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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
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