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      The last rays of daylight were descending over the Willamette River when I looked into the eyes of a man who’d been buried six hundred years ago.

      I grasped the chain I wore around my neck, now bearing both my gold locket and the pewter carving of a phoenix that my friend Dorian had given me as a good luck charm. The commingling metals were cool against my chest.

      “Are you okay?” A young man with flecks of dried red and orange paint on his hands startled me as he touched my elbow. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Not exactly.

      “I’m all right,” I said.

      He looked unconvinced as his gaze fell to my tightly clenched fist, but he nodded politely and pulled open the glass door leading into the art gallery. The narrow space along the river was wedged in between larger warehouses. I hadn’t noticed it on my last waterfront walk the day before. Which wasn’t surprising. The Portland art scene was thriving, with new spaces popping up all the time. But that didn’t explain the painting visible through the glass front window.

      The man who’d shaken me to the core wasn’t flesh and blood. But his presence shone as resolutely in pigments as it had in life. Nicolas had never let a living soul capture his image. It was impossible for this painting to exist. Yet here it was.

      How had an artist painted such an accurate likeness of my mentor, Nicolas Flamel?

      I hadn’t seen Nicolas in over three hundred years, and he’d officially been dead for many more. The Paris grave in which he’d supposedly been buried in 1418 was discovered to be empty when it was exhumed years later. The graves of both Nicolas and his wife, Perenelle, had been a ruse so that no curious Parisians would believe they were alive and look for them. They hadn’t wanted to risk being burned as witches. Which was fair enough, considering they weren’t. But if people knew the truth—that they practiced alchemy—they would have been condemned for practicing witchcraft anyway, just as I had been. So they’d fled and reinvented themselves.

      I stepped closer to the portrait. The deep charcoal blacks in the background were at first glance merely shadows, but within those shadows were lush reds and indigos that hinted at the materials in a workshop that lay beyond the subject. With rows of oddly shaped glass jars filled with indistinguishable contents, this could have been an apothecary’s home. Normally I would have been more interested in those ingredients hidden in the shadows, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the man in the center of the painting.

      Many artists had come up with their own imaginings of Nicolas Flamel, once he’d become famous a century after his supposed death. Those sketches looked nothing like the man. Yet in front of me was the real Nicolas, with his sunken cheeks and wild hair the color of sulfurous ashes tossed in a haystack. The painter had even captured the haunted look in his piercing silver-blue eyes.

      Nicolas had never agreed to sit for a portrait. Never. Just as I never let myself be photographed. If I did, people would see that I’d been twenty-eight years old for much longer than they believed natural.

      I’m Zoe Faust. At least that’s what I’ve called myself for over three hundred years. Aside from every hair on my body having turned white, I stopped aging the year I turned twenty-eight, in 1704. I was born with the name Zoe, but I christened myself Faust because I felt like I’d made a deal with the devil when I accidentally discovered the Elixir of Life. If only I’d listened to Nicolas… But that was a long time ago.

      I touched my hand to the glass between me and the painting. The artwork bore no signature, nor was there an explanatory placard nearby. The eyes in the portrait were unnerving. Whoever painted it must have known Nicolas personally. I was certain of it.

      I shifted my position as a gust of cool wind blew my hair into my eyes. From a new angle, I noticed a strange detail in the painting. The walking stick resting against the cabinet of glass jars took on a different appearance. The ornate carvings now looked like calligraphic letters. I moved closer. The walking stick was also a book. Alchemia.

      I smiled. The painting was using anamorphosis perspective— meaning it altered the viewer’s perception when observed at different angles. Together with the rich colors applied with thick dabs of paint that stood out on the canvas and gave it its personality, it reminded me of the work of the famous Renaissance artist Philippe Hayden. Nicolas and Perenelle had appreciated the alchemical subject matter of Hayden’s paintings. They’d owned several of his works of art. Unlike me, the Flamels were good at turning lead into gold.

      My silver raincoat blew in the wind as I stepped backwards, away from the window, looking for the name of the new gallery. My breath caught when I saw the distressed wooden plank hanging above the entrance. Two chains squeaked as the sign swung gently in the wind. Painted script as thick and black as tar spelled out the purpose of the place: Logan Magnus Memorial Gallery.

