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      I was already uneasy before the door opened and my real troubles began.

      The wind swept my white hair around my face as a woman in a cheerful yellow dress held open the door of Blue Sky Teas for her sullen teenage daughter. The gust carried in a faint scent of pinecones and charred wood.

      The summer solstice would be here within a week, which the temperature reflected, but I’d woken up at dawn this morning to the howls of a fierce wind wreaking havoc on my backyard garden. It looked as if a giant from a fairy tale had trampled the summer squash, strangled the Persian Cucumber vines, and kicked the Blue Jay Blueberry bushes to see how far the unripe berries would scatter. Still, my anguish wasn’t from the damage. It was because of how much I cherished my garden sanctuary, Portland, and the people I’d come to love here. Yet with every passing season, it grew closer to the time I knew I’d have to leave.

      The harsh breeze from the open door followed the pair inside and disturbed the leaves of the weeping fig tree rooted in the center of the café. The owner, Blue, had saved the tree when she opened the café. I couldn’t imagine Blue Sky Teas without its living tree centerpiece. I hoped the wind wouldn’t last long. All varieties of Ficus detest being disturbed.

      I tucked the largest offending lock of hair behind my ear as Heather set a pot of tea on our tree ring table nestled next to one of the front windows. The two braids of her blond hair were pinned into a loose bun. I’d become friends with her teenage son Brixton a year and a half ago when he’d broken into my house on a dare and worked off the expense of the broken window by tending to my garden.

      “Blue says to let this steep for three more minutes before pouring.” Heather grinned at me. “It’s an herbal blend that’s supposed to cheer you up.”

      “I’m sure it will.” I grinned back at her. She’d sensed my growing melancholy as the season shifted from spring to summer.

      “Should we set a timer? You know I’m the worst at keeping time. Did I tell you I painted until after midnight last night? I thought it was nine o’clock at the latest.”

      I didn’t see whether Heather set a timer on her phone or not. Something else had drawn my attention away from our cozy table.

      The sulky teenage girl didn’t get in line with the older woman. I no longer thought the woman in the yellow dress was her mother. Not because of a lack of resemblance, which wouldn’t have told me anything about their relationship regardless, but because there was no familiarity. Not even a sign of recognition. They’d parted ways as soon as they stepped through the door. The older woman had simply extended a small kindness by holding open the door for a stranger.

      I didn’t worry about a teenager being at the café unaccompanied. I’d left home at sixteen, along with my fourteen-year-old brother. No, that wasn’t my worry or what had drawn my curiosity. There was something off about the girl. What I’d initially observed as sullenness wasn’t exactly that. She wasn’t simply a petulant teenager.

      She was afraid.

      And her movements… As she’d walked through the door, she’d swept in gracefully, almost floating, like the steps of a dancer. But as soon as she crossed the threshold, her gait transformed. Her steps became halting. It wasn’t that she’d tripped. Nothing hindered her path. It was almost like I was watching a movie that had thrown a glitch.

      Dressed in leggings and an oversize flannel shirt I remembered so many young people wearing a couple of decades ago when grunge was at its peak, she took another two halting steps before stopping in front of the weeping fig tree. Its branches stretched up to the faux sky ceiling. Now that she was closer to me, I realized where the scent of charred pine had come from. Rosemary. A sprig of flowering rosemary was tucked into the pocket of the flannel shirt. Long bangs of light brown hair covered much of her face, so I still couldn’t see her clearly. But as she tilted her head upward toward the top of the tree, her bangs parted, revealing more of her face. Her lips didn’t smile, but her eyes did. That’s when I saw it.

      Her eyes were gold.

      Not a natural hazel that sparkled with flecks of gold, like the distinctive eyes of my dear friend Tobias. But truly gold.

      “Earth to Zoe?” Heather’s voice startled me. “I think you didn’t get a good night’s sleep last night either. Let me guess. Is Max back?”

      I turned my attention to Heather as she lifted the teapot over our mismatched handcrafted ceramic mugs.

