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      Persephone & Prometheus’s Phantasmagoria: A Classic Magic Show in the Modern World.

      The giant poster was illustrated in the style of Victorian Era stage magic posters. Two figures faced each other from opposite sides of a stage, the larger one in a tuxedo and top hat, the smaller impish figure in a devilish red suit. The taller tuxedoed figure held a wand pointed upward toward an ethereal floating figure. The devilish man held a ball of fire in his hand.

      I smiled to myself as Max and I made our way through the lobby, my fingers looped through his. Some things had changed since the Victorian era. The tuxedo-clad magician in the poster was a woman. Prometheus and Persephone were a husband-and-wife magic act with equal billing.

      Their style reminded me very much of posters of King of Cards Thurston and Carter the Great, both of whom used ghost and devil imagery in their posters and shows to illustrate the motif that they were magicians able to control the spirit world. The ambiance felt more like Paris in 1845, on the day Jean Eugène Robert-Houdin took  to the stage at the newly built Palais-Royal theater with his ingenious mechanical inventions and masterful sleight of hand. But this was a small theater near Portland’s Mt. Tabor, over 150 years later. Seeing that poster made me feel like I’d been transported back in time.

      I should know. I attended Robert-Houdin’s show over a century  ago.

      Though I look outwardly like a woman in her late twenties with trendy dyed-white hair who’s named after her grandmother Zoe Faust, the truth is far different. Long before I bought a run-down house in Portland, Oregon, three months ago, I was born in Salem, Massachusetts. In 1676.

      A shiver swept over me as a memory of a different time and place overtook me. Casually dressed Oregonians with cell phones in their pockets became formally attired members of society who would remember this performance for a lifetime.

      Breathe, Zoe.

      I willed myself to remember it wasn’t a taut corset constricting my breathing, but my own nerves. I had thought tonight’s opening performance would be the perfect way to spend time with Max after he’d been away, but could I trust myself with him? I couldn’t tell him the truth about my past, no matter how much I wanted to. Maybe this had been a terrible idea.

      Max pulled me toward the ticket-taker. I was holding up the line. I took one last look at the floor-to-ceiling poster in the lobby. Though the artist had done a wonderful job projecting the ghostly feel of the first phantasmagoria acts, down to faux-faded edges, there was a twenty-first-century addition: across the bottom, a garish yellow stripe contained a warning to theater patrons that any attempt to photograph the show with cell phones or other recording devices would result in expulsion from the theater.

      I didn’t have time to think more about whether I’d made a mistake coming here tonight. Almost as soon as we found our seats, the lights went down. The dramatic opening of Carl Orff’s Carmina Burana sounded from speakers overhead. The music was in the spirit of the era they were invoking, even though it hadn’t been composed until the 1930s. A spark appeared in the far corner of the darkened stage. It was barely noticeable at first, but a moment later, flames erupted from the back of the stage.

      A wave of murmurs and stifled exclamations rippled across the rows of the theater. Max swung his head around, presumably looking for the fire alarm.

      “Relax,” I whispered.

      “There’s no way this little theater is safe for this kind of fire,” he whispered back. “We need to—”

      “It’s only an illusion.” I put my hand on his arm. “I promise.”

      Max’s reaction didn’t surprise me. No matter if he was on duty as a detective or not, he was always looking out for others. He settled back into his seat and gave me a sheepish grin before turning his attention back to the stage.

      The flames followed a course, like dominoes. The tiny spark that had ignited in one corner of the stage as a slow simmer was now a full-blown fire that followed the path of a rope that appeared on the stage floor. The flames then snaked upward in a renewed fit of energy, as if being chased, jumping to a hanging spiderweb made of rope. The flames followed the woven web, tracing the intricate pattern like rabid mice in a maze.

      I inhaled deeply, making sure I was right that this was only an illusion. I didn’t smell fire. Smoke and mirrors. Or, more accurately, glass and lighting.

      As the false flames approached the middle of the web suspended over the back of the stage, the music swelled, culminating in a crash of cymbals at the moment the fire reached the center.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” a disembodied woman’s voice boomed from offstage. “This display of fire is the handiwork of Prometheus. Never fear. I know how to handle him.”

      The illusory flames extinguished as abruptly as if a tidal wave had blanketed the stage. A small man dressed in a bright-red tuxedo, with spiky red hair that resembled bursts of flame, walked out onto the naked stage.

      “Persephone,” he said in a more powerful voice than his slight frame suggested, “you’re no fun.” He turned toward the audience, raising his hand to the side of his mouth as if about to impart a secret. “Don’t mind her. But don’t be too hard on her either. I’d be in a grumpy mood too, if I had to spend time in the Underworld.”

