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      From the Typewriter of Dorian Robert-Houdin

      

      
        
        The Alchemist’s Toolbox

      

      

      

      
        
        The Tria Prima

      

      

      

      1. Brimstone — also known as sulfur.

      Ruled by the sun. Represents fire.

      Warning: A highly combustible element.

      

      2. Quicksilver — also known as mercury.

      Ruled by the moon. Represents curiosity.

      Warning: A deadly poison.

      

      3. Salt*. No further linguistic clarification is needed.

      From both the earth and sea.

      No warning is necessary when working with salt. Neither flammable nor poisonous.

      *Salt is also an essential ingredient in good cooking. The best of all three essentials.

      

      Dorian pulled the sheet of crisp white paper from his Underwood typewriter. Using a fountain pen from 1908, he scratched out the last line: The best of all three essentials.

      It would not do to play favorites. It would not do at all. Alchemy was far too powerful a force to be out of alignment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      A haunting shade of white illuminated the faces of the two people in the portrait. It wasn’t the usual lead white pigment you’d expect from a painting from 1700. The artist had used quicksilver and brimstone to create this paint, and the color in the oil painting was as vibrant as it had been 300 years ago.

      The Brother and Sister portrait is the most prized possession I own. That doesn’t mean it’s worth much, as old paintings go. It’s only priceless to me because it’s a portrait of me and my brother, Thomas, who died of the plague shortly after it was painted.

      As far as the world knows, this humble painting is by an unknown artist. It isn’t. I know exactly who painted it. But if I were to reveal the truth, nobody would believe me.

      There was no reason for the Brother and Sister painting to be of much value to anyone besides me. Why, then, was an art collector desperate to get his hands on it? There was no way for him to know the truth. Was there?

      The emails began two weeks ago. Friendly, at first. Then more aggressive.

      English art collector Arthur Finder contacted my mentor, who had bought the painting for me last year from where it was gathering dust in a dark corner of a small family museum in France. The purchase wasn’t a secret, and the painting wasn’t famous or worth much. We never thought it would attract attention. Why, then, was a wealthy English lawyer willing to pay far more than the painting was worth, and angry when his offer was refused? Why now?

      I stepped back and took in the framed work of art, trying to understand why the collector was pursuing this humble painting. Thankfully, he believed the painting was still somewhere in France, not across the world in my house in Portland, Oregon.

      I looked more closely at the scene. Thomas and I were bathed in light from a side window of the French farmhouse. I loved the green dress I wore, and Thomas adored his simple wool waistcoat, though I always suspected that was because of the young woman who’d mended it for him. Familiar books and bottles lined a smooth wooden shelf behind us. I didn’t recognize a thin parchment notebook that was tucked between thick glass jars of cinnabar and saltpeter. The smaller jar of rough, red cinnabar had a jagged crack from when a raging storm had blown open the window and toppled the inventory logbook from a high shelf, knocking over two hand-blown jars as it fell. Strange, the details one remembered. I wondered why I’d forgotten the beautiful little notebook nestled between those jars.

      The portrait was a beautiful work of art. But beauty alone isn’t enough to create value.

      Perhaps the collector was an art forger. Not that art forgers are nearly as common as pop culture would have you believe. But if an old canvas was his goal, an earlier Renaissance era canvas would be more enticing.

      Or maybe it was because the unusual pigments hadn’t lost their vibrancy over the centuries. Not even the greens—a color family notorious for turning a muddy brown when exposed to light—had faded. But that couldn’t be it. There were plenty of paintings kept out of sunlight that hadn’t deteriorated much.

      Brother and Sister, artist unknown, France, circa 1700. That’s what the small family museum in France had written on a placard, because nobody knew the truth about who painted it.

      Well, as I mentioned, I shouldn’t say nobody.

      “Zoe,” my boyfriend Max called from upstairs, interrupting my thoughts. “I need some moral support here.”

      “He is attempting to cheat,” a second voice called, this one with a French accent.

      “You know that’s not true.” Max’s voice was barely audible now, as he was no longer attempting to be heard halfway across the house.

      After one last glance at Thomas’s mischievous face, I stepped into the hallway and climbed the stairs to the attic, smiling to myself as I did so.

      The art collector didn’t know I existed. My mentor was careful not to mention me in his correspondence. I didn’t need to worry. I could enjoy this life I’d fought hard to create, surrounded by loved ones. A life I’d never had before. Why did I always try to ruin it by worrying unnecessarily? I knew the answer, of course. I’ve survived for centuries by being cautious. Alchemists always have to be on guard.

      I stepped into my high-ceilinged attic, a fully finished room stuffed to the gills with the antiques I sell to make a modest living.

      In the cozy far corner of the attic, Max Liu and a gargoyle stared at each other across a chessboard. The pieces of this antique set were mechanical, so when you pushed a wooden knight’s arm, its horse stood on its hind legs. But the queen was my favorite. She tipped her crown when you pressed the stone she stood upon. I didn’t think it was just my imagination that the craftsman who’d carved the set had given her a mysterious Mona Lisa smile.

