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For Zoe and Oliver, my favorite adventurers
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EPIGRAPH


The roaring street is hung for miles
With fierce electric fire.

—WILLIAM VAUGHN MOODY, “In New York,” Part I of “Song-Flower and Poppy”

What is the city but the people?

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Coriolanus
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New Year’s Eve, 1855


The true story of any city is never a single tale; it’s a vast collection of stories with many different heroes. But most storytellers believe that theirs is the only true story and that they are the only true heroes.

They are surprised to find out they are wrong.

Just a few hours before midnight, a brief hush fell over the streets of New York City, as if someone were about to tell a grand tale of mystery and adventure and needed quiet to begin. William Covington Hanover didn’t like the sudden quiet, and he already knew the story of New York City—his story. He had been in this city for barely a fortnight and had concluded it was teeming with ruffians, murderers, and thieves. That he himself was a murderer and a thief was beside the point. (And he would thrash the daylights out of anyone who called him a ruffian.)

No, the point was that William Covington Hanover didn’t look like a murderer or a thief. He had pride. He had standards. On this fine winter evening, the air aflutter with new snow, he wore a crisp white shirt with a pleated front, a white cravat, a dark tailcoat, and clean trousers. His top hat added to his already considerable height, and his fine wool greatcoat swept behind him like the regimentals of a British general.

Which was why pretty Miss Ava Oneal had no idea he’d been shadowing her for seven blocks.

And why would she? His was a stylish ensemble pinched from his last employer, the profoundly nearsighted Lord Something-or-Other of Somewhere-upon-Avon, who never seemed to notice when the candlesticks and silverware went missing. Until the day he did notice, causing an ill-advised tussle over a serving fork. William was forced to stuff his spoils into a pillowcase and steal aboard a packet bound for this strange city with its even stranger inhabitants. Ruffians, murderers, thieves . . . and fools. When the ship had docked in America, and he’d informed the immigration officials at Castle Garden that his name was “William Covington Hanover,” he was joking. Who would believe a man who had spent months crammed into a boat with shoemakers and potato farmers was a member of the House of Hanover, same as Queen Victoria? But they had merely scratched his quip in a ledger and waved him on.

And on he went. Through Battery Park and into the cauldron of the Five Points neighborhood, where he found lodging in a cramped tenement that reeked of gin fumes and rancid cabbage. Not much to steal in the Five Points, and far too much to drink. It didn’t take long for him to migrate into the heart of the city, where the shining Morningstarr Tower stood like a beacon to everything that he had desired his whole life and all that he deserved: riches and power beyond his wildest imaginings (though, honestly, just the riches would do).

Now he was on the upper west side of the island, where the wealthy had recently built rows of fine houses as well as some grand estates complete with lawns and forest. Most of the coppers stayed south near the Five Points, but a few wandered north to protect the wealthy from, well, people like William Covington Hanover. William nodded at the coppers on the corner, tipped his hat to the groups of ladies gathered to climb into horse-drawn carriages that would bear them to this ball or that one.

“Good evening, ladies,” he said, in his best upper-crust English accent. “You are the picture of loveliness this magical night.”

“Good evening to you, sir,” said the boldest. The ladies giggled as he passed, eyes darting over his fine coat, his fair hair, his ready smile. As long as he didn’t get close enough for any of them to notice his cold-and-whiskey-reddened nose or the knife scars on his white cheeks, he was safe. He would appear to be like any other gentleman making his way to a New Year’s Eve celebration instead of a man pursuing a dream in the form of Miss Ava Oneal.

Miss Ava was dressed less opulently—and more strangely—than the other ladies. Despite the festive occasion, she wore a plain jacket buttoned all the way up to the neck, a long dark skirt and cloak, and a mannish hat nearly as tall as William’s. But her outfit was not the most remarkable thing about her. Nor was it her small stature, her flawless brown face, or the fact that she walked unescorted through the swirling, sparkling snow. It wasn’t even that she was reading a book in the dim light of the streetlamps as she went. No, it was Miss Ava Oneal’s employers who most intrigued him.

Employers by the names of Theresa and Theodore Morningstarr.

Miss Ava reached the corner and floated across the street, never lifting her gaze from her pages, though more than one coachman had to haul on the reins of his horses to keep from trampling her. The coppers watched her go, twirling their clubs, whispering amongst themselves. And the others watched her, too. William spied them everywhere; only the coppers could miss them. Rough men in gangs like the Dead Rabbits—or was it the Dead Roaches?—men who called themselves ludicrous things like Slobbery Jim and Patsy the Butcher, et cetera, et cetera. They lurked in alleys and in doorways, behind walls and trees, clad in oversized sack coats and tiny bowler hats the size of thimbles. William shook his head in disgust. In such a costume, you might as well stand in the middle of the avenue and shout: “Rich citizens of the city! Prepare to be bashed over the head and shaken like apple trees!”

William Covington Hanover would never make such an exhibition of himself. An Englishman valued subtlety; a Yank wanted spectacle. As if this city didn’t have enough spectacle. The Morningstarr Tower, for one. The Liberty Statue. The oddly named Underway, a dizzying nest of above- and belowground trolleys whose workings were so mysterious that only members of a secret guild were permitted to mind the system. The rich kept their horses and carriages just for show.