      He turned his head toward the darkness offstage, the direction from which the disembodied woman’s voice had come. I knew that’s where he wanted us to look, so I looked elsewhere, wondering what would come at us next. I tilted my head upward, toward the lights above the stage.

      And froze.

      It had definitely been a mistake to come here tonight.

      Prometheus turned back to the audience, but my own eyes darted back to the catwalk of lighting equipment above the stage as my hands gripped the armrests. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. No, that’s not true. I completely believed it. I didn’t want to believe it.

      Max leaned over and whispered into my ear, “What’s the matter? Were you wrong about this being an illusion?”

      I shook my head. “Just my imagination,” I whispered. I forced myself to pull my gaze from the catwalk. To look away from Dorian. Things could get very ugly if I called attention to the interloper.

      My friend stood in the shadows high above the stage, watching the show from above like Quasimodo or the Phantom of the Opera. It wasn’t that he didn’t have the money to buy a ticket and sit in a proper seat. Dorian Robert-Houdin couldn’t show himself in public. He was a gargoyle, once made of stone before he was unintentionally brought to life 150 years ago by Jean Eugène Robert-Houdin,  the “Father of Modern Magic” in more ways than anyone realized.

      What was Dorian thinking? What if someone saw him?

      I felt an overwhelming urge to protect him. Should I act? What could I do? He and I were two misfits, surprised to find ourselves partly immortal through alchemy. I’d accidentally unlocked alchemy’s greatest secret, the Elixir of Life, at the turn of the eighteenth-century. The years that followed were filled with crushing pain from the loss of those I’d loved, but also unsurpassable joy from the time I’d been able to spend with them. In the last three months, Max and Dorian had quickly become important to me. How could I deal with Dorian without alerting Max to the existence of a living gargoyle?

      I glanced around the theater. The thudding of my heart filled my ears as loudly as the cymbals that had sounded moments before. It faded ever so slightly as I realized that nobody else had noticed the three-and-a-half-foot gargoyle watching from above. All eyes were focused on the stage. Thank God the entertaining performance was holding the audience’s attention. So far. Prometheus was still speaking, carrying on the silly patter that’s essential for a successful stage magician to master. Carmina Burana continued to play in the background, its intense vocals adding effective background suspense, but the volume had lowered as the magician spoke.

      I pulled my eyes from Dorian as a woman in a black tuxedo stepped into view. She crossed her arms and raised a theatrically painted eyebrow at Prometheus.

      In lacquered black high-heeled shoes that shone brightly under the spotlight, she stood more than six feet tall. Instead of the typical leotard or evening gown you’d expect to see on most women on the stage of a magic show, she wore a tailored tuxedo with tails down to her knees. Sleek brown curls adorned her head in the heavily styled waves popular in the 1920s, and bright red lipstick made full lips stand out on a pale face. If it had been a century ago, I would have described her face as handsome. Broad-shouldered and bold, she held herself confidently. With a top hat in her hands, she was elegance itself.

      “I am Persephone,” her voice boomed. “Perhaps you’ve heard of me. I’m Queen of the Underworld. But don’t worry. I’m also the Goddess of Spring Growth. We Greek gods are difficult to pin down, I know. Since this week marks the first week of spring, you get to see a benevolent Persephone tonight. It’s Prometheus you need to worry about. But I’ll protect you from his fire-starter tendencies.”

      “She’s quite dramatic, isn’t she?” Prometheus said, stepping forward out of the shadows. If ever there was a contrasting duo, it was the two figures on the stage. Where Persephone was large and powerful, Prometheus was a puny wisp of a man. Not frail, though. Even from where I sat several rows back, I could tell he had the lithe body of an acrobat. That was good. The audience would want to keep an eye on him instead of looking around—and up.

      “I’m warning you, Prometheus,” Persephone said. “No fire games for these good people tonight. They’ve come to see a classic magic show. I will impress them with my prestidigitation.”

      Prometheus snapped his fingers. A crackle far greater than the sound of snapping fingers echoed as a burst of flame shot from his fingertips. Simultaneously, a roar of flames surged through the stalk of a potted fennel plant in the back of the stage. The flames stretched upward.

      It was only a matter of time before people in the audience looked up and saw Dorian.

      If he was spotted, would he have the sense to stand perfectly still and pretend to be a stone gargoyle placed there as a joke? Or would he try to run? I hoped it wasn’t the latter. Dorian was no longer the swift creature he’d once been. His body was slowly returning to stone. This night was a rare break for me from my research and experimentation with the secrets of Non Degenera Alchemia—Not Untrue Alchemy—the book Dorian hoped could save his life. He’d stowed away in a crate from France just to find me, but three months of alchemy work had yielded few results. After so many decades of denying my gifts, my gifts were now denying me.

