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The Dark Tower

 Stephen King


                    
			
				He who speaks without an attentive ear is mute.

				Therefore, Constant Reader, this final book in the Dark Tower cycle is dedicated to you.

				Long days and pleasant nights.

			

			
				
				Not hear? When noise was everywhere! it tolled

				Increasing like a bell. Names in my ears

				Of all the lost adventurers, my peers-

				How such a one was strong, and such was bold,

				And such was fortunate, yet each of old

				Lost, lost! One moment knelled the woe of years.

				There they stood, ranged along the hillsides, met

				To view the last of me, a living frame

				For one more picture! In a sheet of flame

				I saw them and I knew them all. And yet

				Dauntless the slug-horn to my lips I set,

				And blew. Childe Roland to the Dark Tower came.

				Robert Browning
			

			
				
				Childe Roland

				to the Dark Tower Came

				I was born

				Six-gun in my hand,

				behind a gun

				Ill make my final stand.

				Bad Company
			

			
				
				What have I become?

				My sweetest friend

				Everyone I know

				Goes away in the end

				You could have it all

				My empire of dirt

				I will let you down

				I will make you hurt

				Trent Reznor
			

			
		                                        




Test Book


                    
			
				Part One

				THE LITTLE RED KING

			

			                                        
				
					Chapter I:

					CALLAHAN AND THE VAMPIRES

				

				                                        
					
						ONE

					

					Pere Don Callahan had once been the Catholic priest of a town, salems Lot had been its name, that no longer existed on any map. He didnt much care. Concepts such as reality had ceased to matter to him.

					This onetime priest now held a heathen object in his hand, a scrimshaw turtle made of ivory. There was a nick in its beak and a scratch in the shape of a question mark on its back, but otherwise it was a beautiful thing.

					Beautiful and powerful. He could feel the power in his hand like volts.

					How lovely it is, he whispered to the boy who stood with him. Is it the Turtle Maturin? It is, isnt it?

					The boy was Jake Chambers, and hed come a long loop in order to return almost to his starting-place here in Manhattan.

					I dont know, he said. She calls it the skoldpadda, and it may help us, but it cant kill the harriers that are waiting for us in there. He nodded toward the Dixie Pig, wondering if he meant Susannah or Mia when he used that all-purpose feminine pronoun she. Once he would have said it didnt matter because the two women were so tightly wound together. Now, however, he thought it did matter, or would soon.

					Will you? Jake asked the Pere, meaning Will you stand.

					Will you fight. Will you kill.

					Oh yes, Callahan said calmly. He put the ivory turtle with its wise eyes and scratched back into his breast pocket with the extra shells for the gun he carried, then patted the cunningly made tiling once to make sure it rode safely. Ill shoot until the bullets are gone, and if I run out of bullets before they kill me,

					Ill club them with the the gun-butt.

					The pause was so slight Jake didnt even notice it. But in that pause, the White spoke to Father Callahan. It was a force he knew of old, even in boyhood, although there had been a few years of bad faith along the way, years when his understanding of that elemental force had first grown dim and then become lost completely. But those days were gone, the White was his again, and he told God thankya.

					Jake was nodding, saying something Callahan barely heard.

					And what Jake said didnt matter. What that other voice said-the voice of something

					(Gan)

					perhaps too great to be called God-did.

					The boy must go on, the voice told him. Whatever happens here, however it falls, the boy must go on. Your part in the story is almost done. His is not.

					They walked past a sign on a chrome post (CLOSED FOR PRIVATE FUNCTION), Jakes special friend Oy trotting between them, his head up and his muzzle wreathed in its usual toothy grin. At the top of the steps, Jake reached into the woven sack Susannah-Mio had brought out of Calla Bryn Sturgis and grabbed two of the plates-the Rizas. He tapped them together, nodded at the dull ringing sound, and then said: Lets see yours.

					Callahan lifted the Rugerjake had brought out of Calla New York, and now back into it; life is a wheel and we all say thankya.

					For a moment the Pere held the Rugers barrel beside his right cheek like a duelist. Then he touched his breast pocket, bulging with shells, and with the turde. The skoldpadda.

					Jake nodded. Once were in, we stay together. Always together, with Oy between. On three. And once we start, we never stop.

					Never stop.

					Right. Are you ready?

					Yes. Gods love on you, boy.

					And on you, Pere. One two three. Jake opened the door and together they went into the dim light and the sweet tangy smell of roasting meat.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						TWO

					

					Take went to what he was sure would be his death remembering two things Roland Deschain, his true father, had said. Battles that last five minutes spawn legends that live a thousand years. And You neednt die happy when your day comes, but you must die satisfied, for you have lived your life from beginning to end and ka is always served.

					Jake Chambers surveyed the Dixie Pig with a satisfied mind.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						THREE

					

					Also with crystal clarity. His senses were so heightened that he could smell not just roasting flesh but the rosemary with which it had been rubbed; could hear not only the calm rhythm of his breath but the tidal murmur of his blood climbing brainward on one side of his neck and descending heartward on the other.

					He also remembered Rolands saying that even the shortest battle, from first shot to final falling body, seemed long to those taking part. Time grew elastic; stretched to the point of vanishment. Jake had nodded as if he understood, although he hadnt.

					Now he did.

					His first diought was that there were too many of them-far, far too many. He put their number at close to a hundred, the majority certainly of the sort Pere Callahan had referred to as low men. (Some were low women, but Jake had no doubt the principle was the same.) Scattered among them, all less fleshy than the low folken and some as slender as fencing weapons, their complexions ashy and their bodies surrounded in dim blue auras, were what had to be vampires.

					Oy stood at Jakes heel, his small, foxy face stern, whining low in his throat.

					That smell of cooking meat wafting through the air was not pork.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FOUR

					

					Ten feet between us any time we have ten feet to give, Pere-so Jake had said out on the sidewalk, and even as they approached the maitre ds platform, Callahan was drifting to Jakes right, putting the required distance between them.

					Jake had also told him to scream as loud as he could for as long as he could, and Callahan was opening his mouth to begin doing just that when the voice of the White spoke up inside again. Only one word, but it was enough.

					Skoldpadda, it said.

					Callahan was still holding the Ruger up by his right cheek.

					Now he dipped into his breast pocket with his left hand. His awareness of the scene before him wasnt as hyper-alert as his young companions, but he saw a great deal: the orangeycrimson electric flambeaux on the walls, the candles on each table immured in glass containers of a brighter, Halloweenish orange, the gleaming napkins. To the left of the dining room was a tapestry showing knights and their ladies sitting at a long banquet table. There was a sense in here-Callahan wasnt sure exactly what provoked it, the various tells and stimuli were too subtle-of people just resettling themselves after some bit of excitement: a small kitchen fire, say, or an automobile accident on the street.

					Or a lady having a baby, Callahan thought as he closed his hand on the Turtle. Thats always good for a little pause between the appetizer and the entree.

					Now come Gileads ka-mais! shouted an excited, nervous voice. Not a human one, of that Callahan was almost positive. It was too buzzy to be human. Callahan saw what appeared to be some sort of monstrous bird-human hybrid standing at the far end of the room. It wore straight-leg jeans and a plain white shirt, but the head rising from that shirt was painted with sleek feathers of dark yellow. Its eyes looked like drops of liquid tar.

					Get them! this horridly ridiculous thing shouted, and brushed aside a napkin. Beneath it was some sort of weapon.

					Callahan supposed it was a gun, but it looked like the sort you saw on Star Trek. What did they call them? Phasers? Stunners?

					It didnt matter. Callahan had a far better weapon, and wanted to make sure they all saw it. He swept the place-settings and the glass container with the candle in it from the nearest table, then snatched away the tablecloth like a magician doing a trick. The last thing he wanted to do was to trip over a swatch of linen at the crucial moment. Then, with a nimbleness he wouldnt have believed even a week ago, he stepped onto one of the chairs and from the chair to the table-top. Once on the table, he lifted the skoldpaddavnth his fingers supporting the turtles flat undershell, giving them all a good look at it.

					I could croon something, he thought. Maybe Moonlight Becomes You or Left My Heart in San Francisco.

					At that point they had been inside the Dixie Pig for exactly thirty-four seconds.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FIVE

					

					High school teachers faced with a large group of students in study hall or a school assembly will tell you that teenagers, even when freshly showered and groomed, reek of the hormones which their bodies are so busy manufacturing. Any group of people under stress emits a similar stink, and Jake, with his senses tuned to the most exquisite pitch, smelled it here.

					When they passed the maitre ds stand (Blackmail Central, his Dad liked to call such stations), the smell of the Dixie Pigs diners had been faint, the smell of people coming back to normal after some sort of dust-up. But when the bird-creature in the far corner shouted, Jake had smelled the patrons more strongly. It was a metallic aroma, enough like blood to incite his temper and his emotions. Yes, he saw Tweety Bird knock aside the napkin on his table; yes, he saw the weapon beneath; yes, he understood that Callahan, standing on the table, was an easy shot. That was of far less concern to Jake than the mobilizing weapon that was Tweety Birds mouth. Jake was drawing back his right arm, meaning to fling the first of his nineteen plates and amputate the head in which that mouth resided, when Callahan raised the turtle.

					It wont work, not in here, Jake thought, but even before the idea had been completely articulated in his mind, he understood it was working. He knew by the smell of them. The aggressiveness went out of it. And the few who had begun to rise from their tables-the red holes in the foreheads of the low people gaping, the blue auras of the vampires seeming to pull in and intensify-sat back down again, and hard, as if they had suddenly lost command of their muscles.

					Get them, those are the ones Sayre Then Tweety stopped talking. His left hand-if you could call such an ugly talon a hand-touched the butt of his high-tech gun and then fell away.

					The brilliance seemed to leave his eyes. Theyre the ones Sayre S-S-Sayre Another pause. Then the bird-thing said, Oh sai, what is the lovely thing that you hold?

					You know what it is, Callahan said. Jake was moving and Callahan, mindful of what the boy gunslinger had told him outside-

					Make sure that every time I look on my right, I see your face-stepped back down from the table to move with him, still holding the turtle high. He could almost taste the rooms silence, but-

					But there was another room. Rough laughter and hoarse, carousing yells-a party from the sound of it, and close by. On the left. From behind the tapestry showing the knights and their ladies at dinner. Something going on back there, Callahan thought, and probably not Elks Poker Night.

					He heard Oy breathing fast and low through his perpetual grin, a perfect little engine. And something else. A harsh raiding sound with a low and rapid clicking beneath. The combination set Callahans teeth on edge and made his skin feel cold. Something was hiding under the tables.

					Oy saw the advancing insects first and froze like a dog on point, one paw raised and his snout thrust forward. For a moment the only part of him to move was the dark and velvety skin of his muzzle, first twitching back to reveal the clenched needles of his teeth, then relaxing to hide them, then twitching back again.

					The bugs came on. Whatever they were, the Turtle Maturin upraised in the Peres hand meant nothing to them. A fat guy wearing a tuxedo with plaid lapels spoke weakly, almost questioningly, to the bird-thing: They werent to come any further than here, Meiman, nor to leave. We were told

					Oy lunged forward, a growl coming through his clamped teeth. It was a decidedly un-Oylike sound, reminding Callahan of a comic-strip balloon: Arrrrrr!

					No! Jake shouted, alarmed. No, Oy!

					At the sound of the boys shout, the yells and laughter from behind the tapestry abruptly ceased, as if the folken back there had suddenly become aware that something had changed in the front room.

					Oy took no notice of Jakes cry. He crunched three of the bugs in rapid succession, the crackle of their breaking carapaces gruesomely clear in the new stillness. He made no attempt to eat them but simply tossed the corpses, each the size of a mouse, into the air with a snap of the neck and a grinning release of the jaws.

					And the others retreated back under the tables.

					He was made for this, Callahan thought. Perhaps once in the long-ago all bumblers were. Made for it the way some breeds of terrier are made to-

					A hoarse shout from behind the tapestry interrupted these thoughts: Humes! one voice cried, and then a second: Kahumes!

					Callahan had an absurd impulse to yell Gesundheit!

					Before he could yell that or anything else, Rolands voice suddenly filled his head.

					Jake, go.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						SIX

					

					The boy turned toward Pere Callahan, bewildered. He was walking with his arms crossed, ready to fling the Rizas at the first low man or woman who moved. Oy had returned to his heel, although he was swinging his head ceaselessly from side to side and his eyes were bright with the prospect of more prey.

					We go together, Jake said. Theyre buffaloed, Pere! And were close! They took her through here this room and then through the kitchen-

					Callahan paid no attention. Still holding the turtle high (as one might hold a lantern in a deep cave), he had turned toward the tapestry. The silence from behind it was far more terrible than the shouts and feverish, gargling laughter. It was silence like a pointed weapon. And the boy had stopped.

					Go while you can, Callahan said, striving for calmness.

					Catch up to her if you can. This is the command of your dinh.

					This is also the will of the White.

					But you cant-

					Go, Jake!

					The low men and women in the Dixie Pig, whether in thrall to the skoldpadda or not, murmured uneasily at the sound of that shout, and well they might have, for it was not Callahans voice coming from Callahans mouth.

					You have this one chance and must take it! Find her! As dinh I command your Jakes eyes flew wide at the sound of Rolands voice issuing from Callahans throat. His mouth dropped open. He looked around, dazed.

					In the second before the tapestry to their left was torn aside, Callahan saw its black joke, what the careless eye would first surely overlook: the roast that was the banquets main entree had a human form; die knights and their ladies were eating human flesh and drinking human blood. What the tapestry showed was a cannibals communion.

					Then the ancient ones who had been at their own sup tore aside the obscene tapestry and burst out, shrieking through the great fangs that propped their deformed mouths forever open.

					Their eyes were as black as blindness, the skin of their cheeks and brows-even the backs of their hands-tumorous with wild teeth. Like the vampires in the dining room, they were surrounded with auras, but these were of a poisoned violet so dark it was almost black. Some sort of ichor dribbled from the corners of their eyes and mouths. They were gibbering and several were laughing: seeming not to create the sounds but rather to snatch them out of the air like something that could be rent alive.

					And Callahan knew them. Of course he did. Had he not been sent hence by one of their number? Here were the true vampires, the Type Ones, kept like a secret and now loosed on the intruders.

					The turde he held up did not slow them in the slightest.

					Callahan saw Jake staring, pale, eyes shiny with horror and bulging from their sockets, all purpose forgotten at the sight of these freaks.

					Without knowing what was going to come out of his mouth until he heard it, Callahan shouted: Theyll kill Oyfirst! Theyll kill him in front of you and drink his blood!

					Oy barked at the sound of his name. Jakes eyes seemed to clear at the sound, but Callahan had no time to follow the boys fortunes further.

					Turtle wont stop them, but at least its holding the others back. Bullets wont stop them, but-

					With a sense of deja vu-and why not, he had lived all this before in the home of a boy named Mark Petrie-Callahan dipped into the open front of his shirt and brought out the cross he wore there. It clicked against the butt of the Ruger and then hung below it. The cross was lit with a brilliant bluish-white glare. The two ancient things in the lead had been about to grab him and draw him into their midst. Now they drew back instead, shrieking with pain. Callahan saw the surface of their skin sizzle and begin to liquefy. The sight of it filled him with savage happiness.

					Get back from me! he shouted. The power of God commands you! The power of Christ commands you! The ka of Mid-World commands you! The power of the White commands you!

					One of them darted forward nevertheless, a deformed skeleton in an ancient, moss-encrusted dinner suit. Around its neck it wore some sort of ancient award the Cross of Malta, perhaps? It swiped one of its long-nailed hands at the crucifix Callahan was holding out. He jerked it down at the last second, and die vampires claw passed an inch above it. Callahan lunged forward without drought and drove die tip of the cross into the yellow parchment of the things forehead. The gold crucifix went in like a red-hot skewer into butter. The thing in the rusty dinner suit let out a liquid cry of pained dismay and stumbled backward. Callahan pulled his cross back. For one moment, before the elderly monster clapped its claws to its brow, Callahan saw the hole his cross had made. Then a thick, curdy, yellow stuff began to spill through the ancient ones fingers. Its knees unhinged and it tumbled to the floor between two tables. Its mates shrank away from it, screaming with outrage.

					The things face was already collapsing inward beneadi its twisted hands. Its aura whiffed out like a candle and then there was nothing but a puddle of yellow, liquefying flesh spilling like vomit from the sleeves of its jacket and the legs of its pants.

					Callahan strode briskly toward the others. His fear was gone. The shadow of shame that had hung over him ever since Barlow had taken his cross and broken it was also gone.

					Free at last, he thought. Free at last, great God Almighty, Im free at last. Then: I believe this is redemption. And its good, isnt it? Quite good, indeed.

					Hrow it aside! one of them cried, its hands held up to shield its face. Nasty bauble of the heep-God, hrow it aside if you dare!

					Nasty bauble of the sheep-God, indeed. If so, why do you cringe?

					Against Barlow he had not dared answer this challenge, and it had been his undoing. In the Dixie Pig, Callahan turned die cross toward the thing which had dared to speak.

					I neednt stake my faith on the challenge of such a thing as you, sai, he said, his words ringing clearly in the room. He had forced the old ones back almost to the archway through which they had come. Great dark tumors had appeared on the hands and faces of those in front, eating into the paper of their ancient skin like acid. And Id never throw away such an old friend in any case. But put it away? Aye, if you like. And he dropped it back into his shirt.

					Several of the vampires lunged forward immediately, their fang-choked mouths twisting in what might have been grins.

					Callahan held his hands out toward them. The fingers (and the barrel of the Ruger) glowed, as if they had been dipped into blue fire. The eyes of the turtle had likewise filled with light; its shell shone.

					Stand away from me! Callahan cried. The power of God and the White commands you!

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						SEVEN

					

					When the terrible shaman turned to face the Grandfathers,

					Meiman of the taheen felt the Turtles awful, lovely glammer lessen a bit. He saw that the boy was gone, and that filled him with dismay, yet at least hed gone further in rather than slipping out, so that might still be all right. But if the boy found the door to Fedic and used it, Meiman might find himself in very bad trouble, indeed. For Sayre answered to Walter o Dim, and Walter answered only to the Crimson King himself.

					Never mind. One thing at a time. Settle the shamans hash first. Turn the Grandfathers loose on him. Then go after the boy, perhaps shouting that his friend wanted him after all, that might work-Meiman (the Canaryman to Mia, Tweety Bird to Jake) crept forward, grasping Andrew-the fat man in the tux with the plaid lapels-with one hand and Andrews even fatter jilly with the other. He gestured at Callahans turned back.

					Tirana shook her head vehemently. Meiman opened his beak and hissed at her. She shrank away from him. Detta Walker had already gotten her fingers into the mask wore and it hung in shreds about her jaw and neck. In the middle of her forehead, a red wound opened and closed like the gill of a dying fish.

					Meiman turned to Andrew, released him long enough to point at the shaman, then drew the talon that served him as a hand across his feathered throat in a grimly expressive gesture.

					Andrew nodded and brushed away his wifes pudgy hands when they tried to restrain him. The mask of humanity was good enough to show the low man in the garish tuxedo visibly gathering his courage. Then he leaped forward with a strangled cry, seizing Callahan around the neck not with his hands but his fat forearms. At the same moment his jilly lunged and struck the ivory turtle from the Peres hand, screaming as she did so.

					The skoldpadda tumbled to the red rug, bounced beneath one of the tables, and there (like a certain paper boat some of you may remember) passes out of this tale forever.

					The Grandfathers still held back, as did die Type Three vampires who had been dining in the public room, but the low men and women sensed weakness and moved in, first hesitantly, then with growing confidence. They surrounded Callahan, paused, and then fell on him in all their numbers.

					Let me go in Gods name! Callahan cried, but of course it did no good. Unlike the vampires, the things with the red wounds in their foreheads did not respond to the name of Callahans God. All he could do was hope Jake wouldnt stop, let alone double back; that he and Oy would go like the wind to Susannah. Save her if they could. Die with her if they could not.

					And kill her baby, if chance allowed. God help him, but he had been wrong about that. They should have snuffed out the babys life back in the Calla, when they had the chance.

					Something bit deeply into his neck. The vampires would come now, cross or no cross. Theyd fall on him like the sharks they were once they got their first whiff of his lifes blood. Help me God, give me strength, Callahan thought, and felt the strength flow into him. He rolled to his left as claws ripped into his shirt, tearing it to ribbons. For a moment his right hand was free, and the Ruger was still in it. He turned it toward the working, sweaty, hate-congested face of the fat one named Andrew and placed the barrel of the gun (bought for home protection in the long-distant past by Jakes more than a litde paranoid TVexecutive fadier) against the soft red wound in the center of the low mans forehead.

					No-ooo, you darent! Tirana cried, and as she reached for the gun, the front of her gown finally burst, spilling her massive breasts free. They were covered with coarse fur.

					Callahan pulled the trigger. The Rugers report was deafening in the dining room. Andrews head exploded like a gourd filled with blood, spraying the creatures who had been crowding in behind him. There were screams of horror and disbelief.

					Callahan had time to think, It wasnt supposed to be this way, was it? And: Is it enough to put me in the club? Am I a gunslinger yet?

					Perhaps not. But there was the bird-man, standing right in front of him between two tables, its beak opening and closing, its throat beating visibly with excitement.

					Smiling, propping himself on one elbow as blood pumped onto the carpet from his torn throat, Callahan leveled Jakes Ruger.

					No! Meiman cried, raising his misshapen hands to his face in an utterly fruitless gesture of protection. No, you CANT-

					Can so, Callahan thought with childish glee, and fired again.

					Meiman took two stumble-steps backward, then a third. He struck a table and collapsed on top of it. Three yellow feathers hung above him on the air, seesawing lazily.

					Callahan heard savage howls, not of anger or fear but of hunger. The aroma of blood had finally penetrated the old onesjaded nostrils, and nothing would stop them now. So, if he didnt want to join them-

					Pere Callahan, once Father Callahan of salems Lot, turned the Rugers muzzle on himself. He wasted no time looking for eternity in the darkness of the barrel but placed it deep against the shelf of his chin.

					Hile, Roland! he said, and knew

					(the wave they are lifted by the wave)

					that he was heard. Hile, gunslinger!

					His finger tightened on the trigger as the ancient monsters fell upon him. He was buried in the reek of their cold and bloodless breath, but not daunted by it. He had never felt so strong. Of all the years in his life he had been happiest when he had been a simple vagrant, not a priest but only Callahan OThe Roads, and felt that soon he would be let free to resume that life and wander as he would, his duties fulfilled, and that was well.

					May you find your Tower, Roland, and breach it, and may you climb to the top!

					The teeth of his old enemies, these ancient brothers and sisters of a thing which had called itself Kurt Barlow, sank into him like stingers. Callahan felt them not at all. He was smiling as he pulled the trigger and escaped them for good.

					
				                                        
			                    



Test Book


                    
				
					Chapter II:

					LIFTED ON THE WAVE

				

				                                        
					
						ONE

					

					On their way out along the dirt camp-road which had taken them to the writers house in the town of Bridgton, Eddie and Roland came upon an orange pickup truck with the words CENTRAL MAINE POWER MAINTENANCE painted on the sides. Nearby, a man in a yellow hardhat and an orange high-visibility vest was cutting branches that threatened the low-hanging electrical lines. And did Eddie feel something then, some gathering force? Maybe a precursor of the wave rushing down the Path of the Beam toward them? He later thought so, but couldnt say for sure. God knew hed been in a weird enough mood already, and why not? How many people got to meet their creators? Well

					Stephen King hadnt created Eddie Dean, a young man whose Co-Op City happened to be in Brooklyn rather than the Bronx-not yet, not in that year of 1977, but Eddie felt certain that in time King would. How else could he be here?

					Eddie nipped in ahead of the power-truck, got out, and asked the sweating man with the brush-hog in his hands for directions to Turtleback Lane, in the town of Lovell. The Central Maine Power guy passed on the directions willingly enough, then added: If youre serious about going to Lovell today, youre gonna have to use Route 93. The Bog Road, some folks call it.

					He raised a hand to Eddie and shook his head like a man forestalling an argument, although Eddie had not in fact said a word since asking his original question.

					Its seven miles longer, I know, and jouncy as a bugger, but you cant get through East Stoneham today. Copsve got it blocked off. State Bears, local yokels, even the Oxford County Sheriffs Department.

					Youre kidding, Eddie said. It seemed a safe enough response.

					The power guy shook his head grimly. No one seems to know exactly whats up, but theres been shootin-automatic weapons, maybe-and explosions. He patted the battered and sawdusty walkie-talkie clipped to his belt. Ive even heard the t-word once or twice this afternoon. Not sprised, either.

					Eddie had no idea what the t-word might be, but knew Roland wanted to get going. He could feel the gunslingers impatience in his head; could almost see Rolands impatient finger-twirling gesture, the one that meant Lets go, lets go.

					Im talking bout terrorism, the power guy said, then lowered his voice. People dont uiink shit like that can happen in America, buddy, but I got news for you, it can. If not today, then sooner or later. Someones gonna blow up the Statue of Liberty or the Empire State Building, thats what I think-the right-wingers, the left-wingers, or the goddam A-rabs. Too many crazy people.

					Eddie, who had a nodding acquaintance with ten more years of history than this fellow, nodded. Youre probably right. In any case, thanks for the info.

					Just tryin to save you some time. And, as Eddie opened the drivers-side door of John Cullums Ford sedan: You been in a fight, mister? You look kinda bunged up. Also youre limping.

					Eddie had been in a fight, all right: had been grooved in the arm and plugged in the right calf. Neither wound was serious, and in the forward rush of events he had nearly forgotten them. Now they hurt all over again. Why in Gods name had he turned down Aaron Deepneaus bottle of Percocet tablets?

					Yeah, he said, diats why Im going to Lovell. Guys dog bit me. He and I are going to have a talk about it. Bizarre story, didnt have much going for it in the way of plot, but he was no writer. That was Kings job. In any case, it was good enough to get him back behind the wheel of Cullums Ford Galaxie before the power guy could ask him any more questions, and Eddie reckoned that made it a success. He drove away quickly.

					You got directions? Roland asked.

					Yeah.

					Good. Everythings breaking at once, Eddie. We have to get to Susannah as fast as we can. Jake and Pere Callahan, too.

					And the babys coming, whatever it is. May have come already.

					Turn right when you get back out to Kansas Road, the power guy had told Eddie (Kansas as in Dorothy, Toto, and Auntie Em, everything breaking at once), and he did. That put them rolling north. The sun had gone behind the trees on their left, throwing the two-lane blacktop entirely into shadow. Eddie had an almost palpable sense of time slipping through his fingers like some fabulously expensive cloth that was too smooth to grip. He stepped on the gas and Cullums old Ford, although wheezy in the valves, walked out a little. Eddie got it up to fifty-five and pegged it there. More speed might have been possible, but Kansas Road was both twisty and badly maintained.

					Roland had taken a sheet of notepaper from his shirt pocket, unfolded it, and was now studying it (although Eddie doubted if the gunslinger could actually read much of the document; this worlds written words would always be mostly mystery to him). At the top of the paper, above Aaron Deepneaus rather shaky but perfectly legible handwriting (and Calvin Towers all-important signature), was a smiling cartoon beaver and the words DAM IMPORTANT THINGS TO DO. A silly pun if ever there was one.

					I dont like silly questions, I wont play silly games, Eddie thought, and suddenly grinned. It was a point of view to which Roland still held, Eddie felt quite sure, notwithstanding the fact that, while riding Blaine the Mono, their lives had been saved by a few well-timed silly questions. Eddie opened his mouth to point out that what might well turn out to be the most important document in the history of the world-more important than the Magna Carta or the Declaration of Independence or Albert Einsteins Theory of Relativity-was headed by a dumb pun, and how did Roland like them apples? Before he could get out a single word, however, the wave struck.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						TWO

					

					His foot slipped off the gas pedal, and that was good. If it had stayed on, both he and Roland would surely have been injured, maybe killed. When the wave came, staying in control of John Cullums Ford Galaxie dropped all the way off Eddie Deans list of priorities. It was like that moment when the roller coaster has reached the top of its first mountain, hesitates a moment tilts plunges and you fall with a sudden blast of hot summer air in your face and a pressure against your chest and your stomach floating somewhere behind you.

					In that moment Eddie saw everything in Cullums car had come untethered and was floating-pipe ashes, two pens and a paperclip from the dashboard, Eddies dinh, and, he realized, his dinhs ka-mai, good old Eddie Dean. No wonder he had lost his stomach! (He wasnt aware that the car itself, which had drifted to a stop at the side of the road, was also floating, tilting lazily back and forth five or six inches above the ground like a small boat on an invisible sea.)

					Then the tree-lined country road was gone. Bridgton was gone. The world was gone. There was the sound of todash chimes, repulsive and nauseating, making him want to grit his teeth in protest except his teeth were gone, too.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						THREE

					

					Like Eddie, Roland had a clear sense of being first lifted and then hung, like something diat had lost its ties to Earths gravity.

					He heard the chimes and felt himself elevated through the wall of existence, but he understood this wasnt real todash-at least not of the sort theyd experienced before. This was very likely what Vannay called aven kal, words which meant lifted on the wind or carried on the wave. Only the kal form, instead of the more usual kas, indicated a natural force of disastrous proportions: not a wind but a hurricane; not a wave but a tsunami.

					The very Beam means to speak to you, Gabby, Vannay said in his Gabby, the old sarcastic nickname Vannay had adopted ause Steven Deschains boy was so close-mouthed. His limpng brilliant tutor had stopped using it (probably at Corts existence) the year Roland had turned eleven. You would do well to listen if it does.

					I will listen very well, Roland replied, and was dropped. He gagged, weightless and nauseated.

					More chimes. Then, suddenly, he was floating again, this time above a room filled with empty beds. One look was enough to assure him that this was where the Wolves brought the children they kidnapped from the Borderland Callas. At the far end of the room-

					A hand grasped his arm, a thing Roland would have thought impossible in this state. He looked to his left and saw Eddie beside him, floating naked. They were both naked, their clothes left behind in the writers world.

					Roland had already seen what Eddie was pointing to. At the far end of the room, a pair of beds had been pushed together.

					A white woman lay on one of them. Her legs-the very ones Susannah had used on their todash visit to New York, Roland had no doubt-were spread wide. A woman with the head of a rat-one of the taheen, he felt sure-bent between them.

					Next to the white woman was a dark-skinned one whose legs ended just below the knees. Floating naked or not, nauseated or not, todash or not, Roland had never in his life been so glad to see anyone. And Eddie felt the same. Roland heard him cry out joyfully in the center of his head and reached a hand to still the younger man. He had to still him, for Susannah was looking at them, had almost certainly seen them, and if she spoke to them, he needed to hear every word she said. Because although those words would come from her mouth, it would very likely be the Beam that spoke; the Voice of die Bear or that of the Turde.

					Both women wore metal hoods over their hair. A length of segmented steel hose connected them.

					Some kind of Vulcan mind-meld, Eddie said, once again filling the center of his head and blotting out everything else. Or maybe-

					Hush! Roland broke in. Hush, Eddie, for your fathers sake!

					A man wearing a white coat seized a pair of cruel-looking forceps from a tray and pushed the rathead taheen nurse aside.

					He bent, peering up between Mias legs and holding the forceps above his head. Standing close by, wearing a tee-shirt with words of Eddie and Susannahs world on it, was a taheen with the head of a fierce brown bird.

					Hell sense us, Roland thought. If we stay long enough, hell surely sense us and raise the alarm.

					But Susannah was looking at him, the eyes below the clamp of the hood feverish. Bright with understanding. Seeing them, aye, say true.