      “Max isn’t back.” I missed him terribly, even though he was only a couple of hours’ drive away from Portland in Astoria, gathering a few more items for the opening of his shop, The Alchemy of Tea. I planned to see him later that day. The thought excited me, but also filled me with a sense of trepidation. It frightened me to think about how much I’d come to love Max, as well as so many dear friends here—when I knew, deep down, that no matter what choices I made, I could never stay and grow old here.

      “Then you have no excuse,” Heather giggled.

      “I slept fine until I discovered this wind’s destruction to my garden. That’s not why I wasn’t paying attention. I was distracted by the teenage girl who’s standing in front of the tree.” The café was bustling enough that I only had to lower my voice a little to be certain we wouldn’t be overheard.

      Heather turned her head. She froze. A pained expression washed over her face. The teapot slipped from her fingers. The pot clattered as it crashed into her mug, sending shards of earthenware across the table. Hot tea splashed over the side.

      Several heads turned our way—including the girl’s.

      Only… it wasn’t a natural motion. The other customers had reacted quickly, as soon as the crash sounded. One of them rushed forward with a handful of napkins as Blue stepped out from behind the counter with a larger towel and assured Heather it was nothing to worry about and she’d fix us another pot of tea.

      As the scene unfolded, the girl who had unknowingly caused it stood still. Her entire body remained rigid, standing at that awkward angle—except for her head, which turned in excruciatingly slow motion to look at us. Her gaze only reached us when Blue did.

      “Riddle?” Heather whispered.

      The girl couldn’t have heard her, but as soon as Heather spoke, the strange young woman swept gracefully toward the exit, following two men out the door. Three leaves from the weeping fig tree fluttered to the floor. One of them was so dry it looked like a brittle scrap of paper. I’d examine the tree’s health later. For now, Heather needed my full attention.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “I know her.” Heather’s voice shook.

      “One of Brixton’s school friends?” Blue wiped up the last of the spilled liquid and stood. Her mom jeans were wet at the knees with cinnamon ginger tea, but she wore a smile on her face as usual. “I didn’t recognize her. Don’t think she’s been in here before. Damn. You think she couldn’t afford to buy anything? I should go after her⁠—”

      “You won’t find her.” Heather’s eyes were wide. Frightened. More frightened than the look I’d seen on the girl’s face.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. I was missing something. Something big.

      Heather gripped a shard of her broken mug so tightly that a spot of blood appeared on her hand. She didn’t seem to notice.

      “Do you believe in ghosts?” she whispered.

      “You don’t really think⁠—?”

      “There’s no such thing as ghosts.” Blue spoke the words forcefully enough to cut me off. Her voice was friendly, yet with the authority in each word, there was no question who was in charge. I imagined her in a courtroom in her previous life before she began anew here in Portland. Gray curls framed her friendly face, which still wore a smile.

      Though I agreed with Blue, I knew why Heather had asked. The young woman’s awkward movements had struck me like I was watching a film with a glitch in the recording. The other-worldly eyes. And something else I couldn’t quite place…

      “You’re wrong.” Heather’s voice shook. “She’s⁠—”

      “I’m putting an end to this.” Blue was already at the door. “I’ll find her. Back in a minute.”

      “Blue’s right.” I put my hand on Heather’s to assure her. “That girl is the right age to be in high school with Brixton. You can’t place her even though you’re sure you know her, which is always a jarring feeling.”

      Heather yanked her hand away. “She’s not one of Brix’s friends. I know exactly who she is. I’m the one who went to high school with her. Ridley Price. She was my best friend—until she was murdered sixteen years ago.”
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      “Murder?” Dorian drummed his clawed fingertips together. The morning was shaping up to be très intéressant, indeed. As much as he did not wish to admit it to his friend and roommate Zoe, or even to himself, he had been feeling homesick of late. He welcomed distraction, however macabre it might be.

      “Attempted murder,” his young friend Brixton clarified. “A strange girl appeared in the middle of a road last night and ran someone off the road. The guy was hurt, but survived.”

      “Bof. This sounds more like an accident.”

      “But wait until you hear this,” said Brixton. The boy paused for effect, looking from Dorian to his best friend Veronica and back again. “The girl vanished.”