      I’d discovered a quick fix, a Tea of Ashes that temporarily reversed his deterioration. But if I failed to find a permanent solution, a fate much worse than death awaited my friend. Soon, Dorian would be fully awake but trapped in an unmoving stone body—and I didn’t know if the condition could be reversed.

      I stole another glance at Dorian. He was no longer stock still. I let out a breath of relief as I saw him inching slowly along the catwalk toward the wings. At least, that’s what he was trying to do. One of his claws caught in the metal latticework. It was the foot that had been giving him trouble. He tugged at his leg with his hands. My chest tightened when I saw what was happening.

      Dorian’s clawed hands flailed as he lost his balance. I clutched the armrest, expecting to see him fall onto the stage in front of over a hundred onlookers.
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      On the stage, Prometheus’s illusory flames flickered and grew. High above, Dorian’s hands flailed wildly at his sides.

      I held my breath and considered what sort of distraction I could create to prevent people from noticing a three-and-a-half-foot gargoyle crashing into the audience.

      Before I could act, Dorian caught hold of a metal railing and steadied himself. He stood perfectly still. If anyone looked up, they would assume he was simply a stone gargoyle. A carving that resembled the “thinker” gargoyle of Notre Dame de Paris, with wings folded behind broad shoulders and small horns poking out on top of his head, was certainly an odd choice for a catwalk decoration, but everyone knew theater folk were an eccentric bunch, right?

      I swallowed hard. How could he be here? Dorian knew how important it was that he not be seen. It was difficult enough to keep his existence a secret without him appearing above the crowd of a sold-out show.

      I also understood the impulse. The gargoyle was homesick. He couldn’t resist the lure of a magic show with posters showing a classic performance more reminiscent of Belle Époque era Paris than dot-com era Vegas.

      Persephone pointed a red-tipped finger at Prometheus. The fennel flames extinguished. Like a phoenix rising from the flames as it renewed itself, a metal tree sprouted from the top of Prometheus’s head, pushing through his spiky crimson-tipped hair. The trunk inched upward, and green leaves emerged from the trunk.

      “What are you doing?” Prometheus sputtered, holding onto his head as if the roots of the tree pained him as the metal branches continued to grow. “Fire is supposed to bring death and destruction, not renewal.”

      “Is it not all connected?” Persephone replied. “Your fire fed the soil for this tree to grow. This is your own doing.”

      Prometheus moaned as the mechanical tree grew slowly but methodically until it was over a foot high. Prometheus shook his head, causing a few of the false leaves to fall to the stage floor. In place of the leaves was an orange. Persephone walked across the stage, the tail of her black tuxedo flapping behind her, and plucked the orange from the two-foot tree now sitting atop her partner’s head. This illusion was one that Jean Eugène Robert-Houdin had created—as Dorian must have realized too. That’s why we were here on opening night. I wanted to see a classic stage show like the ones I remembered from a distant past, from a happy time that had been far too brief. I couldn’t fault Dorian for wanting the same thing, especially since the gargoyle had a stronger connection to the great magician than anyone.

      The posters hadn’t been misleading. The suspense here was much more subtle than most modern shows I’d seen, building slowly and holding our attention with wonder rather than demanding it with glitz.

      Of course, I couldn’t tell my date that I’d actually seen the illusion performed by its original inventor well over a century ago.

      Perhaps coming here tonight had been a bad idea. Perhaps it had all been an awful idea.

      I couldn’t worry about that now. I was too terrified that someone would see Dorian. I felt the warm pressure of the heavy gold locket I wore on a chain around my neck. I couldn’t let this happen. Not again.

      It was times like these I felt foolish for thinking I could have a normal life here in Portland. But I was so tired of running. Finding a community where I fit in seemed too good to be true. As did meeting a man whose herbal gardening skills rivaled mine and was handsome and intriguing to boot. Max Liu was dangerous for the same reason that he wasn’t dangerous. He was simultaneously alluring and safe. A rational detective who’d learned the teachings of his grandmother, an herbalist and apothecary in China. He was in his early forties, single after his wife died years ago. Losing her caused him to live his life in the present rather than the past, and part of this mantra made him avoid all talk of the past. It was one of the reasons it was easy to spend time with him. He didn’t push me to open up about a past I could never make him understand.

