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      The day was almost perfect enough for me to forget about the blackmail.

      “Nitrogen Alchemy.” Nicolas sniffed the pint glass in his hand as the wind picked up and blew his unruly hair around his face. “I don’t know about this.”

      The crow’s feet around his silver-blue eyes crinkled, so I knew he was smiling behind the murky glass. The horn-rimmed glasses with thick lenses amplified the effect. I’d been worried that today was too much for him, but he showed no signs of slowing down.

      Nicolas, his wife Perenelle, and I were nestled into the far corner of one of the wooden slab tables set up for communal seating in the back garden of a new brewpub in Portland, underneath the shade of laurel trees. Snatches of sunlight filtered through the leaves onto their heads. Nicolas and Perenelle were one of those couples who had grown to look like each other. Their features were quite different, but their hair was so wild that if you saw them together you’d think they’d done it on purpose. The billowing waves of Perenelle’s auburn tresses did as they pleased, and Nicolas’s gray-infused curls had been known to pop a hat right off his head.

      The two of them were new in town, and today was the day I’d promised them a full tour of the city. Nicolas had been ill for the past month, recovering from injuries sustained during a grievous attack. This was the first week he was deemed fit enough for a day on the town.

      We started the day at Blue Sky Teas, the café run by my dear friend Blue, before walking to downtown Portland to visit Powell’s Books. It was a long walk, but we had all grown up walking much longer distances than people think is normal these days. The excursion to the legendary independent bookstore had taken up far more hours than I’d planned on, as I should have known it would. Nicolas and Perenelle were endlessly curious. They always had been. It was well after lunchtime when we emerged with three bursting bags of books and had gone in search of sustenance.

      I’d never been to this restaurant and brewpub before, but when Perenelle saw it was named PDX Alchemy, she’d insisted we try it. It was midafternoon and the outdoor seating area was less than half full. An assortment of people were engaged in animated conversations, from opinions on a new tract of tiny homes to speculation about a recent unsolved local museum heist at the Oregon Gold History Museum. The robbery resulted in one of the private museum’s owners, Harrison Cabot, lying in a hospital bed in a coma. The heist had been carried out by a lone thief, but the spoils were immense: 20 gold nuggets, most of which were larger than anything ever seen before. Until I’d moved to Portland, I didn’t know that the California Gold Rush also extended northward into Oregon, or that it had produced such fortune.

      “I really don’t know about this,” Nicolas repeated, eyeing the dark beer and the images of a sun and moon etched into the glass.

      Perenelle gave an encouraging nudge to her beloved husband.

      With a look from her, he tilted the pint glass toward his lips. “Magnifique! Darling, have you sampled your ale yet?”

      Perenelle graced him with a smile and held up her half-empty pint glass.

      I needed to keep my wits about me to keep them out of trouble, so I’d ordered a glass of homemade ginger ale. Nicolas and Perenelle had each ordered beers with the word Alchemy in their titles. We were sharing a family-size basket of oven-crisped root vegetable chips while we waited for our main meals.

      “You’ve found a wonderful home here, Zoe.” Perenelle tilted her head toward the canopy of tree branches above us. It was a wistful look, the kind of smile filled with both genuine happiness and regret. With her eyes closed, perhaps she was thinking of her younger days in the French countryside.

      She popped the last deep red beet chip into her mouth, then frowned. “I seem to have eaten everything myself. I didn’t mean to do that. It appears I’m still making up for lost time.” It was true. Perenelle had finished three quarters of the basket on her own, devouring the sweet potato, carrot, and beet slivers. I understood her impulse. After where she’d been, I’d be ravenous too.

      Nicolas and Perenelle weren’t my parents, but with the role they’d played when I was younger, they came close. I was thrilled to have them back in my life. They’d been through a lot, and while I wished I would have known about their peril earlier, I was glad I’d been able to help free them.

      Perenelle gave a start and nearly dropped her beer as our waiter—a handsome twenty-something with tortoiseshell patterned glasses and a tattoo of an open book on his forearm—dropped off three plates of food at our table.