					She spoke a single word, and in a moment of inexplicable but perfecdy reliable intuition, Roland understood the word came not from Susannah but from Mia. Yet it was also the Voice of the Beam, a force perhaps sentient enough to understand how seriously it was threatened, and to want to protect itself.

					Chassit was the word Susannah spoke; he heard it in his head because they were ka-tet and an-tet; he also saw it form soundlessly on her lips as she looked up toward the place where they floated, onlookers at something that was happening in some other where and when at this very moment.

					The hawk-headed taheen looked up, perhaps following her gaze, perhaps hearing the chimes with its preternaturally sharp ears. Then the doctor lowered his forceps and thrust them beneath Mias gown. She shrieked. Susannah shrieked with her. And as if Rolands essentially bodiless being could be pushed away by the force of those combined screams like a milkweed pod lifted and carried on a gust of October wind, the gunslinger felt himself rise violendy, losing touch with this place as he went, but holding onto that one word. It brought with it a brilliant memory of his mother leaning over him as he lay in bed. In the room of many colors, this had been, the nursery, and of course now he understood the colors hed only accepted as a young boy, accepted as children barely out of their clouts accept everything: with unquestioning wonder, with the unspoken assumption that its all magic.

					The windows of the nursery had been stained glass representing the Bends OThe Rainbow, of course. He remembered his mother leaning toward him, her face pied with that lovely various light, her hood thrown back so he could trace the curve of her neck with the eye of a child

					(its all magic)

					and the soul of a lover; he remembered thinking how he would court her and win her from his father, if she would have him; how they would marry and have children of their own and live forever in that fairy-tale kingdom called the All-A-Glow; and how she sang to him, how Gabrielle Deschain sang to her little boy with his big eyes looking solemnly up at her from his pillow and his face already stamped with the many swimming colors of his wandering life, singing a lilting nonsense song that went like this:

					Baby-bunting, baby-dear,

					Baby, bring your berries here.

					Chussit, chissit, chassit!

					Bring enough to Jill your basket!

					Enough to fill my basket, he thought as he was flung, weightless, through darkness and the terrible sound of the todash chimes. The words werent quite nonsense but old numbers, shed told him once when he had asked. Chussit, chissit, chassit seventeen, eighteen, nineteen.

					Chassit is nineteen, he thought. Of course, its all nineteen.

					Then he and Eddie were in light again, a fever-sick orange light, and there were Jake and Callahan. He even saw Oy standing at Jakes left heel, his fur bushed out and his muzzle wrinkled back to show his teeth.

					Chussit, chissit, chassit, Roland thought as he looked at his son, a boy so small and terribly outnumbered in the dining room of the Dixie Pig. Chassit is nineteen. Enough to fill my basket.

					But what basket? What does it mean?

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FOUR

					

					Beside Kansas Road in Bridgton, John Cullums twelve-year-old Ford (a hundred and six thousand on the odometer and she was just getting waamed up, Cullum liked to tell people) seesawed lazily back and forth above the soft shoulder, front tires touching down and then rising so the back tires could briefly kiss the dirt. Inside, two men who appeared not only unconscious but transparent rolled lazily with the cars motion like corpses in a sunken boat. And around them floated the debris which collects in any old car thats been hard-used: the ashes and pens and paperclips and the worlds oldest peanut and a penny from the back seat and pine needles from the floormats and even one of the floormats itself. In the darkness of the glove compartment, objects rattled timidly against the closed door.

					Someone passing would undoubtedly have been thunderstruck at the sight of all this stuff-and people! people who might be dead!-floating around in the car like jetsam in a space capsule. But no one did come along. Those who lived on this side of Long Lake were mostly looking across the water toward the East Stoneham side even though there was really nothing over there to see any longer. Even the smoke was almost gone.

					Lazily the car floated and inside it, Roland of Gilead rose slowly to the ceiling, where his neck pressed against the dirty roof-liner and his legs cleared the front seat to trail out behind him. Eddie was first held in place by the wheel, but then some random sideways motion of the car slid him free and he also rose, his face slack and dreaming. A silver line of drool escaped the corner of his mouth and floated, shining and full of minuscule bubbles, beside one blood-crusted cheek.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FIVE

					

					Roland knew that Susannah had seen him, had probably seen Eddie, as well. That was why shed labored so hard to speak that single word. Jake and Callahan, however, saw neither of them.

					The boy and the Pere had entered the Dixie Pig, a tiling that was either very brave or very foolish, and now all of their concentration was necessarily focused on what theyd found there.

					Foolhardy or not, Roland was fiercely proud of Jake. He saw the boy had established canda between himself and Callahan: that distance (never the same in any two situations) which assures that a pair of outnumbered gunslingers cannot be killed by a single shot. Both had come ready to fight. Callahan was holdingjakes gun and another thing, as well: some sort of carving. Roland was almost sure it was a can-tah, one of the little gods. The boy had Susannahs Rizas and their tote-sack, retrieved from only the gods knew where.

					The gunslinger spied a fat woman whose humanity ended at the neck. Above her trio of flabby chins, the mask shed been wearing hung in ruins. Looking at the rathead beneath, Roland suddenly understood a good many things. Some might have come clearly to him sooner, had not his attention-like that of the boy and the Pere at this very moment-been focused on other matters.

					Callahans low men, for instance. They might well be taheen, creatures neither of the Prim nor of the natural world but misbegotten things from somewhere between the two. They certainly werent the sort of beings Roland called slow mutants, for those had arisen as a result of the old ones ill-advised wars and disastrous experiments. No, they might be genuine taheen, sometimes known as the third people or the can-toi, and yes,

					Roland should have known. How many of the taheen now served the being known as the Crimson King? Some? Many?

					All?

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						SIX

					

					If the third answer was the correct one, Roland reckoned the road to the Tower would be difficult indeed. But to look beyond the horizon was not much in the gunslingers nature, and in this case his lack of imagination was surely a blessing.

					He saw what he needed to see. Although the can-toi-Callahans low folk-had surrounded Jake and Callahan on all sides (the two of them hadnt even seen the duo behind them, the ones whod been guarding the doors to Sixty-first Street),

					the Pere had frozen them with the carving, just as Jake had been able to freeze and fascinate people with the key hed found in the vacant lot. A yellow taheen with the body of a man and the head of a waseau had some sort of gun near at hand but made no effort to grab it.

					Yet there was another problem, one Rolands eye, trained to see every possible snare and ambush, fixed upon at once. He saw the blasphemous parody of Elds Last Fellowship on the wall and understood its significance completely in the seconds before it was ripped away. And the smell: not just flesh but human flesh. This too he would have understood earlier, had he had time to think about it only life in Calla Bryn Sturgis had allowed him little time to think. In die Calla, as in a storybook, life had been one damned thing after another.

					Yet it was clear enough now, wasnt it? The low folk might only be taheen; a childs ogres, if it did ya. Those behind the tapestry were what Callahan had called Type One vampires and what Roland himself knew as the Grandfathers, perhaps the most gruesome and powerful survivors of the Prims long-ago recession. And while such as the taheen might be content to stand as they were, gawking at the sigul Callahan held up, the Grandfathers wouldnt spare it a second glance.

					Now clattering bugs came pouring out from under the table. They were of a sort Roland had seen before, and any doubts he might still have held about what was behind that tapestry departed at the sight of them. They were parasites, blood-drinkers, camp-followers: Grandfather-fleas. Probably not dangerous while there was a bumbler present, but of course when you spied the little doctors in such numbers, the Grandfathers were never far behind.

					As Oy charged at the bugs, Roland of Gilead did the only thing he could think of: he swam down to Callahan.

					Into Callahan.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						SEVEN

					

					Pere, I am here.

					Aye, Roland. What-

					No time. GET HIM OUT OF HERE. You must. Get him out while theres still time!

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						EIGHT

					

					And Callahan tried. The boy, of course, didnt want to go.

					Looking at him through the Peres eyes, Roland thought with some bitterness: / should have schooled him better in betrayal. Yet all the gods know I did the best I could.

					Go while you can, Callahan told Jake, striving for calmness.

					Catch up to her ifyou can. This is the command of your dinh. This is also the will of the White.

					It should have moved him but it didnt, he still argued-gods, he was nearly as bad as Eddie!-and Roland could wait no longer.

					Pere, let me.

					Roland seized control without waiting for a reply. He could already feel the wave, the aven kal, beginning to recede. And the Grandfathers would come at any second.

					Go, Jake! he cried, using the Peres mouth and vocal cords like a loudspeaker. If he had thought about how one might do something like this, he would have been lost completely, but thinking about things had also never been his way, and he was grateful to see the boys eyes flash wide. You have this one chance and must take it! Find her! As dinh I command you!

					Then, as in the hospital ward with Susannah, he felt himself once more tossed upward like something without weight, blown out of Callahans mind and body like a bit of cobweb or a fluff of dandelion thistle. For a moment he tried to flail his way back, like a swimmer trying to buck a strong currentjust long enough to reach the shore, but it was impossible.

					Roland/That was Eddies voice, and filled with dismay. Jesus, Roland, what in Gods name are those things?

					The tapestry had been torn aside. The creatures which rushed out were ancient and freakish, their warlock faces warped with teeth growing wild, their mouths propped open by fangs as thick as the gunslingers wrists, their wrinkled and stubbled chins slick with blood and scraps of meat.

					And still-gods, oh gods-the boy remained!

					Theyll kill Oy first! Callahan shouted, only Roland didnt think it was Callahan. He thought it was Eddie, using Callahans voice as Roland had. Somehow Eddie had found either smoother currents or more strength. Enough to get inside after Roland had been blown out. They II kill him in front of you and drink his blood!

					It was finally enough. The boy turned and fled with Oy running beside him. He cut directly in front of the waseautaheen and between two of the low folken, but none made any effort to grab him. They were still staring at the raised Turtle on Callahans palm, mesmerized.

					The Grandfathers paid no attention to the fleeing boy at all, as Roland had felt sure they would not. He knew from Pere Callahans story that one of the Grandfathers had come to the little town of Salems Lot where the Pere had for awhile preached. The Pere had lived through the experience-not common for those who faced such monsters after losing their weapons and siguls of power-but the thing had forced Callahan to drink of its tainted blood before letting him go. It had marked him for these others.

					Callahan was holding his cross-sigul out toward them, but before Roland could see anything else, he was exhaled back into darkness. The chimes began again, all but driving him mad with their awful tintinnabulation. Somewhere, faintly, he could hear Eddie shouting. Roland reached for him in the dark, brushed Eddies arm, lost it, found his hand, and seized it. They rolled over and over, clutching each other, trying not to be separated, hoping not to be lost in the doorless dark between the worlds.

					
				                                        
			                    



Test Book


                    
				
					Chapter III:

					EDDIE MAKES A CALL

				

				                                        
					
						ONE

					

					Eddie returned to John Cullums old car the way hed sometimes come out of nightmares as a teenager: tangled up and panting with fright, totally disoriented, not sure of who he was, let alone where.

					He had a second to realize that, incredible as it seemed, he and Roland were floating in each others arms like unborn twins in the womb, only this was no womb. A pen and a paperclip were drifting in front of his eyes. So was a yellow plastic case he recognized as an eight-track tape. Dont waste your time, John, he thought. No true thread there, thats a dead-end gadget if there ever was one.

					Something was scratching the back of his neck. Was it the domelight of John Cullums scurgy old Galaxie? By God he thought it w-

					Then gravity reasserted itself and they fell, with meaningless objects raining down all around them. The floormat which had been floating around in the Fords cabin landed draped over the steering wheel. Eddies midsection hit the top of the front seat and air exploded out of him in a rough whoosh.

					Roland landed beside him, and on his bad hip. He gave a single barking cry and then began to pull himself back into the front seat.

					Eddie opened his mouth to speak. Before he could, Callahans voice filled his head: Hile, Roland! Hile, gunslinger!

					How much psychic effort had it cost the Pere to speak from that other world? And behind it, faint but there, the sound of besual, triumphant cries. Howls that were not quite words.

					Eddies wide and startled eyes met Rolands faded blue ones. He reached out for the gunslingers left hand, thinking-

					Hes going. Great God, I think the Pere is going.

					May you find your Tower, Roland, and breach it-

					-and may you climb to the top, Eddie breathed.

					They were back in John Cullums car and parked-askew but otherwise peacefully enough-at the side of Kansas Road in the shady early-evening hours of a summers day, but what Eddie saw was the orange hell-light of that restaurant that wasnt a restaurant at all but a den of cannibals. The thought that there could be such things, that people walked past their hiding place each and every day, not knowing what was inside, not feeling the greedy eyes that perhaps marked them and measured them-

					Then, before he could think further, he cried out with pain as phantom teeth settled into his neck and cheeks and midriff; as his mouth was violently kissed by nettles and his testicles were skewered. He screamed, clawing at the air with his free hand, until Roland grabbed it and forced it down.

					Stop, Eddie. Stop. Theyre gone. A pause. The connection broke and the pain faded. Roland was right, of course. Unlike the Pere, they had escaped. Eddie saw that Rolands eyes were shiny with tears. Hes gone, too. The Pere.

					The vampires? You know, the cannibals? Did Did they? Eddie couldnt finish the thought. The idea of Pere Callahan as one of them was too awful to speak aloud.

					No, Eddie. Not at all. He- Roland pulled the gun he still wore. The scrolled steel sides gleamed in the late light. He tucked the barrel deep beneath his chin for a moment, looking at Eddie as he did it.

					He escaped them, Eddie said.

					Aye, and how angry they must be.

					Eddie nodded, suddenly exhausted. And his wounds were aching again. No, sobbing. Good, he said. Now put that thing back where it belongs before you shoot yourself witfi it. And as Roland did: What just happened to us? Did we go todash or was it another Beamquake?

					I think it was a bit of both, Roland said. Theres a thing called aven kal, which is like a tidal-wave that runs along the Path of the Beam. We were lifted on it.

					And allowed to see what we wanted to see.

					Roland thought about this for a moment, then shook his head with great firmness. We saw what the Beam wanted us to see. Where it wants us to go.

					Roland, did you study this stuff when you were a kid? Did your old pal Vannay teach classes in I dont know, The Anatomy of Beams and Bends OThe Rainbow?

					Roland was smiling. Yes, I suppose that we were taught such things in both History and Summa Logicales.

					Roland didnt answer. He was looking out the window of Cullums car, still trying to get his breath back-both the physical and the figurative. It really wasnt that hard to do, not here; being in this part of Bridgton was like being in the neighborhood of a certain vacant lot in Manhattan. Because there was a generator near here. Not sai King, as Roland had first believed, but the potential of sai King of what sai King might be able to create, given world enough and time. Wasnt King also being carried on aven kal, perhaps generating the very wave that lifted him?

					A man cant pull himself up by his own bootstraps no matter how hard he tries, Cort had lectured when Roland, Cuthbert, Alain, and Jamie had been little more than toddlers. Cort speaking in the tone of cheery self-assurance that had gradually hardened to harshness as his last group of lads grew toward their trials of manhood. But maybe about bootstraps Cort had been wrong.

					Maybe, under certain circumstances, a man could pull himself up by them. Or give birth to the universe from his navel, as Gan was said to have done. As a writer of stories, was King not a creator?

					And at bottom, wasnt creation about making something r o r a nothing-seeing the world in a grain of sand or pulling ones self up by ones own bootstraps?

					And what was he doing, sitting here and thinking long Philosophical thoughts while two members of his tet were lost?

					Get this carriage going, Roland said, trying to ignore the sweet humming he could hear-whether the Voice of the Beam or the Voice of Gan the Creator, he didnt know. Weve got to get to Turtleback Lane in this town of Lovell and see if we cant find our way through to where Susannah is.

					And not just for Susannah, either. If Jake succeeded in eluding the monsters in the Dixie Pig, he would also head to where she lay. Of this Roland had no doubt.

					Eddie reached for the transmission lever-despite all its gyrations, Cullums old Galaxie had never quit running-and then his hand fell away from it. He turned and looked at Roland with a bleak eye.

					What ails thee, Eddie? Whatever it is, spill it quick. The babys coming now-may have come already. Soon theyll have no more use for her!

					I know, Eddie said. But we cant go to Lovell. He grimaced as if what he was saying was causing him physical pain.

					Roland guessed it probably was. Not yet.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						TWO

					

					They sat quiet for a moment, listening to the sweedy tuned hum of the Beam, a hum that sometimes became joyous voices.

					They sat looking into the thickening shadows in the trees, where a million faces and a million stories lurked, O can you say unfound door, can you say lost.

					Eddie half-expected Roland to shout at him-it wouldnt be the first time-or maybe clout him upside the head, as the gunslingers old teacher, Cort, had been wont to do when his pupils were slow or contrary. Eddie almost hoped he would. A good shot to the jaw might clear his head, by Shardik.

					Only muddy thinkings not the trouble and you know it, he thought. Your head is clearer than his. If it wasn % you could let go of this luorld and go on hunting for your lost wife.

					At last Roland spoke. What is it, then? This? He bent and picked up the folded piece of paper with Aaron Deepneaus pinched handwriting on it. Roland looked at it for a moment, then flicked it into Eddies lap with a little grimace of distaste.

					You know how much I love her, Eddie said in a low, trained voice. You know that.

					Roland nodded, but without looking at him. He appeared be staring down at his own broken and dusty boots, and the dirty floor of the passenger-side footwell. Those downcast eyes, that gaze which would not turn to him whod come almost to idolize Roland of Gilead, sort of broke Eddie Deans heart. Yet he pressed on. If there had ever been room for mistakes, it was gone now. This was the endgame.

					Id go to her this minute if I thought it was the right thing to do. Roland, this second! But we have to finish our business in this world. Because this world is one-way. Once we leave today,

					July 9th, 1977, we can never come here again. We-

					Eddie, weve been through all of this. Still not looking at him.

					Yes, but do you understand it? Only one bullet to shoot, one

					Riza to throw. Thats why we came to Bridgton in the first place! God knows I wanted to go to Turtleback Lane as soon as John Cullum told us about it, but I thought we had to see the writer, and talk to him. And I was right, wasnt I? Almost pleading now. Wasnt I?

					Roland looked at him at last, and Eddie was glad. This was hard enough, wretched enough, without having to bear the turned-away, downcast gaze of his dinh.

					And it may not matter if we stay a little longer. If we concentrate on those two women lying together on those two beds,

					Roland-if we concentrate on Suze and Mia as we last saw them-then its possible we can cut into their history at that point. Isnt it?

					After a long, considering moment during which Eddie wasn t conscious of drawing a single breath, the gunslinger nodded. Such could not happen if on Turtleback Lane they ound what the gunslinger had come to think of as an old-ones or because such doors were dedicated, and always came out e same place. But were they to find a magic door somewhere aong Turtleback Lane in Lovell, one that had been left behind en the Prim receded, then yes, they might be able to cut in where they wanted. But such doors could be tricky, too; this they had found out for themselves in the Cave of Voices, when the door there had sent Jake and Callahan to New York instead of Roland and Eddie, thereby scattering all their plans into the Land of Nineteen.

					What else must we do? Roland said. There was no anger in his voice, but to Eddie he sounded both tired and unsure.

					Whatever it is, its gonna be hard. That much I guarantee you.

					Eddie took the bill of sale and gazed at it as grimly as any Hamlet in the history of drama had ever stared upon the skull of poor Yorick. Then he looked back at Roland. This gives us title to the vacant lot with the rose in it. We need to get it to Moses Carver of Holmes Dental Industries. And where is he? We dont know.

					For that matter, Eddie, we dont even know if hes still alive.

					Eddie voiced a wild laugh. You say true, I say thankya!

					Why dont I turn us around, Roland? Ill drive us back to Stephen Kings house. We can cadge twenty or thirty bucks off him-because, brother, I dont know if you noticed, but we dont have a crying dime between the two of us-but more important, we can get him to write us a really good hardboiled private eye, someone who looks like Bogart and kicks ass like Clint Eastwood. Let him track down this guy Carver for us!

					He shook his head as if to clear it. The hum of the voices sounded sweetly in his ears, the perfect antidote to the ugly todash chimes.

					I mean, my wife is in bad trouble somewhere up the line, for all I know shes being eaten alive by vampires or vampire bugs, and here I sit beside a country road with a guy whose most basic skill is shooting people, trying to work out how Im going to start a fucking corporation!

					Slow down, Roland said. Now that he was resigned to staying in this world a little longer, he seemed calm enough.

					Tell me what it is you feel we need to do before we can shake the dirt of this where and when from our heels for good.

					So Eddie did.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						THREE

					

					Roland had heard a good deal of it before, but hadnt fully understood what a difficult position they were in. They owned the vacant lot on Second Avenue, yes, but their basis for ownership was a holographic document that would look mighty shaky in a court o legal, especially if the powers-that-be from the Sombra Corporation started throwing lawyers at them.

					Eddie wanted to get the writ of trade to Moses Carver, if he could, along with the information that his goddaughter, Odetta Holmes-missing for thirteen years by the summer of 1977-was alive and well and wanted above all things for Carver to assume guardianship, not just of the vacant lot itself, but of a certain rose growing wild within its borders.

					Moses Carver-if still alive-had to be convinced enough by what he heard to fold the so-called Tet Corporation into Holmes Industries (or vice-versa). More! He had to dedicate what was left of his life (and Eddie had an idea Carver might be Aaron Deepneaus age by now) to building a corporate giant whose only real purpose was to thwart two other corporate giants, Sombra and North Central Positronics, at every turn. To strangle them if possible, and keep them from becoming a monster that would leave its destroyers track across all the dying expanse of Mid-World and mortally wound the Dark Tower itself.

					Maybe we should have left the writ OTrade with sai Deepneau,

					Roland mused when he had heard Eddie through to the end. At least he could have located this Carver and sought him out and told our tale for us.

					No, we did right to keep it. This was one of the few things of which Eddie was completely sure. If wed left this piece of paper with Aaron Deepneau, itd be ashes in the wind by now.

					You believe Tower would have repented his bargain and talked his friend into destroying it?

					I know it, Eddie said. But even if Deepneau could stand up to his old friend going yatta-yatta-yatta in his ear for on end-Burn it, Aaron, they coerced me and now they mean to screw me, you know it as well as I do, burn it and well call die cops on those momsers-do you think Moses Carver would believe such a crazy story?

					Roland smiled bleakly. I dont diink his belief would be an issue, Eddie. Because, think thee a moment, how much of our crazy story has Aaron Deepneau actually heard)

					Not enough, Eddie agreed. He closed his eyes and pressed the heels of his hands against them. Hard. I can only think of one person who could actually convince Moses Carver to do the things wed have to ask, and shes otherwise occupied. In the year of 99. And by then, Carvers gonna be as dead as Deepneau and maybe Tower himself.

					Well, what can we do without her? What will satisfy you?

					Eddie was thinking that perhaps Susannah could come back to 1977 without them, since she, at least, hadnt visited it yet. Well shed come here todash, but he didnt think that exactly counted. He supposed she might be barred from 1977

					solely on the grounds that she was ka-tet with him and Roland.

					Or some other grounds. Eddie didnt know. Reading the fine print had never been his strong point. He turned to ask Roland what he thought, but Roland spoke before he got a chance.

					What about our dan-tete? he asked.

					Although Eddie understood the term-it meant baby god or little savior-he did not at first understand what Roland meant by it. Then he did. Had not their Waterford dan-tete loaned them the very car they were sitting in, say thankya?

					Cullum? Is that who youre talking about, Roland? The guy with the case of autographed baseballs?

					You say true, Roland replied. He spoke in that dry tone which indicated not amusement but mild exasperation. Dont overwhelm me with your enthusiasm for the idea.

					But you told him to go away! And he agreed to go!

					And how enthusiastic would you say he was about visiting his friend in Vermong?

					Mont, Eddie said, unable to suppress a smile. Yet, smiling or not, what he felt most strongly was dismay. He thought that scraping sound he heard in his imagination was Rolands o-fingered right hand, prospecting around at the very bottom of the barrel.

					Roland shrugged as if to say he didnt care if Cullum had noken of going to Vermont or Barony o Garlan. Answer my question.

					Well

					Cullum actually hadnt expressed much enthusiasm for the idea at all. He had from the very first reacted more like one of them than one of the grass-eaters among whom he lived (Eddie recognized grass-eaters very easily, having been one himself until Roland first kidnapped him and then began his homicidal lessons). Cullum had been clearly intrigued by the gunslingers, and curious about their business in his little town. But Roland had been very emphatic abovit what he wanted, and folks had a way of following his orders.

					Now he made a twirling motion with his right hand, his old impatient gesture. Hurry, for your fathers sake. Shit or get off the commode.

					I guess he really didnt want to go, Eddie said. But that doesnt mean hes still at his house in East Stoneham.

					He is, though. He didnt go.

					Eddie managed to keep his mouth from dropping open only with some effort. How can you know that? Can you touch him, is that it?

					Roland shook his head.

					Then how-

					Ka.

					Ka? Ka? Just what the fuck does iki mean?

					Rolands face was haggard and tired, the skin pale beneath his tan. Who else do we know in this part of the world?

					No one, but-

					Then its him. Roland spoke flatly, as if stating some obvious fact of life for a child: up is over your head, down is where your feet stick to the earth.

					Eddie got ready to tell him that was stupid, nothing more an rank superstition, then didnt. Putting aside Deepneau, and the hideous Jack Andolini, John Cullum was the only person tiiey knew in this part of the world

					(or on diis level of the Tower, if you preferred to diink of it that way). And, after the things Eddie had seen in the last few months-hell, in the last week-who was he to sneer at superstition?

					All right, Eddie said. I guess we better try it.

					How do we get in touch?

					We can phone him from Bridgton. But in a story, Roland, a minor character like John Cullum would never come in off die bench to save the day. It wouldnt be considered realistic.

					In life, Roland said, Im sure it happens all the time.

					And Eddie laughed. What the hell else could you do? It was just so perfecdy Roland.
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					BRIDGTON HIGH STREET 1
					
					HIGHLAND LAKE 2
					
					HARRISON 3
					
					WATERFORD6
					
					SWEDEN 9
					
					LOVELL18
					
					FRYEBURG24
					
					They had just passed this sign when Eddie said, Root around in the glove-compartment a little, Roland. See if ka or the Beam or whatever left us a little spare change for the pay phone.

					Glove-? Do you mean this panel here?

					Yeah.

					Roland first tried to turn the chrome button on the front, then got with the program and pushed it. The inside was a mares nest that hadnt been improved by the Galaxies brief period of weighdessness. There were credit card receipts, a very old tube of what Eddie identified as tooth-paste (Roland could make out the words HOLMES DENTAL on it quite clearly), a fottergraff showing a smiling little girl-Cullums niece, mayhap-on a pony, a stick of what he first took for explosive (Eddie said it was a road flare, for emergencies), a magazine that appeared to be called YANKME and a cigar-box.

					Roland couldnt quite make out the word on this, although he thought it might be trolls. He showed the box to Eddie, whose eyes lit up.

					That says TOLLS, he said. Maybe youre right about Cullum and ka. Open it up, Roland, do it please ya.

					The child who had given this box as a gift had crafted a loving

					(and rather clumsy) catch on the front to hold it closed.

					Roland slipped the catch, opened the box, and showed Eddie a great many silver coins. Is it enough to call sai Cullums house?

					Yeah, Eddie said. Looks like enough to call Fairbanks,

					Alaska. It wont help us a bit, though, if Cullums on the road to Vermont.
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					The Bridgton town square was bounded by a drug store and a pizza-joint on one side; a movie theater (The Magic Lantern)

					and a department store (Renys) on the other. Between the theater and the department store was a little plaza equipped with benches and three pay phones.

					Eddie swept through Cullums box of toll-change and gave Roland six dollars in quarters. I want you to go over there, he said, pointing at the drug store, and get me a tin of aspirin. Will you know it when you see it?

					Astin. Ill know it.

					The smallest size they have is what I want, because six bucks really isnt much money. Then go next door, to that place that says Bridgton Pizza and Sandwiches. If youve still got at least sixteen of those money-coins left, tell them you want a hoagie.

					Roland nodded, which wasnt good enough for Eddie. Let me hear you say it.

					Hoggie.

					Hoagie.

					HOOG-gie

					Ho- Eddie quit. Roland, let me hear you say poorboy.

					Poor boy.

					Good. If you have at least sixteen quarters left, ask for a poorboy. Can you say lots of mayo?

					Lots of mayo.

					Yeah. If you have less than sixteen, ask for a salami and cheese sandwich. Sandwich, not a popkin.

					Salommy sanditch.

					Close enough. And dont say anything else unless you absolutely have to.

					Roland nodded. Eddie was right, it would be better if he did not speak. People only had to look at him to know, in their secret hearts, that he wasnt from these parts. They also had a tendency to step away from him. Better he not exacerbate that.

					The gunslinger dropped a hand to his left hip as he turned toward the street, an old habit that paid no comfort this time; both revolvers were in die trunk of Cullums Galaxie, wrapped in their cartridge belts.

					Before he could get going again, Eddie grabbed his shoulder.

					The gunslinger swung round, eyebrows raised, faded eyes on his friend.

					We have a saying in our world, Roland-we say so-and-so was grasping at straws.

					And what does it mean?

					This, Eddie said bleakly. What were doing. Wish me good luck, fella.

					Roland nodded. Aye, so I do. Both of us.

					He began to turn away and Eddie called him back again.

					This time Roland wore an expression of faint impatience.

					Dont get killed crossing the street, Eddie said, and then briefly mimicked Cullums way of speaking. Summah folksre thickern ticks on a dog. And theyre not ridin hosses.

					Make your call, Eddie, Roland said, and then crossed Bridgtons high street with slow confidence, walking in the same rolling gait that had taken him across a thousand other high streets in a thousand small towns.

					Eddie watched him, then turned to the telephone and consulted the directions. After that he lifted the receiver and dialed the number for Directory Assistance.
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					He didnt go, the gunslinger had said, speaking of John Cullum with flat certainty. And why? Because Cullum was the end of the line, there was no one else for them to call. Roland of Gileads damned old ka, in other words.

					After a brief wait, the Directory Assistance operator coughed up Cullums number. Eddie tried to memorize it-hed always been good at remembering numbers, Henry had sometimes called him Little Einstein-but this time he couldnt be confident of his ability. Something seemed to have happened either to his thinking processes in general (which he didnt believe) or to his ability to remember certain artifacts of this world (which he sort of did). As he asked for the number a second time-and wrote it in the gathered dust on the phone kiosks litde ledge-Eddie found himself wondering if hed still be able to read a novel, or follow the plot of a movie from the succession of images on a screen. He rather doubted it. And what did it matter? The Magic Lantern next door was showing Star Wars, and Eddie thought that if he made it to the end of his lifes path and into the clearing without another look at Luke Skywalker and another listen to Darth Vaders noisy breathing, hed still be pretty much okay.

					Thanks, maam, he told the operator, and was about to dial again when there was a series of explosions behind him. Eddie whirled, heart-rate spiking, right hand dipping, expecting to see Wolves, or harriers, or maybe that son of a bitch Flagg-

					What he saw was a convertible filled with laughing, goofytaced high school boys with sunburned cheeks. One of had just tossed out a string of firecrackers left over from the Fourth of July-what kids their age in Calla Bryn Sturgis would have called bangers.

					If Id had a gun on my hip, I might have shot a couple of those bucks, Eddie thought. You want to talk goofy, start with that. Yes.

					Well. And maybe he might not have. Either way, he had to admit the possibility that he was no longer exactly safe in the more civilized quarters.