      Logan Magnus. A man who had killed himself two weeks prior in a most distressing way—poisoning himself by swallowing container after container of the toxic paints and binders he used in his artwork. Had he discovered an unknown work of art by Hayden? Or could Logan Magnus have been the one to paint this portrait? I would never be able to ask the artist how he had possessed the only true likeness I’d ever seen of the man I was desperately trying to find.
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      I met Nicolas Flamel in the year 1700. He was the only person who would work with me in spite of the fact I was a woman. He recognized my aptitude for alchemy, and saw that my brother and I were in a desperate situation. Perenelle was less convinced, but she went along with Nicolas’s wishes.

      My brother and I had fled Salem Village as teenagers, when my aptitude with plants had convinced the townspeople I was a witch. After leaving Massachusetts and making our way across the Atlantic, we nearly starved to death in London until I began selling my healing plant tinctures, which caught the attention of an alchemist who thought my brother was the apothecary.

      I knew nothing of alchemy at the time, until Nicolas took me on as his pupil. He explained that alchemy was about transformation, whether transforming homegrown plants into healing elixirs, impure metals into pure gold, or a crushed spirit into a happy one.

      I had always excelled at one of those three types of transformation: plant transformations. In alchemy, plant-based herbal medicines are created through spagyric transformations, using the same steps used in making gold, including fermentation, distillation, and extracting elements from the ashes. I never got the hang of making gold, but I understood plants. And here in Portland I was working hard on the third type of alchemy: finding happiness. For a long time, I hadn’t thought I deserved it.

      In my windy spot in front of the painting that reminded me so much of a time long ago, I lifted the chain I wore around my neck to look at my locket and phoenix pendant. The locket served as a reminder to honor the past. It held a miniature portrait of my brother Thomas and a photograph of my love Ambrose. Until recently, I had always felt responsible for both of their deaths. But now the new phoenix charm served as a symbol of hope for the future.

      After spending most of my life on the move so that nobody would notice I didn’t outwardly age, I’d put down roots in Portland nearly a year ago. I was tired of running. Tired of hiding. My cozy Craftsman house in the Hawthorne District no longer contained a hole in the roof, my backyard vegetable garden sprawled into the front yard, and I had a unique roommate who was my best friend. I could walk out my front door and down the street to the farmers’ market and Blue Sky Teas, the teashop where I could always find a group of friends—and I’d fallen in love with one of them. Max and so many others I’d met over the past year made me hope I could stay here in Portland for at least a little while longer. As for what would come next… I yearned for the day Max would be ready to learn the truth about me.

      The art gallery’s sign above me squawked more loudly in the increasing wind. Summer was coming to a close and the autumn equinox was approaching. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and I cinched my silver coat more tightly around me, but I remained outside on the threshold of the gallery.

      Oregonian artist Logan Magnus was a local celebrity in my adopted hometown. He was known as an experimental modern painter, which was ironic because he mixed his own pigments and used organic materials rather than modern synthetic ones, so he was more old-fashioned than I was. Lead, mercury, and turpentine were reported to have been the main poisons he’d swallowed. I knew the substances well. They overlapped with materials I used in alchemy.

      Could Logan Magnus have been an alchemist who’d known Nicolas centuries ago? It would certainly explain his use of pigments… No, I knew that was impossible. Not because Logan was dead. Alchemists can die just like anyone else. But one thing you can’t do is grow up in the public eye, which Logan Magnus had done. His father had been a famous artist as well, so there were plenty of photos of Logan growing up in the 1960s and 1970s. Besides, this painting looked like a Philippe Hayden. Was Logan Magnus experimenting with a new style?

      The sun dipped below the horizon. Max would be expecting me soon, but I needed to get a better look at the painting first.

      All I had left of Nicolas was a note I’d discovered when I returned to Paris earlier that summer. The blue ink had faded over the years so I hadn’t been able to read it beyond the two lines written in old French. Dearest Zoe, If you find this one day… and an even more important one: I hope you can help. I didn’t know what I could help him with, or even if he was still alive. That uncertainty left me feeling like a fraudulent painting, with my inner reality different from my outward appearance—but if you peeled away the slightest bit of paint, you’d see the truth.