      “It is Max’s move,” the gargoyle said to me in his thick French accent, never lifting his gaze from the board. He gave a salute-like flap of his wings and crossed his gray arms. “He picked up his queen, then claimed it was a mistake.”

      Max, for his part, was doing rather well for only having learned a few months ago that my friend Dorian is a gargoyle. Dorian tells people he’s shy of being seen because of a deformity. But in truth, he was carved in limestone for Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris. That was, of course, before he was accidentally brought to life through alchemy.

      The sight of Dorian’s wings flapping still startled Max, but I’d say that for a man who’d reached his forties without knowing alchemy was more than a child’s fantasy, he was handling the truth about me and Dorian remarkably well.

      Max isn’t a gargoyle. Or an alchemist. He’s sexy, smart, and has exquisite taste in tea. He’s a magnificent man all around. I still can’t quite believe my luck that he loves me as passionately as I love him.

      I’m Zoe Faust. Alchemist, herbalist, and small business owner of Elixir, an online antique shop. I used to run Elixir out of my Airstream trailer, and it’s now based in the attic of this fixer-upper in Portland, Oregon’s Hawthorne neighborhood that I bought almost two years ago. Even though I’m an alchemist, that doesn’t mean I excel at making gold. I’m a plant alchemist, which is great for creating healing tinctures, but not so great for buying a house without a hole in its roof.

      I discovered the Elixir of Life in 1704, when I was twenty-eight. Young, for an alchemical discovery, but I was obsessed with saving the life of my younger brother after he’d fallen ill. Desperate to believe my own efforts could save Thomas, I ignored the advice of my mentor who told me the unvarnished truth that I couldn’t transfer the Elixir to someone else. Only dangerous backward alchemy could transfer the energy of life to another, but at a cost far too great. The corrupted form of alchemy involved dangerous shortcuts that took the energy of others instead of using their own purity of intent.

      Max shook his head, but he was grinning at me as he did so. “You didn’t warn me that Dorian was a chess master or that he would insist on the rules of a chess competition.”

      Dorian wriggled his horns. “I did not create the rules, Monsieur Liu. If you lift a piece, it means you have selected⁠—”

      “I’m the arbiter,” I cut in. “You two are having a cup of tea and breakfast muffins in my attic, so my rules. Until a player sets a piece down in a new square, they can change their mind. Fair?”

      “It is my attic as well,” Dorian grumbled, “and I baked the carrot muffins.” But after an audible sigh and a glance at the chessboard they’d been sitting in front of for half an hour, he gave Max a congenial nod.

      Before they could decide what to disagree about next, the landline phone rang. I picked up the hefty black receiver of the antique phone in the attic.

      “Good. You’re still home.”

      The voice was that of my mentor, Nicolas Flamel. The man who bought the Brother and Sister painting for me. You might have heard of him, though I promise you he’s nothing like historical references would have you believe. It’s true that he’s forgetful when it comes to shaving, but he’s never had a long, bushy beard like the dowdy man in the most famous illustration of Nicolas Flamel in recorded history—which, I might add, someone sketched a century after he first faked his death.

      “I’ll be on my way in a few minutes,” I answered. Nicolas and his wife Perenelle were expecting me to stop by with some marigolds harvested from my garden for Perenelle to turn into a natural dye, but I wanted to see how the chess game played out. Max and Dorian needed to wrap up shortly, since Max had to get to his shop, The Alchemy of Tea.

      “I’m calling,” said Nicolas, “so you don’t leave.”

      “If you slept in and haven’t eaten,” I said, “I have plenty of extra carrot muffins I can bring⁠—”

      “No!” He uttered the word so forcefully that I was sure Max and Dorian would hear it.

      Dorian’s black eyes widened. He jumped up and scampered to my side, where he grabbed the receiver from me with his clawed, gray hand.

      “You do me a disservice,” Dorian huffed. “If you do not appreciate my muffin recipe, which I do believe is one of my finest creations, you have had ample opportunity to mention it.”

      I snatched the receiver back. “What’s going on?”

      “I fear it’s best we do not communicate for a while.”

      I stared at the phone. “I’m coming over.”

      Nicolas sighed. “Perenelle was right that you’d insist. In that case, I only ask one small favor of you. Whatever you do, make sure you aren’t followed.”

      Of all the things I thought he might say, that wasn’t one of them. I grabbed my silver raincoat and headed out the door.
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      Acting as I imagined a spy would behave, it took me nearly an hour to arrive at the Flamels’ house in the West Hills of Portland.

      I’d covered my distinctive white hair with a knit cap before taking a bus to the train station, shoved my coat into my shoulder bag while in the middle of a crowd, and caught a taxi from the station.

      I thanked the cab driver, who’d humored me about my request to let me know if we were being followed. He’d even stopped halfway up the winding road to the Flamels’ house, making sure nobody had followed. They hadn’t. I’d let Nicolas’s imagination get the better of me.