      “Cowardly,” said Dorian, disappointed, “yet not unusual.”

      “Don’t you see?” The boy’s eyes were wide and his voice agitated. “She didn’t run away. She was just gone.”

      “Ah, so. You speak of a ghost?” Perhaps this was not so mundane after all.

      “Ghosts,” said Veronica, “don’t exist.” Her expression reflected her skepticism.

      “One should have an open mind,” Dorian pointed out. “Most people would not believe a gargoyle could exist.” He wriggled his horns.

      “That’s different,” Veronica insisted. “You found alchemy. You’re not a ghost. You’re nothing supernatural. You’re just extra-living.”

      “Extra-living,” Dorian repeated the words. He did not dislike the sound of it.

      Dorian Robert-Houdin was entertaining his two young friends in his attic. The 150-year-old gargoyle had been born in France—carved was the more accurate word for his birth—and had lived there all his life until he stowed away in Zoe Faust’s crates being shipped to Portland a year and a half before. He spoke English with a thick French accent.

      Brixton had known of Dorian’s existence from the day the gargoyle arrived in Portland, but he had been sworn to secrecy and later became a staunch ally. When Brixton’s friends had accidentally seen Dorian a year later, he had to keep their friendship a secret at first, lest Zoe accuse him of not being careful enough. One could only maintain a certain level of caution if one wished to live fully! Like Brixton, the boy’s friends were trustworthy individuals. Dorian had been uncertain about Ethan at first, because of the boy’s initial reaction. Yet just as Brixton had been won over by Dorian’s charms, eventually so was Ethan.

      Veronica Chen-Mendoza was the only one of the teenage friends who had not been distressed when she first gazed upon Dorian’s true form. They had already spoken to each other on the telephone many times, when Dorian had enlisted her assistance with his investigations. She had initially believed him to be a deformed man who did not wish to be seen, and it pained her to think he did not trust her to not judge him by his appearance. When she saw with her own eyes that he was actually a gargoyle, she was no longer offended. Even she could imagine the leap of faith required to trust someone with such a secret.

      When their friendship was kept secret from Zoe, the teenagers could not visit Dorian at the house when Zoe was home and awake. This was no longer a problem, so Brixton and Veronica had stopped by after they had eaten breakfast—which was quite late, since they were on summer vacation. Children of this age, Dorian had learned, slept a generous number of hours when not required to rise early for schooling. Their friend Ethan was not with them, as his feuding parents had sent him to visit his grandparents that summer.

      “Have you ever actually seen a ghost?” Veronica asked Brixton.

      “There are a ton of ghosts all over the place. Not just in spooky old castles. Even here in Portland.”

      Veronica crossed her arms. “So you haven’t.”

      “Well… not really. I’m sure Dorian has. Especially since he goes around at night. Right?”

      Dorian adjusted his wings and wriggled his horns as he considered the question. His visage was modeled after one of the gargoyles that sits high atop the Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris. An early prototype for Le Penseur, the famous grotesque with horns, wings, and a contemplative expression, Dorian appreciated the details his maker had imbued into the stone that was then given life through an ancient book of alchemy.

      “I have seen things,” Dorian admitted. “I am not certain they were ghosts, yet I remain open-minded. There are more things in this world than I understand. Why are you concerned about this supposed ghost?”

      “The girl in the road was identified as Ridley Price.” Brixton paused, as if waiting to see if the others recognized the name. “Ridley Price was murdered before we were born. But this week, she came back.”

      “Is it, perchance, the anniversary of her death?” Dorian asked. He knew a thing or two about hauntings. He did not require sleep, so he had read many books from the library. Hauntings, when they did occur, took place for a reason.

      Veronica groaned. “Don’t humor him.”

      Dorian blinked at her. “I do not believe in humoring people. You should realize this, young Veronica. I treat you and your friends with the utmost respect. Far more than many of the adults in your life.”

      This was true. Zoe herself had forgotten that fifteen-year-olds were once considered adults, even when she and her brother had indeed been on their own since Zoe was sixteen and Thomas fourteen. Yet that was a long time ago.