      The door of the art gallery was within reach. Poised between stepping inside to chase my past or walking on to embrace my future, I hesitated. Taking a deep breath, I took a step forward, only to stumble backward as the door flung open.

      A beautiful woman in elegant all-black clothes stepped outside. In shiny black heels, she stood several inches taller than me. Bright streaks of silver-white cut through her long black hair like impossibly thin bolts of lightning slicing through the night sky. Instead of pushing past me, she stopped inches away. She clasped a strong hand around my wrist.

      “You,” she said. Her voice was calm but filled with a smoldering rage. “It was you. You killed him.”
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      Normally the people of Portland were a friendly lot. I could occasionally upset someone when they thought I was proselytizing about my plant-based diet, but strangers didn’t frequently accuse me of killing people. Though admittedly it had been known to happen more than I would have liked. Alchemy comes with a lot of baggage.

      But it wasn’t supposed to happen here in Portland, my fresh start.

      “You have the wrong—”

      “It was you,” the stunning dark-haired woman said again, tightening her grip until it was sure to leave a bruise. “You have his—” Her voice broke off as I twisted free. “Stop her!” she cried.

      A group of joggers turned their heads in our direction, but I didn’t stop to see if they acted beyond craning their necks. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in over three hundred years of staying alive in war and peace, it’s that it’s best to get away from people trying to harm you.

      But as I ran down the waterfront path, not pausing to look back, I wondered… who did she think I had killed?

      My heart beat as furiously as it had during the Red Phase of an alchemical transformation, but for less pure reasons. It was the fear of being exposed. I’ve stayed alive by helping people while living a quiet life. It’s an existence that requires moving frequently, which is why I’d lived out of my 1950s Airstream trailer for years. I’m fearless when it comes to many things, but I’m terrified of being thrust into the spotlight.

      In her high heels, there was no way she’d be able to keep up with me. I hoped nobody else tried, but I wasn’t taking chances. My rust-colored boots splashed through a puddle from the previous day’s storm. I kept running until I could no longer catch my breath. I slowed to a walk, hoping nobody had followed. My entire body was shaking.

      I was in no shape to see Max. Dorian expected me to bring home groceries after visiting him, so I’d reverse the order and pick up groceries for Dorian before heading to Max’s house. I couldn’t lie to Max. I hadn’t yet told him the whole truth about myself, but lie to his face? That, I couldn’t do.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, as I walked up the sloping driveway to my house, I was no longer as apprehensive, but I couldn’t stop thinking about both the strange accusation and Logan Magnus’s painting of Nicolas. With a brown paper bag blocking most of my view, I unlocked the front door of my house. As soon as I’d closed it, I felt fingers wrap themselves around my wrist.

      Again.

      I dropped the bag and spun around, my heart racing. So much for not being on edge. There was nobody at eye level, but the grip on my wrist was very real. It came from someone two feet shorter.

      “Je suis désolé for startling you,” Dorian said, his black eyes innocent as he looked up at me. “I am so pleased to see you. I was getting very hungry.”

      He let go of my wrist and jumped up and down impatiently, his bare feet thumping on the hardwood floor, then scooped up the slightly squished bag of produce and scampered toward the kitchen.

      Dorian isn’t my child. He isn’t even a child. Dorian  Robert-Houdin is a nearly-150-year-old gargoyle. Who’s also a chef. It’s a long story.

      The key facts are that Dorian was once stone but was accidentally brought to life through a dangerous form of alchemy. I met him when he snuck into a crate I’d shipped to Portland from Paris. Dorian wanted my help deciphering the ancient alchemy book that had brought him to life as a living gargoyle in the first place, but its alchemy was unraveling and causing him to die a slow, unnatural death that would keep him awake but trapped in stone forever. Through our efforts this past year, he’d recently discovered the true Elixir of Life for himself. The once-perilous book had been stolen before we could destroy it, but it was no longer a danger. I hoped.

      Dorian could hold still and pretend to be stone if anyone not in our inner circle were to see him. Though it was a perfect way to hide, he rarely did it these days. He was still traumatized from having been taken into police custody in stone form before.

