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THE NORTH ATLANTIC, THREE HUNDRED MILES OFF
THE COAST OF SCOTLAND, 1684

“Captain,” Mr. Fallon said, “the island’s in sight.”

Young Monk, stealing a glance from the smudged columns of numbers that served as his punishment for larking in the sheets when he should have been scanning the horizon for sails, watched as the captain—a man privately nicknamed Granite by his crew—actually laughed. And though Monk dared not look out the gunport while disgraced, he thought he knew the reason for this surprising outburst. The island, as Fallon had called it, was no more than a rock, a barren rock with sheer, slippery sides, looming like the gray tower of Newgate Prison above the wild, crashing sea. No man could climb it, and Monk was certain Granite would allow no man in his care to try. What could the men who’d chartered this beleaguered voyage have been thinking?

“Thank you, Mr. Fallon,” Granite said. “I spotted her a moment ago myself. Keep her dyce. I’ll be up when I finish here.”

“Aye, sir.”

Fallon closed the door to the captain’s quarters, but it opened again a moment later. Alfred Brand, the leader of the men who’d hired Granite out of his unemployed naval captain’s existence to find this isolated rock, stepped inside.

“How soon until we can make our approach?”

“I beg your pardon,” Granite said. “I didn’t hear your knock.”

Monk felt a shiver go down his back. But Brand, a rat-faced man with long pink nose, dark eyes and shining teeth, had no experience of Granite at his most polite, the becalmed sea before the earthshaking fury of a North Atlantic squall.

“I suggest we hurry,” Brand said, “while there’s still light.”

Granite cut his gaze toward the table with a look of such modulated benevolence, Monk’s mouth went dry. Granite was a handsome man, with dark hair like Monk’s, but he was capable of silencing an entire watch without a word.

“Monk?” Granite said.

“Aye, sir?”

“Step up to the deck to see if the ship’s master can use you.”

Monk jumped to his feet, relieved to be released from both his unhappy task and the budding storm, but as he scurried out, he heard Granite’s chill tones.

“Mr. Brand, I believe I made it clear when I accepted this assignment that the safety of this ship and my men would be paramount. Your objective, whatever that may be, can wait until the weather lifts.”

“I have paid well over—”

“I am aware of what you have paid. Crowns can buy a voyage, but they cannot induce me to smash my ship upon the rocks. We shall wait.”

Monk finished the last of the splicing. The rough work seemed all he was good for, and even for that he was slow and of unremarkable ability. He would never make a sailor, and for a long moment he wondered if the path laid out for him was the one he should be on. With a sigh, he slipped his hands under his arms. They were bleeding and nearly numb from the cold. The rain had stopped half a watch ago, and now the immense darkness of the clouded night seemed ready to consume the ship in one easy swallow.

He gazed at the island, an inky blackness against the sky. It was nearly as high as the main mast, with sheer sides that ended in a blunt top from which another, smaller peak rose. He’d heard Brand and his two traveling companions talk when they thought they were alone, though the words they used—“through hole” and “unbound event”—made no sense to Monk. There was a secret there. One that involved the map Brand kept locked away.

“My poor, dear Monk,” a soft voice cried. “Let me see you. You’re hurt.”

Mrs. Brand took his hands and turned his palms up to look. The unexpected touch made him think of his mother. He believed, though he could not rightly remember, that her hair had had the same moonbeam sparks to it and her eyes the same wide, knowing gaze. How a woman like Mrs. Brand could be married to such a man as Mr. Brand, Monk did not know, though Yannick, the carpenter’s mate, had said, “Gold buys more than an unemployed sea captain,” when Monk had asked.

“How old are you, Monk?”

“Ten, m’um.”

She shook her head. “Has the captain seen your hands?”

“I shouldn’t like to bother him with such things.”

“Aye, he does seem to be quite busy as of late.” She cast a gentle look in the direction of the captain’s quarters. “Nonetheless,” she said firmly, “you are in his care.” She took Monk by the shoulder, guided him toward the door and knocked.

“What is it?”

“Mrs. Brand, sir, with Monk.”

Instead of a terse “Enter,” or an angrier “Not now,” Monk heard the remarkable sound of a chair being pushed back and the approach of footsteps. He barely had time to wipe the surprise from his face before the door opened.

“Mrs. Brand, good evening.”

“Are you aware, sir, that your charge has been worked until he bleeds?”

Monk shut his eyes instantly, waiting for the explosion.

“I-I am generally not told of such things.”

Monk slitted a lid. Spots of color had appeared on Granite’s cheeks, and he stood as meek as a mouse.

“I know you have much on your mind in the running of this vessel, sir, but the boys are in your care, this one most specifically. I believe the matter warrants your attention. How many hours have you been working, Monk?”

Monk, who had been working six and had many times worked more than twelve, said, “Four, m’um. A standard watch.” There was a brotherhood amongst sailors, after all.

Granite cleared his throat. “He may clean up in my washroom.”

Monk rounded the corner into the captain’s tiny privy at a clip, pausing only to see if the sailors in the passageway were witness to this unimaginable privilege. He dumped the pitcher’s cold contents into the basin.

“It has grown into a beautiful evening,” Mrs. Brand said, her voice carrying on the thin night air.

“Indeed. How is your little one? I hope the storm did not bother her.”

“My daughter can sleep through anything.”

This was decidedly untrue, thought Monk, whose hammock hung outside the cabin Mrs. Brand shared with her husband and one-year-old daughter. Many a night, he had heard the angel-faced girl singing nonsense words to herself in her crib while her parents talked in tense undertones on the deck above. He thrust his hands into the water and shook them.

“I am sorry for my husband’s driving insistence. I fear he has no more understanding of the intricacies of running a ship than I.”

“Please do not trouble yourself on that account, milady. My only wish is to see the ascent of the islet accomplished quickly and safely so that I may return you—that is to say, you and your family—to England.”