      Dorian Robert-Houdin had never been a proper child. He had been brought to life in 1860, looking as he did now, at three-and-a-half feet tall. He spoke Latin upon his awakening, because of his connection to the alchemical book that had given him life. The first language he learned was French, followed by English—and of course the most important language of all: food. Cooking gourmet food was his passion. No, his calling. Though each of these aspects of him was now firmly entrenched, he still remembered the feeling of newness that came with each. The sense of wonder that filled one’s soul as one learned new things as a pupil.

      “Fine,” Veronica said. “Tell us about the ghost girl, Brix.”

      Brixton looked up from his phone. “Unless it’s some weird numerology thing, this isn’t an anniversary for her. She was killed at the end of the summer, sixteen years ago. So like sixteen years plus a little more than two months ago. Oh, and I didn’t notice this before…”

      Veronica’s long black hair fell over the boy’s slim shoulder as she leaned closer to look at his phone screen.

      Instead of looking at whatever the boy had found that was so fascinating, Dorian waited for them to explain. His eyesight was excellent. More so than that of the children. His disdain for modern phones was because their screens were not responsive to the touch of his clawed fingers. He was unable to use modern mobile phones. Even those with physical keys were too small for him to use properly. His device of choice was a typewriter, yet for modern communication he also used a rotary phone that plugged into the wall, and he had learned to type suitably well on Zoe’s laptop.

      “How terrible.” Veronica shuddered. “Her body wasn’t found until five years after she was killed, when her bones were found in the woods. She was alone all that time.”

      “You’re the one who said she isn’t a ghost,” Brixton said. “So what does it matter if she was dumped in the woods?”

      “You’re such a toad.”

      “You are both,” said Dorian, “failing to get to the point. Why are you so interested in this poor girl in the first place? I sense that it is not simply that you have taken up ghost hunting as a hobby.”

      “You’re right,” said Brixton. “There’s a reason I’m telling you both about Ghost Girl. An important reason why I need your help.”
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      “Do you believe in ghosts?” Heather repeated the question provocatively, her chin raised in defiance, as if daring me to say no.

      Blue hadn’t found the girl when she ran after her, but she chalked that up to not being quick enough to follow her. Convinced that Heather had suffered a shock, Blue had ushered the two of us into the tiny office in the back of the café and brought us more tea. In paper cups this time, with no teapot in sight. She’d also opened her first aid kit and found a bandage for Heather’s bleeding hand. Blue was now back at the register, leaving me and Heather alone in the little room.

      “That girl we saw wasn’t a ghost,” I said. “She can’t have been your high school friend.”

      “You think I don’t know my old friend?”

      “Hair covered most of the face of the person we saw just now. Your imagination did the rest.”

      “It was her, Zoe.”

      “I’m so sorry about what happened to your friend.” I paused, remembering something. “Why did you say the word riddle when you saw her?”

      “Ridley Price,” Heather said. “She went by the nickname Riddle. Because she loved puzzles.”

      Heather thrust her phone into my hands. A photo of the girl I’d seen minutes before filled the screen.

      “It can’t be her.” My voice came out in a whisper. Because as I spoke the words, I didn’t entirely believe them. The girl in the photograph had brown eyes, not gold, but otherwise it was her. She was even wearing the same flannel shirt.

      This couldn’t be real. It had to be a trick.

      “I knew ghosts might exist,” Heather said into her cup of tea, “but I’ve never seen one before.” Her head snapped up and she met my gaze with wide eyes. “You saw her too. The girl in this photo. It wasn’t my imagination.”

      “I did. But we saw a solid form. A real person. It’s far more likely someone is playing a joke.”

      “A joke?”

      “A cruel one. But people aren’t always nice. Is it the anniversary of her death?”

      Heather shook her head and took her phone back. “She was killed at the end of the summer, sixteen years ago. Not the beginning. And what kind of anniversary is sixteen years, anyway?”

      “Tell me about her—and what happened.”

