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Prologue

From the Journals of Alexander Graham Bell

September 12, 1883

Dear Diary,

There’s nothing like the feeling of the wind in one’s beard! As I write this, I am speeding southward on my newest creation, the AquaZephyr—an oceangoing vessel unlike any other. Our destination: Antarctica! Our objective: Ambr The South Pole! And, yes, also Ambrose Rector. Apprehending that diabolical genius is the part of this mission I prefer not to dwell on. But we know that the villain is also sailing for the uncharted southern continent and we must stop him before he obtains more of the supernaturally powerful “space rocks” that fueled the strange and terrible machines he used to take over the World’s Fair last May.

Darn you, Rector! Why must you ruin everything?

September 15, 1883

Dear Diary,

How I wish I could turn back time and reverse my decision to send Rector on his first fateful expedition to the Antarctic years ago. In my defense, however, the man was just a hapless, lack-talent lab assistant back then. He managed to ruin every project he touched. He once caused an explosion that destroyed half my workshop. And all I’d asked him to do was polish a spoon!

I had to do something before Rector ended up burning my lab to the ground. But firing the son of the Inventors’ Guild’s founder wasn’t an option. So I sent him on a long boat ride to Antarctica. How was I to know that, while he was down there, he would find a magical meteorite, be transformed into an evil genius, murder the entire crew, and then return to New York in my stolen ship to exact revenge? Seriously? Who could have seen that coming?

September 21, 1883

Dear Diary,

The AquaZephyr is operating at record-breaking speeds! Eight days out and we’ve already left the Florida coast in our wake! Not too shabby for a ship constructed in a mere six weeks. I daresay that despite Rector’s two-month head start, we stand a chance of overtaking the scoundrel before he reaches Antarctica.

My word, this Caribbean weather can change in a heartbeat. In the time it has taken me to write this, the skies have shifted from bright blue to slate gray. And the wind! I can barely hold down the page to write. Best to head belowdecks before the rain makes my ink run.

September 21, 1883

Dear Diary WHOMEVER FINDS THIS:

SEND HELP! WE’VE BEEN BOARDED BY PIRATES!
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Pick a Peck of Pepper’s Pickles . . . Please

New York City, September 12, 1883

“BOOP! BOOP! BOOP!”

Emmett Lee screamed and fell off his bed, accidentally tearing down the sheet that hung between his cot and Molly Pepper’s.

“Emmmmmmmett,” Molly moaned, wrapping her pillow around her head. “What are you doing?”

“What am I doing?” Emmett sputtered. “Robot’s the one making the noise.” Beside his bed stood a tall metallic man with a scuffed oil-barrel chest, clunky aluminum-tube arms, and a rather dapper straw hat. The automaton’s handlebar mustache spun like a pinwheel as he continued to boop. “Robot, please stop,” Emmett moaned. “Why are you doing this?”

“I was trying to anticipate your needs,” Robot said. His trap-hinged jaw sometimes clicked as he spoke, but, as he’d been originally created to sing at parties, he had a delightful tenor voice.

“And you thought we needed to be startled out of a deep sleep?” Emmett asked.

“I thought you needed to be awakened,” said Robot.

Molly squinted at the clock on the wall and, giving up, slipped on her eyeglasses. “Oh, bother beans! It’s seven twenty!”

“That is what I was going to say,” said Robot. “Except for the ‘bother beans’ part. Should I start saying ‘bother beans’?”

Emmett double-checked the clock. “The shop’s supposed to be open already! And we’re going to be late for school! Okay. Okay. Don’t panic. We can figure this out. The walk to school takes, what, a half hour?”

Molly leapt from her bed. “Robot, lights!”

Robot began igniting the gas lamps that sat atop teetering piles of books, while Molly shook her mother, who lay snoring on yet another cot only two feet away. “Mother!”

“Was somebody booping?” Cassandra mumbled.

“The booper was I, Mrs. Pepper,” said Robot.

Molly ripped the blanket from her mother and shouted, “We were supposed to be up an hour and twenty minutes ago! We’re late for everything!”

“Oh, yes, I almost forgot! We’re late!” Cassandra bounced from her bed onto her tool-strewn workbench (for the bedroom was also the Peppers’ workshop) and ran across the tabletop to a counter stacked with pots, mugs, and cans (for the workshop was also the Peppers’ kitchen). Cassandra often took this route to avoid tripping over the half-built inventions littering the floor of the cramped little room. There were plenty of benefits to living with a brilliant inventor like Cassandra Pepper, but uncluttered living space was not one of them.

Cassandra hopped down and flipped the toggle on her Brew-Master 1900, which instantly began spouting steam.