“I thank you for that.”

There had been an odd tone to her words, and Monk, who was now rolling the small ball of soap against his palm, paused to be sure he could hear what followed.

“I should do anything, I think,” Granite said softly, “to ease your burden.”

This was hardly the first time Monk has seen the two speak. Mrs. Brand appeared regularly on the quarterdeck when her husband and his companions took over the officers’ mess, whispering over their map. But it was the first time Monk had noticed this curious import. It was as if each sentence had a meaning apart from the words being spoken. As always, he found it unsettling adults had the ability to appear to speak plainly without actually doing so.

“Is there anything, anything at all, you can tell me about your husband’s intentions at this place—only so that I may make the effort more efficient?”

Again Mrs. Brand hesitated. “I cannot in all honor say anything.”

“Nor do,” Granite added after a beat.

The pause that followed was so long, Monk wondered if one or both had been struck by apoplexy.

“Nor do,” Mrs. Brand agreed with evident sorrow.

“Hear me,” Granite said in a hoarse whisper. “I do not censure. I do not judge—except to judge you honorable and true. But, oh, if I could only see you happy.”

Monk held himself very still. A ship lived hour to hour on the mood of its captain, and theirs could be determined, disappointed, angry or serene, but he was always in control, and this gush of florid emotion shocked Monk.

A confusing silence followed, filled with the rustle of clothes. Then Monk heard the cabin’s main door bang open.

“I’ve found you at last, my dear,” Monk heard Brand say. “Our daughter is making an unmerciful racket.”

“I should go,” she said in a choked voice.

“Aye, please do,” said Brand. “Captain, the storm has lifted. Let us proceed.”

The sea rocked the ship. Even with every anchor laid, the approach would be something close to fantastic. Monk held the mast top easily and listened to the men far below.

“We cannot get a rope across,” Granite said, his voice raised to be heard over the rising wind, “nor the ship any closer.”

“You gave me your word, Captain. Are you saying you will not uphold it?”

The infernal bugger! Monk’s blood boiled. He gauged the distance to the islet. At this height, he was nearly eye level with its small, flat ledge and the peak that rose from that. “Begging your pardon, sir,” he called, “but I can do it.”

Granite glared into the top sheets. “Who spoke?”

The crew fell silent. Talking out of turn was an offense.

“Monk, sir,” he said. “I think I can do it.”

“Come down here.”

Monk caught a shroud and sailed to the deck. In an instant, he was staring into a pair of fiery eyes.

“What nonsense are you spouting?”

“Sir, if I can catch the ship as it rolls toward the island, I can swing in on a rope. I can catch the top, or at the very least the edge.”

Those steely eyes traveled up the mast and over to the islet. “Good Lord, you’d have to be as high as the crosstrees.”

“I can do it, sir. Have done. Or something very like it.”

“Let the boy try. At least someone here is willing to make an effort.”

It was Brand’s associate, Spears. Spears and the other man—Collingswood—gazed at him from the rail. Monk dearly wished he were grown. He wanted to pop each of them square in the nose for their blackguardly insubordination.

Brand said, “The boy says he can do it. Surely, Captain, you can’t object.”

For a moment, Granite looked as if he were about to fulfill Monk’s wish himself, but with evident reluctance he relented. The order was given, and in less than a quarter hour, Monk stood on the edge of the extended foremast, outfitted with the tools necessary to anchor the rope were he to find himself lucky enough to land without breaking his neck. He clutched the line, which was attached to the crosstrees above his head. The end of another rope, one much thinner, whose length lay curled into hundreds of neat, wide loops on the deck, was tied around his waist. He observed the immense roll of the ship, sending him in dizzying circles high above the sea, and even at this height felt the spray of salt upon his cheeks. He would have to jump as the ship swung away, praying the forward movement that followed would carry him over the island’s flat top, then release the rope and drop. If he let go too high, he would batter himself upon the unforgiving rock. If he let go too soon or too late, he would fall into the sea, and while he was a capable swimmer, he had no wish to exercise his skills in the churning darkness below. If he were able to avoid all possible dangers and land on the narrow flat surface, he would anchor the rope around his waist in the island’s surface, and the crew, still in possession of the other end, could rig a makeshift seat and use a pulley to deliver the men safely to their destination.

He wanted to do this for Mrs. Brand, who gazed worriedly at him from her husband’s side; for his shipmates, so that they might find him a worthy addition to their ranks; for Brand and his sneering compatriots, who wouldn’t know true courage if it stared them in the face; but mostly for the shadowy figure standing alone on the quarter deck, hands clasped behind his back, watching him intently.

Monk edged forward. The wood was wet and his toes curled into the grain. He could feel his shipmates’ worry like the thick, charged air before a storm. He needed a roll that would fling him hard and fast. The first one came. He took a step and slipped, catching himself as the entire deck gasped. He believed he could do this, though he had lied when he said he’d done it before. Never had he done it from such a height, or in the dark, or with such a pitching, angry sea beneath him.

The next roll was too small. Collingswood called, “Make your move, boy.”

“Silence,” Granite ordered.

Monk took a deep breath. The ship rode high, high, high, tipping past its peak. And he leapt, swinging into the roll, letting the ship’s movement to right itself bring him in a delayed arc toward the dark, shiny rock. Higher and higher he rose, until he was nearly over the surface, but not quite. Could he fly far enough to land? He kicked and let go, all in one movement, closing his eyes and saying a desperate prayer.

He landed with a crash that smashed his knee and emptied his lungs, and instantly scrabbled for purchase. He hadn’t made the top. He’d made the edge and was slipping down the slimy moss. He found an outcropping and seized it, slicing his hand on the sharp rock.

But he held.

A wave plunged over him, pulling him and the rope nearly into the sea. He pumped his legs and found a toehold, gasping for breath. He had a sense of shouting from the ship, but his only thought was to make it to the top before the next wave hit.