      Now he flapped his wings with glee as he removed the stalk of brussels sprouts sticking out of the bag. “Très bon. We have caraway seeds, garlic-infused olive oil…”

      I forgot to mention what is perhaps the most important thing about Dorian. He’s French.

      I could see the wheels spinning in his mind as he thought about transforming the raw ingredients into sumptuous meals. He’d apprenticed for a blind chef before going to work as a personal chef for blind people, all of whom believed his lie that he was a disfigured man uncomfortable being seen. Until Dorian met me, he’d lived a lonely and secretive life.

      Setting the bag and stalk of brussels sprouts on the kitchen counter, Dorian retrieved the stepping stool. The three-and-a-half-foot-tall gargoyle had originally been carved for the gallery of gargoyles at Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, as part of the 1850s renovation by Eugène Viollet-le-Duc. The architect then realized that Dorian was too small to be seen from the ground, so the gargoyle was cast aside for the larger chimeras that now adorn the cathedral. It meant Dorian was also too short for the height of an average kitchen counter.

      The sight of a gargoyle cooking in my kitchen had taken a bit of getting used to. Dorian resembles the famous Thinker gargoyle now atop Notre Dame, with similar horns and snout. His horns now wriggled more freely, and his wings were soft, like the feathers of a phoenix risen from the ashes. Though unlike a bird, he couldn’t fly.

      “Superb,” he said, sniffing the pears. His snout crinkled in ecstasy. “I am beginning to think the Elixir reinvigorated my senses. Not taste, but smell. The olfactory senses are the strongest. You experience them both when you smell the aroma before taking a bite, and also right before you swallow. It is as if I have been rescued from a desert island where I lived only on coconuts and the water I captured by condensation… before being rescued by a prince who is secretly my father.”

      “Have you been watching daytime television soap operas again?”

      Dorian crossed his arms. “If a certain alchemist would get me the books I requested from the library, I would not have to.”

      “My library account was suspended for defacing library books.”

      Dorian gasped. “What have you done, Zoe?”

      I scowled at the gargoyle. “It’s your doing. It’s all the cookbooks you’ve written in.”

      “But I am fixing them! How can one properly capture the complex flavors of a stew without deglazing a pan? Or use garlic without letting it rest? Or—”

      “I know, Dorian, but you can’t write in library books.”

      “But—”

      “For any reason.”

      He looked at me thoughtfully for a few moments. “What if a recipe would poison someone?”

      “You found a poisonous recipe?”

      “No. Not as of yet. But this would be an exception, no?”

      I sighed. “If you find poison, you can fix it. But that’s it. All right?”

      He relaxed his arms and studied my face. “What is wrong, my friend?”

      “I’ve had the strangest evening.”

      “You have broken Max’s heart?”

      “What? No! Why would you say that?”

      Dorian shrugged. “You are home earlier than expected. I understood you were having dinner with Max.”

      “I didn’t want to see him while I was upset, because I didn’t want to lie to him.”

      “Nor to see him when your hair looks like you have run through a field of brambles.”

      I ran a hand through my hair. It’s cut at an angle and falls well above my shoulders. Since it’s naturally bright white, I keep it cut stylishly to make it look as if I dye it to be trendy.

      “What has upset you?” Dorian asked, blinking up at me.

      “I saw a painting that looks like Nicolas Flamel. Before I could look more closely, I had to run away—because a woman accused me of killing someone.”

      Dorian’s clawed hand flew to his mouth. “C’est terrible! For an alchemist, you are not very good at hiding.”

      “I got out of there, didn’t I?”

      “True.”

      Dorian pushed open the swinging door and disappeared into the living room. I followed in time to see him peeking carefully through the curtains we always kept drawn.

      “Les flics have not descended,” he declared. “I see no police cars. I believe you are safe. Why do you attract such inopportune people? And I understand why you believe you saw Nicolas in a painting. It is because of the letter he left you. But it is no use, Zoe. You cannot decipher it. Even after you used heat to recover more of the ink, it revealed nothing more.”