“I’m still doing the math, but I don’t think we have time for coffee,” Emmett said from behind the sheet that Robot helpfully held up for him while he changed into school clothes.

“There’s always time for coffee,” said Cassandra.

“Well, let’s see,” said Emmett, misbuttoning his shirt. “If we leave right now and take Bleecker Street to—no, at this hour, we should probably go up West Third, unless—”

“Robot, can we make it to school on time?” Molly asked, squeezing into her ankle-length black dress.

“Your average walk to school takes eighteen minutes,” said Robot. “You should arrive for the morning bell if you leave within the next eleven minutes, thirty seconds.”

“See, plenty of time for a hearty breakfast,” Cassandra said cheerily as she dropped a full loaf of rye into the Mega-Slicifier. With a grinding noise, the device began shooting thin squares of bread onto the table like a riverboat gambler dealing cards.

“There’s one thing I don’t understand, though, Mother.” Molly climbed over an open crate of nails while weaving her dark hair into a long braid. “What happened to the clock you built? The alarm didn’t go off.”

“That’s because I didn’t set it,” Cassandra said, passing a hot mug of coffee to her daughter.

“You, um, you did this on purpose?” Emmett said. He fell over in a frantic attempt to pull his pants up. “Can I ask why?”

“Molly said mornings were boring, always the same old routine,” Cassandra explained. “So I decided to spice things up!”

“Congratulations, you’ve succeeded,” Molly replied as she fed bread slices through the Toastinator with one hand and buttoned her dress with the other. While she didn’t want to say so in front of Emmett, she was genuinely enjoying the frenzy. It wasn’t that she wanted to return to the terror and chaos of last May, when Ambrose Rector and his henchmen, the Green Onion Boys, were constantly trying to kill them, but she had been longing for a little chaos to be thrown back into their lives. Emmett, however . . . Well, Molly was pretty sure that, after years of living on the streets, hiding from Jäger Society goons who wanted to deport him back to his birth country of China, Emmett was fond of finally having a “same old routine.” Moments like these, Molly hoped her friend wasn’t regretting his decision to stay with the Peppers.

“Get over here and eat, Emmett!” Molly called, sliding aside some loose screws to make space at the worktable (which was also the dining table).

“I really just want to get to school.” Emmett, fastening his brown tweed vest, stumbled over a partially constructed Multi-Broom PowerSweeper. “It took an escort from government agents to get me into that school in the first place. I’d rather not risk it.”

“I understand, Emmett, but you’ll be fine as long as we abide by the contract,” Cassandra said as she launched dollops of butter onto the toast with her Pat-a-Pult. “In the meantime, you children are twelve years old—I can’t send you out without a proper morning meal.” She cracked three eggs into the coffee maker and held a bowl by its spout to catch the coffee-speckled yellow mush that spewed forth.

Molly wasted no time digging into her bowl of slop. “This is surprisingly un-awful,” she said. She flipped open a folded copy of yesterday’s New York Sun. Emmett gave her a sideways look. “Just because we’re late doesn’t mean I can’t be informed,” she said. “Don’t worry, I’m only scanning.”

She took off her glasses, slid them surreptitiously under a napkin, and began reading.

President Calls Off Search for South Pole

[image: image]

In the sixty years since a Russian vessel first spotted the mysterious “Seventh Continent of Antarctica,” many intrepid souls have set out in search of the fabled South Pole—which scientists believe to lie deep at the heart of Antarctica’s forbidding, snowcapped landscape. But most are thwarted by the miles-thick ice shelf that surrounds the continent and turn back before even reaching shore. Those who manage to make landfall fare worse. Many expeditions do not return at all.

Tragically, this appears to be the fate of the research vessel Slush Puppy, America’s most recent attempt at victory in the race to the Pole. The wreckage of the ship washed onto an Argentine beach last week. All crew members are presumed dead.

The fate of the Slush Puppy signals the end of our Age of Antarctic Exploration, as President Chester A. Arthur today signed an executive order forbidding further attempts to locate the fabled Pole. “Too many fine American lives have been lost,” Arthur said. “It’s not going to happen. We might as well try reaching the moon!” The president then turned his attention to the new set of bronze mustache combs presented to him by the king of (continued on p. 5)

“Hey, Molly,” Emmett said, wiping his mouth. “I know you like to recap the news for me on the walk to school, but we’re probably going to be running today, so—”

“That’s okay! Nothing interesting, anyway.” Molly quickly refolded the paper. There was no need to share what she’d just read with a boy whose father died on a failed mission to Antarctica. It was Ambrose Rector who was responsible for Captain Wendell Lee’s death too—though not in the way that Emmett or Cassandra thought he was. They believed that Rector had outright murdered Captain Lee along with the rest of the crew of the Frost Cleaver, but Molly alone knew otherwise. Rector had revealed to her that he’d actually marooned Emmett’s father in Antarctica, leaving the poor man to slowly die of starvation and frostbite. It was, honestly, a much more gruesome death, which was why she’d never told Emmett about it. She struggled over that choice daily, but always came to the same conclusion: Why fill Emmett’s head with images of his father suffering a lonely, painful demise? Emmett’s feelings about his long-gone father were complicated enough as it was. It was better to spare him. She hated Rector for burdening her with this secret—among a million other reasons.