He brought his foot up, but could find no place for it. Terrified, he pulled with all his might, banging his barked knee against the rock, hoping the outcropping would hold. The next wave hit only his legs. He ventured a hand free, reaching above the edge for something to hold. He found a seam and wedged two fingers. Slowly, with all his strength, he pulled himself onto the flat of the rock. He rolled on his back and waved a length of the rope in the air. A cheer rose over the seething sea.

Granite had traveled the pulley chair first, though even at this distance Monk had heard Brand argue he wanted no one but his own men going over, and now Brand, Spears and Collingswood conferred, each holding a lantern to view the map they’d unrolled in the center of their tight circle. Granite, Mrs. Brand and her daughter, the last two of whom had been transported to the islet over Granite’s fervent objection, stood apart—apart from the men and apart from each another. Granite stared out to sea, impatience on his face. Mrs. Brand looked sad. The little girl, tired of being held, played with a doll at her mother’s feet.

Everyone, it seemed, had forgotten Monk, who had scaled the small peak that rose above the rock’s flat surface, like a fat finger above a fist. The entire area upon which one could stand was no more than twenty by twenty, and where Monk lay in the dark, listening, he could see almost all of it. For the first time, he had a clear view of the map, though in the darkness and flickering lights, all he could see was a blue region, a tan region and a solid black line dividing the two. The land portrayed was unrecognizable to Monk, who could add geography to navigation, mathematics, knot making and carpentry to the vast inventory of skills he was certain he would never be master of.

“The entrance is supposed to be in the cave,” Collingswood said, speaking in a low voice.

“What cave?” Brand hissed.

“The seam. There. Don’t you see it?”

Monk had seen it before they arrived. A narrow, vertical opening in the peak beneath him. The space it opened into could hold Monk, but he doubted it would hold very many adults.

“That’s not a cave, man,” Collingswood said into the roar of the sea. “That’s a slit. That could barely hold a—”

“Lower your voice! The old woman said we had to be in the cave.”

“I am not going in that thing.”

“Have you any interest in seeing your home again? Or would you care to stay in this godforsaken time forever?”

Collingswood huffed.

“See if you can fit,” Brand said.

Collingswood gave Brand a scornful look and inserted himself, shoulder first, into the opening. “Aye. Now what?”

Brand crouched and held up the lantern. “How much space is there?”

“Almost none. I can barely move.”

“Shove over.”

Brand edged himself in. “Spears, now you,” came his muffled voice a moment later.

Monk couldn’t imagine what the men thought they would do once they made their way inside. He could see the mixture of disgust and wonderment on Granite’s face as he watched this Merry-Andrew show from the far end of the ledge.

After a good deal of grunting and groaning, Spears worked his way in as well. Almost as soon as he disappeared from Monk’s view, the rock started to hum and tiny green sparks like lightning bugs began to appear in a tight, neat dome that circled the peak. Monk gasped. He’d never seen such a thing before.

“Out!” Brand shouted in a panic.

Spears burst from the seam, tearing his britches, and Brand and Collingswood stumbled over him in their hurry to exit. Instantly, the violent humming stopped. With a pounding heart, Monk looked at Granite. His face hadn’t changed, nor had Mrs. Brand’s. It was as if they hadn’t seen the sparks or heard the rumbling.

Collingswood struggled to his feet. “This is the place,” he whispered.

“Is it?” Brand said with a sneer. “I couldn’t have guessed.”

“Mr. Brand,” Granite called. “How much longer? The weather is turning.”

“Ten minutes, no more,” Brand answered, then in a lower voice said, “We shall travel in turns. My wife, child and I, and then you two.”

“No,” Collingswood said fiercely. “No. I was the one who found the old woman. If anything, I should go first.”

“You fools,” Spears spat. “We have no guarantee this will work more than once. Hell, we have no guarantee it will work at all.”

“The old woman—”

“Bugger the old woman! I for one won’t believe any of it until we’re home. Let me step into the twentieth century and find my Ford changed into a chauffeured limousine. That’s when I’ll believe it.”

“Nothing will change until this map is transported away from 1684. Then it will be as if it never existed.”

“You’re right,” Brand said. “Let’s get the hell out. Darling,” he called, “come.”

Mrs. Brand lifted the girl to her arms and crossed the uneven space uncertainly. Brand directed her into the seam and followed her inside. The peak began its terrible rumbling again, and Monk clutched the ground. Spears stepped forward next, but no matter how he tried—shoulder first, arm or leg—he could not seem to get the smallest portion of himself into the entrance.

“There’s room,” Brand said angrily.

“I cannot enter.”

Brand stepped out. The rumbling stopped.

“It’s no good. ’Twill only hold three,” Spears said.

Mrs. Brand emerged, white-faced. “Alfred, what was—”

“Quiet.” Brand glared at Granite. “Say nothing, my dear. Return to the edge until I call you.”

Mrs. Brand carried the girl to the peak’s base and set her down again. Monk saw Granite’s pained look in Mrs. Brand’s direction.

“What are we going to do?” Collingswood demanded.

“I know what we’re going to do,” Spears said, addressing Brand. “We’re going to leave your wife.”

“No.”

“Why not?” Collingswood asked. “The captain will surely see to her. If it works, you can come back for her another time.”

“I said no.”

“She was not part of the agreement,” Spears said. “Just because you chose to take a wife here—”

“Quiet,” Brand said, cheeks flushed. “We’re not leaving anybody here who knows about this place or the map.”

“There’s no room,” Collingswood said. “And I’m not staying. You’re a fool. She’s bad luck.”

“Shut your mouth.”

Spears smacked his thigh and barked a quick, foul laugh. “Now I understand. Don’t you see, Colly? He won’t leave her because he’s afraid of what she might do. With him.” He jerked his thumb toward Granite.

“Shut up.”