					Live with it, Eddie murmured, then added the great sage and eminent junkies favorite advice for lifes little problems:

					Deal.n He dialed John Cullums number on the old-fashioned rotary phone, and when a robot voice-Blaine the Monos great-great-great-great-great-grandmother, mayhap-asked him to deposit ninety cents, Eddie dropped in a buck. What the hell, he was saving the world.

					The phone rang once rang twice and was picked up!

					John! Eddie almost yelled. Good fucking deal! John, this is-

					But the voice on the other end was already speaking. As a child of the late eighties, Eddie knew this did not bode well.

					-have reached John Cullum of Cullum Caretakin and Camp Checkin, said Cullums voice in its familiar slow Yankee drawl. I gut called away kinda sudden, dontcha know, and cant say with any degree a certainty just when Ill be back. If this inconveniences ya, I beg paaadn, but you cn call Gary Crowell, at 926-5555, or Junior Barker, at 929-4211.

					Eddies initial dismay had departed-depaa-aated, Cullum himself would have said-right around the time the mans wavery recorded voice was telling Eddie that he, Cullum, couldnt say with any degree of certainty when hed be back.

					Because Cullum was right there, in his hobbity little cottage on the western shore of Keywadin Pond, either sitting on his overstuffed hobbity sofa or in one of the two similarly overstuffed hobbity chairs. Sitting there and monitoring messages on his no-doubt-clunky mid-seventies answering machine. And Eddie knew this because well Because he just knew.

					The primitive recording couldnt completely hide the sly humor that had crept into Cullums voice by the end of the message.

					Coss, if youre still set on talkin to nobody but yours truly, you cn leave me a message at the beep. Keep it short. The final word came out shawt.

					Eddie waited for the beep and then said, Its Eddie Dean,

					John. I know youre there, and I think youve been waiting for my call. Dont ask me why I think that, because I dont really know, but-

					There was a loud click in Eddies ear, and then Cullums voice-his live voice-said, Hello there, son, you takin good care of my car?

					For a moment Eddie was too bemused to reply, for Cullums Downeast accent had turned the question into something quite different: You takin good care ofmyka?

					Boy? Cullum asked, suddenly concerned. You still on the wire?

					Yeah, Eddie said, and so are you. I thought you were going to Vermont, John.

					Well, I tell you what. This place aint seen a day this excitin probly since South Stoneham Shoe burnt down in 1923. The copsve gut all the ruds out of town blocked off.

					Eddie was sure they were letting folks through the roadblocks if they could show proper identification, but he ignored that issue in favor of something else. Want to tell me you couldnt find your way out of that town without seeing a single cop, if it suited your fancy?

					There was a brief pause. In it, Eddie became aware of someone at his elbow. He didnt turn to look; it was Roland. Who else in this world would smell-subtly but unquestionably-of another world?

					Oh, well, Cullum said at last. Maybe I do know a woods road or two that come out over in Lovell. Its been a dry summer, n I guess I could get mtruck up em.

					One or two?

					Well, say three or four. A pause, which Eddie didnt break.

					He was having too much fun. Five or six, Cullum amended, and Eddie chose not to respond to this, either. Eight, Cullum said at last, and when Eddie laughed, Cullum joined in. Whats on your mind, son?

					Eddie glanced at Roland, who was holding out a tin of aspirin between die two remaining fingers of his right hand.

					Eddie took it gratefully. I want you to come over to Lovell, he said to Cullum. Seems like we might have a litde more palavering to do, after all.

					Ayuh, and it seems like I musta known it, Cullum said,

					although it was never right up on the top of my mind; up there I kep thinkin Ill be gettin on the road to Montpelier soon, and still I kep findin one more thing and one more diing to do around here. If youda called five minutes ago, you woulda gotten a busy-I us on the phone to Charlie Beemer. It was his wife n sister-in-law that got killed in the market, dont you know. And then I thought, What the hell, Ill just give the whole place a good sweep before I put my gear in the back of the truck and go. Notfiin up on top is what Im sayin, but down underneath I guess I been waitin for your call ever since I got back here. Wherell you be? Turtleback Lane?

					Eddie popped open the aspirin tin and looked greedily at the little line-up of tablets. Once a junkie, always a junkie, he reckoned. Even when it came to this stuff. Ayuh, he said, with his tongue only pardy in his cheek; he had become quite the mimic of regional dialects since meeting Roland on a Delta jet descending into Kennedy Airport. You said that lane was nothing but a two-mile loop off Route 7, didnt you?

					So I did. Some very nice homes along Turtleback. A brief, reflective pause. And a lot of em for sale. Theres been quite a number of walk-ins in that part of the world just lately. As I may have also mentioned. Such things make folks nervous, and rich folks, at least, cn afford to get away from what makes it haad to sleep at night.

					Eddie could wait no longer; he took three of the aspirin and tossed them into his mouth, relishing the bitter taste as they dissolved on his tongue. Bad as die pain currendy was, he would have borne twice as much if he could have heard from Susannah.

					But she was quiet. He had an idea that the line of communication between them, chancy at best, had ceased to exist with the coming of Mias damned baby.

					You boys might want to keep your shootin irons close at hand if youre headed over to Turtleback in Lovell, Cullum said. As for me, I think Ill just toss mshotgun in mtruck before I set sail.

					Why not? Eddie agreed. You want to look for your car along the loop, okay? Youll find it.

					Ayuh, that old Galaxies haad to miss, Cullum agreed.

					Tell me somethin, son. Im not goin to Vmont, bvit I gut a feelin you mean to send me somewhere, if I agree to go. You mind tellin me where?

					Eddie thought that Mark Twain might elect to call the next chapter of John Cullums no doubt colorful life A Maine Yankee in the Crimson Kings Court, but elected not to say so.

					Have you ever been to New York City?

					Gorry, yes. Had a forty-eight-hour pass there, when I was in the Army. The final word came out in a ridiculously flat drawl.

					Went to Radio City Music Hall and the Empire State Buildin, that much I remember. Musta made a few other tourist stops, though, because I lost thirty dollars out of mwallet and a couple of months later I got diagnosed with a pretty fine case of the clap.

					This time youll be too busy to catch the clap. Bring your credit cards. I know you have some, because I got a look at the receipts in your glove-compartment. He felt an almost insane urge to draw the last word out, make it compaa-aaaatment.

					Mess in there, ennit? Cullum asked equably.

					Ayuh, looks like what was left when the dog chewed the shoes. See you in Lovell, John. Eddie hung up. He looked at the bag Roland was carrying and lifted his eyebrows.

					Its a poorboy sanditch, Roland said. With lots of mayo, whatever that is. Id want a sauce that didnt look quite so much like come, myself, but may it do ya fine.

					Eddie rolled his eyes. Gosh, thats a real appetite-builder.

					Do you say so?

					Eddie had to remind himself once more that Roland had almost no sense of humor. I do, I do. Come on. I can eat my come-and-cheese sandwich while I drive. Also, we need to talk about how were going to handle this.
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					The way to handle it, both agreed, was to tell John Cullum as much of their tale as they thought his credulity (and sanity) could stand. Then, if all went well, they would entrust him with the vital bill of sale and send him to Aaron Deepneau.

					With strict orders to make sure he spoke to Deepneau apart from the not entirely trustworthy Calvin Tower.

					Cullum and Deepneau can work together to track Moses Carver down, Eddie said, and I think I can give Cullum enough information about Suze-private stuff-to convince Carver that shes still alive. After that, though well, a lot depends on how convincing those two guys can be. And how eager they are to work for the Tet Corporation in their sunset years. Hey, they may surprise us! I cant see Cullum in a suit and tie, but traveling around the country and throwing monkeywrenches in Sombras business? He considered, head cocked, then nodded with a smile. Yeah. I can see that pretty well. A Susannahs godfather is apt to be an old codger himself,

					Roland observed. Just one of a different color. Such fellows often speak their own language when theyre an-tet. And mayhap I can give John Cullum something that will help convince Carver to throw in with us.

					Asigul?

					Yes.

					Eddie was intrigued. What kind?

					But before Roland could answer, they saw something that made Eddie stomp on the brake-pedal. They were in Lovell now, and on Route 7. Ahead of them, staggering unsteadily along the shoulder, was an old man with snarled and straggly white hair. He wore a clumsy wrap of dirty cloth that could by no means be called a robe. His scrawny arms and legs were whipped with scratches. There were sores on them as well, burning a dull red. His feet were bare, and equipped with ugly and dangerous-looking yellow talons instead of toes. Clasped under one arm was a splintery wooden object that might have been a broken lyre. Eddie thought no one could have looked more out of place on this road, where the only pedestrians they had seen so far were serious-looking exercisers, obviously from away, looking ever so put-together in their nylon jogging shorts, baseball hats, and tee-shirts (one joggers shirt bore the legend DONT SHOOT THE TOURISTS).

					The thing that had been trudging along the berm of Route 7 turned toward them, and Eddie let out an involuntary cry of horror. Its eyes bled together above the bridge of its nose, reminding him of a double-yolked egg in a frypan. A fang depended from one nostril like a bone booger. Yet somehow worst of all was the dull green glow that baked out from the creatures face. It was as if its skin had been painted with some sort of thin fluorescent gruel.

					It saw them and immediately dashed into the woods, dropping its splintered lyre behind.

					Christ! Eddie screamed. If that was a walk-in, he hoped never to see another.

					Stop, Eddie! Roland shouted, then braced die heel of one hand against the dashboard as Cullums old Ford slid to a dusty halt close to where the thing had vanished.

					Open the backhold, Roland said as he opened the door.

					Get my widowmaker.

					Roland, were in kind of a hurry here, and Turtleback Lanes still three miles north. I really think we ought to-

					Shut your fools mouth and get it! Roland roared, then ran to the edge of the woods. He drew a deep breath, and when he shouted after the rogue creature, his voice sent gooseflesh racmg up Eddies arms. He had heard Roland speak so once or twice before, but in between it was easy to forget that the blood of a King ran in his veins.

					He spoke several phrases Eddie could not understand, then one he could: So come forth, ye Child of Roderick, ye spoiled, ye lost, and make your bow before me, Roland, son of Steven, of the Line of Eld!

					For a moment there was nothing. Eddie opened the Fords trunk and brought Roland his gun. Roland strapped it on without so much as a glance at Eddie, let alone a word of thanks.

					Perhaps diirty seconds went by. Eddie opened his mouth to speak. Before he could, the dusty roadside foliage began to shake. A moment or two later, the misbegotten thing reappeared.

					It staggered with its head lowered. On the front of its robe was a large wet patch. Eddie could smell the reek of a sick things urine, wild and strong.

					Yet it made a knee and raised one misshapen hand to its forehead, a doomed gesture of fealty that made Eddie feel like weeping. Hile, Roland of Gilead, Roland of Eld! Will you show me some sigul, dear?

					In a town called River Crossing, an old woman who called herself Aunt Talitha had given Roland a silver cross on a finelink silver chain. Hed worn it around his neck ever since. Now he reached into his shirt and showed it to the kneeling creature-a slow mutie dying of radiation sickness, Eddie was quite sure-and the thing gave a cracked cry of wonder.

					Wouldee have peace at the end of your course, thou Child of Roderick? Wouldee have the peace of the clearing?

					Aye, my dear, it said, sobbing, then added a great deal more in some gibberish tongue Eddie couldnt understand.

					Eddie looked both ways along Route 7, expecting to see traffic-this was the height of the summer season, after all-but spied nothing in either direction. For the moment, at least, their luck still held.

					How many of you are there in these parts? Roland asked, interrupting the walk-in. As he spoke, he drew his revolver and raised that old engine of death until it lay against his shirt.

					The Child of Roderick tossed its hand at the horizon without looking up. Delah, gunslinger, he said, for here the worlds are thin, say anro con fa; sey-sey desenefanno billet cobair can. I Chevin devardan do. Because I felt sat for dem. Can-toi, can-tah, canDiscordia, aven la cam mah can. May-mi?Iffin lah vainen, eth-

					How many dan devar?

					It thought about Rolands question, then spread its fingers

					(there were ten, Eddie noted) five times. Fifty. Although fifty of what, Eddie didnt know.

					And Discordia? Roland asked sharply. Do you truly say so?

					Oh aye, so says me, Chevin of Chayven, son of Hamil, minstrel of the South Plains that were once my home.

					Say the name of the town that stands near Castle Discordia and Ill release you.

					Ah, gunslinger, all there are dead.

					I think not. Say it.

					Fedic! screamed Chevin of Chayven, a wandering musica who could never have suspected its life would end in such a far, strange place-not the plains of Mid-World but the mountains of western Maine. It suddenly raised its horrid, glowing face to Roland. It spread its arms wide, like something which has been crucified. Fedic on the far side of Thunderclap, on the Path of the Beam! On VShardik, VMaturin, the Road to the Dark T-

					Rolands revolver spoke a single time. The bullet took the kneeling thing in the center of its forehead, completing the ruin of its ruined face. As it was flung backward, Eddie saw its flesh turn to greenish smoke as ephemeral as a hornets wing.

					For a moment Eddie could see Chevin of Chayvens floating teeth like a ghostly ring of coral, and then they were gone.

					Roland dropped his revolver back into his holster, then pronged the two remaining fingers of his right hand and drew them downward in front of his face, a benedictory gesture if Eddie had ever seen one.

					Give you peace, Roland said. Then he unbuckled his gunbelt and began to roll the weapon into it once more.

					Roland, was that was it a slow mutant?

					Aye, I suppose youd say so, poor old thing. But the Rodericks are from beyond any lands I ever knew, although before the world moved on they gave their grace to Arthur Eld. He turned to Eddie, his blue eyes burning in his tired face. Fedic is where Mia has gone to have her baby, I have no doubt.

					Where shes taken Susannah. By the last casde. We must backtrack to Thunderclap eventually, but Fedics where we need to go first. Its good to know.

					He said he felt sad for someone. Who?

					Roland only shook his head, not answering Eddies question.

					A Coca-Cola truck blasted by, and diunder rumbled in the far west.

					Fedic OThe Discordia, the gunslinger murmured instead.

					Fedic OThe Red Death. If we can save Susannah-and Jake-well backtrack toward the Callas. But well return when our business there is done. And when we turn southeast again

					What? Eddie asked uneasily. What then, Roland?

					Then theres no stopping until we reach the Tower. He held out his hands, watched them tremble minutely. Then he looked up at Eddie. His face was tired but unafraid. I have never been so close. I hear all my lost friends and their lost fathers whispering to me. They whisper on the Towers very breath.

					Eddie looked at Roland for a minute, fascinated and frightened, and then broke die mood with an almost physical effort.

					Well, he said, moving back toward the drivers door of the Ford, if any of those voices tells you what to say to Cullum-the best way to convince him of what we want-be sure to let me know.

					Eddie got in the car and closed the door before Roland could reply. In his minds eye he kept seeing Roland leveling his big revolver. Saw him aiming it at the kneeling figure and pulling the trigger. This was the man he called both dinh and friend. But could he say with any certainty that Roland wouldnt do the same thing to him or Suze or Jake if his heart told him it would take him closer to his Tower? He could not. And yet he would go on with him. Would have gone on even if hed been sure in his heart-oh, God forbid!-that Susannah was dead. Because he had to. Because Roland had become a good deal more to him than his dinh or his friend.

					My father, Eddie murmured under his breath just before Roland opened the passenger door and climbed in.

					Did you speak, Eddie? Roland asked.

					Yes, Eddie said. Just a little farther. My very words.

					Roland nodded. Eddie dropped the transmission back into Drive and got the Ford rolling toward Turtleback Lane. Still in the distance-but a little closer than before-thunder rumbled again.
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					As the babys time neared, Susannah Dean looked around, once more counting her enemies as Roland had taught her.

					You must never draw, hed said, until you knoio how many are against you, or youve satisfied yourself that you can never know, or you ve decided its your day to die. She wished she didnt also have to cope with the terrible thought-invading helmet on her head, but whatever that thing was, it didnt seem concerned with Susannahs effort to count those present at the arrival of Mias chap. And that was good.

					There was Sayre, the man in charge. The low man, with one of those red spots pulsing in the center of his forehead. There was Scowther, the doctor between Mias legs, getting ready to officiate at the delivery. Sayre had roughed the doc up when Scowther had displayed a little too much arrogance, but probably not enough to interfere with his efficiency. There were five other low men in addition to Sayre, but shed only picked out two names. The one with the bulldogjowls and the heavy, sloping gut was Haber. Next to Haber was a bird-thing with the brown feathered head and vicious beebee eyes of a hawk. This creatures name seemed to be Jey, or possibly Gee. That was seven, all armed with what looked like automatic pistols in dockers clutches. Scowthers swung carelessly out from beneath his white coat each time he bent down. Susannah had already marked that one as hers.

					There were also three pallid, watchful humanoid things standing beyond Mia. These, buried in dark blue auras, were vampires, Susannah was quite sure. Probably of the sort Callahan had called Type Threes. (The Pere had once referred to them as pilot sharks.) That made ten. Two of the vampires carried bahs, the third some sort of electrical sword now turned down to no more than a guttering core of light. If she managed to get Scowthers gun (when you get it, sweetie, she amended-shed read The Power of Positive Thinkingand still believed every word the Rev. Peale had written), she would turn it on the man with the electric sword first. God might know how much damage such a weapon could inflict, but Susannah Dean didnt want to find out.

					Also present was a nurse with the head of a great brown rat.

					The pulsing red eye in the center of her forehead made Susannah believe that most of the other low folken were wearing humanizing masks, probably so they wouldnt scare the game while out and about on die sidewalks of New York. They might not all look like rats underneath, but she was pretty sure that none of them looked like Robert Goulet. The rathead nurse was the only one present who wore no weapon that Susannah could see.

					Eleven in all. Eleven in this vast and mostly deserted infirmary that wasnt, she felt quite sure, under die borough of Manhattan.

					And if she was going to setde their hash, it would have to be while they were occupied with Mias baby-her precious chap.

					Its coming, doctor! the nurse cried in nervous ecstasy.

					It was. Susannahs counting stopped as the worst pain yet rolled over her. Over both of them. Burying them. They screamed in tandem. Scowther was commanding Mia to push, to push NOW!

					Susannah closed her eyes and also bore down, for it was her baby, too or had been. As she felt the pain flow out of her like water whirlpooling its way down a dark drain, she experienced the deepest sorrow she had ever known. For it was Mia the baby was flowing into; die last few lines of the living message Susannahs body had somehow been made to transmit. It was ending. Whatever happened next, this part was ending, and Susannah Dean let out a cry of mingled relief and regret; a cry that was itself like a song.

					And then, before the horror began-something so terrible she would remember each detail as if in the glare of a brilliant light until the day of her entry into the clearing-she felt a small hot hand grip her wrist. Susannah turned her head, rolling the unpleasant weight of the helmet with it. She could hear herself gasping. Her eyes met Mias. Mia opened her lips and spoke a single word. Susannah couldnt hear it over Scowthers roaring (he was bending now, peering between Mias legs and holding the forceps up and against his brow). Yet she did hear it, and understood that Mia was trying to fulfill her promise.

					Id free you, if chance allows, her kidnapper had said, and the word Susannah now heard in her mind and saw on the laboring womans lips was chassit.

					Susannah, do you hear me?

					I hear you very well, Susannah said.

					And you understand our compact?

					Aye. Ill help you get away from these with your chap, if I can.

					And

					Kill us if you cant! the voice finished fiercely. It had never been so loud. That was partly the work of the connecting cable,

					Susannah felt sure. Say it, Susannah, daughter of Dan!

					Ill kill you both if you-

					She stopped there. Mia seemed satisfied, however, and that was well, because Susannah couldnt have gone on if both their lives had depended on it. Her eye had happened on the ceiling of this enormous room, over the aisles of beds halfway down. And there she saw Eddie and Roland. They were hazy, floating in and out of the ceiling, looking down at her like phantom fish.

					Another pain, but this one not as severe. She could feel her thighs hardening, pushing, but that seemed far away. Not important. What mattered was whether or not she was really seeing what she thought she was seeing. Could it be that her overstressed mind, wishing for rescue, had created this hallucination to comfort her?

					She could almost believe it. Would have, very likely, they not both been naked, and surrounded by an odd collection of floating junk: a matchbook, a peanut, ashes, a penny. And a floormat, by God! A car floormat with FORD printed on it.

					Doctor, I can see the hea-

					A breathless squawk as Dr. Scowther, no gentleman he, elbowed Nurse Ratty unceremoniously aside and bent even closer to the juncture of Mias thighs. As if he meant to pull her chap out with his teeth, perhaps. The hawk-thing, Jey or Gee, was speaking to the one called Haber in an excited, buzzing dialect.

					Theyre really there, Susannah thought. The floormat proves it.

					She wasnt sure how the floormat proved it, only that it did. And she mouthed the word Mia had given her: chassit. It was a password.

					It would open at least one door and perhaps many. To wonder if Mia had told the truth never even crossed Susannahs mind. They were tied togedier, not just by the cable and the helmets, but by the more primitive (and far more powerful) act of childbirth. No, Mia hadnt lied.

					Push, you gods-damned lazy bitch! Scowther almost howled, and Roland and Eddie suddenly disappeared through the ceiling for good, as if blown away by the force of the mans breath.

					For all Susannah knew, they had been.

					She turned on her side, feeling her hair stuck to her head in clumps, aware that her body was pouring out sweat in what could have been gallons. She pulled herself a little closer to Mia; a little closer to Scowther; a little closer to the crosshatched butt of Scowthers dangling automatic.

					Be still, sissa, hear me I beg, said one of the low men, and touched Susannahs arm. The hand was cold and flabby, covered with fat rings. The caress made her skin crawl. This will be over in a minute and then all the worlds change. When this one joins the Breakers in Thunderclap-

					Shut up, Straw! Haber snapped, and pushed Susannahs would-be comforter backward. Then he turned eagerly to the delivery again.

					Mia arched her back, groaning. The rathead nurse put her hands on Mias hips and pushed them gently back down to the bed. Nawthee, nawthee, push ith thy belly.

					Eat shit, you bitch! Mia screamed, and while Susannah felt a faint tug of her pain, that was all. The connection between them was fading.

					Summoning her own concentration, Susannah cried into the well of her own mind. Hey! Hey Positronics lady! You still there?

					The link is down, said the pleasant female voice.

					As before, it spoke in the middle of Susannahs head, but unlike before, it seemed dim, no more dangerous than a voice on the radio that comes from far away due to some atmospheric flaw. Repeat: the link is down. We hope youll remember North Central Positronics for all your mental enhancement needs. And Sombra Corporation! A leader in mind-to-mind communication since the ten thousands!

					There was a tooth-rattling BEE-EEEEP far down in Susannahs mind, and then the link was gone. It wasnt just the absence of the horridly pleasant female voice; it was everything.

					She felt as if shed been let out of some painful bodycompressing trap.

					Mia screamed again, and Susannah let out a cry of her own. Part of this was not wanting Sayre and his mates to know the link between her and Mia had been broken; part was genuine sorrow. She had lost a woman who had become, in a way, her true sister.

					Susannah! Suze, are you there?

					She started up on her elbows at this new voice, for a moment almost forgetting the woman beside her. That had been-

					Jake? Is it you, honey? It is, isnt it? Can you hear me?

					YES! he cried. Finally! God, whove you been talking to? Keep yelling so I can home in on y-

					The voice broke off, but not before she heard a ghostly rattle of distant gunfire. Jake shooting at someone? She thought not. She thought someone was shooting at him.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						TWO

					

					Now! Scowther shouted. Now, Mia! Push! For your life! Give it all you have! PUSH!

					Susannah tried to roll closer to the other woman-Oh, Im concerned and wanting comfort, see how concerned I am, concern and wanting comfort is all it is-but the one called Straw pulled her back. The segmented steel cable swung and stretched out between them. Keep your distance, bitch, Straw said, and for the first time Susannah faced the possibility that they werent going to let her get hold of Scowthers gun. Or any gun.

					Mia screamed again, crying out to a strange god in a strange language. When she tried to raise her midsection from the table, the nurse-Alia, Susannah thought the nurses name was Alia-forced her down again, and Scowther gave a short, curt cry of what sounded like satisfaction. He tossed aside the forceps hed been holding.

					Why dye do that? Sayre demanded. The sheets beneath Mias spread legs were now damp with blood, and the boss sounded flustered.

					Wont need them! Scowther returned breezily. She was built for babies, could have a dozen in the rice-patch and never miss a rows worth of picking. Here it comes, neat as you please!

					Scowther made as if to grab the largish basin sitting on the next bed, decided he didnt have quite enough time, and slipped his pink, gloveless hands up the inside of Mias thighs, instead. This time when Susannah made an effort to move closer to Mia, Straw didnt stop her. All of them, low men and vampires alike, were watching the last stage of the birth with complete fascination, most of them clustered at the end of the two beds which had been pushed together to make one. Only Straw was still close to Susannah. The vampire with the firesword had just been demoted; she decided that Straw would be the first to go.

					Once more! Scowther cried. Foryour baby!

					Like the low men and the vampires, Mia had forgotten Susannah. Her wounded, pain-filled eyes fixed on Sayre. May I have him, sir? Please say I may have him, if only for a little while!

					Sayre took her hand. The mask which covered his real face smiled. Yes, my darling, he said. The chap is yours for years and years. Only push this one last time.

					Mia, dont believe his lies! Susannah cried, but the cry went nowhere. Likely that was just as well. Best she be entirely forgotten for the time being.

					Susannah turned her thoughts in a new direction. Jake!

					Jake, where are you?

					No answer. Not good. Please God he was still alive.

					Maybe hes only busy. Running hidingfighting. Silence doesnt necessarily mean hes-

					Mia howled what sounded like a string of obscenities, pushing as she did so. The lips of her already distended vagina spread further. A freshet of blood poured out, widening the muddy delta-shape on the sheet beneath her. And then, through the welter of crimson, Susannah saw a crown of white and black. The white was skin. The black was hair.

					The mottle of white and black began to retreat into the crimson and Susannah thought the baby would settle back, still not quite ready to come into the world, but Mia was done waiting.

					She pushed with all her considerable might, her hands held up before her eyes in clenched and trembling fists, her eyes slitted, her teeth bared. A vein pulsed alarmingly in the center of her forehead; another stood out on the column of her throat.

					HEEEYAHHHH! she cried. COMMALA, YOU PRETTY BASTARD! COMMALA-COME-COME!

					Dan-tete, murmured Jey, the hawk-thing, and the others picked it up in a kind of reverent whisper: Dan-tete dantete commala dan-tete. The coming of the little god.

					This time the babys head did not just crown but rushed forward.

					Susannah saw his hands held against his blood-spattered chest in tiny fists that trembled with life. She saw blue eyes, wide open and startling in both their awareness and their similarity to Rolands. She saw sooty black lashes. Tiny beads of blood jeweled them, barbaric natal finery. Susannah saw-and would never forget-how the babys lower lip momentarily caught on the inner lip of his mothers vulva. The babys mouth was pulled briefly open, revealing a perfect row of litde teeth in the lower jaw. They were teeth-not fangs but perfect little teeth-yet still, to see them in the mouth of a newborn gave Susannah a chill. So did the sight of the chaps penis, disproportionately large and fully erect. Susannah guessed it was longer than her little finger.

					Howling in pain and triumph, Mia surged up on her elbows, her eyes bulging and streaming tears. She reached out and seized Sayres hand in a grip of iron as Scowther deftly caught the baby. Sayre yelped and tried to pull away, but he might as well have tried to well, to pull away from a Deputy Sheriff in Oxford, Mississippi. The litde chant had died and there was a moment of shocked silence. In it, Susannahs overstrained ears clearly heard the sound of bones grinding in Sayres wrist.

					DOES HE LIVE? Mia shrieked into Sayres starded face.

					Spitde flew from her lips. TELL ME, YOU POXY WHORESON, IE MY CHAP LIVES!

					Scowther lifted the chap so that he and the child were face to face. The doctors brown eyes met the babys blue ones.

					And as die chap hung diere in Scowdiers grip widi its penis jutting defiantly upward, Susannah clearly saw the crimson mark on the babes left heel. It was as if that foot had been dipped in blood just before the baby left Mias womb.

					Rather dian spanking die babys buttocks, Scowther drew in a breath and blew it in puffs direcdy into the chaps eyes. Mias chap blinked in comical (and undeniably human) surprise. It drew in a breath of its own, held it for a moment, then let it out.

					King of Kings he might be, or the destroyer of worlds, but he embarked upon life as had so many before him, squalling with outrage. Mia burst into glad tears at the sound of that cry. The devilish creatures gathered around the new modier were bondservants of the Crimson King, but that didnt make them immune to what they had just witnessed. They broke into applause and laughter. Susannah was not a little disgusted to find herself joining them. The baby looked around at the sound, his expression one of clear amazement.

					Weeping, with tears running down her cheeks and clear snot dripping from her nose, Mia held out her arms. Give him to me! wept she; so wept Mia, daughter of none and mother of one. Let me hold him, I beg, let me hold my son! Let me hold my chap! Let me hold my precious!

					And the baby turned its head to the sound of his mothers voice. Susannah would have said such a thing was impossible, but of course she would have said a baby born wide awake, with a mouthful of teeth and a boner, was impossible, as well. Yet in every other way the babe seemed completely normal to her: chubby and well-formed, human and thus dear. There was the red mark on his heel, yes, but how many children, normal in every other regard, were born with some sort of birthmark?

					Hadnt her own father been born red-handed, according to family legend? This mark wouldnt even show, unless the kid was at the beach.

					Still holding die newborn up to his face, Scowther looked at Sayre. There was a momentary pause during which Susannah could easily have seized Scowthers automatic. She didnt even think of doing it. Shed forgotten Jakes telepathic cry; had likewise forgotten her weird visit from Roland and her husband.

					She was as enrapt as Jey and Straw and Haber and all the rest, enrapt at this moment of a childs arrival in a worn-out world.

					Sayre nodded, almost imperceptibly, and Scowther lowered baby Mordred, still wailing (and still looking over his shoulder, apparently for his mother), into Mias waiting arms.

					Mia turned him around at once so she could look at him, and Susannahs heart froze with dismay and horror. For Mia had run mad. It was brilliant in her eyes; it was in the way her mouth managed to sneer and smile at the same time while drool, pinked and thickened with blood from her bitten tongue, trickled down the sides of her chin; most of all it was in ner triumphant laughter. She might come back to sanity in the days ahead, but-

					Bitch aint nevah comin back, Detta said, not without sympathy.

					Gittin this far n den gittin shed of it done broke her. She busted, n you know it as wells Ah do!

					O, such beauty! Mia crooned. O, see thy blue eyes, thy skin as white as the sky before Wide Earths first snow! See thy nipples, such perfect berries they are, see thy prick and thy balls as smooth as new peaches! She looked around, first at Susannah-her eyes skating over Susannahs face with absolutely no recognition-and then at the others. See my chap, ye unfortunates, ye gonicks, my precious, my baby, my boy! She shouted to them, demanded of them, laughing with her mad eyes and crying with her crooked mouth. See what I gave up eternity for! See my Mordred, see him very well, for never will you see another his like!

					Panting harshly, she covered the babys bloody, staring face with kisses, smearing her mouth until she looked like a drunk who has tried to put on lipstick. She laughed and kissed the chubby flap of his infants double chin, his nipples, his navel, the jutting tip of his penis, and-holding him up higher and higher in her trembling arms, the child she meant to call Mordred goggling down at her with that comic look of astonishment-she kissed his knees and then each tiny foot. Susannah heard that rooms first suckle: not the baby at his mothers breast but Mias mouth on each perfectly shaped toe.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						THREE

					

					Yon childs my dinhs doom, Susannah thought coldly. If I do nothing else, I could seize Scowthers gun and shoot it. Twould be the work of two seconds.

