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EPIGRAPH

What strange phenomena we find in a great city,

all we need do is stroll about with our eyes open.

Life swarms with innocent monsters.

—CHARLES BAUDELAIRE,

Paris Spleen: Little Poems in Prose
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New York City

April 12th, 1844

If money could buy happiness, then the very richest New Yorkers should have been among the happiest people in the whole city. Or the whole world. Instead, they were often the most dissatisfied—those with the biggest and best things are always clamoring for something bigger and better. They scrambled for properties with the best views of the river, tickets to the best performances, meals in the best restaurants, invitations to dine with the most important people.

And no one in New York City was more important than the Morningstarr twins: engineers, inventors, geniuses with a reputation for serving delectable food and inviting the most eccentric guests to their table. At the Morningstarrs’, you never knew who might be sitting next to you: a fiery abolitionist, a circus soothsayer, a Swiss opera singer, a Chinese dignitary, a lady cellist, a lady pirate. You might hear Theodore Morningstarr arguing religious doctrine with a bishop, while Theresa Morningstarr championed the education of women with a university president, all while a mechanical suit of armor spooned out whipped potatoes. No matter who was on the guest list or what was planned for the evening, one thing was certain: Anyone who attended one of the Morningstarrs’ rare dinner parties was sure to have a story to tell.

But unlike most of the Morningstarrs’ guests, Miss Millicent “Millie” Munsterberg wasn’t thinking about the stories she would have to tell. No, the fifteen-year-old was pushing buttered carrots around her plate, wondering why she had to spend a perfectly nice Saturday evening with a bunch of bores and crackpots. Why, even the pretty young woman seated diagonally from her, wearing a plain but expensive silk dress, prattled for an hour about math and the design of some engine with an old man named Mr. Cabbage.

Math! An engine! What was wrong with these people?

“Millicent, dear,” said her mother from across the table. “Mrs. Hamilton asked you a question.”

“Who?” Miss Millie said.

Her mother’s mouth tightened. With her knife, she pointed to the wrinkled lady on Millie’s right.

“Oh,” said Miss Millie, turning to the sad old thing. “Yes. I’m so sorry, Mrs. Hammerston, I was concentrating on these most delicious root vegetables. You were saying?”

The woman opened her mouth to speak, but Millie’s mother said, “Mrs. Hamilton asked if you were interested in visiting her orphanage,” she said, in the tight voice she used when she wanted nothing more than to banish Millie to her room without supper forever. 

“Me? Visit orphans?” exclaimed Miss Millie, horrified. She had peach-pink cheeks and a tumble of gleaming golden curls. Many claimed that Miss Millicent Munsterberg looked just like an angel, but then they’d never observed her curling her lip at the prospect of spending time with orphaned children.

“Oh, I doubt the orphans would care to suffer your company, either, young lady,” grumbled the man seated on her left. He had pale skin, restless gray eyes, a silly dark mustache, and a forehead so large that Miss Millie felt he should apologize for it.

“I beg your pardon,” Miss Millie said.

“I’m sure you do not,” said the man, whose name Miss Millie had forgotten almost immediately after he’d introduced himself. Earlier in the evening, he’d been babbling some nonsense about ravens, and about how sometimes he was awakened at night by the sound of his own heart pounding in his ears. Miss Millie thought he was quite mad.

But that could have been said about any one of the people at the table, including their hosts, the infamous Morningstarr twins. Miss Millie could not understand why two doddering old fools were the objects of such fascination. Why, Mr. Theodore Morningstarr, in an uproar over the upcoming presidential election, banged his fists on the table so hard his roast quail hopped off his plate and into his lap. And Miss Theresa Morningstarr clearly paid no attention to the current fashion at all, with the graying tower of her hair listing precariously to the left and her gown sagging on her tall, thin frame. Here she was, one of the richest women in America, and the only jewelry she wore was a tarnished old locket on a chain around her neck. Where were her diamonds? Where were her rubies and emeralds and gold? Miss Millie’s own mother was positively dripping in jewelry, but no one so much as glanced at Mrs. Munsterberg’s sparkling rings or bracelets. What good was being rich if you couldn’t be bothered to show it off? What good was being rich if people refused to admire you for it?

But perhaps the Morningstarrs weren’t so rich as they pretended. Miss Millie knew many families who weren’t so rich as they pretended. (The biggest cocktail ring her mother wore was made of paste.) 

“Millicent!” hissed her mother.

“Oh, what now?” said Miss Millie. Her mother had been so peevish since her thirty-fourth birthday the week before, when Millie had given her a cane as a joke.

“I was saying,” said her mother through gritted teeth, “that perhaps Miss Morningstarr might excuse you from the table so that you can take in some fresh air, as it seems you don’t have much of an appetite?” Mrs. Munsterberg looked around at the assembled guests. “She’s been ill lately.”

“I haven’t been—” Miss Millie began, but snapped her mouth shut at her mother’s warning frown.

“It is the wise person who knows when not to speak, don’t you agree, Mr. Poe?” said Mrs. Hamilton.

