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        “As one watched, the utter brilliance of the flame set them in motion. There were serpents that appeared to be laughing, gargoyles one seemed to hear yapping, salamanders blowing into the flames, dragons sneezing in the smoke.”

        —Victor Hugo, Notre-Dame de Paris

      

      

      

      The fire began in a high crevice of the cathedral known as “the forest.” On a cool spring evening, the scorching heat of the flames caught hold of the wood and crept through the innards of the Gothic structure. Silently. Invisibly. Until it was too late.

      He watched in rapt attention, like everyone else. And immediately hated himself for it. He didn’t think of himself as being anything like them.

      Anyone standing beyond the western courtyard of Notre Dame Cathedral would have been forgiven for believing the medieval church was constructed entirely of stone, and therefore incapable of burning. In fact, the latticework roof and frame had been built out of the wood of thousands of oak trees. He learned, afterward, that the most common estimates ranged from 5,000 to 13,000 ancient oak trees. He usually valued precision, above all else, yet the wide range of guesses was forgivable, he decided, considering the wooden frame was one of the oldest surviving parts of the original building. The cathedral had been constructed nearly 800 years ago. The names of the original architects and their records were long ago lost to history.

      But not the names of the men involved in the nineteenth-century restoration. Those men were remembered. Architect, artist, and restorer Eugène Viollet-le-Duc breathed new life into the crumbling church, and kept meticulous records of all those involved, from charpentièrs to tailleurs de pierre, and everything in between those carpenters building scaffolding and the stonemasons carving gargoyles.

      And he couldn’t forget the man initially responsible for saving the cathedral. Novelist Victor Hugo, whose prose captured the collective imagination of the citizens of France and propelled the restoration forward. Hugo imagined a romantic medieval cathedral that had, in truth, never existed. Quasimodo could never have lurked among such a wide array of gargoyles and chimeras, because they hadn’t been there. Not until Hugo imagined them in his fiction.

      The stones had weathered centuries of natural erosion from rainwater and pollution, architectural disagreements about what form the cathedral’s various restorations would take, and purposeful destruction from both idealistic revolutionaries and Nazi occupiers. If only the gargoyles could have cried out as their claws warmed with heat and their throats choked on smoke, perhaps they could have sounded the alarm before it was too late. By the time the thick gray smoke openly billowed around the famous limestone gargoyles added to the cathedral in the 1800s, the heroic firefighters were powerless to save the roof and spire.

      It was those stones that gave him the idea. As he watched the billowing plumes of smoke, he couldn’t help smiling.

      He didn’t feel entirely good about feeling giddy with happiness at the destruction. He wasn’t a monster, after all. But he was about to become a very rich man.
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      I knew it had been a terrible mistake to relinquish my bag when I checked into my flight. Especially with my best friend curled up inside it.

      My heel tapped nervously on the shiny white floor as my eyes darted around the baggage claim carousel at Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris. I held my breath each time a new set of bags thumped from the luggage chute onto the conveyor belt.

      Nothing.

      Around me, tourists chattered about visiting the Eiffel Tower, the Louvre, or the Musée D’Orsay. Two young travelers standing near me fantasized about the nightclubs, and I lamented the fact that neither they nor anyone else would ever again be able to visit Paris’s best nightclub. Cabaret de l’Enfer in Monmartre had been opened in 1892 but closed in 1950. You can now find a department store on the spot it once stood. Yes, I’m a lot older than I look. A few hundred years older, in fact.

      I’m as human as everyone else, so I would have loved to explore Paris like a tourist, but fun wasn’t in the cards for this trip. But still… this was Paris. It was impossible not to be pulled into the unique energy of the city. Even here at the airport with the squeaky gray and white floors at baggage claim. Localities hold their own unique energy. It’s why alchemists like me have always been drawn to cities like Paris and Prague. And why I was drawn to Portland last year when I rolled into town.

      But I wasn’t here to reminisce about my path becoming an accidental alchemist.  Dorian and I knew a secret about Notre Dame. If we were right about what the recent fire had revealed, we might have a very messy mystery to solve.

      Still, no sign of my suitcase. No sign of Dorian.

      Plenty of passengers hadn’t yet received their bags. There was no reason to think anything had happened. Except that it was Dorian. Something always happened.

      He’d insisted on coming with me to Paris. Which was fair enough. He was even more distraught than I was about the fire that had swept through Notre Dame Cathedral, its fiery tentacles creeping stealthily across hidden wooden beams until the roof was destroyed and the towering spire collapsed.

      Though I’d lived in Paris many years ago, Dorian was the one whose life was tied to the cathedral. He was born here in Paris, inside the workshop where the tradesmen skilled in carving stone were restoring the cathedral under Eugène Viollet-le-Duc’s supervision.

      Dorian’s “birth” wasn’t like most of ours. He’s a gargoyle. Which is why I let him convince me it was OK for him to curl his wings around himself, step into my suitcase, and turn to stone for the duration of the trip from Portland to Paris.