At that moment, William Covington Hanover would have been grateful for a ride in a carriage or on the Underway, as Miss Ava Oneal seemed determined to march the entire length of the island of Manhattan this cold winter’s evening. Or perhaps she simply wanted to finish her book. The newspapers said she was a very smart young lady; Miss Morningstarr met Miss Oneal while both were working at a hospital for sick orphans and hired the girl on the spot. William Covington Hanover couldn’t imagine why either lady would waste her time on sick people, let alone orphans. Not shocking that someone eventually burned down that hospital.

But in addition to being smart, William was irritated to note, Miss Oneal was also a very brisk walker. William sighed and increased his pace, taking only a moment to glare at a man with a face like a pickax, who was eyeing her with a little too much interest. The man took William’s measure and wisely retreated into the shadows.

Miss Ava Oneal walked another block and pivoted right. William trotted to keep up, turning the corner just as a coachman barked, a horse whickered, and another carriage full of ladies rumbled off to a midnight party. The sharp odor of fresh manure cut through the chill. Almost as suddenly, a round hatch opened in the middle of the street and two beetles crawled out—if beetles were the size of sheepdogs and made of shimmering, iridescent-green metal. The beetles skittered across the snow-frosted cobbles toward the pile of manure and, working together, packed the scattered pile into a neat, round ball. Then one of the beetles turned around and used its hind legs to roll the ball backward into the hatch. Both beetles vanished after the ball, and the hatch closed. The entire process took only a few moments.

William Covington Hanover had seen the Rollers many times, but he still wasn’t used to them. Unnatural, they were, those glittering, skittering machines. Another invention of the Morningstarrs: brother and sister, twins, geniuses. They had designed the shining Morningstarr Tower, the incandescent Starr Hotel. Built impossible bridges and the greenest of parks. Engineered the Underway. Paved the streets in strange, silvery cobblestones that somehow absorbed the power of the sun, spun shimmering window glass that did the same, and forged the Lion batteries that contained it all. Created all manner of Morningstarr Machines, including the Rollers that tidied the roads, mechanical snails that washed the windows, whirring dragonflies that did everything from drying shirts to cooling people in summer. For fifty-seven years, the Morningstarrs had performed architectural and mechanical wizardry to make New York City the most dazzling city in the world, or so New Yorkers claimed. And after seeing the gleaming metropolis of the future for himself, William begrudgingly had to agree. (Though he was certain Theodore, not Theresa, was the true genius behind all this invention, as ladies were much more suited to embroidering cushions and giggling at tall men.)

But, four weeks ago, Theresa and Theodore Morningstarr had disappeared into the labyrinth of the Morningstarr Tower, and hadn’t been seen or heard from since. Before they vanished, the twins deeded all their land and property to a trust in the city’s name and left the city a parting gift: a sort of puzzle, or treasure hunt. The first clue, some string of incomprehensible gibberish, was printed in the newspaper. That clue would lead to another clue, the newspaper headlines howled, and another and another and would eventually reveal the greatest treasure known to man. The treasure only waited for a treasure hunter clever enough to discover it.

Well, William Covington Hanover was clever enough to know a joke when he saw one. A treasure hunt! What nonsense! Some great game the Morningstarrs played with an unwitting public, a public currently poring over the paper and then racing from one building to another on a wild-goose chase.

But the Morningstarrs had also left not a small sum of money in trust to Miss Ava Oneal, the young woman they had hired as help but looked upon as a granddaughter. And if anyone knew the secrets of the Morningstarrs—if anyone knew where the real treasures were hidden—it was her.

And because William Covington Hanover was a gentleman—or, at least, dressed like one—he would ask her nicely.

After that, he intended to bleed her secrets out of her.

Subtlety could take a man only so far.

Miss Ava Oneal continued walking until the elegant houses grew farther and farther apart, hidden by thickets of trees. When she reached West 73rd Street, Miss Ava finally slowed in front of a tall building with a light gray facade and surrounded on either side by two more nondescript buildings. He might not have known the center building to be a Morningstarr building except for the letters “TTM” etched into the cornerstones. Perhaps this was Miss Ava’s home, bequeathed to her by her benefactors. It was a pretty enough structure, so far west that William smelled the rich, oily stew of the Hudson River even in the cold. But William Covington Hanover had his sights set on bigger things, gold and silver and shiny—

“May I help you?”

William stopped walking so abruptly he slid on those odd icy cobbles and had to pinwheel his arms for balance.

Miss Ava Oneal stood staring at him. “Are you looking for someone? You’ve been following me for some time.”

William shaped his voice into that same plummy accent. “Following you? My dear lady, I assure you that I—”

“That’s quite a coat. Who did you steal it from?”

“I beg your pardon! I was a general in the queen’s army and—”

“No doubt,” she said rather rudely, just like an American. But she was very pretty. Doe-eyed, full-lipped, that brown skin so smooth. She had to be at least twenty-five years old, but she looked younger. Seventeen? Eighteen?

He switched tactics, smiling and spreading his arms. “I confess. I couldn’t help but notice that you traveled unescorted. And even this beautiful city can be a dangerous place for a young woman.”

“So I’ve heard,” she said, returning his smile. “And you mean to protect me?”

“Indeed,” he said, warming to the part. “Let me introduce myself. My name is William Covington Hanover.”

