




... wandering between them while they 
swayed in the breeze.  Small children 
crawled out of them like fat worms, each one 
no bigger than a fetus.  They offered me the 
secrets of the universe.

“To control the anti-beings,” they said, 
“You must call on the Book. All the wisdom 
of the world shall be yours. You alone shall 
Know.”

Their voices were like rats squealing in 
the old factory. Then I was in the room again, 
with the book.

The pages started to turn, and I heard 
whispering: secret words from repulsive 
incantations, the offerings that will call the 
Graveyard Eel, formulae of cold fusion and 
time travel, the true nature of spaceflight ...

I dropped my gun.  I didn’t want to know 
these things.  I didn’t want to know anything.  
I put my hands over my ears.

Kill yourself.  Kill us all.

I saw myself
in a forest of

corpses ...
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HERE is another world that exists alongside our own, 
separated by a difference in perception no thicker than a 
piece of paper.  This world is in reality our own world, or 
the true world of which  we are only a reflection. It is the 

world of myth, of the mysteries, in the sense intended by the classical 
philosopher who said, “Myth is that which never was, but always is.”

It is the land of the dead, and our world is the land of the living.  It 
is equally valid to say that our world is the land of the dead and this 
other world is the land of the living.  It is the continent of our dreams.  
It is the home of the Powers.  We come from this world when we are 
born, and we return to it when we die.  

I know this world as the Fringe.
The Fringe can be visited most easily in supernatural dreams 

or visions.  These visits are known as Night Wandering, and those 
who are gifted with such dreams are known as Night Wanderers, or 
Noctivigants. 

The shapes and manifestations of the Fringe are almost infinite, 
although there are patterns that recur in particular cultures. In my 
own dreams, the Fringe has a particular geography.  It is surrounded 
by the Sea of Blood, as the prophet and poet True Thomas discovered 
when he was taken there by the Queen of Elphame -- “for all the blood 
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that’s shed on Earth flows through the streams of that country.”  It has 
a spiritual center in the Tree of a Thousand Eyes, the great world–
tree, spoken of in myths from Scandinavia to Haiti.  At its heart is a 
great city, the City at the Heart of Her Dreaming, and in the city is a 
bottomless Pit or Abyss.  The Abyss is a nothingness, an emptiness that 
falls away forever.  There is nothing inside it, and yet it is the mother of 
all...

God gazed into it once, and created the world.  It is also the origin 
of Anti-Being, of everything we would call evil.  Someday the Men of 
the City will abandon their duty.  When that happens, Anti-Being will 
swarm forth and the world will drown in horror.  The Abyss will give 
birth again.  This future apocalypse is called the Final Dark.

In the Fringe there are many Powers.  These Powers range from the 
Lords of the Nations -- the old pagan gods -- to the spirits of the dead, 
and the numinous energies of the Waking World. The greatest among 
them is the Paramount.  She wanders in coma, in a type of divine 
madness, seeking the resolution to a paradox...
 (From the Lore of Nightwandering)



1
The Ronin’s Life

SHE came up behind me and put her fingers on my shoulder.  I was 
almost surprised, but I resisted the urge to shudder.  Thousands of 
dim stars looked down at us from between the bars of the venetian 

blind.
“Come to bed, Jim.”
Her voice was soft, not impatient at all, and I should have been 

soothed.  I knew the rhythm of her body as it rose and fell in sleep;  I 
knew her name. I could have joined her there in bed.

“But I can’t,” I said. “I’m watching the stars.”
She pressed her lips against my neck.
“They’ll be there tomorrow night.  Right now you need your sleep.”
“I don’t sleep,” I told her.
“What,” she asked me, “Not at all?”
“Not much.  Sometimes not for days.”
“Why not sleep with me now?”
“It’s not under my control.”
She looked out the window at the sky.
“Do you do this a lot?” she asked me.
“It depends on my mood.  Often, I walk.  I may walk tonight.”
She rested her head on my shoulder.  Minutes passed in silence.  Then 

she pointed at the sky.  “Do you think there’s life out there?”
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The old question, predictable and familiar.  I kissed her on the 
forehead for it.

“There are things out there,” I said, “But those worlds are mostly 
empty.”

“Empty?” she said.  “You mean, like tumbleweeds blowing in the 
wind?”

She giggled at her little joke, and I took her hand in mine.
“No,” I told her.  “There isn’t even wind.”

BEYOND the red and yellow lights, the highway was a vast blankness 
leading off into the state, whichever state it was.  I stayed, at first, 

inside that circle of lights.  The neon signs were soothing to me, and I 
imagined staying for a week or more in this place — exploring the truck 
stop and the liquor store, renting movies from the video shack.

This wasn’t a town to me, just an anonymous patch of necessities on 
the interstate — the kind of place with no past of any kind, no history 
at all, just dark trucks like beached whales washed up on an otherwise 
empty shore, a place to pull into for coffee and a quick meal on the road, 
a motel to sleep in and a few stores with cheap entertainment.  The kind 
of place where no one ever noticed you, where no one ever remembered 
you.  The kind of place I courted.

I walked past the dark glass storefronts and imagined wandering 
through the aisles.  Tonight I would sleep, I told myself;  I would sleep 
until the late afternoon, and then I would get up and explore these stores 
one by one.  I would read the backs of videos I had seen a dozen times 
before.  I would purchase snack food and cheap whiskey.  I would kill 
some time —  several hours, at least, before I had to go back to my 
room.

Except that she was there.
I lingered outside the truck stop before I went in.  The lights were 

too bright, and my eyes were unaccustomed to brightness after several 
hours of staring at the walls in my room — staring at the walls, while she 
breathed in her sleep beside me.