Molly shivered. There hadn’t been a day since the attack on the World’s Fair that Ambrose Rector hadn’t wormed his way into her head. It didn’t matter that the villain had been spotted fleeing New York Harbor in the Frost Cleaver months ago; she knew he’d return eventually. And with more of his deadly “Ambrosium.”

Bam! Bam!

Molly jumped. “Robot, is that you?”

Robot tilted his head. “That is not me. I am me.”

“No, the knocking,” Molly said.

Somebody was pounding on the front door, beyond the tall folding screen that separated the Peppers’ living quarters from the actual pickle shop.

“We have a customer!” Cassandra announced.

“I’ll get it!” Molly said.

“But—school!” Emmett sputtered.

Molly ducked under the table and squeezed around the screen.

Unlike the messy rear half of the Peppers’ pickle store, the front half, where customers entered, had not a mote of dust on the floor, nor crumb on the countertop. Not a single drop of brine meandered down the side of a jar. Keeping the shop neat, however, wasn’t difficult when there were generally no pickle purchasers to wait on.

Molly threw up the sashes and squinted as sunlight burst in, revealing the morning buzz of Thompson Street outside. Jasper Bloom, a stocky, stubble-cheeked young man in gray coveralls, waved at Molly as she unlocked the door. Jasper was a friend—and the Peppers’ only regular customer, which was why she felt bad about the unenthusiastic nod she greeted him with that morning.

“And a howdy-do to you too, Molly Pepper,” Jasper said, tipping his cap. “I must say I was not expecting to see your charming self here at this hour. Not that I’m displeased, mind you. Although you do have what appears to be muddy eggs on your face. Anyhows, I’m surprised because I was under the impression that you and Emmett left for your daily jaunt to school at seven. Then again, I was also under the impression that this store opened at seven, and yet there I was at 7:27, standing pickle-less in the sun. And doing far too much door knocking. Do you know what all that knocking does to a man’s knuckles, Molly Pepper? It chafes them. I got chafed knuckles now. That sorta thing never used to happen to me when I was an ashman. I’ve gone soft, Molly Pepper. Soft like a puppy’s floppy ear. Do you know what Balthazar Birdhouse would say about these soft, chafed knuckles of mine? No, you don’t—’cause you still never met the man. And that’s a good thing. So, why is it you’re not at school? You’re not sick, are you? ’Cause if you’re sick, I’m not sure you should be handling my pickles.”

“We’re running late!” Molly blurted, grateful to get a word in before Jasper rattled on for another twenty minutes. “So take your daily pickle and go. No offense.” She plucked a fat garlic dill from a jar and handed it to him in a piece of wax paper.

“Hmmph, ‘no offense,’” Jasper echoed. “Do you know what I think whenever Balthazar Birdhouse says ‘no offense’? That was a trick question—Balthazar Birdhouse never says ‘no offense.’ He just offends you and takes full credit for it. Emmett Lee! You’re here too?”

“Yes, Jasper.” Emmett had come running from behind the screen with his and Molly’s schoolbags. “And if we don’t leave in the next four minutes, we’re going to miss the bell.”

“I made them late on purpose,” Cassandra said, poking her head out while she got dressed behind the screen. “To make morning more fun.”

“Okay, Jasper, pay up so we can get going.” Molly held out her hand.

“Well, you see, Molly Pepper, that brings up another question,” Jasper said, dropping a nickel into her palm. Molly braced herself. He was going to ask for a job. Every day, he would come in, buy a pickle, and ask for a job. “As you know, I used to be an ashman—probably the best in New York City, if I’m being honest. You might hear differently from Balthazar Birdhouse, but seriously, which of us are you gonna trust? Anyhows, I was relieved of that job after I missed several days of work helping some certain children deal with a certain diabolical madman, and I am now among the unemployed. Although I did keep the uniform—please don’t tell anyone.”

“Jasper, we’ve told you we can’t afford to pay another worker,” Molly said.