      “Sorry to startle you.” He gave her a charming smile and asked if we needed anything else.

      Perenelle had been jumpy all week. I thought, at first, that she was backsliding in her adjustment to life in Portland. That the novelty had worn off, or that the worry for Nicolas was too much. I would have understood if that was the case. She was homesick for France, and her husband was recovering slowly from a near-fatal wound that affected him in unexpected ways. Some were minor, such as needing glasses for the first time. Some were more worrisome, such as how much he needed to sleep.

      After the third day of hearing my floorboards creak under the weight of Perenelle’s steps in the small hours of the night, I confronted her. That’s when she showed me the note.

      Blackmail.

      She begged me not to tell Nicolas. It would stunt his recovery, she said. Even if he’d been well, I suspected she wouldn’t have wanted to worry him.

      “Might I trouble you for the alchemical formula for this brew?” Nicolas inquired of the waiter.

      The waiter blinked at him. “You mean the recipe for the beer? I’m not sure I can give that to you…”

      “Not a worry, good man.” Nicolas flicked his fingers as a dismissal. “Off you go, then.”

      “Thank you,” I added hastily, feeling my face flush. “They’re visiting from abroad.” Like that explained anything.

      The waiter laughed before departing. I’m sure he was used to dealing with eccentric patrons.

      “It’s not polite,” I said, “to dismiss wait staff.”

      “The ale,” Nicolas declared as he chewed his first bite of food, “is far better than this pile of emerald and chartreuse-colored leaves.”

      I lifted a stainless-steel tumbler of apple cider vinaigrette and poured it over his grains and greens bowl. “Try it now.”

      He did so and grinned. “The ale is still better.” He reached inside his jacket—one I’d obtained at a local thrift store while he was recuperating at my house—and extracted an empty glass vial with a cork stopper. He popped the cork and poured a measure of the beer inside it.

      “You walk around with an empty vial in your jacket?”

      “Three of them.” He demonstrated the new pocket that secured two other vials. Nicolas had always been handy. “One never knows when one will discover something worth analyzing. Such as that note of yours, dear.” He paused and locked eyes with Perenelle.

      Perenelle’s fork slipped from her grasp. “My note?”

      “We’ve known each other for so, so many years, my love. Did you think I would not notice your distress? I know you did not wish to worry me, but in turn that worried me all the more. I hope you two did not pay this miscreant.” He took another sip of beer and let out a satisfied sigh. “Yes, by the time I’m fully recovered, I’ll have learned what alchemy they have used to create this delicious brew, and this blackmail nonsense will be cleared up.”

      “You knew.” Perenelle burst out laughing and looked back and forth between me and Nicolas. “Zoe, he knew! You’re truly not worried, my love?”

      “There’s no reason to give them any of our dwindling stores of precious gold,” said Nicolas, “just because someone has discovered you’re one of the greatest alchemists of all time.”
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      I should probably back up and explain that Nicolas and Perenelle aren’t simply old friends who’ve been married since they were young. They’ve been together for more than 700 years. Nicolas was once my mentor. He was born in the early 14th century, though I didn’t meet him until 1700. I was 24 years old at the time. Perenelle was never as famous as Nicolas. Yet in truth, she was more accomplished than her husband by far.

      We’re all alchemists. In a city like Portland, Oregon, the word “alchemy” is bantered about casually, used in the name of bars, restaurants, or herbal products. The name fits. Alchemy means transformation. Specifically, transforming the impure into the pure. That can mean different things to different people. To some, it’s tangible changes to physical objects, like transmuting a dirty old piece of metal into a pristine chunk of gold. To others, it’s the desire for immortality. It also applies to people seeking to elevate their consciousness.

      In practice, many people practice a subtle form of alchemy without knowing it. When you take an old piece of junk found in a heap of trash and transform it into something beautiful and new, that’s alchemy. It’s also a transformation of the impure into the pure when you cast off a toxic way of life and heal your body and soul, perhaps by ridding your life of the people who hurt you and focusing your energy on planting a new garden.

