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      Dr. Ivan Danko, a renowned professor of chemistry, spent nineteen years teaching in his native Prague, where he also chose to spend the final months of his life.

      His insatiable curiosity drove him to explore chemistry’s origins in alchemy, inspiring generations of students to question the world around them.

      Though he leaves no immediate family, he will be deeply missed by friends and students across Europe and America. Dr. Danko’s legacy endures through his groundbreaking articles that pushed the boundaries of chemistry, and his eccentric personality lives on, exemplified by the curious gargoyle sculpture he insisted be placed at his grave.
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      “What do you mean, you don’t have the book?” I stared at the young librarian. In thick glasses with chunky black frames and a stature so tall I had to crane my neck to meet his gaze, he reminded me of the six-storied tower of dark steel and glass I’d walked past to reach him.

      “I can wait,” I added, “if it’s being stored offsite or in use.”

      “It’s not that.” He gave an apologetic shrug. “We simply haven’t got it.”

      “But it’s in your collection. It was available for reference last year.”

      He shook his head and pointed at his screen. “We have lots of other books on alchemy.”

      “I’m certain it was this one,” I insisted. I’d traveled so far to get here. Finally, a hint of what had become of the missing book that had changed my life.

      “I bet Charlotte would know. One moment.” He hurried away, disappearing behind a closed door.

      In his absence, I took a moment to breathe in the scents of the hundreds of thousands of books surrounding me here at the British Library in London. The oldest materials, made of natural plant elements, were the ones I sensed most strongly. Ink made from oak galls, and paper made from papyrus reed and cotton.

      The librarian returned a minute later with an unsmiling woman who wore the thin white gloves you often saw on people handling rare books. “How can I help?”

      “I’m looking for a book of alchemy, Non Degenera Alchemia, that was available at the library last year.”

      She stared at me, unblinking. “I’m sure you’re mistaken.”

      “Someone I know found it here. I know the library had some trouble with your digital systems recently, so perhaps the book got lost⁠—”

      “We don’t lose books.”

      “Moved it to another department, then?”

      She looked at me for another few seconds with that unblinking stare, then walked around the long desk to stand next to me. Though she was around my height and looked to be in her thirties, she gave the impression of being both much taller and older. There was something in the way she held herself that told me she took it upon herself to know every secret of the British Library. Right now, it felt like she could see my own.

      “It’s been withdrawn.” Her voice was clipped, and her lips snapped together when she was done speaking, as if she was trying to prevent herself from saying more. She hadn’t introduced herself, but the young librarian had called her Charlotte. And I had the strongest sense that Charlotte was lying to me.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I believe I was quite clear.”

      “You weren’t even looking at a computer screen,” I pointed out.

      She crossed her arms. “Neville is trustworthy. If he looked it up and didn’t find it, yet you insist it was here before, then the only answer is that it’s been removed from circulation.”

      “I’ve traveled a long way to see it.”

      For the first time, her shoulders relaxed. “Where in the U.S. are you from?”

      “Oregon.”

      She winced. “Long way to London. You should have checked first.”

      “I understood that online search doesn’t give the full picture.”

      “I’m truly sorry I can’t help.” She began to turn away but stopped. “Why do you want to see that particular book?”

      I couldn’t very well tell her the truth. It didn’t seem wise to tell her that I’m a 350-year-old alchemist who only looks like I’m in my late twenties because that’s how old I was when I accidentally discovered the Elixir of Life. That I’m the same Zoe Faust who opened an apothecary shop in 1872 Paris and now runs an antique shop out of my sprawling attic in Portland, Oregon. That alchemy is real.

      Alchemy is the science of transformation. The world isn’t yet ready to accept it, instead dismissing it as the uneducated stumbling of our ancestors. The truth is that the alchemical branch of chemistry was forced into the shadows long ago, so most people don’t understand much about it.

      Like the methods of modern chemistry, alchemy requires rigorous study and practice. But compared to the clear results provided by chemistry, alchemy never had a chance. Not only are alchemical results much harder to replicate, but they can’t be transferred to another person. Personal energy and intent are necessary ingredients to transform lead into gold or undergo a personal transformation, yet those key components can’t be outwardly measured, making alchemy a more nuanced science. The Elixir of Life is a transformation that requires inner fire and intense focus.

      The one exception is backward alchemy, the corrupted form of alchemy that had brought me here to the British Library in search of a book I never thought I’d see again.