					With her speed-her uncanny gunslingers speed-this was likely true. But she found herself unable to move. She had foreseen many outcomes to this act of the play, but not Mias madness, never that, and it had caught her entirely by surprise.

					It crossed Susannahs mind that she was lucky indeed that the Positronics link had gone down when it had. If it hadnt, she might be as mad as Mia.

					And that link could kick back in, sister-dont you think you better make your move while you still can?

					But she couldnt be shure that was the thing. She was frozen in wonder, held in thrall.

					Stop that! Sayre snapped at her. Your job isnt to slurp at him but to feed him! If youd keep him, hurry up! Give him suck! Or should I summon a wetnurse? There are many whod give their eyes for the opportunity!

					Never in your UFEF Mia cried, laughing, but she lowered the child to her chest and impatiently brushed aside the bodice of the plain white gown she wore, baring her right breast. Susannah could see why men would be taken by her; even now that breast was a perfect, coral-tipped globe that seemed more fit for a mans hand and a mans lust than a babys nourishment. Mia lowered the chap to it. For a moment he rooted as comically as hed goggled at her, his face striking the nipple and then seeming to bounce off. When it came down again, however, the pink rose of his mouth closed on the erect pink bud of her breast and began to suck.

					Mia stroked the chaps tangled and blood-soaked black curls, still laughing. To Susannah, her laughter sounded like screams.

					There was a clumping on the floor as a robot approached.

					It looked quite a bit like Andy the Messenger Robot-same skinny seven- or eight-foot height, same electric-blue eyes, same many-jointed, gleaming body. In its arms it bore a large glass box filled with green light.

					Whats that fucking thing for? Sayre snapped. He sounded both pissed off and incredulous.

					An incubator, Scowther said. I felt it would be better to be safe than sorry.

					When he turned to look, his shoulder-holstered gun swung toward Susannah. It was an even better chance, the best shed ever have, and she knew it, but before she could take it, Mias chap changed.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FOUR

					

					Susannah saw red light run down the childs smooth skin, from the crown of its head to the stained heel of its right foot. It was not a flush but a. flash, lighting the child from without: Susannah would have sworn it. And then, as it lay upon Mias deflated stomach with its lips clamped around her nipple, the red flash was followed by a blackness that rose up and spread, turning the child into a lightless gnome, a negative of the rosy baby that had escaped Mias womb. At the same time its body began to shrivel, its legs pulling up and melting into its belly, its head sliding down-and pulling Mias breast with it-into its neck, which puffed up like the throat of a toad. Its blue eyes turned to tar, then back to blue again.

					Susannah tried to scream and could not.

					Tumors swelled along the black things sides, then burst and extruded legs. The red mark which had ridden the heel was still visible, but now had become a blob like the crimson brand on a black widow spiders belly. For that was what this thing was: a spider. Yet the baby was not entirely gone. A white excrescence rose from the spiders back. In it Susannah could see a tiny, deformed face and blue sparks that were eyes.

					What-? Mia asked, and started up on her elbows once again. Blood had begun to pour from her breast. The baby drank it like milk, losing not a drop. Beside Mia, Sayre was standing as still as a graven image, his mouth open and his eyes bulging from their sockets. Whatever hed expected from this birth-whatever hed been told to expect-it wasnt this.

					The Detta part of Susannah took a childs vicious pleasure in the mans shocked expression: he looked like the comedian Jack Benny milking a laugh.

					For a moment only Mia seemed to realize what had happened, for her face began to lengthen with a kind of informed horror-and, perhaps, pain. Then her smile returned, that angelic madonnas smile. She reached out and stroked the still-changing freak at her breast, the black spider with the tiny human head and the red mark on its bristly gut.

					Is he not beautiful? she cried. Is my son not beautiful, as fair as the summer sun.

					These were her last words.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FIVE

					

					Her face didnt freeze, exactly, but stilled. Her cheeks and brow and throat, flushed dark with the exertions of childbirth only a moment before, faded to the waxy whiteness of orchid petals.

					Her shining eyes grew still and fixed in their sockets. And suddenly it was as if Susannah were looking not at a woman lying on a bed but the rfratwng- of a woman. An extraordinarily good one, but still something that had been created on paper with strokes of charcoal and a few pale colors.

					Susannah remembered how she had returned to the Plaza-Park Hyatt Hotel after her first visit to the allure of Castle Discordia, and how shed come here to Fedic after her last palaver with Mia, in the shelter of the merlon. How the sky and the castle and the very stone of the merlon had torn open. And then, as if her thought had caused it, Mias face was ripped apart from hairline to chin. Her fixed and dulling eyes fell crookedly away to either side. Her lips split into a crazy double twin-grin.

					And it wasnt blood that poured out of that widening fissure in her face but a stale^melling white powder. Susannah had a fragmented memory of T. S. Eliot

					(hollow men stuffed men headpiece filled with straw)

					and Lewis Carroll

					(why you re nothing but a pack of cards)

					before Mias dan-tete raised its unspeakable head from its first meal. Its blood-smeared mouth opened and it hoisted itself, lower legs scrabbling for purchase on its mothers deflating belly, upper ones almost seeming to shadowbox at Susannah.

					It squealed with triumph, and if it had at that moment chosen to attack the other woman who had given it nurture, Susannah Dean would surely have died next to Mia. Instead, it returned to the deflated sac of breast from which it had taken its first suck, and tore it off. The sound of its chewing was wet and loose. A moment later it burrowed into the hole it had made, the white human face disappearing while Mias was obliterated by the dust boiling out of her deflating head. There was a harsh, almost industrial sucking sound and Susannah thought, Its taking all the moisture out of her, all the moisture thats left. And look at it! Look at it swell! Like a leech on a horses neck!

					Just then a ridiculously English voice-it was the plummy intonation of the lifelong gentlemans gentleman-said: Pardon me, sirs, but will you be wanting this incubator after all? For the situation seems to have altered somewhat, if you dont mind my saying.

					It broke Susannahs paralysis. She pushed herself upward with one hand and seized Scowthers automatic pistol with the other. She yanked, but the gun was strapped across the butt and wouldnt come free. Her questing index finger found the little sliding knob that was the safety and pushed it. She turned the gun, holster and all, toward Scowthers ribcage.

					What the dev- he began, and then she pulled the trigger with her middle finger, at the same time yanking back on the shoulder-rig with all her force. The straps binding the holster to Scowthers body held, but the thinner one holding the automatic in place snapped, and as Scowther fell sideways, trying to look down at the smoking black hole in his white labcoat,

					Susannah took full possession of his gun. She shot Straw and the vampire beside him, the one with the electric sword.

					For a moment the vampire was there, still staring at the spidergod that had looked so much like a baby to begin with, and then its aura whiffed out. The things flesh went with it. For a moment there was nothing where it had been but an empty shirt tucked into an empty pair of bluejeans. Then the clothes collapsed.

					Kill her! Sayre screamed, reaching for his own gun. Kill that bitch!

					Susannah rolled away from the spider crouched on the body of its rapidly deflating mother, raking at the helmet she was wearing even as she tumbled off the side of the bed. There was a moment of excruciating pain when she thought it wasnt going to come away and then she hit the floor, free of it. It hung over the side of the bed, fringed with her hair. The spider-thing, momentarily pulled off its roost when its mothers body jerked, chittered angrily.

					Susannah rolled beneath the bed as a series of gunshots went off above her. She heard a loud SPROINK as one of the slugs hit a spring. She saw the rathead nurses feet and hairy lower legs and put a bullet into one of her knees. The nurse gave a scream, turned, and began to limp away, squalling.

					Sayre leaned forward, pointing the gun at the makeshift double bed just beyond Mias deflating body. There were already three smoking, smoldering holes in the groundsheet. Before he could add a fourth, one of the spiders legs caressed his cheek, tearing open the mask he wore and revealing the hairy cheek beneath. Sayre recoiled, crying out. The spider turned to him and made a mewling noise. The white thing high on its back-a node with a human face-glared, as if to warn Sayre away from its meal. Then it turned back to the woman, who was really not recognizable as a woman any longer; she looked like the ruins of some incredibly ancient mummy which had now turned to rags and powder.

					I say, this is a bit confusing, the robot with the incubator remarked. Shall I retire? Perhaps I might return when matters have clarified somewhat.

					Susannah reversed direction, rolling out from beneath the bed. She saw that two of the low men had taken to their heels.

					Jey, the hawkman, didnt seem to be able to make up his mind.

					Stay or go? Susannah made it up for him, putting a single shot into the sleek brown head. Blood and feathers flew.

					Susannah got up as well as she could, gripping the side of the bed for balance, holding Scowthers gun out in front of her.

					khe had gotten four. The rathead nurse and one other had run.

					Sayre had dropped his gun and was trying to hide behind the robot with the incubator.

					Susannah shot the two remaining vampires and the low man with the bulldog face. That one-Haber-hadnt forgotten Susannah; hed been holding his ground and waiting for a clear shot. She got hers first and watched him fall backward with deep satisfaction. Haber, she thought, had been the most dangerous.

					Madam, I wonder if you could tell me- began the robot, and Susannah put two quick shots into its steel face, darkening the blue electric eyes. This trick she had learned from Eddie. A gigantic siren immediately went off. Susannah felt that if she listened to it long, she would be deafened.

					I HAVE BEEN BLINDED BY GUNFIRE! the robot bellowed, still in its absurd would-you-like-another-cup-of-tea-madam accent. VISION ZERO, I NEED HELP, CODE 7,1 SAY, HELP!

					Sayre stepped away from it, hands held high. Susannah couldnt hear him over the siren and the robots blatting, but she could read the words as they came off the bastards lips: surrender, will you accept my parole?

					She smiled at this amusing idea, unaware that she smiled. It was without humor and without mercy and meant only one thing: she wished she could get him to lick her stumps, as he had forced Mia to lick his boots. But there wasnt time enough.

					He saw his doom in her grin and turned to run and Susannah shot him twice in the back of the head-once for Mia, once for Pere Callahan. Sayres skull shattered in a fury of blood and brains. He grabbed the wall, scrabbled at a shelf loaded with equipment and supplies, and then went down dead.

					Susannah now took aim at the spider-god. The tiny white human head on its black and bristly back turned to look at her.

					The blue eyes, so uncannily like Rolands, blazed.

					No, you cannot! You must not! For I am the Kings only son!

					I cant? she sent back, leveling the automatic. Oh, sugar, you are just so WRONG!

					But before she could pull the trigger, there was a gunshot from behind her. A slug burned across the side of her neck.

					Susannah reacted instantly, turning and throwing herself sideways into the aisle. One of the low men whod run had had a change of heart and come back. Susannah put two bullets into his chest and made him mortally sorry.

					She turned, eager for more-yes, this was what she wanted, what she had been made for, and shed always revere Roland for showing her-but the others were either dead or fled. The spider raced down the side of its birthbed on its many legs, leaving the papier-mache corpse of its mother behind. It turned its white infants head briefly toward her.

					Youd do ivell to let me pass, Blackie, or-

					She fired at it, but stumbled over the hawkmans outstretched hand as she did. The bullet that would have killed the abomination went a little awry, clipping off one of its eight hairy legs instead. A yellowish-red fluid, more like pus than blood, poured from the place where the leg had joined the body. The thing screamed at her in pain and surprise. The audible portion of that scream was hard to hear over the endless cycling blat of the robots siren, but she heard it in her head loud and clear.

					Ill pay you back for that! My father and I, well pay you back!

					Make you cry for death, so we will!

					You aint gonna have a chance, sugar, Susannah sent back, trying to project all the confidence she possibly could, not wanting the thing to know what she believed: that Scowthers automatic might have been shot dry. She aimed with a deliberation that was unnecessary, and the spider scuttled rapidly away from her, darting first behind the endlessly sirening robot and then through a dark doorway.

					All right. Not great, not the best solution by any means, but she was still alive, and that much was grand.

					And the fact that all of sai Sayres crew were dead or run off? That wasnt bad, either.

					Susannah tossed Scowthers gun aside and selected another, this one a Walther PPK. She took it from the dockers clutch ktraw had been wearing, then rummaged in his pockets, where she found half a dozen extra clips. She briefly considered adding the vampires electric sword to her armory and decided to leave it where it was. Better the tools you knew than those you didnt.

					She tried to get in touch with Jake, couldnt hear herself think, and turned to the robot. Hey, big boy! Shut off that damn sireen, what do you say?

					She had no idea if it would work, but it did. The silence was immediate and wonderful, with the sensuous texture of moire silk. Silence might be useful. If there was a counterattack, shed hear them coming. And the dirty truth? She hoped for a counterattack, wanted them to come, and never mind whether that made sense or not. She had a gun and her blood was up. That was all that mattered.

					(Jake! Jake, do you hear me, kiddo? If you hear, answer your big sis!)

					Nothing. Not even that rattle of distant gunfire. He was out of

					Then, a single word-was it a word?

					(wimeweh)

					More important, was it Jake?

					She didnt know for sure, but she thought yes. And the word seemed familiar to her, somehow.

					Susannah gathered her concentration, meaning to call louder this time, and then a queer idea came to her, one too strong to be called intuition. Jake was trying to be quiet. He was hiding? Maybe getting ready to spring an ambush? The idea sounded crazy, but maybe his blood was up, too. She didnt know, but thought hed either sent her that one odd word

					(wimeweh)

					on purpose, or it had slipped out. Either way, it might be better to let him roll his own oats for awhile.

					I say, I have been blinded by gunfire! the robot insisted.

					Its voice was still loud, but had dropped to a range at least approaching normal. I cant see a bloody thing and I have this incubator-

					Drop it, Susannah said.

					But-

					Drop it, Chumley.

					I beg pawdon, madam, but my name is Nigel the Butler and I really cant-

					Susannah had been hauling herself closer during this little exchange-you didnt forget the old means of locomotion just because youd been granted a brief vacation with legs, she was discovering-and read both the name and the serial number stamped on the robots chrome-steel midsection.

					Nigel DNK 45932, drop that fucking glass box, say thankya!

					The robot (DOMESTIC was stamped just below its serial number) dropped the incubator and then whimpered when it shattered at its steel feet.

					Susannah worked her way over to Nigel, and found she had to conquer a moments fear before reaching up and taking one three-fingered steel hand. She needed to remind herself that this wasnt Andy from Calla Bryn Sturgis, nor could Nigel know about Andy. The butler-robot might or might not be sophisticated enough to crave revenge-certainly Andy had been-but you couldnt crave what you didnt know about.

					She hoped.

					Nigel, pick me up.

					There was a whine of servomotors as the robot bent.

					No, hon, you have to come forward a litde bit. Theres broken glass where you are.

					Pawdon, madam, but Im blind. I believe it was you who shot my eyes out.

					Oh. That.

					Well, she said, hoping her tone of irritation would disguise the fear beneath, I cant very well get you new ones if you dont pick me up, can I? Now get a wiggle on, may it do ya.

					Times wasting.

					Nigel stepped forward, crushing broken glass beneath its teet, and came to the sound of her voice. Susannah controlled the urge to cringe back, but once the Domestic Robot had set its grip on her, its touch was quite gentle. It lifted her into its arms.

					Now take me to the door.

					Madam, beg pawdon but there are many doors in Sixteen.

					More still beneath the castle.

					Susannah couldnt help being curious. How many?

					A brief pause. I should say five hundred and ninety-five are currently operational. She immediately noticed that fiveninety-five added up to nineteen. Added up to chassit.

					Do you mind giving me a carry to the one I came through before the shooting started? Susannah pointed toward the far end of the room.

					No, madam, I dont mind at all, but Im sorry to tell you that it will do you no good, Nigel said in his plummy voice.

					That door, NEW YORK #7/FEDIC, is one-way. A pause. Relays clicking in the steel dome of its head. Also, it burned out after its last use. It has, as you might say, gone to the clearing at the end of the path.

					Oh, thats just wonderfull Susannah cried, but realized she wasnt exactly surprised by Nigels news. She remembered the ragged humming sound shed heard it makingjust before Sayre had pushed her rudely through it, remembered thinking, even in her distress, that it was a dying thing. And yes, it had died. Just wonderful!

					I sense you are distressed, madam.

					Youre goddamned right Im distressed! Bad enough the damned thing only opened one-way! Now its shut down completely!

					Except for the default, Nigel agreed.

					Default? What do you mean, default?

					That would be NEW YORK #9/FEDIC, Nigel told her. At one time there were over thirty one-way New York-to-Fedic ports, but I believe #9 is the only one that remains. All commands pertaining to NEW YORK #7/FEDIC will now have defaulted to #9.

					Chassit, she thought almost prayed. Hes talking about chassit, I think. Oh God, I hope he is.

					Do you mean passwords and such, Nigel?

					Why, yes, madam.

					Take me to Door #9.

					As you wish.

					Nigel began to move rapidly up the aisle between the hundreds of empty beds, their taut white sheets gleaming under the brilliant overhead lamps. Susannahs imagination momentarily populated this room with screaming, frightened children, freshly arrived from Calla Bryn Sturgis, maybe from the neighboring Callas, as well. She saw not just a single rathead nurse but battalions of them, eager to clamp the helmets over the heads of the kidnapped children and start the process that that did what? Ruined them in some way. Sucked the intelligence out of their heads and knocked their growth-hormones out of whack and ruined them forever. Susannah supposed that at first they would be cheered up to hear such a pleasant voice in their heads, a voice welcoming them to the wonderful world of North Central Positronics and the Sombra Group. Their crying would stop, their eyes fill with hope. Perhaps, they would think the nurses in their white uniforms were good in spite of their hairy, scary faces and yellow fangs. As good as the voice of the nice lady.

					Then the hum would begin, quickly building in volume as it moved toward the middle of their heads, and this room would again fill with their frightened screams-

					Madam? Are you all right?

					Yes. Why do you ask, Nigel?

					I believe you shivered.

					Never mind. Just get me to the door to New York, the one that still works.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						SIX

					

					Once they left the infirmary, Nigel bore her rapidly down first one corridor and then another. They came to escalators that looked as if they had been frozen in place for centuries. Halfway down one of them, a steel ball on legs flashed its amber eyes at Nigel and cried, Hmop! Hmvp! Nigel responded Howp, hmvp!

					in return and then said to Susannah (in the confidential tone certain gossipy people adopt when discussing Those Who Are Unfortunate), Hes a Mech Foreman and has been stuck there tor over eight hundred years-fried boards, I imagine. Poor soul! But he still tries to do his best.

					Twice Nigel asked her if she believed his eyes could be replaced. The first time Susannah told him she didnt know.

					The second time-feeling a little sorry for him (definitely him now, not it)-she asked what he thought.

					I think my days of service are nearly over, he said, and then added something that made her arms tingle with gooseflesh:

					O Discordia!

					The Diem Brothers are dead, she thought, remembering-had it been a dream? a vision? a glimpse of her Tower?-something from her time with Mia. Or had it been her time in Oxford, Mississippi? Or both? Papa Doc Duvalier is dead. Christa McAuliffe is dead. Stephen King is dead, popular writer killed while taking afternoon walk, O Discordia, O lost!

					But who was Stephen King? Who was Christa McAuliffe, for that matter?

					Once they passed a low man who had been present at the birth of Mias monster. He lay curled on a dusty corridor floor like a human shrimp with his gun in one hand and a hole in his head. Susannah thought hed committed suicide. In a way, she supposed that made sense. Because things had gone wrong, hadnt they? And unless Mias baby found its way to where it belonged on its own, Big Red Daddy was going to be mad.

					Might be mad even if Mordred somehow found his way home.

					His other father. For this was a world of twins and mirror images, and Susannah now understood more about what shed seen than she really wanted to. Mordred too was a twin, a Jekyll-and-Hyde creature with two selves, and he-or it-had the faces of two fathers to remember.

					They came upon a number of other corpses; all looked like suicides to Susannah. She asked Nigel if he could tell-by their smells, or something-but he claimed he could not.

					How many are still here, do you think? she asked. Her blood had had time to cool a litde, and now she felt nervous.

					Not many, madam. I believe that most have moved on.

					Very likely to the Derva.

					Whats the Derva?

					Nigel said he was dreadfully sorry, but that information was restricted and could be accessed only with the proper password.

					Susannah tried chassit, but it was no good. Neither was nineteen or, her final try, ninety-nine. She supposed shed have to be content with just knowing most of them were gone.

					Nigel turned left, into a new corridor with doors on both sides. She got him to stop long enough to try one of them, but there was nothing of particular note inside. It was an office, and long-abandoned, judging by the thick fall of dust. She was interested to see a poster of madly jitterbugging teenagers on one wall. Beneath it, in large blue letters, was this:

					SflY, VOU COOL CRTS fillD BOPPIIV KITTIES!

					I ROCKED fiTTHE HOP WITH fllflll FREED!

					ClEUElflllD, OHIO, OCTOBER 1954

					Susannah was pretty sure that the performer on stage was Richard Penniman. Club-crawling folkies such as herself affected disdain for anyone who rocked harder than Phil Ochs, but Suze had always had a soft spot in her heart for Little Richard; good golly, Miss Molly, you sure like to ball. She guessed it was a Detta thing.

					Did these people once upon a time use their doors to vacation in various tuheres and whens of their choice? Did they use the power of the Beams to turn certain levels of the Tower into tourist attractions?

					She asked Nigel, who told her he was sure he did not know.

					Nigel still sounded sad about the loss of his eyes.

					Finally they came into an echoing rotunda with doors marching all around its mighty circumference. The marble tiles on the floor were laid in a black-and-white checkerboard pattern Susannah remembered from certain troubled dreams m which Mia had fed her chap. Above, high and high, constellations of electric stars winked in a blue firmament that was now showing plenty of cracks. This place reminded her of the Cradle of Lud, and even more strongly of Grand Central Station.

					Somewhere in the walls, air-conditioners or -exchangers ran rustily. The smell in the air was weirdly familiar, and after a short struggle, Susannah identified it: Comet Cleanser. They sponsored The Price Is Right, which she sometimes watched on TV if she happened to be home in the morning. Im Don Pardo, now please welcome your host, Mr. Bill Cullen. Susannah felt a moment of vertigo and closed her eyes.

					Bill Cullen is dead. Don Pardo is dead. Martin Luther King is dead, shot down in Memphis. Rule Discordia!

					O Christ, those voices, would they never stop?

					She opened her eyes and saw doors marked SHANGHAI/FEDIC and BOMBAY/FEDIC and one marked DALLAS (NOVEMBER 1963)/FEDIC. Others were written in runes that meant nothing to her. At last Nigel stopped in front of one she recognized.

					
					NORTH CENTRAL TO3ITR0MCS, LTD.
					
					 New librk/Fedic Maximum Security All of this Susannah recognized from the other side, but below VERBAL ENTRY CODE REQUIRED was this message, flashing ominous red:

					 W9 FINAL DEFAULT

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						SEVEN

					

					What would you like to do next, madam? Nigel asked.

					Set me down, sugarpie.

					She had time to wonder what her response would be if I

					Nigel declined to do so, but he didnt even hesitate. She walk-hopped-scuttled to the door in her old way and put her hands on it. Beneath them she felt a texture that was neither wood nor metal. She thought she could hear a very faint hum. She considered trying chassit-her version of Ali Babas Open, sesame-I and didnt bother. There wasnt even a doorknob. One-way meant one-way, she reckoned; no kidding around.

					(JAKE!)

					She sent it with all her might

					No answer. Not even that faint

					(wimeweh)

					nonsense word. She waited a moment longer, then turned around and sat with her back propped against the door. She dropped the extra ammo clips between her spread knees and then held the Walther PPK up in her right hand. A good weapon to have with your back to a locked door, she reckoned; she liked the weight of it. Once upon a time, she and others had been trained in a protest technique called passive resistance. Lie down on the lunchroom floor, cover your soft middle and softer privates. Do not respond to those who strike you and revile you and curse your parents. Sing in your chains like the sea.

					What would her old friends make of what she had become?

					Susannah said: You know what? I dont give shit one. Passive resistance is also dead.

					Madam?

					Nothing, Nigel.

					Madam, may I ask-

					What Im doing?

					Exactly, madam.

					Waiting on a friend, Chumley. Just waiting on a friend.

					She thought that DNK 45932 would remind her that his name was Nigel, but he didnt. Instead, he asked how long she would wait for her friend. Susannah told him until hell froze over. This elicited a long silence. Finally Nigel asked: May I go, then, madam?

					How will you see?

					I have switched to infrared. It is less satisfying than three-X macrovision, but it will suffice to get me to the repair bays.

					Is there anyone in the repair bays who can fix you? Susannah asked with mild curiosity. She pushed the button that dropped the clip out of the Walthers butt, then rammed it back In taking a certain elemental pleasure in the oily, metallic sound it made.

					I m sure I cant say, madam, Nigel replied, although the probability of such a thing is very low, certainly less than one Pe r cent. If no one comes, then I, like you, will wait.

					She nodded, suddenly tired and very sure that this was where the grand quest ended-here, leaning against this door.

					But you didnt give up, did you? Giving up was for cowards, not gunslingers.

					May ya do fine, Nigel-thanks for the piggyback. Long days and pleasant nights. Hope you get your eyes back. Sorry I shot em out, but I was in a bit of a tight and didnt know whose side you were on.

					And good wishes to you, madam.

					Susannah nodded. Nigel clumped off and then she was alone, leaning against the door to New York. Waiting for Jake.

					Listening for Jake.

					All she heard was the rusty, dying wheeze of the machinery in the walls.
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					Chapter V:

					IN THE JUNGLE, THE MIGHTY JUNGLE

				

				                                        
					
						ONE

					

					The threat that the low men and the vampires might kill Oy was the only thing that kept Jake from dying with the Pere. There was no agonizing over the decision; Jake yelled

					(OY, TOME!)

					with all the mental force he could muster, and Oy ran swiftly at his heel. Jake passed low men who stood mesmerized by the turtle and straight-armed a door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY. From the dim orange-red glow of the restaurant he and Oy entered a zone of brilliant white light and charred, pungent cookery. Steam billowed against his face, hot and wet,

					(the jungle)

					perhaps setting the stage for what followed,

					(the mighty jungle)

					perhaps not. His vision cleared as his pupils shrank and he saw he was in the Dixie Pigs kitchen. Not for the first time, either. Once, not too long before the coming of the Wolves to Calla Bryn Sturgis, Jake had followed Susannah (only then shed have been Mia) into a dream where shed been searching some vast and deserted kitchen for food. This kitchen, only now the place was bustling with life. A huge pig sizzled on an iron spit over an open fire, the flames leaping up through a food-caked iron grate at every drop of grease. To either side were gigantic copper-hooded stoves upon which pots nearly as tall as Jake himself fumed. Stirring one of these was a gray-skinned creature So hideous that Jakes eyes hardly knew how to look at it. Tusks rose from eitfier side of its gray, heavy-lipped mouth. Dewlapped cheeks hung in great warty swags of flesh. The fact that the creature was wearing foodstained cooks whites and a puffy popcorn chefs toque somehow finished the nightmare, sealed it beneath a coat of varnish. Beyond this apparition, nearly lost in the steam, two other creatures dressed in whites were washing dishes side by side at a double sink. Both wore neckerchiefs. One was human, a boy of perhaps seventeen. The other appeared to be some sort of monster housecat on legs.

					Vai, vai, los mostros pubes, tre cannits en fauns! the tusked chef screeched at the washerboys. It hadnt noticed Jake. One of them-the cat-did. It laid back its ears and hissed. Without thinking, Jake threw the Oriza hed been holding in his right hand. It sang across the steamy air and sliced through the catthings neck as smoothly as a knife through a cake of lard. The head toppled into the sink with a sudsy splash, the green eyes still blazing.

					San fai, can dit los! cried the chef. He seemed either unaware of what had happened or was unable to grasp it. He turned to Jake. The eyes beneath his sloping, crenellated forehead were a bleary blue-gray, the eyes of a sentient being. Seen head-on, Jake realized what it was: some kind of freakish, intelligent warthog. Which meant it was cooking its own kind. That seemed perfectly fitting in the Dixie Pig.

					Can foh pube ain-tet can fah! She-so pan! Vai! This was addressed to Jake. And then, just to make the lunacy complete:

					And eef you wond scrub, dond even stard!

					The other washboy, the human one, was screaming some sort of warning, but the chef paid no attention. The chef seemed to believe that Jake, having killed one of his helpers, was now duty- and honor-bound to take the dead cats place.

					Jake flung the other plate and it sheared through the warthogs neck, putting an end to its blabber. Perhaps a gallon of blood flew onto the stovetop to the things right, sizzling and sending up a horrible charred smell. The warthogs head slewed to the left on its neck and then tilted backward, but didnt come off. The being-it was easily seven feet tall-took two stagger-steps to its left and embraced the sizzling pig turning on its spit. The head tore loose a little further, now lying on Chef Warthogs right shoulder, one eye glaring up at the steamwreathed fluorescent lights. The heat sealed the cooks hands to the roast and they began to melt. Then the thing fell forward into the open flames and its tunic caught fire.

					Jake whirled from this in time to see the other potboy advancing on him with a butcher knife in one hand and a cleaver in the other. Jake grabbed another Riza from the bag but held his throw in spite of the voice in his head that was yammering for him to go on, go on and do it, give the bastard what hed once heard Margaret Eisenhart refer to as a deep haircut.

					This term had made the other Sisters of the Plate laugh hard. Yet as much as he wanted to throw, he held his hand.

					What he saw was a young man whose skin was a pallid yellowish-gray under the brilliant kitchen lights. He looked both terrified and malnourished. Jake raised the plate in warning and the young man stopped. It wasnt the Riza he was looking at, however, but Oy, who stood between Jakes feet. The bumblers fur was bushed out around his body, seeming to double his size, and his teeth were bared.

					Do you-"Jake began, and then the door to the restaurant burst open. One of the low men rushed in. Jake threw the plate without hesitation. It moaned through the steamy, brilliant air and took off the intruders head with gory precision just above the Adams apple. The headless body bucked first to the left and then to the right, like a stage comic accepting a round of applause with a whimsical move, and then collapsed.

					Jake had another plate in each hand almost immediately, his arms once more crossed over his chest in the position sai Eisenhart called the load. He looked at the washerboy, who was still holding the knife and the cleaver. Without much threat, however,

					Jake thought. He tried again and this time got the whole question out. Do you speak English?

					Yar, the boy said. He dropped the cleaver so he could hold

					ne water-reddened thumb and its matching forefinger about a qviarter of an inch apart. Bout just a liddle. I learn since I come over here. He opened his other hand and the knife joined the cleaver on the kitchen floor.

					Do you come from Mid-World? Jake asked. You do, dont you?

					He didnt think the washerboy was terribly bright (No quiz-kid, Elmer Chambers would no doubt have sneered),

					but he was at least smart enough to be homesick; in spite of his terror, Jake saw an unmistakable flash of that look in the boys eyes. Yar, he said. Come from Ludweg, me.

					Near the city of Lud?

					North of there, if you do like it or if you dont, said the washerboy. Willee kill me, lad? I dont want to die, sad as I am.

					I wont be the one to kill you if you tell me the truth. Did a woman come through here?

					The washerboy hesitated, then said: Aye. Sayre and his closies had er. She us out on her feet, that un, head all lollin He demonstrated, rolling his head on his neck and looking more like the village idiot than ever. Jake thought of Sheemie in Rolands tale of his Mejis days.

					But not dead.

					Nar. I hurt her breevin, me.