“William Hanover!” She tucked her book beneath one arm and clapped her hands. “You don’t say!”

“I do say!”

“Marvelous!”

“Well, yes. I mean, thank you, dear lady.” He took another step toward her, then another, in order to loom more properly.

“Did you have a disagreement with a cat, Mr. Hanover?” Miss Ava murmured, peering up under thick lashes at his scars.

“War takes its toll on us all,” he said. “Please allow me to see you inside. I would rest so much more easy knowing that such a handsome young woman arrived safely at her destination.”

“You are delightful,” said Miss Ava Oneal.

He couldn’t help it; his smile deepened to a grin. “Thank you again.”

“Much more delightful than the others.”

His smile wavered. “The . . . others?”

“The other men who have followed me. The ones given to clubbing people over the head and dragging them into dark alleys. Do you know one of them had the nerve to propose to me after he threatened to cut out my eyes? I said no.”

William’s jaw dropped. Ava Oneal withdrew her book from the folds of her cloak, placed the book beneath his chin, and gently closed his mouth.

“Gentlemen don’t threaten to cut ladies’ eyes out. It simply isn’t done. Not even in this book, which is quite scandalous. Have you read Penelope?” She tilted the book so that he could read the cover.

But unless he needed kindling, William Covington Hanover had no use for books. “I can’t say I’ve heard of it, Miss Oneal,” he said, holding out his elbow. “Now, let’s get you out of this chill.”

“Ah, you know my name.”

“Pardon?”

“My name. You know it.” She tapped his chest with her book. “You were following me.”

Enough of this, he thought, and slapped the book from her hand. It slammed into the stone of the building and dropped into the thin crust of snow on the ground.

“Oh,” said Miss Ava, eyes widening.

“Oh,” he said, taking another step closer. “I have a few questions for you.”

“Oh?” she repeated, reaching up and laying a small hand on his shoulder. She ran that hand down the length of his arm, curling her slim fingers around his pinky. Her full lips parted. As if she wanted to kiss him.

Then he heard the snap of his pinky as she broke it.

He only had time to emit a strangled squeal before she kicked him in the kneecap and swept his feet out from under him as easily as if she were tumbling a puppy.

“That,” she said, with a click of the tongue, “is no way to treat Penelope. Or me, for that matter.” Her eyes shifted in the dim light, pupils shining like gunmetal.

He scrabbled backward, pinky burning, shattered kneecap screaming. How could such a slight girl have wounded him so badly, and so fast? “Wait . . . wait . . . you can’t . . .”

She advanced on him, floating in that strange way of hers. “And yet, I did.”

“This cannot be real.”

“Oh, I’m as real as anyone. And I am always and forever a lady.” Miss Ava bent close, smiling at him with gleaming pearly teeth. “Would you like to see what kind of lady I am, Mr. William Covington Hanover? The others didn’t like it, but perhaps you might.”

“No,” William huffed, barely able to get the words from his throat because his heart had crawled up inside it. “No. Leave me be. I won’t bother you anymore.”

“It’s no bother.”

“Please,” William said, exactly what Lord Something-or-Other had said before the serving fork had found its mark. “Please.”

She opened her mouth wide and William squeezed his eyes shut, sure she would tear him to bits, roll him up, drop him in a deep dark hole.

Instead, she screamed, a loud, piercing, ladylike shriek. “Help me! Oh, won’t somebody help me!”

His eyes flashed open in confusion.

Miss Ava Oneal scooped up her book and slapped his face with it, punctuating each word, “Cad! Beast! Ruffian!”

One minute the street was dark and empty; the next, coppers boiled out from the alleys and the woods and poured down the streets, as if they’d expected some trouble, as if they’d expected this trouble.

He was wondering how far one could run on a ruined knee when a copper shouted, “Get him, lads!”

It was no use, they were coming, they were here. William Covington Hanover—murderer, thief, and not much of a ruffian—threw his arms over his head. As the clubs rained down, the last thing he saw was Miss Ava Oneal. She brushed the ice from the cover of her book, straightened her skirt, and stepped through the doorway of 354 West 73rd Street, taking with her all the secrets of the Morningstarrs, and every one of her own.





NEW YORK CITY

Present Day






CHAPTER ONE

Tess


The city had many nicknames: Gotham. Metropolis. The Shining Starr. The Big Apple. The City That Never Sleeps. These nicknames were not always accurate. For example, why would anyone refer to a city as an overlarge piece of fruit? Also, the city did sleep, but it slept the way a cat does, eyes half open, watchful, ready to spring at the first sign of fun, or danger.

That morning, a very different kind of cat was getting ready to spring. The cat in question lived in the Biedermann family’s cluttered apartment at 354 W. 73rd Street and kept her sock collection underneath the Biedermanns’ coffee table. This was not normally a problem for the Biedermann family, except when they had guests or when their feet were cold.

Today, they were having guests. They were also having a problem.

The cat—a large spotted animal that would have looked more at home on a South African savanna than in the living room on the Upper West Side—had the business end of a striped sock gripped firmly in her teeth. She was growling. The lanky girl sitting on the floor gripping the other end of the sock growled right back.

“Seriously, Tess?” said Mrs. Biedermann.

“This . . . is . . . my . . . favorite . . . sock . . . ,” Tess said, her dark braid whipping like a tail against her olive skin. The cat’s striped tail lashed in kind.

