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      The once-beautiful Craftsman house was falling apart. Sloppily applied sections of wood covered several windows. A chunk of the roof was missing, a plastic tarp in its place to keep out the frequent Pacific Northwest rains. More exposed wall than lavender paint showed on the outer walls. And on the inside? Well, let’s just say that the plumbing had seen better days—and I’m pretty sure those better days weren’t any time during the previous century.

      In other words: perfect.

      At least, it was perfect for what I had in mind. I smiled as I looked at the rundown structure through the window of my trailer. Finding this house in the artsy Hawthorne neighborhood of Portland, Oregon hadn’t been easy. Real estate agents had a difficult time grasping the fact that I wanted a house in complete disrepair.

      It was probably my own fault, because I didn’t lie to them. I told them I wasn’t a professional home renovator. Nor was I a house flipper. No, I wasn’t a masochist either. But I left it at that, letting them think I was a single young woman with trendy dyed-white hair and a limited budget who loved a challenge. I didn’t tell them I was someone who needed a residence where doing substantial construction wouldn’t raise eyebrows—that I was someone who wanted to hide in plain sight.

      As soon as I’d seen the listing that a peppy young real estate agent emailed me with a healthy dose of skepticism and at least a dozen exclamation points, I knew this was the perfect house for me. I’d even found the perfect contractor, who’d come highly recommended by the real estate agent for being discreet.

      The contractor wanted me on-site to make sure he was correctly executing my unique instructions, which is how I found myself moving into my new home during a furious winter storm, the day before he promised to begin work. I love the rain, but I love it most when I’m inside the warm, cozy trailer where I’ve lived for years, listening to the rhythmic sound of the rain tapping on the roof.

      Inside the silver Airstream trailer, I bundled my coat around me and scooped up a bag of a few essentials before running the few yards to the house. Not that there was much more to move inside. I was born and raised in Massachusetts, but I’d been living out of that old trailer for a long time. Half the space in the trailer was taken up with the trinkets I sold at flea markets across the country. Most of the antique wares I’d accumulated over the years were in storage. I was waiting for a shipping company to deliver them that afternoon.

      I hung my silver raincoat on a rusty hook next to the front door, then carried the bag to the kitchen. It contained my blender, a kettle and mug, a few jars of dried herbs, raw chocolate, and a bag of produce and nuts from a hearty farmer who braved the rains at the farmers market. Like I said: essentials.

      The water from the kitchen’s mid-century faucet ran a yellowish-brown color, but I wasn’t deterred. A small sip of the water assured me it was only rust. A little extra iron would do me good. Still, I let the water run for a few minutes while I poked around the kitchen. Though it was in desperate need of cosmetic upgrades, its bones were solid. The vintage porcelain stove was functional, and it would be beautiful after a little cleaning. The pink fridge was one of the models popular in the 1950s that looked like it could have withstood a bomb blast. The best part was the window box above the sink, perfect for growing delicate herbs. My blender didn’t explode when I plugged it into a socket, which was a good sign. I made a green smoothie with fresh leafy greens, an apple, avocado, mint, chocolate, and ginger.

      Energizing drink in hand, I was ready to explore my new house. I’d toured it already, but that was different. Now it was real. A home I could make my own. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d allowed myself to feel so optimistic. I was almost hopeful. Almost.

      I shook out the faded curtains that covered the tall living room windows. Branches of unpruned cherry trees scraped against the windows like claws. The trees would need to be trimmed, but not too much—I liked the privacy they granted.

      Floorboards creaked underfoot as I made my way up the stairs. Before I reached the second floor, a honk that played the opening notes of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony alerted me to the movers’ presence. You’ve gotta love movers who enjoy the little things in life—and who don’t ask questions about the items they’re delivering. In addition to the furniture for the house and the antiques I sold online, the crates contained glass jars I didn’t want anyone looking at too closely.

      Within an hour, the efficient father-son team had carried the heavy furniture and crates inside, and I’d made us all a pot of mint tea with a hint of licorice. I had to scrounge up two additional mugs from my trailer; I’m not used to entertaining.

      After the movers departed, I sank into the green velvet couch that had been in storage for years, enjoying the sound of the rain. The respite didn’t last long. As soon as I pried open one of the crates, I knew something was wrong. Someone had tampered with my shipping crates.

      It was the smell that hit me first. A metallic scent assaulted my senses. With the crowbar still in my hand, I examined the mess. The glass and copper antiques that had been carefully wrapped in old newspapers were now exposed. This wasn’t the type of chaos that could have been created by a turbulent flight, or even damage that would have resulted from the crate being tipped on its side or placed upside down. Taking a closer look, I saw that not only had the contents been unwrapped, but the lids from several glass jars had been sloppily resealed. That’s where the metallic fragrance was coming from. There could be no doubt that someone had rifled through the contents.

      The strange thing was, nothing seemed to be missing. Even the jar containing a small amount of gold was there. Instead, as I removed the glassware and pushed aside the tangle of newspaper padding, I saw that something had been added.

      A three-foot stone gargoyle stared up at me from the wreckage that used to be carefully organized antique alchemy artifacts.

      Instinctively, I stepped backward. How had this statue been added to my sealed crate? And why on earth would someone do so?

      I ran out the front door, but the movers had already departed. The porch sagged beneath my feet and the rickety front door banged shut behind me in the strong wind. When I turned the door handle to let myself back inside, the brass knob came off in my hand. Be careful what you wish for, Zoe Faust.

      Thankfully, a strong shove was all the door needed to open. Back inside my new home, I returned to the crate for a closer look. The gargoyle reminded me of the stone carvings on Notre Dame in Paris. The gray creature looked similar to the famous “thinker” gargoyle, with short horns and folded wings. The main difference was that this gargoyle held an old, leather-bound book in his arms. That was odd. I would have expected any added detail to be made of stone, not this real book with leather binding. I couldn’t place the type of stone used to carve the gargoyle. Granite? Sandstone? Or perhaps softer soapstone? It wasn’t like any stone I’d seen. I leaned in for a closer look. There was something…

      The gargoyle blinked.

      My fist tensed around the crowbar. I stumbled backward, falling into the large couch.

      Sprawled out on the couch, I laughed at myself. I’d seen a fair share of magic shows in my time. I knew what this gargoyle was. He was something that had been a popular attraction over a century ago: an automaton.

      “You’re the best-looking automaton I’ve ever seen,” I said.

      The gargoyle’s shoulders moved, as if it was stretching. It was a wonderfully constructed piece. It must have been programmed to awaken when light shone on him. A good trick for the stage.

      “I am no automaton,” a deep voice emanating from the automaton said. He—for his voice assured me he was male—climbed out of the crate onto the hardwood floor.

      I gasped and fell off the edge of the couch. Ouch.

      I’d seen ingenious automatons created by stage magicians. None were as advanced as this one. If I were to believe my eyes, I would have sworn he was alive. But then again, technology had progressed since automatons were popular in stage shows of the 1800s. A famous example of an early automaton was The Turk, a chess-playing machine that drew huge crowds to watch him play chess against famous chess players. Automatons were a combination of technical wizardry and stage showmanship, and the most famous automatons were aided by human helpers. There was no way a person was inside the crate with this creature, so he had to be completely mechanized.

      “Where are my manners?” the creature said, bowing before me. “I did not mean to startle you. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Dorian Robert-Houdin.”  He spoke in English with a thick French accent.

      I pulled myself together and stood up. “Either I’m going crazy, or your creator had a mischievous sense of humor. Incorporating a recording of his voice⁠—”

      I broke off when the gargoyle who called himself Dorian Robert-Houdin blinked at me again. The effect was quite disconcerting. His eyelids looked like granite, but the eyes themselves were a liquidy black substance.

      “I assure you,” he said, “I am not a robotic automaton, nor are you going crazy.”

      Most people would have run screaming from the room if they saw a walking, talking gargoyle emerge from their storage crate. I admit I was surprised, but I’ve seen many things in my lifetime. I stood my ground and took a closer look at the creature, trying to find evidence he was an incredibly advanced robot. I didn’t see any. All I saw before me was a creature that looked every bit as alive as I was. It wasn’t only the wrinkles in his gray skin and the absence of visible mechanized parts—it was the spirit that showed in his eyes.

      Through my shock and confusion, another emotion poked through: disappointment. It was a feeling I knew well. Portland was supposed to be my chance at a normal life. I’d been traveling for far too long. Running. I was tired. Ready to settle down. My trailer had been my sanctuary for years as I crisscrossed the country, never staying in one place for too long. But when I’d passed through Portland the previous year, the city spoke to me. It had all the elements I cared about. Plentiful greenery, an ancient river, vibrant weather, and most of all, welcoming people—many of whom I felt might be kindred spirits. Feeling instantly at home in Portland had struck me as too good to be true. Maybe it was. This was the last place on earth I expected to find a creature that wasn’t supposed to exist.

      “Surely you know what I am,” the gargoyle continued, “Alchemist.”

      The word hit me more forcefully than a slap.

      Did I mention that when I was born in Massachusetts, it was 1676? I’ve been around for a while. But even my many years hadn’t prepared me for what I’d find in Portland.
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      Being an alchemist isn’t as glamorous as it sounds. Turning lead into gold? It’s a laborious, utterly draining process that’s incredibly difficult to replicate. Living a longer life? Not without unpleasant consequences, such as outliving everyone you love and feeling the effects of years of unhealthy living.

      Alchemy means different things to different people, but at its core it’s about transformation that strives to achieve perfection. It’s a personal journey that involves transforming yourself as you transform plants or metals. Finding the philosopher’s stone to create gold and the Elixir of Life to live forever are the most famous goals of alchemists, but those are only two parts of a much greater whole.

      It’s a lonely life. Because there are so few of us who have succeeded in realizing alchemy’s true potential, and because we’ve seen what has befallen alchemists over the centuries, we’re forced to keep the extent of our alchemical transformations a secret.

      It’s not as bad as it was during the Salem Witch Trials, when misunderstandings had consequences much worse than hateful comments on Facebook. Society has come a long way since then, but people are still afraid of what they don’t understand. The people I’ve met in my travels love that I can use herbs to create healthful elixirs that heal what ails them or sell them a decorative alchemical relic. But tell them about my deeper connection to plants, my ability to detect poisons, and the fact that I first did so over three hundred years ago? They’ll get as far away from me as possible and probably call a psychiatrist. I’ve learned not to tell people the whole truth. It’s better for everyone. That’s why I was doubly disconcerted to have a living gargoyle standing in my new home announcing who I really was.

      The creature’s eyes followed me as I took a few slow steps backward and leaned against the wall, steadying my trembling legs.

      “How do you know me?” I asked. “Why do you say I’m an alchemist?”

      Dorian bowed again. This time his wings widened as he did so. They, too, looked visually like stone, but moved like the wings of a bird or a bat.

      The rain had stopped, at least for the moment, but a strong breeze outside rustled the branches of the trees in the front yard and they again brushed against the living room windows. Standing in the shadow of the crate, Dorian cocked his head and looked at the windows, his eyes narrowed.

      “You will draw the curtains,” Dorian said. “Then we may speak more freely.”

      I kept the creature in view as I stood up to close the musty curtains. Part of me thought he’d disappear if I let him out of my sight.

      “There is no need to pretend with me,” he said. “Besides, you give yourself away, Alchemist. You seem rather unsurprised to find a living gargoyle in your luggage.”

      “You don’t call falling off the couch surprised?”

      “You are sitting here speaking with me,” he said. “That is more than most people would do if they saw me.”

      “You lucked out and hid in the crate of an open-minded person.”

      The gargoyle rolled his eyes. Apparently it was a universal way to express exasperation. Or maybe I really was going crazy.

      “Zoe,” he said. “I knew your apothecary shop, Elixir, in Paris.”

      “My grandmother’s shop?” Maybe that explained things. Well, as much as things could be explained with a talking gargoyle in one’s living room. “I’ve got a great collection of historical alchemical supplies she left me, as you must have seen from rooting through my shipping crate. I sell things like these antiques to make a living.”

      “Mon dieu,” Dorian said. “I know that you are the same person as the young woman from a century ago you claim was your grandmother.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I said, hoping my shaking voice didn’t betray me.

      “If you are not going to trust that your secret is safe with me, at least you can feed me. Do you have any food? J’ai faim. That crate was in transit for much longer than I imagined it would be. I apologize that this is why I searched through your belongings. I was hoping to find something to eat.”

      “You eat food?”

      “But of course.”

      Something about the gargoyle saying how hungry he was made me realize the absurdity of the situation. I glanced around the expansive living and dining room, empty except for shipping crates, a green velvet couch, a mango wood coffee table, and a oak dining table with chairs. I half-expected a Frenchman with a remote control to jump out from behind the couch and tell me this was a practical joke for a reality TV show.

      “What are you?” I asked. The gargoyle was even larger that I’d originally thought. He stood three-and-a-half feet tall, two feet shorter than my five-foot-six frame, and looked every bit as real as I did.

      “I would think that was evident,” he said. “Je suis un gargouille—a gargoyle. As I said, my name is Dorian. I am no less alive than you.”

      The hilarity I felt a moment before drained from my body, replaced by fear.

      “You’re a homunculus,” I whispered. I no longer cared about what I said in front of the creature, even if it meant admitting I was a practicing alchemist. Keeping my secret was now the least of my problems. Having such a creature in my home was far more dangerous than the most advanced robot—because he had a mind that was controlled from afar. A homunculus could not be deactivated or killed by anyone besides the person who created him.

      There were rumors of alchemists who had succeeded in creating a homunculus—a living being created out of an inanimate object— but none of the rumors had ever been proven true. They were either stories told by men who wanted to appear more powerful than they really were, or legends created to make people fear alchemists. It couldn’t be…

      “My father did not think so,” he said casually, as if this was a normal conversation.

      “Your father?”

      “The man who raised me and cared for me. That is what one calls a father, no?”

      “Yes, but how⁠—”

      “There is much to tell, but I am hungry,” he whined.

      “But why are you here in the first place?” I asked. “What were you doing in my moving crate?”

      “You visited Paris so briefly,” Dorian Robert-Houdin answered, looking up at me. “You were there only to pack up your storage unit. That did not leave me time to speak with you about my book.” He held up the antique book clutched in his clawed hands. “I assure you I am no homunculus. I have a mind of my own, you see. You have nothing to fear.”

      Though I wasn’t sure how much better it made me feel to know that he had a mind of his own, I didn’t have time to give the matter more thought. A crash sounded from the direction of the kitchen. The swinging door burst open and a scrawny boy fell to the floor.

      Dorian’s black liquid eyes bulged and he scampered back inside his crate.

      Sprawled on the hardwood floor was a boy who looked about thirteen or fourteen years old. Curly black hair stuck to the sides of his face, messy from the earlier rain. He met my gaze as he pushed himself up. His hazel eyes resembled those of a cornered animal— defiance masking fear.

      Instead of anger at the realization that he’d been spying on us from behind the swinging kitchen door, my first thought was concern. A large streak of blood covered the boy’s forearm.

      “You’re hurt,” I said.

      “I’m fine,” he stammered, his voice breaking as he held his bleeding arm.