“Quite,” said the man with the offensive forehead. He and Mrs. Hamilton clinked glasses over Miss Millie’s plate, which Miss Millie thought was exceedingly rude.

“I’d be happy to excuse Miss Millicent,” said Miss Theresa Morningstarr, gesturing with a bony hand. “Through those French doors you’ll find a parlor with a balcony, my dear. Please, take in as much fresh air as you like.”

“Thank you,” said Miss Millie as meekly as she was able, which was not meekly at all. On her way out of the room, she almost crashed into the clanking suit of armor. “Lance,” according to the engraved panel on his iron lapel, stepped aside and swept a creaking arm out, welcoming her to pass. As she did so, she heard the pretty young woman in the plain dress ask if she could see Lance’s insides after dinner.

It was all extremely vexing. 

But once Miss Millie found the parlor, she didn’t bother opening the doors to the balcony. Instead, she threw herself in an overstuffed velvet chair to sulk. It simply wasn’t fair of her mother to drag her here against her will and force her to converse with such odious people about such tedious things. It wasn’t as if her mother enjoyed the company. Both Miss Millie’s parents had dined with the Morningstarrs once, years ago, before Miss Millie was born, and her mother had claimed that the evening was a perfect horror.

“Why would you want to repeat it, then?” Miss Millie asked.

“Because your father needs their support,” said her mother. “One good word from them and investors will come flocking.”

Dr. Munsterberg was a great scientist but a mediocre businessman. “He’s not even coming to dinner with us!”

“All the more reason to be on your best behavior.”

Miss Millie thought she was behaving rather well, considering.

She cast her eyes about the room. It was a grand enough parlor, with a marble fireplace, a large crystal chandelier overhead, an ornate carpet at her feet. Next to her, on a claw-footed table, sat a small silver cube. She picked it up to examine it more closely, and then gasped. Here were the jewels missing from Miss Theresa Morningstarr’s fingers and wrists: The surface of the cube was studded with sparkling rubies and sapphires, emeralds and diamonds, pearls and onyx. If these stones were real, the cube was worth a fortune. Who would leave such a priceless item just lying around for anyone to pick up, especially with all these strangers in the house? At the dinner table in the other room, there was an Arab sheik, a Cherokee trader, an Indian rug maker, and an actor! Even Miss Millie knew you could never trust an actor.

A voice behind her said, “It’s a puzzle.”

Miss Millie leaped to her feet, fumbling with the cube. “What? Who’s there?”

Sitting in the farthest corner of the room was a young woman close to Miss Millie’s own age, perhaps a year or two older, holding a quill. The girl set the quill aside and, in no great hurry, fanned the pages she had written before closing her book. She got up from her chair and walked toward Miss Millie. She was small and lithe, brown-eyed and brown-skinned, wearing a simple gray gown that complemented her so well that Miss Millie was even more vexed than before.

“You could have said something so I knew you were there,” snapped Miss Millie.

“I believe I just did,” said the girl.

“Then why don’t you make yourself useful and fetch me a . . . a . . . sherry.” Miss Millie wasn’t yet allowed to have sherry but this servant wouldn’t know that.

“You look healthy enough,” the girl said, one side of her mouth quirking up. “Fetch it for yourself.”

“Well! I never!”

“Are you certain?” the girl said.

“What? I—”

The girl set her book on the seat of the chair, held out her palm. “Give me the cube and I’ll show you what it does.”

Reluctantly, Miss Millie pressed the cube into the other girl’s hand. The girl started twisting the cube. “This cube is made up of twenty-six smaller cubes attached in the center. The object is to spin the blocks until each face of the cube has all the same color stones.” She rotated the cubes faster and faster, left and right. After a few minutes, she handed the cube back to Miss Millie.

“The stones on each face don’t match,” Miss Millie said.

“Not yet. I got you most of the way there. You can solve the rest easily, I’m sure.”

Miss Millie slapped the cube back on the tabletop. “I have no interest in silly games.”

“No?” said the girl. “You seemed quite interested in that one a few moments ago.”

“Who are you?”

“Who are you?”

“Miss Millicent Magdalena Mariah Munsterberg,” said Miss Millie.

“Oh, dear,” said the girl.

“So you know who I am,” said Miss Millie, lifting her pointed chin.

“No earthly idea,” the girl said. “But your name is quite . . . alliterative.” She fingered a large silver pin on the bodice of her dress. A butterfly, or perhaps a moth. The wings fluttered lazily at her touch.

All of a sudden, Miss Millie worried that this girl wasn’t a servant at all, that she’d insulted someone . . . important. “You’re a guest of the Morningstarrs?” she asked. “I don’t recall you from dinner.”

“I don’t much care for parties. I’d rather read a good book.”

No matter how important this particular girl was, Miss Millie couldn’t stop herself from blurting, “You prefer reading to parties? How peculiar!”

“So I’ve been told,” said the girl, scooping up her book from the seat of the chair. “Well, then. It’s about time for me to retire. I’ll leave you to your private contemplation.”

The girl turned to go, and then she paused, turned back. “If you do choose to solve the puzzle, be warned: It likes to play tricks.”

And then she was gone.

