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CHAPTER ONE


A Story Finally Told
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    IT STARTED, AS ALMOST EVERYTHING does, with a word, just like this story. It, you’re wondering. What is it ?

I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you everything, for when you have kept a secret as long as I, the only proper choice after deciding to unburden oneself is to tell all of it, from the first word to the last one. I can say right now that the last word is rain, but that won’t do you much good without all the ones before it, so I’ll share those, too, in the right order. I have stayed silent this long and could do so for whatever time I have left to me. I’ve stayed silent out of respect, yes, and out of fear as well, if I’m honest. The time comes, however, when one must stop being afraid. Should someone read this and choose to seek out the mystery for themselves, the consequences of that decision are theirs alone and do not rest on my aging shoulders.

Where was I? Oh, yes. Words. Words don’t frighten me anymore, though perhaps they should. There are some things about some words I must tell you before we begin.

Any dictionary worth reading will tell you that “spindrift” is a mist over an ocean, spray thrown up to the skies by a gale’s crashing waves. I’ve seen it with my own eyes, felt its chill on my skin, slipped on it across the decks of a great and beautiful ship pitching in a storm.

But.

“Spindrift” is something else, too. Someone else. She is a girl, of dark hair and seawater-blue eyes and skin as pale as whitecaps. A girl who thought she was ordinary.

And the orchid is not only a precious, blooming flower.

It is a curse.

—M. D.

17th day of the Month of Souls, in the Year of the Forgiven
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CHAPTER TWO


The Customer
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THE LANE WANDERED SLOWLY, TURNING this way and that as if to look in the shop windows at the work being done by the artists and artificers within, or peer through the glass of the hothouses at the rare, vivid blooms. From a distance came the sounds of the river, its waters churned by merchant ships bringing silks and spices, oysters and pearls, and of course, orchids, the latter the most prized bounty of all.

At the end of the lane, where the doorframe rotted gently and the cobblestones slipped underfoot, a shop waited for customers.

It never had to wait long, though this was not the kind of place people wandered into by accident. Its proprietor could easily have afforded one of the large, gilded properties on Magothire Street, where even the trees were leaved in gold and silver, but he preferred to stay where he was. Those who needed him—and that number included a wide swathe of the city’s alchemists, inventors, nobility—knew how to find him while maintaining their privacy. One kept out so many undesirable customers by being difficult to find.

The girl sitting at the shop’s counter thought, personally, that it got any number of strange customers, but her grandfather seemed to think they were the right kind of strange.

Her elbows made marks on the polished wood in front of the book she was supposed to be reading. Instead, she daydreamed of an ocean she couldn’t quite remember, salt and spray and fin. Like the scales of a fish, the images flashed in and out of her mind too quickly to catch. If she closed her eyes and tried, truly tried, she couldn’t recall anything at all. It was only when she was doing something else that the air would briefly, suddenly tinge with the scent of seawater.

Grandfather had forgotten, in that way of his, that there was no school today. He often forgot to put shoes on, too, shuffling around in a pair of threadbare slippers, or to turn on the lamps when the sky outside began to darken.

The absentmindedness didn’t worry her, though, because it came from his brain being full to bursting with other things. A customer could come in and ask for a set of clairvoyant wind chimes (which would always play the music the owner was thinking of at that particular moment) or binoculars for looking at a specific moment of the past or a book that wrote itself page by page as the reader watched. Grandfather would knit his bushy eyebrows together for an instant before unearthing the very thing from the dimmest recesses of the farthest shelf. If the shop didn’t have what the customer was looking for, Grandfather would get a faraway look in his eye as he remembered exactly when he’d last sold such a thing.

Spindrift didn’t know the contents of the shop nearly so well. Oh, she was good enough at the things in the cabinets that lined the walls of the front room and in the glass display cases set into the wooden counter, but she didn’t understand the objects the way Grandfather did. To her, they were simply wood and metal and crystal and cloth, whereas to Grandfather they seemed almost alive.

So it was a good thing that when he left her alone to mind the shop, as he had done today, he always promised, just before he closed the door behind him, that he wouldn’t be gone long. If someone came needing something complicated, she might not be able to help as well as he could.

In fact, she’d had only one customer, a grumpy old lady who complained a compass she’d purchased didn’t work. It was supposed to point her in the direction of wherever she wanted to go, and yet it had taken her to her sister’s home. Since they didn’t speak, obviously the compass was quite broken. Spindrift suggested the woman come back to speak to Grandfather when he was here, but she was having none of it. Sighing, Spindrift opened a drawer behind the desk and traded the compass for a small pile of gold coins.