      But I knew Max and I would never work in the long run, because even if he accepted me for who I was, he would continue to age naturally while I never would. Yet, I could imagine myself comfortably settling into life with him and the many friends I’d made here in a short time.

      Persephone bantered with the crowd while she peeled the orange she’d plucked from the miraculous orange tree. This wasn’t as elaborate an illusion as Robert-Houdin’s original, but the audience was captivated. Persephone threw the peeled orange into the audience. A young man I knew caught the fruit.

      “It’s real!” he shouted, holding up the orange.

      My young neighbor Brixton was attending the show with his friends, sitting several rows in front of me and Max. Dorian had gotten both of us excited about the classic magic act, and Brixton had convinced his friends Ethan and Veronica to attend the show.

      Fourteen-year-old Brixton was the one person in Portland who’d learned my secret and Dorian’s. It hadn’t been on purpose, and I’d been terribly worried about it at first, until events that winter had cemented his loyalty. At first he’d tried to convince Ethan and Veronica that he’d really seen a living gargoyle, but that was long behind us. I hoped.

      “May I ask,” Persephone said, “if there is someone here tonight who would like to escape from Prometheus’s trickery? I can send you away to the Underworld, where you will be safe.” She paced the length of the stage, the spotlight following her deliberate steps. “In this early part of the evening, the spirits are only strong enough to carry one of you. I’ll do my best to protect the rest of you. A volunteer?”

      “Brixton volunteers!” Ethan shouted, raising Brixton’s arm for him. Brixton snatched it back and scowled at Ethan.

      “Thank you, my young friends,” Prometheus cut in, “but in this modern age, unfortunately I must insist on a volunteer who is at least eighteen.” The mechanical orange tree was now gone from his head. I didn’t see it anywhere. We’d all been paying attention to Persephone.

      “How about closer to eighty?” The spotlight followed the voice and came to rest on two elderly men. A bulky man with gray hair and huge black eyebrows was grinning and pointing at his friend, a skinny throwback to the 1960s in a white kurta shirt and with long white hair pulled into a ponytail.

      Persephone ushered the smaller man to the stage and asked him his name.

      “Wallace,” he said with a calm voice that struck me as out of place on the dramatic stage. “Wallace Mason.” He wore the Indian-style cotton shirt over faded jeans and sandals. While most of the audience had dressed up, he looked like a man who thought the embroidered neckline on his shirt was dressing up.

      Persephone continued an easygoing patter with the crowd, the spotlight remaining on her while Prometheus prepped the man. A minute later, the stage lights flickered. As they did so, an astringent scent assaulted my nostrils.

      “The spirits are ready,” Persephone said. “They have sent ether to carry my friend here to safety.” She raised her arms, and Wallace Mason began to float. His white hair fell free of its ponytail and flowed past his shoulders. As his feet left the stage, the image of a flowing evening gown appeared over his clothing. The audience laughed.

      “Forgive the spirits,” Persephone said. “They think women are most worthy of saving.”

      I knew what was happening. I’d seen various versions of the Floating Lady illusion over the years. All of them involved someone—or their image—hovering high above the stage. Unfortunately, it was the worst possible illusion for keeping Dorian hidden from view. One of the audience members was sure to spot him.

      The theater plunged into darkness. All that was visible was the ghostly, floating form of a confused man—and, for anyone who looked up, the shocked gargoyle above him.

      A ripple of murmurs from the crowd followed. I looked around to see what people were looking at. When I looked back up, Dorian was gone.

      I jerked my head around, searching for the gargoyle. Since a hefty stone gargoyle hadn’t crashed onto the stage or into the audience, that meant Dorian must have freed his foot and scampered to safety. I hadn’t imagined his presence, had I?

      Max put his hand on my arm. “Don’t worry,” he whispered. “He’s not going to fall.”

      I tensed, then realized Max was talking not about the missing gargoyle but the volunteer floating above the stage.

      “I’m just tired,” I whispered back. Max knew how hard I’d been working lately. He was under the illusion I was busy with my job and fixing up my crumbling house, not my true actions of working to save Dorian’s life. Lying to those you care about is one price to pay for immortality.

      I forced my shoulders to relax. Once Max’s attention was back to the illusion, I looked up, toward the spot where I’d seen Dorian earlier. There was still no gargoyle. Only the ghostly image of the volunteer in a superimposed evening gown. Wallace Mason’s floating image reached the catwalk—and disappeared into the ether.

      The lights went out again. A moment later, Prometheus and Persephone stood in the center of the stage, the volunteer in between them. The magicians took his hands in theirs, raised their arms above their heads, and gave deep bows. I applauded enthusiastically, clapping as much for Dorian’s escape as for the illusion.