					Jake looked toward the door, but no one came through. Yet.

					He should go, but-

					Whats your name, cully?

					Jochabim, that be I, son of Hossa.

					Well, listen, Jochabim, theres a world outside this kitchen called New York City, and pubes like you are free. I suggest you get out while you have an opportunity.

					Theyd just bring me back and stripe me.

					No, you dont understand how big it is. Like Lud when Lud was-

					He looked at Jochabims dull-eyed face and thought, No,

					Im the one who doesnt understand. And if I hang around here trying to convince him to desert, Ill no doubt get just what I-

					The door leading to the restaurant popped open again. This time two low men tried to come through at once and momentarily jammed together, shoulder to shoulder. Jake threw both of his plates and watched them crisscross in the steamy air, beheading both newcomers just as they burst through. They fell backward and once more the door swung shut. At Piper School Take had learned about the Battle of Thermopylae, where the Greeks had held off a Persian army that had outnumbered them ten to one. The Greeks had drawn the Persians into a narrow mountain pass; he had this kitchen door. As long as they kept coming through by ones and twos-as they must unless they could flank him somehow-he could pick them off.

					At least until he ran out of Orizas.

					Guns? he asked Jochabim. Are there guns here?

					Jochabim shook his head, but given the young mans irritating look of density, it was hard to tell if this meant No guns in the kitchen or / dont ken you.

					All right, Im going, he said. And if you dont go yourself while youve got a chance, Jochabim, youre an even bigger fool than you look. Which would be saying a lot. There are video games out there, kid-think about it.

					Jochabim continued giving Jake the dnh look, however, and Jake gave up. He was about to speak to Oy when someone spoke to him through the door.

					Hey, kid. Rough. Confidential. Knowing. The voice of a man who could hit you for five or sleep with your girlfriend any time he liked, Jake thought. Your friend the faddahs dead. In fact, the faddahs dinnah. You come out now, with no more nonsense, maybe you can avoid being dessert.

					Turn it sideways and stick it up your ass, Jake called. This got through even Jochabims wall of stupidity; he looked shocked.

					Last chance, said the rough and knowing voice. Come on out.

					Come on in! Jake countered. Ive got plenty of plates!

					Indeed, he felt a lunatic urge to rush forward, bang through the door, and take the battle to the low men and women in the restaurant dining room on the other side. Nor was the idea all that crazy, as Roland himself would have known; it was the last thing theyd expect, and there was at least an even chance he could panic them with half a dozen quickly thrown plates and start a rout.

					The problem was the monsters that had been feeding behind the tapestry. The vampires. Theyd not panic, and Jake knew it. He had an idea that if the Grandfathers had been able to come into the kitchen (or perhaps it was just lack of interest that kept them in the dining room-that and the last scraps of the Peres corpse), he would be dead already. Jochabim as well, quite likely.

					He dropped to one knee, murmured Oy, find Susannah! and reinforced the command with a quick mental picture.

					The bumbler gave Jochabim a final distrustful look, then began to nose about on the floor. The tiles were damp from a recent mopping, and Jake was afraid the bumbler wouldnt be able to find the scent. Then Oy gave a single sharp cry-more dogs bark than humans word-and began to hurry down the center of the kitchen between the stoves and the steam tables, nose low to the ground, only going out of his way long enough to skirt Chef Warthogs smoldering body.

					Listen, to me, you little bastard! cried the low man outside the door. Im losing patience with you!

					Good! Jake cried. Come on in! Lets see if you go back out again!

					He put his finger to his lips in a shushing gesture while looking at Jochabim. He was about to turn and run-he had no idea how long it would be before the washerboy yelled through the door that the kid and his billy-bumbler were no longer holding Thermopylae Pass-when Jochabim spoke to him in a low voice that was little more than a whisper.

					What? Jake asked, looking at him uncertainly. It sounded as if the kid had said mind the mind-trap, but that made no sense. Did it?

					Mind the mind-trap, Jochabim said, this time much more clearly, and turned away to his pots and sudsy water.

					What mind-trap? Jake asked, but Jochabim affected not to hear and Jake couldnt stay long enough to cross-examine him.

					He ran to catch up with Oy, throwing glances back over his shoulder. If a couple more of the low men burst into the kitchen, Jake wanted to be the first to know.

					But none did, at least not before he had followed Oy through another door and into the restaurants pantry, a dim room stacked high with boxes and smelling of coffee and spices. It was like the storeroom behind the East Stoneham General Store, only cleaner.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						TWO

					

					There was a closed door in the corner of the Dixie Pigs pantry.

					Beyond it was a tiled stairway leading down God only knew how far. It was lit by low-wattage bulbs behind bleary, fly-spotted glass shades. Oy started down without hesitation, descending with a kind of bobbing, front-end/back-end regularity that was pretty comical. He kept his nose pressed to the stairs, and Jake knew he was onto Susannah; he could pick it up from his litde friends mind.

					Jake tried counting the stairs, made it as far as a hundred and twenty, then lost his grip on the numbers. He wondered if they were still in New York (or under it). Once he thought he heard a faint, familiar rumbling and decided that if that was a subway train, they were.

					Finally they reached the bottom of the stairs. Here was a wide, vaulted area that looked like a gigantic hotel lobby, only without the hotel. Oy made his way across it, snout still low to the ground, his squiggle of a tail wagging back and forth. Jake had to j og in order to keep up. Now that they no longer filled the bag, the Rizas jangled back and forth. There was a kiosk on the far side of the lobby-vault, with a sign in one dusty window reading LAST CHANCE FOR NEW YORK SOUVENIRS and another reading VISIT SEPTEMBER 11, 2OO1! TIX STILL AVAILABLE FOR THIS WONDERFUL EVENT! ASTHMATICS PROHIBITED W/O DRs CERTIFICATE! Jake wondered what was so fabulous about September 11 th of 2001 and then decided that maybe he didnt want to know.

					Suddenly, as loud in his head as a voice spoken directly into his ear: Hey! Hey Positronics lady! You still there?

					Jake had no idea who the Positronics lady might be, but he recognized the voice asking the question.

					Susannah! he shouted, coming to a stop near the tourist kiosk. A surprised, joyful grin creased his strained face and made it a kids again. Suze, are you there?

					And heard her cry out in happy surprise.

					Oy, realizing that Jake was no longer following close behind, turned and gave an impatient Ake-Ake! cry. For the moment at least, Jake disregarded him.

					I hear you! he shouted. Finally! God, whove you been talking to? Keep yelling so I can home in on y-

					From behind him-perhaps at the top of the long staircase, perhaps already on it-someone yelled, Thats him! There were gunshots, but Jake barely heard them. To his intense horror, something had crawled inside his head. Something like a mental hand. He thought it was probably the low man who had spoken to him through the door. The low mans hand had found dials in some kind of Jake Chambers Dogan, and was fiddling with them. Trying

					(to freeze me freeze me in place freeze my feet right to the floor)

					to stop him. And that voice had gotten in because while he was sending and receiving, he was open-

					Jake! fake, where are you?

					There was no time to answer her. Once, while trying to open the unfound door in the Cave of Voices, Jake had summoned a vision of a million doors opening wide. Now he summoned one of them slamming shut, creating a sound like Gods own sonic boom.

					Just in time, too. For a moment longer his feet remained stuck to the dusty floor, and then something screamed in agony and pulled back from him. Let him go.

					Jake got moving, jerkily at first, then picking up steam.

					God, that had been close! Very faintly, he heard Susannah call his name again but didnt dare throw himself open enough to reply. Hed just have to hope that Oy would hold onto her scent, and that she would keep sending.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						THREE

					

					He decided later that he must have started singing the song from Mrs. Shaws radio shortly after Susannahs final faint cry, but there was no way of telling for sure. One might as well try to pinpoint the genesis of a headache or the exact moment one consciously realizes he is coming down with a cold. What Jake was sure of was that there were more gunshots, and once the buzzing whine of a ricochet, but all that was a good distance behind, and finally he didnt bother ducking anymore (or even looking back). Besides, Oy was moving fast now, really shucking those furry little buns of his. Buried machinery thumped and wheezed. Steel rails surfaced in the passageway floor, leading Jake to assume that once a tram or some other kind of shuttle had run here. At regular intervals, official communiques

					(PATRICIA AHEAD; FEDIC; DO YOU HAVE YOUR BLUE PASS?) were printed on the walls. In some places the tiles had fallen off, in others the tram-rails were gone, and in several spots puddles of ancient, verminous water filled what looked for all the world like potholes. Jake and Oy passed two or three stalled vehicles that resembled a cross between golf-carts and flatcars. They also passed a turnip-headed robot that flashed the dim red bulbs of its eyes and made a single croaking sound that might have been halt. Jake raised one of the Orizas, having no idea if it could do any good against such a thing if it came after him, but the robot never moved. That single dim flash seemed to have drained the last few ergs in its batteries, or energy cells, or atomic slug, or whatever it ran on. Here and there he saw graffiti. Two were familiar. The first was ALL HAIL THE CRIMSON KING, with the red eye above each of the Is in the message.

					The other read BANGO SKANK, 84. Man, Jake thought distractedly, that guy Bango gets around. And then heard himself clearly for the first time, singing under his breath. Not words, exactly, but just an old, barely remembered refrain from one of the songs on Mrs. Shaws kitchen radio: A-wimeweh, a-wimeweh, a-weee-ummm-immm-oweh

					He quit it, creeped out by the muttery, talismanic quality of the chant, and called for Oy to stop. Need to take a leak, boy.

					Oy! Cocked ears and bright eyes providing the rest of the message: Dont take too long.

					Jake sprayed urine onto one of the tile walls. Greenish dreck was seeping between the squares. He also listened for the sound of pursuit and was not disappointed. How many back there? What sort of posse? Roland probably would have known, but Jake had no idea. The echoes made it sound like a regiment.

					As he was shaking off, it came to Jake Chambers that the Pere would never do this again, or grin at him and point his finger, or cross himself before eating. They had killed him. Taken his life. Stopped his breath and pulse. Save perhaps for dreams, die Pere was now gone from the story. Jake began to cry. Like his smile, the tears made him once again look like a child. Oy had turned around, eager to be off on the scent, but now looked back over one shoulder with an expression of unmistakable concern.

					sall right, Jake said, buttoning his fly and then wiping his cheeks with the heel of his hand. Only it wasnt all right. He was more than sad, more than angry, more than scared about the low men running relendessly up his backtrail. Now that the adrenaline in his system had receded, he realized he was hungry as well as sad. Tired, too. Tired?Verging on exhaustion. He couldnt remember when hed last slept. Being sucked through the door into New York, he could remember that, and Oy almost being hit by a taxi, and the God-bomb minister with the name that reminded him of Jimmy Cagney playing George M.

					Cohan in that old black-and-white movie hed watched on the TV in his room when he was small. Because, he realized now, there had been a song in that movie about a guy named Harrigan:

					H-A-double R-I; Harrigan, thats me. He could remember those things, but not when hed last eaten a square-

					Ake! Oy barked, relentless as fate. If bumblers had a breaking point, Jake thought wearily, Oy was still a long way from his. Ake-Ake!

					Yeah-yeah, he agreed, pushing away from the wall. Ake-

					Ake will now run-run. Go on. Find Susannah.

					He wanted to plod, but plodding would quite likely not be good enough. Mere walking, either. He flogged his legs into a jog and once more began to sing under his breath, this time the words to the song: In the jungle, the mighty jungle, the lion sleeps tonight In the jungle, the quiet jungle, the lion sleeps tonight ohhh And then he was off again, wimeweh, wimeweh, luimeweh, nonsense words from the kitchen radio that was always tuned to the oldies on WCBS only werent memories of some movie wound around and into his memory of this particular song? Not a song from Yankee Doodle Dandy but from some other movie?

					One with scary monsters? Something hed seen when he was just a little kid, maybe not even out of his

					(clouts)

					diapers?

					Near the village, the quiet village, the lion sleeps tonight Near the village, the peaceful village, the lion sleeps tonight HUH-oh, awimeweh, a-wimeweh

					He stopped, breathing hard, rubbing his side. He had a stitch there but it wasnt bad, at least not yet, hadnt sunk deep enough to stop him. But that goo that greenish goo dribbling between the tiles it was oozing through the ancient grout and busted ceramic because this was

					(the jungle)

					deep below the city, deep like catacombs

					(wimeweh)

					or like-

					Oy, he said, speaking through chapped lips. Christ, he was so thirsty! Oy, this isnt goo, this is grass. Or weeds or

					Oy barked his friends name, but Jake hardly noticed. The echoing sound of the pursuers continued (had drawn a bit closer, in fact), but for the time being he ignored them, as well.

					Grass, growing out of the tiled wall.

					Overwhelming the wall.

					He looked down and saw more grass, a brilliant green that was almost purple beneath the fluorescent lights, growing out of the floor. And bits of broken tile crumbling into shards and fragments like remains of the old people, the ancestors who had lived and built before the Beams began to break and the world began to move on.

					He bent down. Reached into the grass. Brought up sharp shards of tile, yes, but also earth, the earth of

					(the jungle)

					some deep catacomb or tomb or perhaps-

					There was a beetle crawling through the dirt hed scooped up, a beetle with a red mark on its back like a bloody smile, and Jake cast it away with a cry of disgust. Mark of the King! Say true!

					He came back to himself and realized that he was down on one knee, practicing at archaeology like the hero in some old movie while the hounds drew closer on his trail. And Oy was looking at him, eyes shining with anxiety.

					Ake! Ake-Ake!

					Yeah, he said, heaving himself to his feet. Im coming.

					But Oy what is this place?

					Oy had no idea why he heard anxiety in his ka-dinhs voice; what he saw was the same as before and what he smelled was the same as before: her smell, the scent the boy had asked him to find and follow. And it was fresher now. He ran on along its bright brand.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FOUR

					

					Jake stopped again five minutes later, shouting, Oy! Wait up a minute!

					The stitch in his side was back, and it was deeper, but it still wasnt the stitch that had stopped him. Everythinghad changed.

					Or was changing. And God help him, he thought he knew what it was changing into.

					Above him the fluorescent lights still shone down, but the tile walls were shaggy with greenery. The air had become damp and humid, soaking his shirt and sticking it against his body. A beautiful orange butterfly of startling size flew past his wide eyes. Jake snatched at it but the butterfly eluded him easily.

					Almost merrily, he thought.

					The tiled corridor had become a jungle path. Ahead of them, it sloped up to a ragged hole in die overgrowth, probably some sort of forest clearing. Beyond it Jake could see great old trees growing in a mist, their trunks thick with moss, their branches looped with vines. He could see giant spreading ferns, and through the green lace of the leaves, a burning jungle sky. He knew he was under New York, must be under New York, but-

					What sounded like a monkey chittered, so close by that Jake flinched and looked up, sure he would see it directly overhead, grinning down from behind a bank of lights. And then, freezing his blood, came the heavy roar of a lion. One that was most definitely not asleep.

					He was on the verge of retreating, and at full speed, when he realized he could not; the low men (probably led by the one whod told him the faddah was dinnah) were back that way.

					And Oy was looking at him with bright-eyed impatience, clearly wanting to go on. Oy was no dummy, but he showed no signs of alarm, at least not concerning what was ahead.

					For his own part, Oy still couldnt understand the boys problem. He knew the boy was tired-he could smell that-but he also knew Ake was afraid. Why? There were unpleasant smells in this place, the smell of many men chief among them, but they did not strike Oy as immediately dangerous. And besides, her smell was here. Very fresh now. Almost new.

					Ake! he yapped again.

					Jake had his breath now. All right, he said, looking around. Okay. But slow.

					Lo, Oy said, but even Jake could detect the stunning lack of approval in the bumblers response.

					Jake moved only because he had no other options. He walked up the slope of the overgrown trail (in Oys perception the way was perfecdy straight, and had been ever since leaving the stairs) toward the vine- and fern-fringed opening, toward lunatic chitter of the monkey and the testicle-freezing roar of the hunting lion. The song circled through his mind again and again

					(in the village in the jungle hush my darling, dont stir my darling)

					and now he knew the name of it, even the name of the group

					(thats the Tokens with The Lion Sleeps Tonight, gone from the charts but not from our hearts)

					that had sung it, but what was the movie) What was the name of the goddam mo-

					Jake reached the top of the slope and the edge of the clearing.

					He looked through an interlacing of broad green leaves and brilliant purple flowers (a tiny green worm was journeying into the heart of one), and as he looked, the name of the movie came to him and his skin broke out in gooseflesh from the nape of his neck all the way down to his feet. A moment later the first dinosaur came out of the jungle (the mighty jungle), and walked into the clearing.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FIVE

					

					Once upon a time long ago

					(far and wee)

					when he was just a little lad;

					(theres some for you and some for me)

					once upon a time when mother went to Montreal with her art club and father went to Vegas for the annual unveiling of the fall shows;

					(blackberryjam and blackberry tea)

					once upon a time when Bama was four-

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						SIX

					

					Bamas what the only good one

					(Mrs. Shaw Mrs. Greta Shaw)

					calls him. She cuts the crusts off his sandwiches, she puts his nursie-school drawings on the fridge with magnets that look like little plastic fruits, she calls him Bama and thats a special name to him

					(to them)

					because his father taught him one drunk Saturday afternoon to chant Go wide, go wide, roll you Tide, we dont run and we dont hide, were the Bama Crimson Tide! and so she calls him

					Bama, its a secret name and how they know what it means and no one else does is like having a house you can go into, a safe house in the scary woods where outside the shadows all look like monsters and ogres and tigers.

					(Tyger, tyger, burning bright, his mother sings to him, for this is her idea of a lullabye, along with I heard a fly buzz when I died, which gives Bama Chambers a terrible case of the creeps, although he never tells her; he lies in bed sometimes at night and sometimes during afternoon naptime thinking! will hear a fly and it will be my deathfly, my heart will stop and my tongue will fall down my throat like a stone down a well and these are the memories he denies)

					It is good to have a secret name and ivhen he finds out mother is going to Montreal for the sake of art and father is going to Vegas to help present the Networks new shows at the Up-fronts he begs his mother to ask Mrs. Greta Shaw to stay with him and finally his mother gives in.

					Little Jakie knoivs Mrs. Shaw is not mother and on more than one occasion Mrs. Greta Shaw herself has told him she is not mother

					(I hope you know Im not your mother, Bama, she says, giving him a plate and on the plate is a peanut butter, bacon, and banana sandwich with the crusts cut off as only Greta Shaw knoivs how to cut them off, because that is not in my job description

					(And Jakie-only hes Bama here, hes Bama between them-doesnt know exactly how to tell her he knows that, knows that, knows that, but he II make do with her until the real thing comes along or until he grows old enough to get over his fear of the Deathfly)

					And Jakie says Dont worry, Im okay, but he is still glad Mrs.

					Shaw agrees to stay instead of the latest au pair who wears short skirts and is ahoays playing with her hair and her lipstick and doesnt care jackshit about him and doesnt know that in his secret heart he is

					Bama, and boy that little Daisy Mae

					(which is what his father calls all the au pairs)

					is stupid stupid stupid. Mrs. Shaw isnt stupid. Mrs. Shaw gives him a snack she sometimes calls Afternoon Tea or even High Tea, and no matter what it is-cottage cheese and fruit, a sandwich with the crusts cut off, custard and cake, leftover canapes from a cocktail party the night before-she sings the same little song when she lays it out: A little snack thats far and wee, theres some for you and some for me, blackberry jam and blackberry tea.

					There is a TV is his room, and every day while his folks are gone he takes his after-school snack in there and ivatches watches watches and he hears her radio in the kitchen, always the oldies, always WCBS, and sometimes he hears her, hears Mrs. Greta Shaw singing along with the Four Seasons Wanda Jackson Lee Yah-Yah Dorsey, and sometimes he pretends his folks die in a plane crash and she somehow does become his mother and she calls him poor little lad and poor little lost tyke and then by virtue of some magical transformation she loves him instead of just taking care of him, loves him loves him loves him the way he loves her, shes his mother (or maybe his wife, he is unclear about the difference between the two), but she calls him Bama instead ofsugarlove

					(his real mother)

					or hotshot

					(his father)

					and although he knows the idea is stupid, thinking about it in bed is fun, thinking about it beats the penis-piss out of thinking about the Deathfly that would come and buzz over his corpse when he died with his tongue down his throat like a stone down a well. In the afternoon when he gets home from nursie-school (by the time hes old enough to know its actually nursery school he will be out of it) he watches Million Dollar Movie in his room. On Million Dollar Movie they show exactly the same movie at exactly the same time-four oclock-every day for a week. The week before his parents went away and Mrs. Greta Shaw stayed the night instead of going home

					(O what bliss, for Mrs. Greta Shaw negates Discordia, can you say amen)

					there was music from two directions every day, there were the oldies in the kitchen

					(WCBS can you say God-bomb)

					and on the TV James Cagney is strutting in a derby and singing about Harrigan-H-A-double R-I, Harrigan, thats me! Also the one about being a real live nephew of my Uncle Sam.

					Then its a new week, the week his folks are gone, and a new movie, and the first time he sees it it scares the living breathing shit out of him. This movie is called The Lost Continent, and it stars Mr.

					Cesar Romero, and when Jake sees it again (at the advanced age often) he will wonder how he could ever have been afraid of such a stupid movie as that one. Because its about explorers who get lost in the jungle, see, and there are dinosaurs in the jungle, and at four years of age he didnt realize the dinosaurs were nothing but fucking CARTOONS, no different from Tweety and Sylvester and Popeye the Sailor Man, uck-uckuck, cany a say Wimpy, can you give me Olive Oyl. The first dinosaur he sees is a triceratops that comes blundering out of the jungle, and the girl explorer

					(Bodacious ta-tas, his father would undoubtedly have said, its what his father always says about what Jakes mother calls A Certain Type Of Girl)

					screams her lungs out, and Jake luould scream too if he could but his chest is locked down with terror, o here is Discordia incarnate! In the monsters eyes he sees the utter nothing that means the end of everything, for pleading wont work with such a monster and screaming wont work with such a monster, its too dumb, all screaming does is attract the monsters attention, and does, it turns toward the Daisy Mae with the bodacious ta-tas and then it charges the Daisy Mae with the bodacious ta-tas, and in the kitchen (the mighty kitchen) he hears the Tokens, gone from the charts but not from our hearts, they are singing about the jungle, the peaceful jungle, and here in front of the little boys huge horrified eyes is a jungle which is anything but peaceful, and its not a lion but a lumbering thing that looks sort of like a rhinoceros only bigger, and it has a kind of bone collar around its neck, and later Jake will find out you call this kind of monster a triceratops, but for now it is nameless, which makes it even worse, nameless is worse. Wimeioeh, sing the Tokens, Weee-ummm-a-weh, and of course Cesar Romero shoots the monster just before it can tear the girl with the bodacious ta-tas limb from limb, which is good at the time, but that night the monster comes back, the triceratops comes back, its in his closet, because even at four he understands that sometimes his closet isnt his closet, that its door can open on different places where there are worse things waiting.

					He begins to scream, at night he can scream, and Mrs. Greta Shaw comes into the room. She sits on the edge of his bed, her face ghostly with blue-gray beautymud, and she asks him whats wrong Bama and he is actually able to tell her. He could never have told his father or mother, had one of them been there to begin with, which they of course aren % but he can tell Mrs. Shaw because while she isnt a lot different from the other help-the au pairs babysitters child minders schoolwalkers-she is a little different, enough to put his drawings on the fridge with the little magnets, enough to make all the difference, to hold up the tower of a silly little boys sanity, say hallelujah, say found not lost, say amen.

					She listens to everything he has to say, nodding, and makes him say tri-CER-a-TOPS until finally he gets it right. Getting it right is better.

					And then she says, Those things were real once, but they died out a hundred million years ago, Bama. Maybe even more. Now dont bother me any more because I need my sleep.

					Jake watches The Lost Continent on Million Dollar Movie every day that week. Every time he watches it, it scares him a little less.

					Once, Mrs. Greta Shaw comes in and watches part of it with him. She brings him his snack, a big bowl of Hawaiian Fluff (also one for herself) and sings him her wonderful little song: A little snack thats far and wee, theres some for you and some for me, blackberry jam and blackberry tea. There are no blackberries in Hawaiian Fluff, of course, and they have the last of the Welchs Grape Juice to go with it instead of tea, but Mrs. Greta Shaw says it is the thought that counts. She has taught him to say Rooty-tooty-salutie before they drink, and to clink glasses.

					Jake thinks thats the absolute coolest, the cats ass.

					Pretty soon the dinosaurs come. Bama and Mrs. Greta Shaw sit side by side, eating Hawaiian Fluff and watching as a big one (Mrs. Greta Shaw says you call that kind a Tyrannasorbet Wrecks) eats the bad explorer. Cartoon dinosaurs, Mrs. Greta Shaw sniffs. Wouldnt you think they could do better than that."As far as Jake is concerned, this is the most brilliant piece of film criticism he has ever heard in his life. Brilliant and useful.

					Eventually his parents come back. Top Hat enjoys a weeks run on Million Dollar Movie and littleJakies night terrors are never mentioned.

					Eventually he forgets his fear of the triceratops and the Tyrannasorbet.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						SEVEN

					

					Now, lying in the high green grass and peering into the misty clearing from between the leaves of a fern, Jake discovered that some things you neveriorgot.

					Mind the mind-trap, Jochabim had said, and looking down at the lumbering dinosaur-a cartoon triceratops in a real jungle like an imaginary toad in a real garden-Jake realized that this was it. This was the mind-trap. The triceratops wasnt real no matter how fearsomely it might roar, no matter that Jake could actually smell it-the rank vegetation rotting in the soft folds where its stubby legs met its stomach, the shit caked to its vast armor-plated rear end, the endless cud drooling between its tusk-edged jaws-and hear its panting breath. It couldntbe real, it was a cartoon, for Gods sake!

					And yet he knew it was real enough to kill him. If he went down there, the cartoon triceratops would tear him apart just as it would have torn apart the Daisy Mae with die bodacious ta-tas if Cesar Romero hadnt appeared in time to put a bullet into the things One Vulnerable Spot with his big-game hunters rifle.

					Jake had gotten rid of the hand that had tried to monkey with his motor controls-had slammed all those doors so hard hed chopped off the hands intruding fingers, for all he knew-but this was different. He could not close his eyes and just walk by; that was a real monster his traitor mind had created, and it could really tear him apart.

					There was no Cesar Romero here to keep it from happening.

					No Roland, either.

					There were only the low men, running his backtrail and getting closer all the time.

					As if to emphasize this point, Oy looked back the way theyd come and barked once, piercingly loud.

					The triceratops heard and roared in response. Jake expected Oy to shrink against him at that mighty sound, but Oy continued to look back over Jakes shoulder. It was the low men Oy was worried about, not the triceratops below them or the Tyrannasorbet Wrecks that might come next, or-

					Because Oy doesnt see it, he thought.

					He monkeyed with this idea and couldnt pull it apart. Oy hadnt smelled it or heard it, either. The conclusion was inescapable: to Oy the terrible triceratops in the mighty jungle below did not exist.

					Which doesnt change the fact that it does to me. Its a trap that was set for me, or for anyone else equipped with an imagination who might happen along. Some gadget of the old people, no doubt. Too bad its not broken like most of their other stuff, but its not. I see what I see and theres nothing I can do about i-

					No, wait.

					Wait just a second.

					Jake had no idea how good his mental connection tp Oy actually was, but thought he would soon find out.

					Oy!

					The calling voices of the low men were now horribly close.

					Soon they would see the boy and the bumbler stopped here and break into a charge. Oy could smell them coming but looked at Jake calmly enough anyway. At his beloved Jake, for whom he would die if called upon to do so.

					Oy, can you change places with me?

					It turned out that he could.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						EIGHT

					

					Oy tottered erect with Ake in his arms, swaying back and forth, horrified to discover how narrow the boys range of balance was. The idea of walking even a short distance on but two legs was terribly daunting, yet it would have to be done, and done at once. Ake said so.

					For his part, Jake knew he would have to shut the borrowed eyes he was looking through. He was in Oys head but he could still see the triceratops; now he could also see a pterodactyl cruising the hot air above the clearing, its leathery wings stretched to catch the thermals blowing from the air-exchangers.

					Oy! You have to do it on your own. And if we re going to stay ahead of them you have to do it now.

					Ake! Oy responded, and took a tentative step forward. The boys body wavered from side to side, out to the very edge of balance and then beyond. Akes stupid two-legs body tumbled sideways. Oy tried to save it and only made the tumble worse, going down on the boys right side and bumping Akes furry head.

					Oy tried to bark his frustration. What came out of Akes mouth was a stupid thing that was more word than sound:

					Bark! Ark! SAif-barkl

					I hear him! someone shouted. Run! Come on, doubletime, you useless cunts! Before the little bastard gets to the door!

					Akes ears werent keen, but with the way the tile walls magnified sounds, that was no problem. Oy could hear their running footfalls.

					You have to get up and go.I Jake tried to yell, and what came out was a garbled, barking sentence: Ake-Ake, affal Up n go!

					Under other circumstances it might have been funny, but not under these.

					Oy got up by putting Akes back against the wall and pushing with Akes legs. At last he was getting the hang of the motor controls; they were in a place Ake called Dogan and were fairly simple. Off to the left, however, an arched corridor led into a huge room filled with mirror-bright machinery. Oy knew that if he went into that place-the chamber where Ake kept all his marvelous thoughts and his store of words-he would be lost forever.

					Luckily, he didnt need to. Everything he needed was in the Dogan. Left foot forward. (And pause.) Right foot forward.

					(Andpause.) Hold die thing that looks like a billy-bumbler but is really your friend and use the other arm for balance.

					Resist the urge to drop to all fours and crawl. The pursuers will catch up if he does that; he can no longer smell them (not Akes amazingly stupid little bulb of a snout), but he is sure of it, all the same.

					For his part, Jake could smell them clearly, at least a dozen and maybe as many as sixteen. Their bodies were perfect engines of stink, and they pushed the aroma ahead of them in a dirty cloud. He could smell the asparagus one had had for dinner; could smell the meaty, wrong aroma of the cancer which was growing in another, probably in his head but perhaps in his throat.

					Then he heard the triceratops roar again. It was answered by the bird-thing riding the air overhead.

					Jake closed his-well, Oys-eyes. In the dark, the bumblers side-to-side motion was even worse. Jake was concerned that if he had to put up with much of it (especially with his eyes shut), he would ralph his guts out. Just call him Bama the Seasick Sailor.

					Go, Oy, he thought. Fast as you can. Dont fall down again, but fast as you can!

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						NINE

					

					Had Eddie been there, he might have been reminded of Mrs.

					Mislaburski from up the block: Mrs. Mislaburski in February, after a sleet storm, when the sidewalk was glazed with ice and not yet salted down. But, ice or no ice, she would not be kept from her daily chop or bit offish at the Castle Avenue Market

					(or from mass on Sunday, for Mrs. Mislaburski was perhaps the most devout Catholic in Co-Op City). So here she came, thick legs spread, candy-pink in their support hose, one arm clutching her purse to her immense bosom, the other held out for balance, head down, eyes searching for the islands of ashes where some responsible building super had already been out (Jesus and Mother Mary bless those good men), also for the treacherous patches that would defeat her, that would send her whoopsy with her large pink knees flying apart, and down shed come on her sit-upon, or maybe on her back, a woman could break her spine, a woman could be paralyzed like poor Mrs. Bernsteins daughter that was in the car accident in Mamaroneck, such things happened. And so she ignored the catcalls of the children (Henry Dean and his little brother Eddie often among them) and went on her way, head down, arm outstretched for balance, sturdy black old ladys purse curled to her midsection, determined that if she did go whoopsymy-daisy she would protect her purse and its contents at all costs, would fall on it like Joe Namath falling on the football after a sack.