      Instead of telling the librarian any of that, I simply said, “I’m an antiques dealer.” I handed her my letterpress card for my shop, Elixir. “I briefly had the book in my possession, over a year ago. I was never satisfied with what I learned of it. It’s a strange book.”

      “It certainly is.”

      I tensed. “You remember it.”

      “Of course. How often does a librarian encounter a poisoned book?”

      “Poison?” I whispered. The book of backward alchemy was many things, but poison wasn’t one of them.

      She sighed. “Look, we don’t keep poisoned books here. That’s why it was withdrawn. I’m surprised it was available long enough for a researcher to find it. That’s why your inquiry startled me. I didn’t know it had been accessed. Like I said, the poison⁠—”

      “Surely you don’t mean the ideas were poisonous?” I interrupted.

      “Of course not.” A horrified expression came over her face. “Ideas themselves aren’t dangerous. I meant the book itself was physically poisonous—and technically, it’s a bound manuscript.”

      “The book—whatever you want to call it—wasn’t poison when I had it,” I insisted.

      “Maybe a foolish restorer added it,” she suggested. “Arsenic Green was all the rage in Victorian times.”

      I remembered that foolhardy trend well. The beauty of a vibrant green used on book covers, wallpapers, and even clothing, was deemed worth the known dangers of arsenic seeping into the skin of people interacting with it.

      “But the cover isn’t green,” I pointed out.

      She shrugged. “I’m not a rare books expert. But I’m a librarian who doesn’t want items in the collection that can harm our patrons. We’re a research library, not a cabinet of curiosities.”

      “What happened to it?”

      She studied me for a moment before answering. Her gaze lingered on my white hair. My hair is the only part of me that kept aging after I found the Elixir of Life. It turned white 300 years ago, and I don’t feel the need to color it, since these days people assume I dye it white as a fashion statement.

      “If I were you,” she said, “I’d forget about that book.” With that, she turned on her heel and left.

      I rubbed the ring on my finger, hoping it would boost my spirits. It was a strange feeling to wear a ring. I wasn’t used to wearing any jewelry except for the locket I’d worn for centuries. The malachite stone was my engagement ring from Max Liu. We’d wanted to make a romantic vacation out of this trip to England. I foolishly thought it would be quick to check on Non Degenera Alchemia at the British Library and make sure the book was in good hands, then be free for a proper vacation by the time Max arrived tomorrow. I was supposed to be ticking a box here at the library, nothing more.

      But it looked like that dream of my first romantic getaway with Max wasn’t going to be as easy as we’d planned.

      Last year, the book had been taken from me. I hadn’t tried to track it down, because I no longer needed it and it shouldn’t have been dangerous. Non Degenera Alchemia was no longer linked to its backward alchemy origins, and it certainly didn’t contain poison, so why did the librarian think it did?

      As soon as she’d disappeared from sight, the first librarian I’d spoken to hurried over to me.

      “I’m so sorry about Charlotte,” he said. “She’s got three young kids. One of them is sick, and she was hoping her gran could help out, but she couldn’t. Not an excuse to be rude to a patron, but just to say she’s been out of sorts lately.”

      “No, I completely understand.” My mind began thinking of what herbal remedy might help the librarian get some sleep, as she’d looked so tired and pale, but I had to stop myself. My immediate thought was to help anyone who was ill, but I’d learned long ago that I couldn’t go around inserting myself into people’s lives.

      “I remember the poisoned book she handled,” he said. “We gave it back to the person who asked us to study it.”

      He grabbed a pencil and scratchpad and wrote Barnabas Thistlewaite, Oxford in small, precise handwriting.

      Just as he was handing me the sheet of paper with the distinctive name, he pulled back and held it to his chest. “I’ll give you his name, but Charlotte knows what she’s talking about. If she says the book is poison, I’d think about whether or not you really want to find it.”
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      “You believe I’m in possession of a book of witchcraft?” the man standing before me bellowed.

      If I’d thought Charlotte the British Library librarian severe, Barnabas Thistlewaite disabused me of that notion. Looking down his bulbous nose at me, the Oxford professor glowered with more vitriol with each passing moment.

      “Alchemy,” I corrected as gently as I could muster. A non-aggressive approach was clearly the best strategy for the man in an old-fashioned suit who stood stiffly behind a centuries-old mahogany desk. Even though it was my book of alchemy in his possession. Well, Dorian’s book, which he’d brought to me when he needed my help to save his life.