      During the brief intermission, I excused myself to use the restroom, when in truth I wanted to make sure there was no sign of Dorian. I knew Dorian, so I knew the types of places he liked to hide. There was no balcony in this theater, so I went to the adjacent alley but saw no sign of him. Hitching up my dress, I climbed the fire escape to the roof. No sign of him there either. I hadn’t found him when the sound of accordion music wafted up through the vents, signaling that it was time to return to our seats. Where was Dorian? I reached my seat as the lights were falling.

      “I really wish you’d leave your cell phone on,” Max said, looking slightly annoyed.

      “Didn’t you see the signs in the lobby? Using a cell phone here is punishable by death.” At least that got a smile out of him.

      For the rest of the act, the magicians told the story of Persephone’s powers as the Goddess of Spring Growth, who possessed the ability to bring the dead back to the living. A good story is one of the secrets of a successful magic show. Illusions are simply tricks if they don’t tell a story. Persephone & Prometheus’s Phantasmagoria was a dark fairy tale. The magicians knew how to lead their audience where they wanted them to go. I wished I could relax and enjoy the show.

      When the lights went up at the end of the performance, I turned to Max, trying to think of how to excuse myself to look for my living gargoyle.

      Max and I had met that winter, the very day I moved to Portland. It was now the start of spring, and Max had missed the first blooming flowers while he’d been out of the country in China to celebrate his grandfather’s 100th birthday. When he’d returned a few weeks ago, there had been a change in him. He said he’d been busy with a case at work, but was that all it was? Going to the magic show together was our first date in over a month. But if Dorian was stuck somewhere because of his unmoving stone leg, unable to make it home…

      “How about I make us a pot of tea back at my place,” Max said. “I brought back some oolong tea from China with a flavor that’s the most perfect blend of peaches and honey I’ve ever encountered.”

      The warmth in his dark brown eyes as he talked about one of his passions made me temporarily forget about Dorian. Max’s straight black hair flopped at an angle over his forehead, reaching past his eyebrows. The unkempt look was sexy, but also unlike him. What had happened in China?

      “I’m really tired,” I said. “I know we haven’t had a chance to catch up much—”

      “Yeah, you’ve been distracted for half the night.”

      “I’m sorry, Max. I—”

      “It’s okay, Zoe,” he said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Besides, I’m sleep-deprived from a case I’m working.”

      I looked down at the green silk dress I hadn’t worn in years. I’d pulled it out especially for this evening that I’d wanted to be special. The dress was one of the few items of clothing that hadn’t been ruined when part of my roof collapsed during a brutal winter storm, only saved because it had been in storage in my Airstream trailer. The material was only slightly disheveled from my rooftop jaunt. I’m used to being careful with clothes, a habit from a time when they weren’t so easily replaced. Max had dressed up too, in a slim-fitting black suit and the black-and-white wingtips I loved.

      “It’s supposed to be a gorgeous weekend,” I said. “Why don’t you come over for a barbeque in my garden tomorrow afternoon?”

      At that suggestion, Max’s withdrawn expression transformed into a genuine smile.

      And so it was that instead of staying out with a man with whom I could never be completely honest, no matter how much I wanted to, I went home to a crumbling house where I hoped a gargoyle with a failing stone body would be waiting for me.
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      I drove through the Hawthorne district of southeast Portland and eased my old truck into the driveway. I sighed as I looked at the gaping hole in the roof, covered with a tarp that flapped in the wind. One day I’d have time to fix the old Craftsman house.

      A skinny figure dressed in jeans and a hideous velvet smoking jacket was waiting for me in front of the house.

      “Zoe!” Brixton said. “It took you long enough. You have to listen to this.”

      Since Brixton wasn’t my kid, I hadn’t been expecting to see him in my house at ten o’clock at night.

      “One minute, Brixton. Let’s get inside. What are you wearing? You look like Hugh Hefner.”

      “Who?”

      “Never mind.”

      I stepped across the creaking porch and opened the front door of my house. The diffuse light from a gold-colored Chinese lantern illuminated the corner of the living room, casting a mix of light and shadows across my green velvet couch and Dorian’s stack of library books, which was nearly as tall as he was.

      “Dorian?” I called out after Brixton closed the door.

      A light peeked through the kitchen door, and I heard a rhythmic scraping sound.

      I pushed through the swinging door and found Dorian stirring a steaming pot. As usual, the gargoyle stood on a stepping stool to reach the stove. He’d become a chef after serving as a companion to a blind former chef in Paris, who believed Dorian to be a disfigured man. Now the gargoyle was my roommate. A secret one who didn’t need a bedroom, but a roommate nonetheless.