      Most people don’t know that the more extreme forms of alchemy are indeed achievable. You might have heard of Nicolas in history books, as a scribe and bookseller who discovered a book of alchemy, and afterward he and his wife gave large amounts of money to charity. What you might not know is that when he and his wife’s graves were exhumed after their deaths, their gravesites were empty.

      They faked their deaths to change their identities and continue living on, making gold for charity and training apprentices they deemed worthy. I was one of those apprentices. My brother and I had fled our home of Salem Village as teenagers, and I was supporting us with the herbal tinctures I made. Nobody believed it was me, not my brother Thomas, with such an aptitude. Until Nicolas.

      By the way, he looks absolutely nothing like the illustration of Nicolas Flamel that exists on the internet. When I showed him the illustration of a man with small eyes and a full beard covering a large chin, he laughed and laughed.

      He and Perenelle do, however, look entirely human, since they are. Perenelle insists on wearing ankle-length skirts and dresses, claiming that slacks feel too confining. Otherwise, they fit in. With their bohemian hair, they especially fit in here.

      The same couldn’t be said of my housemate Dorian. Which is why he wasn’t here with us today. He only explored the city under the cover of darkness.

      “When did you find out about the blackmail?” Perenelle whisper-screamed at her husband. “And why didn’t you ask me about it?”

      “I believed you would come to me when you were ready. The night before last, you were up half the night pacing, stealing glances at a piece of paper. You dropped it in your exhaustion when you finally fell into a restless slumber at dawn. I found the note next to your skirts on the floor in our room. I understood immediately why you looked so distressed. I knew, too, why you did not come to me. You fear I’m too fragile. But my dearest, I feel better than I have in years. Now that I’ve demonstrated this to you today—we’ve walked more than 10 kilometers, have we not?—are you two ready to tell me what’s going on?”

      “Incorrigible man.” Perenelle kissed his cheek and took his hand in hers.

      “We didn’t want to worry you,” I said, “because we thought the same thing. There’s nothing to be done. We all know that alchemy hides itself. People see what they expect to see. Even if the anonymous note-writer goes public with their video showing Perenelle performing an alchemical transformation—”

      “There’s a video?” Nicolas raised his bushy eyebrows. “This, I did not know.”

      “Not a high resolution one,” I said, but their faces remained blank as I spoke. The two of them spoke near-perfect English, with only the faintest accents, but had gaps in their knowledge of the present-day world. They’d kept up with modern English and the current world in general, thanks to their inadvertent captors. But without being out in the world themselves, their knowledge was limited. I was glad the traumatic experience was already beginning to fade from their minds, but not what they’d learned from it.

      “High resolution means a very good quality video,” I explained. “The opposite of what they have of Perenelle.” I would have worried more if there was a higher resolution video, but people knew that even that could be faked with CGI these days.

      “You read the note,” Perenelle said. “Did you not notice the website written at the bottom?”

      “Ah!” Nicolas cried. “I assumed it was a code. I have never been the one good at ciphers.”

      “We weren’t sure at first either.” I lowered my voice. “But typing it into a browser took us right to a video showing Perenelle making gold. At the end there was a phone number to call once she’d created enough gold for a payoff.”

      “But as you both know,” Perenelle added, “the threat of exposure isn’t necessarily dire. Everyone sees only what they wish to believe. People today are as they have been throughout time: both marvelous and maddening.” She sighed. “No matter. I have only managed to make one piece of gold. We couldn’t pay the blackmailer at Elements Art House if we wanted to.”

      Nicolas grasped his fork like a dagger. “You know who it is? Tell me, who is this miscreant?”

      “She doesn’t know who it is,” I cut in. “But we can narrow it down. They took a video from outside her rented studio at Elements Art House, through the high window, and they sent the note to her via the Elements mailing address. Which shows they know she practices art and alchemy there. But it also suggests they might not have a key to get inside when it’s not open to the public for classes, because they sent the note in the mail instead of taking the risk of hand-delivering it.”

      Perenelle crinkled her freckled nose. The expression gave her a girlish look she had always hated. “Always wise beyond your years, Zoe.”

      Though all of my body except for my hair stopped aging physically when I was 28, I’ve been alive for 380 years. I hoped I’d gained some perspective in that time.