      A sad smile formed on Heather’s lips. “She’d just finished her junior year of high school. I was a year behind her at school, but that didn’t matter. We bonded over our love of nature, especially flowers. I loved picking flowers, even back then, and she could always tell me what the flowers meant—like how my favorite daisies symbolized innocence. I remember one of our first conversations at school. She came up to me because she saw I’d woven daisies into my hair. That was only two years before she…” Heather shook off the memory. “She was one of those girls everyone liked. She was popular, but not in a mean girl way. She was kind to everyone. She was about to turn seventeen. She didn’t make it to her birthday.”

      Sixteen. That’s how old I was when my brother and I fled Salem Village to avoid my getting swept up in the witch trials for a talent similar to Ridley’s: being much better at bringing plants to life and helping them thrive than those around me. They thought I was a witch.

      “I was so jealous she got to spend the summer at a farm in eastern Oregon,” Heather continued. “She had a job, a paid internship to learn about permaculture. It’s not like we were at a fancy private high school where kids did things like that. We didn’t have counselors or parents setting things up for us. She found it and earned it herself. Because she loved the subject and wanted to learn.”

      “Enterprising.”

      “Not in an annoying, self-righteous way, you know? Like I said, everyone liked her. Not just those of us who were friends with her. When the school year was about to start, she came home and her parents threw her a welcome home party. The party was at her parents’ house, just for close friends and family. That’s where it happened. The murder.”

      “You were there at the party?”

      Heather blinked at me, as if she’d forgotten I was there. “Ridley invited me, but I wasn’t nearly as mature as she was. I was jealous. Angry about both her summer adventure and the fact that she’d pushed me and other friends away in the months leading up to the internship, when she was so focused on studying. I realized, later, that of course that’s what a responsible person would do. She was studying hard, so she’d do a good job and have good experience to talk about in her college applications. And she hadn’t broken off all contact with us. She’d simply changed her focus, you know? No longer staying out until midnight talking about boys under the stars. I was so selfish to make it about me… and then she was dead.”

      “Who—”

      “They don’t know! That’s the worst part. No, not the worst part. The worst was that they didn’t find her body for a few years. Knowing she was dead but with that small lingering doubt… But now, still not knowing who did it is so frustrating, you know? Knowing someone killed her at that welcome home party, but not who.”

      Something was bothering me about Heather’s story. “How do they know she was killed by someone at the house if they didn’t find her body? How did they even know she died that day?”

      Heather paled visibly. “They found her blood at the house, and no one saw her again. Everyone looked. God, how they looked. The story was everywhere. I couldn’t get away from it. From my failure.”

      “It wasn’t your fault, Heather.”

      “You don’t know that,” she snapped. Heather was not a person who snapped at people. “You weren’t the one who was supposed to be there for your friend. I was. The search parties… God, why do they call them that? A party.” She wrinkled her nose. “It’s like the opposite of a party. The real party was in their backyard. They were gathered in the back garden for her welcome home party. Only Ridley never came downstairs to join them.”

      It struck me again that something about Heather’s story was off. It was a memory from sixteen years ago. Half a lifetime ago for her.

      As Heather continued speaking, her wistful expression told me she was once again barely aware of my presence. “Ridley had always gone by the nickname Riddle, because she’d loved riddles and games her whole life. That summer was no different. She told us she had a riddle for us that day. A riddle for us to solve. A personal one.”

      “A personal one…. Something that would expose a misdeed of one of the people there?”

      “Misdeed,” Heather repeated. She broke into a smile for the first time since seeing the supposed ghost of her friend and clasped my hands in hers. “I love that sometimes you talk like you’re from another century. That’s one of the reasons I think you’re an old soul, even though you’re younger than me. Riddle talked like that too. When she slipped me and her other friends notes in the high school hallways, they were never about normal stuff. She wrote notes that were folded in intricate patterns and had riddles like, What building has the most stories?”

      I smiled. “A library.”

      Heather smiled back. “You would have loved her.” The smile disappeared. “But then she went too far. Not only a grand riddle. The grandest game of them all. That’s what she said was going to happen at the party. And then the invitation itself… it was a riddle she said we wouldn’t be able to guess. The invitation said she’d reveal the solution at the party.”

      “You think she was going to expose someone’s secret?”