Miss Millie frowned at the now-empty room, frowned at the silver cube, vexed once again. The girl’s words made no sense. This whole evening made no sense. There seemed to be only one way to redeem it. Miss Millie snatched the cube from the table and tucked it into her reticule. The gemstones couldn’t be real, so the Morningstarrs wouldn’t miss the cube. But even if the cube was real, and the Morningstarrs did miss it, they had only themselves to blame. You can’t just invite anyone into your home. Maybe they’d think the girl in the gray dress had stolen it, whoever she was.

Now, that would be a clever trick.

Cheered, Miss Millie rejoined the dinner party in time for dessert, a lovely chocolate pudding. She forgot all about the puzzle cube in her purse until much later, when she was getting ready for bed. As she reclined in her soft feather pillows, she rotated the cubes, trying to match the stones on each face. After some time, she almost launched the useless thing against the wall, convinced it wasn’t a puzzle at all, when every gem clicked into place. She waited for the trick that the girl had mentioned, but nothing happened. She set the puzzle cube on the side table, imagining all the rings and bracelets and brooches she’d make once she had the cube melted down, and then fell fast asleep . . . 

. . . and was awakened in the middle of the night by the strangest sounds. Clicking sounds. Scuttling sounds.

“Hello,” said a tiny voice.

Miss Millie sat up, gathering the sheets to her neck, trying to focus in the darkness. “Who is that?!” she said. 

Giggles. “Hello.”

With trembling fingers, Miss Millie reached for the solar lamp on her bed table, flicked it on.

Hundreds of tiny silver spiders scuttled across her ceiling, over the furniture, on the floor. On the thinnest gossamer chain, a single spider inched down to dangle in front of Miss Millie’s shocked, white face. It had three emerald eyes, slightly off-kilter.

“Hello?” it said.

Miss Millie screamed. The spider zipped back to the ceiling. The other spiders raced in crazed circles on every surface of the room, hello, hello, hello.

The door flew open. Hair wild, Dr. Munsterberg stood with Mrs. Munsterberg right behind him. As they took in the scene, Mrs. Munsterberg screamed right along with her daughter, while Dr. Munsterberg grabbed at the spiders. He caught one in his fist, a ruby-eyed creature the size of a penny.

“Hello!” it said, and hopped to the floor. The army of spiders ran for the window and disappeared through the cracks between the panes, giggling the whole way.

Miss Millie had stopped screaming and was now sobbing, because she knew where the spiders had come from. “She said it would play tricks, but she didn’t say anything about spiders!”

“What? Who?” said Dr. Munsterberg. “Miss Theresa?”

“No,” wailed Miss Millie. “The other girl.”

“What other girl?” demanded Mrs. Munsterberg.

But Dr. Munsterberg wasn’t listening anymore. He had walked to the window and was searching the grounds outside for any hint of metal gleaming in the dark. Everyone in New York City had lived alongside Morningstarr Machines for years, but Dr. Munsterberg had never seen machines so small. And now he had to wonder how very small the Morningstarrs could make their machines. 

Or, he thought, how very big.





New York City

Present Day





CHAPTER ONE

Tess

There are cats, and there are Cats.

Your typical lowercase cat is fascinating enough. Alternately elegant and ridiculous, liquid and solid, here and gone. But Cats, well, Cats are more. Slinkier and sassier, bigger and bendier, a concentration of Catness, a multiplicity of cats in a single body. A Cat is every cat, and no cat at all.

If you asked Tess Biedermann, her cat Nine was such a Cat.

Not that Tess was biased or anything.

“It’s science,” she said.

“I wish science had given Nine some flashlight eyes,” said Tess’s friend Jaime Cruz. “It’s dark as deep space in here.”

Tess, Jaime, and Tess’s brother, Theo, were standing inside a building on West 73rd Street in Manhattan. This nondescript structure had once stood next to their old apartment building, an original Morningstarr building, managed by Jaime’s grandmother. It was the building they’d all called home.

A home they loved. A home they’d hoped to save. A home they’d helped to destroy.

They were trying hard not to dwell on that last part.

Outside, it was a bright and steamy August day, but here, inside the closed door, a door that had been hidden from the world for over a century and a half, the cool air was thick with dust, the darkness impenetrable. It was the third time they’d tried to explore this place. The first time, they were so disappointed not to find the treasure they were seeking right behind the door, they’d turned around and marched out again. The second time, they’d been stopped outside by an overly ambitious security guard who told them he’d have them arrested if he ever saw them again.

Now Jaime sniffed. Theo sneezed. Tess rubbed her eyes, willing them to adjust. They were perched on some sort of landing. In front of them appeared to be nothing but the entrance to a stone tunnel leading . . . well, who knew where? Nine tugged at her harness, trying to pull Tess forward, though Tess held her back. This would have been easier on Tess’s arm if Nine didn’t weigh forty-five pounds.

Nine was definitely an Uppercase Cat.

“Well,” said Theo. “I don’t see the greatest treasure known to man, do you?”

“Nine can see,” said Tess. “And she wants us to keep moving.”

“Well, as long as the cat thinks it’s safe to keep moving,” said Theo.