      “Let me get something to bandage that. Then you can tell me why you were in my house eavesdropping⁠—”

      “I’m fine,” he repeated, “and I didn’t see anything.” He stood still for a second longer, then bolted back toward the swinging kitchen door.

      He was fast, but Dorian was faster. The gargoyle jumped out of his crate and grabbed the boy’s leg.

      “Don’t hurt me!” The boy tried to shake free of Dorian’s grasp, but the little creature was strong.

      “Mon dieu,” Dorian said. “We are not going to hurt you. But you must give us your word of honor you will not speak of what you saw.”

      “I swear I won’t say anything.” The boy kept squirming, but Dorian’s grip was unrelenting.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      The boy glared at me.

      “What do you think you saw?” I asked. “I was unpacking my robot⁠—”

      “Nothing,” he said quickly. “I didn’t see anything.”

      “The boy is not stupid,” Dorian said. “It is evident I am no robot.”

      “I’m not a boy,” he said, jerking his arm away. This time Dorian let go. “I’m fourteen. And I’m just leaving⁠—”

      “Let me clean your cut,” I said.

      “I told you, I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not,” I said. “You’re also breaking and entering.”

      His face paled. “You can’t call the cops. This place is abandoned. I’m not doing anything wrong.”

      “As you can see,” I said, spreading my arms and looking over the room from the velvet couch to the crates, “I’m the new owner. How did you get in?”

      He looked at the floor.

      “Watch him,” I said to Dorian.

      I poked my head into the kitchen. One of the windows had been forced open. A smear of blood covered the rusty latch.

      “There’s no way that window latch is sanitary,” I said to the boy. “Let me clean that cut.”

      He crossed his arms and glowered at me, but didn’t attempt to run.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said.

      I went to my trailer to find an antiseptic salve and a bandage. It took me a few minutes, and when I returned, Dorian and the boy were sitting cross-legged in front of the brick fireplace. They watched each other skeptically, apparently having reached a détente.

      “Let me see your arm.” I took his hand in mine.

      He wore a black hoodie that was pushed up to his elbows. The blood from his cut had soaked the cuff. He winced as I cleaned the cut and applied an herbal salve of yarrow and aloe. Though the boy was scrawny, his hands were strong. His fingertips were calloused, like he played a stringed instrument. I wondered which one. I couldn’t see him playing in a school orchestra, but one thing I’ve learned over the years is that people never fail to surprise me.

      “Why did you break in?” I asked.

      “I told you,” he said. “This place was supposed to be abandoned. We saw the trailer in the driveway.” He shrugged. “We wanted to know who would be staying in a haunted house.”

      Dorian rolled his little black eyes.

      “Your friends are with you?” I asked. This situation kept getting worse and worse.

      “They stayed down the street. None of them were brave enough…”

      “You’re here on a dare?”

      He glared at me again. The kid seemed to have a lot of practice.

      “They won’t believe you, you know,” I said.

      A brisk knock sounded at the door.

      “Mon dieu!” Dorian exclaimed. “What is this, une fête?”

      “Maybe you should⁠—”

      “Oui,” Dorian said. But instead of getting back inside the crate, he stood next to the fireplace. After stretching his shoulders for a moment, he stood so still that I would have sworn he was a stone gargoyle, just as solid and unmoving as a garden decoration.

      “Could it be your friends?” I asked the boy.

      He shook his head, confusion showing on his face. “They wouldn’t⁠—”

      “Police,” a deep voice called out from beyond the door. “May I speak with you?”

      What were the police doing at my door? I felt my pulse quicken as memories flooded back to me. I wasn’t alone in my reaction. My young intruder’s eyes grew wide.

      The boy hovered nervously behind me as I opened the door to find a handsome man with deep brown eyes standing on my rickety porch. Instead of a police uniform, he wore dark blue jeans, a slim-fitting black sweater, and a jacket. Two kids, a boy and a girl, stood next to him.

      “What can I do for you?” I asked, hoping I didn’t sound as nervous as I felt.

      My injured intruder groaned, slinking further behind me.

      “I’m Detective Liu,” the man said. “Max Liu. These two were worried about their friend Brixton. They said they saw him—” He broke off and cleared his throat.

      “Let me guess,” I said. “You were going to say they saw him disappear into the neighborhood haunted house.” The house had been uninhabited for several years, due to a legal battle among the family of the elderly woman who’d lived here. That’s how it had fallen into its current state of disrepair. I knew about the history from the real estate agent, but for everyone else in the neighborhood who saw the biggest house on the block sitting empty for unknown reasons, rumors about ghosts made perfect sense.

      “Bingo.” The detective raised an eyebrow at Brixton’s friends.

      The girl shrugged awkwardly. “Brixton said he’d be right back. He didn’t show, so I texted him and still didn’t hear back…”

      “He fell and hurt his arm,” I said. “He got a nasty cut and I was helping him clean it.”

      “He wasn’t disturbing you?” Detective Liu asked as a cold wind pushed up the collar of his jacket. “Trespassing?”

      “Not at all. He was simply saying hello to his new neighbor. I’m Zoe.” I paused to shake his hand. In spite of the chilly air, his hand was warm. And there was something else… A faint scent of lavender wafted up from his hand, along with another plant essence I couldn’t place. The overall effect was familiar and comforting. “Do you want to come in? It’s getting cold out there.”

      “This is nothing,” he said, stepping inside. “I take it you’re not originally from Portland.”

      “I’ve lived in much colder places, but I always appreciate the warmth.” I paused as it hit me that I hadn’t seen any identification from Detective Liu. He didn’t look like a typical police officer. It wasn’t just the fact that he wasn’t dressed like one. I’ve known detectives in many eras and countries. There was something different about Max Liu. He was guarded and open at the same time. Looking into his eyes as I’d shaken his hand, I had the strongest sense that he was both genuinely friendly and hiding a burdensome secret.

      “You introduced yourself as ‘detective,” I added. “Isn’t it a bit much to send a detective because a fourteen-year-old decided to turn off his cell phone for a few minutes?”

      “I live in the neighborhood,” he said. He reached into his pocket and brought out his badge. “They found me at the teashop down the street.”

      “I bought this place last month,” I said, “and moved in today.”

      “Why?” the girl next to Detective Liu asked. She gaped at me, ignoring her friend who was jabbing her with his elbow. Even in ballet flats, she was several inches taller than either boy. She was beautiful, but from the way she held herself I could tell she couldn’t see it. She hadn’t yet figured out how to hold her long limbs gracefully.

      Her friend remained silent. With a white t-shirt, leather jacket, and I’m-the-cool-silent-type expression on his face, he looked right out of a 1950s movie. But he wasn’t fooling me. His inquisitive eyes betrayed a curiosity even greater than the girl’s.

      “I love a challenge,” I said—but the words were drowned out by a crash from overhead. My body tensed. I stole a glance at Dorian, stock still as his stone self next to the fireplace. It wasn’t Dorian who was upstairs.

      The girl screamed. Brixton jumped. The other boy’s body jerked in surprise, followed by a cringe at the fact that he hadn’t played it cool.

      “Should you check on whoever that is?” Max Liu asked.

      “There’s nobody else here,” I said.

      Before I’d finished speaking, the detective was already bounding up the stairs.

      “Stay there,” he called down to us.

      “Another friend?” I asked the kids.

      They shook their heads in unison.

      I followed the detective up the stairs. What was going on? Was there another stowaway in my boxes?

      “Miss,” Detective Liu said, rushing out of the master bedroom and nearly giving me a heart attack. “You shouldn’t be up here while I⁠—”

      “I know what’s going on,” I said, pushing past him.

      He followed me as I knelt down and picked up a sheet of plywood.

      “This,” I said, “used to be attached to the frame of this broken window. The wind must have dislodged it.”

      The detective groaned.

      “Sorry to have worried you, Detective,” I said.

      “Max,” he said. “Since we’ve caught a rogue piece of plywood together, I think you can call me Max.”

      “Sorry, Max.” I tried to ignore the effect Max’s voice was having on me as I wrestled the piece of wood back into the window frame. The thin wood had warped and refused to stay in place.

      “You’re living here already?”

      “I’ve got a repairman coming first thing in the morning to fix up the place.”

      Brixton and his friends appeared in the doorway.

      “False alarm,” I said.

      “The house moved on its own?” the girl asked. “Spooky.”

      “Not really.” I held up the warped piece of wood.

      “Come on, Veronica,” Max said. “We should leave our new neighbor in peace to fix up her house.”

      “Good luck,” Veronica said, a timid smile on her face.

      I smiled back at her. My smile was genuine, but I was also wondering what to do about Brixton. I couldn’t have him telling Max Liu about Dorian after they left. Brixton knew he could get in trouble if I told the detective he’d broken in. I had the bloody latch to prove it. Was that enough? I wasn’t into taking chances.

      “I know the place needs a lot of work,” I said. “That’s why I was so grateful that Brixton offered to help me weed the yard. Isn’t that right, Brixton?”

      Brixton had a sudden coughing fit.

      “Tomorrow after school?” I said, patting him on the back.

      Brixton looked from me to the detective and nodded. How had a fourteen-year-old cultivated such a wary look?

      A gargoyle, a hoodlum, and a detective. And I’d been in my new home for less than a day.
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      “They’re gone,” I said. I ran my hands through my short white hair, wondering what I’d gotten myself into. I needed to keep an eye on Brixton to make sure he didn’t start talking about things nobody would believe. When I turned to face Dorian, he had already uncurled himself from his stiff perch at the fireplace.

      “You have good instincts, Alchemist,” he said. “The boy does not wish you to press charges, so he will help you and not tell anyone what he saw of me.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Do you always worry this much?”

      “You aren’t worried?”

      He gave a Gallic shrug. “I have hidden from people since the day I was brought to life by my father. It was a mistake, you see. He did not know what he was doing.”

      “What do you mean he⁠—”

      “I have learned,” he continued, ignoring my half-formed question, “that people discount what they do not wish to believe. We can run, Zoe Faust, but we cannot truly hide. You are only fooling yourself if you believe you can control those around you. The boy may tell his friends. There is nothing you can do about that. But rest assured, they will not believe him. They will think he has an overactive imagination.”

      And here I was thinking that the day couldn’t get any weirder. The gargoyle’s words reminded me of my mentor, the alchemist Nicolas Flamel. Nicolas and his wife Perenelle discovered the secret of eternal life in the fifteenth century, as well as how to turn lead into gold, but they were wise enough to know the world wasn’t ready for their secrets. They donated huge sums of gold to charity before “dying” of old age in Paris. In truth, they faked their deaths to avoid scrutiny, living their lives in the shadows after their official deaths, only revealing their true identities to alchemists like me. I wished I hadn’t run from them during a difficult period of my life. I had never been able to find them again.

      “I have but one question,” Dorian said. “Why is everyone speaking English?”

      “Why wouldn’t we be speaking English? You’re speaking English.”

      “You spoke to me first. You were speaking English. It was only polite that I reply in the language you spoke.”

      “You know you’re in Portland, Oregon.”

      Dorian’s snout twitched. His granite mouth opened but no sound came out. “Oregon?” he said finally. “You left France?”

      “Where did you think my shipping crates were going?”

      “I did not have time to find out! I wanted your assistance, but I could not approach you when you were with others. Your assistant turned her back for but a moment when packing. That is when I climbed into this crate. I could not ask her where it was being sent. Mon dieu, this explains why the journey took so many days!”

      His wings flapped in a single violent motion. Though the movement was fluid, as if the gray wings were thick feathers, the tip of his wing clipped the edge of the fireplace, sending a chunk of brick crumbling to the floor. He closed his eyes and squared his shoulders, folding his wings back to their resting place.

      “Je suis désolé,” he said. “I am sorry. I have control of myself now. I simply do not understand why anyone would leave France! But you are a grown woman who can do as she pleases.”

      “A grown woman who didn’t expect to find a gargoyle in her living room in the town she thought was finally going to give her a normal life.” I crossed my arms and looked down at the little Francophile.

      “If you are done being maudlin,” Dorian said, “we can have a more civilized conversation after we eat. What are you cooking for dinner?”

      “Dinner? I was going to make myself a simple vegetable soup.”

      The gargoyle’s black eyes darkened and widened. “Mais non! You cannot be serious!”

      “Sorry to disappoint you. But you were also going to tell me why you’re a castaway in my crate.”

      Dorian sighed and stretched his neck and shoulders from side to side. His movements were more controlled now. I suppose it must have been rather cramped in my shipping crate. “If I finish explaining about my book,” he said, “you will feed me a real meal?”

      “That’s rather presumptuous for a castaway.”

      He stopped stretching and locked intensely on my gaze. “Please?”

      How could one say no to a polite gargoyle? Especially if that was the only way to get this curious creature to tell me how he knew I was an alchemist and why he had traveled across the world to show me the worn book he clutched.

      “All right,” I agreed. “We’ll make dinner, then you’ll tell me all about this book of yours as well as how you found me.”

      “You drive a hard bargain, Alchemist,” he said, narrowing his eyes at me. The pupils of his eyes looked more like glass than stone. A fluid, moving glass. He extended his clawed right hand.

      I reached out to shake it. His hand was cool, but didn’t feel like stone. It was a little bit rougher than human skin, but malleable in the same way.

      “You have ham?” he asked.

      “Ham?”

      “Yes, the cured meat. Made from a pig⁠—”

      “I know what ham is,” I said. “No, I don’t have any ham.”

      “Bacon, then,” Dorian said.

      “No bacon.”

      “Mon dieu!”

      “You only eat pork products?” I asked. This gargoyle was making me more and more curious.

      “Of course I eat more than ham and bacon.” Dorian sniffled, his little snout moving side to side. “But with a ham hock or a slice of bacon as a base starter, and a few herbs, I can create a masterpiece, regardless of the other ingredients you have available.”

      “I see,” I said, unsure of what else one could say to that. A talking gargoyle was standing in my living room lecturing me about cooking. Even for me, this was pretty weird. “I’m a vegan.”

      “Pardon?”

      “I eat a wide range of plant-based foods, but I don’t eat animal products.”

      Dorian swore in French and shook his head. “You at least have basic supplies?”

      “Fresh winter vegetables and a few herbs are in the kitchen already, and cooking pans, oils, and more herbs and spices are in my trailer outside.”

      I went to my trailer to retrieve a portion of my kitchen bounty, from a hanging bunch of dried cayenne peppers to newly ground garlic powder in a glass jar, which I carried inside using a copper saucepan. I’ve always been aware of the link between food and health, but didn’t always treat my own body as well as I treated the people I healed. It wasn’t until recently—a little over a hundred years ago—that I felt worthy of taking care of myself. I kept my cooking simple, but used pure, healthful ingredients.

      Dorian conceded the high quality of my home-prepared dried herbs and infused oils, after which he banished me from the kitchen. I sat down on the couch with his book on my lap, hoping my instincts were right to trust him in the kitchen. I wondered if the smoke detectors had batteries.

      Looking at the book more closely for the first time, the title gave me pause. This was an alchemy book. Translated from Latin, Non Degenera Alchemia would be Not Untrue Alchemy. What a strange title. What was the point of the double negative? Why wasn’t it simply True Alchemy?