      I was glad to see him safe, but his calm countenance made me question what I thought I’d seen that night. A flash of irritation rose within me. I’d been abrupt with Max because I was worried about Dorian, and here he was acting as if nothing had happened.

      “You’re all right, Dorian?”

      “Ce n’est rien,” Dorian said, continuing to stir the pot. “It is nothing. My leg merely stiffened from standing still above the stage for so long.”

      “You shouldn’t have been there in the first place! What were you thinking?”

      “Hey,” Brixton said. “Didn’t you hear me outside? Don’t you want to hear this?”

      “I have lived safely in the shadows for over one hundred and fifty years,” Dorian said in his thick French accent, ignoring Brixton as well as he turned to face me. “I know what I am doing.”

      “But you’ve never had your body start reverting to stone before.” I studied Dorian’s legs. His left leg was a darker gray than the rest of his body and hung at an awkward angle with his clawed foot turned outward. Something was happening that we didn’t yet understand. “You almost fell. And anyone could have seen you.”

      “Yet I did not fall, nor did anyone see me.” He turned back to the stove and switched off the gas flame.

      “You were at the show?” Brixton asked.

      “It was not remarkable, yet it had some high points. Now will you fetch three mugs?”

      The sulking teenager obliged, shoving his cell phone into his pocket and selecting three handmade pieces of pottery, painted with vibrant reds and oranges. I’d bought the mugs in 1960s New Mexico from the craftswoman who made them. I smiled to myself in spite of the situation. I had a small collection of mugs, but those were the ones most people were drawn to. They were my favorites as well. The craftswoman had instilled a loving energy into the clay, transforming a lump of raw materials into something both beautiful and functional. I thought of craftspeople like her as artisan alchemists.

      Dorian poured the thick steaming liquid from his pot into the three mugs. He gave a start when he looked up at Brixton. “What is this vulgar jacket you are wearing?”

      “Like it?” Brixton asked, his earlier agitation suddenly forgotten. “Veronica thought we should dress up for the show. I found this in the back of my mom’s closet.”

      “Hmm…” Dorian handed Brixton his mug.

      Brixton took a sip. “I don’t know how he makes hot chocolate taste so good without milk or sugar.”

      “Cocoa elixir?” Dorian looked at me with innocent black eyes that wouldn’t have been out of place on a puppy dog. “I know you have been feeling sick. Alors, I made your favorite.”

      “It’s a good thing you’re such a good cook,” I said, accepting the mug. “You know how to bribe me.” I took a sip of the rich, chocolatey drink. It had hints of coconut and cinnamon. “See, I’ve already nearly forgotten you almost got yourself found out tonight.”

      Dorian grinned and jumped down from the stool. He stumbled, but caught himself before he fell flat on the linoleum floor. “Merde,” he mumbled.

      “You’re due for another infusion of alchemy,” I said, knowing better than to ask if he was all right. “The garden is doing well enough that I’ve got plenty of plants to create salts for your Tea of Ashes.”

      “I much prefer the flavor of my cocoa elixir,” Dorian said.

      Using a combination of mercury and sulfur, I was able to turn my hand-grown plants into a salt-like ash through an alchemical transformation described in Dorian’s peculiar alchemy book, Non Degenera Alchemia. Salt was one of the three essential elements for alchemists. Mercury is the spirit, sulfur the soul, and salt the body. Dorian’s soul and spirit were intact. It was his body that was failing him. My Tea of Ashes worked by temporarily fooling Dorian’s body into thinking it had been rejuvenated with a true alchemical salt.

      Alchemy is usually a long, drawn-out process. It can’t be rushed. The discipline of alchemy strives to turn the impure into something pure, be it transmuting lead into gold or turning a failing body into an immortal one. It’s as much about the alchemist as it is the ingredients. It’s a personal transformation, done in isolation in one’s own laboratory while following a series of natural steps that transform the elements. Using earth, air, water, and fire, you calcinate, dissolve, separate, conjoin, ferment, distill, and coagulate. You get out what you put into it. And alchemical transformations of the body can’t be transferred to others—a lesson I learned the hard way a long time ago.

      That’s the way alchemy is supposed to work.

      But the book that brought Dorian to life wasn’t like that. Non Degenera Alchemia was backward alchemy, a dangerous alchemical idea that involved quick fixes. I speculated that’s why the title wasn’t simply True Alchemy, but instead the convoluted double-negative Not Untrue Alchemy. Drawing upon external life forces to shortcut nature, backward alchemy was the antithesis of true alchemy. The “death rotation” described in the book’s coded illustrations and Latin text told of backward actions that took minutes instead of months, and began, rather than ended, with fire.

