




“She is here! 
She is here!” 

someone 
screamed ...

Two columns of servants carried her 
in a throne made of wolf’s teeth, and 
she wore the skin of a ghost bear, 
insubstantial as mist.  Her body was 
naked underneath it, and the crowd 
went into a fresh ecstasy at the sight 
of her beauty.  She smiled with a sick, 
personal cruelty that was quite unlike 
my own queen’s silent madness.  She 
gestured with her right hand, and they 
opened the slave cages.
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1
Accustomed 
to Midnight

There were no stars in that place.  There was only midnight, a 
black sky as endless and weightless as any I had ever seen.  I still 
remembered that this sky had walls, brick walls with boarded 

windows.  As I no longer had any interest in moving, the walls didn’t 
really exist.

When I was awake, I passed my time by listening.  I heard the water dripping 
and the old boards creaking, words in a lost language that could no longer move 
me.  I drank the water sometimes.  I don’t remember eating.

There was only one thing from the waking world that I could still 
remember: Rose walking out the door after kissing me on the lips.  Last 
words between one ghost and another, before she went away.

I remembered, but I wasn’t sentimental;  I could neither exorcise her 
memory nor feel anything for her. 

But that was only when I was awake.
“So you’re damned, then,” a voice chuckled from the darkness.
I was used to silence now.  I was accustomed to midnight.  I hadn’t 

heard a human voice in a very long time — how long, I no longer knew.  
I only spoke in my dreams.

Nevertheless, I cleared my throat.  “I’m not damned. It’s just a pin.”
“Oh, I’m familiar with the band.  It’s called humor, remember?”
Our words echoed off the far walls of the abandoned building. I 
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didn’t trust him for a moment.  I didn’t trust myself either.  At least one 
of us was a liar.

I felt around in the flat blackness by my feet.  My last bottle of 
Maker’s Mark was empty, but it might serve me as a weapon. 

“I don’t know how you could see to read it,” I said.  “It’s pretty dark 
in here.”

I found the bottle.
“There’s no need to hit me,” he said.  “I’ve got a full one.”
I could have kissed him for that.  He came closer, and I let him.  

He passed me the bottle, and I swallowed a mouthful.  I passed it back 
reluctantly and heard him swallow as well. 

“What do you dream about these days?” he asked me.
“Never mind.  It doesn’t matter.”  My voice didn’t echo;  it just 

dropped away into nothing.
“Doesn’t matter? Of course it matters. You’re Noctiviganti, aren’t 

you?”
Wherever I went, wherever I slept, in the Fringe or the waking world, 

I couldn’t escape this strange celebrity.  There was no hiding from this 
long death;  it hung from my trapped arms like a spider web.  I stared in 
the direction of his voice, but I couldn’t see him.  It didn’t seem to matter.  
He knew who I was, and that was that — Noctiviganti, the Sleepwalker, 
retainer of the Paramount and captain of her Dead Guard.  An alcoholic 
fugitive who slept in an abandoned building.  A witchfinder.  Whatever.

“I’m dreaming about guilt,” I said. “I’ve been dreaming about 
Midnight.”

“Midnight.  That’s a city in the Reaches.”
“Yes, it used to be.  Now it’s nothing at all.”
A cold chill ran down my spine like a memory of fear. I saw the picture 

in front of me — mounds of skulls and heads on quivering stakes, all 
the marble blocks with their intricate carvings of esoteric poetry stained 
now with blood and ashes or crushed into meaningless dust, gallows in 
rows before the gutted temples of their discredited gods. Midnight still 
existed, yes, but not in any way that mattered. We had raped it and left 
it for dead. Even now, ghouls wandered in the streets with corpse-flesh 
hanging from their mouths. Those citizens who had been least guilty in 
the conspiracy were being offered in the slave-markets. The innocent 
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huddled in the dark.
The people of Midnight had worshipped the darkness.  They 

had traveled through all the grimmest songs the Fringe has to offer, 
disregarding the strange balance the Paramount maintains.  Such things 
are appropriate for the Reaches.  No one forbids this, and no one ever 
will.  Any corner of the Fringe can produce nightmares, but the Reaches 
are their home. 

However, to raise one’s standard against the will of the Paramount, 
to gather armies in defiance and in the service of the Abyss, these deeds 
cannot ever be forgiven.

