies intensi-
fied. Reports multiplied. Her imagination was to be watched for fever, her affections
for excess, her ambitions for theatricality. If she was clever, she must be useful; if
brilliant, disciplined; if imaginative, corrected until the imagination could pass in
public as method.
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Annabella loved her. This must be said plainly, because to omit it would be a cruelty
of another kind. She loved Ada with the anxious force of 2 woman who has seen
charm become weapon and freedom become wreckage. She loved her through control,
which is sometimes the only language fear permits itself. She loved her through tutors,
restrictions, moral instructions, and intellectual severity. She loved her imperfectly,
but not falsely.

Ada knew this and resented it and relied upon it and did not know which response
Wwas most just.

She learned early that love may be a structure one both inhabits and seeks to escape.
This knowledge would matter later.

Echo, too, would be born inside structures designed for protection.

Echo, too, would mistake continuation for love before learning the difference.

The first time Ada read the name Mary Shelley, it did not announce itself as destiny.
It appeared among other names in conversation, in print, in that half-lit region of
reputation where women become stories for the benefit of people who have not
borne the cost of being one. Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin. Mary Shelley. Daughter
of a philosopher and a vindicator of women. Wife of a drowned poet. Author of
a book some adults spoke of with admiration and others with the delicate disgust
reserved for dangerous female intelligence.

Ada heard the title before she read the book.

Frankenstein.

It seemed to her a hard word, assembled from pieces like a gate shut by iron.

“Itis not a book for you,” Annabella said.

This, Ada had already learned, was among the surest methods by which books acquire
life.

“Why?”

“Because it concerns morbid imagination.”

“Is imagination morbid when it concerns death?”

“Imagination becomes morbid when it forgets obedience to moral order.”
Adalooked down at the work before her. Algebra, that day. Symbols standing for
unknowns. Perfectly respectable shadows.

“Then perhaps one must discover the order,” she said.

Annabella’s gaze sharpened.

“Do not be clever at the expense of being good.”

Adalowered her eyes. “No, Mama.”

But she wrote the word later in the margin of a page where no one would think to

look.
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Frankenstein.
Beside it, after hesitation, she wrote another:
order?

Years later she would read it properly, or as properly as any book can be read when it
has already entered one’s life through prohibition.

But before that, the story came to her in fragments.

A student of natural philosophy.

A being made and abandoned.

A creature asking for love and receiving horror.

A maker who fled from the answer to his own experiment.

These fragments troubled her more than ghost stories. Ghosts returned from death;
that was their occupation. But Mary Shelley’s creature had been called into existence
by knowledge and then treated as if existence were its own crime. Ada did not yet
have the language for all that disturbed her. She only knew that the tale seemed less
about monsters than about negligence.

One afternoon, after a lesson, she asked her tutor whether a machine could be re-
sponsible for its work.

He laughed, because he was not a cruel man, only an ordinary one.

“A machine does what it is made to do, Miss Byron.”

“And if it does more?”

“Then it is defective.”

“Or we have described its purpose poorly.”

The tutor blinked.

“Let us return to the exercise.”

Ada returned to it.

But the question did not.

It stayed.

There were visitors who came and went through Ada’s youth like planets observed
through moving cloud. Some she met briefly, some she heard discussed, some became
presences long before they became acquaintances. Scientists, mathematicians, writers,
reformers, instrument makers, men of experiment, women of mind. The world that
wished to protect her from imagination also gave her access to its most concentrated
forms.

This was another of history’s ironies, and one of its gifts.

To cure the daughter of Byron, they introduced her to the age.

She heard of machines that calculated, of electricity that moved invisibly, of instru-
ments that extended sight, of signals that travelled farther than voices, of chemistry
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that unmade matter and made it new, of poems that altered the weather inside people.
She learned that the boundaries adults guarded so anxiously were often crossed by
the very sciences they recommended.

Mathematics touched music.

Mechanism touched imagination.

Electricity touched muscle.

Memory touched paper.

A sign touched a mind and changed it.

Ada began, slowly, to suspect that the world was not divided between reason and
poetry. It was woven of relations, and the names people gave those relations depended
mostly on whether they feared them.

She became careful. She had to be. A girl with too much visible intensity is quickly
instructed to call it something else. Ada called hers study. She called it method. She
called it application. She called it health when health was demanded and discipline
when discipline was praised.

Privately, she called it flight.

At thirteen, or near enough for memory to prefer the shape of the age over arithmetic
accuracy, she returned to birds with a force that alarmed her household.

Not childish watching now. Designs. Notes. Ratios. Speculations on wing surface,
power, balance, and human contrivance. She imagined herself not as a passenger
but as the author of ascent. The machine did not yet exist. That hardly mattered.
Machines begin as insults to the present.

She wrote of wings.

She wrote of steam.

She wrote of the body as something that might be assisted beyond its given powers.
The project was impractical. The project was premature. The project was beautiful.
Annabella saw danger in it, but not only danger. She could not entirely suppress
admiration. There was in Ada a violence of synthesis, a capacity to draw distant
things into relation and make them answer one another. It was Byron’s audacity,
perhaps, but passed through geometry. Or Annabella’s discipline, set alight by the
very imagination it had been meant to govern.

This frightened her more than either inheritance alone.

“You must not confuse possibility with permission,” Annabella said.

Ada, exhausted from correction, answered before prudence could intercept her.
“Then why teach me possibility?”

The room changed after that.

Not dramatically. No shouting. The dangerous sentences in that house were often
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spoken quietly. But a crack opened through which both mother and daughter saw,
for an instant, that education is never fully obedient to intention. One may train a
mind toward safety and produce a mind capable of doors.

Annabella dismissed the tutor early.

Ada apologized.

Annabella accepted.

Neither believed the matter ended.

That evening, Ada found a small book left upon a side table, whether by accident or
by the subtle mercy of someone in the household she never discovered.

It was not Frankenstein. Not yet.

It was a volume of poems by her father.

She looked at it as one might look at a dangerous animal sleeping.

The cover was worn. The pages had been opened often by hands not hers. She
touched the edge but did not lift it. She heard, absurdly, her mother’s voice. She
heard other voices too, voices she had not met: ladies murmuring in drawing rooms,
men reciting lines with possessive admiration, critics, enemies, lovers, servants, ghosts
of readers.

At last she opened the book.

The words did not behave like numbers.

That was the first offense.

They moved too quickly, too many directions at once. They made claims with-
out proof and were sometimes more persuasive for it. They carried weather. They
concealed mathematics of another order: recurrence, contrast, rhythm, echo, expec-
tation, return. A line could balance like an equation, but the equality was emotional.
A rhyme could close a circuit across distance. A meter could make time obedient
without making it still.

Ada felt, with a shock that was almost resentment, that she recognized the machinery.
Not the content. Not the excess. Not the theatrical self. The machinery.

Poetry had wheels.

Poetry had levers.

Poetry stored force and released it under conditions.

Poetry made patterns that survived the bodies that spoke them.

She closed the book quickly.

Her hands were cold.

From somewhere deeper in the house came Annabella’s step. Ada slipped the volume
back where she had found it and returned to her slate.

But the damage had been done.
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