“If you can’t control your wife, that’s your problem, but she’s not taking my place.”

Monk saw the glint of steel in the lantern light as Brand removed something from his cloak. The air exploded with a white-hot bang that lit the night for one terrifying instant—long enough to see the shock on Spears’s face before he crumpled to the ground, map still in hand.

Granite jumped to action, but Brand swung round, pointing a second pistol at him. “Stay where you are. This is none of your business. Keep to yourself, and you and your crew may leave safely.”

“Alfred, for God’s sake!” cried Mrs. Brand in horror. “What have you done?”

“Hold your tongue, woman.”

The little girl began to cry. Granite’s eyes met Monk’s. The look on his face urged caution and preparedness.

Brand swung the pistol back to Collingswood. “Anything you’d like to say?”

The man held up his hands. “No.”

“Then get the map.” Brand turned the barrel again toward Granite.

Collingswood reached for the paper in Spears’s hand and rolled it quickly. When he handed it to Brand he whispered, “What about him?” He inclined his head toward Granite.

Monk felt the hairs on his neck stiffen.

“What do you mean?” Brand asked, so low nobody but Monk could hear.

“I mean, if we mean to keep the map safe, no one must ever be able to find this cave. You said so yourself.”

“The crew—”

“The crew will never make it out of here without him. He’s the only capable seaman on board. If we kill him, our secret is safe.”

Monk’s stomach tightened into a sickening knot. He had to get to Granite and let him know he was in danger. He began to belly-crawl down the far side of the peak, hoping to alert Granite with a signal when he got to the bottom without the men noticing. He reached backward with his foot and lost his hold, sliding six feet and hitting his backside on an outstretched rock with a comical plop. He stifled a groan, though the landing had rattled his teeth. He made an urgent gesture in Granite’s direction.

“Mama, Mama.”

The little girl was smiling now, pointing at Monk. Mrs. Brand stepped forward, blocking the men’s view of both her daughter and Granite, who turned seaward and edged casually toward Monk.

“What?” Granite mouthed.

“They lied. They’re planning going to kill you.”

Granite turned away. Monk wasn’t even sure he’d heard. He didn’t know what else to do. He peered around the side to where Brand was placing the spent pistol in his cloak.

“Now,” Brand said to his wife. “’Tis time.”

“It won’t work,” Collingswood said, this time loud enough for all to hear. He pulled his own pistol out. “The cave won’t fit four. One of us has to stay.”

The little girl, busily playing, said “Night, night” and patted the doll.

Brand looked at his daughter and then his wife. The second pistol wavered in his hand. “Come here,” he repeated to his wife.

She bent to gather her daughter.

“Not her,” Brand said. “You.”

Mrs. Brand made a terrified, choking noise. “Alfred, what are you saying?”

Granite met Monk’s eye and cut his gaze first to the sea and then to the ship. He made the subtle motion of a fish with his hand, and Monk understood. He peered into the darkness, nodding. It was a terrible risk, but they had no other choice.

“Come,” Brand said.

“Gather your child as tight as you can,” Granite said under his breath to Mrs. Brand as he passed.

Shaking, Mrs. Brand lifted her daughter into her arms.

Brand ran toward his wife and tore the child away. Then he grabbed his wife and yanked.

Granite charged and swung. He connected with Brand’s jaw and pulled Mrs. Brand back to him. The pistol spun toward the seam. Collingswood dived for it.

“Now!” Granite yelled, and Monk grabbed the girl. Granite shoved Mrs. Brand hard and jumped, and Monk flew out after them, headfirst, clutching the child, whose cry exploded in his ear.

He hit the water, as hard as rock, and the cold battered his lungs.

Hold the girl. Hold the girl.

He crushed her to his side, kicking hard to bring himself upward. Nothing in his life had ever seemed so important or so hard. It was like he was swimming in molasses, and there was nothing but heavy, smothering cold.

A lighter dark hovered above him. He pumped harder and harder. At last he popped above the surface, gulping air like it was grog. The girl cried. She lived!

A shot lit the night, sizzling past his ear before the water swallowed it in a gurgle. He jerked to the side, and Brand called, “You will pay for this, Captain! I will hunt you till my dying day, and you will pay!”

The night was pitch. Monk had a vague sense of the ship in the distance but nothing more. He saw nothing and could hear only the roar of the sea and the girl’s terrified cries. He tucked her tightly under his arm and began to swim.
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Once upon a time there was a beautiful mapmaker. She made maps for kings and travelers and landowners. She loved her work because making maps made her dream of the world outside her shop. Many men courted her, but none won her hand, for they loved her for her beauty, not her maps.

—The Tale of the Beautiful Mapmaker

BRAND O’MALLEY MAP COMPANY BOARDROOM,
PITTSBURGH, PRESENT DAY

“What is it men see in maps?” Joss O’Malley asked fondly as she watched her friend’s four-year-old son, Peter, staring intently at a framed antique map from his not-quite-steady perch on the top of the credenza.

Diane Daltrey, the former chief financial officer of Brand O’Malley Map Company and Peter’s mom, lifted her eyes for a moment from the quarterly cash flow statement over which she was poring. “Key to the past?”

Joss thought of her own fascination. “Hints of the unknown?”

“Does this have a Skull Island?” Peter said enthusiastically, scanning the hand-colored paper. “I want to fight Hook to the death!” He growled and thrust his light saber in the direction of the conference table. Marty, the map tech, who had just unfolded himself from plugging in two laptop projectors, ducked to avoid being skewered.

“Or perhaps something slightly less poetic. Speaking of which”—Di let her fingers come to rest on the calculator—“things aren’t looking so good here.”

“I know we’re a little strapped for cash,” Joss said, biting a nail, “but that’s not so bad, right?”

“Right. How important is money?”

“I’m heading up to see Rogan. I need a number.”

“Another loan?”

“It’s not a loan exactly.”