      It had only taken me a few hours to move out of my London rental apartment, catch a train to Oxford, and drop my bag at the rental I’d booked from the train. I hadn’t expected to encounter such resistance, or I would have spent the train ride perfecting my reasons for wanting to see the book.

      Professor Thistlewaite leaned forward, pressing his clenched fists onto the desk’s blotter.

      “Alchemy?” he sputtered, as if it conjured a bitter taste on his tongue. “I am a distinguished Oxford don and professor of literature, charged with upholding the sacred traditions of Oxford since our founding in the twelfth century. I do not include preposterous black magic in my curriculum. You’d be better served picking a proper historical subject to study.”

      This was clearly a man who didn’t take kindly to anyone questioning his authority and what he deemed respectable subjects of study. He must have mistaken me for a student. But debating the merits of studying Oxford’s long history of alchemy couldn’t be my concern today. I had to stay focused on my task. I needed to find the book.

      “I’m not a student,” I said. “I’m an antiques dealer concerned about the condition of the book, and a librarian at the British Library told me that you⁠—”

      “I don’t care what he told you.” The professor spat out the words so forcefully that spittle landed on the desk blotter. With his unnecessarily severe outburst, searing gaze, and posh accent, he reminded me of a character from one of the classic mystery novels I’d collected a century ago when they were new, who the reader would encounter shortly before the horrid man was murdered.

      I’ve dealt with a lot of antagonistic men in my life, but Professor Thistlewaite was trying my patience. I needed to get my own emotions in check so I wouldn’t be the one to murder him.

      “Non Degenera Alchemia,” I said, repeating the title as calmly as I had when I’d first entered his wood-paneled office. “The library was worried there was poison in the book, which concerns me. I’d only like to see⁠—”

      “I have no idea whatsoever about this nonsense. Illiterate Latin? Poison?” He scoffed. “You have already confessed that you are neither a student nor a scholar. You peddle trinkets. You are therefore wasting my time, young lady. I’m quite busy preparing for Michaelmas term, which begins next week.” He stepped from behind his desk and grabbed hold of my elbow.

      “The librarian was quite certain,” I protested as he forcefully ushered me to the door. The one thing Barnabas Thistlewaite wasn’t wrong about was the awkward Latin phrasing of the book’s title. It translated roughly to Not Untrue Alchemy, rather than True Alchemy, which seemed a strange choice for a title—until you understood it was a book of backward alchemy.

      Backward alchemists had corrupted the ideas of true alchemy by exploiting shortcuts that appeared to reach the same end result. But devious shortcuts could never end well. Alchemy is the art of transforming the impure into the pure—corroded metals to gold, mortality to immortality, barren earth to thriving plants, troubled souls with their burdens lifted—all of it taking a great expenditure of time, focus, and intent. The backward alchemists couldn’t be bothered to work hard. Instead, they stole the energy of others for what was only a temporary transformation. The physical book Non Degenera Alchemia once helped facilitate this practice, but it was no longer able to draw upon the power of Notre Dame Cathedral, so the troubling ideas inside couldn’t be properly executed. The link had been severed, so even though its pages told of alchemical shortcuts that required draining the life force of unwitting victims, it could now only harm the people practicing backward alchemy themselves.

      To say I had mixed feelings about Non Degenera Alchemia would be an understatement. It’s what brought my best friend, Dorian, into my life, but it had also corrupted good people who were desperate, like my former friend Ivan Danko, who’d been drawn to the promise of alchemical shortcuts as he battled an illness. I understood the human desire to take shortcuts, but choosing such a path never ended well. In spite of the fact that Ivan had betrayed me before, he’d only acted as he had out of desperation and ignorance. Ivan didn’t know at the time that backward alchemy poisoned souls and stole the energy of others, and he’d come through in the end.

      But Ivan’s illness and the effects of backward alchemy had caught up with him, and he’d died not long after leaving Portland. Not that I knew that at the time. After I learned last week that Non Degenera Alchemia was at the British Library, Max and I spent time trying to find him. We’d avoided looking for him before, because we both knew that if we found him, Max, as a former detective, would feel compelled to report Ivan’s whereabouts to the authorities.

      But after the book resurfaced, we did a bit of digging and discovered that Ivan had returned to the Czech Republic, where he’d reunited with old friends and students he’d mentored. They’d looked after him as his health deteriorated and buried him in the country he considered home. I doubted they knew the truth about the stone gargoyle statue Ivan had insisted be placed at his gravesite.