      The quick fixes in the book showed me that I could use my energy, along with that of the plants I’d lovingly tended in my garden, to hastily produce the end product of ashes. But it wasn’t a permanent fix. I had only scratched the surface in my understanding of the book.

      “Is there enough for seconds?” Brixton asked.

      Dorian smiled and topped off Brixton’s cocoa. “It is too bad the magicians selected the orange tree automaton,” he said.

      “I thought that was pretty cool,” Brixton said. “That was a real orange that grew from the metal tree.”

      “It was nicely done,” I agreed. “You take offense that they stole the idea from the great Jean Eugène Robert-Houdin?”

      “Non. I would have much preferred them to have re-created Father’s pastry chef automaton.”

      “Of course you would,” I said, barely able to suppress a smile.

      “Bon soir, mes amis,” Dorian said, leaving his empty mug on the counter. He limped out of the kitchen. I presumed he was heading out on his nightly excursion. Since it wasn’t a good idea for him to go out during the day, when it would be too easy for people to see him, he explored the city and surrounding forests at night. Lately his nocturnal jaunts had been limited because a portion of the city’s forests had been overrun by treasure hunters. The brutal winter storm that wrecked my roof had also caused a mudslide that unearthed a portion of hidden jewels from a decades-old train heist. Poor Dorian now had to share the woods with clandestine treasure hunters.

      “That was weird,” Brixton said.

      So much of my life was weird that I couldn’t be sure which part he was referring to.

      “Doesn’t he always insist on cleaning up ‘his’ kitchen?” Brixton continued.

      “I think he’s embarrassed that we saw him lose control of his body.”

      “That’s exactly why I thought you’d want to hear this.” Brixton attempted to raise an eyebrow enigmatically, but ended up lifting both of them.

      “Right! You wanted to tell me something. Sorry, Brix. What is it?”

      “The magician Prometheus”—he paused for dramatic effect— “is an alchemist.”

      I let out my breath and smiled. Brixton had an active imagination. Ever since he’d broken into my house and learned I was an alchemist, he’d seen alchemists everywhere. Well, perhaps not everywhere. But it had happened on more than one occasion.

      “Don’t you see?” Brixton said. “He could help you!”

      Brixton knew I’d accidentally discovered the Elixir of Life in my twenties. Aside from my hair, which had turned white centuries ago, the Elixir prevented me from aging. He also knew alchemists weren’t exactly immortal. Even though some of us have unlocked the secrets that transform energy into eternal life, we’re flesh and blood and can be sickened or injured. With my herbal skills, sickness is less of an issue, but I have several scars that remind me how precarious life is.

      It was typical of the young that Brixton had never asked me when and where I was born. He knew I used to run a shop in Paris in the early 1900s before returning home to the US and traveling around the country in my 1942 Chevy truck and my 1950 Airstream trailer. He’d never asked, as Dorian had, for the details of my birth and upbringing, so he didn’t know I’d been born in Salem Village in 1676, or that because of my way with herbs and plants, I’d been accused of witchcraft at sixteen. Both I and the world had come far since then.

      “Oh, Brix—”

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Brixton asked. “I’m telling you—”

      “The same way you told me about Mrs. Andrews?”

      “That was different.” He scowled and busied himself with the mug of cocoa.

      Brixton had sworn that one of our neighbors hadn’t aged in ten years, from Brixton’s first memories at age four to his current age of fourteen. I’d taken him seriously—only to find out the woman had gotten plastic surgery.

      “And Jonas Latham?” I said.

      Brixton scowled again. “Even though I wasn’t right about him being an alchemist, I was right that he was up to something.”

      While riding his bike to my house, Brixton had noticed a man carrying laboratory supplies that looked similar to my alchemy vessels. As the man slipped into his garage, Brixton caught a glimpse of his “alchemy” lab.

      Again, I’d given Brixton the benefit of the doubt. When I went to investigate, the police were at the man’s house, arresting him. Brixton claimed it was a witch hunt and that the police had arrested him for being an alchemist. I asked Max about it, inquiring as a curious neighbor. It turned out the man had been running a meth lab in his garage.

      A woman who had plastic surgery. Then a man dealing drugs.

      “All right, Brixton. What is it this time?”
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      “Um…” Brixton appeared suddenly fascinated with the crisscrossed scratches in the linoleum floor.

      “Brix.”

      “Well, the thing is… He looks really familiar.”

      “He looks really familiar? That’s all you’ve got this time?”