      It took me a few minutes before I could bring myself to open the book. I hadn’t practiced alchemy in years. I hadn’t been ready. Not after what had happened.

      I breathed in a scent I knew well as I opened the book. I work with lots of old books, but in spite of the familiar scent of its binding—seventeenth-century calf-skin, I guessed—this one held unfamiliar secrets. I carefully flipped through a few pages. The title was in Latin, as was some of the text inside, but it didn’t look like the alchemy I’d studied. It also included something similar to the coded images used by alchemists, but these symbols weren’t quite like any I’d seen before. In the many woodcut illustrations in the book, the necks of the birds twisted to the left to an unnatural degree that reminded me of something seen in a horror movie. I shivered and shut the book. A woody scent wafted up to my nostrils as I did so.

      I had excelled in spagyrics, also known as plant alchemy, which uses alchemical techniques to extract the healing properties of herbs rather than the precious properties of metals. The general idea behind all types of alchemy is the same: transforming a substance into something greater than its original whole by making the corruptible into something pure.

      I feared I was beyond my depth here. I closed my eyes and clutched the gold locket I wore around my neck. The locket I always kept close to me yet hadn’t opened in many years. I hadn’t even wanted to think about practicing alchemy for decades. Not since Ambrose.

      Stop it, Zoe. It wasn’t your fault.

      I repeated my mantra of that past century a few times before opening the book again. Pushing all thoughts of Ambrose to the back of my mind, I tried to focus on the handwritten calligraphy of the title page. I wasn’t sure where to start. Many of my old alchemy books were packed in the shipping crates. It would take some time to locate what I needed. For the time being, I took a cursory look at how the book was organized and snapped a few photos of interesting pages with my cell phone. As I did so, I became more certain than ever that this wasn’t alchemy. The illustrations resembled alchemical symbolism only superficially, as if the person making the illustrations had never studied it. Perhaps that explained the convoluted title.

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d been absorbed in Not Untrue Alchemy when a heavenly aroma wafted out from the kitchen. Sage, rosemary, and onions. Dorian carried a hot casserole dish from the kitchen and set it down on a cork mat on the solid oak table. He ran back to the kitchen for the plates and utensils I’d brought inside earlier.

      “You made this with what I had in the house?” I asked, my eyes wide and my mouth watering.

      He grinned proudly. “Butternut squash roasted in olive oil with onions, sage, and a hint of rosemary. The sauce is lemon tahini, with cayenne-infused salt and toasted pumpkin seeds sprinkled on top. The fat from the sesame seeds used to make the tahini fools the senses into thinking there is a ham base.”

      “This is amazing,” I said.

      Dorian ate quickly but with refinement, serving himself a second helping before I was halfway through eating my first. I ate slowly, savoring the exquisite flavors. With the same ingredients I was planning on using to create a simple meal, Dorian had created a feast.

      “Pardon,” he said after a small burp.

      “That meal was incredible,” I said.

      “C’est rien,” he said. “It was nothing. I would have made something better if I was not so hungry.”

      “I haven’t eaten such a gourmet meal in ages,” I said.

      “You will help me with my book?” he said, looking across the table expectantly.

      “You haven’t told me exactly what you need done with it, remember? If you’re looking for a translator, I’m not the best person.”

      “Mais oui!” he said. “Now that we have satisfied our earthly needs, we may discuss practical business.” He scrambled off his chair and returned a moment later with the book I’d left on the couch.

      “You are an alchemist. You can help me not only translate my book, but decipher it.”

      “I’m sorry to disappoint you,” I said. “Especially after you traveled all this way. But this isn’t an alchemy book.”

      “You are correct it is not a normal one,” Dorian said, “but there are alchemy tenets inside. The philosopher’s stone, Alkahest, recipes with the three essential ingredients of mercury, sulfur, and salt. It is all here. It is the same principles for creating an Elixir of Life, no?”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean⁠—”

      “I,” Dorian said, cutting me off, “was once stone. This book is what brought me to life.”

      I stared across the table at the gargoyle. “That’s not possible.”

      The philosopher’s stone was the alchemical creation that enabled both the transformation of eternal life and the creation of gold. But it wasn’t something that could be used to bring an inanimate object to life. There was a natural order to things. Steps that had to be taken both outwardly and inwardly—planetary alignments, clockwise rotations, separating and rejoining elements in the proper order, connecting yourself to the processes.

      “The secret to immortality is personal,” I continued, “not something that can be granted to inanimate objects. Even if stories of the homunculus were true, it’s a transformation that doesn’t give a personality, a soul, or a mind of your own—meaning it can’t possibly be what happened to you. I’m glad you’re alive”—and I really was; the little creature was growing on me, especially after that meal—“but books can’t achieve that kind of transformation.”

      “Yet here I am before you,” Dorian said. “Regardez. I am telling you, this is no normal book. I know about you. I know you can do this.”

      “What do you mean you know about me?”

      “There is something strange about this book. A secret that you, of all people, would wish to know.”

      “Why me?”

      He sighed. It was a slow, sad, movement. “I saw what you were doing nearly eighty years ago, after you closed your shop, Elixir.” “How could you?” But as I spoke the words, I knew.

      “I was there,” Dorian said, “when you were nearly discovered. You, as the woman you claim to be your grandmother, were called in by un Commandant to help with a strange occurrence at a manor outside of the city.”

      I nodded slowly. I remembered it well. I was in bad shape, emotionally, at the time. It’s why I shut the shop for good and returned home to the U.S., buying a brand-new 1942 Chevy pickup truck, followed a few years later by an Airstream trailer. The truck and trailer allowed me to keep running.

      “You may recall,” he said, “that the estate had gargoyles. I had been brought to life some years before, and had come to know Paris and its surrounding areas well. I would often hide as stone, as I was that day.”

      “You were there,” I whispered. “Watching.”

      “I see it as clearly on your face now as I could see it then. You do not feel as if you belong. You never have.”

      It was so close to the truth that sadness overcame me. Dorian must have known that feeling, too. He was a gargoyle. In the shadows. Always watching, but never able to join in.

      “It was you who saved me from being discovered that day,” I said, staring at the little creature and seeing him in a new light. “You created the distraction by throwing pebbles off the roof, stopping me from telling the French police the truth about how I solved the puzzling crime, giving me time to think it through.” On that day eighty years before, I was recovering from an experience that had left me shaken and prone to acting without thinking. I would have been discovered had it not been for my anonymous savior who created a commotion on the roof.

      He shrugged. “We are alike, you and I. I have suffered the same fate. Of course I would do what I could once I realized what you were. I do not believe you understand more about why you are alive than I do. Alchemy is about one true thing, no? Yet it is not that simple. This book can help explain it. To both of us.”

      We stared at each other for several seconds before my phone chirped the soothing sound of a sandpiper.

      Dorian shook his head. “Americans,” he mumbled. “Never silencing their phones during meals.” He tossed his napkin on the table and began to clear the plates.

      I saw my contractor’s name on the phone’s screen and picked up. “Mr. Macraith.”

      “Eight in the morning work for you to get started? I like to get an early start on the day.” His voice was gravely, as I remembered, but even rougher than in our previous conversations. I hoped the jack-of-all-trades handyman was up for the large job I’d given him.

      “That works,” I said. “Thanks again for scheduling something on such short notice. I’m eager to get started fixing up this place.”

      “Until then.” He clicked off.

      Dorian cleaned the dishes while I spread out on the dining table with his book and a cup of chamomile tea. Dorian wouldn’t tell me more about the strange tenets in the book. “Simply have a look,” he said.

      Now that I knew how we’d crossed paths before, how could I say no?

      The fact that this wasn’t a straightforward alchemy book made it easier to focus. It allowed me to avoid dwelling on the old memories of alchemy that were trying to push their way to the front of my mind. I thought it had been long enough that I was ready for anything. I didn’t want to be wrong.

      I spent a short time searching for information online, before realizing that was a dead end. I then turned to unpacking my crates in search of alchemy books that might be helpful, but I wasn’t hopeful. I already knew what was in those books, and I doubted they could help me. But it had been a long time since I’d opened those books. I wondered what I would find if I reacquainted myself with their secrets.

      I fell asleep at the table with one of my alchemy books resting under my head. Not a good position to sleep in if you happen to like moving your neck without searing pain.

      I woke up at dawn. My body is so attuned to planetary shifts that I wake up with the sun, even when it’s a cloud-covered day and I’ve slept for only a few hours in an upright position. Since it was wintertime, shortly after the start of the new year, it was a few minutes after seven o’clock.

      I saw no sign of Dorian, even after a thorough search of the house.

      After taking an alternatively freezing cold and scorching shower that made me glad Charles Macraith would be arriving soon, I made myself a breakfast smoothie of blended fruits and vegetables. There was still no sign of Dorian. I hadn’t asked him where he slept—or even if he slept—so I wasn’t sure where else to look. He’d taken care of himself without being discovered before he met me, so I told myself not to worry. Perhaps he hadn’t liked my suggestion that he return to the shipping crate while the contractor worked on the house, and had hidden elsewhere.

      I had a little time before our scheduled meeting time, so I set out on a walk. Dorian’s meal and my morning juice had used up most of what I’d bought the day before, so I stopped at a small market to buy fresh produce.

      Though I’m attuned to plants and planets, I don’t have an inner compass. I got turned around rather badly and didn’t arrive back at my new house until shortly after eight o’clock.

      I walked up the narrow path overgrown with weeds, feeling the stillness of the day. I loved how the house was centrally located but at the same time set back from the street, giving me the privacy I liked. I didn’t see anyone waiting for me on the raised porch in front of the house. I was wondering when Charles Macraith would show up, when I realized he wouldn’t.

      Not alive.

      Lying on the ground in front of the rickety porch was the prostrate body of my contractor. The acrid scent of poison overwhelmed the fragrant oranges that dropped from my hand as I knelt over his dead body.
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      In the hours following the death of Charles Macraith, I was back in 1692. Between the whiff of poison and the suspicion directed at me by well-dressed men in positions of power, I was transported back to my first experience with death, when I was sixteen years old and the Salem Witch Trials were going strong.

      I felt an irrational sense of panic rise within me. Though I had no connection to the murder, I knew firsthand how easy it was for innocent people to get caught up in hysteria. A false answer is often easier than a complicated truth. Even if it destroys the innocent.

      The uniforms were different today, as were the formal attitudes about innocence before guilt proven beyond a reasonable doubt. But people were still fallible, victims of their own minds trying to make sense of things. And death was the same. A tiny amount of the right poisonous plant extract could fell a healthy man in his prime.

      I knew little of Charles Macraith beyond the facts that he was a man of few words, a skilled home renovator who charged a rate I could afford, and that he had only recently returned to work after an injury sustained on the job. How had he come to die on my front porch?

      As soon as I was certain he was dead, I didn’t touch anything else. I also stopped myself from entering the house to look for Dorian. After a few frantic moments of calling Dorian’s name and getting no response, I gave up and called the police from my cell phone.

      That was how I came to be waiting at the police station to talk to a detective while my new home was roped off as a crime scene.

      Three people, with expressions ranging from curt to eager-to-please, told me I was welcome to help myself to coffee. All of them registered shock or confusion when I said I didn’t drink coffee. This was apparently the wrong town for such admissions.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” a friendly voice said. It wasn’t the tone of the voice itself that was friendly, I realized, but my positive association with it. How odd for me to have had that reaction. It was the detective who had visited my house the previous night.

      “Hello again,” he continued. Unlike the night before, he was now dressed in a charcoal gray suit and tie. Both were cut narrowly, matching his frame.

      “Detective Liu.”

      “And you’re Zoe Faust. Interesting last name.”

      “It’s an old family name,” I said, answering with a partial truth. Unlike Zoe, the name Faust wasn’t one I had been born with, but it was a name I felt a connection to on many levels. Johann Faust was an alchemist who lived in the early sixteenth century and died during an alchemical experiment. The Faust most people think of when they hear the name is the character in the play by Goethe— the man who sells his soul to the Devil. The Puritan preachers of my childhood in Salem Village spoke unrelentingly of the Devil, and as a child, he was as real to me as anything in this world. Once I realized what I had become, Faust felt a fitting name to assume.

      “You okay?” Detective Liu grimaced at his own question. “Sorry, dumb question after what you saw today. Did anyone offer you coffee?”

      “I’m not a coffee person.”

      He took a moment to look at me before answering. “You and I may be the only two people in Portland who feel that way.” He stopped speaking as he glanced at a commotion taking place at the other side of the floor. “C’mon, let’s talk somewhere quieter.”

      “Small world,” I said as we walked through the large station.

      “I’m here because I’d already been over to your house—” He paused as we reached a door, which he held open for me.

      We entered what I assumed was an interrogation room. He hadn’t read me my Miranda rights, so I wasn’t going to jump to the conclusion that I was a suspect. Breathe, Zoe.

      “You’ve had quite a day.” He set a bottle of water in front of me.

      “This wasn’t what I was expecting the second day at my new home.”

      “Where’d you move here from?”

      “You saw the trailer in my driveway? I’ve been living out of it for a few years. Traveling around. I wanted to see the country.”

      “Taking some time to see the world after college?”

      “Something like that,” I said. “But I didn’t go to college.” It was true. I had never earned a formal degree. I’d studied with some brilliant scholars in the United States, Europe, and Asia, but couldn’t risk the records that would be created if I had applied for a formal degree. It was easier to stay out of sight as much as possible.

      Modern technology and the internet were a mixed blessing. At first it seemed like it would make it impossible to keep one’s identity a secret. But with a little bit of effort, one could be even more anonymous online than in real life. That was true of my shop Elixir, now an online store where I didn’t have to stand behind a counter to greet customers.

      I had shown the police my Massachusetts drivers license that listed my age as twenty-eight years old. According to official documents, I was the child of an American mother who looked remarkably like me and also bore a strong resemblance to my French grandmother. People often commented on the uncanny resemblance, but nobody ever suspected that we were the same person.

      “So.” Max rested his elbows on the table. “How did you know Charles Macraith?”

      I looked at the ceiling. Low and confining. “The real estate agent recommended him to me. I only had money to buy a fixer-upper, but I really wanted a house. I’ve been traveling so long…” Longer than I could say. “Sorry. I’m tired. I haven’t finished unpacking yet. I didn’t sleep well in the new place. I’m usually on my second cup of tea by now.”

      “I won’t keep you long.”

      “I don’t know what else I can tell you. I have no idea who would poison him.”

      Max Liu’s body jerked back. “Who said anything about poison?”

      “The smell. It was obvious.” I thought back on the awful sight of Charles Macraith’s still form on my porch. I hadn’t detected anything that anyone familiar with herbalism wouldn’t have sensed, had I? I tried to think about that moment. The scent was fleeting. Familiar fragrances mingled with unfamiliar essences. What exactly had I detected?

      The intensity of his eyes grew as he sat back and studied me in silence. “It was obvious?” he repeated with an intonation that said it was anything but that. His strong reaction faded as quickly as it had surfaced, and he was once again calm in the seat across from me.

      “Maybe it wasn’t as strong by the time the authorities arrived,” I suggested.

      He nodded slowly, but the skepticism in his expression was apparent.