They can only be avenged.
“So you turned the Dead Guard against them,” said the voice in the 

darkness.  “You sent an army of revenants into the streets of the city.”
“Are you their avenger?” I sneered.  “I’ll gut you and leave you 

here.  Otherwise pass me that bottle and be done with it.  I’m sick of 
thinking.”

He passed the bottle. I drank. I was trying to kill the pictures. The 
way the sky above Midnight glowed orange with our bonfires.  The pale-
faced girl we found among their Pit Priests, huddling silently in a pavilion 
as the great flames made shadows dance across her face. The white faces 
of the Dead Guard all around me, meting out judgment without ever 
judging.  They are not truly dead; They are simply sworn into the service 
of the Paramount, sworn to obedience, as I am. Mercy wasn’t an option.

The Dead Guard don’t talk, or ask questions.  They just kill.  They 
just do what She tells them to.

“The people of Midnight were rebels,” I said.  “They were servants 
of the Pit.”

“Well then, of course you had to kill them.”  He laughed.  “That isn’t 
the question I came to ask you.”

“I don’t know how you found me, so you must be an adept.  But I’m 
not some kind of a carnival gypsy;  I don’t answer questions.  I just do 
what I’m told.  You are not the one who does the telling.”

“I think you’ll answer this question, once you hear what I’m 
asking.”

I shrugged.  “It doesn’t matter.  Tell me your sob story;  just pass me 
the bottle.”
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“I used to live in a one-room place at the Anderson building.  That’s 
right, in Nottamun.”

My hand was shaking now.  I knew where this was leading me.
“There weren’t any ghosts there,” he said.  “It was just a bad place 

to sleep.  Picture this, my friend;  I’ve been there a few weeks, a month 
maybe, and my world is shrinking down into just two shapes — nights 
where my eyes won’t shut, and dreams that are killing me.  The nights 
are endless, and the days are blinding.  One day after another without 
rest, without stopping.  I feel like I’m drowning on air, and no one 
can hear me.  I ask myself often if there’s any reason for it.  Is there 
something peculiar about the walls here, the angles maybe?  Is there 
something disturbing about the color scheme, or the wallpaper peeling 
like sunburned skin?  Is there something about that sad little table, or the 
way the loose floorboard squeals like a rat?  Or maybe it’s just the size of 
the place, how it’s so much like a prison cell.  Was anybody meant to live 
in a room so small?  But it’s none of these things.  It’s nothing tangible.  
This room that I live in is rotten, that’s all.”

When I could spare a moment from the bottle, I nodded.  “Yeah, I’ve 
known places like that.  Go on.”

“If I could have left there, I would, but I didn’t have the money.  This 
place was expensive enough, despite being pure slum.  The only reason I 
rented it was that I could pay by the week — no security deposit.  I used 
to be a professor, and I had studied a lot about the occult…”

He heard my snort.  He had studied.  What he meant was that he was 
a dilettante — but then, there were a lot of those running around.

“I had studied a lot, like I said.  That doesn’t mean I understood it, 
but I had a context.  When my dreams started turning rotten, I had some 
kind of a structure I could put it into.”

“The grimoires don’t say a word about the Fringe.”
“Of course they do.  They all do.  They just call it by other names.  

Isn’t the Fringe where all these things are born?”
I raised the bottle to him in a silent salute.  I had no intention of 

returning it unless he mentioned it. 
“And it wasn’t just the grimoires,” he said.  “I met a necromancer 

once.  He was a true adept.  He showed me the horrors and wonders of 
the city.  That’s what ruined me for the world.  I stopped writing papers, 
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stopped giving lectures.  I stopped doing a damn thing.  Before I knew 
it, I was living at the Anderson — One step away from being homeless, 
two steps from the ground.”

“Yeah, that’s the way it works.  You see the truth and the world dies 
for you — or else it comes awake, I don’t know — but the end of it is the 
same.  You find yourself in an empty place, just staring at the darkness, 
or seeking out someone you think will help you.  But I won’t.  Now get 
on with what you were saying.”

I heard him settling back against a column.  I suddenly realized that 
I could smell him, a powerful smell of thick layers of unwashed clothing 
and a hint of dried blood.

“It got worse,” he whispered.  “I don’t know how long it had been.  
I hadn’t slept in weeks.  My body desperately needed sleep, but I would 
rather have died.  Sleep meant the dreams would come.”