Tess’s twin brother, Theo, who was standing at the kitchen counter, poking at his favorite alphabet cereal with the back of a spoon, said, “The cat’s winning.”

Tess said, “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t need to clean up the stupid socks if those people weren’t coming to see your stupid tower.”

Mrs. Biedermann rifled through a briefcase the size of a suitcase. “It’s not a stupid tower. And stop saying things are stupid.”

“It’s the wrong tower,” Tess said.

Theo Biedermann had built a scale model of the Tower of London—a model that took up the Biedermanns’ entire dining room—for a national Lego contest (he won). Now, a week into summer vacation, school officials were finally coming to interview Theo, to congratulate him for his prize (even more Legos) and to photograph the tower for the school website. Mrs. Biedermann thought they should clean up the cat’s sock collection before the people arrived, but the cat, Nine, had other ideas. So did Tess.

Theo still didn’t look up from his cereal. “You don’t have to wear your favorite socks, Tess. No one’s going to interview you.”

“You should have built the Morningstarr Tower,” Tess insisted, bending her legs and putting her weight on her heels for leverage.

Theo looked up from his cereal. “Hey! I spelled Fibonacci! Oh, hold on, the i is floating away.”

Nine—who, oddly enough, didn’t seem much interested in the names of mathematicians spelled out in wheat products—flattened her striped ears and nearly yanked the sock out of Tess’s hands. Tess held fast. Behind them, the morning news hosts on the TV blah-blah-blahed about new parking regulations, about Great Britain negotiating with China for more all-weather solar panels after an especially rainy spring, about new water pipelines, about the best work-to-evening outfits for women, about a new guacamole recipe with peas.

“Peas,” said Tess to the cat, “do not belong in guacamole.”

“Mrrow,” said Nine, pulling harder.

“Next up on the program,” yapped the TV host, “we’ll be headed to a surprise press conference with philanthropist and real estate developer Darnell Slant. A man with a plan to move New York City into the twenty-first century!”

“We’re already in the twenty-first century, duh,” Theo said.

“Darnell Slant has been linked to some of the world’s most beautiful women, including performance artist Lora Yoshida, pop star Cath Tastic, and supermodel and entrepreneur Mink. But just last week, things took a more serious turn in his life. He pledged a hundred million dollars to biological research that could lead to cures for cancer and numerous other diseases. And that, he says, is only the beginning. In a recent interview with Channel 8 news, Mr. Slant talked about the importance of progress over stagnation, especially when it comes to the continued development of our city. ‘The Morningstarrs were geniuses, the earliest architects of New York,’ he said. ‘But the world in which they lived is gone. There is a point at which preservation becomes fossilization. We can love our heroes too much.’”

Tess dropped her end of the sock, surprising Nine. “Turn up the TV, Mom.”

“Why? What’s on?” said Mrs. Biedermann.

“‘Maybe some of you are thinking that all these old buildings in and around our city hold clues to the Old York Cipher. But I want you to focus on the word old instead of the word cipher. The old must make way for the new.’ And now, let’s turn to our own Amber Amberson, who is live at the Slant press conference.”

As soon as Darnell Slant’s boyish face popped up on the screen, American flags flying behind, Mrs. Biedermann pressed a button and the TV went black. “I wish they’d stop giving that guy a microphone. He’s not smart. He only seems smart.”

Nine brushed up against Tess’s leg before slinking under the coffee table with her prize. “I wanted to watch that,” Tess said.

“I can’t even look at his nasty mug,” said Mrs. Biedermann.

“Why can you say things are nasty and I can’t say things are stupid?”

“Because they’re not the same thing. Plus, I am a grown woman and I can say whatever I want. It’s one of the few perks of adulthood.” Mrs. Biedermann shoved the briefcase aside. “Has anyone seen my keys?”

Tess hauled herself off the floor, scooped a set of keys from the seat of the tattered recliner her dad refused to donate to Goodwill. She dangled the keys in front of her mother. “I don’t know how you keep losing stuff anyway,” Tess said as her mother took them. “You call yourself—”

“A detective, yes,” said Mrs. Biedermann, flashing her badge. “Everybody does.”

“Not everybody,” said Theo. “We call you Mom.”

“And we call you Mr. Literal,” Tess snapped.

“Okay, Tess, what’s bugging you?” said Mrs. Biedermann.

Tess bit her lip, considered not saying it. But, in the end, it just popped out, the way many things popped out of her mouth even when Tess didn’t want them to. “It’s just that Slant is on the TV again and I’m worried that . . .”

As soon as she started talking, as soon as she said the word worried, she could almost feel her brother’s eyes rolling as he scooped up his cereal bowl and dumped Fibonacci and the rest of his alphabet friends down the drain.

“I thought they were talking about the money he donated to cancer research,” said Mrs. Biedermann.

“And then they said, ‘And that is only the beginning.’ What if it is only the beginning, Mom? He’s a real estate developer. He buys real estate.”

Mrs. Biedermann took a deep breath. “Tess, Darnell Slant has been trying to buy up every building in this city since I was a little girl.”

“No, he isn’t—just the important buildings. The Morningstarr Tower. The Starr Hotel. Our building. He won’t stop talking about it. There are all these interviews all the time and—”

“Technically,” said Theo, “it’s not our building. The city owns it.”