      “I’ve studied some herbalism,” I said. “I’ve always been a natural with plants. I grow herbs, dry them, and cook with them. I have a good sense of smell.” God, why wouldn’t I shut up? I wanted him to believe me. I knew my innocence would be proven, but it was more than that. I hated the way he was now looking at me.

      “You want to start over? Tell me what happened at your house this morning?”

      My mouth was dry, but before my hand touched the bottle of water, I stopped. Fingerprints. He wanted my fingerprints. I breathed deeply and swallowed.

      “I went on a walk,” I said, “and got turned around on my way home. Charles Macraith had already arrived when I came through the gate. He must have been waiting for me on the porch when someone found him and poisoned⁠—”

      I closed my eyes and thought back on what I remembered. I hadn’t imagined the scent of poison. But I should have seen signs in addition to the smell. Many poisons would have resulted in the victim vomiting, but not all poisons had that effect. I tried to think back…

      “You didn’t find him robbing your house?” Detective Liu asked.

      My eyes popped open. Many of the items I’d taken out of storage were valuable antiques that were my livelihood.

      “I didn’t give him a key,” I said. “He was meeting me on the porch.” I groaned and put my face in my hands. “The door knob,” I said. “It broke off yesterday. What was stolen?”

      Max Liu’s expression shifted from detached to confused.

      “You didn’t go inside?”

      “Why would I have done that? A man was dead and I had no idea anyone had been inside my house.” My house with my living gargoyle. “Wait. I’ve been unpacking. It’s a mess. How do you know anything was stolen?”

      “Broken glass and an antique book with ripped pages. Didn’t look like something you would have done yourself. Uh, you don’t look very well. I’ll be right back.”

      I nodded, my head spinning. The faint voices coming from outside the room weren’t the voices of rational police officers but the voices of an angry mob. I wasn’t inside a rather pleasant modern-day police station, but in a grimy cell awaiting trial.

      When the door opened, I snapped back to the present. Detective Liu set a steaming mug of tea down in front of me.

      “Chinese privet,” I said as the steam reached my nostrils. “For calming the nerves of someone who’s stressed out. That’s the scent you had on your hands, along with lavender, last night.”

      He sighed. “You weren’t lying about smelling a poison, were you?”

      “You didn’t bring me this tea to help my nerves, did you? It was a test.”

      “Can’t it be both?”

      “Why would I have made up that I smelled poison?”

      He ran a hand through his black hair. “Could you tell what it was?”

      I shook my head. “It wasn’t something I could identify. It was harsh. Toxic. I’m trying to think what would help narrow it down.”

      “We’ll run a tox screen.”

      I knew that toxicology wasn’t magic. It wasn’t as simple as testing blood for “poison.” You had to know what you were looking for and run a specific test to find it. When it was a new science about a century ago, it did seem rather like magic, working backward to detect a particular poison inside the complex human body.

      “You don’t want the tea?” he said.

      “I’m all right. It smells wonderful though.”

      He watched me for a moment before speaking. “We already have your fingerprints from your house, you know,” he said. “It had been cleaned before you moved in and it looks like only you and Brixton touched the doors and windows without gloves since then. Computer databases are a wonderful thing for expediency. I know you’re not in the system.”

      I laughed nervously. “Guess I watch too much television.” As part of being careful with my identity, I’d never held a job that required fingerprinting. I took a sip of the tea.

      “Where did you get this?” I asked. “It’s incredible.”

      “I grow it in my backyard.”

      “You made this yourself?”

      “Yeah, I learned about it from my grandmother.” It wasn’t exactly a smile on his face when he spoke, but his face softened when he spoke of her. “She and my grandfather were apothecaries in China. That’s what they were called back then.”

      I wished we’d met under other circumstances. I wanted to ask him about his garden, about this tea, and about his grandmother, but it was a ridiculous thought at that moment. A man was dead, I had possibly been robbed of all of my possessions, and my new, unbelievable friend was nowhere to be found.

      “Have I given you enough information to narrow down the poison?”

      “We don’t need more information about what you thought you smelled.”

      “What do you mean thought I smelled?”

      “We don’t need to run a tox screen to know what happened.”

      “You’re saying you already know what poisoned him? Then why ask me all these questions? To gauge my reaction?” I mentally kicked myself. He wasn’t a genuinely nice guy. He’d been playing “good cop” to get at what I knew.

      “That’s not what I’m saying,” Detective Liu said. “Charles Macraith didn’t die of poisoning.”

      My hand clamped over my mouth. “He’s not dead?” How could I have been wrong? No, there was no way I had been mistaken. I’d seen more dead bodies in my lifetime than I liked to think about.

      “You misunderstand me,” he said. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do by misleading us with talk of poisons, but we’ll find out. Charles Macraith wasn’t poisoned. He was stabbed. That’s what killed him.”
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      I was free to leave the police station. After I was dismissed by Detective Liu, a uniformed officer drove me home to look around the house to see what had been stolen.

      On the short drive, I thought more about what the detective had said. Charles Macraith hadn’t been poisoned. How was that possible? I was sure I’d smelled poison and that it was coming from his body. I was rusty, though. I hadn’t honed in on the poison as precisely as I should have.

      But I wasn’t wrong.

      Not only was I letting down a dead man who deserved justice, but the most interesting man I’d met in ages thought I was both crazy and a suspect who was lying about something. Zoe Faust, crazy murder suspect. Ugh.

      “You okay?” the officer asked, glancing at me as he merged onto the Hawthorne Bridge.

      Whoops, I must have said “ugh” out loud.

      “I’m fine. Just rattled.”

      He nodded and turned his attention back to the road.

      Portland was a city of bridges. My new house was on the east side of the Willamette River. Downtown Portland, where my district’s police station was located, was west of the river. The Hawthorne Bridge was one of many bridges that connected the city. As we drove across the river, I looked over the water and the bridges to the north. Cars, bikes, and people made their way across the city as if nothing had happened.

      When we stepped out of the police car in my driveway, the wind whipping around us was so strong that it rattled the front windows, making me jumpy as we walked up to the house.

      “You’re living here?” the officer asked.

      I followed his gaze to the tarp that covered half the roof.

      “It’s a fixer-upper.”

      “I’ll say.”

      I wasn’t permitted to retrieve anything inside the house, but in order to determine whether theft was a motive, I was able to walk through it to inventory what was missing.

      I had unpacked only a few of the items in the crates. Most were valuable books and items related to alchemy that I sold online. After I’d closed the bricks-and-mortar location of my shop in Paris nearly a century ago, I catalogued the antiques that I left in a storage unit in Paris. Once the internet created an online marketplace, I hired an assistant living in Paris who could ship items to buyers when an online purchase was made. My website’s inventory was small because it consisted of collectors’ items rather than a high volume of low-price trinkets.

      Now that I had a house, I was planning on converting the attic into a business office and storing items myself, which was why I’d brought the contents of my storage unit here to Portland. High on Charles’s to-do list for my new house was making sure it was secure. Keeping everything on site was supposed to make my life simple. Now it looked like I’d achieved the opposite effect, my carefully preserved items ransacked and drawing the attention of the authorities.

      Many years ago, I used to make a living selling dried herbs and herbal remedies, before I gave up practicing alchemy. Herbalism wasn’t the same thing as alchemy, but the processes overlapped enough that creating herbal remedies reminded me too much of my old life. My life with Ambrose.

      In the modern age of regulations, it was also simpler to sell secondhand items. It was easy to accumulate desirable objects, which I began to do when I realized that many of the utilitarian items I’d once used were considered “antiques.” I didn’t think of it as a career. I didn’t have to sell much. Compound interest is a wonderful thing. Even though I was awful at turning lead into gold, I knew how to open a bank account. A small amount of money over a hundred years adds up. Still, I hadn’t ever cared much about money, spending more of it on others in need than on myself. While I’d been living in Albuquerque the previous year, I gave an anonymous donation to a family who had befriended me when I was new to town, after they were badly injured in a car accident. Most of my remaining savings had gone into buying the house and moving. The little bit I had left over was meant to pay for fixing up the house. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea to try to get better at turning lead into gold. I sighed and turned my attention back to the task of inventorying the items at the house.

      The thief hadn’t spent much time rooting through the crates, but most of the items I had already removed were gone. Five original alchemical manuscripts, two alembics used in the Court of Rudolph II, and a portrait of Isaac Newton, an alchemist better known for his more mainstream scientific discoveries. A few items remained, but it looked like that was because they had broken. Shattered glass covered the floor, along with the brittle, torn pages of a fifteenth-century book on alchemy.

      Two items that weren’t mine were also missing. Dorian was gone. And so was his book.

      Had Dorian gone in search of his missing book? Or had he been taken himself? The shiver I felt creep up my spine wasn’t from the drafty front door.

      I gave the officer a list of the missing items—except for the last two. I couldn’t very well tell the police about a half-living half-stone gargoyle, and I didn’t know the provenance of Dorian’s book. For all I knew it could have been stolen, either by Dorian or at some point in the past. I had taken a few photos of it with my phone, but I was hesitant to give the police the full details about the book. I first had to find out what had happened to Dorian. Where was he?

      I assured the officer I could stay in my trailer until they were done with the crime scene. He left me in the overgrown front yard, the wind swirling around me.

      I’d been living out of my trailer for long enough that I’d made it a home. A tiny home, but one that was free of the prying eyes of the outside world. I unlocked the door of my sanctuary, the 150-square-foot Airstream trailer. I’d spent years slowly customizing it. In spite of the madness going on around me, stepping into the trailer lifted my spirits.

      Along the back window, I kept a small herb garden. The potted plants lived in trays that I could move between the inside of the trailer and the outside world—I even had a sill on the side of the trailer to set the planter box. The only danger was remembering to bring it inside if I was going to move the trailer. I had only made that mistake twice. Well, maybe three times.

      My current winter mix consisted of cottage rosemary, lemon thyme, sage, shiso, chervil, Mediterranean oregano, and aloe, all growing out of clay pots in the long wooden planter. Rounding out the mix were two larger containers of mint varieties that needed more space. Spearmint and lemon balm flanked the rack of fresh herb pots, their tendrils wrapped around the wooden planter box. The mint would have easily overtaken the other plants if I hadn’t used some leaves daily. A sweet, minty scent filled the trailer.

      The plants were arm’s length from a tiny kitchenette. I kept my cooking simple, so building out the kitchen wasn’t necessary. It was the plant ingredients themselves I cared about, which is what I made space for. In a nook next to the kitchen was an area I kept dark with an added curtain. That’s where I hung dried herbs next to a custom-carved wooden shelf full of herb-infused oils, tinctures, and salts.

      Underneath a narrow couch that converted into a bed, drawers slid out to reveal the less expensive alchemical items I sold at flea markets in my travels across the U.S., including a full drawer of vintage European and Americana postcards—a reliable bestseller. Finishing out the trailer interior was a modern, though minute, bathroom. I had grown up without indoor plumbing, so in spite of its size and lack of water pressure, it felt luxurious.

      Conspicuously absent was space for alchemical transformations. That was the point. I hadn’t wanted any reminder of practicing alchemy. Getting involved in it had been an accident to begin with. And discovering the Elixir of Life? The biggest accident of all. I hadn’t done it for myself. I had been trying to help my brother and I hadn’t understood what I’d done. But it didn’t matter. It was too late.

      “Zoe?” a young voice called out, pulling me back to the present. “You in there?”

      I opened the door of the trailer. Brixton stood in the tall grass, a backpack on his back. Of course. I had told him to come over after school to weed the garden, which now seemed completely unimportant. Not twenty feet behind him stood the crime scene tape.

      “I don’t know if you’ve heard,” I said, jumping down from the trailer’s front door.

      “The murder,” he said with a shrug. “Yeah, I heard. Everyone heard.”

      “I’m not going to press charges for you letting yourself into my house,” I said. “You don’t have to do any weeding. But what you think you saw⁠—”

      “The gargoyle,” he said matter-of-factly. “Where is he?”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but thought better of it. “Why aren’t your friends here?” I asked instead. “Surely they’d want to see a walking, talking gargoyle.”

      He glared at me.

      “They didn’t believe you, huh?” I said. So Dorian had been right about that.

      “I looked up alchemy. Is that how you brought a piece of stone to life?”

      What had I gotten myself into? “Brixton, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be here.”

      “We could go inside. So nobody overhears us. That’s what you’re worried about, right?”

      “No. Well, yes. But mainly it’s that you shouldn’t be at a crime scene. I’m sure your mom wouldn’t want you here.”

      “She knows I’m coming over. Can we go inside or what?”

      “You may have noticed the crime scene tape. I can’t even go inside myself.”

      “I meant your trailer. You live here, right? I used to live in one with my mom. Ours wasn’t nearly this nice. It’s starting to rain. You going to let me in?”

      “A little rain never hurt anyone.”

      “I want to see the gargoyle.”

      “He’s not inside.”

      “Where is he?”

      “He’s not my pet. I don’t have him on a leash⁠—”

      “You mean he’s gone?”

      Two women walking past slowed down as they passed the front gate. With the large yard, they were far enough away they couldn’t hear what we were saying, but Brixton was right. This was a conversation that would be better without prying eyes.

      “Come on in,” I said.

      “Wicked,” he said as he stepped inside, apparently forgetting about Dorian. “Can I see the philosopher’s stone? Is it over here in the corner?” he pulled back the curtain keeping my dried herbs and infused oils in the dark.

      “You did some research.”

      “Can I see it?”

      “What do you think it does?”

      “Makes gold. And makes you immortal.”

      “You think I’m immortal?”

      He gave me a look that only a teenager can. The equivalent of rolling the eyes but without moving a muscle.

      I could have told him that although I’d lived for centuries, I could die almost as easily as anyone else. I had mostly stopped aging, so I wasn’t likely to die of an old-age-related condition, but I could be killed by anything else that would kill a person, such as disease or violence. Therefore I wasn’t exactly immortal. I hadn’t even entirely stopped aging. The white hair that everyone thought was so stylishly dyed was my true hair color.

      Instead of explaining all that to Brixton, I gave him the simple version: “I’m not immortal.”

      “If you don’t have the philosopher’s stone, what about Alkahest?” He looked around the trailer.

      “The universal solvent? Why do you ask about that?” Asking about the famous philosopher’s stone, I understood. But Alkahest? It wasn’t an element popularized in books or movies.

      “It’s the part of alchemy I looked up online that didn’t make any sense at all. If it dissolves everything, then how would you keep it? I mean, wouldn’t it, like burn through anything you tried to keep it in? Wouldn’t it even burn through the earth, destroying the world?”

      “Good point. Maybe that’s why I’ve never encountered it.” The theories asserted about how to make Alkahest were dubious. I’d seen recipes that called for ingredients including blood, sweat, and worms. “Not everything you read online is true, you know.”

      Again with the eye roll.

      “I’m good with plants like these herbs,” I said, pointing at my beloved herb garden. “I can transform them into a lot of things, like the salve I used on your arm. That’s what makes me an alchemist. I don’t make gold. And I don’t bring stone gargoyles to life.”

      “So,” Brixton said, making himself comfortable on the long seat in the living area. “You think the gargoyle did it?”

      “Feet,” I said automatically, knocking his sneakers off the cushions. “Did what?”