“Come back tomorrow, Mr. Bloom,” Cassandra said, stepping into the front shop area. Her button-down black dress was askew, but her hair had been pinned up into an almost-neat bun. “Here, Molly, you nearly left without your spectacles again.”

Jasper perked up. “Tomorrow it is!”

“Nothing’s going to be different tomorrow,” Molly grumbled as her mother slipped the round wireframes onto her face. “Except maybe I’ll do a better job of misplacing these glasses.”

“What makes you so certain nothing will change, Molls?” Cassandra grinned coyly.

Molly narrowed her eyes. “Is there something you’re trying to tell us, Mother?”

“To hurry off to school?” Emmett tried, nodding hopefully. “That’s what you’re telling us, right? To go to school now?”

“Oh, I can’t hold it back any longer: Everything is going to change!” Cassandra gleefully exclaimed. “Today is the day the Guild votes!”

That brought Emmett back from the door. “Wait—the Inventors’ Guild? They’re voting today?”

“To finally change their membership policy?” Molly asked.

“Yes!” Cassandra bounced with excitement.

“How do you know?” Molly asked, flabbergasted.

“Yes, how do you know?” asked Jasper. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but if a conversation takes place in my presence, I will be part of that conversation.”

“The Inventors’ Guild—you know, the fancy club where all the most powerful inventors work and never have to worry about money because the Guild seems to have endless resources?” Molly said. “Well, they have a strict ‘No Girls Allowed’ policy.”

“And they’ve never seemed keen on changing it,” said Cassandra. “Until the World’s Fair, that is, when their stodgy old hides got saved by a bunch of brilliant scientists who happened to be ladies. Alexander Graham Bell and Thomas Edison promised us a vote after that. And they’re finally having it!”

“That’s amazing, Mrs. Pepper!” Emmett said. “But how do you know it’s happening today?”

Cassandra giggled devilishly. “Bell told me weeks ago. He and Edison have both promised to sponsor me for membership as soon as the Guild changes their charter to allow women.”

“You kept this from us? For weeks?” Molly gaped. Keeping secrets was something they’d all gotten better at after three months of being forced to pretend the World’s Fair fiasco never happened, but still, this was big news for her mother to keep quiet about.

“I wasn’t even going to tell you now,” Cassandra said. “I wanted to surprise you when you came home from school.”

“School?” Molly blurted, wrapping her arms around her mother. “Who cares about school?”

“I do,” said Emmett. “Not to, you know, bring down the mood or anything, but . . .” He gestured toward the clock.

“No, Emmett is right,” Cassandra said. “As much as I’d love to be there as the results are announced, you two probably shouldn’t get caught skipping school right when we’ve finally gotten the Jäger Society’s truancy goons off our back.”

Molly scoffed. “And all we had to do to make that happen was save the world.”

Cassandra ushered the children toward the door. “The vote is just a formality anyway,” she said. “Bell and Edison run the Guild; the others will do what they say. Don’t worry, though—as soon as you’re home from school, we’re closing the shop early and heading straight to the Guild Hall!”

Emmett glanced at a clock behind the counter. “Ugh, the morning bell’s in eleven minutes.”

“We’re fueled by good news!” said Molly. “We’ll run fast!”

“Well, actually, we might tire out if we run the entire way,” Emmett said. “We should probably alternate. Run the first block, walk the second—no, wait, walk first. Or—are there an odd number of blocks or—”

“I’m running.” Molly dashed outside. She didn’t know how she was going to concentrate in class today. Not that she was particularly good at that on a normal day. But today, it was going to be impossible to stop daydreaming about her mother striding up the Guild Hall’s golden staircase, about her grand new office with a telephone and electric lights and tools so new they shone, about Alexander Graham Bell fetching her coffee and Thomas Edison humbly pleading for her help on his latest—

Molly stopped. There was a man across the street, a man in a long, dark coat. His bowler hat was tilted down to shade his eyes, but he seemed to be staring right at her. All thoughts of Cassandra’s news left Molly’s head, replaced by nightmare memories of Ambrose Rector.

Emmett dashed past her, saying, “I thought you said run first!”

Molly looked back across the street. The man was gone. She gripped the straps of her bag and ran to catch up, but not before checking over her shoulder one more time.
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Cassandra the Guildswoman

I JINXED MYSELF, Molly thought, while ignoring her teacher’s lecture that morning. She’d planned to daydream about her mother as a Guildswoman, not about the mysterious stranger across the street. But, no, I just had to go and wish for more excitement in my life.