					So did Oy of Mid-World walk the body of Jake along a stretch of underground corridor that looked (to him, at least) pretty much like all the rest. The only difference he could see was the three holes on either side, with big glass eyes looking out of them, eyes that made a low and constant humming sound.

					In his arms was something that looked like a bumbler with its eyes squeezed tightly shut. Had they been open, Jake might have recognized these things as projecting devices. More likely he would not have seen them at all.

					Walking slowly (Oy knew they were gaining, but he also knew that walking slowly was better than falling down), legs spread wide and shuffling along, holding Ake curled to his chest just as Mrs. Mislaburski had held her purse on those icy days, he made his way past the glass eyes. The hum faded. Was it far enough? He hoped so. Walking like a human was simply too hard, too nerve-wracking. So was being close to all of Akes thinking machinery. He felt an urge to turn and look at it-all those bright mirror surfaces!-but didnt. To look might well bring on hypnosis. Or something worse.

					He stopped. Jake! Look! See!

					Jake tried to reply Okay and barked, instead. Pretty funny.

					He cautiously opened his eyes and saw tiled wall on both sides.

					There was grass and tiny sprays of fern still growing out of it, true enough, but it was tile. It was corridor. He looked behind him and saw the clearing. The triceratops had forgotten them.

					It was locked in a battle to the death with the Tyrannasorbet, a scene he recalled with complete clarity from The Lost Continent.

					The girl with the bodacious ta-tas had watched the battle fromthe safety of Cesar Romeros arms, and when the cartoon Tyrannasorbet had clamped its huge mouth over the triceratopss face in a death-bite, the girl had buried her own face against Cesar Romeros manly chest.

					Oy!"Jake barked, but barking was lame and he switched to thinking, instead.

					Change back with me!

					Oy was eager to comply-never had he wanted anything so much-but before they could effect the swap, the pursuers caught sight of them.

					Theah! shouted the one with the Boston accent-he who had proclaimed that the Faddahwas dinnah. Theah they aah!

					Get em! Shoot em!

					And, as Jake and Oy switched their minds back into their proper bodies, the first bullets began to flick the air around them like snapping fingers.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						TEN

					

					The fellow leading the pursuers was a man named Flaherty. Of the seventeen of them, he was the only hume. The rest save one were low men and vampires. The last was a taheen with the head of an intelligent stoat and a pair of huge hairy legs protruding from Bermuda shorts. Below the legs were narrow feet that ended in brutally sharp thorns. A single kick from one of Lamias feet could cut a full-grown man in half.

					Flaherty-raised in Boston, for the last twenty years one of the Kings men in a score of late-twentieth-century New Yorks-had put together his posse as fast as he could, in a nerve-roasting agony of fear and fury. Nothing gets into the Pig.

					That was what Sayre had told Meiman. And anything that did get in was not, under any circumstances, to be allowed out.

					That went double for the gunslinger or any of his ka-tet. Their meddling had long since passed the merely annoying stage, and you didnt have to be one of the elite to know it. But now Meiman, who had been called the Canary by his few friends, was dead and the kid had somehow gotten past them. A kid,for Gods love! A fucking kid! But how were they to know that the two of them would have such a powerful totem as that turtle?

					If the damn thing hadnt happened to bounce beneath one of the tables, it might be holding them in place still.

					Flaherty knew it was true, but also knew that Sayre would never accept it as a valid argument. Would not even give him,

					Flaherty, a chance to put it forward. No, he would be dead long before that, and the others, as well. Sprawled on the floor with the doctor-bugs gorging on their blood.

					It was easy to say that the kid would be stopped at the door, that he wouldnt-couldnt-know any of the authorization phrases that opened it, but Flaherty no longer trusted such ideas, tempting as they might be. All bets were off, and Flaherty felt a soaring sense of relief when he saw the kid and his furry little pal stopped up ahead. Several of the posse fired, but missed.

					Flaherty wasnt surprised. There was some sort of green area between them and the kid, a fucking swatch of jungle under the city was what it looked like, and a mist was rising, making it hard to aim. Plus some kind of ridiculous cartoon dinosaurs! One of them raised its blood-smeared head and roared at them, holding its tiny forepaws against its scaly chest.

					Looks like a dragon, Flaherty thought, and before his eyes the cartoon dinosaur became-A dragon. It roared and spewed a jet of fire that set several dangling vines and a mat of hanging moss to burning. The kid, meanwhile, was on the move again.

					Lamia, the stoat-headed taheen, pushed his way to the forefront and raised one furred fist to his forehead. Flaherty returned the salute impatiently. Whats down theah, Lam? Do you know?

					Flaherty himself had never been below the Pig. When he traveled on business, it was always between New Yorks, which meant using either the door on Forty-seventh Street between First and Second, the one in the eternally empty warehouse on Bleecker Street (only in some worlds that one was an eternally half-completed building), or the one way uptown on Ninetyfourth Street. (The last was now on the blink much of the time, and of course nobody knew how to fix it.) There were doors in the city-New York was lousy with portals to other wheres and whens-but those were the only ones that still worked.

					And the one to Fedic, of course. The one up ahead.

					Tis a mirage-maker, the stoat-thing said. Its voice was wet and rumbling and very far from human. Yon machine trolls for what ye fear and makes it real. Sayre wouldve turned it on when he and his tet passed with the blackskin jilly. To keep

					is backtrail safe, ye do ken.

					Flaherty nodded. A mind-trap. Very clever. Yet how good was it, really? Somehow the cursed shitting boy had passed, hadnt he?

					Whatever the boy saw will turn into what we fear, the taheen said. It works on imagination.

					Imagination. Flaherty seized on the word. Fine. Whatevah they see down theah, tell em to just ignore it.

					He raised an arm to motion his men onward, greatly relieved by what Lam had told him. Because they had to press the chase, didnt they? Sayre (or Walter o Dim, who was even worse) would very likely kill die lot of diem if they failed to stop yon snot-babby. And Flaherty really did?ear die idea of dragons, that was die odier uiing; had ever since his fadier had read him a story about such when he was a boy.

					The taheen stopped him before he could complete the lets-go gesture.

					What now, Lam? Flaherty snarled.

					You dont understand. Whats down there is real enough to kill you. To kill all of us.

					What do you see, then? This was no time to be curious, but that had always been Conor Flahertys curse.

					Lamia lowered his head. I dont like to say. Tis bad enough. The point is, sai, well die down there if were not careful.

					What happened to you might look like a stroke or a heart attack to a cut-em-up man, but twould be whatever you see down there. Anyone who doesnt diink die imagination can kill is a fool.

					 The rest had gathered behind the taheen now. They were alternating glances into the hazy clearing with looks at Lamia.

					Flaherty didnt like what he saw on their faces, not a bit. Rilling one or two of those least willing to veil their sullen eyes might restore the enthusiasm of the rest, but what good would that do if Lamia was right? Cursed old people, always leaving their toys behind! Dangerous toys! How they complicated a mans life! A pox on every last one!

					Then how do we get past? Flaherty cried. For that mattah, how did the brat get past?

					Dunno about the brat, Lamia said, but all we need to do is shoot the projectors.

					What shitting projectors?

					Lamia pointed below or along the course of the corridor, if what the ugly bastard said was true. There, Lam said. I know you cant see em, but take my word for it, theyre there.

					Either side.

					Flaherty was watching with a certain fascination as Jakes mistyjungle clearing continued to change before his eyes into the deep dark forest, as in Once upon a time when everyone lived in the deep dark forest and nobody lived anywhere else, a dragon came to rampage.

					Flaherty didnt know what Lamia and the rest of them were seeing, but before his eyes the dragon (which had been a Tyrannasorbet Wrecks not so long ago) obediently rampaged, setting trees on fire and looking for little Catholic boys to eat.

					I see NOTHING! he shouted at Lamia. I think youah out of your shitting MIND!

					Ive seen em turned off, Lamia said quietly, and can recall near about where they lie. If youll let me bring up four men and set em shooting on either side, I dont believe it will take long to shut em down.

					And what will Sayre say when I tell him we shot the hell out of his precious mind-trap?Flaherty could have said. What will Walter o

					Dim say, for that mattah? For whats roont can never be fixed, not by such as us who know hmu to rub two sticks together and make afire but not much more.

					Could have said but didnt. Because getting the boy wasmore important than any antique gadget of the old people, even one as amazing as yon mind-trap. And Sayre was the one who turned it on, wasnt he? Say aye! If there was explaining to be done, let Sayre do it! Let him make his knee to the big boys and talk till they shut him up! Meanwhile, the gods-damned snot-babby continued to rebuild the lead that Flaherty (whod had visions of being honored for stepping so promptly into the breach) and his men had so radically reduced. If only one of them had been lucky enough to hit the kid when he and his little furbag friend had been in view! Ah, but wish in one hand, shit in the other! See which one fills up first!

					Bring youah best shots, Flaherty said in his Back Bay/John F. Kennedy accent. Have at it.

					Lamia ordered three low men and one of the vamps forward, put two on each side, and talked to them rapidly in another language. Flaherty gathered that a couple of them had already been down here and, like Lam, remembered about where the projectors lay hidden in the walls.

					Meanwhile, Flahertys dragon-or, more properly speaking, his das dragon-continued to rampage in the deep dark forest (the jungle was completely gone now) and set things on fire.

					At last-although it seemed a very long time to Flaherty, it was probably less than thirty seconds-the sharpshooters began to fire. Almost immediately both forest and dragon paled before Flahertys eyes, turned into something that looked like overexposed movie footage.

					Thats one of em, cullies! Lamia yelled in a voice that became unfortunately ovine when it was raised. Pour it on! Pour it on for the love of your fathers!

					Half this crew probably never had such a thing, Flaherty thought morosely. Then came the clearly audible shatter-sound of breaking glass and the dragon froze in place with billows of flame issuing from its mouth and nostrils, as well as from the gills on the sides of its armored throat.

					Encouraged, the sharpshooters began firing faster, and a few moments later the clearing and the frozen dragon both disappeared. Where they had been was only more tiled hallway, with the tracks of those who had recently passed diis way marking the dust. On either side were the shattered projector portals.

					All right! Flaherty yelled after giving Lamia an approving nod. Now were going after the kid, and were going to doubletime it, and were going to catch him, and were going to bring him back with his head on a stick! Are you with me?

					They roared savage agreement, none louder than Lamia, whose eyes glowed the same baleful yellow-orange as the dragons breath.

					Good, then! Flaherty set off, roaring a tune any Marine drill-corps would have recognized: We dont care how far you run-

					WE DONT CARE HOW FAR YOU RUN! they bawled back as they trotted four abreast through the place where Jakes jungle had been. Their feet crunched in the shattered glass.

					Well bring you back before were done!

					WEll BRING YOU BACK BEFORE \WRE DONE!

					You can run to Cain or Lud-

					YOU CAN RUN TO CAIN OR LUD!

					Well eat your balls and drink your blood!

					They called it in return, and Flaherty picked lip tile pace yet a little more.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						ELEVEN

					

					Jake heard them coming again, come-come-commala. Heard them promising to eat his balls and drink his blood.

					Brag, brag, brag, he thought, but tried to r un faster, anyway.

					He was alarmed to find he couldnt. Doing the mindswap with Oy had tired him out quite a little b-

					No.

					Roland had taught him that self-deception was nothing but pride in disguise, an indulgence to be denied. Jake had done his best to heed this advice, and as a result admitted that being tired no longer described his situation. The stitch in his side had grown fangs that had sunk deep into his armpit. He knew he had gained on his pursuers; he also knew from the shouted cadence-chant that they were making up the distance theyd lost. Soon they would be shooting at him and Oy again, and while men didnt shoot for shit while they were running, someone could always get lucky.

					Now he saw something up ahead, blocking the corridor. A door. As he approached it, Jake allowed himself to wonder what hed do if Susannah wasnt on the other side. Or if she was there but didnt know how to help him.

					Well, he and Oy would make a stand, that was all. No cover, no way to reenact Thermopylae Pass this time, but hed throw plates and take heads until they brought him down.

					If he needed to, that was.

					Maybe he would not.

					Jake pounded toward the door, his breath now hot in his throat-close to burning-and thought, Its just as well. I couldnt have run much further, anyway.

					Oy got there first. He put his front paws on the ghostwood and looked up as if reading the words stamped into the door and the message flashing below them. Then he looked back at Jake, who came panting up with one hand pressed against his armpit and the remaining Orizas clanging loudly back and forth in their bag.
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					He tried the doorknob, but that was only a formality. When the chilly metal refused to turn in his grip, he didnt bother trying again but hammered the heels of both hands against the wood, instead. Susannah! he shouted. If youre there, let me in!

					Not by the hair of my chinny-chin-chin he heard his father say, and his mother, much more gravely, as if she knew storytelling was serious business: I heard a fly buzz, when I died.

					From behind the door there was nothing. From behind Jake, the chanting voices of the Crimson Kings posse swept closer.

					Susannah! he bawled, and when there was no answer this time he turned, pvit his back to the door (hadnt he always known it would end just this way, with his back to a locked door?), and seized an Oriza in each hand. Oy stood between his feet, and now his fur was bushed out, now the velvety-soft skin of his muzzle wrinkled back to show his teeth.

					Jake crossed his arms, assuming the load.

					Come on then, you bastards, he said. For Gilead and the Eld. For Roland, son of Steven. For me and Oy.

					At first he was too fiercely concentrated on dying well, of taking at least one of them with him (the fellow whod told him the Faddahwas dinnahwould be his personal preference) and more if he could, to realize the voice he was hearing had come from the other side of the door rather than from his own mind.

					Jake! Is it really you, sugarpie?

					His eyes widened. Oh please let it not be a trick. If it was,

					Jake reckoned that he would never be played another.

					Susannah, theyre coming! Do you know how-

					Yes! Should still be chassit, do you hear me? If Nigels right, the word should still be cha-

					Jake didnt give her a chance to finish saying it again. Now he could see them sweeping toward him, running full-out.

					Some waving guns and already shooting into the air.

					Chassit! he yelled. Chassit for the Tower! Open! Open, you son of a bitch!

					Behind his pressing back the door between New York and Fedic clicked open. At the head of the charging posse, Flaherty saw it happen, uttered the bitterest curse in his lexicon, and fired a single bullet. He was a good shot, and all the force of his not inconsiderable will went with diat particular slug, guiding it. No doubt it would have punched through Jakes forehead above the left eye, entering his brain and ending his life, not a strong, brown-fingered hand seized Jake by the collar at that very moment and yanked him backward through the shrill elevator-shaft whistle that sounds endlessly between the levels of the Dark Tower. The bullet buzzed by his head instead of entering it.

					Oy came with him, barking his friends name shrilly-

					Ake-Ake, Ake-Ake!-and the door slammed shut behind them.

					Flaherty reached it twenty seconds later and hammered on it until his fists bled (when Lamia tried to restrain him, Flaherty thrust him back with such ferocity that the taheen went asprawl),

					but there was nothing he could do. Hammering did not work; cursing did not work; nothing worked.

					At the very last minute, the boy and the bumbler had eluded them. For yet a little while longer the core of Rolands ka-tet remained unbroken.

					
				                                        
			                    



Test Book


                    
				
					Chapter VI:

					ON TURTLEBACK LANE

				

				                                        
					
						ONE

					

					See this, I do beg ya, and see it very well, for its one of the most beautiful places that still remain in America.

					Id show you a homely dirt lane running along a heavily wooded switchback ridge in western Maine, its north and south ends spilling onto Route 7 about two miles apart. Just west of this ridge, like a jewelers setting, is a deep green dimple in the landscape. At the bottom of it-the stone in the setting-is Kezar Lake. Like all mountain lakes, it may change its aspect half a dozen times in the course of a single day, for here the weather is beyond prankish; you could call it half-mad and be perfectly accurate. The locals will be happy to tell you about icecream snow flurries that came to this part of the world once in late August (that would be 1948) and once spang on the Glorious Fourth (1959). Theyll be even more delighted to tell you about the tornado that came blasting across the lakes frozen surface in January of 1971, sucking up snow and creating a whirling mini-blizzard that crackled with thunder in its middle.

					Hard to believe such crazy-jane weather, but you could go and see Gary Barker, if you dont believe me; hes got the pictures to prove it.

					Today the lake at the bottom of the dimple is blacker than homemade sin, not just reflecting the thunderheads massing overhead but amplifying their mood. Every now and then a splinter of silver streaks across that obsidian looking-glass as lightning stabs out of the clouds overhead. The sound of thunder rolls through the congested sky west to east, like the wheels of some great stone bucka rolling down an alley in the sky. The pines and oaks and birches are still and all the world holds its breath. All shadows have disappeared. The birds have fallen silent. Overhead another of those great waggons rolls its solemn course, and in its wake-hark!-we hear an engine. Soon enough John Cullums dusty Ford Galaxie appears with Eddie Deans anxious face rising behind the wheel and the headlights shining in the premature gathering dark.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						TWO

					

					Eddie opened his mouth to ask Roland how far they were going, but of course he knew. Turtleback Lanes south end was marked by a sign bearing a large black 1, and each of the driveways splitting off lakeward to their left bore another, higher number.

					They caught glimpses of the water through the trees, but the houses themselves were below them on the slope and tucked out of sight. Eddie seemed to taste ozone and electric grease with every breath he drew, and twice patted the hair on the nape of his neck, sure it would be standing on end. It wasnt, but knowing it didnt change the nervous, witchy feeling of exhilaration that kept sweeping through him, lighting up his solar plexus like an overloaded circuit-breaker and spreading out from there. It was the storm, of course; he just happened to be one of those people who feel them coming along the ends of their nerves. But never ones approach as strongly as this.

					Its not all the storm, and you know it.

					No, of course not. Although he thought all those wild volts might somehow have facilitated his contact with Susannah. It came and went like the reception you sometimes got from distant radio stations at night, but since their meeting with

					(Ye Child of Roderick, ye spoiled, ye lost)

					Chevin of Chayven, it had become much stronger. Because this whole part of Maine was thin, he suspected, and close to many worlds. Just as their ka-tet was close to whole again. For Jake was with Susannah, and the two of them seemed to be safe enough for the time being, with a solid door between them and their pursuers. Yet there was something ahead of those two, as well-something Susannah either didnt want to talk about or couldnt make clear. Even so, Eddie had sensed both her horror of it and her terror that it might come back, and he thought he knew what it was: Mias baby. Which had been Susannahs as well in some way he still didnt fully understand. Why an armed woman should be afraid of an infant, Eddie didnt know, but he was sure that if she was, there must be a good reason for it.

					They passed a sign that said FENN, I 1, and another that said ISRAEL, 12. Then they came around a curve and Eddie stamped on the Galaxies brakes, bringing the car to a hard and dusty stop. Parked at the side of the road beside a sign reading BECKHARDT, 13, was a familiar Ford pickup truck and an even more familiar man leaning nonchalantly against the trucks rustspotted longbed, dressed in cuffed bluejeans and an ironed blue chambray shirt buttoned all the way to the closeshaved, watded neck. He also wore a Boston Red Sox cap tilted just a little to one side as if to say / got the drop on you, partner. He was smoking a pipe, the blue smoke rising and seeming to hang suspended around his seamed and good-humored face on the breathless pre-storm air.

					All this Eddie saw with the clarity of his amped-up nerves, aware that he was smiling as you do when you come across an old friend in a strange place-the Pyramids of Egypt, the marketplace in old Tangiers, maybe an island off the coast of Formosa, or Turtleback Lane in Lovell on a thunderstruck afternoon in the summer of 1977. And Roland was also smiling.

					Old long, tall, and ugly-smiling! Wonders never ceased, it seemed.

					They got out of the car and approached John Cullum.

					Roland raised a fist to his forehead and bent his knee a little.

					Hile, John! I see you very well.

					Ayuh, see you, too, John Cullum said. Clear as day. He skimmed a salute outward from beneath the brim of his cap and above the tangle of his eyebrows. Then he dipped his chin in Eddies direction. Young fella.

					Long days and pleasant nights, Eddie said, and touched his knuckles to his brow. He was not from this world, not anymore, and it was a relief to give up the pretense.

					Thats a pretty thing to say, John remarked. Then: I beat you here. Kinda thought I might.

					Roland looked around at the woods on both sides of the road, and at the lane of gathering darkness in the sky above it.

					I dont think this is quite the place? In his voice was the barest touch of a question.

					Nope, it aint quite the place you want to finish up, John agreed, puffing his pipe. I passed where you want to finish up on mway in, and I tell you this: if you mean to palaver, we better do it here rather than there. You go up there, you wont be able tdo nawthin but gape. I tell you, I aint never seen the beat of it. For a moment his face shone like the face of a child whos caught his first firefly in ajar and Eddie saw that he meant every word.

					Why? he asked. Whats up there? Is it walk-ins? Or is it a door? The idea occurred to him and then seized him. It is a door, isnt it? And its open!

					John began to shake his head, then appeared to reconsider.

					Might be a door, he said, stretching the noun out until it became something luxurious, like a sigh at the end of a long hard day: doe-ahh. Doesnt exactly look like a door, but ayuh. Could be. Somewhere in that light? He appeared to calculate. Ayuh. But I think you boys want to palaver, and if we go up there to Cara Laughs, there wont be no palaver; just you standin there with your jaws dropped. Cullum threw back his head and laughed. Me, too!

					Whats Cara Laughs? Eddie asked.

					John shrugged. A lot of folks with lakefront properties name their houses. I think its because they pay smuch for em, they want a little more back. Anyway, Caras empty right now.

					Family named McCray from Washington D.C. owns it, but they gut it up for sale. Theyve run onto some hard luck. Fella had a stroke, and she He made a bottle-tipping motion.

					Eddie nodded. There was a great deal about this Towerchasing business he didnt understand, but there were also things he knew without asking. One was that the core of the walk-in activity in this part of the world was the house on Turtle-back Lane John Cullum had identified as Cara Laughs. And when they got there, theyd find the identifying number at the head of the driveway was 19.

					He looked up and saw the storm-clouds moving steadily west above Kezar Lake. West toward the White Mountains, too-what was almost surely called the Discordia in a world not far from here-and along the Path of the Beam.

					Always along the Path of the Beam.

					What do you suggest, John? Roland asked.

					Cullum nodded at the sign reading BECKHARDT. Ive caretook for Dick Beckhardt since the late fifties, he said. Helluva nice man. Hes in Wasinton now, doin something with the Carter administration. Caaa-tah. I got a key. I think maybe we ought to go on down there. Its warm n dry, and I dont think its gonna be either one out here before long. You boys cn tell your tale, and I cn listen-which is a thing I do tolably well-and then we can all take a run up to Cara. I well I just never

					He shook his head, took his pipe out of his mouth, and looked at them with naked wonder. I never seen the beat of it, I tell you. It was like I didnt even know how to look at it.

					Come on, Roland said. Well all ride down in your cartomobile, if it does ya.

					Does me just fine, John said, and got into the back.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						THREE

					

					Dick Beckhardts cottage was half a mile down, pine-walled, cozy.

					There was a pot-bellied stove in the living room and a braided rug on the floor. The west-facing wall was glass from end to end and Eddie had to stand there for a moment, looking out, in spite of the urgency of their errand. The lake had gone a shade of dead ebony that was somehow frightening-like the eye of a zombie, he thought, and had no idea why he thought it. He had an idea that if the wind picked up (as it would surely do when the rain came), the whitecaps would ruffle the surface and make it easier to look at. Would take away that look of something looking back at you.

					John Cullum sat at Dick Beckhardts table of polished pine, took off his hat, and held it in the bunched fingers of his right hand. He looked at Roland and Eddie gravely. We know each other pretty damn well for folks who havent known each other very damn long, he said. Wouldnt you say thats so?

					They nodded. Eddie kept expecting the wind to begin outside, but the world went on holding its breath. He was willing to bet it was going to be one hellacious storm when it came.

					Folks gut tknow each other that way in the Army, John said. In the war. Aaa-my. And war too Yankee for representation.

					Way it always is when the chipsre down, I shd judge.

					Aye, Roland agreed. Gunfire makes close relations, we say.

					Do ya? Now I know you gut things to tell me, but before you start, theres one thing I gut to tell you. And I shd smile n kiss a pig if it dont please you good n hard.

					What? Eddie asked.

					County Sheriff Eldon Royster took four fellas into custody over in Auburn couple of hours ago. Seems as though they was tryin to sneak past a police roadblock on a woods road and gut stuck for their trouble. John put his pipe in his mouth, took a wooden match from his breast pocket, and set his thumb against the tip. For the moment, however, he didnt flick it; only held it there. Reason they us tryin to sneak around is they seemed to have quite a fair amount of fire-power. Fiah-powah.

					Machine-guns, grenades, and some of that stuff they call C-4.

					One of em was a fella I blieve you mentioned-Jack Andolini?

					And with that he popped the Diamond Bluetip alight.

					Eddie collapsed back in one of sai Beckhardts prim Shaker chairs, turned his head up to the ceiling, and bellowed laughter at the rafters. When he was tickled, Roland reflected, no one could laugh like Eddie Dean. At least not since Cuthbert Allgood had passed into the clearing. Handsome Jack Andolini, sitting in a county hoosegow in the State of Maine! he said.

					Roll me in sugar and call me a fuckin jelly-doughnut! If only my brother Henry was alive to see it.

					Then Eddie realized that Henry probably was alive right now-some version of him, anyway. Assuming the Dean brothers existed in this world.

					Ayuh, thought thatd please ya, John said, drawing the flame of the rapidly blackening match down into the bowl of his pipe. It clearly pleased him, too. He was grinning almost too hard to kindle his tobacco.

					Oh deary-dear, Eddie said, wiping his eyes. That makes my day. Almost makes my year.

					I gut somethin else for ya, John said, but well let her be for now. The pipe was at last going to his satisfaction and he settled back, eyes shifting between the two strange, wandering men he had met earlier that day. Men whose ka was now entwined with his own, for better or worse, and richer or poorer. Right now Id like thear your story. And just what it is youd have me do.

					How old are you, John? Roland asked him.

					Not s old I dont still have a little get up n go, John replied, a trifle coldly. What about yself, chummy? How many times you ducked under the pole?

					Roland gave him a smile-the kind that said point taken, now lets change the subject. Eddie will speak for both of us, he said. They had decided on this during their ride from Bridgton.

					My own tales too long.

					Do you say so, John remarked.

					I do, Roland said. Let Eddie tell you his story, as much as he has time for, and well both tell what wed have you do, and then, if you agree, hell give you one thing to take to a man named Moses Carver and Ill give you another.

					John Cullum considered this, then nodded. He turned to Eddie.

					Eddie took a deep breath. The first thing you ought to know is that I met this guy here in a middle of an airplane flight from Nassau, the Bahamas, to Kennedy Airport in New York. I

					was hooked on heroin at the time, and so was my brouier. I was muling a load of cocaine.

					And when might this have been, son? John Cullum asked.

					The summer of 1987.

					They saw wonder on Cullums face but no shade of disbelief.

					So you do come from the future! Gorry! He leaned forward through the fragrant pipe-smoke. Son, he said, tell your tale. And dontcha skip a goddam word.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FOUR

					

					It took Eddie almost an hour and a half-and in the cause of brevity he did skip some of the things that had happened to them. By the time hed finished, a premature night had settled on the lake below them. And still the threatening storm neither broke nor moved on. Above Dick Beckhardts cottage thunder sometimes rumbled and sometimes cracked so sharply they all jumped. A stroke of lightning jabbed directly into the center of the narrow lake below them, briefly illuminating the entire surface a delicate nacreous purple. Once the wind arose, making voices move through the trees, and Eddie thought Itll come now, surely it will come now, but it did not. Nor did the impending storm leave, and this queer suspension, like a sword hanging by the thinnest of threads, made him think of Susannahs long, strange pregnancy, now terminated. At around seven oclock the power went out and John looked through the kitchen cabinets for a supply of candles while Eddie talked on-the old people of River Crossing, the mad people in the city of Lud, the terrified people of Calla Bryn Sturgis, where theyd met a former priest who seemed to have stepped directly out of a book. John put the candles on the table, along with crackers and cheese and a bottle of Red Zinger iced tea. Eddie finished with their visit to Stephen King, telling how the gunslinger had hypnotized the writer to forget their visit, how they had briefly seen their friend Susannah, and how they had called John Cullum because, as Roland said, there was no one else in this part of the world they could call. When Eddie fell silent, Roland told of meeting Chevin of Chayven on their way to Turtleback Lane.

					The gunslinger laid the silver cross hed shown Chevin on the table by the plate of cheese, and John poked the fine links of the chain with one thick thumbnail.

					Then, for a long time, there was silence.

					When he could bear it no longer, Eddie asked the old caretaker how much of the tale he believed.

					All of it, John said without hesitation. You gut to take care of that rose in New York, dont you?

					Yes, Roland said.

					Because thats whats kep one of those Beams safe while most of the others has been broken down by these what-do-youcall-em telepathies, the Breakers.

					Eddie was amazed at how quickly and easily Cullum had grasped that, but perhaps there was no reason to be. Fresh eyes see clear, Susannah liked to say. And Cullum was very much what the grays of Lud would have called a trig cove.

					Yes, Roland said. You say true.

					The rose is takin care of one Beam. Stephen Kings in charge of the other un. Least, thats what you think.

					Eddie said, Hed bear watching, John-all else aside, hes got some lousy habits-but once we leave this worlds 1977, we can never come back and check on him.

					King doesnt exist in any of these other worlds? John asked.

					Almost surely not, Roland said.

					Even if he does, Eddie put in, what he does in them doesnt matter. This is the key world. This, and the one Roland came from. This world and that one are twins.

					He looked at Roland for confirmation. Roland nodded and lit the last of the cigarettes John had given him earlier.

					I might be able to keep an eye on Stephen King, John said.

					He dont need to know Im doin it, either. That is, if I get back from doin your cussed business in New York. I gut me a pretty good idear what it is, but maybe youd better spell it out.

					From his back pocket he took a battered notepad with the words Mead Memo written on the green cover. He paged most of the way through it, found a blank sheet, produced a pencil from his breast pocket, licked the tip (Eddie restrained a shudder), and then looked at them as expectandy as any freshman on the first day of high school.

					Now, dearies, he said, why dont you tell your Uncle John the rest.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FIVE

					

					This time Roland did most of the talking, and although he had less to say than Eddie, it still took him half an hour, for he spoke with great caution, every now and then turning to Eddie for help with a word or phrase. Eddie had already seen the killer and the diplomat who lived inside Roland of Gilead, but this was his first clear look at the envoy, a messenger who meant to get every word right. Outside, the storm still refused to break or to go away.

					At last the gunslinger sat back. In the yellow glow of the candles, his face appeared both ancient and strangely lovely. Looking at him, Eddie for the first time suspected there might be more wrong with him than what Rosalita Munoz had called the dry twist. Roland had lost weight, and the dark circles beneath his eyes whispered of illness. He drank off a whole glass of the red tea at a single draught, and asked: Do you understand the things Ive told you?

					Ayuh. No more than that.

					Ken it very well, do ya? Roland pressed. No questions?

					Dont think so.

					Tell it back to us, then.

					John had filled two pages with notes in his looping scrawl.

					Now he paged back and forth between them, nodding to himself a couple of times. Then he grunted and returned the pad to his hip pocket. He may be a country cousin, but hes a long way from stupid, Eddie thought. And meeting him was a long way from just luck; that was ka having a very good day.