      “Killed Charles. Because he didn’t want to be discovered.”

      I stared at Brixton. The kid was right. Dorian took not being discovered seriously. Very seriously. My pulse quickened as Brixton’s words sunk in. I felt my heartbeat so strongly in my ears that I could barely hear what Brixton was saying. It was like that damn story by Poe. Though I wasn’t guilty of murder myself, it might have been done because of me.

      Why hadn’t I thought of it before? I knew why. Because I liked the little creature. A misfit, like me. And he’d helped me in Paris years ago… hadn’t he? How would he have known about that if he hadn’t been there? And he couldn’t go around killing anyone who saw him. He was the one who’d pointed out that nobody would believe Brixton. The gargoyle wouldn’t have turned violent… would he?

      “Earth to Zoe,” Brixton said.

      “It doesn’t fit,” I said, shaking my head.

      Brixton shrugged. “At least you didn’t say oh he’s such a nice guy, he would never have done it. I hate it when they say that on TV.”

      “This isn’t TV.”

      “Are you always this much of a downer?”

      “A man was killed.”

      “Yeah, I liked him.”

      “You knew Charles Macraith?”

      “He came around the teashop. He didn’t talk much, but he used to help me with my homework sometimes.”

      “Teashop?” I wondered if it could be the same place I’d visited when I’d fallen in love with this neighborhood. The welcoming café was one of the main reasons I’d felt so at home here.

      “Yeah, Blue’s teashop. That’s where I know Detective Liu from, too. Hey, are those chili peppers floating in that bottle?” He jumped up and pulled back the half-closed curtain that shaded my nook of herbs. He lifted a glass jar of sesame oil infused with peppers. “Wicked. I love spicy food. Did you make all this stuff? Is that lemon balm and pineapple sage floating in these other bottles?”

      “How on earth did you recognize those?”

      He shrugged. “Blue loves wildcrafting. She taught me about what that meant and about finding plants in their natural habitats. She harvests herbs for her teas and other stuff.”

      I hadn’t met many wildcrafters. Under other circumstances I would have asked him more about it. But now, I had more pressing matters to deal with. “You were telling me about Charles Macraith visiting the teashop.”

      “Yeah, nobody had anything against him.” Brixton set the bottle back on the shelf and looked right at me. “That gargoyle of yours is the only logical explanation for why he’s dead.”
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      Brixton offered to live up to his end of the bargain and weed the yard, but the rain pelting on the roof of the trailer assured me there wouldn’t be any gardening that day. Brixton had heard the rain too. I wondered if he’d have made such a generous offer if there was any chance I would have taken him up on it. He was a smart kid. I sent him home with a clear conscience, but as I watched him ride off on his bike, I wondered if I had been too trusting.

      I could see the crime scene tape on my porch from the window of the trailer. Also in view was the tarp covering a huge section of my roof. It swayed in the strong winds but looked like it was holding firm. I had no idea where Dorian could be. I didn’t know if I’d lost his alchemy-that-wasn’t-alchemy book or if he’d taken it with him. Brixton’s assumption about Dorian couldn’t be right. It couldn’t be.

      In spite of the rain, I needed to walk and clear my head. I grabbed my silver raincoat and headed out.

      Portlanders weren’t afraid of a little rain. Or even a lot of it. Hawthorne Boulevard was packed. Locals poured out of organic restaurants, coffee shops, and an annex of Powell’s Books. I stopped in a café and ordered an orange and pomegranate salad. It was good but didn’t compete with Dorian’s cooking. I looked out into the nighttime downpour. Where was he?

      That night, I feel asleep to the sound of the wind whispering to the rain, but woke up a few hours later with an irate gargoyle standing over me.

      “Où est mon livre!?” Dorian screamed. “Where is my book!?”

      The trailer was nearly pitch black. Dorian hadn’t turned on a light, but I knew his voice and smelled his fruity breath close to my face. Could he see in the dark? I sat up abruptly at the thought, accidentally head-butting his snout. I hadn’t realized he was that close to me.

      “Merde,” he mumbled, hopping down from the edge of the bed as I flipped on a light.

      “Where have you been?” I asked as Dorian’s claw snagged the blanket and pulled it to the floor along with him. Luckily I was fully covered by my white cotton nightgown. I’d had it handmade by a seamstress in North Carolina several years ago, based on a pattern from the previous century. Seventeenth-century women had to wear scratchy, heavy, and overall burdensome clothing, but the night clothes from the Victorian era were the most comfortable I’d ever encountered.

      “This city,” Dorian said, rubbing his snout, “she has a different lunar cycle than Paris. I did not realize the sun would rise an hour earlier. I was not yet close to the house when day began.”

      “You had to hide.”

      He nodded and sniffed. “I could not return without being seen.”

      “I’ve been worried. I’m glad you’re safe.” I thought about what Brixton had suggested about Dorian, but pushed it from my mind. Besides the fact that I had already grown quite fond of Dorian, I wasn’t lying to myself that it didn’t make any sense for him to have killed the handyman.

      “I hid in one of the forests. There were many to choose from. I chose one that had wild blueberries and blackberries.”

      “I don’t think they’re technically forests—” I began. I don’t know why I said such an inane thing, except that I wasn’t at my best after being woken up after midnight by a furious creature who smelled like wild berries and could see in the dark.

      “What has happened?” Dorian asked. “When night returned, I found my way back. Mais… there is blood at the door and the bright strips of plastic that say ‘police line do not cross.’ When I went inside⁠—”

      “You crossed the police line?”

      “I thought my book was inside.”

      I groaned and rubbed my eyes.

      “Yet my book was not there,” Dorian continued. “Last night you fell asleep at the table with your head on the pages. I did not wish to disturb you. Dorian Robert-Houdin is a gentleman.”

      I stood up and looked around the trailer. The bedside lamp cast stark shadows, but illuminated the whole interior. The door was closed, as I’d left it.

      Locked.

      “Dorian… How did you get in here?”

      His throat rumbled. I couldn’t tell if he was growling or attempting to imitate an awkward cough. He held up his clawed fingers.

      “Better than lock picks.”

      “You broke in?”

      “My father was a great magician. He taught me many things.”

      I groaned again and sat back down on the bed. I’m no good at being awake in the middle of the night. When the sun disappears and the plants sleep, I feel myself drawn to sleep as well.

      “Robert-Houdin,” I said in my foggy state. “Wait. That name. Your father was Jean Eugène Robert-Houdin, the famous French stage magician!”

      “Oui, I told you this.”

      “You told me your first name, not his.”

      “There is no other Robert-Houdin. He joined his surname with his wife’s. Quite unheard-of at the time.”

      “He was an alchemist?”

      I knew of the French stage magician who was a huge sensation in the mid-1800s. I had once seen him perform on stage. He was talented, performing feats that seemed like magic to sold-out theater audiences. I had believed, then, that he was simply a skilled stage magician. He was, after all, such a master magician that he was asked by the French government to avert a military crisis in Algeria by showing French magic to be more powerful than that of local tribal leaders. The history books had recorded Jean Eugène Robert-Houdin’s feats as illusions, skillful tricks performed by a master showman. But now I had to wonder—had he used real magic?

      “He was no alchemist,” Dorian said. “Yet he was the one who brought me to life.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “He did not understand what the book was capable of.” He shook his head. “I was meant to be a prop in a stage show. The book is filled with lyrical passages of text. He found them quite theatrical. But he never considered the power in the pages from which he read. I will show you. Where is the book?”

      “Dorian, we need to talk. About a lot of things.”

      “Yes, I agree. I do not see my book. You have put it away?”

      His little black eyes looked at me so expectantly that I hated to tell him what had transpired.

      “I’m sorry,” I began. “The book is gone.”

      “Pardon? I must not understand your English; I am nearly fluent, yet⁠—”

      “The man who was going to fix and secure the house was killed this morning. That was the blood you saw.”

      “Je suis desolé. But what does his death have to do with my book?”

      “When he was killed,” I said slowly, “the house was also burglarized. Your book was one of the things stolen.”

      Dorian’s eyes grew wide. His stony shoulders tensed and his wings flew out from his sides, knocking over my pot of chervil with one wing and scraping a gash into a wood panel with the other. The pot shattered as it hit the floor.

      “You let someone steal my book?” His body shook, adding additional gashes to the wooden wall paneling surrounding him. Even after seeing how his wing had chipped the fireplace, I hadn’t realized just how strong and heavy they were.

      “We’ll get it back. The police are investigating.”

      “You told the police about my alchemy book?”

      “Not about your book in particular. And of course not about you. Or me, for that matter. Many of my rare books were stolen.” My head felt heavy at the reminder of everything that had been lost in the past day. In addition to losing much of my livelihood, I’d lost a book that didn’t belong to me, and a man had lost his life.

      “You knew how valuable my book was. How could you have let this happen?”

      “There was no reason for it to happen!” I said, struggling to keep the heavy feeling in my head from turning into a massive headache. I got myself a small glass of water and added a few drops of peppermint oil to stimulate my senses and wake me up; Dorian glared at me as I did so. “It must have been a crime of opportunity. Charles Macraith was killed, and the person who killed him saw items that looked valuable and grabbed them. The police think they were in a hurry.”

      “You were not there? How could you not be there?” Dorian stamped his clawed feet like a toddler throwing a tantrum. I would have offered him some tea to calm his nerves except that my kettle was inside the house beyond the crime scene tape.

      “Nobody knew we had valuable books inside the house. There was no reason to think I couldn’t go on a short walk to buy some food before Charles was due at the house. But you’re right. When I couldn’t find you, I shouldn’t have left your valuable book alone. I’m so very sorry, Dorian.”

      Dorian’s wings collapsed back to their usual resting place at his sides. “I understand your desire to buy food,” he said, “yet leaving the book unattended was unwise. Someone had to have known about it.”

      “Someone?” Was there more going on here than he’d told me? “Do you have a particular person in mind?”

      “I do not know! This is why I came to you!” His wings vibrated, but didn’t fly out.

      “Does anyone know you came here to see me and get my help?” I asked.

      “No. It is not possible.”

      “Then how⁠—”

      “I do not know!”

      “Then why do you think this is about your book?” Now that I was a little more awake and coherent, I was beginning to realize that there may have been more going on than a crime of opportunity. “Tell me more about this book.”

      Dorian’s snout flared, but he remained mute.

      “What,” I said, “aren’t you telling me?”

      Dorian’s shoulders slumped. He sat down next to me on the edge of the bed. “I did not lie to you.”

      “I didn’t say you did. But you didn’t tell me everything either.”

      “I did not think you would believe me.”

      “You’re a living gargoyle and I’m an alchemist who was born over three hundred years ago, but you didn’t think I’d believe you about a book?”

      “It is for that exact reason that you could not know,” he said. “I thought it would be easier for you to solve the riddle of my book without already having a particular outcome in mind. If a scientist thinks he knows what the result will be, it prejudices the study.”

      “I understand,” I said. “But I’m so far from understanding what’s going on that you need to tell me everything you can.”

      “Now that the book is gone, it does not matter.” His wings crumpled like a wilting flower as he shook his head.

      “The book isn’t entirely gone.” I lifted my cell phone from the side table, tapped a couple keys, and handed it to Dorian. “Take a look. I took photos of some of the more interesting pages of the book.”

      “Zoe Faust, I take back what I was thinking about you.”

      I thought it wise not to ask what he was thinking about me. “Thank you,” I said. “I think.”

      “I might have a chance yet.”

      “A chance at what?”

      “I am dying,” Dorian said. “This book is the only way to save me.”
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      “My body,” Dorian said, “is slowly turning back into stone. You might say this is the natural state of things, for us all to die. But this is not a natural death. When I turn to stone, I do not sleep. I will be awake but forever trapped in this stone shell.”

      “Oh, Dorian⁠—”

      He held up a clawed hand. “I did not wish to speak of it. It makes it more the truth. Now that the book has been stolen—” He broke off and shook his head.

      “Why is this happening now? What changed?”

      “I do not know. If I had known this would happen, I would have sought you out before now. Now that I am here, you can help me by deciphering the remaining pages of the book. Perhaps there are answers in the pages you found interesting enough to photograph.”

      “Maybe, but I need to understand more⁠—”

      “Yet I know very little.” His words were clipped. “This is why I have come to you.”

      I felt the weight of his words sink in. He was putting so much faith in me, and I didn’t know if I would be able to help. But I had to try.

      “You know more than you think you do,” I said. “Tell me about the transformation. The day Jean Eugène Robert-Houdin brought you to life.”

      “I do not remember the moment,” he said, his voice softening. “It is a blur, as they say. I will tell you the story told to me by my father. He had been given a great gift from his friend, the architect Eugène Viollet-le-Duc, who was restoring the cathedral of Notre Dame de Paris. Father’s friend had fanciful plans for the cathedral, including a balcony of stone chimeras. Unlike the water spout gargoyles along the sides of the cathedral, his stone carvings had personality. I was one of his prototypes. I was not large enough, though. Because my father collected many items for his stage performances, Viollet-le-Duc thought he would appreciate this carving—and he was correct.”

      “That’s amazing,” I said, thinking of the gallery of gargoyles at Notre Dame I had climbed many times. When I had first seen Dorian, he reminded me of one of the gargoyles there. Now I knew why.

      “My father created mechanized automatons. He was planning on building an automaton based on my stone carving. He had already retired to Saint-Gervais and was working on his memoirs, but his mind was restless. He wished to continue innovating for the stage. The idea for his new illusion was to read from an ancient alchemy book, at which point the automaton would begin to move— the illusion of coming to life.” Dorian closed his eyes and paused.

      “I know it must be difficult to talk about this, but it will help me understand what happened to you.”

      Dorian nodded. “As my father built his clockwork automaton, he placed the stone prototype—me—on stage, to practice. He was not very good at reading Latin. He practiced again and again so the words would sound dramatic for his audience. One day, he pronounced the words properly. This is the day I came to life.”

      “If I’d known what was happening to you, I could have read the Latin out loud to rejuvenate you.”

      Dorian shook his head. “I have already tried this. Tristement, it is not that simple. That is why I need you.”

      “Where did your father get the book?”

      “This,” Dorian said sadly, “I do not know.”

      “You must know something.”

      “What I know is that my father found stage magic accidentally. He had ordered two books on his vocation, clockmaking. In their place, he received books on magic. It is for this reason that he always collected an assortment of books. The more happenstance, the better. Friends and well-wishers knew this of him. Many people gave him strange books. There is no way to trace the origins of Non Degenera Alchemia.”

      “He didn’t remember who gave it to him?”

      “If he did, he did not tell me. I did not give the book much thought for many years. Only when my body began to change did I realize my life continued to be tied to the book. I can read and write in many languages, but have never studied alchemy. This secret language of alchemists is a mystery to me. You, Zoe Faust, are the one person I knew of who could help me.”

      In spite of my desire to know more, that was all he could tell me. I was also about to fall over. I needed sleep. I wasn’t built to be awake in the middle of the night. I’m so attuned to the sun that simply staying awake at night is challenging.