      Heather nodded. “I mean, we didn’t think so at the time. At least I didn’t. That was the theory the police came up with after interviewing everyone. Especially after her diaries went missing. That she’d found out something about one of them and they killed her for it.”

      “She made the mistake of making it into a game.” I shook my head. At sixteen, she hadn’t been jaded enough to know how badly such a ploy could turn out. “They never figured out who did it?”

      She shook her head. “There was talk that someone on the police force mishandled evidence, losing some important clues. All they know is that it was one of the people at the party. There were seven of them who showed up. It would have been eight if I’d gone. Her mom, dad, and older brother. Her childhood best friend, her boyfriend, and another boy she was good friends with, and… who am I forgetting?” She scrolled on her phone for a few seconds. “That new girl she’d befriended. I’d forgotten about Joona. A quiet girl who’d just moved here from Korea. God, I wonder what happened to her. To all of them.”

      “You’re not in touch with them?”

      “We weren’t a group of friends, like in movies. Ridley was the sun we all orbited. And it’s not the kind of thing you want to relive, you know? I don’t know about them, but I ran away from it. It’s just so… strange. Seeing her ghost. After all this time. Why now?”

      “We didn’t see her ghost,” I insisted. I’ve seen a lot of things in the more than 300 years I’ve been alive. Seeing a ghost isn’t one of them. I can’t be certain they don’t exist. But I hadn’t seen evidence that day.

      There was another explanation for seeing someone the same age they were sixteen years before. The same reason I’ve looked twenty-eight years old for more than 300 years.

      The Elixir of Life. Alchemy.
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      I hadn’t seriously considered that Ridley Price might be an alchemist who’d faked her death, because the Elixir of Life isn’t something easy to discover. It takes years of study and practice. At twenty-eight, I was young to have found it. I’d accelerated my studies when my brother Thomas fell ill from the plague, in hopes I could find a cure for him. Instead, I accidentally discovered the Elixir for myself. It had taken me centuries to embrace it.

      I still look twenty-eight, but my naturally brown hair turned white long ago. Being an alchemist has enabled me to experience many wondrous things in the world, but it’s not all positive. Since alchemists who’ve discovered the Elixir of Life don’t age, while those around us do, it can be a lonely life without long-lasting connections. Still, many people have sought it. Only a few have succeeded.

      Could Ridley Price have discovered the Elixir of Life at sixteen?

      I could imagine it, but I couldn’t believe it.

      Alchemy isn’t magic. It’s transformation. Transmutation, if you want to get technical about the term for transforming elements. Alchemy is a metamorphosis of impure elements into a purer form. Lead into gold. A mortal body into an immortal one. And spiritual alchemy, the inner work to transform ourselves and make us whole. Each requires rigorous study, the right elements, and the practitioner’s intent.

      It took years, if not decades, for an alchemist to create their own Elixir of Life. Nicolas and Perenelle Flamel were decades older than I was when they discovered the Elixir. I’d never asked how old they were at the time, and it was entirely possible they no longer remembered. My friend Tobias Freeman had found it at fifty, many years after he’d witnessed me preparing herbal remedies with alchemical intent.

      In past centuries, alchemical texts and teachings were hidden away, accessible only to those deemed worthy. Nicolas and Perenelle had both worked to expand access to alchemical teachings: Nicholas by taking in a woman as a pupil (me), which was unheard of at the time, and Perenelle by adding alchemical teachings to her artwork, hoping it would be more widely viewed than books hidden away under lock and key. I could hardly believe I was lucky enough to have them both back in my life after so many years.

      “Zoe?” Heather touched my shoulder. “You really look like you’ve seen a ghost. I told you she⁠—”

      “She wasn’t a ghost,” I insisted.

      “You’re spooked.”

      “Not because I think she’s a ghost.”

      “Then what?” Heather raised both of her eyebrows expectantly. With her innocent, open gaze, I doubted she was capable of raising a single eyebrow or forming any other skeptical expression.

      I couldn’t very well tell her what I really thought. If Heather were to learn I was an alchemist, all of Oregon would know by the next day. No, that wasn’t fair. It would probably take two days. Heather meant well. She simply couldn’t be trusted with a secret.