					Go to New York, John said. Find this fella Aaron Deepneau.

					Keep his buddy out of it. Convince Deepneau that takin care of the rose in that vacant lot is just about the most important job in the world.

					You can cut the just-about, Eddie said.

					John nodded as if that went without saying. He picked up the piece of notepaper with the cartoon beaver on top and tucked it into his voluminous wallet. Passing the bill of sale to him had been one of the harder things Eddie Dean had had to do since being sucked through the unfound door and into East Stoneham, and he came close to snatching it back before it could disappear into the caretakers battered old Lord Buxton.

					He thought he understood much better now about how Calvin Tower had felt.

					Because you boys now own the lot, you own the rose, John said.

					The Tet Corporation now owns the rose, Eddie said. A corporation of which youre about to become executive vicepresident.

					John Cullum looked unimpressed with his putative new title. He said, Deepneaus supposed to draw up articles of incorporation and make sure Tets legal. Then we go to see this fella Moses Carver and make sure he gets on board. Thats apt to be the hard part- Haa-aad paa-aat -but well give it our best go.

					Put Aunties cross around your neck, Roland said, and when you meet with sai Carver, show it to him. It may go a long way toward convincing him youre on the straight. But first you must blow on it, like this.

					On their ride from Bridgton, Roland had asked Eddie if he could think of any secret-no matter how trivial or great-which Susannah and her godfather might have shared in common.

					As a matter of fact Eddie did know such a secret, and he was now astounded to hear Susannah speak it from the cross which lay on Dick Beckhardts pine table.

					We buried Pimsy under the apple tree, where he could watch the blossoms fall in the spring, her voice said. And Daddy Mose told me not to cry anymore, because God thinks to mourn a pet too long

					Here the words faded away, first to a mutter and then to nothing at all. But Eddie remembered the rest and repeated it now:  to mourn a pet too longs a sin. She said Daddy Mose told her she could go to Pimsys grave once in awhile and whisper Be happy in heaven but never to tell anyone else, because preachers dont hold much with the idea of animals going to heaven. And she kept the secret. I was the only one she ever told. Eddie, perhaps remembering that post-coital confidence in the dark of night, was smiling painfully.

					John Cullum looked at the cross, then up at Roland, wideeyed.

					What is it? Some kind of tape recorder? It aint, is it?

					Its a sigul, Roland said patiently. One that may help you with this fellow Carver, if he turns out to be what Eddie calls a hardass. The gunslinger smiled a litde. Hardass was a term he liked. One he understood. Put it on.

					But Cullum didnt, at least not at once. For the first time since the old fellow had come into their acquaintance-including that period when theyd been under fire in the General Store-he looked genuinely discomposed. Is it magic? he asked.

					Roland shrugged impatiently, as if to tell John that the word had no useful meaning in this context, and merely repeated: Put it on.

					Gingerly, as if he thought Aunt Talithas cross might glow redhot at any moment and give him a serious burn, John Cullum did as bid. He bent his head to look down at it (momentarily giving his long Yankee face an amusing burghers double chin), then tucked it into his shirt.

					Gorry, he said again, very softly.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						SIX

					

					Aware that he was speaking now as once hed been spoken to,

					Eddie Dean said: Tell the rest of your lesson, John of East Stoneham, and be true.

					Cullum had gotten out of bed that morning no more than a country caretaker, one of the worlds unknown and unseen.

					Hed go to bed tonight with the potential of becoming one of the worlds most important people, a true prince of the Earth.

					If he was afraid of the idea, it didnt show. Perhaps he hadnt grasped it yet.

					But Eddie didnt believe that. This was the man ka had put in their road, and he was both trig and brave. If Eddie had been Walter at this moment (or Flagg, as Walter sometimes called himself), he believed he would have trembled.

					Well, John said, it dont mind a mite to ya who runs the company, but you want Tet to swallow up Holmes, because from now on the job doesnt have anything to do with makin toothpaste and cappin teeth, although it may go on lookin that way yet awhile.

					And whats-

					Eddie got no further. John raised a gnarled hand to stop him. Eddie tried to imagine a Texas Instruments calculator in that hand and discovered he could, and quite easily. Weird.

					Gimme a chance, youngster, and Ill tell you.

					Eddie sat back, making a zipping motion across his lips.

					Keep the rose safe, thats first. Keep the writah safe, thats second. But beyond that, me and this guy Deepneau and this other guy Carver are sposed to build up one of the worlds most powerful corporations. We trade in real estate, we work with uh He pulled out the battered green pad, consulted it quickly, and put it away. We work with software developers, whatever they are, because theyre gonna be the next wave of technology. Were supposed to remember three words.

					He ticked them off. Microsoft. Microchips. Intel. And nmatter how big we grow-or how fast-our three real jobs are the same: protect the rose, protect Stephen King, and try to screw over two other companies every chance we get. Ones called Sombra. Others There was the slightest of hesitations.

					The others North Central Positronics. Sombras mostly interested in proppity, accordin to you fellas. Positronics well, science and gadgets, thats obvious even to me. If Sombra wants a piece of land, Tet tries tget it first. If North Central wants a patent, we try to get it first, or at least to frig it up for them.

					Throw it to a third party if it comes to that.

					Eddie was nodding approval. He hadnt told John that last, the old guy had come up with it on his own.

					Were the Three Toothless Musketeers, the Old Farts of Apocalypse, and were supposed to keep those two outfits from gettin what they want, by fair means or foul. Dirty tricks most definitely allowed. John grinned. I never been to Harvard Business School"-Haa-vid Biness School-"but I guess I can kick a fella in the crotch as wells anyone.

					Good, Roland said. He started to get up. I think its time we-

					Eddie raised a hand to stop him. Yes, he wanted to get to Susannah and Jake; couldnt wait to sweep his darling into his arms and cover her face with kisses. It seemed years since he had last seen her on the East Road in Calla Bryn Sturgis. Yet he couldnt leave it at this as easily as Roland, who had spent his life being obeyed and had come to take the death-allegiance of complete strangers as a matter of course. What Eddie saw on the other side of Dick Beckhardts table wasnt another tool but an independent Yankee who was tough-minded and smart as a whip but really too old for what they were asking. And speaking of too old, what about Aaron Deepneau, the Chemotherapy Kid?

					My friend wants to get moving and so do I, Eddie said.

					Weve got miles to go yet.

					I know that. Its on your face, son. Like a scar.

					Eddie was fascinated by the idea of duty and ka as something that left a mark, something that might look like decoration to one eye and disfigurement to another. Outside, thunder cracked and lightning flashed.

					But why would you do this? Eddie asked. I have to know that. Why would you take all this on for two men you just met?

					John thought it over. He touched the cross he wore now and would wear until his death in the year of 1989-the cross given to Roland by an old woman in a forgotten town. He would touch it just that way in the years ahead when contemplating some big decision (the biggest might have been the one to sever Tets connection with IBM, a company that had shown an everincreasing willingness to do business with North Central Positronics) or preparing for some covert action (the fire-bombing of Sombra Enterprises in New Delhi, for instance, in the year before he died). The cross spoke to Moses Carver and never spoke again in Cullums presence no matter how much he blew on it, but sometimes, drifting to sleep with his hand clasped around it, he would think: Tis a sigul. Tis a sigul, dear-something that came from another world.

					If he had regrets toward the end (other than about some of the tricks, which were filthy indeed and cost more than one man his life), it was that he never got a chance to visit the world on the other side, which he glimpsed one stormy evening on Turtleback Lane in the town of Lovell. From time to time Rolands sigul sent him dreams of a field filled with roses, and a sooty-black tower. Sometimes he was visited by terrible visions of two crimson eyes, floating unattached to any body and relentlessly scanning the horizon. Sometimes there were dreams in which he heard the sound of a man relentlessly winding his horn. From these latter dreams he would awake with tears on his cheeks, those of longing and loss and love. He would awake with his hand closed around the cross, thinking I denied Discordia and regret nothing; I have spat into the bodiless eyes of the Crimson King and rejoice; I threw my lot with the gunslingers katet and the White and never once questioned the choice.

					Yet for all that he wished he could have walked out, just once, into that other land: the one beyond the door.

					Now he said: You boys want all the right things. I cant put it any clearer than that. I believe you. He hesitated. I believe in you. What I see in your eyes is true.

					Eddie thought he was done, and then Cullum grinned like a boy.

					Also it pears to me youre offerin the keys to one humongous great engine. Engyne. Who wouldnt want to turn it on, and see what it does?

					Are you scared? Roland asked.

					John Cullum considered the question, then nodded.

					Ayuh, he said.

					Roland nodded. Good, he said.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						SEVEN

					

					They drove back up to Turtleback Lane in Cullums car beneath a black, boiling sky. Although diis was the height of the summer season and most of the cottages on Kezar were probably occupied, diey saw not a single car moving in either direction. All the boats on the lake had long since run for cover.

					Said I had somethin else for ya, John said, and went to the back of his truck, where there was a steel lockbox snugged up against the cab. Now the wind had begun to blow. It swirled his scanty fluff of white hair around his head. He ran a combination, popped a padlock, and swung back the lockboxs lid. From inside he brought out two dusty bags the wanderers knew well. One looked almost new compared to the other, which was the scuffed no-color of desert dust and laced its long length with rawhide.

					Our gunna! Eddie cried, so delighted-and so amazed-tfiat the words almost came out in a scream. How in the name of hell-?

					John offered them a smile that augured well for his future as a dirty trickster: bemused on the surface, sly beneath. Nice surprise, aint it? Thought so mself. I went back to get a look at Chips store-what us left of it-while there was still a lot of confusion. People runnin hither, thither, and yon is what I mean to say; coverin bodies, stringin that yella tape, takin pitchers.

					Somebodyd put those bags off to one side and they looked just a dight lonely, so I He shrugged one bony shoulder. I scooped em up.

					This would have been while we were visiting with Calvin Tower and Aaron Deepneau in their rented cabin, Eddie said.

					After you went back home, supposedly to pack for Vermont. Is that right? He was stroking the side of his bag. He knew that smooth surface very well; hadnt he shot the deer it had come from and scraped off the hair with Rolands knife and stitched the hide himself, with Susannah to help him? Not long after the great robot bear Shardik had almost unzipped Eddies guts, that had been. Sometime in the last century, it seemed.

					Yuh, Cullum said, and when the old fellows smile sweetened,

					Eddies last doubts about him departed. They had found the right man for this world. Say true and thank Gan big-big.

					Strap on your gun, Eddie, Roland said, holding out the revolver with the worn sandalwood grips.

					Mine. Norv he calls it mine. Eddie felt a small chill.

					I thought we were going to Susannah and Jake. But he took the revolver and belted it on willingly enough.

					Roland nodded. But I believe we have a little work to do first, against those who killed Callahan and then tried to kill Jake. His face didnt change as he spoke, but both Eddie Dean and John Cullum felt a chill. For a moment it was almost impossible to look at the gunslinger.

					So came-although they did not know it, which was likely more mercy than such as they deserved-the death sentence of Flaherty, the taheen Lamia, and their ka-tet.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						EIGHT

					

					Oh my God, Eddie tried to say, but no sound came out.

					He had seen brightness growing ahead of them as they drove north along Turtleback Lane, following the one working taillight of Cullums truck. At first he thought it might be the carriage-lamps guarding some rich mans driveway, then perhaps floodlights. But the glow kept strengthening, a bluegolden brilliance to their left, where the ridge sloped down to the lake. As they approached the source of the light (Cullums pickup now barely crawling), Eddie gasped and pointed as a circle of radiance broke free of the main body and flew toward them, changing colors as it came: blue to gold to red, red to green to gold and back to blue. In the center of it was something that looked like an insect with four wings. Then, as it soared above the bed of Cullums truck and into the dark woods on die east side of the road, it looked toward them and Eddie saw the insect had a human face.

					What dear God, Roland, what-

					Taheen, Roland said, and said no more. In the growing brilliance his face was calm and tired.

					More circles of light broke free of the main body and streamed across the road in cometary splendor. Eddie saw flies and tiny jeweled hummingbirds and what appeared to be winged frogs. Beyond them

					The taillight of Cullums truck flashed bright, but Eddie was so busy goggling that he would have rear-ended the man had Roland not spoken to him sharply. Eddie threw the Galaxie into Park without bothering to either set the emergency brake or turn off the engine. Then he got out and walked toward the blacktop driveway that descended the steep wooded slope. His eyes were huge in the delicate light, his mouth hung open. Cullum joined him and stood looking down. The driveway was flanked by two signs: CARA LAUGHS on the left and 19 on the right.

					Somethin, aint it? Cullum asked quiedy.

					You got that right, Eddie tried to reply, and still no words would come out of his mouth, only a breathless wheeze.

					Most of the light was coming from the woods to the east of the road and to the left of the Cara Laughs driveway. Here the trees-mosdy pines, spruces, and birches bent from a latewinter ice storm-were spread far apart, and hundreds of figures walked solemnly among them as though in a rustic ballroom, their bare feet scuffing through the leaves. Some were pretty clearly Children of Roderick, and as roont as Chevin of Chayven. Their skins were covered with the sores of radiation sickness and very few had more than a straggle of hair, but the light in which they walked gave them a beauty that was almost too great to look upon. Eddie saw a one-eyed woman carrying what appeared to be a dead child. She looked at him with an expression of sorrow and her mouth moved, but Eddie could hear nothing. He raised his fist to his forehead and bent his leg.

					Then he touched the corner of one eye and pointed to her. I see you, the gesture said or so he hoped. I see you very well. The woman bearing the dead or sleeping child returned the gesture, and then passed from sight.

					Overhead, thunder cracked sharply and lightning flashed down into the center of the glow. An ancient fir tree, its lusty trunk girdled with moss, took the bolt and split apart down its center, falling half one way and half the other. The inside was on fire. And a great gust of sparks-not fire, not this, but something with the ethereal quality of swamplight-went twisting up toward the hanging swags of the clouds. In those sparks Eddie saw tiny dancing bodies, and for a moment he couldnt breathe.

					It was like watching a squadron of Tinker Bells, there and then gone.

					Look at em, John said reverently. Walk-ins! Gorry, theres hundreds! 1 wish my friend Donnie was here to see.

					Eddie thought he was probably right: hundreds of men, women, and children were walking through the woods below them, walking through the light, appearing and disappearing and then appearing again. As he watched, he felt a cold drop of water splash his neck, followed by a second and a third. The wind swooped down through the trees, provoking another upward gush of those fairy-like creatures and turning the tree that had been halved by lightning into a pair of vast crackling torches.

					Come on, Roland said, grabbing Eddies arm. Its going to come a downpour and thisll go out like a candle. If were still on this side when it does, well be stuck here.

					Where- Eddie began, and then he saw. Near the foot of the driveway, where the forest cover gave way to a tumble of rocks falling down to the lake, was the core of the glow, for the time being too bright to look at. Roland dragged him in that direction. John Cullum remained hypnotized for a moment longer by the walk-ins, then tried to follow them.

					No! Roland called over his shoulder. The rain was falling harder now, the drops cold on his skin and the size of coins.

					You have your work, John! Fare you well!

					And you, boys! John called back. He stopped and raised his hand in a wave. A bolt of electricity cut across the sky, momentarily lighting his face in brilliant blue and deepest black. And you!

					Eddie, were going to run into the core of the light,

					Roland said. Its not a door of the old people but of the Prim-that is magic, do ye ken. Itll take us to the place we want, if we concentrate hard enough.

					Where-

					Theres no time! Jakes told me where, by touch! Only hold my hand and keep your mind blank! I can take us!

					Eddie wanted to ask him if he was absolutely sure of that, but there was no time. Roland broke into a run. Eddie joined him.

					They sprinted down the slope and into the light. Eddie felt it breathing over his skin like a million small mouths. Their boots crackled in the deep leaf cover. To his right was the burning tree. He could smell the sap and the sizzle of its cooking bark.

					Now they closed in on the core of the light. At first Eddie could see Kezar Lake through it and then he felt an enormous force grip him and pull him forward through the cold rain and into that brilliant murmuring glare. For just a moment he glimpsed the shape of a doorway. Then he redoubled his grip on Rolands hand and closed his eyes. The leaf-littered ground ran out beneath his feet and they were flying.

					
				                                        
			                    



Test Book


                    
				
					Chapter VII:

					REUNION

				

				                                        
					
						ONE

					

					Flaherty stood at the New York/Fedic door, which had been scarred by several gunshots but otherwise stood whole against them, an impassable barrier which the shitting kid had somehow passed. Lamia stood silent beside him, waiting for Flahertys rage to exhaust itself. The others also waited, maintaining the same prudent silence.

					Finally the blows Flaherty had been raining on the door began to slow. He administered one final overhand smash, and Lamia winced as blood flew from the humes knuckles.

					What? Flaherty asked, catching his grimace. What? Do you have something to say?

					Lamia cared not at all for the white circles around Flahertys eyes and the hard red roses in Flahertys cheeks. Least of all for the way Flahertys hand had risen to the butt of the Glock automatic hanging beneath his armpit. No, he said.

					No, sai.

					Go on, say whats on your mind, do it please ya, Flaherty persisted. He tried to smile and produced a gruesome grin instead-the leer of a madman. Quietly, with barely a rustle, the rest pulled back. Others will have plenty to say; why shouldnt you start, my cully? I lost him! Be the first to carp, you ugly motherfucker!

					Im dead, Lamia thought. After a life of service to the King, one unguarded expression in the presence of a man who needs a scapegoat, and Im dead.

					He looked around, verifying that none of the others would step in for him, and then said: Flaherty, if Ive offended you in some way Im sor-

					Oh, youve offended me, sure enough! Flaherty shrieked, his Boston accent growing thicker as his rage escalated. Im sure Ill pay for tonights work, aye, but I think youll pay fir-

					There was a kind of gasp in the air around them, as if the corridor itself had inhaled sharply. Flahertys hair and Lamias fur rippled. Flahertys posse of low men and vampires began to turn. Suddenly one of them, a vamp named Albrecht, shrieked and bolted forward, allowing Flaherty a view of two newcomers, men with raindrops still fresh and dark on their jeans and boots and shirts. There was trail-dusty gunna-gar at their feet and revolvers hung at their hips. Flaherty saw the sandalwood grips in the instant before the younger one drew, faster than blue blazes, and understood at once why Albrecht had run. Only one sort of man carried guns that looked like that.

					The young one fired a single shot. Albrechts blond hair jumped as if flicked by an invisible hand and then he collapsed forward, fading within his clothes as he did so.

					Hile, you bondsmen of the Ring, the older one said. He spoke in a purely conversational tone. Flaherty-his hands still bleeding from his extravagant drumming on the door through which the snot-babby had disappeared-could not seem to get the sense of him. It was the one of whom they had been warned, surely it was Roland of Gilead, but how had he gotten here, and on their blindside? Howl Rolands cold blue eyes surveyed them. Which of this sorry herd calls himself dinh? Will that one honor us by stepping forward or not? Not? His eyes surveyed them; his left hand departed the vicinity of his gun and journeyed to the corner of his mouth, where a small sarcastic smile had bloomed. Not?

					Too bad. Thart cowards after all, Im sorry to see. Theed kill a priest and chase a lad but not stand and claim thy days work.

					Thart cowards and the sons of cow-

					Flaherty stepped forward with his bleeding right hand clasped loosely around the butt of the gun that hung below his left armpit in a dockers clutch. That would be me, Roland-of-

					Steven.

					You know my name, do you?

					Aye! I know your name by your face, and your face by your mouth. Tis the same as the mouth of your mother, who did suck John Farson with such glee until he spewed is-

					Flaherty drew as he spoke, a bushwhackers trick hed no doubt practiced and used before to advantage. And although he was fast and the forefinger of Rolands left hand still touched the side of his mouth when Flahertys draw began, the gunslinger beat him easily. His first bullet passed between the lips of Jakes chief harrier, exploding the teeth at the front of his upper jaw to bone fragments which Flaherty drew down his throat with his dying breath. His second pierced Flahertys forehead between the eyebrows and he was flung back against the New York/Fedic door with the unfired Glock spilling from his hand to discharge a final time on the hallway floor.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						TWO

					

					Most of the others drew a split-second later. Eddie killed the six in front, having taken time to reload the chamber hed fired at Albrecht. When the revolver was empty, he rolled behind his dinh to reload, as he had been taught. Roland picked off the next five, then rolled smoothly behind Eddie, who took out the rest save one.

					Lamia had been too cunning to try and so was the last standing. He raised his empty hands, the fingers furry and the palms smooth. Will ye grant me parole, gunslinger, if I promise ye peace?

					Not a bit, Roland said, and cocked his revolver.

					Be damned to you, then, chary-ka, said the taheen, and Roland of Gilead shot him where he stood, and Lamia of Galee fell down dead.

					Flahertys posse lay stacked in front of the door like cordwood,

					Lamia facedown in front. Not a single one had had a chance to fire. The tile-throated corridor stank of the gunsmoke which hung in a blue layer. Then the purifiers kicked in, chugging wearily in the wall, and the gunslingers felt the air first stirred into motion and then sucked across their faces.

					Eddie reloaded the gun-his, now, so he had been told-and dropped it back into its holster. Then he went to the dead and yanked four of them absently aside so he could get to the door. Susannah! Suze, are you there?

					Do any of us, except in our dreams, truly expect to be reunited with our hearts deepest loves, even when they leave us only for minutes, and on the most mundane of errands? No, not at all. Each time they go from our sight we in our secret hearts count them as dead. Having been given so much, we reason, how could we expect not to be brought as low as Lucifer for the staggering presumption of our love?

					So Eddie didnt expect her to answer until she did-from another world, and through a single diickness of wood. Eddie?

					Sugar, is it you?

					Eddies head, which had seemed perfectly normal only seconds before, was suddenly too heavy to hold up. He leaned it against the door. His eyes were similarly too heavy to hold open and so he closed them. The weight must have been tears, for suddenly he was swimming in them. He could feel them rolling down his cheeks, warm as blood. And Rolands hand, touching his back.

					Susannah, Eddie said. His eyes were still closed. His fingers were splayed on the door. Can you open it?

					Jake answered. No, but you can.

					What word? Roland asked. He had been alternating glances at the door with looks behind him, almost hoping for reinforcements (for his blood was up), but the tiled corridor was empty. What word, Jake?

					There was a pause-brief, but it seemed very long to Eddie-and then both spoke together. Chassit, they said.

					Eddie didnt trust himself to say it; his throat was too full of tears. Roland had no such problem. He hauled several more bodies away from the door (including Flahertys, his face still fixed in its final snarl) and then spoke the word. Once again the door between the worlds clicked open. It was Eddie who opened it wide and then the four of them were face-to-face again,

					Susannah and Jake in one world, Roland and Eddie in another, and between them a shimmering transparent membrane like living mica. Susannah held out her hands and they plunged through the membrane like hands emerging from a body of water that had been somehow magically turned on its side.

					Eddie took them. He let her fingers close over his and draw him into Fedic.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						THREE

					

					By the time Roland stepped through, Eddie had already lifted Susannah and was holding her in his arms. The boy looked up at the gunslinger. Neither of them smiled. Oy sat at Jakes feet and smiled for both of them.

					Hile, Jake, Roland said.

					Hile, Father.

					Will you call me so?

					Jake nodded. Yes, if I may.

					Such would please me ever, Roland said. Then, slowly-as one performs an action with which hes unfamiliar-he held out his arms. Looking up at him solemnly, never taking his eyes from Rolands face, the boy Jake moved between those killers hands and waited until they locked at his back. He had had dreams of this that he would never have dared to tell.

					Susannah, meanwhile, was covering Eddies face with kisses.

					They almost got Jake, she was saying. I sat down on my side of the door and I was so tired I nodded off. He musta called me three, four times before I

					Later he would hear her tale, every word and to the end.

					Later there would be time for palaver. For now he cupped her breast-the left one, so he could feel the strong, steady beat of her heart-and then stopped her speech with his mouth.

					Jake, meanwhile, said nothing. He stood with his head turned so his cheek rested against Rolands midsection. His eyes were closed. He could smell rain and dust and blood on the gunslingers shirt. He thought of his parents, who were lost; his friend Benny, who was dead; the Pere, who had been overrun by all those from whom he had so long fled. The man he held had betrayed him once for the Tower, had let him fall, and Jake couldnt say the same might not happen again. Certainly there were miles ahead, and they would be hard ones. Still, for now, he was content. His mind was quiet and his sore heart was at peace. It was enough to hold and be held.

					Enough to stand here with his eyes shut and to think My father has come for me.
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					Chapter I:

					THE DEVAR-TETE

				

				                                        
					
						ONE

					

					The four reunited travelers (five, counting Oy of Mid-World) stood at the foot of Mias bed, looking at what remained of Susannahs tioim, which was to say her twin. Without the deflated clothes to give the corpse some definition, probably none of them could have said for certain what it had once been. Even the snarl of hair above the split gourd of Mias head looked like nothing human; it could have been an exceptionally large dust-bunny.

					Roland looked down at the disappearing features, wondering that so little remained of the woman whose obsession-the chap, the chap, always the chap-had come so near to wrecking their enterprise for good. And without them, who would remain to stand against the Crimson King and his infernally clever chancellor? John Cullum, Aaron Deepneau, and Moses Carver.

					Three old men, one of them with blackmouth disease, which Eddie called cant, sir.

					So much you did, he thought, gazing raptly at the dusty, dissolving face. So much you did and so much more you would have done, aye, and all without a check or qualm, and so will the world end,

					I think, a victim of love rather than hate. For loves ever been the more destructive weapon, sure.

					He leaned forward, smelling what could have been old flowers or ancient spices, and exhaled. The thing that looked vaguely like a head even now blew away like milkweed fluff or a dandy-o ball.

					She meant no harm to the universe, Susannah said, her voice not quite steady. She only wanted any womans privilege: to have a baby. Someone to love and raise.

					Aye, Roland agreed, you say true. Which is what makes her end so black.

					Eddie said, Sometimes I think wed all be better off if the people who mean well would just creep away and die.

					Thatd be the end of us, Big Ed, Jake pointed out.

					They all considered this, and Eddie found himself wondering how many theyd already killed with their well-intentioned meddling. The bad ones he didnt care about, but there had been others, too-Rolands lost love, Susan, was only one.

					Then Roland left the powdery remains of Mias corpse and came to Susannah, who was sitting on one of the nearby beds with her hands clasped between her thighs. Tell me everything that befell since you left us on the East Road, after the battle,

					he said. We need to-

					Roland, I never meant to leave you. It was Mia. She took over. If I hadnt had a place to go-a Dogan-she mightve taken over completely.

					Roland nodded to show he understood that. Nevertheless, tell me how you came to this devar-tete. And Jake, Id hear the same from you.

					Devar-tete, Eddie said. The phrase held some faint familiarity.

					Did it have something to do with Chevin of Chayven, the slow mutie Roland had put out of its misery in Lovell? He thought so. Whats that?

					Roland swept a hand at the room with all its beds, each with its helmet-like machine and segmented steel hose; beds where the gods only knew how many children from the Callas had lain, and been ruined. It means little prison, or torture-chamber.

					Doesnt look so little to me, Jake said. He couldnt tell how many beds there were, but he guessed the number at three hundred. Three hundred at least.

					Mayhap well come upon a larger one before were finished.

					Tell your tale, Susannah, and you too, Jake.

					Where do we go from here? Eddie asked.

					Perhaps the tale will tell, Roland answered.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						TWO

					

					Roland and Eddie listened in silent fascination as Susannah and Jake recounted their adventures, turn and turn about. Roland first halted Susannah while she was telling them of Mathiessen van Wyck, who had given her his money and rented her a hotel room. The gunslinger asked Eddie about the turtle in the lining of the bag.

					I didnt know it was a turtle. I thought it might be a stone.

					If youd tell this part again, Id hear, Roland said.

					So, thinking carefully, trying to remember completely (for it all seemed a very long time ago), Eddie related how he and Pere Callahan had gone up to the Doorway Cave and opened the ghostwood box with Black Thirteen inside. Theyd expected Black Thirteen to open the door, and so it had, but first-

					We put the box in the bag, Eddie said. The one that said NOTHING BUT STRIKES AT MIDTOWN LANES in New York and NOTHING BUT STRIKES AT MID-WORLD LANES on the Calla Bryn Sturgis side. Remember?

					They all did.

					And I felt something in the lining of the bag. I told Callahan, and he said Eddie mulled it over. He said, This isnt the time to investigate it. Or something like that. I agreed.

					I remember thinking we had enough mysteries on our hands already, wed save this one for another day. Roland, who in Gods name put that thing in the bag, do you think?

					For that matter, who left the bag in the vacant lot? Susannah asked.

					Or the key? Jake chimed in. I found the key to the house in Dutch Hill in that same lot. Was it the rose? Did the rose somehow I dunno make them?

					Roland thought about it. Were I to guess, he said, Id say that sai King left those signs and siguls.

					The writer, Eddie said. He weighed the idea, then nodded slowly. He vaguely remembered a concept from high school-the god from the machine, it was called. There was a fancy Latin term for it as well, but that one he couldnt remember.

					Had probably been writing Mary Lou Kenopenskys name on his desk while the other kids had been obediently taking notes.

					The basic concept was that if a playwright got himself into a corner he could send down the god, who arrived in a flowerdecked bucka wagon from overhead and rescued the characters who were in trouble. This no doubt pleased the more religious playgoers, who believed that God-not the specialeffects version who came down from some overhead platform the audience couldnt see but the One who wert in heaven-really did save people who deserved it. Such ideas had undoubtedly gone out of fashion in the modern age, but Eddie thought that popular novelists-of the sort sai King seemed on his way to becoming-probably still used the technique, only disguising it better. Litde escape hatches. Cards that read GET OUT OF JAIL FREE or ESCAPE THE PIRATES Or FREAK STORM CUTS ELECTRICAL POWER, EXECUTION POSTPONED. The god from die machine (who was actually the writer), patiently working to keep the characters safe so his tale wouldnt end with an unsatisfying line like

					And so the ka-tet was wiped out on Jericho Hill and the bad guys won, rule Discordia, so sorry, better luck next time (what next time, ha-ha), THE END.

					Little safety nets, like a key. Not to mention a scrimshaw turde.

					If he wrote those things into his story, Eddie said, it was long after we saw him in 1977.

					Aye, Roland agreed.

					And I dont think he thought them up, Eddie said. Not really. Hes just I dunno, just a

					A bumhug? Susannah asked, smiling.

					No! Jake said, sounding a litde shocked. Not diat. Hes a sender. A telecaster. He was thinking about his father and his fathers job at the Network.

					Bingo, Eddie said, and leveled a finger at die boy. This idea led him to another: that if Stephen King did not remain alive long enough to write those things into his tale, the key and the turde would not be there when they were needed. Jake would have been eaten by the Doorkeeper in the house on Dutch Hill always assuming he got that far, which he probably wouldnt have done. And if he escaped the Dutch Hill monster, he wouldve been eaten by the Grandfathers-Callahans Type One vampires-in the Dixie Pig.

					Susannah thought to tell them about the vision shed had as Mia was beginning her final journey from the Plaza-Park Hotel to the Dixie Pig. In this vision shed been jugged in ajail cell in Oxford, Mississippi, and there had been voices coming from a TV somewhere. Chet Huntley, Walter Cronkite, Frank McGee: newscasters chanting the names of the dead. Some of those names, like President Kennedy and the Diem brothers, shed known. Others, like Christa McAuliffe, she had not. But one of the names had been Stephen Kings, she was quite sure of it.