      Dorian cleaned up the broken pot of chervil and told me to get some sleep, saying I looked like I needed it. He assured me he would pay more attention to Portland’s sunrise, then disappeared into the darkness. The sadness on his face before he headed out into the night lingered in my mind. Was he really dying? Could I help? Even if we had the book back, I didn’t know what I could do as an out-of-practice alchemist who didn’t speak whatever coded language the book was written in. But he had been right the night before. He and I were two outcasts who didn’t understand what had happened to us. I didn’t want to let him down—or to lose him.
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      As always, I awoke with the sun. In spite of my fatigue, I had tossed and turned for several hours. Yawning, I pulled open the trailer curtains, thin muslin from Egypt that assured privacy on the inside but let in natural light from the outside.

      With my blender stuck in the roped-off house, I couldn’t start the day with a smoothie of fruits and vegetables. As the sun rose, I ate dried heirloom apples and wild blueberries with a handful of walnuts, and drank a large glass of water with lemon essence. The familiar flavors and hydrating water helped calm my nerves after Dorian’s upsetting revelation.

      I tucked my legs under me and sat in the window in the direction of the sunrise, thinking over the strange events of the last two days. If it hadn’t been for the scratches running across the panels near my bed and the broken pot in my herb garden, I might have been able to believe Dorian’s presence the previous night had been a dream.

      Was Charles Macraith’s death a result of his own life catching up with him at my front door? He was, after all, known for being “discreet,” a word with an added meaning that hadn’t occurred to me when the real estate agent gave me his card. Or was his death a consequence of someone in search of Dorian’s book, an unintended casualty because he was in the wrong place at the wrong time? Whatever was going on, Dorian and I were right in the middle of it.

      I scrolled through the photographs of Dorian’s book I had on my phone. I stopped on an image of the earth being engulfed in flames. That pretty much summed up how I was feeling about my life.

      After my night, I needed a calming cup of tea to think straight and decide what to do about Dorian’s dilemma. Since I couldn’t make tea without my kettle, I went in search of the teashop Brixton had mentioned. Brixton hadn’t referred to it by name, but if it was the same teashop I’d visited, it would be easy to find. I remembered it had a large weeping fig tree growing in the midst of the tables.

      After a quick shower using my trailer’s nearly depleted water supplies, I slipped on custom-made gray wool slacks and cream cashmere sweater, and grabbed my silver raincoat. I’ve never gotten the hang of wearing off-the-rack clothes. How do people wear clothes that aren’t made specifically to fit their unique shape? Tailored clothes weren’t always considered the luxury item they are today. It was simply how things were done. Once mass-produced clothes were a reality, that’s what felt like a luxury to people. There’s certainly the instant gratification from seeing something you like and taking it home with you, but it doesn’t compare.

      I found Blue Sky Teas on Hawthorne Boulevard, several blocks from my house. From the sidewalk, I could see it was the same teashop I remembered. Beyond the tall glass windows, the familiar weeping fig tree filled the welcoming space without dominating it. The plaque above the teashop’s bright orange door read: “‘There is no trouble so great or grave that cannot be diminished by a nice cup of tea.’ —Bernard-Paul Heroux.”

      It was a few minutes before 7:30 and a woman with wild gray hair was turning a hand-painted wooden sign from “closed” to “open.”  She caught my eye and smiled.

      The storefront was narrow, but as I stepped inside, I felt as if I’d set foot in an expansive forest. The ceiling was taller than the width of the shop. Mosaic tiles covered the floor except for a spot in the center of the shop where a live weeping fig tree with gnarled roots grew out of a three-foot circle. The branches stretched up to the curved ceiling, which was painted the color of a deep blue sky with wispy white clouds. As long as I didn’t stare directly at it, it felt like real sky hanging above me—minus the fickle Pacific Northwest weather. Eight tables lined the walls, their tops made of solid redwood with the tree rings showing. The walls were unadorned, as I remembered, except now one corner held a framed photo of a young red-haired woman. The picture was surrounded by cards and dried flowers, including fragrant lavender.

      Walking through to the counter, located at the back, a cacophony of scents washed over me, but in a pleasing rather than overwhelming way. I could pick out many of the scents—mint, jasmine, honeysuckle, cinnamon—while many of the herbs blended together. Breathing in the fragrance of the teashop had an immediate effect on calming my nerves. I wasn’t exactly relaxed, but poking through my apprehension was the same feeling of hope I’d had when I first visited Portland. I wanted desperately to grab hold of the feeling and not let it go.

      “I’m glad I opened early today,” the gray-haired woman said. “Zoe, right? Brixton mentioned you.”

      “You must be Blue,” I said. “He mentioned you too.” I hadn’t recognized her until the scent of jasmine triggered my memory. It was the same woman who’d been here the previous year when I bought the best cup of lemon ginger tea I’d ever tasted. If I recalled, her secret ingredients were fresh turmeric and a hint of cayenne.

      Though not classically beautiful, here in her element she was radiant. She wore no makeup, but her round cheeks had a natural glow. Curly hair more gray than brown swept halfway down her back, falling on the simple white blouse she wore over faded jeans. She stood behind the counter, a steaming cup of jasmine green tea in her hands.

      “Blue Sky,” she said, setting down her cup of tea and offering me her hand. “And yes, that’s really my name.”

      “I wasn’t going to ask. It suits you.”

      “Thanks for not pressing charges against Brixton. His mom lets him run wild, but he’s a good kid. Anything you’d like, it’s on the house.”

      “That’s not necessary. He didn’t do any harm. I was going to have him help weed my yard, but then…”

      “Charles,” Blue finished for me. “Such a shame.”

      “You knew him?”

      “Not well. But this neighborhood is like a small town in many ways. Charles came into the shop, especially while he was off work recovering from a construction accident. He was a man of few words. I always got the feeling he was more comfortable whittling on wood than talking to people. You know—” she paused and frowned. “I don’t even know where he’s from. Portland is a place that gives fresh starts for a lot of people. It’s what the city did for me. I didn’t try to get to know him better. I wish now that I had…” I never knew what to say surrounding death. You’d think it would get easier, but it never does. Maybe that’s a good thing. I remained silent, letting Blue have the time she needed. No platitude would help.

      “I’m sorry that was your introduction to your new home,” Blue continued, then snapped her fingers. “You look like a fan of cinnamon. I bet you’ll like my homemade spicy chai.”

      “I don’t do dairy,” I said. “I follow a plant-based diet.”

      “Even better. There’s no milk in my chai. People often complain about that—until they taste it.”

      With a wink, she turned away from me to brew my chai. It gave me more time to look around the teashop. I placed my hand on the rough bark of the tree. It was old. The building must have been built around it. There was so much to love here, but now I knew there was also something to fear.

      “See if you like this,” Blue said, startling me from my thoughts.

      The intermingling scents of cinnamon, ginger, cloves, fennel, and cardamom wafted up from the clay mug. Unlike many teashops and coffeehouses across the country, the liquid in this mug wasn’t close to boiling. It was hot enough to be steaming, but cool enough to drink. Just as tea was meant to be served.

      “Real Ceylon cinnamon,” I said.

      “I can tell you’re going to keep me on my toes.”

      I felt an immediate sense of warmth spread through my body. “This is exactly what I needed after yesterday.”

      Blue smiled, the wrinkles around her friendly eyes crinkling. “You shouldn’t let Brixton off the hook.”

      I breathed in the aromatic scent of the tea, hoping it would help me decide what to do about a lot of things. “I don’t know.”

      “Cleaning up your yard after he broke your window is exactly what he needs.” She saw the hesitation on my face. “You don’t need to protect him from anything. It’s unfortunate Charles’s life caught up with him outside your house, but life is about moving forward. And that boy needs structure. He’s been in trouble before.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      Blue waved off the question. “Nothing serious. Just kid stuff. But I worry.”

      “You sound like you know him well.”

      “His mom, Heather, had him when she was sixteen. I moved here when Heather was twenty and Brixton was four. What a precocious boy he was—still is.”

      “I noticed.”

      Blue smiled wryly. “For the last ten years, she’s often left him at the teashop, letting me babysit. Until he was old enough to be on his own after school, he’d often sit at that table by the window and do his homework.” She pointed at one of the smaller tree-ringed tabletops. “The regulars loved to help him with his homework.”

      “You said that in the past tense.”

      “He’s in high school now. Old enough that he can do what he wants. Which doesn’t seem to involve doing homework.”

      A bell chimed and an exceptionally tall young man walked in. He wasn’t especially young, though he looked it to me. He must have been in his late twenties, around the same age people thought I was, which I’d never stop thinking of as young.

      “Morning, Blue,” he said, giving her a sad smile. “The usual.”

      “Coming right up.”

      I brought my chai to a table near the tree while Blue helped the customer, who got a tea to go in a personal travel mug. Now that my attention wasn’t focused on Blue, I noticed the vast array of teas in metal jars lining several narrow shelves behind the counter.

      The man smiled at me as he left with his tea. Blue came out from behind the counter and joined me at my table.

      “I’m an early bird,” Blue said, “so I like to get started early, even though I don’t usually get many customers this early. Tea isn’t the usual choice of commuters looking for a quick caffeine fix on their way to work. A lot of my teas are actually decoctions that take a while to brew.”

      “How long have you run this place?” I asked.

      “It’s why I stayed in Portland. This tree was here on the corner and was about to be cut down to build more storefronts. I was able to save it.”

      “I love it,” I said. I wasn’t just being polite. The old tree brought so much life to the shop.

      “I can tell you’re going to like it here. Brixton told me you moved into that haunt—I mean the house that’s been sitting empty for years.”

      “You don’t have to censor yourself.  I’ve already heard it’s known as the local haunted house.”

      “We’re a tight-knit community. It’s all well-meaning. So don’t you worry about what they’re saying about you.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Looks like the rush is starting,” Blue said, standing up and turning her attention to four people who were walking up to the counter. “Stay and enjoy the chai.”
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      I was in no hurry to get back to my trailer overlooking the crime scene. I didn’t yet know how I could help Dorian, no matter how much I wanted to. I didn’t have any faith I could decipher his book, especially when I was left with only the few pages I’d photographed. Furthermore, was it possible a murderer had followed him from Paris? Someone who wanted this book badly enough that they wanted to make doubly sure the person standing in their way was dead? A tingling fear crept over me as I thought about what that might mean.

      I breathed in the aroma of the chai to calm my nerves. As I did so, another chilling idea occurred to me: Could the murder have something to do with me? Dorian wasn’t the only one who had things of value in his possession.

      Neither scenario made sense. Both Dorian and I lived off the grid, and we hadn’t been in Portland long enough for anyone to know what we were. The murder had to be about Charles Macraith himself. It had to be. Didn’t it?

      With shaking hands, I looked at the photos of Dorian’s book that were saved on my phone. On the screen, the images were too small to see the details, but zooming obscured the bigger picture. I preferred tangible photographs to computer screens. The only two modern inventions I adopted early were automobiles and blenders, both of which were perfected in the 1940s, as far as I was concerned. My vintage blender now sat behind the crime scene tape. Crime scene tape! I’d been so careful over the years. In two days I’d drawn more attention to myself than I had in the last two decades.

      Having a nervous breakdown wasn’t going to help anyone. I had to relax if I was going to make sense of any of this. Placing the phone facedown on the table, I took a beaten-up paperback from my coat pocket. One of the things I had learned the hard way was that when faced with a stressful task, it’s important to take a few deep breaths before beginning. Books served as a psychological deep breath. Before I tackled the task of deciphering the pages of Dorian’s book, I could give myself these few minutes to enjoy a cup of tea and a few of my favorite passages.

      Living out of my trailer, I didn’t have space for many books, so I owned only a few dozen favorite paperbacks. If I wanted to keep a new book, something old had to go. It was a small cost for living on the road, but a difficult one.

      One of the very few purely positive things about living so long was getting to read so many books. While styles of prose changed over time and varied across different cultures, storytelling remained fundamentally the same. People have changed how they express themselves, but the human condition doesn’t change, and neither does how we relate to it. Instead of making new stories unnecessary, each successful storyteller puts their own twist on a familiar tale and finds a way to connect with the readers of their time. Especially successful writers reach across time, ending up as classics.

      It was fascinating to see how history created false images of famous authors after their deaths. Even the author whose book I now held in my hand, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, was far different than popular culture would have people believe. Casual fans of Sherlock Holmes assume his creator was a scientific-minded man like his famous detective. People who study his life in more depth believe he gave up rationalism for spiritualism. Neither was the whole story. He was grieving for deceased loved ones—his wife and son, among others. It was a feeling I knew all too well. One part of his life was blown out of proportion as he sought to reconnect with those he missed dearly.

      Regardless of how history documented the man, there’s no arguing that his stories stood the test of time. I opened my battered copy of The Hound of the Baskervilles.

      The teashop didn’t sell coffee, but that didn’t prevent it from doing a bustling business. From the moment Blue went back to the counter, people funneled into the teashop, keeping her busy. Though an assortment of pastries was available, most customers only ordered tea.

      “Did you hear about the murder?” a woman whispered loudly to her friend as they stood in line.

      My shoulders tensed and I felt an instinctive desire to flee. I shoved the book back into my pocket and stood up to leave.

      “Oh, don’t go.” The voice came from the table next to mine. The older woman sat alone. She sat with her back to the wall, giving her a full view of her surroundings. “You’re the one who bought the house on the hill, aren’t you?”

      So much for settling in quietly.

      “I need to get going,” I said, forcing a smile.

      “Nonsense. What an awful introduction to our neighborhood you’ve had. Let me buy you another cup of tea.”

      “Thank you, but⁠—”

      “I won’t take no for an answer.”

      She stood and swooped in on the counter. That was really the only way to describe it. She wore a blood-red shawl and timed her approach to the counter perfectly to correspond to a lull in customers. I had a moment to study her unobserved as she ordered two teas. She knew who I was, knew about Charles and his murder the previous day, and nodded at several of the people in the teashop. I guessed she spent a fair amount of her time here. Though it was difficult to discern because of her perfect makeup and rich brown hair that was pulled back into a bun, I guessed she was old enough to be retired, giving her plenty of time to spend at the teashop. She couldn’t have been much taller than five feet, and I doubted she weighed a hundred pounds.

      She returned a minute later with a pot of tea and two small mugs. The aroma told me it was a simple black tea, but smelled high quality and delicious.

      “Olivia Strum,” she said.

      “Zoe Faust. And thank you for the tea.” I wondered how quickly I could drink it and extricate myself. I should have known people would know who I was. With the murder fresh in everyone’s minds, this wasn’t how I wanted to meet people. Especially before the police had solved the crime.

      Olivia leaned in. “You mustn’t order the food here. Blue knows how to make the most superb tea that tastes sublime and makes you feel alive, but she couldn’t cook a decent pastry if her life depended on it. She insists on making everything herself, so she can make them healthy.” She shuddered. “Can you believe that her desserts are mostly vegan? Life is too short to eat inedible food because it’s healthy. My nephew Sam is the one who convinced me to try the teas here. One of the few sensible suggestions he has ever made. I should also warn you Blue only accepts cash. She doesn’t trust credit cards. Ah, Ivan! Come sit with us.”

      An unshaven middle-aged man with a newspaper tucked under his arm approached our table. I wondered how long Olivia would have gone on talking if it hadn’t been for the interruption.