      The monster topiary originally cultivated on the hillside by the Flamels’ neighbors now extended even farther down the road. I stepped onto the narrow road near a bush shaped to resemble a dragon. The creature stood as a guardian of the last turn before we reached the isolated house. Pebbles crunched underfoot as I walked the last stretch of the narrow road on my own, breathing in the earthy scent of freshly fallen autumn rain made even stronger by my boots trampling the bright red leaves of the dogwood trees.

      As I turned into the private drive flanked by a flower-filled garden, the canopy of trees gave way. Now, the citrusy scent of the freshly harvested orange marigolds in the satchel at my side melded with the fragrant honey scent of the yellow woad flowers I passed.

      This pigment garden high in the wind-swept hills boasted madder, woad, and weld, all grown from cuttings I’d taken in my own small garden, plus dozens more plants. The plants had grown strong in my garden, but here, they truly thrived. Soon, these innocuous plants poking out of the rich earth would be transformed into colors including a red as dark as blood, a yellow of unmatched warmth, and a vibrant blue with the intensity of a polished gemstone.

      But far more impressive was a different force of nature in that garden. The wind caught hold of her long red curls and swirled the mane around her face. She turned when she heard me approaching. Her taut brow turned to a relaxed smile when she saw it was me.

      “Zoe.” Perenelle Flamel said my name with love, but also gravity. “You’re certain you weren’t followed?”

      “Nicolas didn’t need to be so dramatic.” I reached her side, but I knew better than to offer to help her with a basket brimming with freshly picked flowers. “It’s a consequence of his spending too much time with Dorian.”

      She set her basket down and placed her hands on my shoulders. “You need to be prepared. My dear husband wasn’t being overly dramatic in this case.”

      I stiffened. “What do you⁠—?”

      “Come with me. You’ll see.” She didn’t wait for me to reply, but in one sweeping gesture lifted the basket of flowers and beckoned me to follow her inside. Her long, azure skirt rustled as the hem swished over stone.

      If Perenelle Flamel thought something was trouble, it undoubtedly was.

      The sun peeked through the clouds above and shone on her strong and confident figure. A few steaks of silver cut through the red waves of her hair, looking more like fierce lightning bolts than a sign of aging. Perenelle appeared to be in her late forties, but I knew better. I first met her over 300 years ago, and she’d already been alive for many more.

      I look like a woman in her late twenties who dyes her hair white to be fashionable, but it’s really because I didn’t get alchemy quite right. My hair continued to age beyond the age of twenty-eight. Alchemists who’ve found the Elixir of Life aren’t supposed to age at all, but I’ve never claimed to be a well-rounded alchemist. I stumbled into alchemy accidentally, at first because of my skill with plants and then because of my love for Thomas.

      As for Perenelle? Nothing about her is accidental. She’s the sulfurous fire of alchemy embodied. She’s left her mark on the world, even if you don’t realize it. There’s a good chance you might not have heard of her. She’s not famous like her husband, the alchemist Nicolas Flamel. But if the truth got out? All that would change.

      I followed Perenelle down the stone path leading to the house she and Nicolas had recently moved into. Before we reached the house, Nicolas swung open the wood and stained-glass front door. “I wish you hadn’t come, but I can’t say I’m sorry to see you.”

      Even though Perenelle had me worried, I couldn’t help smiling at the sight of my brilliant mentor. His wild hair, the color of straw and ash, could never be tamed, but today it looked as if he’d walked through a cyclone. There was even a pointed twist on top.

      Perenelle leaned against the door as she closed it behind us. “We owe Zoe an explanation.”

      “Quite,” Nicolas said, his face grave. “But first, I need your assistance in finding my spectacles.”

      “Here they are, dear.” Perenelle plucked his glasses from the top of his head, nearly hidden behind the pinnacle.

      I’m serious about Nicolas being brilliant. But he’s one of those clever people who are so focused on their latest curiosity that they can be absentminded when it comes to anything else.

      “It’s in here.” Perenelle led us to her art and alchemy studio. “We were out at an art gallery reception at Elements Art House last night. When I came into my studio this morning, I found that my paintings had been moved.”

      “The thief,” said Nicolas as he took the two baskets of flowers and set them in a shady corner, “doesn’t appear to have taken anything.”

      “Thief?” I repeated as my heart rate skyrocketed. A theft is disturbing for anyone. For an alchemist, it’s dangerous in countless ways. That’s why Nicolas hadn’t wanted to leave me holding anything I would have surely dropped. “Someone broke in?”

      I spun around, looking for signs of destruction. No broken glass. No toppled furniture. Nothing that would suggest a random break-in for valuables. The problem was, nobody knew who the Flamels were. At least, nobody should have.

      “Perenelle’s paintings.” I stepped to the rack where her newer paintings were drying. Oil paintings that looked so much like the work of artist Philippe Hayden, an artist of note 450 years ago, during the height of the Renaissance. Hayden had never reached the level of fame of Michelangelo or Rembrandt, but rose to prominence under Rudolf II’s patronage in Prague, Bohemia, in the late 1500s and early 1600s.