It was true, though, that in the three months since the World’s Fair Affair, her day-to-day life had devolved into a dull, repetitive routine: boring breakfast, boring chores, boring school. (The only time school wasn’t dull was when Molly got in trouble, which was why she tried to get in trouble as often as possible.) After school, it was time for Molly to run the boring pickle shop while Emmett and Cassandra worked together on new inventions. And she couldn’t even chat with Robot while she worked the counter, because no one was allowed to know Robot existed. Boring.

Even so, it wasn’t the running from gangsters, staging jailbreaks, and fighting murderous madmen that she missed. Well, maybe she missed that stuff a little. But even so, she hadn’t been asking for a mysterious stranger. Most mysterious strangers she’d met tried to kill her at one point or other. And even if Ambrose Rector himself wasn’t a threat at the moment, several Green Onion Boys had evaded arrest after the Fair. And those guys were ruthless criminals. Any one of them could be out for revenge.

Really, all she’d wanted was some change. Change was always good. Change brought excitement. Although, of course, that’s exactly what she’d thought when she restarted school, and when she got to quit being her mother’s assistant, and when Emmett and Robot became new members of their little Pepper “family.” Actually, that last part was still really nice.

After the Fair, when President Arthur offered to grant Cassandra any favor as a reward for helping save half of New York, Molly expected her mother to ask for a spacious new lab or maybe a stockpile of the latest research equipment. Instead, Cassandra passed her “wish” on to Emmett, who used it on two very specific requests.

The first was for all the proper documentation he needed to stay in the country without immigration police or Jägermen harassing him—and Molly was secretly giddy about how unhappy that must have made President Arthur. It was Arthur, after all, who had signed the Chinese Exclusion Act, a law that barred Chinese immigrants from entering the country. Although Emmett had been in America legally since infancy, he was an orphan, and had no adult guardian to get his paperwork in order when the laws changed. The prospect of being shipped off to a country whose language, customs, and people were unknown to him terrified Emmett. But, reluctantly or not, Arthur held to his promise, and Emmett officially moved in with the Peppers.

Emmett’s second request was to attend school. But not the isolated uptown school that most immigrants were forced to attend, which would have meant a grueling two-hour walk each way every day. Emmett wanted to go to the same nearby school as Molly, even if some teachers or white students might not be happy about it. Molly had wondered if this might have been an even more troubling prospect for the president, but he made it happen, nonetheless.

President Arthur had nothing to do with Robot becoming the fourth resident of the pickle shop, however. In fact, he could never know about it. No one could. Because the Peppers could never risk anybody learning that Robot—a singing clockwork automaton—had inexplicably developed a mind of his own after a piece of Rector’s strange meteorite was implanted into his chest. Robot was no longer just a machine; he could talk and think. He could fly. He had magnet powers. And probably a bunch of abilities the Peppers didn’t even know about yet. He was also quite devoted to Molly. Robot was the only good thing to ever come from Ambrosium.

Which was why Molly hated the need to keep his existence secret. But Robot’s creator, Alexander Graham Bell, would undoubtedly want him back if he learned about his newfound abilities. Bell would probably want to experiment on Robot, or worse, experiment on the chunk of Ambrosium that gave him life. And Molly could never let that happen.

So, after years of it being just her and her mother eking out a life on their own, Molly suddenly had what felt like a real family. Ironically, this new “family” structure meant she saw far less of everybody. She and Emmett were made to sit on opposite sides of the classroom at school, and once they were home, Emmett went straight to work with Cassandra.

Molly had no problem with Emmett taking her place as her mother’s assistant; it was a job she’d never really wanted and one for which Emmett—a born tinkerer—was far more suited. But Molly hadn’t considered that the time spent aiding her mother had also been time spent talking, joking around, and having fun. There was no fun behind the pickle counter.

Very soon, though, the Peppers would be able to put the pickle business behind them. As a Guild member, Cassandra would have all the assistants she needed, meaning Molly and Emmett could get back to important kid business, like tic-tac-toe, and jumping in puddles, and devising a plan to bring their living automaton out of hiding. That was what Molly decided to focus on for the remainder of the school day—not mysterious strangers, or loneliness, or whatever her teacher was saying about John Quincy Adams.

The children returned that afternoon to find Cassandra already extinguishing lamps and pulling down shades. “Hello, children,” she said brightly. “How was school?”

“Great,” said Emmett.

“Boring,” said Molly. “I only got in trouble twice.”

“Excellent,” Cassandra replied. “Drop your things and let’s go!”

Molly tossed her bag over the privacy screen. It landed with a clatter. “Falling bags!” Robot said from somewhere in back.

“That was just me, Robot!” Molly called out.

“That was not you,” said Robot. “That was a bag. I saw it.”

“I threw the bag,” Molly explained. “Sorry we can’t take you with us, Robot. But we’ll celebrate when we get back!”