“You mean the Cat,” said Tess.

“That’s what I said.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“I think the Cipher wants us to keep moving, too,” said Jaime. “Look down.”

Tess looked. At their feet, painted onto the stone floor, a phosphorescent-green arrow pointed straight into the tunnel. As if it had already anticipated their hesitation. 

“Not particularly mysterious,” said Theo. “You’d think the Cipher would make things harder.”

“Haven’t things been hard enough?” said Tess. They had. Just over a month ago, a developer named Darnell Slant had finally persuaded the city to sell him all five Morningstarr buildings, the kids’ building among them. And just over a month ago, Tess and Theo and Jaime had decided that the only way they could save their building was to solve the greatest mystery of the Morningstarrs: the Morningstarr Cipher, the puzzle that the enigmatic twins had embedded in the streets and the monuments and the artifacts of New York City more than a hundred and fifty years before. A puzzle that people had been trying—and failing—to solve for all that time, because they had missed the most important aspect.

It hadn’t wanted to be solved. Until now.

At least, they hoped so.

“For all we know, the Cipher is leading us right into some kind of trap,” Jaime said. “It’s not like it would be the first time. Remember the Underway puzzle? When we almost died?

Theo said, “That’s comforting.”

“Always here to help,” said Jaime. Tess could tell that Jaime was trying to keep his tone bright, but he only sounded stressed. But then they were all stressed. And confused. They’d thought they solved the Cipher when the clues led back to their building. They’d thought they’d understood the Morningstarrs better than anyone. But the memories of their beloved building crashing down right before their eyes haunted them. It showed them that no one, not even they, really understood the Morningstarrs, and that the Cipher remained a cipher.

“Remind me why we’re doing this again?” Theo said.

“You know why,” Tess said. What Tess did not say, did not have to say, was that Slant was all over television and social media telling people how he would reshape New York City into the “city of the future”—whatever that meant. That he was talking about starting his own school so that he could “imbue the minds of the future with the values of the future”—whatever that meant. That he was backing political candidates and research groups that Tess’s dad claimed were “shady as all get-out”—whatever that meant. That Slant seemed to be more powerful than ever. That they had not managed to save their own home, but maybe they could save someone else’s. That the destruction of 354 W. 73rd Street had to mean something. And it wouldn’t mean anything if they didn’t solve the Cipher.

After a few moments, Jaime said, “We can’t let him win.”

They all knew who “he” was. They started to move, slowly, carefully, while Nine urged them along. With each step, tiny lights overhead sputtered to life, casting a dim green pall over everything, as much good as that did. Nothing to see but endless walls of stone. They seemed to be in some sort of tunnel running underneath the building.

“Do you guys feel that? There’s a slight pitch in the floor,” said Theo. “This passageway is leading us down.”

“Awesome,” said Jaime. “I’m sure that’s nothing to worry about.”

Tess stayed quiet, even though the questions were itching to burst from her mouth. Leading them down where? What if the tunnel collapsed on their heads? What if it led them straight through the island and then out to sea? What if a battalion of Underway conductors or Rollers or Lances or moths were lying in wait for them?

What if they failed again? 

Nine turned and gave Tess’s fingers a gentle nip. She always knew when Tess’s mind was churning. She was a Cat, after all. But despite Nine’s calming presence, Tess shivered. “It’s cold.”

“Yeah,” said Jaime. “And quiet. I don’t hear the Underway trains. Do you?”

“No,” said Theo. “Walls and floors must be too thick.”

Jaime touched the stone on the walls. “There’s something written here.” He ran his fingers over the faint markings. “A name. Sam.”

“No last name?” Tess asked.

“Just Sam.”

They kept walking, the pitch of the stone floor getting steeper. From time to time, Jaime stopped and read another name etched into the stones. Beulah. James. Sissy. Solomon. Patrick. More often, there were simple Xs scratched into the stone, as if someone had only wanted to leave a mark.

“So many,” Tess said. “But if the door we came through was the only entrance to this tunnel, and that door was hidden until now, how did anyone get into this tunnel?”

“Maybe the people who built it signed their names,” said Theo.

“Hmmm,” Jaime said. “What’s that?”

“What?” said Tess.

“That,” said Jaime, pointing. A few feet in front of them, something crowded the tunnel. They stopped short, but Nine wasn’t having it. She jerked her leash out of Tess’s hand.

“Wait! Nine!”

Nine didn’t wait. She bounded forward, nearly swallowed up by the darkness. Her stripes and spots seemed to float in the air, her snuffles echoing off the stone. After a few moments, she chirped softly, calling to them.

“Wait!” said Theo, but Tess felt along the walls till she reached the large something that filled the tunnel. Which, when she ran her hands over the wheels and the sides, turned out to be some sort of carriage, the kind that you’d see in Central Park, drawn by sleepy, clopping horses. But when Tess peered around to the front of the carriage, there were no horses hitched there. There wasn’t anything hitched there. Unless? She felt along the reins, which tapered as they stretched all the way to the ground, where there were . . . 

Tess jumped back.

“What?” said Theo.

“Ants,” said Tess.