      “Oh!” Nicolas pointed at a fried onion basket at the table across from ours. “What’s that on that gentleman’s plate?”

      Perenelle’s lips ticked up into a smile. “I shouldn’t have worried about distressing him. His mind is racing from one thing to the next, as usual. And that steaming creation does look rather like a piece of art. It’s shaped like a flower. Stop frowning, Zoe. Enjoy your meal.”

      But I was still worried. I know what you are. I will keep your secret in exchange for 10 pieces of gold. If a blackmailer realized what Perenelle was truly capable of, would they give up after one note?
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      I awoke with the sun, as I always did.

      Sitting on my back porch overlooking the thriving garden, I breathed in the comforting, earthy scent of the jasmine green tea blend that Max had made for me. I’d fixed myself a cup before stepping outside in bare feet. Taking a sip, I could feel his energy and loving intent in the mixture. Since he knew how sensitive I was to caffeine, he’d made the tea using the older, larger leaves of the camellia sinensis tea plants he grew in his backyard garden, and infused the hand-picked-and-dried unoxidized green tea leaves with jasmine, also from his garden.

      The combination of sipping lovingly made tea and looking out over my flourishing garden filled with herbs, greens, berries, and even edible weeds like nettles, calmed my racing mind. I was in a somewhat precarious spot in Portland. Before settling down here a year ago, for decades I’d been living an itinerant existence in my Airstream trailer, because I couldn’t let myself stay in any one place for too long. After a time, people would begin to notice I didn’t age. But when I’d visited Portland, I’d fallen in love with the city—its laid-back people, vibrant greenery, tumultuous weather, and quirky architectural landscape. I’d also fallen in love with a remarkable man, Max Liu.

      Only a few more minutes until I’d get to talk with him.

      Max was in China for his grandfather’s funeral. I missed having him sitting here with me. Each day we were talking at 7 a.m. my time, shortly after I got up, and 10 p.m. his time, shortly before he’d be going to sleep.

      If you’d asked me about Max last month, I would have told you he was my boyfriend. A serious one. I even had a key to his house. But now? I was no longer certain what we were. He had finally seen what it meant that I was an alchemist. When I first told Max I was an alchemist, once I trusted him enough to do so, he thought I meant it in the free-spirit Portland kind of way, like being a plant-whispering herbalist who’s great at working in nature. When I tried again, more explicitly, to explain just how old I was, he became concerned that I believed what I was telling him. He didn’t think it could be true—not until he and his sister had seen what happened when I rescued the Flamels. He’d been the one I confided in to help me get Nicolas and Perenelle unquestioning medical attention shortly after I rescued them, and he was still processing what he’d learned.* (*The Alchemist’s Illusion.)

      It was probably for the best that we had this break from each other, but I missed him more than I imagined I would.

      On our daily phone calls, we still had the easy rapport we always did. But I could tell Max was holding something back. It wasn’t only the fact that he expressed his desire to speak without video. There was something in his voice. It didn’t sound like he had a cold, but rather there was something stilted in his phrasing. That wasn’t quite the right description either, but it was the closest I could articulate to what I felt when we spoke from afar.

      I’d offered to go with him to his grandfather’s funeral, but he said it would be easier with family on his own. I didn’t fight him. He was right. I didn’t want to insert our own drama into this time for his family to come together.

      My pulse quickened as my phone rang a few seconds after the clock clicked over to 7 o’clock.

      “Max.”

      “Even with one word, your voice is a tonic for my soul.”

      “Rough day?”

      “How’s Nicolas after that day out yesterday?”

      Families and funerals could be difficult, so I didn’t press. I answered his question instead. “He did far better than I expected him to.” I told him about how long we spent at Powell’s Books and the brewpub we discovered. I refrained from mentioning that Nicolas had gone to bed at six o’clock and hadn’t yet woken up.

      “He’s making his own beer? I can’t wait to try that.”

      “You’re braver than I am. How’s everything with your family?”