“Honey,” Di said, “when a man’s already agreed to the price for the company and you’re going back to ask for more, that’s either a loan or insanity. Peter, please take the highlighter out of your mouth. Your little brother was playing with it.”

Peter, who had jumped off the credenza, sighed and, with a Day-Glo green pout, handed the marker to his toddler brother, coincidentally named Todd.

Joss frowned. “Should we—”

“Not poisonous,” Diane said without looking up. “Well, not too poisonous.”

Marty extracted the projector’s power cord from the grip of the third Daltrey brother, a baby in a portable car seat at Diane’s feet.

“Do you know if this next one’s a boy, too?” Joss gestured to the Epcot Center–sized ball under Diane’s sweater.

“I told my obstetrician I’d kill him if it was.”

“I wasn’t great at college biology, but I’m pretty sure he’s not the one who decides.”

Peter tugged Marty’s pant leg. “Did you know if you suck enough highlighter your pee turns green?”

Marty pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Actually, I didn’t know that.”

“It’s true. Green works best.”

Di flipped the page of the report and, without looking up from the paper, deftly dropped a Tory Burch–clad foot on the leash attached to the two-year-old’s ankle, bringing him to a dead halt just out of reach of the stapler on the table.

Joss, who had long ago decided running a barely surviving company was nothing compared to raising three boys under the age of five, said, “I really appreciate you coming in.”

“Oh, please. If I didn’t get out of the house sometimes, I’d go nuts.”

“I can see where trips like this would be pretty relaxing.”

“I’m almost ready,” Marty said to Joss.

“Go ahead. Di can work the numbers while I take a look.”

He flipped a switch and one of the projectors filled the far wall with a huge gray map of straight and curving streets, some blue, some yellow, some white, each with its own name printed in tiny Helvetica caps.

“Cool.” Peter let the saber fall to his side.

“City?” Joss asked Marty. If she’d had more time, she’d be able to figure it out on her own. One of the benefits of owning one of the world’s largest printed map companies was that every city felt like home.

“Philly.”

“Ah. City of Brotherly Love.”

Marty grimaced. “Yeah, well, unless brotherly love includes free use of intellectual property, we got a problem. Here’s the map from our favorite competitor, Duncan Limited.”

Marty clicked the On button on the adjoining projector. A second map, light blue instead of gray, and with a Garamond typeface, was projected directly over the first. It, too, was a map of Philly, and when he adjusted the width, height and area of the display, the streets lined up exactly with the first. Not a problem in itself, Joss thought. Street maps, after all, were supposed to give you a nearly accurate representation of the area in question, and even a competitor like Duncan Limited could be counted on to represent the area correctly. The problem occurred when a competitor didn’t bother to do the survey work to identify the streets themselves, and there was one sure way to find that out.

Joss typed a few commands into her laptop. “I just checked our database. We have three trap streets in Philly.”

“Yep,” Monty said. “Cranberry Lane, Hastings Drive and Compass Rose Alley.”

Compass Rose Alley. Joss smiled. That was so her mother. “And?”

“And”—he walked to the wall and touched different places on the Duncan Limited map—“we have Cranberry Lane, Hastings Drive and Compass Rose Alley.”

They were called trap streets for a reason, Joss thought. You couldn’t find them anywhere in Philly—not the real Philly, at least. They existed only on maps produced by Brand O’Malley, and they were put there to catch the plagiarist mapmakers of the world, who found it easier to copy someone else’s maps than survey their own.

“Call our attorneys,” Joss said.

Di held up a hand. “You can’t afford an attorney—unless it’s a pro bono one.”

Joss sucked her lip and gave her friend a beseeching look.

Di rolled her eyes. “I’ll talk to David.” David, her husband, was a lawyer.

Rogan’s admin stuck her head in the door. “Mr. Reynolds will be ready for you exactly at five.”

If only I’m ready for him, Joss thought. She gave Di a look.

“I’m close. I’ll have it by the time we’re up there.”

Joss grabbed Luke, the baby, and Todd-ler. Di tucked the report under her arm and kept her fingers running furiously over the calculator. Peter trailed behind, protecting the rear from pirates and Sith lords. If Joss couldn’t make payroll, she’d have to lay people off. Di had been the first to go six months earlier, raising her hand to save the jobs of others. Now Joss paid for Di’s time by the hour and used her only when she could afford to. Joss remembered a time when the world had seemed effortless to her. She’d lift a finger and a maid or driver or chef would rush to do her bidding. Now she worked ten-hour days, six-day weeks, to keep the company afloat. Had the world really been that easy, or was that just the sentimental nostalgia that all people had about their childhoods?

They reached the elevator, and Joss put down the car seat so she could lift Peter high enough to press the Up button.

She prayed Rogan would be amenable. He’d been looking only to buy her father’s company, Brand Industries, and the name of her mother’s—Brand O’Malley, the most famous name in maps—for use on his GPS devices, but he was a great guy and he’d understood Joss’s desire to keep her twenty-three-person business, her only inheritance from her mother, running and under her control.

What Rogan paid for Brand Industries, though more than he should have, would still barely cover the debt her father had run up before his death three months earlier, so Joss would see no money from that, nor from his personal fortune, which he had thrown into his failing company’s coffers in an attempt to save face among his peers in the business world. And her mother’s much smaller company, which had been more practically run while her mother was alive but neglected under her father’s subsequent guardianship, had spent the last few years teetering on the edge of insolvency.

Joss felt like her life since her mother’s death, not long after Joss’s eighth birthday, had been laid out strictly to ensure she’d be able to assume control of the mapmaking company when she was old enough. Despite being a lover of literature, she’d applied to and gotten into a math and science high school so she could study geography. In college, she’d pursued a dual major of business and geography while she worked full-time at Brand O’Malley, learning the ropes from the very able managers there. At twenty, even before she’d graduated, she’d accepted in practice what she’d already had in theory—the top executive role—and for the past three years, as the sales of paper maps dropped like a lead printing press, she’d been doing everything she could to keep these fine, hardworking people—and herself—employed.

