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On All Souls’ Night the old quarter of Saint-Aubery put a candle in every window for the dead, and by eleven o’clock the whole lane outside Delacroix Rare Books flickered gold from end to end.

Marcus Delacroix had lit his own candle in the shop window at dusk, the way his grandfather had taught him, and then he had locked the front door, turned the sign, pulled the iron shutter halfway down, and gone through to the back reading room to work. That was six hours ago. The rain had started not long after, a soft steady November rain that ran down the cobbles of the Rue des Chandelles toward the river and drummed on the copper gutters, and he had not noticed the time since.

The reading room was the oldest part of the building and his favorite place in the world. It was long and low and warm, walled on three sides by tall dark wooden shelves that went all the way to the beams, every shelf packed with leather-bound books, calfskin and vellum and morocco, gilt spines gone soft and brown with age. Deep red velvet curtains hung over the one tall window and the doorway to the shop, and he had drawn both of them against the draft. The old stone walls were two feet thick, and the window gave onto nothing but the walled yard at the back. A cast-iron stove ticked in the corner. In the middle of the room stood the heavy oak table that had come with the building, black with three centuries of polish, and on it, under the light of a five-branched brass candelabra, lay the book.

He liked to restore by candlelight. It was a foolish habit and he knew it, but electric light was flat and cruel on old paper, and candlelight showed him every crease and every lift in a page the way the people who had made the book had seen it. Tonight the old quarter’s power had flickered out twice with the rain anyway, so he had stopped apologizing to himself and lit every candle he owned. The candelabra on the table, a pair of iron sconces on the shelves, a cluster of fat church candles on a side table. The room swam in warm gold light and long red shadows, and wax dripped slowly down the brass.

It was hot in there with the stove going and the curtains drawn. Around ten he had pulled his shirt off over his head and hung it on the back of a chair, the way he did when he worked alone late, and now he sat at the table in his black trousers and nothing else, bent over the open book with a bone folder in one hand and a sable brush in the other, and sweat shining on his shoulders.

He was forty-one. He had owned the shop for fourteen years, since his grandfather died and left it to him, and he had lived alone in the rooms above it for the last six, since the woman he had meant to marry had decided, kindly and sensibly, that she wanted a man who would look up from a book once in a while. He did not blame her. He rowed on the river every morning at dawn, in a long narrow single scull, five miles upstream to the old weir and five miles back, and he had done it every morning for twenty years, rain or frost. It was the only thing that got him out of the shop before noon. It had also made him broad and heavy through the chest and shoulders and arms, thick in the back, hard in the stomach, with a waist that narrowed into the black trousers and forearms like cable from the oars. His skin was olive, darker still from summers on the water. His dark hair was cut short and had gone heavily to gray in the last few years, more salt than pepper now, and he kept a short salt-and-pepper beard, flecked all through with gray and neatly trimmed, because shaving every morning before a ten-mile row was a battle he had given up. His eyes were brown and steady and usually narrowed at a page.

People in the quarter called him the bear of the Rue des Chandelles. He suspected they did not mean it entirely as a compliment.

The book had come from the estate of the late Madame Ottoline Ferrand, who had lived to ninety-four in a crumbling house on the hill above the river and had never let a single bookseller through her door. At the auction in October, the lot had been listed as Latin devotional text, 17th c., water damage, binding loose, and Marcus had bought it for less than the price of a good dinner because nobody else in the room had bothered to open it. He had opened it. It was not a book of devotions. It was a grimoire, a working book of invocations in a cramped and beautiful Latin hand, dated 1641 on the flyleaf, bound in oxblood calfskin over boards, with two heavy brass clasps and a brass lock on the fore-edge. A heavy iron key had come with it in an envelope, and Madame Ferrand had written on the envelope in a firm old woman’s script: For the next one. Be kind to them.

He had read that line a dozen times. He had not known what to make of it.

For three weeks he had been taking the book apart and putting it back together. He had cleaned the water stains from the lower margins, mended the torn leaves with Japanese tissue and wheat-starch paste, and resewn the loose gatherings onto new linen cords. Tonight he had reached the last of them, the gathering that held the marked page.

Someone, at some point, had marked that page. A ribbon of faded crimson silk was sewn into the spine at that exact place, so that the book fell open there of its own accord. The page was headed in red ink, Invocatio ad Duas, the invocation to the two, and beneath the heading ran nine lines of Latin, and beneath those, in the margin, in a different and much later hand, someone had written in pencil: Read it aloud only if you are lonely, and only if you mean it.

He thought that was probably Madame Ferrand too. The pencil had the same firm slant.

He finished pasting the last repair and laid the brush down and sat back, rolling the stiffness out of his shoulders, and looked at the page for a long moment in the candlelight.

He did not believe in any of it. He had handled perhaps forty grimoires in his life, and sold most of them to collectors who believed in it a great deal more than he did. But it was All Souls’ Night, and the candles were burning in every window on the lane, and the rain was falling, and he had not said a word aloud to another living soul since the auction house had phoned on Thursday. And he was lonely. He was honest enough to admit that, alone in the back of his own shop at midnight with his shirt on a chair. He had been lonely for six years, and he had gotten very good at not noticing.

“Well,” he said to the empty room, and his voice sounded strange to him, rough from disuse. “Only if I mean it.”

He read the nine lines aloud.

He read them carefully, the way his grandfather had taught him to read Latin, giving every syllable its weight. It was not a curse and not a command. He realized that halfway through, and it surprised him. It was an invitation. Come, if you will. Come freely, and freely go. Here is a door, and here is one who opens it, and here is a light in the window. Two names closed the ninth line, and he read those too. “Lysandra. Seraphine.”

Every candle in the room bowed at once, as if someone had opened a door onto a long corridor of wind.

Then they straightened, all of them together, and burned higher and brighter than before, and the air in the reading room changed. It grew warmer, and heavier, and sweeter. He smelled roses, dark red ones, the kind that grew over old walls, and under the roses something like woodsmoke and warm skin. The red velvet curtain over the doorway stirred, though the door behind it was shut and locked. The pages of the grimoire lifted and turned and settled back to the marked page.

And there were two women standing on the other side of the oak table.

He did not see them arrive. One moment the candlelight fell on the shelves, and the next it fell on them, as plainly as it fell on the brass candelabra between them and him, and they were simply there, real and solid, their shadows cast long and red on the books behind them.

The woman on his right was tall and pale and so lush and curvy that the sight of her hit him in the chest like a dropped oar. She had a mass of long platinum-blonde hair that fell in loose glossy waves past her shoulders and down her back, and fair, flawless pale skin, and green eyes, clear ordinary green, a woman’s eyes, watching him with open interest. Her mouth was painted a deep red. She wore a strapless gown of crimson satin, her shoulders and pale arms bare, with a boned corset bodice cinched tight at a narrow waist and then flaring out over full round hips into a long satin skirt that pooled on his floorboards. The neckline plunged deep, and her breasts were very full and very heavy, pushed high by the corset, the deep shadowed line of her cleavage running down into the deep V of the bodice. From her pale hair, just above her brow, rose two dark curved horns, glossy and smooth, sweeping up and back from her head in a long clean arc.

The woman on his left was nearly as tall, and every bit as curved. Her skin was a deep, rich brown that the candlelight turned to bronze along her shoulders and the rise of her chest. Her hair was black and fell in a great cloud of long loose curls past her
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