      He hesitated. I pondered the way the time of day and planetary alignments affected our conversations. We were in such different places, both physically and emotionally. I loved that modern technology allowed us to speak like this, but we also had such different energy.

      “Max?” I prompted. “Are you still there?”

      “You remember I told you about how when I was a kid my granddad used to take me treasure-hunting along the coast near my house?”

      “I do. Because you loved a movie about kids looking for a pirate treasure that was filmed in your hometown.”

      Max had been born and raised in Astoria, Oregon, a town on the coast two hours away from Portland. His paternal grandparents had emigrated from China and lived in Oregon until Max’s grandmother passed away and his grandfather moved back to China when he was a child. Max’s own parents got divorced and Max grew up with his mom, Mary Jasper—a Texas native with a rancher father and Chinese immigrant mother—and sister Mina, both of whom I’d gotten to know. Max had initially been hesitant to introduce me to them, and to date me at all, because he thought he was too old for me. I couldn’t tell him at the time how wrong he was.

      “Granddad told me a story about a local legend called the Wizard of the West,” Max continued. “A pirate who eluded capture at every turn, so they called him a wizard. Since it was a made-up story, he knew we’d never find a treasure. The process of searching was the whole point. But one summer, he buried a treasure chest himself for me to find.”

      “I remember you telling me that story. He filled it with blocks for you to build a castle.” I imagined Max’s still-boyish grin and how filled with boundless energy he must have been as a child.

      “I never told you what else was inside it.” He paused. It could have been for dramatic effect, but I had the strongest suspicion it was because he was weighing whether or not to tell me. “My grandmother’s iron teapot.”

      That brought a smile to my lips. “The one you have in your kitchen now?”

      “The very same. I didn’t realize as a kid that it was the real treasure inside that wooden chest. Those blocks are long gone, donated to a thrift shop so another kid could build castles with them, but that teapot was the lesson of the treasure hunt. He tasked me with finding my grandmother’s beloved teapot, which he said the Wizard of the West had stolen and hidden along with his other pirate plunder. My grandmother agreed to the game, knowing I’d find it for her. I followed Granddad’s clues and found the treasure chest. I handed my grandmother her teapot without another thought before building my castle. I didn’t see at the time that their legacy was the real treasure in there.”

      “You were a good grandson to both of them.”

      “I’m glad I made it to Granddad’s 100th birthday celebration earlier this year.”

      “And that you can be there with your family now.”

      Another pause.

      “Family drama?” I asked when he still hadn’t replied.

      “A different kind of drama. There was a small fire. I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “Do what?”

      Max didn’t reply.

      “Are you all right, Max? Oh no. Is anyone—”

      “Nobody was hurt. But a fire of any kind spooks me. From all these years on the force, I’ve seen the damage fire can do, and so quickly. It can trap you before you realize it’s out of control.”

      I knew the feeling. I’d lived through more of them than Max had, including a devastating fire at the apothecary shop I used to run in Paris.

      But at the same time, fire is essential to alchemy. From the athanor furnace at the center of alchemical transformations to the symbols of fire depicted in alchemical texts, fire is both death and renewal.

      “What tea are you drinking tonight?” I asked, trying to bring us back to safer territory. It was clear he didn’t want to talk about the fire.

      “I’ve got the dried mint from your garden keeping me company.”

      I smiled. “And I’ve got your jasmine green tea.”

      One of our favorite things to do when we were both in Portland was to sit on the back porch of one of our houses, looking at our backyard gardens while drinking tea. Both of our lives were dramatic enough that it was a simple pleasure. A respite from the world. Together.

      Our young friend Brixton was looking after Max’s garden while he was away. I’d taught Brixton some gardening skills shortly after I’d moved here. Weeding was the teenager’s penance for breaking my window on a dare from his friends to check out the lights in a creepy old house that was abandoned until I bought it. In the end, the punishment turned into a joy, as I’d hoped it would.

      I watched the plants waking up as I was. I’d recently pruned back the rambling mint to make space for a pigment garden for Perenelle. Woad, madder, and yarrow were now nestled into one corner of the yard. The plants would yield the organic matter for a vibrant blue close to indigo, an earthy dark red, and a deep yellow. The more expected trinity would have been woad, madder, and weld instead of yarrow for yellow—but weld and I had never gotten along. What can I say? I understand plants well enough to know when they dislike me.