“Ants?” said Theo.

“Four mechanical ants. They’re each about the size of a thumb,” said Tess.

“Are they moving?”

Tess crouched and squinted in the gloom. The antenna of one ant was swiveling their way, as if listening. “Maybe?”

Jaime crouched next to her. “Yep. Ants. Because why not ants?”

“The real ones can carry more than a thousand times their body weight,” said Theo. “Who knows what the mechanical ones can carry?”

“A fully loaded carriage, I’m guessing,” said Jaime. “Shall we?”

They got into the carriage. As soon as they’d sat down, the ants began to march forward. Or rather, scuttle. Despite the scuttling and the cobblestone tunnel floor, the ride was surprisingly smooth. Nine the Cat positioned herself at the front of the carriage, letting the slight wind ruffle her whiskers, like the captain on the prow of a ship.

They didn’t scuttle far, however. Or at least, the ride didn’t seem to be that long. But they did pass other openings in the tunnel, lefts and rights they didn’t take. Who built this tunnel? How did the ants know where to go?

The ants weren’t saying. 

Tess wished she could talk to her grandpa Ben, wished he was here, right now, riding along with them. But Grandpa Ben had been moved from 354 W. 73rd Street to a place on Long Island, and to a fancy facility uptown immediately after that. Grandpa Ben forgot more than he remembered.

And then, as suddenly as they had begun, they stopped moving.

“We’re here,” said Tess.

“Great. Where’s here?” Theo said. The ants’ antennae twitched, seemed to point to a set of rough stone steps chopped into the nearest wall. 

“Thanks!” Jaime said to the nearest ant. He held out a finger as if he wanted to pat the ant’s silvery thorax, then thought better of it. He patted Nine instead, who meowed her approval.

They left the ants behind and started to climb the narrow stone staircase that zigged and zagged. The first five minutes were easy enough, the second five were harder. The next ten were torture.

“This is an inordinate number of steps,” Theo said.

“I rebuke these steps,” said Jaime.

“I rebuke the Cipher,” Tess said, wiping the sweat from her brow.

“No, you don’t,” said Theo.

“Sometimes I do,” said Jaime. “Like when I look around our new apartment and everything is so white it hurts my eyes.”

“And maybe when you have to climb ninety bazillion stone steps to nowhere?” said Tess.

“That, too.”

But the Cipher wasn’t leading them to nowhere. Just when they thought they would never stop climbing, when they thought their hearts would burst, they reached the top stair. And a door with no knob. Just a metal loop with the hasp of a combination lock threaded through it. The lock appeared to be old, something from another century. It had an oddly jagged steel hasp with three brass dials, each dial stamped with numbers one through nine. Tess tugged on it, but of course it was locked.

“Okay, we need a combination,” she said.

Nine meowed.

Theo’s brows scrunched. “Three dials would give us . . . seven hundred and twenty-nine possibilities.”

“Better than a million possibilities,” said Jaime. “But worse than, say, one.”

“There has to be a clue around here somewhere,” Tess said.

They examined the stones all around the doorway, looking for any kind of sign or symbol, but found nothing. They examined the door itself, but the surface had no writing they could find. Tess dropped to her knees and ran her fingers along the stone floor. Jaime and Theo did the same. Jaime went so far as to study the last ten risers leading to the door.

“Maybe the clue was in the number of steps?” Jaime said. “Did anyone count them?”

“I didn’t,” said Tess.

“I didn’t, either,” said Theo, sounding extremely disappointed in himself.

“So, how are we supposed to open the lock without any sort of clue?” said Tess.

Nine scratched at the door, meowed again.

“Maybe there isn’t any clue this time. Maybe there’s just work,” Theo said. “Start with one combination and go through them until we get it right.”

Nine twirled around their ankles, pausing only to give Tess a tiny nip on her ankle. Tess bent to pet her. 

“We should have brought snacks,” Jaime said. “And some water. Because we could be fooling with this thing till next Thursday.”

Theo started with 1-1-1, then 1-1-2, then 1-1-3. Jaime kept a record in his sketchbook. Tess sat on the stone steps, her hand on Nine’s back.

She’d always had what her parents called “a prodigious imagination,” but she never could have imagined what had transpired over the summer. The fact that all five original Morningstarr buildings would be sold to Darnell Slant didn’t surprise her at all; she’d been worried about that since she was little. But she didn’t anticipate the fact that her grandfather would be sent a clue to the Morningstarr Cipher that no one had ever seen before. Or that the letter would lead to a whole new set of clues, a sort of shadow cipher operating independently from the original, a shadow cipher that Tess was convinced was the real Cipher. Or that solving the clues in the shadow cipher would lead to a horrible betrayal on the part of one of her grandfather’s oldest friends and the destruction of the Morningstarr building they were trying so hard to save. The fact that Theo and Tess would be forced to live with their great-aunt Esther in Queens and Jaime with his grandmother in a brand-new building all the way in Hoboken, New Jersey. The fact that they had no idea where else the Cipher would take them. The fact that solving the clues seemed to have awakened something at the very heart of the city itself, something that Tess wanted to trust, but . . . 