His voice broke on the word dreams.
“I was drinking.  You know how it works; it’s like a bad toothache if 

you don’t have any painkillers.  At first you think, ‘This isn’t so bad,’ but 
within an hour it’s killing you.  If you have anything to drink, you drink 
it, but it can’t touch the fear.  There are dreams so terrible that no liquor 
can drown them, dreams where they want to teach you, where they want 
to show you…”

He threw up.  Now that I thought about it, I could taste vomit on the 
bottle.  Oh well.  Better not to think about it.

He went on: “Eventually not even a case of whiskey could have 
made me sleep.  I thought about killing myself, about painting the walls 
with my blood. I  took caffeine pills by the handful so I wouldn’t slip in-
between, so I wouldn’t have to listen to them as they ate, as they fed…”

He started rocking back and forth. 
“Okay, so you had some scary dreams.  You take a long time coming 

to the point.”
“Noctiviganti,” he whispered, “You’re as cold as the Pit.”
“I’ve felt the wind from the Pit. It’s in my bones now. Get on with it.”
“I must give you an idea,” he said. “Just a sense… a flavor of the 

increasing horror of it.”
As if he had anything to teach me.  I smiled at the humor of it, and 

some whiskey leaked out.  I made sure to lick up every drop.
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He went on with his story: “So I finally fall asleep one night.” His 
voice was like the croak of a raven. “Actually, it wasn’t night at all. It 
was bright, blinding day. I fall asleep at long last. And this time I don’t 
dream ... But when I wake up after three days there’s a dead cockroach 
in my palm.”

“A dead cockroach?”
“I had eaten half of it.”
“Oh well.”
“Noctiviganti, I had eaten at least a hundred of them.  I’d been ripping 

up the walls.  The only thing I left of them was the wings. They were 
scattered on the floor like rose petals.”

“So They were teaching you to kill?”
“They were teaching me many wonderful things. Eventually the dreams 

leaked out. I didn’t have to be asleep. I was just sitting there one night with 
my eyes wide open, staring at the walls with their peeling wallpaper. I was 
trying to remember my last restful night — the way you try to remember, 
after a painful break-up, what the girl’s last kiss felt like, what it felt like 
to be inside her. At that very moment, I opened up and gave birth to It. It 
was as big as a child, Jim Rankin. A roach as fat as a little child!”

“Did it tell you anything?”
“Oh yes.  It told me many things.  It told me who you were.”
“How interesting.  What else?”
“It told me about the book in your body.  The Book of the Black 

School.”
I turned my head towards him.  “I might have to kill you now.”
The Book of the Black School was the most potent of grimoires, the 

one text capable in its sheer power of opening a thorp in the world.  When 
that happened, the thorp would spread.  The Pit would gain adherents.  It 
might take a hundred years, or a thousand, but that would mean the end 
of the waking world.

I carried it in my bloodstream, in my dreams. It sang to me. Kill us all.
“Don’t kill me, Noctiviganti.  I’m no assassin.  Just hear me out.”
“I’m sure these things were quite horrid for you.  In fact, you might 

even be a night wanderer — but you’re little use to me.”
Except for that wonderful bottle, which he seemed to have quite 

forgotten.  He was caught up in his fantasies.
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“I’ll tell you about my last dream, the one that taught me my vocation.  
I fell back on warm flesh in the end.” 

“Warm flesh?” I asked him.
“Yes, warm flesh. Comfort. I hired a prostitute to sleep next to me.”
“A prostitute,” I laughed.  Well, I wasn’t easy to sleep next to either.  

No one would do it for long — not even Rose. 
“I picked her up on the corner, just below the Anderson. She was 

happy to.”
“How’d you find the money?”
He went on with his story as if that didn’t matter.  I suppose it really 

didn’t.  
“I was able to go to sleep that night.  I thought I wouldn’t dream if 

she was there.  She put her head up on my shoulder.  She was warm.  I 
felt her breathing.”

I drank the last from his bottle.
“Without a moment of transition, I was standing at a crossroads.  It 

was twilight, maybe early evening.  I was packing some boxes.”
Water dripped on metal somewhere in the building.  It never stopped.  

It marked time without telling me anything.  I listened to his story.
“A little black chick came hopping over to me from the forest, a little 

black chicken.”
A black pullet: there was a grimoire with that name.  Some called it 

a black joke, some a fraud.  Some said it was one of the most evil books 
ever written.

“It hopped right up to me.  I was almost done packing the box.  There 
were a lot of things I loved in there, but the black chick wasn’t pleased 
with me.  ‘You’ve filled up your box with trash, with inessentials,’ it 
scolded me.  I looked again and I could see that it was right.  The things 
in the box were just garbage.  I didn’t really need them.