She went back to her book, which was interesting not because one of her teachers had assigned it—that could be hit or miss—but because the history of Lux, the city spread out around her, was fascinating to Spindrift since it wasn’t her history. She had come here when she was young, after the accident. The sea was her home; she only lived here.

While she didn’t know the shop as well as Grandfather, she knew the sound of the door creaking open as well as her own voice. Some customers barged in, certain of themselves and certain they were ready to part with a whole handful of weighty gold coins for one (or several) of the treasures here. Others tiptoed, perhaps deciding that they were here merely to look, not purchase. Invariably, however, Grandfather found something that took their fancy so thoroughly they simply had to have it, right this minute.

This customer was somewhere in the middle. He stepped inside, but kept one arm out straight and rigid to hold the door open, as if he might dart out of it again without a word. His clothing was too heavy for summer, a thick black brocade, the coat buttoned all the way to the neck.

“Good morning,” said Spindrift politely. Grandfather wouldn’t be pleased if he thought she’d chased anyone off with rudeness.

The man’s thin eyebrows rose. They were as black as his clothing, and his hair, too. He hesitated, quite clearly waiting for someone older and more responsible to step out from behind a curtain to serve him. Not this short, thin thing of a girl, halfway through a child’s schoolbook.

A chillier wind than Spindrift expected blew through the open door and rustled the book’s pages. So perhaps he needed the heavy coat, after all. “May I help you?” she asked.

He tilted his head to one side, which made his long hair brush his shoulder. “Possibly,” he said after a moment. “I am looking for something quite specific.”

Spindrift swallowed. Exactly the kind of customer she’d been hoping not to get. Then again, perhaps his wish would be so specific that he’d know the thing he sought as soon as he laid eyes on it. “All right,” she answered, marking her place in her book and hopping down from the high stool Grandfather kept at the counter for her. “What is it?”

“Well, it’s . . . it’s difficult to explain, you see.”

This was not an unusual answer among Grandfather’s clientele. “Go on,” said Spindrift.

The man’s hands—gloved, she noticed now—folded and writhed together. The door swung shut, but he made no attempt to inspect the cases and cabinets for his mysterious object. Instead his eyes followed every one of Spindrift’s smallest movements as if she would abruptly leap over to a shelf and withdraw the thing he wanted without him having told her what it was.

“It . . . Well, it hardly matters. An unimportant trinket, I assure you. Simply a token I wanted as part of a collection.”

“What sort of token?”

“A flower.”

Now it was Spindrift’s turn to raise her eyebrows. “A flower?” she repeated. There were flowers here on occasion. Elegant roses crafted in finest gleaming silver, whose thorns could be tipped with poison, or crystal lilies that would remain unchanged for years, decades, until they wilted on the day of their owner’s death. Grandfather didn’t have anything like that now, so far as she knew. This man would have to return when Grandfather was here.

“A black flower, one that blooms as you look at it,” said the man. A strange, slow smile crept over his thin face. “Tell me, little girl, have you ever seen such a thing?”

Spindrift pictured her grandfather, the deep thought he entered as he remembered everything that had ever passed under his nose in this shop. She didn’t have his memory for it, but she felt sure she’d remember something like what the man described. “No,” she said, meeting the customer’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I’ve never seen anything like that, but if it’s a living flower you’re after, you might try one of the hothouses. You passed a few on your way here, and there’s larger ones on Magothire Street. I’ve seen ones that do special magic, especially the orchids. Maybe there’s a kind that blooms in front of you; I know the hunters are always bringing new ones back.”

The man’s smile spread, reaching his obsidian eyes. “An orchid,” he whispered. “Yes.”

•  •  •

Grandfather returned a few hours later, which was an interesting interpretation of I won’t be long, but he could be like that. Had been like that all Spindrift’s life, or all of it she’d lived with him, which was nearly the same thing. There’d been no more customers after the slightly odd orchid seeker, who had left with his hands empty but his eyes still full of that strange smile. Spindrift told Grandfather about him because he always wanted to know who’d visited the shop in his absence, but he merely shrugged and took his place behind the counter, allowing Spindrift to return to her book. She was halfway through when the sun began to sink and her stomach began to rumble.