      “This isn’t like the meth dealer or Mrs. Andrews.”

      “You probably saw posters of the magic show online before it came to Portland,” I pointed out.

      “Would you let me finish? The magician is familiar from history. I swear I’ve seen him in a history book.” He paused to lift the last coconut cookie from the magic-lamp-shaped cookie jar on the counter and pop it into his mouth.

      “A former president, perhaps?”

      “Not funny, Zoe. Not funny. I’m being serious!” With a mouthful of gooey cookie in his mouth, Brixton wasn’t making his case very effectively. “You didn’t recognize him? There’s not, like, a registry of alchemists?”

      “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “Well, it should. How am I supposed to remember everyone I’ve seen in a history book?”

      “If this man is an alchemist who’s discovered the Elixir of Life, do you really think he’d choose a profession where he could be famous? Wouldn’t that make it much more difficult for him to keep his secret?”

      “I know you’ve been good at making sure you never get publicity or anything, but there are a lot of people with bigger egos than yours. People who want the attention. And don’t you remember how he said he needed a volunteer of legal age ‘in these modern times,’ like he’d known previous times?”

      I frowned. The magic show that night was straight out of the 1800s, it had sparked an uncomfortable sense of familiarity, and Prometheus clearly enjoyed the spotlight. Was it possible Brixton was right this time? I shook my head. “Living out of the spotlight isn’t a matter of personal preference,” I said. “It’s about survival.”

      “Immortals are always famous in the movies—”

      “Exactly. In the movies. Not in real life. There are only a handful of alchemists out there who’ve succeeded in extending their lives. They stay so well-hidden that I haven’t managed to find a single one since I started looking earlier this year.”

      “Which is totally why it’s awesome that an alchemist is here in town. You should invite him over to the teashop.”

      Brixton was right that I needed help, but if he was also right about this man being a figure from history, that meant this alchemist was a dangerous wild card. Before approaching him, I needed to know more. Not only whether Prometheus could be an alchemist, but if he could be trusted.

      I tried to think about how best to explain my concerns, but Brixton was no longer paying attention to me. “That’s weird,” he said, staring at the screen of his phone.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just a website that got hacked.” He tucked the phone into the pocket of his jeans.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

      I climbed two flights of stairs to reach my attic office. A three-foot section of the roof was missing, but had been patched with a quick fix—like everything else in my life these days. The attic flooring below the rooftop hole had collapsed too. The gaping hole, located directly above my bedroom closet, was now covered with a sturdy wooden plank and a Qalicheh Persian rug.

      A combination of plastic, plywood, and decorative coverings kept the rain out until I could reverse Dorian’s deterioration and resume work on the fixer-upper house. Saving Dorian’s life was a bigger priority than saving the house from dry rot. Besides, this hole in the roof provided an easier way for Dorian to come and go from the house without being seen. Unlike the rooftop opening he used to squeeze through, this one was large enough that he could maneuver through it and replace the tarp even with a stiff leg.

      With the storm damage, my attic office rivaled the basement alchemy lab as a work-in-progress. The top of the Craftsman house contained my public persona; the lower regions hid my private one: Zoe Faust, the twenty-eight-year-old proprietor of the online secondhand shop Elixir, a descendant of the woman who’d started an apothecary shop named Elixir in Paris in 1872; and Zoe Faust, the 340-year-old alchemist who’d accidentally discovered the Elixir of Life 312 years ago, and who ran an online business because she was no good at transmuting lead into gold.

      Stepping past a collection of antique books on herbal remedies, a row of Japanese puzzle boxes, and the articulated skeleton of a pelican, I grabbed my laptop computer. When I entered the kitchen a minute later, the fridge door stood open but Brixton was nowhere to be seen.

      Then the crown of his head popped into view from where he stood behind the fridge door, and he kicked the door shut with his foot. In each hand he was balancing a stainless-steel storage container with a platter of treats on top.

      “The desserts wouldn’t have run away in the few moments you took to come back for them,” I commented.

      “Yeah, that coconut cookie made me wicked hungry and I couldn’t decide what I wanted. It’s cool, right? Dorian said there was more than you two could eat.”

      I lifted the more precariously-perched platter with my free hand and led the way to the dining table.

      “I already looked them up while we were at the theater,” Brixton said. “I knew that magician looked familiar as soon as I saw him, but it wasn’t until the intermission that I could use my phone without Veronica punching me. But then I couldn’t find you to tell you. Anyway, the magicians Prometheus and Persephone are a married couple, Peter and Penelope Silverman. They didn’t announce their secret identities or anything.”

      “Now you think they
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