“Huzzah!” Cassandra threw the door open and marched outside.

Emmett began to follow, looking strangely somber. “You okay?” Molly asked gently. “My mother’s about to achieve her biggest dream—I thought you’d be more excited.”

“Oh, sorry! No, I’m thrilled for her,” he replied, shaking the glum from his face. “I was just thinking about my father. And what happened when he achieved his dream.”

“Ah,” Molly said, wincing from the pang of guilt she felt any time Emmett mentioned his father—which he did frequently. She hoped today wouldn’t be the day she’d be forced to reveal her secret about Captain Lee. “But this is completely different,” she said. “My mother’s not going anywhere.”

“No, I’m not,” Cassandra said, popping back inside. “Because no one is following me. Let’s go, go, go!” And she ducked out again.

“I’ll be fine, Molly,” Emmett laughed. “Your mother, however, might explode if we don’t get her to the Guild Hall fast.”

Molly smiled. She took Emmett’s hand and bounded down the street after her mother, so full of joyous anticipation that she didn’t think twice about the man in the long coat, huddled behind the ice wagon across the street.

Emmett crinkled his nose as they approached Madison Square Park. “The city really has given up on street cleaning, haven’t they?” he said, hopping over a fly-swarmed pile of horse manure.

“Without tourists, who do they have to impress?” Molly said, swatting a bug from her nose. “Us folks who actually live here?”

The streets of Manhattan were practically empty compared to the way they had been in May, before the World’s Fair That Wasn’t, when the sidewalks had been so packed with visitors that Molly couldn’t travel from corner to corner without tripping over a gentleman’s cane or getting bumped by a fancy lady’s bustled skirt. But then came the front-page articles about the chemical leak in Central Park that sickened thousands, triggered mass hallucinations, and forced the cancellation of the Fair. Tourism slowed to a trickle after that.

That “official account” of the incident was, of course, utter nonsense, a complete fabrication concocted by government authorities to avoid a public panic. It had been decided by the men who decide such things that the public must never know about Ambrose Rector and his Mind-Melter—the true cause of the disaster. Nor could anyone ever learn that Rector was only stopped by the intervention of the Peppers and a courageous group of women called the Mothers of Invention. And nothing rankled Molly more than that she was forbidden to utter a word about her heroic actions that day. Perhaps, she thought, once her mother was a member of the prestigious Guild, they’d be able to finagle a way out of the strict secrecy agreements the government had forced them to sign.

The Peppers crossed the street to the most majestic building in all of Manhattan, the palatial Inventors’ Guild Hall. No matter how many times they came here, they still craned their heads up to take in the grandeur—marble pillars like petrified redwoods, dreamlike stained-glass portraits, statues so lifelike one might think that Medusa had run amok. Molly got goose bumps at the thought of spending her afternoons in this modern-day acropolis rather than her cramped, vinegar-scented home.

She gave a pleasant wave to the security guards as she strode inside. The smattering of visitors in the grand entry chamber were all focused on the marvelous clockwork ceiling, watching its mechanical figurines chop silvery trees, slide down copper pipes, and ride tin-plated dragons. No one paid her mother any attention now, Molly thought, but the next time Cassandra Pepper walked through that entrance, people were going to swoon and wave their autograph books the way they did for Thomas Edison or Nikola Tesla.

Molly was disappointed to see that the clerk at the Welcome Desk was the same toucan-snouted, weasel-eyed man who had thrown them out a few months earlier.

“You,” the man sneered.

“Me,” Cassandra replied, her chin held high. “And you’d better get used to it, because you’re going to be seeing a lot of me. Well, not a lot of me. You’ll only be seeing as much of me as you see right now. What I mean to say is—”

“Why are you here?” the clerk snapped. “Do I have to call the police again?”

“No, you do not,” Cassandra said calmly. “And you didn’t have to last time, either. I see your nose has recovered nicely, by the way. Good job on that. But, no, today I really am expected. Please tell Alexander Graham Bell that we are here to see him.”

The clerk glared. “Mr. Bell is not in the building.” He placed his hand on the telephone mounted next to his desk.

“Well, that can’t be right,” Cassandra said. “Bell needed to be here for the vote this morning.”

“Obviously, Mr. Bell was present for the quarterly meeting and charter vote, but he left shortly aft—” The clerk narrowed his eyes. “How do you know about that meeting?”

“Call Edison, then,” Cassandra said, keeping her composure quite admirably, in Molly’s opinion. “We’ll go up and see Thomas Edison.”

“You will not,” the clerk said. “You will leave.” He stretched his neck to look past the Peppers, to the guards.