Nine mrrowed again, rubbed her big face against Tess’s leg.

“My thumb is going numb,” said Theo.

“I’ll take a turn,” said Tess. She and Jaime switched so that Jaime was trying the combinations on the lock and Tess was keeping track. Theo sat on the step scratching Nine’s ears until her purr was a soothing rumble. When Jaime’s thumb went numb, Tess took over trying combinations and Theo took notes. Jaime sat on the steps to rest, and Nine licked his knees.

They switched places, and switched again. Hours went by. Or days. Tess couldn’t be sure.

Jaime flexed his fingers, rolled his wrist. “What if it’s a number we know already?”

Their old building was 354 W. 73rd Street. Perking up, Tess said, “Try three-five-four!”

Jaime did. No luck. They also had no luck with other addresses, birthdays of the Morningstarrs, or the month and the day the Morningstarrs disappeared. 

“Let’s just keep working,” said Theo. “We’ll get there.”

Jaime sighed, hefted the lock again. Then, he frowned, ran his thumb over the hasp.

“What?” said Tess.

“The hasp isn’t a loop, but it’s not straight, either.”

“Yeah, I noticed that,” said Tess.

“It looks like cat ears.”

“What?”

“The way a little kid would draw cat ears. Triangle, straight line, triangle. See?”

Nine mrrowed softly, wound herself around Jaime’s feet.

“A cat,” Theo repeated.

“Or a Cat,” Tess said. “Like Nine.”

“Or nine,” said Theo.

For a moment, they were all silent. Nine stopped winding and licking and nipping, instead groomed the end of her long tail. Jaime said, “But Nine is just one number.” He tried 9-9-9, but that didn’t work, either.

“Nine isn’t her full name,” Tess said.

Jaime said, “What do you mean?”

Theo tucked Jaime’s pencil into his own overlarge, bushy hair. “When Aunt Esther gave her to us, she said, ‘I have brought you an animal. The animal’s name is Nine Eighty-Seven. I have also brought you some Fig Newtons, but not for the animal.’”

Jaime stared at Theo, at his pencil in Theo’s hair, then down at Nine. Nine peered at him, still and watchful, the answer to her own riddle.

“If this works, I think maybe we need to have a conversation with your aunt Esther,” said Jaime, before turning the first dial to nine, the second to eight, the third to seven. He tugged.

The lock popped open with a click.

And something small and whitish, the size of a pain capsule, dropped to the floor. Nine batted at it.

“Must have been hidden inside the lock.” Theo stooped down, scooped it up.

Tess peered over Theo’s shoulder. “What is it?”

“I think it’s a scroll,” Theo said, unwinding it. In Theo’s hand was a thin strip of yellowed paper on which was written:

TICKET #3152—TLJ. THE 17TH OF JUNE.

“Ticket #3152? TLJ? A ticket to what?” Tess said.

“Maybe we’ll find out when we open the door,” said Jaime. He plucked his pencil from Theo’s hair, wiped it on his pants, and put that and his sketchbook in his back pocket. Then he unhooked the lock and tucked it into the other pocket. With both hands, he took hold of the only available handle on the door, the small metal loop through which the hasp had been threaded.

“Ready?” Jaime said.

No, Tess thought. “Yes,” Tess said.

Jaime pulled. The heavy door opened just a crack. Tess and Theo got their fingers around it, and together they all wrenched the door wide. A shaft of bright light hit them. Before they could stop her, Nine slipped through the opening.

And that was when someone started to scream.





CHAPTER TWO

Theo

The woman was extremely tall, blue-haired, and brown-skinned, with hoop earrings so large that Theo thought they could serve as perches for parrots. She wore a black dress with lots of complicated straps crisscrossing her shoulders and a belt with at least three buckles that perhaps doubled as weapons. She loomed like a goddess, both hands on her hips, glaring down at them. Another woman, shorter and Asian, looking more surprised than angry, stood on a pedestal in the middle of the room in a half-pinned white wedding gown or caftan or muumuu or bedsheet—Theo wasn’t up on the latest fashions—both hands clapped on the sides of her face like Edvard Munch’s painting The Scream. If Theo had to guess, and he had to, the door from the tunnel had led them into the back of some sort of fancy shop. There were mirrors all around and plush armchairs. Several large stalls for changing. Some glasses and a pitcher of water with lemon slices floating in it sat on a marble table next to one of the chairs. Theo thought about asking for a sip of the water, but had a feeling the tall woman might dump the whole pitcher over his head.

“What,” boomed the tall woman, “in the name of all that is good and right do you think you children are doing?”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, we were just—” Jaime began, but the woman cut him off.

“Child!” the woman said. “This is a place of business, not a public park! Not a movie theater! Not a library! Not a school! Not your living room!” She peered at Nine, who had dropped down to her belly as if to appear smaller. “And not a zoo!”

“We’re so sorry,” Tess said. “We didn’t know where—”

“You just opened a door in my gorgeous stone wall, a door I didn’t know was there,” the woman said. “How did you get it open? Where did you come from?” She stalked to the wall they’d just burst through and peered down the stone steps. “What in the world . . . ?” she said, her voice echoing off the stone.