      “Nothing else was disturbed,” Nicolas said. “Which is the problem.”

      “You think it was Arthur Finder who did this? That he didn’t take no for an answer?”

      Nicolas scratched his chin, upon which gray stubble was forming. “I fear I have made a calculated error in replying to his last inquiry. You know I turned down his first two generous offers. To explain why I couldn’t accept an offer, no matter how high, I revealed it was no longer mine to sell.”

      “He must not have believed it,” said Perenelle. “He sent someone to check. I don’t think they meant to be found out. They were as careful as they could be, but there’s fresh sealant on the windowpane they removed to get into this room, and I know exactly where I left my paintings.”

      “But now they know you don’t have the portrait,” I said. “Which is why you wanted me to either stay away or to travel here like a spy.”

      The lines around Nicolas’s eyes crinkled as he gave me a sad smile. “I’m so sorry to have put you both in danger through my unthinking reply.”

      “He’s not giving up,” said Perenelle. “I don’t know why he wants the Brother and Sister painting.”

      “We can’t let him have it.” Nicolas’s voice shook with emotion. He wasn’t frightened for himself. I knew him well enough to know that.

      “Do you think it’s me he’s after,” Perenelle mused, “or Zoe?”

      “This does not bode well for either of you.”

      He was right, of course. The only way for me to have this wonderful life here, surrounded by so many people I love, is because nobody knows who I or the Flamels really are.

      “I know,” I said, meeting his frightened ice-blue eyes. “Does he suspect the truth about Perenelle?”

      The truth is that the artist the world knows as Philippe Hayden is, in reality, Perenelle Flamel, wife of the world-famous alchemist who supposedly died six centuries ago.
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      “We’ll figure it out,” said Nicolas, taking Perenelle’s hand in his. “Together.”

      He didn’t say he’d protect her, which would have angered her more than the break-in. Perenelle and Nicolas were equal partners, and had been since a time centuries ago when such a thing was virtually unheard-of. Their unique strengths perfectly complemented one another—but in a most unusual way.

      In alchemy, the final stage of the long alchemical process of transformation brings together the symbolic Red King and the White Queen, an alchemical marriage representing the dual nature of every step of alchemy that leads opposing forces to perfection. But in alchemy—as with the Flamels—nothing is quite as it seems.

      The Red King is associated with a masculine energy, the sun, and the element of sulfur. The White Queen is the feminine principle, associated with the moon and the element of mercury.

      Nicolas and Perenelle perfectly represent this duality, but they flipped around expectations. Red-headed Perenelle has a fiery energy that has propelled her around the world as a masterful painter who paints in the sunlight and can harness the elements into her artwork. Fair-haired Nicolas’s mercurial curiosity led him to discover alchemy, and he devoured knowledge late into the night, reading by moonlight.

      They are one and yet they are two. They are alchemy embodied and yet they are unique.

      The third element, beyond sulfur and mercury, that’s key to alchemy, is salt. I’m salt. It’s the product of an alchemical union. It represents the body, and is made from the calculated ashes of plants. Salt represents me both because I’m a plant alchemist, and also because I’m the alchemical child of the Flamels. I’m not their child in the biological sense, but I’m their offspring in terms of how I came to alchemy.

      “I’m not worried,” said Perenelle as she picked up a single marigold from the basket at her feet. “Not about myself. I’m angry.”

      She plucked one of the bright petals. “You both know I never cared about receiving credit for my work. I only wanted the freedom of accessing the materials I needed to transform natural colors into pigments. I wanted to have the paintings shown publicly so people ready to understand alchemy could learn about it, not hidden away in a cellar as my first husband’s family saw fit for the paintings of a woman.”

      She continued plucking petals, quicker and more forcefully now. “I don’t want the world to know it’s me, but it’s infuriated me to learn that centuries later, while I was imprisoned and unaware of what was going on in the world, women artists were still being written out of history. Their work was still being attributed to the men around them—and that was only if they were fortunate enough to have the freedom to paint in the first place. I don’t deny I wish it was possible for the world to know that Hayden was a woman, without revealing it’s me. But I know that’s a fantasy.”

      She shook her head as she squeezed the barren stem in her hand. She gasped as a fingernail broke the skin of her palm and a drop of blood appeared.

      The physical pain shook her out of her revery, and she seemed stunned to be surrounded by a halo of golden marigold petals. I was already at her side with a clean cloth and a healing salve from my bag for the wound.

      “I wish the world could know the truth as well,” I said as I cleaned the cut. “I wish that was possible.”

      Perenelle waved aside the assistance for the trivial wound and took my hands in hers. “I shouldn’t have worried you with my anger. It’s you I’m concerned about. If he sees you with the painting…” She trailed off.

      “He’ll know,” I said, “that I’m the woman in the painting.”