With the shop locked up tight, Spindrift and Grandfather climbed the stairs in the back to the home they shared above. Before she arrived as a baby, Grandfather had lived in just two of the rooms, a groove in the carpet worn between the one where he slept and the kitchen for his endless cups of tea. After she came, however, he had put furniture everywhere and set up a nice room for her, with a cot to keep her safe until she grew old enough for a proper bed.

She liked hearing stories about his life before she’d come to Lux, on the rare occasions she could persuade him to tell them. All too often he changed the subject to her schooling or what she might want for her birthday or when her two best friends, Max and Clémence, were next coming to dinner.

Now he went straight to the kitchen and suddenly started to move with the speed and dexterity of a man half his age. It might surprise some of his customers to learn that Ludovic Morel was one of the best chefs in all of Lux, at least as good as the cooks in the palace or the restaurants near it, where the waiters spoke in whispers and wore gloves so as not to smudge the silver spoons. Then again, perhaps it would surprise no one, given the attention he lavished on the treasures he sold. Either way, Spindrift sometimes thought chickens would line up like customers for the privilege of being roasted by him. He stood at the counter, his back to her so she couldn’t see what he was creating, but she was sure it would be something delicious. Her stomach growled again, even louder, and he laughed, a dry, old laugh that matched his stooped shoulders and white hair and, somehow, his threadbare slippers too.

“Patience, chérie,” said Grandfather. “It won’t be long, and worth the wait in any case. Have you finished your book?”

“Not yet, but I will.”

“Good girl. Go wash your hands and prepare the table, please.”

“Will we need spoons for dessert?” she asked hopefully, and he laughed again.

“Of course, my little Spindrift. Now, hurry.”

She turned from the kitchen doorway and skipped through the apartment, making her feet thump as heavily as possible on the patches of wood between the rugs. There was no one in the shop below to disturb. Her fingers trailed over the fancy silk wallpapers. The pattern of raised flowers made her think of the customer and his orchid; she hoped he’d found what he was looking for at one of the hothouses. Moonlight streamed through the large windows and painted the surrounding rooftops silvery white. If she stood at the window in her bedroom and squinted, she would just see it glinting off the glass roofs of those same hothouses, the delicate plants within them well protected.

But Grandfather had told her to hurry. Quickly she washed her hands and dried them on her skirt, ignoring the perfectly clean and usable towel hanging from a hook.

She didn’t know what had possessed her grandfather to put such a large table in the dining room when she came to live here; it had been just her, not a dozen hungry sailors.

Only Spindrift had survived, blown safely back to land as if she’d been light as mist. She was sure that wasn’t the way it really happened, but since it had probably been terrifying and she couldn’t remember it anyway, it did no harm to keep a nicer picture in her head. Also, it was why Grandfather called her Spindrift instead of her actual name, and she liked that.

She knew only bits and pieces of the real story because she’d been so young, and no one else who’d been there could tell her anything now. Grandfather had put together some of it from the people who’d found her and the note tucked into her blankets, wrapped in oiled leather to protect it from the water. But these things together didn’t tell the whole tale. It was like when she and Grandfather used this table to assemble puzzles; she had a corner, a few strips of edge. Only when the last piece was in place would the picture begin to move, revealing truth and memory.

Unfortunately, most of the pieces were at the bottom of an ocean, never to be found and gathered together.

The dessert spoons clattered into place. Spindrift couldn’t remember having set the rest of the table, but there everything was, knives and forks and spoons and thick linen napkins. Grandfather always sat at the head of the table and she always sat to his right. The ornate chandelier above was a relic from his shop, a rare artifact that had come into his hands and with which he’d been unable to part. Right now it was the moon, with tiny stars circling around it. At daybreak it would shift, become a sun that brightened with each passing morning hour. Below it, farther down the table, was a vase of roses, their buds still tightly furled. Spindrift stared at one for several seconds, willing it to bloom as she watched.

Nothing happened. Slightly disappointed, she took goblets from a cabinet in the corner to be filled with water and elderflowers for herself, wine for Grandfather. He must have heard the clink of crystal because he appeared with a tray covered by a silver dome. It was almost always just the two of them—and when they had guests it was only Clémence and Max—yet he served dinner every night as if it were the grandest of occasions.

“Your napkin,” he said as he set down the tray. Spindrift unfolded it and put it across her lap.

“Thank you. Your mother would never forgive me if she thought I wasn’t teaching you your manners,” he said. His eyes twinkled and his tone was light, but Spindrift sat up straighter and gave him a sharp look. He didn’t often mention her mother; he would always wait until Spindrift asked and then answer her questions—or tell her as much as he thought she should hear, which often wasn’t the same thing. “She was always very tidy,” he continued. “Though I don’t suppose there were very many clean napkins on her ship.”