The memories of yachts, stretch limos and happy times over salmon en croûte at midnight were long gone, having followed her mother, the family money and, finally, her father out of her life. And while losing the wealth had taught the very important lesson that she didn’t need money to be happy, she wouldn’t have minded, just once, being able to make payroll without getting on her hands and knees and praying to the lords of cash flow that the money would arrive.

“So, how are you going to effect this miraculous largesse?” Di asked.

“The loan, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Rogan owes me a favor.”

“A fifty-thousand-dollar favor?”

“The number’s fifty thousand?” Joss said, distressed.

“The number’s at least fifty thousand. I’m still checking.”

“Crap.”

“Crap,” Todd-ler repeated happily.

“Oops.” Joss shot Di an apologetic look.

Di wiped something that looked like chocolate pudding off her arm. “Least of my worries.”

The elevator arrived. Joss swung the car seat inside, leaned down again to grab Peter and said hello to one of the Brand Industries salesmen who was inside.

“Forty-eight,” she said, and pointed out the correct button. Peter poked it and leapt to the floor, pointing the saber with a sneer at his image in the elevator’s mirrored walls. His mother, lost in her calculations, pressed a sheet of paper against the wall and made a notation. Todd-ler started to chew a piece of Joss’s hair.

“Say,” the salesman said to Joss, “I understand congratulations are in order. Next week, is it?”

Joss gazed down at the diamond sparking languidly on her finger, so large as to almost be worthy of a pirate’s treasure chest. “Yep. No point in waiting. When it’s right, it’s right.”

“Yes, and you’ll need to hurry with your office,” Di said to the man. “The caterer needs the space to set up the tables.”

The salesman’s brows shot up, and Joss waved away his worry. “I’m not having my reception in your office. Diane thinks that just because I’m getting married in the Founders Room upstairs, it’s an all-business wedding.”

“It’s the conference room for the Sales Department,” Di said curtly.

“It’s a gorgeous space.”

“Now, should we all wear business suits,” Di asked, “or is that just you?”

Joss sighed. “It’s not a business suit. It’s a skirt.”

Di gave her a look.

“Okay, a business skirt—but it’s Chanel!”

Joss knew Di didn’t understand why she was, as Di liked to say, running her wedding “like the fourth-quarter employee recognition event.” Joss couldn’t explain. Everything in her life since she could remember had been done for expediency. It just didn’t feel right to have anything except a small ceremony, in her favorite space at her dad’s company—well, her dad’s former company—followed by a quiet dinner in the dining room of the William Penn Hotel, where her mother had taken her for tea each Christmas when she was a little girl.

Di rolled her eyes. “I’m certain Coco didn’t have it in mind for a bride.”

Joss exhaled. It was going to be a long week. Tomorrow was her bachelorette party. Thursday was the party her soon-to-be mother-in-law was throwing for the large number of friends and relatives who couldn’t be accommodated at the ceremony. Friday Joss left for the Academic Supply Show in Las Vegas. She’d fly back on Monday, just in time for Tuesday’s wedding. Other than the ceremony itself, her mother-in-law was taking care of everything, which suited Joss perfectly. All the better for Joss to focus on the far more concerning issue of making payroll.

The elevator stopped at 36 and the salesman got off. Peter punctuated the exit with a saber flourish. “Will I get to see your wedding?” he asked. “Mommy says I can only come if I dress like the mail delivery guy.”

“Your mommy’s hilarious. And yes, you know I couldn’t get married without you, pal. I’m counting on you to give me away.”

She returned her thoughts to the problem at hand. Fifty big ones. At least fifty big ones.

“I think I’m going to have to resort to something more than a favor for fifty thousand.” Joss gazed at herself in the mirror and unbuttoned the top button of her blouse. “I’m going to have to try a little more—”

She found herself gazing into Peter’s curious eyes.

“A little more what, Aunt Joss?”

Di gave her an interested sidelong glance; Todd-ler thrust his fingers into her bra.

“A little more hard work, Peter. That’s what being a grown-up is all about.” She rewarded Di with a tiny tongue stick-out and loosened Todd-ler’s grip on the tender flesh.

“Exactly how hard is this work going to be?” Di asked.

“Jeez Louise, I’m hardly going to—” Peter’s gaze shot right to Joss’s face. What is it with kids these days? “I’m not going to work so hard I’ll regret it.”

“Good to hear,” Di said. “Girls who work that hard can get a reputation.”

Peter’s gaze narrowed and slid between his mother and Joss.

“But let’s face it,” Joss said, “I’ll do whatever it takes.” She thought of Marty and his diabetes and the security guard with her kid on dialysis.

The jesting smile left Di’s face, replaced with a brow raise. “Really?”

“Really. It’s not like I haven’t gotten hints he’d be amenable.”

“I know, but . . . really?”

“It seems a small price, if you know what I mean.”

“You’re not going to . . .” Di gave her a look to fill in the missing word.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, no. I’m going to need far less artillery than that.”

The door opened on 48, and they trooped out. Part of the deal for the Brand O’Malley name was these offices would go to Rogan’s company when the papers were signed next month. He’d already taken over the chairman’s office. Some of the people there, though, still worked for her.

“Howdy, Joss.”

“Afternoon,” she said to LaWren, the security guard. “How’s Darryl?”

“Doin’ good,” she said. “We’ve got him on home dialysis now.”

“Oh, that’s great. Did he like the DVD I sent?”

“Prisoner of Azkaban? Oh yeah.”

“Loved the Marauder’s Map. We got to get ourselves into that business, eh?”

LaWren laughed.

Rogan’s admin, Pat, a prim, thin-lipped woman who had been with Brand Industries since the dawn of time, had always reminded Joss of Miss Gulch, the mean neighbor who took Toto from Dorothy. Pat, however, scared Joss even more than her cinematic counterpart.