Molly was not going to let this annoying little man ruin their plans yet again. “Distract him,” she whispered to Emmett before ducking away.

“What?” Emmett sputtered. “Molly, I—” Emmett stepped to Cassandra’s side. “Um, hello, Mr. Pianosmith. I don’t know if you remember me, but I used to work for Mr. Bell.”

The clerk crossed his arms. “You’re difficult to forget. You’re the one who’d been illegally playing house upstairs after hours.”

“So, you know about that, huh?” Emmett muttered. “Well, um, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Mr. Bell always said you were the most astute of all the clerks.”

“He did?” Pianosmith’s voice suddenly softened. “Mr. Bell knows me by name?”

“Absolutely,” said Emmett. “He was always saying things like, ‘You know who keeps this whole place running? Mr. Pianosmith, that’s who.’”

The clerk leaned across his desk. “He complimented my tie clip one time,” the man said proudly. “But I never realized—”

“Get me Thomas Edison, right away!” Molly had snuck around the desk and was screaming into the telephone. She didn’t care about getting caught—she was finally using a telephone! She shuddered with excitement at the sound of the operator’s “Please hold.”

“Hey!” Pianosmith barked.

But Thomas Edison’s familiar voice had already come on the line: “Hello?”

“Eddy, it’s Molly Pepper! We’re coming up!” she blurted into the phone.

“Um, what?” Edison replied.

“He said he can’t wait to see us,” Molly reported, hanging up the phone before Pianosmith could yank it away. “Let’s go.”

The clerk buried his face in his hands as Molly, Emmett, and Cassandra marched up the gold-railed staircase in their own little victory parade.

Thomas Edison sat in a plush velvet chair, tinkering with an apple-sized gadget on his sleekly varnished desk. He gave his visitors a quick nod as they entered.

“To what do I owe the . . .” Edison trailed off, hunching down to tighten a loose wire on his device.

“I believe the word you’re looking for is ‘pleasure,’” Cassandra said.

“Is it, now?” Edison asked, raising one thick eyebrow. He put down his pliers and folded his hands. “Seriously, why are you here? The more we’re seen together, the more people might start asking questions about you-know-who and the you-know-what, you know?”

“Yeah, but now we have a perfectly good reason to be here,” Molly said, spinning the gears of a model on a nearby shelf.

“Which is what?” asked Edison. “And please don’t touch that.”

“Where’s my office?” Cassandra asked.

Edison stared. “I don’t know—somewhere down in Pickle Town. You actually forgot your own address?”

“Where is my office here at the Guild Hall?” Cassandra rephrased. “Will you be building me a new one, or am I taking over someone else’s? I assume you’ve kicked out that awful Hoity-Toity Boy by now.”

She and the children smiled at him.

“Okay, three things,” Edison said. “First . . . No, actually, there’s just one thing: What are you talking about?”

“We’re talking about my mother’s Guild membership,” Molly said firmly. She pressed her palms flat against Edison’s desk. “You know, the membership you and Bell promised to sponsor her for as soon as the Guild began letting in women?”

“Ah, I should have realized.” Edison sat back and loosened his bow tie. “I will absolutely hold to that promise . . . whenever the Guild eventually changes its charter to allow female members.”

Cassandra blinked. “But that vote was today.”

Edison grimaced. “Um . . . yes. We voted this morning. But our proposal didn’t pass.”

“Didn’t pass?” Cassandra repeated. “But you . . . And Bell . . .”

“We said we’d bring it up for a vote, and we did,” Edison said. “Alec and I may run the Guild, but it’s a democracy; all changes to the charter must be approved by a majority of the membership, and the majority voted against the motion. So . . .” He got up and crossed to the window. “Is it stuffy in here? It feels stuffy in here.”

“How could you let this happen?” Emmett asked.

“Who voted against it?” Molly asked, her cheeks warming. “I want names. Tell me who they are. You call for another vote while I head straight to their offices and convince them they made the wrong choice.”

“Are you talking about violence?” Edison asked. He turned to Cassandra. “Is she talking about violence? Because the girl has trashed my stuff before.”

But based on the simmering look in Cassandra’s eyes, the woman might have been contemplating some trashing of her own.

“I demand a recount!” Molly hollered.

“There’s not going to be a recount,” Edison replied. “Or another vote.” He stood behind his desk chair, as if he wanted the security of some hefty wooden furniture between him and Molly. “I’m sorry, but it wasn’t even close. Ninety-seven to three.”

“What?” Molly shrieked.

“Don’t yell at me! I was one of the three.” Edison gripped the back of his chair.

“You’re also the co-chairman of the Guild,” Emmett said, still sounding stunned. “You weren’t able to convince any of the others that changing the charter would be a good thing?”