      Were they after Perenelle’s secret, or mine? Which one of us was Arthur Finder after?

      I groaned as the answer hit me.

      “Arthur Finder.” I looked from Perenelle to Nicolas. Both of their faces were blank. “Don’t you see? Arthur Finder. Art Finder. A man who finds art. An art finder.”

      “An alias!” cried Nicolas as Perenelle cursed under her breath. “How did I not see this before?”

      “We did look him up,” I said. “Whoever he is, he was thorough in setting up a law firm website.” Arthur Finder didn’t have an online presence beyond the site that oozed respectability. I’d assumed he was a cautious man, which made sense for someone representing the wealthy clients.

      “His website must be fraudulent,” said Perenelle.

      “It’s a good fake,” I agreed, “just like he is. He’s not a rich English lawyer like he claims.”

      And more importantly, now we had no idea who we were dealing with.

      “Why does our fake Arthur Finder, whoever he really is, want the painting at all?” I asked. “It’s not valuable monetarily, so does he want to expose us?”

      The Flamels’ old adversary, infamous alchemist Edward Kelley, was safely out of the way. He couldn’t contact anyone from where he was imprisoned, so it couldn’t be him seeking revenge.

      “The world never believes what it’s not ready to believe,” Perenelle said. “I don’t think this is about exposing us as alchemists. It’s something else. Something we’re not seeing.”

      She was right, of course. People only hear the stories they’re ready for. Everything else is rationalized away. If I were to tell the people I meet that I’m nearly 350 years old, chances are they wouldn’t believe me.

      I wish that the world was ready to accept alchemy. Then, I wouldn’t have to structure my life around hiding the truth about myself. Things have ended quite badly for alchemists who were believed. Held captive in dungeons to make gold for cruel monarchs or killed painfully for heresy. Most alchemists, however, aren’t believed. They’re either dismissed as eccentrics or find themselves subjected to psychiatric treatment.

      I also occasionally wish that alchemy was truly magic. If that were true, I could simply touch my finger to the painting and hide the fact that I was the subject of a centuries-old painting and hide clues to its origins. Maybe I’d need a touch of brimstone and quicksilver on my fingertip, but sulfur and mercury were easy enough to obtain.

      But alchemy isn’t magic. It’s simply a branch of science that’s misunderstood: the art of transforming the impure into the pure.

      That transformation can apply to the body, as seen in the Elixir of Life that stops the body from aging as well as the subtler transformations that turn plants into healing concoctions. It can also apply to the material world, as alchemy is known for transforming impure metals like lead into pure gold. Lesser-known areas of alchemy include mental and spiritual transformations, which is what most modern-day alchemists focus on.

      Whatever the transformation, it takes time, effort, and intent. Years of practice, which can still result in nothing if your intent isn’t pure. That’s the part that modern science disagrees with: intent as an essential ingredient.

      But neither of those fantasies is true. In present-day Portland, Oregon, I had to deal with reality. How did we deal with the reality of our disingenuous Arthur Finder? What was he ready to hear?

      People only accepting what they’re ready to hear is the reason famous Renaissance artist known to the world as Philippe Hayden is an enigma. There’s no grand coverup, yet a conspiracy is easier to believe than the truth of alchemy existing.

      Many art historians have theorized that Hayden was practicing alchemy, because of the subject matter of his paintings and the fact that he became a painter at the court of Rudolf II in Prague. Those historians have also postulated that Philippe’s powerful contemporaries destroyed records of his life to hide his alchemical experiments. They lament that in the process of destroying his records of unsuccessful alchemical science, his unique paint recipes were also lost. Nobody believed that Hayden was a true alchemist who’d been alive for centuries. Until recently, people would have been even less likely to believe another truth about Hayden: the Renaissance painter who’d created such masterpieces was actually a woman.

      Perenelle Flamel painted the Brother and Sister portrait when I was Nicolas’s apprentice and Thomas and I lived with the Flamels in the French countryside. That was after she’d given up her public persona of Hayden. She’d realized the power she’d unleashed in the Court of Rudolf II in Bohemia—her ability to paint people themselves into canvas—was far too powerful for anyone to wield. Like the dangers of any combustible element, Perenelle’s process of working with alchemical paint had great power, but also great risk. It had led to their imprisonment due to angry alchemist Edward Kelley seeking revenge. Edward was now safely locked away, but he’d escaped justice for centuries before we caught him.

      After the Flamels were imprisoned, so much of the artwork at their home had been lost. We didn’t know if the paintings had been destroyed or were sitting in dusty attics. But the painting of me and Thomas had ended up with a wealthy family in France who’d opened a small museum after the family fortunes began to fall.

      “Maybe the world is ready,” I said as my gaze fell to a powerful new painting hanging on the wall. One of Perenelle’s new pieces. The still life of flowers was far more than it seemed. If you stood off to one side and looked closely at the petals, you would see arrows pointing to certain parts of the painting that contained alchemical secrets. Brushstrokes that swirled with proper proportions of sulfur and mercury.

