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On the Long Night the Somnarium closed its doors at sunset, and Elodie Fairbrook locked them herself. She turned the great iron key in the river door, shot the bolts on the garden door, and then stood for a while in the middle of the rotunda with her lantern in her hand, listening to the old building settle around her: the tick of the cooling stoves, the creak of the gallery ladders, the soft, endless rustle that forty thousand dream-journals made on their shelves whenever the air moved. Above her the copper dome was dark. Outside, Aldermere was already going quiet, the way the river city always did on the longest night of the year, every household banking its fire and going early to bed, because everyone knew the Long Night was a night for dreaming.

She had been the night archivist for nine years. The day staff took the journals in, the bound books and loose sheets and the occasional scrawl on the back of a tavern bill that the people of Aldermere brought to the Somnarium when a dream would not leave them alone. Elodie read them after dark, when the reading room was empty and the only light was her lantern, and cataloged them, and cross-referenced them, and wrote out the little brass-edged index cards that let a scholar find every dream of drowning recorded on the east bank since the great flood. She also kept the charm drawers, three walls of them, labeled in her own neat hand: lavender knots for quiet sleep, river-glass for remembering, the small iron nails people asked for when they wanted a dream to stay away. She knew more about dreams than anyone else in the city, and for seven months she had been keeping the strangest record in the building in a journal locked in her own desk.

She was thirty-three. Her skin was fair, with a dusting of light freckles across her nose and cheeks that spilled down over her shoulders and the tops of her breasts, and she had the habit of a woman who had spent years reading by a single flame, of tilting her head toward the light. Her hair was copper-red, long and thick and wavy, so heavy that she pinned it up at the back of her head with two pencils and still found strands of it falling into the ledgers by midnight. Her eyes were green. She was a curvy woman, an hourglass, very busty and full in the hips with a soft belly and a narrow waist between, and the plain gray wool gown the Somnarium gave its archivists had never been cut with a figure like hers in mind. It pulled across her breasts whenever she reached for the high shelves. She had stopped minding years ago.

The journal in her desk was her own. It began on a night in late spring, the first time she had fallen asleep and found herself standing in the room.

She had dreamed it every night since. Not most nights: every night, more than two hundred of them in a row, a run that would have made her write a careful paper for the Somnarium’s quarterly if it had happened to anyone else. The same room each time, the same tall window and the same bed and the same candles, and the same two men waiting in it, who had introduced themselves on that first night with perfect courtesy as Vesper and Lucan, and then explained, just as courteously, what they were.

Incubi. She had laughed at them. She was an archivist; she knew exactly what the old books said about incubi, and she had told them so, and Lucan had laughed back, loud and delighted, and Vesper had said, “Then you also know the rule,” and she had. An incubus could not touch a dreamer. Not a fingertip, not a hem, not a single strand of her hair, unless she invited him: aloud, by his name, with her own mind awake inside the dream. Not tricked into it, not half asleep, not murmured into a pillow. A clear, spoken yes, or nothing.

So for seven months they had not touched her. They had talked to her instead. They had sat on the wide sill of the window and in the chairs by the hearth and at the foot of that enormous bed, and talked with her about everything: the books she was cataloging and the arguments she had with the day staff, the city as it looked from their window and the cities they had seen in other dreamers’ dreams, wine and weather and music and each other. They teased her. They flirted with her outrageously and without any shame at all. And they never once came within arm’s reach of her unless she crossed the room to them, and when she did, they stepped back.

She had gone looking in the archive, of course. In the third month she had pulled every journal in the stacks that mentioned an incubus, eleven of them across three hundred years, and read them at her desk until dawn with her face burning. They agreed on the rule. They agreed on something else as well, which she had badly wanted to know: that the incubi took nothing that was not freely given. They drew on pleasure the way a hearth draws on air, the oldest journal said, and it cost the dreamer nothing. All eleven dreamers had woken rested and happy, and more than one had written, in a hand gone shaky with remembering, that she had never slept so well in her life.

Three of the journals, the three oldest, said one thing more. On the Long Night, the dream-door did not close at the first stir of the waking mind the way it did on every other night. It stayed open until dawn, a whole night long, and what was asked at dawn on the Long Night, and answered aloud, held.

She had read that line perhaps a hundred times since the third month. She thought about it now, standing in the dark rotunda with the lantern warm in her hand.

Then she climbed the iron stair to her rooms under the dome, set the lantern on the table by her bed, took the pencils out of her hair and undressed. She did not drink anything. She did not take a sleep charm from the drawers; she had never needed one to reach that room, and tonight she wanted to arrive the way she always had, with her own mind and nothing else. She lay down under her quilts, listened to the bells of Aldermere ring the tenth hour across the river, and closed her eyes on purpose.

The room arrived the way it always did, all at once, like a page turned.

She was standing on a thick dark rug in the middle of a high stone bedchamber, and the first thing she saw, as always, was the window. It filled most of one wall, a huge gothic arch of leaded glass rising to a point far above her head, and through it the full moon hung white and enormous over the spires of a city. It was Aldermere, or Aldermere the way it might look from some tower that did not exist: the dark needles of the old temple spires, the domes and pointed roofs crowding down toward the black glitter of the river, all of it silver at the edges and black at the heart. To one side stood the bed, a great canopied thing with carved posts as thick as her arm, hung all around with curtains of wine-red velvet and heaped with pillows of the same deep red. And everywhere there were candles: on the stone sill of the window and on iron stands taller than she was, on the mantel and the tables and in clusters on the floor along the walls, hundreds of them, so that the whole room swam in warm gold light against the cool silver of the moon.

The dream always dressed her. Some nights it was a nightgown, some nights her own gray archivist’s wool, once and very embarrassingly nothing at all, though neither of them had said a word about that night and she loved them a little for it. Tonight she looked down and found herself in a gown of deep plum velvet, cut like a robe, with long sleeves that came down to her wrists, wrapped across her body and tied at her left hip with a sash of the same velvet. It fit her as if a seamstress had spent a month on it. It clung to the curve of her waist and the swell of her hips and fell heavy and soft to the floor over her bare feet, and the neckline plunged in a deep V down between her breasts to well below them, edged all the way down with a narrow band of embroidered gold, the velvet held close over her breasts and the soft freckled curves of her cleavage bare to the candlelight. Her hair was down, loose and copper and heavy, curling over her shoulders and down her back.

“Well,” said a voice from the window. “Look at that.”

Vesper was sitting on the wide stone sill with one knee drawn up and the moon behind him, and he unfolded himself from it slowly, the way he did everything. He was tall and built big, jacked through the shoulders and chest and arms, his stomach cut hard, and his skin was a warm golden tan that the candlelight turned to burnished bronze. His thick black hair was swept back from his face, slightly wavy and gleaming, and he wore a short dark beard trimmed close along a strong jaw; a light dusting of dark hair lay across his chest. From his hair, just above his temples, rose two ridged, curving horns of dark bronze that curled back close against it. His eyes were dark brown, ordinary and warm and amused. He wore no shirt, only loose trousers of black silk that hung low on his hips, and a thin gold chain lay at his throat and caught the light whenever he breathed. He looked about thirty-eight, and had told her he was exactly that, in the years his kind kept, which he said ran the same as hers.

“Early,” said Lucan from the hearth, and laughed, and came toward her too
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