The Asian woman stepped off the pedestal on which she’d been standing, carefully gathering up the hem of the dress/muumuu/caftan, trying not to disturb the pins studding the bottom. “What’s down there, Janice?”

“I have absolutely no idea,” said the taller woman. “Perhaps the children would like to explain it to us before I call all their parents.”

Theo didn’t even bother opening his mouth because he knew he’d say the wrong thing, like asking if this woman had any parrots, or if she was planning on getting some, because they would look really great with her earrings, in his inexpert opinion on fashion. Tess opened her mouth and closed it several times, as if conjuring up then discarding one lie after the other, lies that maybe other people might believe but this tall goddess wouldn’t buy for a second.

Jaime said, “I think we found part of the Underground Railroad.”

“What?” said the tall woman and the smaller woman simultaneously.

“We did?” said Theo and Tess simultaneously.

Jaime told the women that he and his friends had been exploring a construction site and found a way into the basement of the building next door. In that basement, hidden behind a pile of rocks, there was an opening to a very old tunnel leading down underneath the building. They knew they shouldn’t, but they decided to enter the tunnel. They walked that long, stone tunnel and noticed that there were names scratched into the stone on the walls, names like Sam and Beulah and Solomon, but also a lot of Xs. He couldn’t be sure, Jaime said, but somehow he got the most powerful feeling that those were the names and marks of people trying to escape something terrible, and they wrote their names and made their marks just in case they didn’t make it, even if it was a risk to do so. 

For some reason, the story didn’t sound vague or even that strange when Jaime told it. It sounded right, and true.

The tall woman, Janice, considered Jaime for what seemed like a very long time.

Finally, she said, “What’s your name, young man?”

“Jaime Cruz, ma’am.”

“You wouldn’t be lying to me, Jaime Cruz, would you?”

“No, ma’am.”

“So if I were to walk down those stairs and into that tunnel, I would find those names and those Xs scratched into the stone?”

“Yes, ma’am. You might find a lot of other things, too.”

Janice took a deep breath, brushed some of her curly, smoky-blue hair back from her face, hair that seemed elegant rather than silly or shocking on her. “A part of the Underground Railroad leading straight to Jennings. I shouldn’t be surprised at all. And I’ve always wondered why we were so far east. So near the docks.”

“Wait,” said Jaime. “This is Jennings?”

“Where else?” Janice said, as if Jennings were the only good and right place the tunnel could have led them. Except Theo had no idea what Jennings was, even though the name sounded familiar.

“My grandmother has talked about this place,” said Jaime. “She said that she’s going to come straight here to have a dress made when I get married.” Jaime’s brown cheeks went the slightest bit rosy. 

Janice laughed. “You getting married anytime soon?”

“I’m twelve, ma’am. I’ll be thirteen in September.”

“So that would be a no,” said Janice.

Jennings, Jennings, Theo thought, turning the name over in his head. “Jennings as in Thomas Jennings? The guy who invented dry cleaning?”

“Thomas L. Jennings, the tailor, businessman, and abolitionist who invented dry cleaning,” said Janice, her voice clipped.

“The first African American to receive a patent!” Theo said. “In 1821!”

The woman’s big brown eyes got bigger, then her expression softened. “Well!” she said, now considering Theo. “You know your history.”

Theo almost said, “Yes,” because he did know his history, or always thought he did. But then he remembered how many times he’d been surprised over the last few weeks. Instead he said, “I know some history. You still have dry-cleaning shops all around the city. My mom goes to one.”

“Then you know the TLJ headquarters is right next door, in the same building. Opened in 1837.”

Ticket #3152, TLJ, the 17th of June, Theo thought. Could it be?

Jaime said, “Anyway, I’m very sorry we burst in on you both.”

“No harm done, I suppose,” said Janice. The smaller woman in the white muumuu was sitting on the floor petting Nine. “Except for the cat hair you’re getting all over that dress, Bibi.”

“What?” said Bibi. “This is a good kitty.”

Janice rolled her eyes. “That,” she said, “is a sabertooth.”

“A good sabertooth, then,” said Bibi, shrugging. Nine licked her hand.

“She belongs in the Bronx Ecological Park with the rest of the chimera.”

“She’s not a chimera,” Tess said. “She’s a Cat.”

“Uh-huh,” said Janice, one thin eyebrow raised so high it almost disappeared into the cloud of blue hair. “She’d scare all the hamster-hogs and fer-rabbits and panda-quoks. Or eat them. They should make some a little bigger.”

“The big chimera are illegal,” said Theo.

“Like that’s stopped people before,” said Janice.

“The only thing Nine eats is her kibble,” Tess said. Then toed the expensive carpet. “You’re not really going to call our parents, are you?”

Janice put her hands on her hips again. “Are any of your parents professional historians who could date that tunnel? Or perhaps journalists who could write about it? Powerful lawyers or ex-presidents who will make sure this building isn’t ripped out right under us and sold to some rich man who doesn’t care about anyone’s history or future but his own?”

Tess was quiet for a moment. “No,” she said. “No one like that.”