Too much light only reminded me I was still awake.
“Black coffee,” I said, as pleasantly as I could.  This was a risk I had 

to take.  Coffee might postpone my sleep still further, but without it I 
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would soon slip into a flat and empty state — too tired to think, but not 
tired enough to dream.  That’s when the barriers are soft.  Frank refused 
the speed pills to his cost;  I wouldn’t make the same mistake.

The waitress brought my coffee with a smile.
“You look tired, hon,” she said.  “Got a long way to go?”
I looked up at her, confused.  
“I’m not going anywhere,” I said.
I sat by the window.  Cars went by it now and then, and I imagined 

the passengers travelling endlessly in their lives, each one separate and 
contained. I watched them pass, and I tried not to think about how much 
time had really gone.  But it had been five years — five years of hours 
much like this one, or far worse hours when I finally went to sleep.  Even 
the thought of those dreams was enough to keep me wandering forever.

I stared at my reflection in the napkin holder.  I guess I looked about 
the same: a little older of course, more guarded, a lot more tired.  But 
still the same old me: dark hair, eyes with wide black pupils, narrow and 
unshaven cheeks.  I leaned back in the booth.

Around me, here and there, exhausted truckers talked quietly or 
smoked in silence.  The waitress bustled around.  I fished out a cigarette, 
and lit it with a matchbook from the table.  A cloud of smoke rose, thin 
and gray, around my head.  The remains of a grilled cheese sandwich 
grew brittle on my plate.

“You want your check?”
I looked up at the waitress.  She was smiling at me, chewing on a 

piece of gum.  Her blonde hair was matted with sweat.
“Sure,” I said.
She brought it out to me, and I paid.
I wandered out past the circle of lights at last.  I know what’s out 

there, but I do it just the same.  I don’t really have a choice.
Beyond the picnic benches and the parking lot, the highway was 

swallowed up by the night.  Sometimes a car passed, or a truck.  The 
headlights grew and then faded away.  A light breeze stirred dead leaves 
by the side of the road.

My hands were in my coat, and through the hole in my right pocket 
my fingers brushed the metal of a gun.   Maybe nothing would happen 
tonight.  It had been a long time since the last night-wandering dream: 
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almost six months, to be exact.  Everything was quiet, as if the Fringe 
had stopped its constant erosion of our world, as if the tides in the Sea of 
Blood had pulled away.  There had been no ghosts, no voices.  There had 
been no dreams.  And I didn’t miss them.

I paused for a moment, and looked up at those oceans of empty 
worlds.  I thought about their deserts, and the red sands without so much 
as a breeze to shift them once in a hundred million years.  I envied their 
unchangeable state of rest.

But there was wind here, on this world.  It made it hard to light a 
cigarette, but it still felt good on my face.

“Noctiviganti’s coming home.”
The accusation startled me.  I had known it would happen, despite 

my daydreams and empty thoughts, despite my six months of silence.  
Some things never change.  But I hadn’t known it would tell me this.

A handful of dead leaves, stirred into motion by the wind, made a 
spiral at my feet.  I was careful not to disturb the spiral, unwilling to 
provoke the wrath of the invisible powers, but I wanted to kick it into 
pieces, burn its leaves in an empty can.  I told myself that it lied.

“Noctiviganti’s coming home.”
“Oh no,” I said.  “I’m not.”
The voice was in my head – no, not even in my head, and certainly 

not in the leaves.  The trees didn’t whisper the words by the side of the 
road.  There were no words either in the empty beer cans, rolling along 
in the ditch.  Their skittering carried no sense.

But the voice was still in my head, as it always was, whether it rested 
for a day or for a thousand days.  Voices like fragments of dreams.

“Noctiviganti’s coming home.”  And then the memories came, 
running in behind that unwelcome voice like a pack of dogs.

…I looked around the circle.  Two of our enemies were puking.  A 
few of them had tears in their eyes.  They were fixed on the remnants in 
front of them, the torn bits of a white dress speckled with red, the splayed 
limbs and empty, doll-like face.  They hadn’t known it would come to this.  
The Tall Man had promised them things — immortality and freedom from 
fear through blood sacrifice.  They hadn’t quite realized he had meant it 
all literally, not even when they saw the girl in front of them.  Not until 
it was too late.
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Mere seconds had passed since we had come in out of the shadows, 
and most of them had already scattered.  We had taken them completely 
by surprise.  One of the Tall Man’s apprentices pulled a gun from his 
jacket.  Frank made him suffer for it.  I took a stick from their campfire.

The Tall Man wasn’t scared of us.  He thought we were innocents: 
horrified, but powerless to stop him.  He was alive with the power of 
what he had done.

Then my eyes went slack and dreamy, and he saw the stick in my 
hand.  He recognized me at last.  He knew he’d miscalculated.

“I know you,” he said, backing away and reaching into his shirt.  
Stark fear blossomed on his face.  “I know all about you.  You’re the 
sleepwalker.”

“Yes,” I whispered.  “Noctiviganti.”
I fell into a sleep filled with screams.

A thin rain washed the blood of memory from my hands.  The sun 
rose.  So we had battled monsters, and become monsters in the end.  And 
I was never going home.

Except that the Powers never lie.
I walked back along the highway, quietly singing a song.  My cigarette 

calmed me, and I knew that, when we found a ride, I’d be able to sleep 
on the way.  Maybe I’d pick up a bottle of booze.

My coat was damp, and the water stained my shirt.  The collar was 
bent and out of shape.  But she’d be waiting for me at the motel.  We 
could take a shower together, and get ready for the road.  There’d be dry 
clothes in the room.

I turned the key in the lock, and threw my coat across the bed.
And she was gone.