      I was shaken from my memories as the professor came to an abrupt halt. We’d reached the open door of his office. “Young people today. You never fact-check your sources. I believe you’ll find you’re after my grandson, the shopkeeper.” He shuddered as he spoke the final word.

      The thick door slammed shut behind me. It was all I could do to keep the flap of my silver raincoat from being caught. I scowled at the door.

      “Don’t mind him.” The voice with an American accent came from behind, startling me.

      I turned and saw a woman in her late twenties sitting across the hall, next to the door of another office. Large round glasses with thin copper frames rested on her small nose. I couldn’t see her lips behind the book she was intently reading, but her eyes held a mischievous smile.

      She lowered the book, revealing a playful smile on her round face. “I’m Alice.”

      “In wonderland?” I said before I could stop myself. She really did quite resemble Lewis Carroll’s descriptions of the heroine of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, with long blonde hair, an inquisitive expression, and a blouse the shade of blue so often used in illustrations for Alice’s dress.

      Her nose wrinkled as she gave me a delighted grin. “Come on. I know the rabbit hole you’re after.”
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      “I don’t know if I’m up for a rabbit hole today,” I told Alice. “As much as I love an adventure, I’m after Professor Thistlewaite’s grandson.”

      “Which is where I’m going to take you,” Alice said. “It’s not your fault you couldn’t find Barney.”

      “Barney?”

      “Barnabas Thistlewaite III.” She emphasized the third. “The professor’s grandson. He owns a bookshop called Old Stones that specializes in rare books, but it’s only been his for a couple of years, and his name isn’t listed anywhere. I wasn’t joking that Old Stones is a rabbit hole. It’s a magical bookshop that truly does feel like you’re entered a wonderland once you’ve stepped inside it.”

      “The professor could have simply told me that.”

      Alice suppressed a laugh and motioned me to follow her away from the professor’s door. I doubted he could hear us through the solid, two-inch door, but I didn’t want to find out.

      “I’m Zoe,” I said. “But it sounds like you already know that.”

      “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.” Alice’s eager expression suggested that she was someone who absolutely adored eavesdropping. “But the professor doesn’t moderate his voice. I couldn’t help being curious when he started bellowing about witchcraft, alchemy, and a poisoned book.”

      I winced. Who else had heard us? “I suppose I should be glad I found him here at all, since the term hasn’t started yet.”

      “That’s only partly true. It’s Week Zero. Or ‘Naught Week’ or ‘Freshers’ Week’ as they say here. The week before fall quarter begins, when freshmen are moving into student housing and lecturers and professors are getting organized.”

      “You’re a professor?” I asked.

      She squeaked out a laugh. “Thanks for thinking I look put-together enough to be a professor. I finished my master’s degree in June. I’m still here doing research for a book, so I was meeting with my former advisor to get some advice. But you don’t want to hear about me. You’re after Barney’s bookshop.”

      “I found it.” I held up my phone with the map showing a winding path to Old Stones. “But it looks like it’s already closed for the day.”

      “It might be, but he’s never been one for proper hours. I’m walking that direction, if you’d like me to take you. So… It’s a poisoned book of alchemy and witchcraft you’re after?”

      I had no reason to distrust Alice, but I couldn’t help wondering if her interest was mere curiosity or polite conversation. Perhaps it was something more. She was eavesdropping, after all.

      “When you heard us mention poison, that doesn’t mean⁠—”

      She waved off my concern. “Oh, I know you’re not out to poison the professor. His grandson’s bookshop is filled with poisoned books.” She paused for dramatic effect, raising her nearly invisible eyebrows as she did so.

      The librarian had mentioned Non Degenera Alchemia being poisoned, but backward alchemy, for all its dangers, didn’t include physical poisoning through the pages of a book. What was I missing?

      Alice frowned, having failed to get the desired rise out of me. “Do you know much about bibliotoxicology?”

      “Arsenic, lead, and mercury in Victorian-bound books.”

      Alice grinned. “Right. You said you were an antiques dealer. I’m sure you’ve come across some.”

      As we rounded a corner, another woman came our way. At first glance, my heart quickened. Did I know her? She was close to Alice’s age, too young for me to have known her long ago. As she drew closer, I realized why I’d felt the sense of out-of-place familiarity. It was the material and cut of her long skirt, and the way she tied her scarf around her long auburn ponytail. She looked as if she’d stepped out of the 1950s. I didn’t know her. I knew the time her vintage clothes were from. She didn’t wear them like a costume, but it felt like she’d stepped out of another era, which was what had thrown me.