“Then I’m not going to call them,” said Janice, flashing a hint of teeth—a smile or a grimace or both. 

“If you do decide to call some lawyers and historians, maybe you could say you were the ones who found the tunnel?” said Jaime.

“What if you discovered something amazing?” said Bibi. “You don’t want credit?”

“I’d rather have my grandmother not find out that I was doing things she wouldn’t like than get any credit,” said Jaime. Tess and Theo nodded.

“I have a grandmother like that,” said Janice. “All right. No mention of you to anyone, right, Bibi?”

“I’m thirty-three years old, and my parents are still mad I didn’t take John Park to my senior prom,” said Bibi. “My lips are sealed.” She planted a kiss on top of Nine’s head. Nine received this kiss as if it was her due. 

Janice peered once again down the stone steps. “Until I decide what to do, I’m going to close this door. A little help, please?”

Theo, Tess, Jaime, and both women heaved the jagged stone “door” closed. Once it was shut, the stones met so seamlessly you couldn’t tell there was ever an opening there at all. Which, thought Theo, was likely the point. 

“Well, children, it has been interesting meeting you,” said Janice the Goddess, “but my afternoon is booked solid. I think it’s time for you and your sabertooth friend to get on home.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” said Jaime. “We appreciate that.”

“I’m sure you do,” said Janice. She pointed to one end of the grand room, where yet another door was marked Exit. “The storefront is that way. Walk straight through to get to the street. You can see yourselves out. But don’t touch anything!”

They all turned to go when Janice added, “And maybe don’t hang around construction sites from now on. You don’t want to get in trouble, do you?”

“Too—” said Tess.

“—late,” said Theo.

Theo, Tess, Jaime, and Nine got to the front door of Jennings’s Fine Designs without destroying any of the handmade clothing, knocking over any of the racks, exploding anything, or getting cat hair on any of the patrons. (That is, the patrons who didn’t want to get cat hair on themselves; some of the people were terrified of Nine, some were helpless in the face of her and couldn’t keep their hands off her, that is, when she wished it. It was her superpower. Among many.)

Once they were out on the street, Theo pointed to the dry-cleaning shop next door. He whispered, “The paper we found said—

“—TLJ,” Tess finished for him.

Jaime pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Let’s go in.”

The place was warm and bright, packed with customers handing in tickets despite the late hour. Thomas L. Jennings memorabilia hung all over the brick walls and under the glass countertop at the front of the store. When Theo handed his ticket to the harried, red-faced clerk, the clerk glanced down at it, then looked up at Theo.

“Is this is a joke?”

“No joke,” said Theo.

“We’re closing in a few minutes and I got customers, kid,” said the clerk, handing back the slip. “Can I help who’s next?”

“But—” Tess said.

“NEXT!” shouted the clerk. A pale woman carrying three identical red business suits scowled at Tess before not-too-gently elbowing her aside. Nine growled, and the woman dropped her suits on the floor, startled. Nine sniffed at the suits, tossed her striped head, and dragged Tess and Theo over to Jaime, who had been waving at them from one end of the store. 

“What?” said Theo.

“That,” said Jaime. He pointed to a black gown in a glass case displayed in front of the alterations desk. “Read the plaque at the bottom.”

TICKET # 3152, TLJ, THE 17TH OF JUNE. 

A TICKET WRITTEN BY THOMAS L. JENNINGS HIMSELF SOMETIME IN THE 1840S. BELIEVED TO BE A GOWN WORN BY NONE OTHER THAN MISS THERESA MORNINGSTARR, THE ITEM WAS NONETHELESS NEVER PICKED UP. SOME SAY THAT IT WAS LEFT HERE BY MISTAKE AND FORGOTTEN; OTHERS INSIST THAT LEAVING THE DRESS WAS MEANT AS AN INSULT, THOUGH MR. JENNINGS WAS A GUEST AT SEVERAL DINNER PARTIES AND EVENTS THROWN BY THE MORNINGSTARRS BEFORE AND AFTER THE TICKET WAS WRITTEN. STILL OTHERS BELIEVE THE DRESS ISN’T CONNECTED TO MISS MORNINGSTARR AT ALL, AND INSTEAD BELONGED TO SOMEONE ELSE ENTIRELY. THE TRUTH, ALAS, IS LOST TO TIME.

NO MATTER THE PROVENANCE OF THE DRESS, NOTE THE QUALITY OF THE SILK, THE AUSTERE DESIGN, AND THE ONE EMBELLISHMENT: THE LACE AROUND THE COLLAR. MR. JENNINGS’S REVOLUTIONARY CLEANING PROCESS DID NOT DAMAGE EITHER THE SILK OR THE DELICATE LACE. 

Theo peered at the lace around the collar of the dress. Instead of dots or flowers, the lace was decorated with tiny hearts. Jaime took out his phone, took a picture of the dress. Then he pulled out his sketchbook and drew a sketch, because he didn’t quite trust technology. In his sketch, where a woman’s face would be, Jaime drew a blank oval, which Theo thought was just a bit creepy.

Tess frowned at the creepy blank oval, then glanced around the busy
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