“Not everything is technical, you robot,” said Tess. Their mother’s family had lived at 354 W. 73rd Street for more than a hundred years. A hundred years! Her grandfather, Benjamin, had the apartment on the top floor and had taught Tess and Theo everything he knew about the structure, and about the Morningstarrs who had built it. He had even talked her parents into naming them “Theresa” and “Theodore.” It was completely unfair that anyone else could lay claim to her home, even the city both she and the Morningstarrs had loved. Especially not Slant, a man who bought beautiful old buildings and replaced them with shiny cracker boxes no one could afford. A man who only dated supermodels and actresses from reality shows.

“Slant doesn’t want our building, Tess. It’s a decent enough building with a bit of history, but it’s hardly the Morningstarr Tower. And what did I say about calling your brother a robot?” said Mrs. Biedermann.

“If he doesn’t want to be called a robot, he should stop acting like one,” said Tess. “Humans have feelings.”

“Spoken like a crybaby,” Theo said.

“A crybaby who can beat you in an arm-wrestling match.”

“Your arms are longer,” said Theo.

“And a running race,” Tess added.

“Your legs are shorter.”

“And a climbing contest.”

“In summation, you’re built like a gibbon.”

“And tug-of-war.”

“You can’t even beat the cat.”

“And—”

“Tess!” said Mrs. Biedermann. “You know he only says those things to wind you up. So, who’s the robot?”

“But—”

“I think it’s time for you and Nine to take a walk. Go to the post office and pick up Grandpa’s mail for him. And you, Theo, need to get ready for your interview.”

“What do you mean?” Theo said. “I am ready.”

Mrs. Biedermann shook her head. “You are most certainly not ready. I should have gotten you a haircut. How about wetting it so it doesn’t look so . . . large.”

Theo fingered his dense curls. Tess said, “You know it will only dry bigger.”

“Okaaay,” said Mrs. Biedermann, drawing out the word, as if the riotous dark hair of her children was too tangled a mystery to solve. “How about changing your shirt?”

“What’s wrong with my shirt? It’s new!”

“It says ‘Schrödinger’s cat is dead.’”

“I know.”

“It has a cartoon of a dead cat.”

“It’s a thought experiment demonstrating what Schrödinger saw as a problem with certain interpretations of quantum mechanics when—”

Mrs. Biedermann held up one palm. “Now that you’ve cleared that up.”

“Not really,” said Tess. “Turn around, Theo.” He did. The back of the T-shirt said “Schrödinger’s cat is ALIIIIIVE” and had a picture of a zombie cat.

Mrs. Biedermann threw up both hands. “Look, Theo, ‘Schrödinger’s’ sounds like some sort of medical condition to me. Plus, the front of your shirt still has a dead cat on it.”

Theo said, “Technically, so does the back.”

“People will see it, and they’re going to think you’re weird.”

“Too—” said Theo.

“—late,” finished Tess.

Mrs. Biedermann gave Tess a flat mom stare. “I thought you were going to the post office.”

“I’m going, I’m going,” Tess said. She grabbed Nine’s leash from a hook on the wall, and Nine bounded over like any dog might have. Tess hooked the leash to Nine’s harness. She checked her back pocket for her keys, slung a messenger bag over her shoulder, and then walked to the door. Paused. What she did not do, would not do, was turn and glance around the spacious, sunny apartment as if it were the last time she’d ever see it. She would not make a comment about rent control, or about how they’d never be able to afford another apartment this size or any size in Manhattan or any other borough, or how they’d be banished to the wilds of New Jersey or maybe even Idaho if Slant got his way. She didn’t say a word about her mother being forced to commute two or three or seventeen hours on a train to get to her job as a New York City detective, or complain that they would never see her and therefore forget what she looked like. And Tess did not worry aloud that her dad might be unable to find a new job as a school counselor in the suburbs of Idaho and would likely dissolve into a morass of self-pity during which he wandered around their ugly split-level, wearing the same pair of Cheeto-stained sweatpants for weeks on end, his hair getting larger and larger until they were forced to shear it and knit scarves for cash.

Because if she turned and glanced around the apartment and voiced any of her fears, Theo would roll his eyes again, and call her a girl—as if that were a bad thing to be—and her mother would take her by the shoulders and tell her she had nothing to be anxious about, and her dad, who had gone on a coffee run and was due home any minute, might tell her she was “catastrophizing.”

Well, maybe she was catastrophizing. But catastrophes happened every day, didn’t they? A person ought to be prepared. And to be prepared you had to imagine all the possibilities. Tess was very good at imagining the possibilities.

Nine nudged her hand. Tess stuck her tongue at her brother, and then she and Nine slipped out of the apartment and into the hallway. Mrs. Cruz, the building manager, worked hard at maintenance, but the building was showing its age: the plaster crumbling a bit in the corners; the decorative tiles with their distinctive star patterns chipping; the solar glass in the hall windows wavy enough to shatter the sunlight into rainbows; most of the Morningstarr seals, plaster medallions stamped with a star within a sun, missing from the window moldings.

But even with its flaws, this was not just any building. This was one of the five original buildings built by Theresa and Theodore Morningstarr, and therefore it was like no other building in the world (the Tower of London included). It contained all sorts of memories, all sorts of stories. She pressed her ear against the plaster as if to hear them.