      “Holly,” Alice said. “Be warned. He’s in a mood.”

      “Isn’t he always?” Holly gave Alice a smile that didn’t reach her eyes, and she didn’t slow her pace. “But thanks for the warning.”

      “One of the professor’s grad-student minions,” Alice said once we were out of earshot. “His area doesn’t usually appeal to women, but she’s one of his teaching assistants again this year, so I guess it works for her. Personally, when a professor is so old-fashioned that he makes his students give up their cell phones before class and pick them up afterwards, that’s a sign he’s not someone I’d want to work with.”

      “What does he teach?” I asked. I’d looked him up online before meeting him, but I was curious to see how she would characterize his studies on chivalry in English literature.

      “He’s obsessed with the changing meaning of gallantry and chivalry over time in English storytelling, and he dismisses modern literature. But I suppose…”

      “Yes?”

      Alice shook her head and laughed. “It’s a silly thought, but do you know how some people seem awkward in modern clothes, but as soon as they go to a costume party dressed like they’re from the ’60s or something, you realize that’s who they’re meant to be? Well, I feel like Holly should exist in an Agatha Christie novel instead of in the twenty-first century. Which is probably why she can put up with the professor. It’s a silly thought, I know⁠—”

      “Not silly at all,” I said as we reached the main door, glad it wasn’t only an overly active imagination that had given me that impression. Holly liked dressing from the past because she had romantic ideas about it.

      I’ve lived through many of the eras people have romantic ideas about. Like the present, the past was filled with both good and bad. In any era, I blended in by hiding in plain sight. I did that by learning modern speech patterns instead of sticking with what I’d once known, and by keeping up with clothing trends. The 1920s were a particularly difficult decade for me. I looked awkward in every single item of clothing that was in style. My flapper dress was a disaster that stayed in a trunk after wearing it once. Not that I needed many clothes for nightlife. With my connection to alchemy, I’m so attuned to the planetary cycles that my energy drastically fades as soon the sun goes down.

      Twilight was descending over the rain-slicked cobblestone streets as we stepped outside. October in this northern country was going to be a challenge. There was enough sunlight to give me energy, but it wouldn’t last long.

      Alice led us through a courtyard surrounded by buildings constructed with the honey-colored limestone that makes up so many of Oxford’s historic buildings. Stone faces, both human and beast, grinned down at us from above. Each was charming and unique, like an elfin creature sticking out his tongue and a curious bat reading a book.

      Though I hadn’t been inside this particular college before, I knew that Oxford University was made up of more than three dozen colleges, all part of a unified collegiate system, and each operating independently as mini-campuses. Resources like the main Bodleian Library and clubs were shared across the colleges, but each had its own library, chapel, student housing, dining hall, classrooms, academic offices, and gathering spaces.

      At the far end of the courtyard, we exited through a different door than the one I’d used to enter as a visitor.

      “See those stone heads over there?” Alice pointed to the moss-covered busts of stoical-looking men in front of the Sheldonian Theatre and the History of Science museum next door. “They’re known as the Emperors, even though there’s no record of who they were meant to be. Philosophers is a common assumption. Commissioned by Sir Christopher Wren.”

      “This is the third version of heads that have stood there, right? Or is it the fourth? You’d think they’d get the stone right at some point.”

      She blushed. “I should have guessed you knew more than the average tourist. Sorry, I can’t help playing tour guide.”

      “I don’t mind at all. I’m sure you know far more than I do about Oxford.”

      “I love the history of this place so much that I’m a volunteer guide for tours at the Bodleian. I do it most days. My favorite is the children’s literature tours. I wish the library would organize more of them. Kids ask the best questions, and make you think about things in a different way.”

      “Is the book you’re researching about Oxford?”

      “I’m working on a nonfiction book about Agatha Christie.” Pink spots appeared on her cheeks as she spoke the words, and she mumbled the name Christie.

      “That’s wonderful.” Had she worried that writing about a popular author didn’t sound academic enough? “I love her books.” I enjoyed them so much that I’d given precious space to them in the small Airstream trailer I’d lived out of for decades. During those years living out of such a tiny home, I needed to assess every possession, and many of those Christie paperbacks made the cut. Her ability to weave intricately devious puzzle plots while simultaneously capturing the human condition explained her continued resonance. The life of an alchemist can be a lonely one, but books are comfort food for the soul.