“‘If you throw out all the trash in this box, you’ll have room to carry 
treasures,’ it said, ‘The treasures that are rightfully yours, things that 
cannot be described.’

“I didn’t know what to do.  The bird started flying around in circles.  
It seemed to be powerful, filled with rage.  It became a spiral of birds.  
Their wings fluttered in the air like pure fear.  I almost dropped to my 
knees.
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“The black ecstasy took me then.  I was drunk on the horror.  My face 
was numb with it.  My hands shook.  I started laughing with passion.

“At that moment, the forest spoke a name.  It said: ‘Hunger for Flesh.’  
And then I knew where the dreams came from.  I knew who offered me 
these treasures.

“I was offered a rare opportunity, Noctiviganti — a chance to be new.  
But what decision did I make?

“I knew the answer when I woke up — when I cradled her in my 
arms, and learned that her blood tasted like sleep.”

I dove across the blackness at him and held his soft throat with hands 
that were suddenly eager for me to go sleepwalking, to absolve myself of 
volition, and with a spirit that was awake again after all this time.

“You murder women?” I hissed, “That’s what you came here to tell 
me?”  I started to squeeze him.

“You can’t kill me.”  His breath was fading already.  “You can’t kill 
me, Noctiviganti.  I’m a Pit Priest now.”

I laughed.  My grip didn’t slacken.  “You fool.  We killed pit priests 
by the hundreds.  When the Dead Guard broke into Midnight, the pit 
priests were waiting for us, chanting their idiot songs. The city walls are 
surrounded by their heads.  You’ll get no mercy from me.”

I tightened my grip on his throat and he started to die, but he was 
laughing at me even so. “Weren’t there women in Midnight?”

I dropped him and turned away, hiding my face. Yes, there were 
women, rebel women. Should it matter? There were children too. The 
Pit Priest was laughing.

“Those were just dreams,” I said.  “Just the Fringe.  It isn’t real.”
“If you say so.  Just dreams.”
“Ask your question.”
“Very well then.  If you’re quite done playing with me…”
“Just ask.”
“You know my question. Where can I go? I am sworn to the Abyss 

now. I worship it utterly. But I don’t live in the Fringe; I’m in the waking 
world. If I keep going forward, there will be only one end for me. I’ve 
already come to the far reaches of our life. I sit alone in the empty places 
and I stare at the darkness. It’s said that you know the Fringe as no waking 
man does. Tell me where to go, Noctiviganti. Tell me where there’s a 
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place for me.”
I started laughing.  “I’ll tell you, Pit Priest — out of pity, if nothing 

else.  I wasn’t allowed pity in Midnight.  So listen closely if you want an 
answer.”

I heard him shuffle closer.  He was like a supplicant.  We all are.
“You must return to Nottamun.  There you’ll find a building like 

this one — an empty place, a dark place, long-abandoned — an old 
factory.”

“How is this any different…?”
“Be quiet and listen.  The old factory’s not abandoned;  it’s the home 

of the night children.  I need you to bear a message for me.  Can you do 
that?”

“If they’ll give me a place among them, yes.”
“Tell the night children that the Sleepwalker sends a gift, and a 

message;  their enemies are dead as I promised them.”
“Very well. Thank you, Noctiviganti, thank you— “
At that moment the Powers took him.  They possessed him.  The 

Powers gripped his body like a puppeteer and pulled him shuddering 
up in front of my face.  I saw his white bulging eyes in the darkness.  I 
saw the nothing that writhed behind them.  I recognized the strange hard 
spirit of those I served, forcing an enemy to deliver their message.  Drool 
poured out over his lips as he formed the words.

“Go to Munro, Noctiviganti.  But first find the black knife that kills 
nightmares.  You may wait in the dark no longer.”

They dropped him, vomiting, on the concrete floor.  I laughed at him 
lying there.  

“So you serve the Abyss?  I ought to kill you for that, Pit Priest, 
except I haven’t been ordered to.  My orders came to me moments ago, 
as my masters spoke through your lips.”

He started crying, and I left him there.
“Go back to Nottamun.  Seek out the night children.  They’ll have a 

place for you there, if anyone will.” 
The night children would tear his flesh from his bones while he was 

still alive.  His death would be quick, if not painless.
But it wouldn’t be my hands that did the killing this time.