Behind her, a small voice said, “You’re not talking to the walls again, are you?”

Tess turned. A little girl, about six years old, stared at her from her perch on her oversized tricycle. She had bronze skin and black pigtails that stuck out like antennae. Her mouth and chin were smeared with something purplish.

“Hi, Cricket. You’re not pretending your finger paints are lipstick again, are you?”

“Why would I do that?” said the girl.

“Well, why would I be talking to the walls?” Tess said.

“My mom says you act funny because nobody pays attention to you but that I should always be nice.”

“Okay.”

Cricket slid the heart charm on her necklace, zip-zip, zip-zip. “I do not enjoy being nice.” She flipped a switch on the handlebars and beep-beep-beeped the trike in reverse, all the way back down the hall till she disappeared around a corner.

“Who enjoys being nice?” Tess said to the now-empty hallway.

Nine chirped at Tess, then glanced at the elevator.

“Right. Sorry, Nine.” She stabbed the down button. The elevator opened, and Tess and Nine stepped into the car. She pressed the button for the first floor, the marking so worn you couldn’t read the number anymore. The elevator twitched slightly and then began to move. The building itself might be plain, but the elevator was anything but. It was an electromagnetic elevator, which meant it could go horizontally as well as vertically, and did. Every time she got on, the elevator took a different path to its destination, sometimes going straight up and down, sometimes taking a series of lefts and rights, sometimes zigzagging all over the place. Theo said the building was as big as it was simply to accommodate the strange paths of the elevator, a terrible waste of space, even if the elevator itself was cool. But Tess thought it was more than cool—it was magical. What if the doors opened onto a floor she had never seen? A world she had never seen? The elevator could go very, very fast, too, dropping straight down from the top floor to the first so quickly that the passengers experienced a moment of weightlessness, though this happened rarely, as if the elevator somehow understood that this wasn’t going to make everybody happy.

Tess braced herself just in case, but the elevator was in a leisurely mood and took only one left and two rights before dropping straight down and setting itself gently on the first floor. The calm ride settled her nerves, and she was smiling when she walked toward the double doors, happy to see the same inlaid tile floors and cameo walls that her mother had grown up with, and Grandpa Ben had grown up with, and so on.

And she smiled wider still when she stepped out into the summer sunshine. Tess even smiled at the little clots of tourists taking pictures of the cornerstones and the address plaque, checking their guidebooks and maps, trying to figure out the Old York Cipher for themselves. They always came to one of the original buildings first, not that it would help them. No one had ever found a clue in one of the original buildings; that would be way too obvious, and the Morningstarrs were anything but obvious. But Grandpa Ben said that when he was a kid, you could barely get in and out of the building with all the tourists everywhere. Now there were just a few scattered groups, and most of them looked bored.

“It says here that the Old York Cipher was a gift to the city of New York from Theresa and Theodore Morningstarr, and that the first clue is at the Liberty Statue,” said a white woman in white pants and a terrifying Hawaiian-print shirt.

The portly, pasty man with her grunted. “Then why didn’t we go to the statue like I wanted to?”

“Because they already solved that clue. And a bunch after that. And then they got stuck.”

“I just wanted to see the darned statue. And who’s they?” said the man.

“People.”

“What people?”

“People! The Old York Puzzler and Cipherist Society.”

“Cyclist Society? I’m not getting on a bicycle. We just had breakfast.”

“Cipherist.”

“What’s a cipherist?”

“It’s someone who solves a cipher—what do you think?”

“Cipher,” said the man, mopping his pink brow with a napkin. “Why does everything have to be so fancy? Why don’t they just call it a code?”

“A cipher isn’t the same thing as a code,” Tess said. “It’s way more complex, substituting words or numbers or even symbols in a message. Like the book cipher that the Morningstarrs used for the first clue in the Old York Cipher.”

The portly man beetled his brows at her. “It’s the same thing.”

Tess said, “But it’s not! Ciphers are much harder to crack, because—”

The woman pointed at the leash in Tess’s hand. “Wild animals are illegal.”

“This is Nine. She’s a cat.”

“She looks like a jaguar. Or a leopard. Or a jaguar-leopard.”

“She’s just . . . long.”

The couple stared down at Nine, all forty-five pounds of her. Nine flicked her tail and offered a friendly chirp, as if to confirm, yes, regular cat, no jaguars here! Still, the couple backed away.

Not surprising. Nine definitely wasn’t a regular cat. Nine was a mix of Siamese, serval, and who knows what else. A sprinkling of wolf, maybe. One day, Great-Aunt Esther showed up at the Biedermanns’ apartment with an oversized spotted kitten. “I have brought you an animal,” she said. “This animal is called Nine Eighty-Seven. I have also brought you some Fig Newtons. But not for the animal.”

Aunt Esther, like a lot of people in Tess’s family, was more than a little eccentric. And Nine was probably a little more sabertooth than Siamese.

The woman with the terrifying shirt said, “Normal people don’t walk cats.”

“Normal?” said Tess. “Was Einstein normal? Marie Curie? Ada Lovelace? Ida B. Wells? Wonder Woman?”

“Your cat is growling at me,” said Terrifying Shirt Lady.

“She’s purring,” said Tess. Tess didn’t tell her that Nine had a ten-foot vertical leap.

“You city people are so strange,” the woman said.