      “The world isn’t ready for everyone to know about alchemy,” Perenelle insisted. “Only those with purity of intent, and who are ready, will understand how to read my paintings.”

      “I don’t mean the world is ready to know about alchemy.” I pried my eyes from the painting. “Or that the artist the world knows as Philippe Hayden is alive today. But people are finally ready to believe that the paintings attributed to Hayden were created by a woman.”

      “Zoe is right,” Nicolas chimed in. “There are now historians and organizations devoted to correctly attributing historical paintings to the women who were written out of history.”

      He led the way out of Perenelle’s studio and back to the living room, to one precarious stack of art history books. With a whip of his wrist, he pulled out a book created for a museum exhibit on the subject of Florentine artwork that had previously been misattributed but was now being properly recognized.

      I took the book and put it back on the top of the stack. “We’re getting off track. Why is our Arthur Finder interested in the portrait of me and Thomas?”

      My phone binged. I don’t usually have notifications on, but I’d turned it on during my spy-craft today.

      It was only a new message for my online shop, Elixir, so I was about to turn off notifications and slip it back into my bag, but before I could do so I glimpsed the subject line.

      “There’s another collector interested in the painting.” I looked up from the screen, aware of the quiver in my voice.

      There was no way anyone should have known I had the Brother and Sister painting. It was hanging on my bedroom wall, because I knew I couldn’t display it, no matter how much I wanted to.

      “This one,” I said, “knows I have the painting.”
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      I read the message aloud to Nicolas and Perenelle.

      
        
        Please forgive this message about a work of art that might not be in your antique shop’s collection. But I’m hopeful that it might be a new piece you have not yet listed.

        My name is Gwendolyn Graves. In my official capacity, I’m Dr. Graves, emeritus professor of art history at the University of Washington in Seattle.

        I’ve dedicated my career to studying overlooked artists from history. I believe you might be in possession of a work of art that an unscrupulous art dealer is interested in.

        Your website contact form doesn’t enable attachments, so I’ll describe the painting I’m interested in studying before it’s lost to history.

        It’s an unattributed oil painting from the early eighteenth century, featuring a brother and sister by the hearth, their faces illuminated by sparkling sunlight. It was bought from the private Moreau Museum in France last year. The painting might be valuable, and, more importantly, shed light on a historical mystery.

        I’m not interested in purchasing this painting, but in studying it. If I’m right, you can be part of solving a historical mystery—and make a fortune if you ever decide to sell.

        If you’re indeed the antique shop that ended up with this painting, I can explain more.

        Sincerely,

        Gwendolyn Graves

      

      

      “My goodness.” Nicolas spun his glasses between his fingers. “Now an academic is involved.”

      “If this Graves woman is a professor at all.” Perenelle snatched her husband’s glasses from his hands and bent the wire temple tip back into place. “It’s a good thing you know how to make your own gold, my dear. This is the third pair you’ve ruined this month.”

      “Spectacles used to be so much heartier!”

      “I’ve heard of her,” I said. “She’s a well-known art history scholar.” I pulled up her faculty webpage on my phone and showed it to them. “I’m emailing her back.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?” Nicolas asked.

      “Someone above suspicion knows something about the painting,” I insisted. “I’m not waiting around to see what ‘Arthur Finder’ is willing to do next.”
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        * * *

      

      Less an hour later, Professor Graves was on the train from Seattle to Portland.

      She hadn’t answered my question about why she thought I had the painting she was after, but replied that it was easier to talk in person and that she could be in Portland that afternoon.

      That reply set off alarm bells, but surely a scholar with her reputation could be trusted. Right? To be sure, I spent my time before she arrived digging into her background.

      Over more than five decades as a professor of art history, she’d built a reputation as a tireless advocate for overlooked artists, which is why I’d heard of her. She championed artists who’d been dismissed as ‘serious’ artists because of their gender, race, or economic status. Or worse, who’d had their artwork falsely credited to more ‘respectable’ men. As her career developed, she’d come to focus on Western art, specifically Florence, Prague, and Antwerp during the Renaissance. I knew the work of some of the artists whose work she helped elevate, like Artemisia Gentileschi, who would be as well known today as Caravaggio if not for her gender. Nowhere in Professor Graves’s work did she mention Hayden, or any of Perenelle’s other paintings that had been misattributed.

      My research was only a superficial search, but everything I found online told the story of a respected scholar. Except for one outlier. One odd fact I couldn’t verify. Not online. The Internet was an invention I didn’t see coming, and as much as it’s given us, it’s also taken away some of our basic reasoning skills. There was an easy way to find out what I was missing: I could ask a human.

      A professor at a local university’s art history department who’d referenced her work was holding office hours that afternoon. I grabbed my silver raincoat and set out to see him.

      The rail-thin professor didn’t look up as I stood in his doorway.

      “Knock knock,” I said as I looked over the office, filled with books with creased spines and nicknacks. The gilt frames on the walls held his diplomas, dark colored oil paintings, and antique maps.