      “This is Zoe, the woman who bought the house on the hill,” Olivia said to him. “Zoe Faust, this is Ivan Danko.”

      He nodded politely but without smiling, then headed for the counter, pausing first at the sole photograph on the wall. Other people had done so as well, but Ivan’s gaze lingered.

      “Don’t mind him,” Olivia said. “He hates retirement. He’s still getting used to it.”

      “What’s the interest in the photograph of the young woman on the wall?” I asked. “Is she Blue’s daughter?”

      “Anna passed away several months ago,” Olivia said. “She wasn’t Blue’s daughter, but she was a regular here.”

      “She’s so young.” No wonder the photograph interested customers who must have known her. I could see, now, that it was a shrine that had been set up for the poor girl. Though the death of Charles Macraith was tragic, the death of someone so young was especially devastating.

      In the midst of unfamiliar faces, a familiar one came through the door. Max Liu breezed by us and headed straight for the counter. For a detective, he wasn’t very observant that morning. Though he passed by quickly, I noticed the dark circles under his eyes. Only when he turned around with a cup of tea to go did he notice me.

      His body gave a jerk as he stopped abruptly.

      “Will you excuse us a moment?” he said to Olivia.

      Being pulled aside by the police in gossip-central? Not good.

      I stood and followed him outside, feeling Olivia watching me.

      Max’s hand brushed against my elbow as he opened the door for me. I felt a little jolt of electricity. It was a feeling I hadn’t felt in years. Get a grip, Zoe. This guy is investigating a murder—a murder he thinks I might be involved in. What was the matter with me?

      “Were you looking for me?” I asked. We stood just outside the teashop, under the blue awning that matched the painted blue sky inside.

      “Stopping in on my way back to the station, but I’m glad I found you.”

      “You are?”

      “How did you know?” he asked. Up close, I saw further evidence of sleep deprivation beyond the dark circles under his eyes. He hadn’t shaved, his eyes were bloodshot, and his collar wasn’t folded properly, as if he’d dressed in a hurry, or perhaps slept in his clothes.

      “Know what?”

      “About the poison.”

      “So Charles Macraith was poisoned in addition to being stabbed?”

      He held my gaze, ignoring his tea. I could smell the faint scent of jasmine from the hole in the lid of his traveling mug.

      “Do you believe what I told you or not?” I asked.

      “I want to know why you thought it was poison.”

      “I already told you,” I said. “I smelled it.”

      “But how did you know what you smelled was poison if you couldn’t identify it?”

      I took a moment before responding. How could I answer that question? The real answer was complicated—more complicated than could be explained to a detective on a Portland street corner. More complicated than could be explained in any way Max would understand, for that matter.

      Ever since I was a small child, I’ve had more of an affinity to plants than most people. People with my gift were called “simplers.” I’ve always been sensitive to the elements that make up plants. Their smell, texture, taste, healing properties—and their poisonous properties, too. It never seemed magical to me as a child. I still don’t think of it as magic. Natural magic, perhaps, but not a sorcery type of magic. I wasn’t born with unexplained knowledge. I merely let myself be open to my natural sensitivities, then studied to learn what the sensations I was experiencing meant.

      When I was forced to flee my home with my little brother because my talents were equated with witchcraft, it was the alchemists who took me in. They were the ones who shaped my knowledge of plants, turning my natural aptitude into a skill to practice alchemy. I hadn’t even heard of alchemy before an alchemist found me—or, I should say, before the alchemist found my brother Thomas. We were selling the healing tinctures I made, and the strange man assumed it was Thomas who had the aptitude for transforming plants. Thomas was more amused than I was.

      “The foul smell,” I said, choosing my words carefully. I was tempted to say more, but I knew it wasn’t a good idea. Saying less was almost always better. I’d learned that the hard way.

      “Why did your mind jump to poison, though? Did you recognize it as something specific?”

      “No, not really.”

      “Then why didn’t you think it was garbage nearby? Why did your mind jump to poison if it wasn’t something you could identify.”

      It was a good question. But it wasn’t odd that I hadn’t identified the exact poison. There are many different ways plant essences can be manipulated, causing toxicity in different ways.

      I glanced into the teashop. Olivia wasn’t attempting to hide her interest in watching us. When she saw me look at her, she gave a little wave. The sleeve of her blouse fell to her elbow, revealing scars on her forearm. Ivan’s face was hidden behind a newspaper.

      “As I told you before,” I said, “I work with plants. Scents fall into different general categories. I didn’t know with absolute certainty it was a poisoning, but I thought I smelled a foul herbal odor. The type of thing that’s suggestive of poison. Since there was a man lying at an unnatural angle who wasn’t breathing, I jumped to that conclusion. Since you’re asking me about it, I’m guessing I was right that he was poisoned in addition to being stabbed.”

      “I can’t comment on an ongoing investigation.”

      “Then what exactly are you asking me?”

      “If you happened to have ideas about the type of poison we might be dealing with…”

      “Is the lab having trouble identifying the specific poison?” Though modern toxicology had come a long way, I knew it was far easier to detect damage to internal organs than it was to determine the cause.

      He took a sip of his tea but didn’t speak. Instead his face contorted into a pained expression.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “It’s nothing.” He rubbed his lower back with his free hand, again wincing in pain. “I got hurt chasing a suspect last month. It’s the stupidest thing, really. I fell through a trap door. They say you never see it coming, but that I truly couldn’t have seen coming.”

      Max’s cell phone beeped. He read something on the screen and put it back in his pocket. “We’re done with your house. You’re free to go back inside.”

      “Before you go, there’s something I forgot.” I held up my cell phone showing a picture of the cover of Dorian’s book. “I have a photograph of one of the books missing from my house.”

      Was it just my imagination, or did Max Liu’s breath catch when I showed him the photograph of Not Untrue Alchemy?
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      Even if my imagination was overactive, there was something going on with Dorian’s book. I found the local library, but I needn’t have bothered with the library card. None of the alchemy books at the library could tell me more than my own collection. These were books about alchemy, not original alchemy manuscripts. The earliest published alchemy book at the library was far too modern, from 1888. I gave up and went to the market.

      When I returned home with a bag of groceries and printed photos from Not Untrue Alchemy, a gargoyle poked his head around the kitchen door.

      “Those men,” Dorian said, “I thought they would never leave.”

      “You hid, right?”

      “Mon dieu. You would do me the courtesy of giving me some credit. I have been surrounded by humans for over a century. I know how to hide.”

      “I’m sorry. Of course you know how to take care of yourself.” I set the groceries down and turned back to Dorian. “Something strange is going on here. My contractor was both poisoned and stabbed. And now the detective seemed to recognize your book. It’s so obscure there’s nothing about it on the internet. How could he recognize it?”

      “The book was never in danger until I came here! France is a much more civilized country.”

      “It has its charms,” I agreed. “But Portland does too. As soon as I came here, I—” I stopped myself, unsure of what I wanted to say next. It would have been so easy to open up to Dorian, with his concerned eyes looking up at me. I knew he wouldn’t run screaming from whatever I told him, because he was a fellow freak of nature. But I wasn’t ready to tell anyone about my hopes for this place. Hope was a dangerous thing. If I shared it with anyone, I feared I might make it too real to take back.

      Dorian didn’t seem to notice that I’d stopped speaking mid-sentence. He stood on his toes on the stepping stool and tipped the bag of vegetables onto the counter. He looked up at me, holding an acorn squash in his hand. “You said you have spoken to les flics. What have you learned about the retrieval of my book?”

      “They’re looking into it.”

      “And before they get it back, you will translate the pages you photographed?”

      “I’m working on it.” I removed the short stack of 8x10 photos from my bag and set them on the counter next to the food.

      Abandoning the squash, Dorian rooted through the photographs.

      “I don’t want you to get your hopes up,” I said.

      “American idioms are odd,” Dorian mumbled as he looked through the photos. He stopped and looked up at me. “I have faith in you, Zoe Faust.”

      I smiled. Nobody had said that to me in a long time.

      “I have faith you are a good alchemist,” he continued. “As for a cook… What are you making for lunch?”

      “I thought I’d make roasted winter vegetables with steamed greens and pecans. I have enough ingredients for both of us.”

      Dorian returned his attention to the bag of food, nodding to himself. “I will cook, giving you time to begin translating. This will work for now, but I will give you a shopping list of a few more ingredients for dinner—all plant-based. I respect your wishes. I am a good houseguest.”

      I crossed my arms. This was getting ridiculous. “I’ve got plenty of herbs and spices in the trailer⁠—”

      “Yes, yes,” he said, scribbling on a notepad I’d left on the counter. He tore off the paper and handed it to me.

      “You certainly are a little gourmet,” I said.

      “You will buy these, yes?”

      “I wish your tastes were a little less expensive.”

      He stared at me with a confused expression. “You are an alchemist,” he said. “Can you not simply make more gold?”

      “The thing is…” I looked away for a moment, embarrassed. “I never really got the hang of that part of alchemy.” I watched as his eyes widened in horror.

      “But then we could buy good wine and truffles!”
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      While Dorian cooked, I took a quick look at my email. Someone had ordered one of the rare antiques I listed for sale on Elixir’s website. I knew the embossed brass medicinal container had to be somewhere in the crates. Until my assistant and I had packed up my inventory, the antiques had sat on shelves in a small Paris storage unit, which my assistant Agnès had visited once a week to mail items that had been purchased. One of the reasons I liked this house was that it had a large attic that would be perfect for storing my small inventory—at least it would be once I got the roof fixed. In the meantime, I would have to keep the items in crates stacked at the side of the living room. I sighed as I thought about the volume of wares I would have to root through.

      I briefly contemplated ignoring the order in favor of the more pressing matter of deciphering the pages of Dorian’s book, but knew I should first attend to practical tasks. Every alchemist knows that a distracted mind leads to disaster. In the back of my mind I knew that if my business failed, I’d have zero income. It wouldn’t matter that I saved Dorian’s life if we starved to death or were crushed beneath a crumbling house.

      While I searched for the brass container, an antique from China, I kept my phone to my ear, calling locksmiths. I was hoping to find someone who could come that day. The first two I called were disorganized, realizing they couldn’t make it only after I’d taken time to give them details about what I needed and told them my address. That was odd. On my third try, I found one who said he could be there later that day to change the locks and secure the broken ones.

      “What are you doing?” Dorian’s voice startled me. “Why are you not looking at the pages from my book?” He stood behind me, clutching a baking dish.

      “One of us has to make a living and keep a roof above us.”

      “If you learned how to transmute gold like a proper alchemist…” Dorian mumbled under his breath as he scampered to the dining table.

      The sweet scent of sugar hit my nostrils as I sat down at the table. “Where did you find the sugar?” I asked. “It can’t be maple I smell.”

      He smiled with satisfaction. “The acorn squash is baked in caramelized onions, with a pecan puree stuffing, and lightly braised kale with garlic.”

      I don’t know how he did it with the simple ingredients I had on hand. After another of the best meals I’d eaten in years, Dorian was clearing the dishes when there was a knock at the door.

      “I wish,” he said, “you were not so popular.”

      “The locksmith must be early.”

      Dorian left the remains of the stuffed acorn squash on the table and went to the fireplace, where he stood still and turned to stone. It was a disconcerting sight.

      I showed the locksmith the doors where I wanted new locks along with added deadbolts. He eyed the baked squash dish with hungry eyes as we walked by the table on the way to the back door. It was easy to see what his eyes were doing—the thick black eyeliner circling his pale eyes made every expression dramatic. I’d hired a Goth locksmith. He also had a handlebar mustache with perfectly curled edges. The mustache didn’t seem very Goth to me, but hey, this was Portland. Maybe he was a Goth-hipster, a new trend I hadn’t yet heard about. Or was the proper term hipster-Goth?

      Just as I was coming to understand one new trend, a new one would inevitably emerge. I had long since abandoned trying to keep up. I liked to think I wore classic clothes that never went out of style—tailored dress pants in neutral colors with simple cotton blouses in warm weather, and knitted sweaters with my beloved silver raincoat in cold climates—but I noticed that sometimes I was considered more trendy than at other times. It was language that I was better at keeping up with. Because I was forced to move around so much, I had become accustomed to picking up local languages, including a language’s changing vernacular and speech patterns.

      “There’s plenty of food,” I said. “Shall I get you a plate?”

      An hour later, I felt a lot safer and I had a Goth-hipster friend for life. The locksmith was just starting out, he told me, so he lived on canned food and the occasional food truck meal. He said he hadn’t eaten a meal that tasty and satisfying in ages, and was shocked to learn the meaty-textured nut stuffing didn’t contain meat. I sent him home with leftovers.

      As soon as he left, another visitor arrived at the door, leaving me no time to work on the pages of Dorian’s book. I sighed and opened the door for Brixton.

      “Where should I start?” he asked.

      “I let you off the hook, remember?”

      “I feel bad about breaking in. Veronica and Ethan wanted to hang out, but my mom said I should do like I promised.”

      There was no defiance in his expression. Where had this polite version of Brixton come from? I hesitated for a moment while I contemplated what to do about him.

      “Thanks,” I said. “You can get started weeding the backyard. Everything along the edges of the fence. I’ll grab gloves from the trailer and show you what to do.”

      “The whole fence?”

      “I thought you wanted to help.”

      “Yeah, I do. It’s just… Nothing. It’s cool. I just thought maybe you’d want to tell me more about alchemy, so I don’t, like, go asking other people about it. You wouldn’t want that, right?”

      I doubt I had been that intelligent—or manipulative—at fourteen.

      “All right,” I said. “Here’s your first lesson. The heart of alchemy is transformation. Something new is created based on how you transform existing elements. A perfect example is this garden. Right now it’s full of weeds, but through your efforts you’re going to transform it into something new.”

      “I’ve got a better example. Turning lead into gold. You said you don’t, but that’s what you guys do, right?”

      “Some alchemists have tried to turn lead into gold, but I’m a plant alchemist.”

      “How did you buy this house, then?”

      “I have a job, like everyone else.”

      “Why aren’t you at work?”

      “What kind of question is that? I run an online business.”

      “Can I see the website?”

      “Maybe after you practice some alchemy in the yard.” I dreaded what a fourteen-year-old would think of my outdated website.

      He mumbled something under his breath, but donned the gloves I handed him and watched as I showed him how to pull weeds from the root. He had a lot to do, which would give me time to research the pages of Dorian’s book.

      I spread the photographs on the dining table, again struck by the fact that the images and text weren’t like anything in my own alchemy books. I wished I hadn’t lost touch with the alchemists I’d known. Without personal contacts, it would be close to impossible to find a real alchemist. Though there were many people who considered themselves alchemists, most were either scholars or spiritual alchemists. Neither category would understand what had happened to Dorian. And I didn’t know how much time I had.

      Before I could decide if I should join an internet discussion group of alchemists, a frantic pounding sounded at the front door.

      “Zoe!” Brixton yelled. “Let me in!” My newly secured doorknob shook but didn’t open.

      I jumped up and opened the door for him.

      “I didn’t mean to pry,” he said, rushing past me into the house. “Really, I didn’t. I was just looking for a snack.”

      “What’s going on, Brixton?” I felt his fear. He wasn’t joking around.