      I don’t, however, understand people quite as well, even after all these years. Max hadn’t replied. Normally this would be companionable silence if we’d been sitting together on the back porch. But now all I heard was crackling. Crackling?

      “Is that the sound of flames?”

      “Of course not.” He chuckled, but it was nervous laughter. “But I should go.”

      “Max—”

      “Take care, Zoe.”

      The line went dead.
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      “Surely you know how to fix this piece of metal.” My housemate held a bent shaft of steel between his fingers and looked at me across the broken Remington typewriter resting on an antique marble end table.

      His accent was French, as were his facial expressions. Though I’ve lived in France and other countries for many years, and I speak several languages with various degrees of fluency, my accent has remained as American as it was when I was a kid. The edges had softened over the years, which was a good thing, since my original English was outdated and spoken in a style people would now find stilted. But the foundation remained the same.

      I absentmindedly took the piece of smooth, twisted steel. I was distracted both by the unsettling way my conversation with Max ended that morning—and Nicolas’s relapse. We’d pushed him too far yesterday. He’d slept in until 11 a.m. and barely touched his lunch.

      “You must have an idea where it goes,” Dorian insisted. “Every other piece appears to be accounted for. We cannot see the truth because it is twisted. Once we know its purpose, then we will be able to fix it properly.”

      “Just because I was alive when the first Remington was made in the 1870s doesn’t mean I know how to fix the typewriter.”

      Dorian clicked his tongue. “You are not even trying, Zoe.”

      “I’m too stuffed from that exquisite lunch.”

      Dorian chuckled. “It is true. I outdid myself with the marinaded mushroom paella.” His healthy ego was justified in this case. Dorian was a trained chef. He didn’t always prepare such fancy lunches, but I suspected he was trying to impress Nicolas and Perenelle. He’d gotten off on the wrong foot with Perenelle last month.

      I handed back the bent typewriter part and stood up. “I should check on Nicolas.” He’d gone to sleep again after lunch, and I’d promised Perenelle I’d look after him while she worked on her art and alchemy at Elements Art House.

      “Ah. This is the true source of your distraction, n’est pas?”

      “We shouldn’t have walked so much yesterday.” I stood. “Or let him have a second beer.”

      “Let the man sleep. He is simply tired. And he is not a child. He is a grown man. If he wishes to stretch his legs and imbibe a beverage, you must let him do so.”

      I hesitated for a moment. “You’re right. And Tobias will be checking in on him later this week. Oh!” I snatched back the piece of metal from Dorian’s fingers. “It’s not broken at all, Dorian.”

      “Have you lost your mind, mon amie? It is clearly bent.” Flustered, Dorian flapped his wings. The left one clipped the edge of a wooden crate. He jumped up as it teetered, catching it before it fell.

      Did I mention that Dorian is a gargoyle? A few other people know that Dorian exists, which they learned more by accident than design. Dorian had to remain hidden from the public. That’s why we were fixing a typewriter in my windowless attic, the only natural light from a skylight above that served as an escape hatch and back door for Dorian.

      He was originally carved as a stone chimera for Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris, but was accidentally brought to life through a strange form of alchemy that no longer existed. Backward alchemy. A dangerous way of creating transformations that Dorian had no hand in himself, yet it’s why Perenelle remained wary of him. Every person who’d willingly participated in backward alchemy had not been a good person.

      A little over a year ago, Dorian sought me out to help him figure out why his body was returning to stone. The opinionated gargoyle took a while to grow on me (did I mention his healthy ego and his penchant to borrow my credit card for “essentials” such as truffles?), but he was now my best friend.

      “Pardon,” Dorian said, folding his wings back in place. “I did not mean to damage your box. Yet what am I to do? You have filled my room with so many of these trinkets.”