      Over the past several months, I’d tried everything I could think of to raise the ink beyond the few visible words. Dearest Zoe, If you find this one day… I hope you can help. All my efforts had achieved was showing darker versions of doodles in the margins. But now…

      I swore. It seemed so obvious now.

      “Dorian, it really is a painting of Nicolas. And I was wrong about the methods I’ve been using to raise the ink. That portrait tonight showed me how I can decipher his note.
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        1597, Prague, Bohemia

      

      

      The artist squinted at the painting, arm outstretched with the brush in hand, then frowned. The shadows…

      “Your methods are fascinating, Philippe,” a voice from behind said.

      Coarse bristles slipped across the flax canvas, transforming the deep blue of the sky into a sickly puce.

      “I have never seen paint like yours,” the interloper added.

      Philippe Hayden glared with fury at the man who’d entered the studio. It had taken the painter a full week to transform the green malachite crystals into Egyptian Blue. And this painting had been turning out so well, a true representation of alchemy.

      No matter. When you knew how to transform minerals into pigments as well as Philippe, you could create more precious Egyptian Blue. It wouldn’t do to offend the visitor, Edward Kelley.

      Edward was an enigma to Philippe. The man’s ears had been sliced as a message he was not to be trusted—his crime was some form of fraud, Philippe had heard—yet he still charmed his way into courts. Edward was the only alchemist in Rudolf II’s court who’d ever had a kind word to say about Philippe. The others dismissed the painter as an uncivilized barbarian or an eccentric at best. An eccentric! In the court of Bohemia, of all places, where the “Mad Alchemist” king’s mood swings were infamous, peacocks roamed the castle grounds, and alchemists’ workshops lined a prominent street within the walls of Prague Castle. Yet it was Philippe Hayden who was considered eccentric.

      “You were supposed to bring me Dragon’s Blood,” Edward said. He didn’t look or act his forty years. Only a few flecks of gray threaded the thick brown hair that fell to below his shoulders.

      Philippe frowned. There wasn’t much cinnabar left to create the dark orangey-red paint that could transform dull sunsets into dramatic ones. Cinnabar, fancifully known as Dragon’s Blood, was precious to both artists and alchemists. Philippe set the paint brushes in a solution of vinegar and handed the thumb-sized chunk of cinnabar to Edward. “I lost track of time.”

      “What are you painting?”

      “Before it was ruined?” Philippe stopped speaking before saying something even more regrettable.

      “Surely you can fix the sky. I did not wish to startle you, but it was as if you were in a trance.”

      It’s called concentration, the painter wished to tell the dilettante. “This is an alchemist’s workshop at sunset.”

      “A creative interpretation,” Edward murmured. He looked over the painting, then took his leave.

      Philippe bolted the heavy wooden door. It wouldn’t do to have people able to enter without warning. Nicolas Flamel had been right. Secrecy was essential for both of them. The painter smeared more dirt-colored paint under bright blue eyes and cinnabar-colored hair, wishing they were duller and less apt to draw attention, then checked the lock again.

      Philippe turned back to the canvas and its hidden alchemical messages. These teachings were not the obscure codes that required an insider’s knowledge to be deciphered; they needed only an observer’s interest and intelligence. That way, anyone worthy—not just hand-selected men—could discover alchemy’s secrets.

      Sharing this arcane knowledge through art was what had ostensibly brought Philippe to Prague Castle. Yet there was a deeper, secret reason why Philippe was there. One the artist had not admitted even to Nicolas Flamel.
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      “The note from Nicolas doesn’t use physical alchemy,” I continued as Dorian stared at me, becoming more animated as I spoke. “It uses the concepts of alchemy, not the science. I’ve been using physical chemistry and alchemy to try and raise faded ink. But what if this wasn’t a straightforward letter that faded? I think the message was disguised all along.”

      Dorian narrowed his eyes.

      “You’re skeptical, I know. But this—”

      “Non. You are right. It is a sound theory. I was simply contemplating what to cook with this new bounty.”

      I laughed and wrapped my arms around Dorian. I hadn’t felt this hopeful since finding the note. “Go ahead and cook. You can keep me company here in the kitchen. I can do my experiment right here. I’ll be right back.”