“Why didn’t you ever visit her on it?” Spindrift asked. “Surely she would have let you.”

“Begged me,” said Grandfather with a smile, “but I far prefer looking at the ocean to being bounced around upon it, thank you very much. And it so rarely came anywhere near Lux. Emilie was off sailing the world with your father, and soon enough with you as well, but she wrote me a great many letters. I still have them, and it occurs to me . . .” Grandfather cleared his throat and removed the silver dome from the platter. So hungry before, Spindrift now paid no attention to the food. “Yes. I’ve been thinking it is perhaps time for me to share them with you.”

Her stomach felt suddenly full, though she hadn’t taken a bite, but full of something that wriggled and lurched. “Letters?” she asked, her mouth dry. “What sort of letters?”

“Oh, you know. News from the seas, from her adventures.” He did not look at Spindrift as he said this, making a show of filling her plate and placing it before her.

“Why now?” It was a dangerous question; it might make Grandfather think twice about giving her the letters, but it was out of her mouth before she could stop it. Still, he didn’t meet her eyes. Water splashed onto the table as he filled her goblet from a jug held in a shaking hand. Only when the water was at the brim did he set the jug down and raise his head.

“You are growing, little Spindrift, faster than I would like, perhaps. I am growing older, too, so perhaps it is a good thing you are turning into such a young lady, a person. And a person should know where they come from, or as much of that as is possible.”

“Can we read them now?”

“After dinner, and I warn you there are more than we will get through in one evening. It will be a project for us, or if you prefer, you may read them on your own. I would understand.”

“No,” said Spindrift. “I don’t think so. We’ll do it together.”

Finally, his smile returned. He patted her hand and picked up his fork. “First, food. Nothing worth doing can be done on an empty stomach. Bon appétit.”



CHAPTER THREE


Messages from the Sea
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12th day of the Month of Origins, in the Year of the Wind

N 50°54'0", W 1°24'0"

Dearest Papa,

Are you quite sure you won’t come and see the Masdevallia? She is a beautiful ship, and we won’t be very far away from you before we set sail. All right, I know you won’t, and that you must think you went wrong somewhere to cause your only daughter to run away and marry a captain. I am happy, Papa, and excited for this grand adventure, although to be honest with you, I am a little bit frightened, too. The ocean is such a vast thing, and so unforgiving when it’s angry. I’d better try to make it like me so it has no reason to rage!

I must go. What seems like forty men are running around with ropes, shouting at one another, and I don’t want to be seen as just the captain’s wife, afraid to get her hands dirty. I’m not sure how much help I can be, but I will try.

Stay safe on dry land, and I’ll see you soon.

Love,

Emilie

Spindrift’s fingers traced the faded ink just as they had earlier traced the flowers on the wallpaper, the words creased by faint lines where the letter had been folded over and over again. Her mother had written this, in neat, even handwriting. A note of no importance, some might say, but Grandfather had kept it even before he knew what was going to happen. She looked at the date and counted back in her mind to the Year of the Wind, four years before she was born, fifteen years ago. And the Month of Origins . . . Spindrift’s mother and father had been married in the snow and set sail on their big, gleaming ship at the start of a new year.

“Did you miss her when she left?” Spindrift asked, still not letting go of the paper, worn thin by time . . . and Grandfather’s careful rereadings?

“Of course,” he said, “but she was grown, and it was time for her to make her own place in the world. She and Theo—your father—were well matched. I believed she would be happy. I think she was happy.” His hands trembled as he reached for the letter Spindrift held. She didn’t want to let it go, though there were dozens more. She wished she could read them all at once.

The chandelier overhead dimmed briefly as a cloud passed in front of the high moon. It was late, and if she dawdled any more, she might not get to read another tonight. Spindrift released the letter, and Grandfather put it back in its envelope—which, just like the letter, had clearly been folded several times so it became a small square. A small square that might fit inside something else. Spindrift smiled; she knew how the letters had been sent.

Now, however, Grandfather kept them spread flat and lined up neatly on end in a wooden box he’d fetched and placed on the table after the remains of dinner had been cleared away. The top was inlaid with enameled plants, and he’d opened the brass lock with a matching key.