Pat frowned at the bedraggled group and saved a particularly sharp look for Joss. “It’s after five.”

“I can’t help but notice Rogan is not actually in his office, so I’m thinking my lateness isn’t going to be a problem.”

“He’ll be here soon. The video conference with the Sydney office went long. But it’s better if you’re here when he arrives.”

Of course it is.

Joss gestured the group inside.

“Will the children—”

“Yes. Part of the analytics team.”

Di sunk into the long couch, still working on the numbers, and Joss gazed out at the gorgeous view that used to be hers, especially the regally old-fashioned Gulf Tower with its brightly lit stepped crown modeled on the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus. Even more kitschy was the quaint weather beacon on top, which glowed red for clear weather and blue for precipitation, and blinked to signal a coming change. Winter in Pittsburgh was not always fun, but when one could view it against a twilight sky with the Gulf Tower beacon shining red, it all seemed worthwhile.

Peter jumped immediately into Rogan’s chair and began to play with the phone.

“Er, maybe not, pal.” Joss put Todd and the baby onto the thick Aubusson rug and straightened.

Peter collapsed with a disheartened sigh into the cushioned leather.

“Say, what’s up with the Band-Aid?” Joss asked, trying to cheer him. She’d just noticed the Spider-Man bandage wrapped around his finger.

“Confection, Mom says.”

Joss looked at Di.

“Infection,” Di corrected. “You’re wearing a Band-Aid because you cut your finger playing Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles in the koi pond, and it swelled up big and red. Remember?”

“Oh yeah.” He smiled a dreamy, dimpled smile. “Really cool pus.”

Joss heard Rogan’s voice in the corridor. “Oops.”

Di nodded. “I’ve got it. One more second.”

Rogan strode in, an impossibly handsome man with soft blond waves and piercing blue eyes that cut to the bones of any business deal. He grinned when he saw the extent of his welcoming party.

“Hey,” he said to Peter, and nodded at Di. “Good to see you. Are we—”

“Nope.” Di struggled to her feet. “We’re on our way out.” She handed the cash flow statement to Joss, swept Todd and the car seat into her arms and signaled to Peter to follow. Then she gave Joss a quick peck. “I’ll see you tomorrow, eh?”

“But, the number . . .”

Di gazed pointedly at the report in Joss’s hand, where Joss spotted a hastily scribbled note.

“C’mon, troops,” Di said. “Let’s pull out.” She made a rallying motion with her hand and gave Joss a small wave. “Don’t work too hard.”



CHAPTER TWO
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Joss glanced at the cash flow statement. $63K, the scribble read. This may be the time to go all the way.

Oh, fudge.

“Hey,” Rogan said cheerily. “What’s up?”

“I’m here with a request.”

“Oh.” He nodded, replacing the smile with a more guarded look, and made his way to the desk.

She stared at the weather beacon, gathering her courage. The red glow began to pulse. A change is coming, that’s for sure. “I need another loan.”

“Oh, Joss.” The words bloomed with disappointment, and he sunk into the chair.

“I—I know it’s a lot to ask.”

“How much?”

“But we have a big order from the California school system coming in next month, which is usually one of our biggest of the year, and I know we’ll be okay after that.”

He gazed at the keyboard in front of him, more, she thought, out of embarrassment for her than anything else. He’d insisted she stay on to run the map company, and Joss wondered if he regretted his decision. “How much?” he asked.

She took a breath. “Sixty-three thousand.”

He leaned forward, elbows on desk, fingers laced, and ran his thumbs back and forth across his lips, considering.

“I wonder,” he said softly, “if you should think about closing.”

“No,” she said firmly. “We’ll be fine once this quarter is over.”

“I know you want to honor your mother, but I really think there’s a way through Brand Industries’ acquisition of the Brand O’Malley name that—”

“No. Please. The company stays open. I’m willing to discuss how.”

He sighed. “I don’t think I can do this. With all due respect, it’s a bad bet, and I couldn’t sell the board on it. Too hard.”

Joss met his eyes and smiled. Pleading was not sexy. Being confident and direct with a business-person-to-business-person frankness—that was sexy.

“I’d like you to think about it.” She’d made it a point this morning to put on her sexiest bra. It was a demi in beige and blue that lifted her breasts up like two scoops of French vanilla ice cream and ended just before her nipples began. Rogan was a very old-fashioned guy—the big surprise when she’d first met him. A little flash of ice cream. Perhaps a peek at some unskirted thigh. He’d be toast. The board would be hard, but let’s face it, he’d be harder.

That was about the one advantage women had in the business world. Men didn’t always think with their frontal lobes. Anyone who’d ever dated a man knew it. And when the thought process did its little dance out the frontal lobes and over to the basal ganglia, it left a trail of mush in its wake.

She put the cash flow statement and her phone on the edge of Rogan’s desk, stood up and leaned over to examine his desk clock. Waaay over. It was an ugly, ornate thing he’s said his old girlfriend, Daphne, had gotten him. It managed to be both gaudily antique and tethered by a power cord—the worst of both worlds. She could feel herself shaking.

She had never done this before. It wasn’t her operating style. But if this was all it took to keep the company afloat, in the overall scheme of things, it wasn’t too much to ask. Business was business. Some people had the marbles. Some people wanted the marbles. Unless you could think of a way to swipe some marbles for yourself, you wouldn’t get to play.

She could hear the tick tick tick, and even though she wasn’t looking, she could feel his gaze reach all the way to her navel. The tenor of the room changed, as did the cadence of his breathing.

“I think,” she said, giving him a smile, “you can convince them.”

He had the good sense to blush. Rather a charming thing, if you thought about it. The little spots of color on his cheeks were the first step in the mush process.

“I-I could probably try to convince them.”