      “You weren’t done telling me about her disappearance,” I said instead.

      “Murder,” Heather corrected. “Her murder.”

      “You were telling me about what happened at her welcome home party.”

      “Ridley was in her room getting ready. The rest of them were out back—but each of them had gone inside for something. To cook, to get the plates, to charge their phone, to use the bathroom—that kind of thing. Nobody could remember who was where at different times, because they didn’t think it was important. They all knew each other, so they were just having a good time. Ridley wasn’t someone who spent hours on her hair or makeup, but she loved riddles, so they all assumed she was putting the finishing touches on a game they’d play that day. But when they checked on her, when they wanted to sit down to eat, they got no response. That’s when they knew something strange was going on. They didn’t find her—they only found blood.”

      “That doesn’t mean she was dead.”

      “No. But they tested it and it was her blood. And she was never seen alive again. Ever. Even though the police never charged anyone, we all thought her boyfriend did it. Nathaniel Gallo. They had one of those on-again off-again relationships, you know? They were off the day she died. She told him she wanted to focus on her studies. Right. We called him Nathaniel Gallows after that. For the gallows that are used to hang people? Joking that he’d be hung for killing her.” She shuddered. “Kids can be horrid. I was one of them, Zoe. Oh, God! Do you think that’s why she’s haunting me? Because I was so cruel to the boy she loved?”

      “She’s not haunting you. She was in a crowded café, remember? She didn’t even look in your direction until you spilled the tea.”

      Heather blinked at me, considering the question. “You think I’m okay? I’m not being haunted?”

      “You’re not being haunted. You said her boyfriend wasn’t charged, but you all thought he did it?”

      “Nathaniel’s dad had been in jail before. Prison? Jail? For being a thief, I think. Which didn’t help what people thought of him.” She grimaced. “It was awful of us. Who does that?”

      “You said her body was eventually found. How?”

      “After a big storm, someone hiking in Forest Park found a skeleton peeking out of the earth. The remains were positively identified as hers. No question. She’s dead, Zoe. She didn’t escape that house.”

      A sense of unease crept over me as I thought back on what I’d seen of the girl who so resembled Ridley Price. Two elements of her visit hadn’t fully registered with me at the time, but now clicked into place.

      “Rosemary,” I said. “Rosemary for remembrance. That’s the symbolism of rosemary. The young woman we saw had flowering rosemary in her pocket.”

      “Those beautiful purple flowers,” said Heather. “That was rosemary?”

      “Not only that, but a woman held the door open for her when she came into Blue Sky Teas,” I murmured.

      “What does that have to do with the rosemary for remembrance?”

      “It doesn’t.” My heart sped up. I wasn’t imagining the girl’s odd behavior. “Did you see her touch anything?”

      Alchemists can open doors for themselves. We’re human. We aren’t even immortal. We stop aging, but we can die just like anyone else. And we can touch and move physical objects. Unlike a ghost.

      Heather gasped. “You’re right. She avoided touching the tree. She was careful to stay clear of the line of people. And two guys held the door open for her when she left.”

      “It was like—” I broke off, unable to finish my sentence. Her haunting movements. That overwhelming scent of rosemary. And those eyes. It wasn’t possible. And yet…

      “Are you starting to believe me that we saw the ghost of Ridley Price?”
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      “I need to tell you the whole story,” Brixton said. “Then you’ll understand why I need help. Hit the lights, V.” He shoved his phone into his pocket as he crossed the attic floor and snatched the candle next to Dorian’s typewriter.

      Veronica simply scowled at the boy. “It’s daytime.” She pointed at the skylight cut into the sloped ceiling above, through which sunlight streamed and illuminated the attic.

      The skylight was a new addition to the Craftsman house. When Zoe had purchased the crumbling Craftsman in desperate need of restoration, the roof above the attic was covered with a tarp to protect the house from a gaping hole caused by storm damage. After Dorian had hidden in Zoe’s crates she shipped to Portland from Paris, when he had sought out her help to solve the mystery of why he was turning to stone, he had used the hole in the roof to sneak out under the cover of darkness. He still lived in secrecy from most of the world, yet now he had a proper door to leave the house late at night: the skylight.