      “Here we go.” Alice pointed at a narrow opening. “Old Stones is just down this street.”

      The bookshop was a small storefront on an impossibly narrow street. The interior was dark, and a closed sign hung in the window. But from the glow of light from a nearby streetlamp, the books in the front window were illuminated enough to read their titles. These books might be old, but they didn’t look particularly valuable. A tower of dusty tomes on anatomy, geography, and juvenilia filled one corner of the window. On a low shelf, books on theology, physics, and botany shared the space between two Medusa-head bookends with stone snakes reaching out to grasp the books. If there was any organizational system here, it was beyond me. Underneath the closed sign, a smaller placard listed the store hours as opening at ten o’clock the next morning, so learning more would need to wait until then.

      I thanked Alice for showing me the way, then headed back to my rental, a modest one-bedroom apartment in the Jericho neighborhood of Oxford. Since I’d booked it at the last minute, I was lucky to find something less than a mile from the city center. The cozy apartment was on the ground floor of a Victorian terraced cottage that had been converted into three units. I smiled at the personality of the gargoyles looking down at me from their high perches on the façades of Lincoln, Exeter, and Jesus colleges, before leaving the dense city center and heading past more honey-colored stone buildings leading to the residential neighborhood on the north side of town.

      This was my last evening on my own. But as soon as I stepped inside, I learned I was wrong. I wasn’t alone. Max wouldn’t be here until tomorrow. Someone else was in the apartment.
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      “Do not fret!” a French-accented voice called out. “It is only me, your humble friend.”

      I knew that voice well. And he wasn’t a threat.

      “Dorian?” My best friend was far from humble. And wasn’t supposed to be here. Not only because this was going to be a romantic vacation with Max, but because Dorian was a 150-year-old living gargoyle.

      Dorian emerged from the kitchen’s pantry with a grave look on his face.

      “Oh no, what’s happened?” The words tumbled from my mouth as I fumbled for my phone. What had happened back home that brought Dorian all the way here? I expected to see a string of missed calls and text messages, but there was nothing except a selfie Max had texted me of him and his mom grinning at the camera while unpacking a new shipment of boxes at The Alchemy of Tea.

      “I regret to inform you,” Dorian said gravely, “that this apartment’s pantry is poorly stocked. The only food that is not a condiment is squished peas, which do not taste any better than they look.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and put away my phone. “Nothing’s wrong?”

      “This is quite serious, Zoe. Food is essential to life⁠—”

      “How? How did you get here?” I told myself to breathe. That nothing good would come of strangling my best friend.

      “I might ask the same thing of you.” He had the audacity to sound indignant. “You are supposed to be in London! Are you on the run? Did you abscond with my book from the hallowed halls of the British Library?”

      Dorian should have been home in Portland. Max needed to get his mom up to speed on running his tea shop on her own, to avoid closing the newly opened shop, so he’d bought a plane ticket to meet up with me after I was done checking in on the book at the British Library. Max would be arriving tomorrow for our romantic getaway. One that didn’t include Dorian being on the same island nation.

      “I didn’t steal the book,” I growled. “How did you get here, anyway? Who else is here with you? Nicolas?” I wouldn’t have put it past my mentor, the alchemist Nicolas Flamel, to enable Dorian’s antics.

      As a sentient stone being in a world of humans, it wasn’t exactly easy for Dorian to travel freely. He could turn to stone—his original form—at will. It was the only way for him to travel, since it wouldn’t very well work for a talking gargoyle to buy a plane ticket and select a window or aisle seat.

      “I am here on my own.” Dorian clicked his tongue and wriggled his horns. “You know very well that Nicolas is caring for Perenelle after our most recent enemy harmed her. I shipped myself to you in one of your old storage crates in the basement.”

      And so it was for the second time in my long life, a living gargoyle had stowed away in a shipping crate to find me.

      When we’d first met, Dorian had slipped into one of the shipping crates I’d arranged to be sent from storage in Paris to my new home in Portland. He’d sought me out because he had discovered I was an alchemist, and he needed my help to decipher Non Degenera Alchemia. His hope was that I would understand enough about the book to stop the deterioration of his life force that was leading toward him being awake but trapped in stone forever. Thanks to both of our efforts, he’d avoided that terrible fate. But the only true path of alchemy is internal, and something nobody else can bestow upon you. It was Dorian’s own alchemical intent and practice that had led him to the true Elixir of Life.

      “I used the address of the London apartment you rented.” Dorian scowled. “You did not tell me you were changing plans.”