      “You’re much more polite than my undergraduate students,” he said with a grin as he took off his reading glasses. “Visiting graduate student?”

      “Independent researcher,” I said. “I hope it’s okay that I stopped by.”

      “Unless a student getting an early start on a paper stops by, I’m all yours for the next half hour.”

      “I’m researching Gwendolyn Graves.”

      “You’ll need a lot more than half an hour.” He gestured to the chair in front of his desk.

      I smiled as I sat. “I’ve got a specific question. There’s a gap in what I can find about her on my own. As if something has been removed.” I wouldn’t call it a bluff exactly, but I needed to know what lay beyond the surface. There had to be a reason she was being so cagey with me. I wanted to know what I was getting into.

      “Ah.” His chair squeaked as he sat back. “You mean the scandal.”

      Bingo. I gave an understanding nod but didn’t speak.

      “That happened more than fifty years ago,” he continued. “Before she was even a professor. Surely you don’t need to bring that into your research, do you?”

      “I don’t want to ruin her reputation. I’m not publishing anything. I run an antiques business.” I handed him a letterpress business card for Elixir. “She’s advising me on a painting, and I just wanted to be sure I can trust her.”

      He chuckled. “You can.”

      “The scandal you mentioned⁠—”

      “I don’t know the details. It had happened a few years before I started graduate school. Academic conferences aren’t usually filled with scandal—no, that’s a lie. But it’s usually personal in nature. Gwendolyn Graves got herself involved in an academic scandal. Like I said, it was before my time. All I know is that she presented a paper that she hadn’t properly researched. It nearly killed her career before it began. We all make research mistakes when we’re young. I hope you won’t hold it against her.”

      “That’s all you know?”

      “No.” He stood. “I also know that if you’re looking for a Renaissance painting expert, she’s it.”

      I thanked him for his time.

      Part of me thought I should be more cautious and call off the meeting. But I couldn’t. Not with so many unanswered questions. So I’d taken precautions. Dr. Graves and I were meeting at Blue Sky Teas, a favorite local gathering spot in my neighborhood, rather than my house.

      I was ready for whatever lay ahead. It didn’t hurt that The Alchemy of Tea was right next door to Blue’s café. Stopping by to see Max was sure to lift my sense of unease.

      A new haiku poem stuck out of the red Valentine typewriter in the front window of The Alchemy of Tea:

      
        
        
        Tea, an iron pot,

        and wind off the high mountains.

        A monk blinks and sips.

      

      

      

      I imagined the serene scene as I opened the door of the tea shop. The lingering aroma of the fire that had nearly prevented the shop from opening was long gone, and the cozy shop was now filled with the earthy scents of Max’s loose leaf tea blends.

      As I walked through the door with the soothing bell jingling above me, Max Liu’s smile reached every molecule of my body. His presence filled me with a joy I hadn’t felt in nearly a century, and a lightness I couldn’t ever remember feeling. This shop was an extension of him. Aside from the typewriter Dorian and I had given him, he’d picked out every element, from the tea blends to the elegant wrought iron stands that held books related to tea.

      With a line three people deep, Max didn’t have time to come out from behind the counter and give me a kiss, but that smile was more than enough.

      “Who won the chess game?” I asked when he’d rung up the last of the customers and I reached the counter.

      Max gave a chagrinned smile and ran a hand through his black hair, which had recently grown long enough to flop into his eyes. “Do I need to answer that?”

      “He doesn’t sleep,” I pointed out, “so he has far more time than you do to think about chess strategy.”

      “No time for a break this afternoon,” Max said as the chime of the bell over the door sounded once more. He greeted the two smiling women who’d stepped into the shop and asked them to let him know if they needed help.

      “I’m not here to tempt you away from the shop,” I said as Max turned his attention back to me. “Dinner at my place after you close up?”

      Max’s harried smile brightened. “Even though it’s an autumn sunset and it’ll be dark by the time I arrive?”

      As a plant alchemist, my body’s natural rhythms are tied to the sun, like the plants I work with. I awaken with the sun, and I grow tired when it fades. I can use small amounts of caffeine, carefully, to adapt to a modern world not dictated by the cycles of the earth and sun, but it’s not a cure. Max loved me enough to put up with my solar challenges.

      Even though it had taken him a long time to accept the truth about who I was, in another sense, it was as if he had always been waiting for me. That we’d been waiting for each other.

      Max had never fully given up on the magic he’d learned from his grandparents as a child, even when he’d rejected alchemical principles in favor of what he believed to be rationality. Now that he’d met me, he’d embraced what he’d always known to be true. That alchemy was real. His cozy shop, The Alchemy of Tea, was both filled with beauty and entirely practical. The tea didn’t simply have nice packaging. It was high quality, with just a touch of alchemical magic.

      “I’m guessing that after my day today I’ll have a lot to tell you about tonight,” I said. “I’ll fix us a pot of your gunpowder green tea to be awake this evening.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You’re purposefully caffeinating? Now you’ve got me worried.”