      “Just turn out the lights,” Brixton said. “Um, please? And, um, anyone have a match?”

      Veronica acquiesced, flipping the light switch and dimming the bright room perhaps ten percent, and Dorian lit the candle with the long matchsticks from a drawer in his desk. Had it been the witching hour, a candle and moonlight would have created ghostly shadows in the attic. But now? The boy was making a valiant effort to set the scene for his ghost story, yet the sun was working against him.

      “Go on,” Dorian encouraged.

      “The first sighting of Ridley Price’s ghost was a few days ago.” Brixton sat cross-legged on the floor and held the candle in front of his face. “Ghost Girl appeared in the flower garden in her parents’ backyard. The garden she herself had planted. When her mom came outside to see how an intruder had gotten into the backyard, she dropped the cup she was carrying. When she looked up, her daughter’s ghost had vanished.”

      Dorian sighed. “A grieving parent. She would, of course, tell others. They would then imagine they had seen her as well.”

      Brixton shook his head. “Her mom didn’t come forward and tell anyone besides her son—her husband died a few years ago—and her son thought the same thing you did. But then, an old friend of Ghost Girl’s saw her in a reflection of her kitchen window when she was cooking dinner. Her friends were with her. I don’t know if they saw Ridley, but they saw their friend scream. Again, this person didn’t say anything publicly at first—not until what happened last night. Which is why we’re gathered here today.”

      “Get on with it already.” Veronica kicked his shoe.

      Brixton ignored this. “Last night, her old boyfriend drove off the road—to avoid her ghost that appeared in the road.” He paused for effect.

      Dorian enjoyed the theatrics. His own father had been a stage performer, so he appreciated such flourishes. Bon! This was exactly what he needed to allay his feeling of homesickness. Storytelling in the grand sense, as if he were attending a theatrical performance.

      As his young friend with a flair for the theatrical continued his story, Dorian smiled at the memory of watching his father, Jean Eugène Robert-Houdin, perform grand illusions as the gargoyle watched from the rafters.

      “The guy ended up in the hospital,” Brixton continued after a beat. “When he was questioned about the accident, he said he wasn’t drunk—they tested him and he wasn’t—but he swore he’d seen the ghost of his teenage girlfriend. He was totally freaked out and called a bunch of people. That’s when they put the pieces together and learned that others had seen her too. They hadn’t imagined Ridley. They’d all seen her. My question for you is, what does she do next? Did she get a taste for violence, or was the car crash only an accident?”

      “The newspapers reported this?” Dorian asked. “I know this country is still somewhat new to me…”

      “Not big newspapers,” Brixton said. “One of the people who saw her posted it on social earlier this week, and then ghost hunter websites picked up the story. Their reporters interviewed those people. That’s where I read this stuff. So what do you think? Is she going to do more damage?”

      Dorian sighed. “Ghost hunter reporters? Alors, this is fiction after all. Merci for the entertaining ghost story. Now, would either of you wish to play a game of chess? And do not forget the platter of snacks.”

      Dorian never entertained guests without a range of homemade food. What kind of host would he be without that? As it was the start of summer, he used a harvest of apricots for many things, including the muffins he baked for the children. He also included cucumber olive bites (he did not believe Brixton ate enough vegetables).

      Brixton scowled at them as both Dorian and Veronica helped themselves to food. “You guys aren’t taking this seriously.”

      “Since when do you care about ghosts, Brix?” Veronica asked. “I mean, beyond telling a good ghost story. You already did that. I don’t see how we can help. But we can eat Dorian’s feast.”

      “But she—” Brixton did not complete his own sentence.

      Dorian set his plate on the side table. The boy was clearly upset about something. Veronica saw it as well. She placed a hand on his forearm.

      “What’s going on?” she asked softly.

      “Ridley isn’t just a random ghost,” Brixton mumbled. “She’s the ghost of the girl my mom was best friends with when she was my age. If Ghost Girl is getting revenge by coming after people she knew who let her die, my mom is high on that list.”
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