      The attic wasn’t entirely his room. It was the storage room and photographic staging ground for the small antiques I sold. Half of the large attic was also Dorian’s space. I wouldn’t exactly call it a bedroom because he didn’t need sleep. But one corner held a desk with a working typewriter he used, an armchair for reading, a few of his favorite pieces of art, and now a set of broken typewriters and framed paintings he’d recently purchased online from a local thrift store. There wasn’t enough room for everything we were accumulating.

      “I’ll get the boxes from the estate sale catalogued this week,” I said. That would free up at least a little bit of room.

      “I do not know why you purchased five chess sets from the estate. You do not even like chess.”

      “Because I sell them, as you know perfectly well.” I run an online business called Elixir, and most of the antiques I sell used to be things I’d purchased new at the time. Lately, though, with a renewed public interest in high-end antiques, I’d sold off so much of my stock that I had to go hunting for treasures at estate sales and flea markets. “Don’t you want to know about this rogue typewriter part?”

      Dorian flicked his clawed hand through the air. “You mock me, stating the part is not broken.”

      “It’s the carriage return lever. It’s supposed to be bent.”

      He gasped. “How did I not see this?”

      “Because you were too focused on the important interior pieces, I suspect. Why are you buying typewriters you need to fix anyway? I thought you were busy writing a novel on the one that works.” At least he no longer used my credit card without permission. He had his own card now, since he was making money baking pastries for Blue Sky Teas.

      He sighed. “I have writer’s block. With the vast number of penny dreadfuls that were once produced, I thought, how difficile could it be? Yet… the great Dorian Robert-Houdin may have been mistaken.”

      “I seriously doubt that. I’m glad you took up writing instead of painting. It doesn’t need as much space or as many materials.”

      “Ah.” Dorian frowned. “You wish I were a master painter like Madame Flamel.”

      I frowned back. “I said the exact opposite.”

      “Yet you value her contributions more.”

      I sat back and observed my friend. I thought I knew him well by now, but he was behaving so strangely. “What are you talking about?”

      “She painted a portrait of you and your beloved brother.”

      I smiled. That explained it. “I do love that portrait she made of me with Thomas. I wish it hadn’t been stolen during her imprisonment.”

      “The reproduction hanging on the wall of your bedroom is not the same?”

      I shook my head. “She put her love and intent into the paints and canvas as she created it. Only the original has that quality.”

      “Yes... you were quite sad that day you spoke with the small museum in France under your ‘cover’ of being an antiques dealer.”

      It wasn’t a cover, but he was right about it being a cover story. I had no interest in selling the painting through Elixir. If I ever got it, it would be my most cherished possession. Perenelle had captured Thomas’s angelic face with the hint of mischief that never left his eyes. But the museum had no interest in selling the painting for a price I could afford.

      “I don’t understand why they think it’s so valuable,” I said. “As their listing says, it’s by an unknown painter.” I wondered if they thought the artist was an apprentice of Philippe Hayden. Perenelle, Nicolas, and I were the only living people who knew the truth about Philippe. I hoped Perenelle and I could set the historical record straight one day, but that would be a much larger undertaking.

      “If only you were better at making gold,” Dorian mused.

      “Or any of us.” We really were terrible alchemists in some ways.

      Whether or not you considered us awful alchemists would depend on what you wanted from alchemy. I know how to coax plants to grow and thrive, Dorian can transform ingredients found in the most barren cupboard into a scrumptious feast, Perenelle’s artwork made with hand-mixed pigments is so imbued with life it feels magical, and Nicolas is a clever inventor. I don’t think any of us would have traded our main talents for the ability to easily make gold. Nicolas and Perenelle both used to be able to make gold more readily, but it was a skill neither had regained.

      “Très bon.” The gargoyle chuckled gleefully as he secured the carriage return lever.

      I frowned as another sound reached my ears. Not from the typewriter, but an unmistakable noise from beyond the attic door. It was the sound of running footsteps slamming the stairs leading to the attic.

      A fiery-haired woman crashed through the doorway and upset the antique table, sending the typewriter flying. Errant metal parts clattered across the hardwood floor. As a round letter key rolled to a stop and the room fell silent, I caught Perenelle’s eye. She was terrified.
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