He took out the second letter, and she stared at the envelope for a moment. Grandfather’s name was written across the front, creased with the same old folds as the first. Inside was another short note that spoke mostly of the weather at sea. A few of the words were smudged, struck by ancient raindrops.

Although it didn’t say very much, Spindrift thought these might be some of the best sorts of letters—the kind written not because the person had something important to say, but because they didn’t and wanted to say it anyway. It was dated in the Month of Glass, only a few weeks after the first one.

“She was in the north,” said Grandfather, pointing at the strange series of letters and numbers on the page. “I’ll show you.” He rose from the table, and a moment later Spindrift heard him remove a book from one of the many shelves in the parlor. An atlas, she saw when he returned, one she had occasionally used for schoolwork. “Read me those coordinates,” he said. She did, and he showed her how to look up the precise spot where the ship had been, a tiny dot on the face of an enormous world. Even the ocean was frozen there, Emilie had written, and the ship had needed to carve its way through the floating sheets, the ice cracking like gunfire all around them. She would write again soon, she promised, once her hands had warmed up enough to hold a feather quill again.

And so it went. Spindrift read the next letter, and the next, looking up where they’d been sent from with Grandfather’s help, but absorbing the words silently to herself. After the fifth, Grandfather fished a piece of red card from the depths of his pockets and slotted it into the box to mark their place. There were still a great many letters behind it; it seemed Emilie had written whenever she had the paper to do so.

“I think that’s enough for tonight,” said Grandfather. He pointed up at the chandelier, the moon almost at its highest point. Spindrift’s heart sank. It was later than he usually allowed her to stay up, and though there was again no school in the morning, she would have to wake to help with breakfast and open the shop.

“Can we read more tomorrow?”

“Of course. Now, go to bed, and don’t forget to wash.”

Spindrift stood, then leaned down to kiss his cheek. When she left him, he was staring at the box, his hands folded on the table and head slightly bowed.

This was surely difficult for him, and yet she couldn’t quite stifle a flare of irritation at how long it had taken him to show her. He’d kept the letters all this time, locked in their box so she wouldn’t find them accidentally.

She took a deep breath. She could read them now; that’s what mattered. Tomorrow she’d read faster, get through more than a handful of them before Grandfather sent her off to bed. Even if they all spoke of ordinary things, they were extraordinary.

Washed and in her nightclothes, Spindrift curled her bare toes on the chilled patch of wooden floor in front of her bedroom window. It was huge, with a seat just below the sill so she could sit and watch the city for as long as she liked, the thrum of daytime and quiet shadows of night.

This had been her room since she arrived at Grandfather’s, but it hadn’t been her mother’s before that. Grandfather had once showed Spindrift the big wedding-cake house near Magothire Street, pointing up at the gilded window that had once been Emilie’s.

Grandfather had turned quickly from the home and led Spindrift away with the promise of ice cream. She’d been much younger then, and such an obvious ploy had worked. Now she’d have more questions.

A draft blew in from somewhere, though her window was shut tight, and she shivered in her thin nightgown. For once, she didn’t look at the buildings sloping away from the shop and down the hill toward the river. The sky was perfectly clear; whatever clouds had earlier blown across the chandelier were gone. She could see what seemed like a million stars.

Her parents would have been able to see those same stars from the middle of the ocean. They may even have used them as a map to guide their way. Spindrift knew sailors did that.

Most nights she didn’t think about all of it, not in so much detail. Tonight was different. She could picture her mother sitting at a table—they must have had tables on the ship—dipping a quill into a bottle of ink, considering each word in her short notes. Then she’d slide them into envelopes and fold them up, over and over until they were tiny enough to fit into the belly of a small brass bird. Its clockwork wound up, its instructions whispered, it would soar out over the water, flying without need for rest or food, and land on Grandfather’s doorstep.

A dozen such birds were this minute on a shelf in the shop below Spindrift’s icy toes. Grandfather often used them to send her notes at school, to ask her to pick up milk, or apples for a tart, on her way home.

The door opened. Her stomach fluttered like wings. She was supposed to be in bed.

But her grandfather didn’t seem annoyed. He came over and put his hand on her shoulder as she kneeled by the window. “It is normal to miss them more at some times than at others,” he said.

“Do you?” she asked.

“Oh, yes. Sometimes, I . . . almost . . . forget. Of course, I can never truly forget, but when the shop is busy, or I am deciding whether the stew needs sage or tarragon, I don’t think about it so much.” He let out a deep breath. “Then something reminds me, or I see you . . .”
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