“He didn’t even try,” Cassandra said coldly. “Because it was an unpopular idea. And he is a coward.”

“Now, hold on there,” Edison started.

“Are you going to pretend you actually put any effort toward getting this measure passed?” Cassandra said. “No. You may have held to the letter of your word, but your inaction beyond that reveals how little those words of yours meant.”

Molly couldn’t believe it was happening again. The Peppers had been strung along, only to be cut loose and told they had no place in a world run by men with golden nameplates on their doors. This was the way it was always going to be, wasn’t it? People with power—whether because they were men, because they had fat bank accounts, or because they held positions that were only available to men with fat bank accounts—would tell everybody else what they could and couldn’t do. Molly’s mother had genius-level engineering skills, but they said she couldn’t use them. Molly had information about the biggest, most important story of the century, but they said she couldn’t tell anyone. It was time for Molly to have her say. But she obviously wasn’t getting anywhere with Thomas Edison.

“Where’s Bell?” she asked.

“Why?” asked Edison. “Do you want to trash his stuff again? Have at it. His office is across the hall; I’m sure you remember.” He took off his brown checkered coat and dabbed his forehead.

“We know he left after the vote this morning. Probably to hide from us. Tell us where he went.”

“He’s . . .” Edison hesitated. “He’s off-site, working on some secret project.”

“Where?” Molly stared directly into Edison’s eyes.

“You think Bell tells me where his secret labs are?”

“As if you guys don’t spy on each other constantly,” Molly scoffed. She picked up the gadget Edison had been working on when they entered and began tossing it from hand to hand. “Hey, Eddy, what’s this?”

“Put that down!” Edison snapped. “That’s my—it doesn’t concern you. Just don’t futz around with it.”

“So, don’t do . . . this?” Molly tossed the gizmo over her head and caught it behind her back. Edison almost keeled over. “Ooh, look how goosey you are! This thing must be important. What’s it do?”

“That thing, young lady, might be the next big thing, bigger than the light bulb.” Edison cautiously inched around the desk toward her. Emmett and Cassandra both stepped in his way. “I haven’t finished diagramming it yet, though,” Edison continued. “So if that prototype breaks, I might not remember exactly how to . . . Please, just . . .”

Molly held the gadget out through the open second-story window. “Where’s Bell?” she asked.

Edison gritted his teeth. “Fine! He’s at the seaport. South Street and Pine. In one of those covered wharf houses. Now, will you please give back that machine?”

“You heard the man,” Molly said, pulling the device back inside and out of harm’s way. “Let’s get to the seaport before the sun goes down.”

“I would say ‘good day,’” Cassandra said as she exited, “but as it turns out, I don’t want you to have one.”

Emmett followed, shaking his head. “And to think, I once stopped Molly from beating on you.”

Molly paused in the doorway and tossed the small contraption to Edison. “Catch!” It went high over his head and cracked apart on the floor behind him.

Edison dropped to his knees to gather the scattered pieces. “You did that on purpose,” he grumbled.

“Not my fault you can’t catch,” Molly said.

Edison tried fruitlessly to force some of the broken bits back together and sighed. “Will you at least do me the favor of wrecking Bell’s fancy new boat too?”

“Oh, I might do that,” Molly said as she tromped out into the hall. “But it won’t be for you.”
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The Secret Ship

EVEN IF SHE hadn’t seen the tall-masted ships tucked between long wooden piers, the powerful reek of fresh (and not-so-fresh) fish would have told Molly they’d reached the seaport. Dockworkers sprayed salty water and saltier language as they tossed netfuls of striped bass into the backs of horse-drawn wagons. Dozens of faded gray wharf houses sat along the piers, gates open to the river like nautical barns waiting for flocks of ships to sail in for the night. But some had their doors closed to outside eyes. It was in one of these long, tall buildings that Alexander Graham Bell was constructing his “fancy new boat.” But which one?

“Something tells me it’s the one with the men in black suits guarding the back door,” Emmett said. Molly wiped her smudgy glasses with her sleeve and took a look. There was something eerily familiar about the long black coats and bowler hats on the men Emmett pointed to.

“Righty-oh,” Cassandra said, in the fiercest, most determined way one could say “Righty-oh.” She marched across the dirt road to the rear entrance of the wharf house.

“Wait, what’s the plan?” Emmett tried to ask. But Cassandra was already reaching for the knob. The watchmen jumped to block her.

“Where do you think you’re going?” one sputtered.

“In there. To see Mr. Bell,” said Cassandra.

“Mr. Who? There’s no—”

“We know Bell is in there,” Molly said as she and Emmett ran to her mother’s
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