      “No worrying is allowed in this magical shop.”

      Max gave me a quick kiss before I slipped out of the shop. Before the door closed behind me, I heard the younger woman give a dreamy sigh. Max Liu was as delectable on the outside as he was within. I was a lucky woman.

      At least, I was for now. But I had no idea what I was about to learn from a professor who might very well be more than she seemed.
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      From the Typewriter of Dorian Robert-Houdin

      

      
        
        The Culinary Alchemist’s Toolbox

      

      

      

      The tria prima of cooking

      

      
        
        1. Fire — the flame of brimstone on the stove, and the heat of the sun over vegetables, fuels the transformation of ingredients.

        2. Curiosity — Mercurial curiosity, ruled by the moon, is the element of experimentation that brings new creations to life.

        3. Salt — The element that brings any dish to life.

      

      

      Dorian sat at his Remington typewriter in the attic. He was at a stand-still on his latest Gothic novel, a tale of a lonely alchemist who was trapped in a tower. Therefore, he had returned to his magnum opus, Culinary Alchemy: The Art of Transforming Simple Ingredients into a Feast of the Senses. Each chapter would be prefaced with a few words of wisdom for a culinary alchemist’s “toolbox.” Advice he could impart with his curious readers for them to keep in mind to think more broadly of the recipes that were to follow.

      He sat back and stretched his wings.

      Technically, the Gothic novel he had abandoned in favor of his cookbook masterpiece was not his “latest” novel, for he had not completed any of his earlier stories. He had abandoned his drafts after each case he investigated with Zoe was solved. It was only after their last case that he realized the novels were how his subconscious worked through the baffling events that surrounded them. Yet as soon as the baffling was made rational, usually by way of Zoe explaining what had truly transpired, there was nothing left for him to write! No magic left in his prose.

      Currently, he had a different problem. No crime to solve. No puzzling mystery to delve into. No cryptic enigma to solve.

      Yes, it was true that Zoe was wary of the new interest in the portrait of her and her brother. But she was meeting with a scholar this afternoon who would surely put her mind at ease. He could work on his cookbook in peace. Why, then, was it so difficult to turn his thoughts into words? He was a master chef who intimately understood the connection between cooking and alchemy. Perhaps he should try writing in Latin or French, his first two languages. That might⁠—

      A door slammed downstairs, breaking his train of thought.

      Dorian instantly tucked his wings closely to his side and scurried to the attic door. He cracked the door, yet did not step outside of the room. Zoe was not supposed to be home.

      “Dorian?” A voice called from downstairs. Not Zoe’s voice. The voice of a young man. “I let myself in with my spare key. You got any food?”

      Dorian smiled as he swung open the attic door. This was a welcome visit indeed. A friend to feed. He scampered downstairs to meet his young friend.

      Brixton Taylor, now sixteen years old, sat sulking at the kitchen table. A pile of mail, which he must have brought in, was strewn messily across the table.

      “Veronica bailed on me,” the boy said. “Thought you’d be home since it’s daytime.”

      With dark curls and tan skin, on a superficial level, Brixton looked nothing like his fair, blonde mother, Heather. Yet as he matured, his features had begun to look more like hers. The boy was now recognizable as being her son. Dorian had not known any teenagers before accidentally moving to Portland, yet there was something else familiar about Brixton that Dorian had noticed, especially lately. A curiosity in his eyes that was unmistakable. Oui. This was what Dorian recognized. His expression that included the mixed emotions of youth was very much like that of Zoe’s brother, Thomas, in the Brother and Sister portrait Perenelle had painted.

      Brixton was not someone to whom Dorian would normally have revealed his identity as a gargoyle, but the boy had accidentally seen Dorian speaking with Zoe. Brixton’s curiosity had led him to sneak into the house that was in such a state of disrepair it was thought to be abandoned. There was much drama during those early days, which Dorian was pleased was behind them.

      “I was indeed home,” Dorian said to his friend. “I was working on my cookbook in the attic.”

      “I’ll go,” Brixton mumbled as he stood.

      “Nonsense. You will do no such thing. You are hungry. I have much extra food.” Dorian had come to learn that referee psychology could be employed to good effect with teenagers. “Feeding you will help me with my cookbook. Sit.”

      Dorian was an exacting chef and baker. He baked pastries for Blue Sky Teas, and if a pastry did not look as magnifique on the outside as it would taste inside, he would not include it in the finished products that would be sold that day at the café. Instead, he brought misshapen pastries home, for Zoe and their friends like Brixton to snack on.

      Dorian had learned his craft from a French chef who had lost his sight from injuries sustained in a kitchen fire. It had been the idea of Dorian’s father—the man who raised him after accidentally bringing him to life. Close to the end of his own life, his father wished to find an avocation for the gargoyle that would allow him to thrive once he was on his own. Therefore, he introduced Dorian to a blind friend who would not know he was employing a gargoyle.
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