      Dorian hopped up on his stool, deftly lifted a chef’s knife, and began dicing turnips. Next to my old wooden cutting board was a glass bowl of acidulated water. That’s the fancy name for water mixed with a little bit of acid, such as lemon juice, to keep certain fruits and vegetables from turning brown before the cook is ready to use them. The bowl was filled with sliced apples. I looked forward to sampling whatever creation he was making.

      Dorian had taught me just how similar alchemical transformations are to culinary transformations. Both involve organic matter reacting to what’s put into it. And as with cooking, the personal intent one adds to alchemy makes all the difference.

      Filled with anticipation, I left the kitchen and headed for my basement alchemy lab.

      When most people think of alchemy, they think of medieval men hunched in a dark workshop turning lead into gold. I never got the hang of that, perhaps because I didn’t care enough. My strength was extracting a plant’s essence to create a purer version of its healing powers.

      Since alchemy was a precursor to modern chemistry, alchemical tools share a lot in common with what you’d find in chemistry labs. My basement lab was where I’d tried everything I could think of to raise the faded ink in Nicolas’s note. I’d increased the temperature of the ink and paper with different heat sources, bathed and starved the ink of light, and changed the alkaline balance of the paper. Yet each of those experiments was about chemical transformation. As I now realized, I’d been approaching it all wrong. It was an artistic transformation I needed.

      I retrieved the note from where I’d left it locked inside a cabinet drawer and hurried back up the stairs. I pushed through the kitchen’s swinging door, held the faded paper flat in my hand, and raised it to eye level.

      “What are you doing?” Dorian asked. He’d moved on to mincing onions.

      “Anamorphosis,” I said, squinting at the paper. Nothing. I rotated it 90 degrees.

      “What is that, Greek? I wish you would speak Latin like a civilized person.”

      Since the strange alchemy book that had originally brought Dorian to life had been written in Latin, it was his first language.

      “It’s an art term,” I said. “The most famous example is the sixteenth-century painting The Ambassadors by Hans Holbein the Younger, where he painted a skull that you can only see if you view the painting at a sharp angle. Philippe Hayden’s paintings used the same technique.”

      I held the note parallel to the floor but at eye-level. The paper was slightly lumpy from the experiments I’d done on it, so I kept shifting it, looking for a way to make the lines turn into something more. I’d assumed the faint sketches behind the writing were simply old unfinished doodles from Nicolas’s quirky mind; paper was a lot harder to come by in those days. But perhaps, just as Hayden’s artwork contained hidden layers of meaning that were revealed with shifting perspectives, so too did this note.

      “Hold this.” I handed Dorian the paper and ran to the attic, taking the stairs two at a time.

      Hayden wasn’t as famous as Michelangelo or other Renaissance painters, but I knew his work well because of the Flamels’ interest. The artist had painted alchemical subjects more accurately than any painter of the time. That had raised controversy amongst alchemists because they felt such paintings released the arcane knowledge of their secret art into the world more freely than was wise. Nicolas and Perenelle liked Hayden’s work because they understood that telling the truth about alchemy, through artwork, was the right thing to do. Unlike most alchemists, they believed that sharing this level of true knowledge wasn’t opening the floodgates. Representing true alchemy in art was not directly handing people the Philosopher’s Stone and the Elixir of Life. People still had to work to achieve those goals through personal transformation. Hayden’s work included enough clues to lead interested, worthy individuals to the books that would reveal more.

      I reached the attic and flung open the steamer trunk that sat beyond the organized shelves. The room held the inventory for my online business, Elixir, where I sold items I’d accumulated over the years in order to keep myself going financially. I’d only ever managed to transmute stone minerals into a few ounces of gold, so I’d tried various things over the years to make enough money to live in the ever-changing world. I was an apothecary for many years, but I tended to give away more medicines than I sold because I’ve never been good at turning away someone in need. That’s when I began saving the simple items that took on more value over time. During the decades I traveled around the United States in my Airstream, I sold small items at flea markets, but after buying my fixer-upper in Portland, I’d sent for the larger items I’d been keeping in storage in Paris. And that, of course, was how Dorian found his way to me.