“Thank you!” Tess tugged at the cat’s leash, leaving the tourists to the torture of each other’s company. Down the street to her left, the trees of Riverside Park beckoned, the weedy smell of the Hudson curling an inviting finger. But she took one last look at 354 W. 73rd—the familiar, unassuming gray facade, the windows like so many eyes watching over her, always watching over her—and headed east. It was early enough that the metal Rollers were out emptying garbage cans, scraping up bits of trash, and rolling them into hatches between waves of traffic. Sleepy people shambled to cars with cantilevered solar panels on top like the folded wings of locusts. As Tess got closer to Broadway, the Underway rumbled under her feet, as if she were walking on the back of some great murmuring beast. Everywhere, the city was waking up.

She reached the corner and turned onto the avenue. Horns honked; voices rose and fell. Buildings loomed on either side of the sleekly cobbled road, cliffs of jutting stone and vast pools of shimmering glass drinking in the sun. In front of her, newcomers stopped to gape while harried New Yorkers streamed around them. A teenager on a Starrboard darned in and out of the crowd. No matter how many times she walked these streets, she always felt as if she were walking at the bottom of a canyon, a part of a great river of humanity carving out a path.

These were the sorts of things she wished she could tell Grandpa Ben: that she felt like the buildings were cliffs, that she was a part of a river of humanity carving out her own path, that she both liked and hated that even strangers thought she was strange. Grandpa Ben had been the president of the Old York Puzzler and Cipherist Society for as long as Tess could remember and had been working to solve the Old York Cipher for even longer.

But not anymore. Nothing about Grandpa was the same.

Nine whined and nipped at Tess’s fingers, snapping her back to the real world. Another thing Theo would say: “That cat always knows when you’re catastrophizing. Get it?” She got it. Probably why Mom and Dad let Tess keep Nine, had her trained and registered as a therapy animal. People had gone mad for genetically altered and hybrid animals—fox-dogs, bunny-cats, cat-coons, fer-otters—till the city cracked down, especially on the larger hybrids, sometimes called chimeras. A cop on his beat took one look at Nine and the silver city tag dangling from her collar. He shook his head and muttered, “What’s next? Horse-bears?”

Next was the post office, and there were no horse-bears there; the place was nearly empty. The only noises were the soft whisper of Nine’s paws on the marble floor, the low talk of the employees, and the faint shoop! shoop! of mail canisters shooting through pneumatic tubes in the walls. Tess pulled the keys from her pocket and unlocked Grandpa’s box, and the usual avalanche of envelopes fell out. Nine pounced and chomped, caught one in her mouth and refused to let go, which was fine with Tess, as she could see it had TRUST NO ONE TRUST NO ONE TRUST NO ONE written all over it. Most of the mail came from other cipherists, but some of it came from paranoid conspiracy theorists. Grandpa Ben didn’t mind the conspiracy theorists; he used to say that people thought he was one of them simply because he thought the Old York Cipher was real. So many assumed it was a fairy tale, a silly story that brought in the tourists, nothing more. Her parents thought so, even if they never said it out loud. Sometimes, Tess caught her mother’s impatience whenever Grandpa Ben came for dinner and launched into one of his theories. Tess couldn’t blame her father or her mother for not believing in the Cipher, or even for their relief when Grandpa Ben and the society parted ways. Mr. Biedermann had to counsel hundreds of kids at the school where he worked, some who didn’t have parents or even enough to eat. As a detective, Mrs. Biedermann had her own mysteries to solve, and they weren’t one hundred sixty years old.

But Tess still wanted to believe. What if the Cipher was just waiting for the right person to solve it? Grandpa Ben once said that this was exactly how the Cipher snared a person in the first place; as you were trying to solve it, the puzzle made you believe that it was also trying to solve you.

“You make it sound like it’s alive,” Tess had said. “A puzzle can’t be alive.”

“Doesn’t this city seem alive to you? Doesn’t the air crackle? Don’t the streets hum? Lots of things are alive,” he said.

“Then how can you quit?” Tess said.

“I’m not quitting, Gindele.”

Gindele. His name for her. Little deer. “Grandpa, you quit the society. You’re giving up.” She’d tried not to sound mad. So, he had some memory problems. Lots of people had memory problems. Maybe the doctors were wrong.

He said, “Accepting things for what they are isn’t giving up.”

“Far kinder tsereist men a velt,” Tess said, one of Grandpa Ben’s favorite sayings. For your children you would tear the world apart.

“And I would,” he’d said, laying his still-strong hand on the top of Tess’s head. “One day, you’ll understand what that means.”

Now Tess scooped Grandpa’s mail from the floor and stuffed the pile into her messenger bag. She paused to inspect the envelope still clenched in Nine’s teeth. The TRUST NO ONE message wasn’t scrawled in red marker or crayon the way those sorts of messages usually were, but carefully scripted in black ink. The whole thing was sealed with gold wax, too, which was a nice touch, and which likely meant that the contents were especially banana-pants—especially since the address had been crossed out and rewritten three times. Tess tried to take the envelope to put it in her bag, but of course Nine wasn’t having any of that. The cat lowered her head and growled.