      “I only changed plans this morning after visiting the library. I was going to call both you and Max tonight.” I groaned. “You’re the package I got an email about. Max is really getting into this engagement thing, so I thought he sent a surprise gift for me. The woman at the apartment didn’t see you, did she?”

      I’d given the pre-paid apartment rental to a painfully thin woman I’d seen playing her guitar and singing a Gaelic song on the street for tips. I bought her breakfast and learned she was down on her luck. After my failed visit to the library, she was still outside performing, so I asked if she could use the London rental that was paid up through the week. She eagerly accepted.

      “Non,” said Dorian. “She did not see me. The courier service fee was all-inclusive, so when the maigre woman at the apartment told them your new address, they delivered me here. Do not worry. I was discreet, and Nicolas paid for the service.”

      I sighed. It figured. “He knows you’re here, then?”

      Dorian blinked at me. “Of course. The service needed a contact phone number. You know I am incapable of using a mobile phone with my claws.”

      I closed my eyes. I’d have a chat with Nicolas Flamel later. My mentor was brilliant, but in an absentminded-professor kind of way. Plus, he didn’t understand modern norms. He offered his home-brewed beer to our teenage friends far too freely.

      “You have not explained to me why you left London, if it is not because you have stolen the book.”

      “The book wasn’t there.”

      “Mais non!” Dorian’s gray jaw hung open. “But we have it on good authority that Non Degenera Alchemia is available at the British Library. They have sent it to the Bodleian Library at Oxford?”

      “Not quite.” I explained the situation to Dorian the best I could.

      “Poison?” Dorian repeated. “But this is impossible.”

      “I know. Something strange is going on.”

      “Barnabas Thistlewaite,” Dorian murmured as he donned his cape. “I cannot believe that is the name of a real person.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To this bookshop, where else? My book is on the move, so we must act quickly. It is bad enough you brought me to England, the land of culinary monstrosities like soggy peas⁠—”

      “First, I wanted you to stay at home. Second, that’s an unfair stereotype about British food. Third, they’re called mushy peas. But you can’t judge them by the can you found in the cupboard. Fourth, I already went to Old Stones. The bookshop is closed for the day. Fifth, it’s too early for you to leave the apartment.”

      “Pfft.”

      Dorian couldn’t be seen by people, so he only went out late at night, and he always wore a hooded cape, which he had in both black and red. That way, in case he was seen or picked up by a camera, he’d look like a child who’d snuck out to play.

      “Also,” I said as my stomach grumbled, “I’m starving.”

      “Night has fallen in the time it took you to relay your story of mysterious librarians and poisoned books. This is why you are so cranky.”

      He had a point. I was flagging not only because I hadn’t eaten since breakfast, but because the sun had set.

      “It is late enough that I can explore the bookshop while you gather groceries,” Dorian continued.

      “We’re not breaking into the bookshop.”

      “Correct. I am investigating the bookshop. You are fetching food.” He handed me a piece of white paper with neat handwriting. A list that included strangely specific groceries.

      “Figs, porcini mushrooms, and watercress?” I read. “A notebook that lies flat?”

      “On my journey, I filled the last page of the notebook I brought from home. I am still working on both my novel and my cookbook. And I have heard that the watercress in the British Isles is especially peppery, so I wish to make a watercress and roasted fig salad with an umami pop of flavor. I would procure groceries myself, were it possible, mon amie. And my time this night is best spent exploring the bookshop, for tomorrow morning I will need to hide while you speak with the proprietor.”

      “I’m going alone tomorrow.”

      “We will discuss this later.”

      I sighed. “You’re lucky it’s the quietest week of the year in Oxford. Come on. Let me give a quick call to Max, then I’ll walk you to the bookshop and show you the window. I’ll pick up takeout to bring back for us, so we don’t have to wait on cooking, and we’ll do groceries tomorrow.”

      Dorian sniffed. “This is acceptable. As long as I do not have to listen to you reciting love poetry with Max.”

      My call to Max went straight to voicemail. I’d missed my window to call him before The Alchemy of Tea opened for the day, so he and his mom must have already been busy before Max caught his evening flight.

      Dorian grinned as I donned my silver raincoat, and we headed out.

      We cut through a narrow alley on the way to Old Stones. The gargoyles above were harder to see now, and luckily so was Dorian. With his black cape flapping in the wind in front of me and Victorian streetlamps lining the winding walkway, I felt as if I’d fallen through time. The quietest week of the year, Alice had said. She wasn’t wrong.