Could you, now? Joss examined the clock for another long moment, then unbent and dropped in her seat.

“But . . .”

“But?” She blinked sweetly.

“But,” he said, leaning forward in earnest, “it seems to me that for sixty-three thousand dollars I could expect a little more.”

“What?”

“Open your blouse.”

He said it in the same tone as if he’d said, “Hand me the scissors,” or “Let’s review the Ryneman numbers.” Joss had to replay it in her head to ensure she’d heard it right.

“I-I—”

“I’d be risking my reputation,” he said convivially. “Why shouldn’t you risk yours?”

Risk and reward. The seesaw of business. There was a certain primitive poetry to it. At this point her task was to find the balance point. Her father, while never the best of role models, had schooled her well on this. “It’s not personal,” he’d said. “It’s a game. And unless you can remove your emotion from the battle, you’re never going to win.” Of course, removing emotion was one thing. Removing one’s blouse was quite another.

When she shifted, the diamond on her finger glinted and she nearly said no, but then she spotted her mother’s beloved map—the one that had started it all—on the wall where it had hung for twenty years. Her mother had worked so hard for so long to get Brand O’Malley off the ground. She’d poured her heart and then her health into it, and had endured a marriage that appeared, at least to Joss, to be far from ideal. Joss loved maps, and she’d worked hard to master the business behind them. She could almost hear her mother’s sigh of happiness whenever she ran her fingers over a newly printed one. Was her mother’s dream for this company going to die with Joss? No effing way. Time to put her business acumen to work.

She lifted her trembling hand and loosened the buttons.

“And open, please,” he said.

“Your admin is sitting outside.”

He pressed a button on his phone. “Pat?”

“Yes, Mr. Reynolds?”

“Close the door, will you. I don’t want to be disturbed.”

Joss sat frozen while Pat stepped into the office behind her, no doubt thinking the meeting was about liabilities and outcomes, which, come to think of it, wasn’t far from the truth. Pat closed the door. Rogan leaned back in his chair.

Joss had at least imagined this possibility. It would have been foolish to entertain this strategy without having done so. But she’d been so certain Rogan would stop at a certain, albeit not purely innocent, level of flirtation.

She spread the silk.

His irises widened. It was a biological effect he couldn’t hide no matter how skilled he was—or perhaps one might say one of the biological effects. The trick was going to be teasing that effect as far as it would go under her control without triggering a biological apocalypse. She was reminded of the men about to set off the first experimental atomic explosion in 1945 who were “pretty certain” it wouldn’t destroy the earth’s entire atmosphere.

She wondered about Rogan’s next move. She also wondered if anyone in the Gulf Tower had binoculars.

He gave her a crooked smile and said, “Are you trying to seduce me?”

“No, actually. I’m trying to meet payroll.”

“It’s a pretty effective strategy.”

“I would hope so.”

Her cell vibrated. The sound of a text. She cut her gaze to the display. It was from Di. R U DOING IT?

Rogan pointed to the clasp between her breasts a tiny pearl dangled from. “Does that little thingy there open it?”

“It does.”

“Would you mind . . .?”

More than life itself. But this was the balance point. “I wouldn’t,” she said, leaning slightly forward, “but it seems to me that’s something you’d rather do yourself.”

He made a dry, choking noise.

“And all it takes,” she said, “is a quick call to Charlie.” Charlie was the president of the Brand Industries board. “Just to let him know the plan.”

This was it. If he talked to Charlie, he’d be committed. Rogan licked his lips.

“May I?” He gestured to the clasp with an earnest look in his eye. “Just a touch?”

Bless his mother. He’d been raised to be polite. He’d once told Joss he’d attended etiquette classes throughout grade school. She pulled her chair closer to the desk and nodded.

He brought his hand to the metalwork, slipping his forefinger under the clasp and letting his thumb brush the swaying pearl. He tugged slightly, measuring the tension.

“Oh, Lord,” he whispered.

The electricity in his touch surprised her. She breathed in the sandalwood on his skin.

“Charlie,” she reminded him, though the way her voice faltered, she wondered if he understood.

“Right.” He picked up his cell and pressed a couple buttons. Then his eyebrows went up and he hit the keyboard quickly. “Oops. Wrong number.” He made a nervous laugh.

Joss was glad to see he was nervous, too. This wasn’t exactly a stroll through the Nordstrom handbag department for her.

He tried the call again and held up a relieved finger. “Ringing.”

She nodded and looked into the twilight. The weather beacon flash had changed to something else—a tiny shower of sparks. She wondered if the building manager knew he had a problem.

Rogan leaned forward. “Charlie—Oh.” He put his hand over the receiver. “Voice mail.”

She pursed her lips.

“Charlie, it’s Rogan,” he said. “I, ah, need to run a quick Brand O’Malley situation by you. I know the acquisition price has been agreed on, but a few things have come up. There’s a request on the table for sixty-three more in the form of a thirty-day loan. Give me your thoughts.” He hit the End button and put the phone down.

She crossed her arms, carefully pulling the flaps of her blouse closed. “We’ve got a problem.”

“What?” The first hint of desperation broke in his voice. “I did it.”

“You forgot something. Your support.” Without Rogan’s enthusiastic blessing of the plan, all Charlie had to do was say no. She began to button.

“Wait.”

She stopped.

“The thing is, it’s hard to be a cheerleader for something I don’t fully support.”

“Oh dear. I wouldn’t want anything to be hard for you.”

She came around the table, seated herself on the desk and leaned back on her palms. The flaps slipped farther apart.

He closed his eyes. Evidently, he’d heard of the “remove emotion” trick, too. “Does the deal include touch?”

She knew he didn’t mean the acquisition. “Um . . .” She swallowed. This was certainly more than she’d bargained for. She could see an employee of some nameless law firm or accountant’s office gazing abstractedly out a Gulf Tower window. “Can you be more specific?”
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