      “Poison! I found poison in your trailer.” He thrust the bottle into my hand.

      I gasped, then I saw what he’d handed me. “This,” I said, laughing as I let go of my tension, “isn’t poison. It’s asafoetida. A spice.”

      “No way. It smells like⁠—”

      “I know. One of its nicknames is ‘Devil’s Dung.’”

      “It’s food?”

      “Sure is,” I said, getting my laughter under control.

      “Why would anyone eat this?”

      “As soon as it’s heated in a dish, it transforms itself and brings out the flavors of other spices. It also helps digestion.”

      Brixton swore. “I, uh, kind of messed up your trailer. Some bottles fell and broke when I ran out of there. Sorry.”
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        * * *

      

      While Brixton cleaned up the mess he’d made in the trailer and got back to weeding, I walked to the market to buy the items on Dorian’s list. I chuckled when I got to the bottom. He’d added bacon to the list, as if I wouldn’t notice. I didn’t object to other people—or gargoyles, for that matter—eating whatever they wanted to. But I was a single vegan woman living alone. I had enough secrets to cover up. I wasn’t going to buy suspicious products for my secret guest.

      When I got back, a few weeds were gone, but there was no sign of Brixton in the yard or the trailer. I found him in the kitchen. Dorian was showing him how to safely light an old gas stove with a match, and Brixton was rolling his eyes as if the gargoyle was treating him like a child.

      “Did you find everything on my list?” Dorian asked in an innocent voice.

      “Nice try.”

      The two of them seemed content, chopping food for dinner, so I left the kitchen, taking the photographs from Not Untrue Alchemy to the dining table. The disturbing bird images again made me want to look away, but I forced myself to examine the woodcuts. The twisted, broken necks stirred a feeling of apprehension deep within me. Along with my revulsion was a flicker of recognition, but the flame quickly faded and I was left with nothing.

      Coded symbols such as these allowed for secret alchemical teachings to be passed down from one generation to the next. The pelican, for example, symbolizes self-sacrifice, which is a code for distillation. But the birds in this book weren’t familiar to me. Instead of elegant pelicans, crows, peacocks, and phoenixes, these birds had twisted shapes and looked more like dodos and pterodactyls.

      In the past, coded messages were often publicly displayed, carved onto buildings during alchemy’s heyday in the Middle Ages. The markings could describe alchemical operations, such as a dove representing the purifying transformation turning from the Black Phase to the White Phase and the phoenix representing the final alchemical operation resulting in the philosopher’s stone.

      But here in Not Untrue Alchemy, I couldn’t easily identify the significance of any of the illustrations. I made out an ouroboros—a dragon eating its own tail—on one page, but the dragon’s body wasn’t curled in a circle to symbolize eternal re-creation as one would expect. Instead, the creature was contorted and looked as if it was writhing in pain.

      Distressed shouts interrupted my thoughts.

      I ran into the kitchen. Brixton clutched his hand and Dorian held a cell phone.

      “He was recording me!” Dorian screamed.

      I took a deep breath. And another. I now understood Brixton’s apparent change of heart.

      Dorian held the phone in his clawed hand. The image displayed on the screen showed a gargoyle cooking in my kitchen.
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      “Make the video play, Zoe.” Dorian was close to shouting as he held the phone in an unsteady hand. “The touch screen of the phone does not respond to my fingers.”

      “It would help if you handed me the phone.”

      “Non.” The grip of his clawed hand tightened around the phone.

      “You can make it play with the phone safely in my hand.”

      I glanced at Brixton, sulking in the corner of the kitchen with his arms folded, then tapped the screen of his phone in Dorian’s hand. The video on the cell phone screen clearly showed the gargoyle chopping vegetables as he explained to Brixton how to use aciduated water to stop chopped vegetables from turning brown.

      “Brixton,” I snapped. “What did you do?”

      “He scratched my hand!”

      “You would not give me your phone!” Dorian said. “What could I do?”

      “I’ll tend to your hand, Brixton,” I said, grabbing the salve I’d applied just two days before on the cut he received while breaking into the house. “But what did you do?”

      “Nobody believed me! What was I supposed to do?”

      “You don’t realize what you’ve done.” I was past anger. I was disappointed. And scared.

      Brixton heard the change in my voice. “It’s not even posted yet,” he said quietly, looking down at the 1950s linoleum floor.

      “You’re telling the truth?”

      He nodded, still not looking up at me.

      My shoulders relaxed and Dorian recited a prayer of thanks in French. I had forgotten I was holding the aloe salve to treat Brixton’s scratch.

      Brixton watched me as I treated the wound made by Dorian’s claw. “Why doesn’t it sting?”

      “Not everything good for you hurts.”

      “Thanks,” he mumbled so quietly it was barely audible.

      “You don’t even need a bandage this time,” I added.

      “He would have killed me if you hadn’t come in.”

      “He knows not what he says,” Dorian said, flapping his wings in what could only be described as a huff. “I would never hurt a child.”

      “Only an adult who was here to fix the house,” Brixton said, his voice defiant.

      Dorian gasped. “You cannot think—” His head whipped between the two of us. “Zoe, you do not think I was responsible for that poor man’s murder, do you? You cannot think I would do such a thing.”

      Before I could decide what to do about either of them, a burst of knocking sounded at the front door. Wonderful.

      “Stay here,” I said. “Both of you.”

      Looking out the peephole in the front door, I saw a young woman with long blond hair, several strands in messy braids woven with flowers at the ends. She held a plate of cookies in her hands. Friendly new neighbor?

      “I bet it’s my mom,” Brixton said from behind me. “She said she wanted to thank you for not pressing charges against me. I never know if she’s going to follow through on anything, so I didn’t know if she’d really show up.”

      She knocked again. Brixton stepped past me and looked through the peephole.

      “Yeah,” he said. “That’s her.”

      A quick survey of the room assured me Dorian was gone, so I opened the door. Brixton’s mom’s smile was powerful enough that under normal circumstances it would have brightened up a room, but at that moment it was only strong enough to make the tension bearable.

      “Zoe!” Instead of handing me the platter of cookies in her hand, she set it on the floor and enveloped me in a warm hug. “Thank you for looking out for my pumpkin.”

      “Mom,” Brixton said.

      Brixton’s mom let go of me and gave her son an even bigger hug. Even on the chilly overcast day, she was barefoot. She stood on her tiptoes as she hugged her son. Before letting go, she kissed his forehead, causing him to turn bright red. Even if what Blue had said was true about Brixton’s mom not always being there for her son, Brixton certainly wasn’t lacking in physical affection.

      “I’m Heather,” she said. “And these—“ she paused and picked up the tray of cookies, “are my famous vegan oatmeal cookies.”

      “You told your mom about my being vegan?” I asked Brixton. I hadn’t realized he’d paid attention to that fact. And, more importantly, I wondered what else he’d told his mom and others about me. Had he told the truth that he hadn’t uploaded the video of Dorian on his phone?

      Heather gave me an even bigger grin. “Brix, you didn’t tell me that!”

      “Um, yeah,” Brixton said. “Now you two can be BFFs or something. So, can we go now?”

      “I’m not a strict vegan,” Heather said. “That would be tough, seeing as I don’t cook much. These cookies are the one thing I do well. The dinner you’re cooking smells delicious.”

      The scent of the food Dorian had been cooking did smell mouthwatering. He was using a common herb pairing of marjoram, rosemary, and thyme to bring out the flavors of the winter vegetables. I also recognized the scent of other herbs that were transforming the dish into something greater than the sum of its parts. If I hadn’t been worried about that video, I would have been a lot more curious about the meal.

      When I hesitated, Brixton gave me a strange look. “Yeah, Mom,” he said. “Zoe is a great cook. Isn’t that right, Zoe? Because who else could be cooking in your kitchen?”

      “That’s sweet of you to say,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “I hope my baby isn’t causing you too much trouble,” Heather said.

      “He’s really taken to gardening, even though some stinging nettles scratched his hand. Isn’t that right, Brixton?”

      “Can we go, Mom? I just need to get my phone. I left it in the kitchen.”

      “I’ll come with you,” I said. “I need to check the stove. Heather, please make yourself at home in the living room. I’m still unpacking, so don’t mind the mess.”

      Dorian wasn’t hiding. Not exactly. He stood in the corner of the kitchen, unmoving. He looked exactly as he had when I first opened the crate: a sleeping stone statue. The only difference was that instead of an alchemy book in his hands, he held Brixton’s cell phone.

      “What the—” Brixton said with a start.

      “We’re alone, Dorian,” I said quietly. “Brixton’s mom is in the other room.”

      Gray stone shifted. The movement was subtle and fascinating. I hadn’t been this close when his transformation from stone to life had taken place before. It was like watching an avalanche at a quarry. Granite-colored sand granules shifted in a cascading effect until stone had morphed into thick gray skin.

      “No way,” Brixton whispered.

      Dorian rolled his head from side to side and stretched his wings. “You must delete it,” he said, handing me Brixton’s phone. “I cannot use the screen of the phone with my fingers. Mobile phones were much better when they had real buttons.”

      I found the video file and deleted it before handing the phone back to Brixton. He was still staring at Dorian. I had to push him out the kitchen door.

      Once Brixton and his mom were gone, I made sure all the curtains were drawn and the doors and windows locked. I tried one of Heather’s cookies. She wasn’t exaggerating about how good they were. She’d used a sweet and savory combination of dried cherries and salted walnuts. I followed my nose back to the kitchen, where Dorian had resumed cooking. He stood on the stepping stool, stirring the contents of a Dutch Oven pot with a wooden spoon.

      How could he be so calm after the close call?

      “Dorian, what⁠—”

      “Un moment, s’il vous plaît,” he said, holding up his clawed index finger. He lifted a spoonful to his snout, nodded to himself, then added a shake of sea salt. He placed the lid on the pot, rested the spoon on the counter, and hopped down from the stool to face me.

      “I will require,” he said, “an apron and a spoon rest.”

      “An apron?”

      “Yes, you did not appear to have one. Quite uncivilized.”

      “About Brixton—” I began, caught between being somber about the near-disaster of a video of Dorian going viral and the absurdity of imagining a gargoyle in my kitchen wearing a frilly apron.

      “Zoe, it is done. Crisis averted. There is no sense dwelling on the unfortunate occurrence. That would only distract you from discovering the secrets of my book. I will be your personal gargoyle chef while you translate the pages from my book. That way you will have sufficient time to devote to it.”

      I burst out laughing. Once I started, I couldn’t stop. My very own personal chef. I was laughing so hard a tear trickled down my cheek.

      “Mon amie, you are hysterical.”

      “Dorian, what’s going on?” I leaned back against the counter, my shoulders still shaking but getting hold of myself. “Nothing makes sense.”

      Dorian jumped up to sit on a free section of the counter next to me. “I do not think things make much sense once one has left France.”

      “Maybe that’s it. The last few decades traveling across America have been a blur.”

      “This meal will make you feel better. It is an old recipe from the French countryside. Adapted, of course, for your preferences. But I am nothing if not a gentleman. I had no idea a cassoulet could be so decadent without pig fat.”

      “How did you learn how to cook?”

      “From a chef.”

      “Who was open to teaching a gargoyle?”

      “It is complicated to explain…”

      “If you hadn’t noticed, I have a complicated life.”

      “I think the cassoulet needs more seasoning.” He left his spot next to me and resumed his position on the stepping stool in front of the stove.

      “You’re avoiding my question.”

      “Give the alchemist a prize.”

      “I can better help you with the alchemy book if I understand your history.”

      He sighed. “He was blind.”

      “A blind chef?”

      “He was not always blind.”

      I waited a few moments, but he didn’t continue.

      “The blind chef,” I prompted.

      “Fine, yes, all right,” he said impatiently, still fussing with spices instead of looking at me. “There was a kitchen fire. This is what blinded him. He saved his staff, but was badly burned and lost his vision. He had been a successful chef who once had much power. He lived alone in a large house, where he was both lonely and angry for losing the adoration he once had. He was a friend of my father’s. My father knew of fame, and he felt sorry for his friend’s predicament. Since the man could not see, I was able to visit him with my father. In spite of the chef’s reputation for being difficult, we got along well. Father was nearing the end of his life and did not know what would become of me. He told his friend I was ‘unemployed’ and that I was wary of people seeing me because I was disfigured. The lonely former chef hired me to be his live-in assistant. He previously had people delivering prepared meals to him. Upon hiring me, he ordered uncooked food to be delivered, and taught me how to cook. I took to it quite well. Before he passed away, he wrote me a reference. I became a chef for other blind people who wanted good food and companionship at home. That is what I have been doing.”

      “That’s lovely,” I said, imagining the gargoyle happily at work in the kitchens of people who had no idea of his visage. “Why didn’t you want to tell me?”

      He turned to face me with a wooden spoon in his hand. “You of all people, Zoe Faust, know that speaking of the past brings up unintentional memories we do not wish to remember.”
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      I woke up to the scent of coffee. Coffee? Why was there coffee in my house? I shot out of bed and promptly shivered. I’d sealed off the broken window as best I could, but painter’s tape wasn’t as robust as the fitted piece of wood. I found my thickest pair of woolen socks and crept downstairs.

      “Where did you get that?” I asked, indicating the large contraption on the kitchen counter.

      “I took the liberty of ordering an espresso maker. It is uncivilized that you do not have one.”

      “How did it get here?”

      “One of the benefits of American impatience is the rapidity of express delivery. C’est très vite.”

      “You have a credit card?”

      “I am cooking for you,” he said, blinking at me, “should I not receive payment of some kind?”

      I sighed and rubbed my temples. “No more taking my credit card without asking, okay?”

      “I did not wish to interrupt you while you studied the pages of my book. I understand alchemists do not like to be interrupted.”

      “Well, yes, that’s true—” I broke off when I saw a French-language newspaper spread out on the table. “You also ordered Le Monde?”

      “Yes, is it not agreeable that they offer this service outside of France?”

      “Was it really urgent enough that you couldn’t ask? Is this how you treated the previous people you cooked for?”

      Dorian sniffed and sipped his mug of espresso. “I was homesick.”

      My mood softened. “Have you ever been outside France before?”

      He shook his head.

      “Well,” I said, feeling my anger dissipating, “just be sure to ask me in the future if you want to charge anything.”

      “I have l’espresso et le journal, what else could I possibly want?”
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        * * *

      

      After making myself my usual morning smoothie and watering the portable herb garden I’d moved into the kitchen window box, I set out for a brisk walk to clear my head before working on the pages of Dorian’s book. I walked in the direction of Blue Sky Teas, thinking I’d get a cup of tea to go.

      Bells chimed when I walked through the door, and Blue’s voice called from the back: “Be out in a minute!”

      I walked around the weeping fig tree and looked up at the painted sky. I didn’t feel as comfortable in the teashop as I had before. It wasn’t because of the gossip I knew would be taking place there shortly. It was something else. Something was… off.

      The comforting teashop from the day before had changed. I whipped my head around, searching for the difference. I sniffed the air, wondering if Blue had accidentally burned something she was cooking. That wasn’t it either. I couldn’t place the source of my discomfort. All I knew was that I had to get out of there. I turned and ran out the door. I didn’t stop running until I’d reached my street.
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