Ah well. Who cared if Nine wanted to gnaw on some random letter from some random person? Grandpa Ben couldn’t worry about such things anymore. And maybe Tess shouldn’t worry about them, either. Maybe she wouldn’t think about all the infinite possibilities, at least not the bad ones. She had the whole day, the whole week, the whole summer. Theo loved the precision of his blocks, but Tess loved building with things that warmed up in her hands—metal, plaster, clay. She could finish the model of a sphinx moth she’d been working on, one that would eventually hover in the air like a hummingbird. Or maybe Theo would come to Central Park and they could play Frisbee; she wouldn’t mind if he spent the whole game calculating the angles of her throws. Maybe her dad could take them out on a river cruise, and they could watch for schools of fish darting through the clear blue water of the Hudson. A trip to the top of the Morningstarr Tower, Underway tracks whirling around the rocket-shaped spire like the largest, fanciest party favor. Grandpa’s warm and gravelly voice echoed in her head: “Of course the Morningstarrs would build a tower; they were luftmenschen, dreamers, always with their heads in the clouds. It’s a shock they ever made any money at all.”

As Tess made her way back to 354 W. 73rd Street, she resolved to stop catastrophizing for once, to be a luftmensch dreaming up all the infinite possibilities—good ones—of a summer afternoon.

But by then, the Old York Cipher—alive as the city, alive as Tess herself—had already made a choice.

For its children, it would tear the world apart.





CHAPTER TWO

Theo


Later, much later, Theo would think about how a single day—and a visit from two creepy strangers—split his whole life into before and after.

But, at that moment, Theo didn’t have a second to think. He sat against the wall, snapping blocks together so fast he pinched his fingers. A sheet of paper with a rough design and some quick calculations lay on the floor next to him. He probably wouldn’t be able to finish—the school people would be there soon—but maybe they’d be late. Really late. Drastically, dramatically late. And then his Tower of London model would be perfect. It would be complete. Even a person with no knowledge of history or architecture would recognize it.

As Theo worked, his mother glanced up from the stack of files she was reading. “That is amazing, Theo.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“You built the whole thing, grounds and all.”

“Yep,” said Theo.

“And you won the contest.”

“Um-hmmm.”

“And the school people will be here any second now.”

“Yeah.”

“So, what are you doing?”

Theo snapped faster. He’d built all the structures that comprised the Tower of London, including the White Tower, the Salt Tower, the Broad Arrow Tower, the Bloody Tower, and the Tower Green where the wives of Henry VIII had lost their heads. He’d built the Royal Chapel, Traitor’s Gate, the Tower Wharf, and the remains of the Lion Tower Drawbridge. He’d even built the moat around the entire compound, and the Thames River along one side.

But he hadn’t built the Tower Bridge. It was only the most iconic bridge in the United Kingdom. And it was right next to the Tower of London. Why hadn’t he built the bridge? He should have built the bridge.

So, he was building the bridge.

To his mother, he said, “Since we’re just sitting here, waiting, I figured I’d keep busy.”

“That model already takes up the entire dining room. And now you’re building into my living room.”

“So?” said Theo.

Mrs. Biedermann pinched the bridge of her nose. “It would be nice if you kids got into miniatures.”

“Technically, this is a miniature.”

“Technically, your family is going to end up living in the hallway because our home will be filled with the entire city of London.”

“Um-hmm,” said Theo. He could live in a hallway. Plenty of room in a hallway. Wasted space, really.

The hallway outside their apartment suddenly produced Theo’s dad, who opened the apartment door and backed inside. He had a tray of coffees in one hand and a large white paper bag in the other.

“I come bearing coffee for all!” Mr. Biedermann announced.

“You’re the only one who drinks coffee,” said Mrs. Biedermann.

“You drink coffee, Mom,” said Theo.

“I gave it up,” Mrs. Biedermann said.

“Three days ago,” said Theo.

Mr. Biedermann put the tray and the bag on the kitchen counter. “Correction: I come bearing coffee entirely for myself!”

Mrs. Biedermann tapped a pen on her case files. “I thought you were going up to Absolute Bagels?”

“Eh, the lines were full of snotty college kids.”

“Tell me that you didn’t go to Sam’s to buy a jelly doughnut.”

“I didn’t,” said Mr. Biedermann. “I bought a dozen jelly doughnuts. And some blintzes, too. Maybe a lot of blintzes.”

“Larry!”

“What?”

“You’re supposed to be watching your cholesterol!”

Theo said, “I guess he’ll be watching his cholesterol go up.”

“Ha-ha,” Mr. Biedermann said. He dug around in the bag, pulled out a cardboard container and a fork. He opened the container and forked up a bite of blintz. “Where’s Tess?”

“Walking the cat,” said Mrs. Biedermann.

“Good. She’ll work off some of that anxiety.”

Theo said, “No, she won’t. Tess is like a Lion battery. She can’t walk it off or run it out.”

Mr. Biedermann laughed. “Oh yeah? What does that make you, kid?”

“Her extremely calm and well-adjusted brother,” said Theo.

“Ah,” said Mr. Biedermann, chewing, swallowing. He nudged a stray Lego with his toe. “I thought the school people would be here by now.”

Mrs. Biedermann said, “Yeah, me, too.”

“Though I suppose it could be all the commotion out front.”

“What commotion?”

Mr. Biedermann shrugged. “I don’t know. Someone filming a movie, maybe? I saw a crowd and some cameras and went around back to the service entrance.”
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