      I cast aside my Victorian Vampire-hunting kit and an unruly stack of World War II trading cards. A glint of light in the far corner of the trunk caught my eye. The cylindrical mirror would do the trick. I tucked it into my pocket and hurried back down the stairs.

      “There.” I held the curved mirror to the paper, revealing the sketches to be letters. “Dorian, listen to this.”

      The words came in and out of focus as I held the paper and mirror in unsteady hands. I read the words in the old French they were written in.

      “I might not survive, but if I do, I will be imprisoned… I am not afraid to die. But I fear for the world if I do not complete this important task. I must prevent… You must… stop them… You will find…”

      Dorian’s horns drew together, the equivalent of scrunching his brow in confusion. “Your mentor spoke like Yoda?”

      “It’s missing some words. Some of the ink really has faded too much to read. And the wrinkles in the paper aren’t helping.”

      “Read it one more time, s’il vous plait,” Dorian said.

      As I complied, he wrote the words on the notepad he used for shopping lists. “Maintenant, I have an idea.”

      He tossed onion skins into the compost bin, dried his hands on a kitchen towel, and hopped off his stool. He opened a drawer and removed a rolling pin and motioned for me to hand him the note. With the paper in one hand and the rolling pin in the other, the gargoyle marched over to the dining table, where he began to roll the fragile paper with the wooden pin.

      If it had been anyone besides Dorian, I would have objected. But he used cooking tools with a softer touch than I used to think possible.

      “We make a good team, you and I,” he said, handing the flattened paper back to me with pride. “Try again with the mirror.”

      “I might not survive,” I began reading again, “but if I do, I will be imprisoned… I am not afraid to die. But I fear for the world if I do not complete this important task. I must prevent… You must… stop them… You will find…” I broke off and gasped. “There’s another line! In the Philippe Hayden painting.”

      I’d been right about the portrait. It was by Philippe Hayden. And it contained a clue to the whereabouts of Nicolas Flamel.
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      Dorian kissed the rolling pin. “I have always told you my high-end cooking supplies were worth it. I have enabled your first breakthrough. I am glad you have a clue to find Monsieur Flamel.”

      How had the painting ended up in Portland four hundred years after its creation? Dare I hope Nicolas was still alive?

      “What was the dangerous task he mentions, and how did his portrait come to be here?” Dorian asked, echoing my own thoughts.

      “All this time,” I murmured, feeling my throat constricting. “All these years when I never heard from him, it wasn’t because he’d abandoned me and lost his humanity—it was because he was either dead or imprisoned.”

      Who was he asking me to stop? What information had Philippe Hayden hidden in the painting? And what had become of Perenelle? Nicolas hadn’t mentioned her in the legible portion of the note I could read.

      “Do not look so forlorn, mon amie,” Dorian said. “You are the person who taught me to have hope, and it is why I am alive today.

      You will find Monsieur Flamel, and I will find my stolen alchemy book. Alas, I have not seen any signs of it yet.” Dorian pointed his rolling pin at the pile of European newspapers sticking out of the recycle bin. “But I have hope.”

      Backward alchemy was a dark alchemy that used unnatural shortcuts and had claimed many lives. We’d put an end to it, but Dorian felt responsible that we couldn’t entirely close that chapter of our lives while the book still existed.

      “The book is harmless now,” I said as I grabbed my silver raincoat.

      Dorian frowned. “You are leaving to be with Max now?”

      “I’m going to see the painting again first, but yes, then I’m going to see Max.”

      Dorian clicked his tongue. “I have read enough novels to know what it is to be in love. Max is in love with you. It is clear you mean the world to him. Yet you can never tell him the truth about yourself. It is impossible. Mark my words. If there is one thing you must fear, it is that the man who loves you will be your downfall.”

      “Now I’m definitely convinced you’ve been watching too many soap operas. The man I love will be my downfall? Really?” Dorian was certainly a dramatic little gargoyle.

      He blinked at me. “This was said in a Gothic novel, not a television program. A young governess with a heart-shaped face visited a gypsy fortune-teller—”

      “I get the picture,” I said. “But that’s fiction. This is real life.”

      “This means you are going to tell Max about alchemy? And about me?”

      “I need to figure out the best way. But yes. I’ll tell him, at least about me.”