      With silence surrounding us, and in the crisp autumn air, I was transported to another time. I’d lived in England when my brother and I fled the witch trials of Salem Village in 1692. Many of Oxford’s colleges had been long established by then, having begun in the 1200s, and so many of the buildings retained the feeling of that long-ago era.

      “Stop!” Dorian whisper-shouted.

      I froze. I’d let myself get distracted by my memories. Was someone approaching I hadn’t yet heard?

      Dorian lifted his snout and sniffed. “That scent in the air. It is heavenly.”

      I smelled it too. “From the food being served at that pub?” I nodded toward the lighted pub on the slightly larger street in front of us.

      “Oui.”

      “Then that’s where we’ll get our food.”

      “Bon. Let us hurry to the bookshop, so I may retire to the apartment while the food is still warm.”

      “It’s right around the corner, but I’m only showing you the window display. I’m not leaving you to break into⁠—”

      I broke off as someone crashed into me.

      “Sorry!” the young man exclaimed. I hadn’t heard him approaching on the narrow lane. “I’m late meeting my mates. Do you know where Magpie Lane is?”

      I pointed in what I was fairly certain was the direction of the small road I’d passed earlier.

      “Cheers!” He raised the two bottles of wine he clutched in his hand by their necks, then laughed. “Don’t worry. It’s not all for me. One is an offering for the sleeping gargoyle.”

      At least the young man had mistaken my worried expression for concern over how much alcohol he was about to imbibe, and he hadn’t paid any attention to the small caped figure at my side.

      A figure who was no longer there.

      “Why does a gargoyle need an offering?” I asked, making sure he paid attention to me rather than looked around to find wherever Dorian had hidden.

      The student shrugged. “They say if you don’t bring it wine, you’ll turn into a gargoyle. I don’t want to be turned into a gargoyle myself, do I?”

      Ah. An urban legend. Perhaps started by an enterprising student who’d take the alcohol that had been left for the gargoyle.

      “Have fun,” I said as he disappeared down the lane.

      “Dorian?” I whispered. “Where are you?”

      “In one hour’s time,” a voice whispered from the top of the lane’s stone wall, “I will meet you at the apartment. When selecting dishes from the restaurant, order extra, s’il vous plaît. It was a long journey.”

      It certainly was. And I had a feeling it was only beginning.
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        A handy reference guide to gargoyles from the notebook of Dorian Robert-Houdin

      

      

      

      GARGOYLE — Historically, the term refers to stone carvings of fantastical creatures placed on the sides of buildings as both decorative elements and to serve the functional purpose of waterspouts.

      

      GROTESQUE — A purely ornamental decorative sculpture, once again often carved to resemble a fantastical creature from the imagination.

      

      CHIMERA — From Greek mythology, a fire-breathing creature with the head of a lion, body and head of a goat, and tail of a serpent. Because of its overlap with the idea of imagined creatures sculpted into gargoyles and grotesques, the term is often used to describe such architectural carvings.

      

      Despite these specific definitions, the term “gargoyle” is the one that affixed itself in the popular imagination of the world at large. In the present day, anyone who is not an architect or a historian will most likely refer to gargoyles, grotesques, and chimeras with the word gargoyle.

      

      When did this change occur? Romantic ideas of Gothic architecture and its mysterious elements grew in popular consciousness in the mid-1800s. It was at this time that Victor Hugo wrote The Hunchback of Notre-Dame, bringing romantic ideas of architecture into the public consciousness and influencing architect Eugène Viollet-le-Duc in his restoration of Paris’s famed Notre Dame Cathedral.

      

      Dorian Robert-Houdin, it must be pointed out, is not a true gargoyle. Technically, he should be called a grotesque, yet who among us wishes to be referred to as grotesque? Dorian thinks of himself as a gargoyle and would be pleased if you did as well.
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      Here in the City of Dreaming Spires, filled with thousands of gargoyles, Dorian was eager to explore. He was a cautious, prudent gargoyle, which is how he had lived in secrecy since his birth in 1860. Thus, he waited until it was late enough to explore with abandon.

      As Zoe slumbered, Dorian donned his cape with a flourish and crept out the kitchen window.

      Dorian had promised Zoe he would not sneak into Old Stones bookshop, and he saw no urgency that would require him to break his word. Occasionally, circumstances of an investigation necessitated bending the spirit of something he had agreed to.
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