      Yes, as much as I’ve always wanted a normal life—and I’d made great inroads this past year—there was still a lot that defied normality in my life these days. I knew the checked bag was the quickest and safest way to get Dorian to Paris. It’s not like I could buy a plane ticket for a living gargoyle.

      And yes, technically Dorian is a chimera. He’d originally been carved in stone to be one of the creatures who looked down from the balustrade of Notre Dame, not a stone head with a lead pipe waterspout in his mouth to drain water from the roof. But nobody uses the word chimera. Not even Dorian. Although the word gargoyle narrowly describes architectural details with waterspouts as mouths, the term has become a catch-all for the stone creatures that adorn old buildings.

      As for my particular gargoyle? He was every bit as impish and mischievous as you’d imagine if you’ve ever caught a glimpse of a stone creature above and wondered, just for a moment, whether he was watching you.

      Which is why I’d wanted to keep Dorian close at hand in my carry-on bag. But in addition to the fact that I wasn’t entirely sure even a gargoyle could contort himself to fit into the minuscule confines of a carry-on, this was an international flight. Meaning weight restrictions. Dorian simply weighed too much. Perhaps it was because he was originally made of stone, but I had my suspicions that it had more to do with the fact that he was a gourmet chef who loved French haute cuisine.

      “It’s the only way,” he’d said as we packed.

      I gave in. You’d think I’d be less of a pushover after 340 years. Normally I don’t have a problem staying resolute. My weakness is my best friend.

      Still, I almost changed my mind about the trip when I saw that Dorian had packed two novels and three homemade baguette sandwiches. Mushroom and olive tapenade, caramelized onion hummus, and coconut oil butter with fig preserves. He was planning on getting up and having a picnic in the cargo hold. That’s why I was so worried now. Had he left the suitcase and been seen? Was he unable to get back inside? No, even if that were the case, my suitcase would still show up, sans gargoyle.

      I drank the last few sips of the lemon water in my water bottle and glanced from the baggage carousel to the billboards advertising luxury products and Paris tourism. One was advertising for the newly opened Victor Hugo museum exhibit—the reason I was in Paris.

      A detailed sketch of a Notre Dame gargoyle by novelist Victor Hugo himself had been discovered in the wreckage left behind after the fire. The press had dubbed the drawing “The Lost Gargoyle of Paris.”

      The illustration was hidden behind a stone laid during the mid-nineteenth-century restoration that had been dislodged during the fire. The paper was tucked inside a narrow leather journal belonging to one of the men who’d worked on the nineteenth-century restoration. On the cover of the journal was what looked very much like an alchemical symbol—an ouroboros, a serpent eating its own tail in the form of a circle, representing eternity. The gargoyle illustration tucked inside the journal was worn with age and badly damaged, but enough of it remained to identify it as being drawn by Victor Hugo.

      On the surface, the discovery was incredibly exciting. A symbol of resilience at a time when it was much needed. I knew firsthand how frequently pieces of history get forgotten—or worse, purposefully covered up. But I also couldn’t ignore the danger. There were backward alchemists who would go to extreme measures to get their hands on a discovery that included not only alchemy, but the energy of a creative genius. If any of the backward alchemists were still alive, it was a combination they wouldn’t be able to pass up.

      The black rubber segments of the conveyor belt squeaked to a grinding halt, yanking me back to the present. The last bags and the remaining passengers around me were all gone.

      I forgot about the billboard. I had bigger problems. No Dorian.

      “Mademoiselle?” The voice came from a young airport employee striding towards me at a brisk clip. “Pardon. Are you, by chance, Zoe Faust?” he asked in formal French.

      “Yes,” I answered in English. Not because my French was rusty (although it was) but because I didn’t want to arouse suspicions that I was anyone other than who I was supposed to be. Twenty-eight-year-old American Zoe Faust, who’d recently bought a fixer-upper craftsman house in Portland, Oregon, after living out of my Airstream trailer for several years. Employment status: Like many millennials, I ran my own online business. My online store Elixir sold funky antique items, which I didn’t mention weren’t antique at all when I’d purchased them in person a century or so before. I also didn’t correct people who assumed I dyed my hair white to be trendy. It began turning white naturally nearly 300 years ago when I was in my 30s.

      “Your identification?” The young man looked down his nose at me as he raised his open palm, waiting impatiently.

      I handed him my passport. The passport itself wasn’t a forgery. Only the birth certificate I’d used to obtain it.

      “Merci. We have something that belongs to you.”

      “You found my bag?”

      “It is the strangest thing. It became separated from the other luggage during the flight. The baggage area was in disarray. This one looked as though it might have been opened, so we inspected it.”

      My low-level anxiety kicked up a notch. The last vestige of fatigue was instantly replaced with fiery fear. “You—”

      “I believe I understand why you brought this statue.”

      “You do?” I croaked.

      “It looks very much like the famous gargoyle who watches over us
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