      Dorian’s gray jaw fell, revealing gray stone teeth. “Temperamental alchemists,” he grumbled.

      “He’s a good man, Dorian.”

      “If you need me,” he said, shaking his head, “you know where to find me. I will be here in my kitchen.”

      Though I’d bought the house, this was certainly his kitchen. I’d lived out of my trailer for more than half a century, so I didn’t need much in terms of a kitchen. One copper pot on a single burner to cook legumes and hearty root vegetables, and a blender to make vegetable soups and smoothies. The kitchen in the Craftsman house hadn’t been updated since the 1950s, but that hadn’t bothered me. I loved the porcelain gas stove and pink fridge. Both were tiny compared to modern standards, but they seemed huge to me. Dorian had other ideas.

      “Cilantro—bof!” Dorian muttered from beyond the kitchen’s swinging door. He must have spotted the fresh cilantro I’d picked and placed in a jar of water on the counter. “It is not even supposed to be in season! Sometimes I wish the alchemist was not so good with plants.”

      Dorian had been horrified to learn I ate a plant-based vegan diet. We’d found common ground when we’d discovered that we both agreed the most important thing was the quality of the ingredients themselves. He’d learned how to cook French delicacies with only plant-based ingredients. He was more surprised than anyone that it had worked. And I was surprised by how it no longer felt strange to have a gargoyle as my best friend and roommate.
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      At Max Liu’s door, I rapped with the shiny brass lion-head knocker. I had arrived sooner than I’d expected to, since the Logan Magnus memorial art gallery was closed when I drove by, a black curtain drawn across the windows. Seeing the Nicolas painting would have to wait until the next day.

      Max opened his crimson-colored front door. His normally perfect black hair was askew, and his deep brown eyes reflected tenderness and passion back at me.

      Simply being with Max gave me a euphoria I couldn’t remember ever having felt before I met him. We could talk about everything and nothing, and enjoyed both chatting for hours and sitting in contemplative silence. And those dark eyes, and the black hair that drove him crazy when it wasn’t perfectly in place…

      “Sorry I’m so late,” I said.

      I expected him to smile and pull me into a kiss. Instead, he frowned and sneezed. I noticed, then, that his nose was nearly as red as his front door.

      “You didn’t get my texts telling you not to come?”

      I still hadn’t gotten used to cell phones. I looked at mine and saw I’d missed two texts and a voicemail message.

      “I’m glad I missed them,” I said. “This way I can take care of you.” And he could take care of me.

      “I don’t want to get you sick, Zoe.”

      “I won’t get sick. But I wouldn’t care if I did. Now, let’s see what you’ve got in the kitchen. I’ll bring you some of my own home remedies tomorrow.”

      I led the way to the kitchen, and Max leaned against the kitchen doorway while I assessed the contents of the cabinets. I could feel him watching me, but I didn’t expect the words that followed.

      “Zoe,” he said, “you lied to me.”
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      Max’s voice was calm rather than accusing, but I was afraid to look up at him.

      Instinctively, my hand went to the locket at my neck. Instead, my fingers found the phoenix charm. Before I could speak, Max waved a newsprint magazine in the air and broke into a grin. “You told me you didn’t like being photographed.”

      He tossed me the free weekly Portland newspaper that had come out that day. He’d folded it open to the restaurant section. A quarter of the page was filled with a large photograph taken inside Blue Sky Teas, the neighborhood gathering spot located down the street from my house. Normally I would have been happy for the shop’s owner, Blue, especially after the hardship she’d faced to carve out a life she loved. But this wasn’t the right type of publicity. Blue wasn’t the one in the center of the photograph—I was.

      I nearly choked. Not having my image captured was how I’d survived so long. But here I was, prominently featured in the paper nearly every Portlander read. The caption inaccurately read, Pastry chef Zoe Faust cooks up tantalizingly tasty treats at Blue Sky Teas. The Hawthorne District’s favorite cozy teashop serves unexpected flavor combinations in both its teas and pastries.

      This couldn’t be happening. Breathe, Zoe.

      “Even though you’re not looking at the camera and the photographer caught you mid-blink, you’re every bit as beautiful as you
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