					Chet Huntleys partner

					(good night Chet good night David)

					saying that Stephen King had been struck and killed by a Dodge minivan while walking near his house. King had been fifty-two, according to Brinkley.

					Had Susannah told them that, a great many things might have happened differently, or not at all. She was opening her mouth to add it into the conversation-a falling chip on a hillside strikes a stone which strikes a larger stone which then strikes two others and starts a landslide-when there was the clunk of an opening door and the clack of approaching footsteps.

					They all turned, Jake reaching for a Riza, the others for their guns.

					Relax, fellas, Susannah murmured. Its all right. I know this guy. And then to DNK 45932, DOMESTIC, she said: I didnt expect to see you again so soon. In fact, I didnt expect to see you at all. Whats up, Nigel old buddy?

					So this time something which might have been spoken was not, and the deus ex machina which might have descended to rescue a writer who had a date with a Dodge minivan on a latespring day in the year of 99 remained where it was, high above the mortals who acted their parts below.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						THREE

					

					The nice thing about robots, in Susannahs opinion, was that most of them didnt hold grudges. Nigel told her that no one had been available to fix his visual equipment (although he might be able to do it himself, he said, given access to the right components, discs, and repair tutorials), so he had come back here, relying on the infrared, to pick up the remains of the shattered (and completely unneeded) incubator. He thanked her for her interest and introduced himself to her friends.

					Nice to meet you, Nige, Eddie said, but youll want to get started on those repairs, I kennit, so we wont keep you.

					Eddies voice was pleasant and hed reholstered his gun, but he kept his hand on the butt. In truth he was a little bit freaked by the resemblance Nigel bore to a certain messenger robot in the town of Calla Bryn Sturgis. That one hadheld a grudge.

					No, stay, Roland said. We may have chores for you, but for the time being Id as soon you were quiet. Turned off, if it please you. And if it doesnt, his tone implied.

					Certainly, sai, Nigel replied in his plummy British accent.

					You may reactivate me with the words Nigel, I need you.

					Very good, Roland said.

					Nigel folded his scrawny (but undoubtedly powerful)

					stainless-steel arms across his chest and went still.

					Came back to pick up the broken glass, Eddie marveled.

					Maybe the Tet Corporation could sell em. Every housewife in America would want two-one for the house and one for the yard.

					The less were involved with science, the better, Susannah said darkly. In spite of her brief nap while leaning against the door between Fedic and New York, she looked haggard, done almost to death. Look where its gotten this world.

					Roland nodded to Jake, who told of his and Pere Callahans adventures in the New York of 1999, beginning with the taxi that had almost hit Oy and ending with their two-man attack on the low men and the vampires in the dining room of the Dixie pig. He did not neglect to tell how they had disposed of Black Thirteen by putting it in a storage locker at the World Trade Center, where it would be safe until early June of 2002, and how they had found the turtle, which Susannah had dropped, like a message in a bottle, in the gutter outside the Dixie Pig.

					So brave, Susannah said, and ruffled Jakes hair. Then she bent to stroke Oys head. The bumbler stretched his long neck to maximize the caress, his eyes half-closed and a grin on his foxy little face. So damned brave. Thankee-sai, Jake.

					Thank Ake! Oy agreed.

					If it hadnt been for the turtle, they would have gotten us both. Jakes voice was steady, but he had gone pale. As it was, the Pere he"Jake wiped away a tear with the heel of his hand and gazed at Roland. You used his voice to send me on. I heard you.

					Aye, I had to, the gunslinger agreed. Twas no more than what he wanted.

					Jake said, The vampires didnt get him. He used my Ruger before they could take his blood and change him into one of them. I dont think they wouldve done that, anyway. They would have torn him apart and eaten him. They were mad.

					Roland was nodding.

					The last thing he sent-I think he said it out loud, although Im not sure-it was"Jake considered it. He was weeping freely now. He said May you find your Tower, Roland, and breach it, and may you climb to the top. Then"Jake made a little puffing sound between his pursed lips. Gone. like a candle-flame. To whatever worlds there are.

					He fell silent. For several moments they all did, and the quiet had the feel of a deliberate thing. Then Eddie said, All right, were back together again. What the hell do we do next?

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FOUR

					

					Roland sat down with a grimace, then gave Eddie Dean a look which said-clearer than any words ever could have done-

					Why do you try my patience?

					All right, Eddie said, its just a habit. Quit giving me the look.

					Whats a habit, Eddie?

					Eddie thought of his final bruising, addictive year with Henry less frequently these days, but he thought of it now.

					Only he didnt like to say so, not because he was ashamed-

					Eddie really thought he might be past that-but because he sensed the gunslingers growing impatience with Eddies explaining things in terms of his big brother. And maybe that was fair. Henry had been the defining, shaping force in Eddies life, okay. Just as Cort had been the defining, shaping force in Rolands but the gunslinger didnt talk about his old teacher all the time.

					Asking questions when I already know the answer, Eddie said.

					And whats the answer this time?

					Were going to backtrack to Thunderclap before we go on to the Tower. Were either going to kill the Breakers or set them free. Whatever it takes to make the Beams safe. Well kill Walter, or Flagg, or whatever hes calling himself. Because hes the field marshal, isnt he?

					He was, Roland agreed, but now a new player has come on the scene. He looked at the robot. Nigel, I need you.

					Nigel unfolded his arms and raised his head. How may I serve?

					By getting me something to write with. Is there such?

					Pens, pencils, and chalk in the Supervisors cubicle at the far end of the Extraction Room, sai. Or so there was, the last time I had occasion to be there.

					The Extraction Room, Roland mused, studying the serried ranks of beds. Do you call it so?

					Yes, sai. And then, almost timidly: Vocal elisions and fricatives suggest that youre angry. Is that the case?

					They brought children here by the hundreds and thousands-healthy ones, for the most part, from a world where too many are still born twisted-and sucked away their minds.

					Why would I be angry?

					Sai, Im sure I dont know, Nigel said. He was, perhaps, repenting his decision to come back here. But I had no part in the extraction procedures, I assure you. I am in charge of domestic services, including maintenance.

					Bring me a pencil and a piece of chalk.

					Sai, you wont destroy me, will you? It was Dr. Scowther who was in charge of the extractions over the last twelve or fourteen years, and Dr. Scowther is dead. This lady-sai shot him, and with his own gun. There was a touch of reproach in Nigels voice, which was quite expressive within its narrow range.

					Roland only repeated: Bring me a pencil and a piece of chalk, and do itjin-jin.

					Nigel went off on his errand.

					When yovi say a new player, you mean the baby, Susannah said.

					Certainly. He has two fathers, that bah-bo.

					Susannah nodded. She was thinking about the tale Mia had told her during their todash visit to the abandoned town of Fedic-abandoned, that was, except for the likes of Sayre and Scowther and the marauding Wolves. Two women, one white and one black, one pregnant and one not, sitting in chairs outside the Gin-Puppy Saloon. There Mia had told Eddie Deans wife a great deal-more than either of them had known, perhaps.

					Thats where they changed me, Mia had told her, they presumably meaning Scowther and a team of other doctors. Plus magicians? Folk like the Manni, only gone over to the other side? Maybe. Who could say? In the Extraction Room shed been made mortal. Then, with Rolands sperm already in her, something else had happened. Mia didnt remember much about that part, only a red darkness. Susannah wondered now if the Crimson King had come to her in person, mounting her with its huge and ancient spiders body, or if its unspeakable sperm had been transported somehow to mix with Rolands. In either case, the baby grew into the loathsome hybrid Susannah had seen: not a werewolf but a -were-spider. And now it was out there, somewhere. Or perhaps it was here, watching them even as they palavered and Nigel returned with various writing implements.

					Yes, she thought. Its watching us. And hating us but not equally. Mostly its Roland the dan-tete hates. Its first father.

					She shivered.

					Mordred means to kill you, Roland, she said. Thats its job. What it was made for. To end you, and your quest, and the Tower.

					Yes, Roland said, and to rule in his fathers place. For the Crimson King is old, and I have come more and more to believe that he is imprisoned, somehow. If thats so, then hes no longer our real enemy.

					Will we go to his castle on the other side of the Discordia?

					Jake asked. It was the first time hed spoken in half an hour.

					We will, wont we?

					I think so, yes, Roland said. Le Casse Roi Russe, the old legends call it. Well go there ka-tet and slay what lives there.

					Let it be so, Eddie said. By God, let that be so.

					Aye, Roland agreed. But our first job is the Breakers. The Beamquake we felt in Calla Bryn Sturgis, just before we came here, suggests that their work is nearly done. Yet even if it isnt-

					Ending what theyre doing is our job, Eddie said.

					Roland nodded. He looked more tired than ever. Aye, he said. Killing them or setting them free. Either way, we must finish their meddling with the two Beams that remain. And we must finish off the dan-tete. The one that belongs to the Crimson King and to me.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FIVE

					

					Nigel ended up being quite helpful (although not just to Roland and his ka-tet, as things fell). To begin with he brought two pencils, two pens (one of them a great old thing that would have looked at home in the hand of a Dickens scrivener), and three pieces of chalk, one of them in a silver holder that looked like a ladys lipstick, Roland chose this and gave Jake another piece. I cant write words youd understand easily, he said, but our numbers are the same, or close enough. Print what I say to one side, Jake, and fair.

					Jake did as he was bid. The result was crude but understandable enough, a map with a legend.

					1-Fedic

					2- Castle

					3 -M-R.a-WadTroi.Ks

					5- Do^o-n

					(o - R,wer

					7- CcxItaS

					8 - DcvO-r-To!

					Fedic, Roland said, pointing to 1, and then drew a short chalk line to 2. And heres Castle Discordia, with the doors beneath. An almighty tangle of em, from what we hear. Therell be a passage thatll take us from here to there, under the castle.

					Now, Susannah, tell again how die Wolves go, and what they do.

					He handed her the chalk in its holder.

					She took it, noticing with some admiration that it sharpened itself as it was used. A small trick but a neat one.

					They ride through a one-way door that brings them out here, she said, drawing a line from 2 to 3, which Jake had dubbed Thunderclap Station. We ought to know this door when we see it, because itll be big, unless they go through single-file.

					Maybe they do, Eddie said. Unless Im wrong, theyre pretty well stuck with what the old people left them.

					Youre not wrong, Roland said. Go on, Susannah. He wasnt hunkering but sitting with his right leg stretched stiffly out. Eddie wondered how badly his hip was hurting him, and if he had any of Rosalitas cat-oil in his newly recovered purse. He doubted it.

					She said, The Wolves ride from Thunderclap along the course of the railroad tracks, at least until theyre out of the shadow or the darkness or whatever it is. Do you know,

					Roland?

					No, but well see soon enough. He made his impatient twirling gesture with his left hand.

					They cross the river to the Callas and take the children.

					When they get back to the Thunderclap Station, I think they must board their horses and their prisoners on a train and go back to Fedic that way, for the doors no good to them.

					Aye, I think thats the way of it, Roland agreed. They bypass the devar-toi-the prison weve marked with an 8-for the time being.

					Susannah said: Scowther and his Nazi doctors used the hood-things on these beds to extract something from the kids.

					Its the stuff they give to the Breakers. Feed it to em or inject em with it, I guess. The kids and the brain-stuff go back to Thunderclap Station by the door. The kiddies are sent back to Calla Bryn Sturgis, maybe the other Callas as well, and at what you call the devar-toi-

					Mawster, dinnah is served, Eddie said bleakly.

					Nigel chipped in at this point, sounding absolutely cheerful.

					Would you care for a bite, sais?

					Jake consulted his stomach and found it was rumbling. It was horrible to be this hungry so soon after the Peres death-and after the things he had seen in the Dixie Pig-but he was, nevertheless. Is there food, Nigel? Is there really?

					Yes, indeed, young man, Nigel said. Only tinned goods,

					Im afraid, but I can offer better than two dozen choices, including baked beans, tuna-fish, several kinds of soup-

					Tooter-fish for me, Roland said, but bring an array, if you will.

					Certainly, sai.

					I dont suppose you could rustle me up an Elvis Special,

					Jake said longingly. Thats peanut bvitter, banana, and bacon.

					Jesus, kid, Eddie said. I dont know if you can tell in this light, but Im turning green.

					I have no bacon or bananas, unfortunately, Nigel said

					(pronouncing the latter ba-NAW-nas), but I do have peanut butter and three kinds of jelly. Also apple butter.

					Apple butterd be good, Jake said.

					Go on, Susannah, Roland said as Nigel moved off on his errand. Although I suppose I neednt speed you along so; after we eat, well need to take some rest. He sounded far from pleased with the idea.

					I dont think theres any more to tell, she said. It sounds confusing-looks confusing, too, mosdy because our litde map doesnt have any scale-but its essentially just a loop they make every twenty-four years or so: from Fedic to Calla Bryn Sturgis, then back to Fedic with the kids, so they can do the extraction. Then they take the kids back to the Callas and the brainfood to this prison where the Breakers are.

					The devar-toi, Jake said.

					Susannah nodded. The question is what we do to interrupt the cycle.

					We go through the door to Thunderclap station, Roland said, and from the station to where the Breakers are kept. And there He looked at each of his ka-tet in turn, then raised his finger and made a dryly expressive shooting gesture.

					Therell be guards, Eddie said. Maybe a lot of them.

					What if were outnumbered?

					It wont be the first time, Roland said.
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					Chapter II:

					THE WATCHER

				

				                                        
					
						ONE

					

					When Nigel returned, he was bearing a tray the size of a wagonwheel.

					On it were stacks of sandwiches, two Thermoses filled with soup (beef and chicken), plus canned drinks. There was Coke, Sprite, Nozz-A-La, and something called Wit Green Wit.

					Eddie tried tfiis last and pronounced it foul beyond description.

					All of them could see that Nigel was no longer the same pippip, jolly-good fellow hed been for God alone knew how many decades and centuries. His lozenge-shaped head kept jerking to one side or the other. When it went to the left he would mutter

					Un, deux, trois! To the right it was Ein, zwei, drei! A constant low clacking had begun in his diaphragm.

					Sugar, whats wrong with you? Susannah asked as the domestic robot lowered the tray to the floor amidst them.

					Self-diagnostic exam series suggests total systemic breakdown during the next two to six hours, Nigel said, sounding glum but otherwise calm. Pre-existing logic faults, quarantined until now, have leaked into the GMS. He then twisted his head viciously to the right. Ein, zioei, drei! Live free or die, heres Greg in your eye!

					Whats GMS? Jake asked.

					And whos Greg? Eddie added.

					GMS stands for general mentation systems, said Nigel.

					There are two such systems, rational and irrational. Conscious and subconscious, as you might say. As for Greg, that would be Greg Stillson, a character in a novel Im reading. Quite enjoyable.

					Its called The Dead Zone, by Stephen King. As to why I bring him up in this context, I have no idea.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						TWO

					

					Nigel explained that logic faults were common in what he called Asimov Robots. The smarter the robot, the more the logic faults and the sooner they started showing up. The old people (Nigel called them the Makers) compensated for this by setting up a stringent quarantine system, treating mental glitches as though they were smallpox or cholera. (Jake thought this sounded like a really fine way of dealing with insanity, although he supposed that psychiatrists wouldnt care for the idea much; it would put them out of business.) Nigel believed that the trauma of having his eyes shot out had weakened his mental survival-systems somehow, and now all sorts of bad stuff was loose in his circuits, eroding his deductive and inductive reasoning capabilities, gobbling logic^systems left and right. He told Susannah he didnt hold this against her in the slightest. Susannah raised a fist to her forehead and thanked him big-big. In truth, she did not completely believe good old DNK 45932, although she was damned if she knew why. Maybe it was just a holdover from their time in Calla Bryn Sturgis, where a robot not much different from Nigel had turned out to be a nasty, grudge-holding cully indeed. And there was something else.

					I spy with my little eye, Susannah thought.

					Hold out thy hands, Nigel.

					When die robot did, diey all saw the wiry hairs caught in the joints of his steel fingers. There was also a drop of blood on a

					would you call it a knuckle? Whats this? she asked, holding several of the hairs up.

					Im sorry, mum, I cawnt-

					Couldnt see. No, of course not. Nigel had infrared, but his actual eyesight was gone, courtesy of Susannah Dean, daughter of Dan, gunslinger in the Ka-Tet of Nineteen.

					Theyre hairs. I also spy some blood.

					Ah, yes, Nigel said. Rats in the kitchen, mum. Im programmed to dispose of vermin when I detect them. There are a great many these days, Im sorry to say; the world is moving on. And then, snapping his head violently to the left: Un-deuxtrois!

					Minnie Mouse est la mouse pour moi!n

					Um did you kill Minnie and Mickey before or after you made the sandwiches, Nige old buddy? Eddie asked.

					After, sai, I assure you.

					Well, I might pass, anyway, Eddie said. I had a poorboy back in Maine, and its sticking to my ribs like a motherfucker.

					You should say un, deux, trois, Susannah told him. The words were out before she knew she was going to say them.

					Cry pardon? Eddie was sitting with his arm around her.

					Since the four of them had gotten back together, he touched Susannah at every opportunity, as if needing to confirm the fact that she was more than just wishful thinking.

					Nothing. Later, when Nigel was either out of the room or completely broken down, shed tell him her intuition. She thought that robots of Nigel and Andys type, like those in the Isaac Asimov stories shed read as a teenager, werent supposed to lie. Perhaps Andy had either been modified or had modified himself so that wasnt a problem. With Nigel, she thought it was a problem, indeed: can ya say problem big-big. She had an idea that, unlike Andy, Nigel was essentially goodhearted, but yes-hed either lied or gilded the truth about the rats in the larder.

					Maybe about other things, as well. Ein, zwei, drei and Un, deux, trois was his method of letting off the pressure. For awhile, anyway.

					Its Mordred, she thought, looking around. She took a sandwich because she had to eat-like Jake, she was ravenous-but her appetite was gone and she knew shed take no enjoyment from what she plugged grimly down her throat. Hes been at Nigel, and now hes watching us somewhere. I know it-I feel it.

					And, as she took her first bite of some long-preserved, vacuum-packed mystery-meat:

					A mother always knows.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						THREE

					

					None of them wanted to sleep in the Extraction Room 1 (although they would have had their pick of three hundred or more freshly made beds) nor in the deserted town outside, so Nigel took them to his quarters, pausing every now and then for a vicious head-clearing shake and to count off in either German or French. To this he began adding numbers in some other language none of them knew.

					Their way led them through a kitchen-all stainless steel and smoothly humming machines, quite different from the ancient cookhouse Susannah had visited todash beneath Castle Discordia-and although they saw the moderate clutter of the meal Nigel had prepared them, there was no sign of rats, living or dead. None of them commented on this.

					Susannahs sense of being observed came and went.

					Beyond the pantry was a neat little three-room apartment where Nigel presumably hung his hat. There was no bedroom, but beyond the living room and a butlers pantry full of monitoring equipment was a neat book-lined study with an oak desk and an easy chair beneath a halogen reading lamp. The computer on the desk had been manufactured by North Central Positronics, no surprise diere. Nigel brought them blankets and pillows which he assured them were fresh and clean.

					Maybe you sleep on your feet, but I guess you like to sit down to read like anyone else, Eddie said.

					Oh, yes indeedy, one-two-threedy, Nigel said. I enjoy a good book. Its part of my programming.

					Well sleep six hours, then push on, Roland told them.

					Jake, meanwhile, was examining the books more closely. Oy moved beside him, always at heel, as Jake checked the spines, occasionally pulling one out for a closer peek. Hes got all of Dickens, it looks like, he said. Also Steinbeck Thomas Wolfe a lot of Zane Grey somebody named Max Brand a guy named Elmore Leonard and the always popular Steve King.

					They all took time to look at the two shelves of King books, better than thirty in all, at least four of them very large and two the size of doorstops. King had been an extremely busy writerbee since his Bridgton days, it appeared. The newest volume was called Hearts in Atlantis and had been published in a year with which they were very familiar: 1999. The only ones missing, so far as they could tell, were the ones about them. Assuming King had gone ahead and written them. Jake checked the copyright pages, but there were few obvious holes. That might mean nothing, however, because he had written so much.

					Susannah inquired of Nigel, who said he had never seen any books by Stephen King concerning Roland of Gilead or the Dark Tower. Then, having said so, he twisted his head viciously to the left and counted off in French, this time all the way to ten.

					Still, Eddie said after Nigel had retired, clicking and clacking and clucking his way out of the room, I bet theres a lot of information here we could use. Roland, do you think we could pack the works of Stephen King and take them with us?

					Maybe, Roland said, but we wont. They might confuse us.

					Why do you say so?

					Roland only shook his head. He didnt know why he said so, but he knew it was true.
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					The Arc 16 Experimental Stations nerve-center was four levels down from the Extraction Room, the kitchen, and Nigels study. One entered the Control Suite through a capsule-shaped vestibule. The vestibule could only be opened from the outside by using three ID slides, one after the other. The piped-in Muzak on this lowest level of the Fedic Dogan sounded like Beatles tunes as rendered by The Comatose String Quartet.

					Inside the Control Suite were over a dozen rooms, but the only one with which we need concern ourselves was the one filled with TV screens and security devices. One of these latter devices ran a small but vicious army of hunter-killer robots equipped with sneetches and laser pistols; another was supposed to release poison gas (the same kind Blaine had used to slaughter the people of Lud) in the event of a hostile takeover.

					Which, in the view of Mordred Deschain, had happened. He had tried to activate both the hunter-killers and the gas; neither had responded. Now Mordred had a bloody nose, a blue bruise on his forehead, and a swollen lower lip, for hed fallen out of the chair in which he sat and rolled about on the floor, bellowing reedy, childish cries which in no way reflected the true depth of his fury.

					To be able to see them on at least five different screens and not be able to kill or even hurt them! No wonder he was in a fury! He had felt the living darkness closing in on him, the darkness which signaled his change, and had forced himself to be calm so the change wouldnt happen. He had already discovered that the transformation from his human self to his spider self (and back again) consumed shocking amounts of energy.

					Later on that might not matter, but for the time being he had to be careful, lest he starve like a bee in a burned-over tract of forest.

					What Id show you is much more bizarre than anything we have looked at so far, and I warn you in advance that your first impulse will be to laugh. Thats all right. Laugh if you must. Just dont take your eye off what you see, for even in your imagination, here is a creature which can do you damage. Remember that it came of two fathers, both of them killers.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						FIVE

					

					Now, only a few hours after his birth, Mias chap already weighed twenty pounds and had the look of a healthy six-months baby.

					Mordred wore a single garment, a makeshift towel diaper which Nigel had put on when he had brought the baby his first meal of Dogan wildlife. The child needed a diaper, for he could not as yet hold his waste. He understood that control over these functions would be his soon-perhaps before the day was out, if he continued to grow at his current rate-but it couldnt happen soon enough to suit him. He was for the nonce imprisoned in this idiotic infants body.

					To be trapped in such a fashion was hideous. To fall out of the chair and be capable of nothing more than lying there, waving his bruised arms and legs, bleeding and squalling! DNK 45932 would have come to pick him up, could no more resist the commands of the Kings son than a lead weight dropped from a high window can resist the pull of gravity, but Mordred didnt dare call him. Already the brown bitch suspected something wasnt right with Nigel. The brown bitch was wickedly perceptive, and Mordred himself was terribly vulnerable. He was able to control every piece of machinery in the Arc 16 station, mating with machinery was one of his many talents, but as he lay on the floor of the room with CONTROL CENTER on the door (it had been called The Head back in the long-ago, before the world moved on), Mordred was coming to realize how few machines there were to control. No wonder his father wanted to push down the Tower and begin again! This world was broken.

					Hed needed to change back into the spider in order to regain the chair, where hed once again resumed his human shape but by the time he made it, his stomach was rumbling and his mouth was sour with hunger. It wasnt just changing that sucked up the energy, hed come to suspect; the spider was closer to his true form, and when he was in that shape his metabolism ran hot and fast. His droughts changed, as well, and there was an attraction to that, because his human thoughts were colored by emotions (over which he seemed to have no control, although he supposed he might, in time) that were mostly unpleasant. As a spider, his thoughts werent real thoughts at all, at least not in the human sense; they were dark bellowing things that seemed to rise out of some wet interior ground. They were about

					(EAT)

					and

					(ROAM)

					and

					(RAPE)

					and

					(KILL)

					The many delightful ways to do these things rumbled through the dan-tetes rudimentary consciousness like huge headlighted machines that went speeding unheeding through the worlds darkest weather. To think in such a way-to let go of his human half-was immensely attractive, but he thought that to do so now, while he had almost no defenses, would get him killed.

					And almost already had. He raised his right arm-pink and smooth and perfecdy naked-so he could look down at his right hip. This was where the brown bitch had shot him, and although Mordred had grown considerably since then, had doubled both in length and weight, the wound remained open, seeping blood and some custardy stuff, dark yellow and stinking.

					He diought that this wound in his human body would never heal. No more than his other body would ever be able to grow back the leg the bitch had shot off. And had she not stumbled-ka: aye, he had no doubt of it-the shot would have taken his head off instead of his leg, and then the game would have been over, because-

					There was a harsh, croaking buzz. He looked into the monitor that showed the other side of the main entry and saw the domestic robot standing there with a sack in one hand. The sack was twitching, and the black-haired, clumsily diapered baby sitting at the banks of monitors immediately began to salivate. He reached out one endearingly pudgy hand and punched a series of buttons. The security rooms curved outer door slid open and Nigel stepped into the vestibule, which was built like an airlock. Mordred went immediately on to the buttons that would open the inner door in response to the sequence 2-5-4-1-3-1-2-1, but his motor control was still almost nonexistent and he was rewarded by another harsh buzz and an infuriating female voice (infuriating because it reminded him of the brown bitchs voice) which said,

					YOU HAVE ENTERED THE WRONG SECURITY CODE FOR THIS DOOR. YOU MAY RETRY ONCE WITHIN THE NEXT TEN SECONDS. TEN NINE

					Mordred would have said Fuck you if hed been capable of speech, but he wasnt. The best he could do was a babble of baby-talk that undoubtedly would have caused Mia to crow with a mothers pride. Now he didnt bother with the buttons; he wanted what the robot had in die bag too badly. The rats (he assumed they were rats) were alive this time. Alive, by God, the blood still running in their veins.

					Mordred closed his eyes and concentrated. The red light Susannah had seen before his first change once more ran beneath his fair skin from the crown of his head to the stained right heel. When that light passed the open wound in the babys hip, the sluggish flow of blood and pussy matter grew briefly stronger, and Mordred uttered a low cry of misery. His hand went to the wound and spread blood over the small bowl of his belly in a thoughtless comforting gesture. For a moment there was a sense of blackness rising to replace the red flush, accompanied by a wavering of the infants shape. This time there was no transformation, however. The baby slumped back in the chair, breathing hard, a tiny trickle of clear urine dribbling from his penis to wet the front of the towel he wore. There was a muffled pop from beneath the control panel in front of the chair where the baby slumped askew, panting like a dog.

					Across the room, a door marked MAIN ACCESS slid open.

					Nigel tramped stolidly in, twitching his capsule of a head almost constantly now, counting off not in two or three languages but in perhaps as many as a dozen.

					Sir, I really cannot continue to-

					Mordred made a babys cheerful goo-goo-ga-ga sounds and held out his hands toward the bag. The thought which he sent was both clear and cold: Shut up. Give me what I need.

					Nigel put the bag in his lap. From within it came a cheeping sound almost like human speech, and for the first time Mordred realized that the twitches were all coming from a single creature.

					Not a rat, then! Something bigger! Bigger and bloodier!

					He opened the bag and peered in. A pair of gold-ringed eyes the hoo-hoo bird, he didnt know its name, and then he saw die thing had fur, not feathers. It was a throcken, known in many parts of Mid-World as a billy-bumbler, this one barely old enough to be off its mothers teat.

					There now, there, he thought at it, his mouth filling with drool. Were in the same boat, my little cully-were motherless children in a hard, cruel world. Be still and Ill give you comfort.

					Dealing with a creature as young and simple-headed as this wasnt much different from dealing with the machines. Mordred looked into its thoughts and located the node that controlled its simple bit of will. He reached for it with a hand made of thought-made of his will-and seized it. For a moment he could hear the creatures timid, hopeful thought

					(dont hurt me please dont hurt me; please let me live; I want to live have fun play a little; dont hurt me please dont hurt me please let me live)

					and he responded:

					All is well, dont fear, cully, all is well.

					The bumbler in the bag (Nigel had found it in the motorpool, separated from its mother, brothers, and sisters by the closing of an automatic door) relaxed-not believing, exactly, but hoping to believe.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						SIX

					

					In Nigels study, the lights had been turned down to quarterbrilliance.

					When Oy began to whine, Jake woke at once. The others slept on, at least for the time being.

					Whats wrong, Oy?

					The bumbler didnt reply, only went on whining deep in his throat. His gold-ringed eyes peered into the gloomy far corner of the study, as if seeing something terrible there. Jake could remember peering into the corner of his bedroom the same way after waking from some nightmare in the small hours of die morning, a dream of Frankenstein or Dracula or

					(Tyrannasorbet Wrecks)

					some other boogeyman, God knew what. Now, thinking that perhaps bumblers also had nightmares, he tried even harder to touch Oys mind. There was nothing at first, then a deep, blurred image

					(eyes eyes looking out of the darkness)

					of something that might have been a billy-bumbler in a sack.

					Shhhh, he whispered into Oys ear, putting his arms around him. Dont wake em, they need their sleep.

					Leep, Oy said, very low.

					You just had a bad dream, Jake whispered. Sometimes I have them, too. Theyre not real. Nobodys got you in a bag. Go back to sleep.

					Leep. Oy put his snout on his right forepaw. Oy-be ki-yit.

					Thats right, Jake thought at him, Oy be quiet.

					The gold-ringed eyes, still looking troubled, remained open a bit longer. Then Oy winked at Jake with one and closed both.

					A moment later, the bumbler was asleep again. Somewhere close by, one of his kind had died but dying was the way of the world; it was a hard world and always had been.

					Oy dreamed of being with Jake beneath the great orange orb of the Peddlers Moon. Jake, also sleeping, picked it up by touch and they dreamed of Old Cheap Rover Mans Moon together.

					Oy, who died? asked Jake beneath the Peddlers one-eyed, knowing wink.

					Oy, said his friend. Delah. Many.

					Beneath the Old Cheap Mans empty orange stare Oy said no more; had, in fact, found a dream within his dream, and here also Jake went with him. This dream was better. In it, the two of them were playing together in bright sunshine. To them came another bumbler: a sad fellow, by his look. He tried to talk to them, but neither Jake nor Oy could tell what he said, because he was speaking in English.

					
				                                        
				                                        
					
						SEVEN

					

					Mordred wasnt strong enough to lift the bumbler from the bag, and Nigel either would not or could not help him. The robot only stood inside the door of the Control Center, twisting his head to one side or the other, counting and clanking more loudly than ever. A hot, cooked smell had begun to rise from his innards.

					Mordred succeeded in turning the bag over and the bumbler, probably half a yearling, fell into his lap. Its eyes were halfopen, but the yellow-and-black orbs were dull and unmoving.

					Mordred threw his head back, grimacing in concentration.

					That red flash ran down his body, and his hair tried to stand on end. Before it could do more than begin to rise, however, it and the infants body to which it had been attached were gone. The spider came. It hooked four of its seven legs about the bumblers body and drew it effortlessly up to the craving mouth. In twenty seconds it had sucked the bumbler dry. It plunged its mouth into the creatures soft underbelly, tore it open, lifted the body higher, and ate the guts which came tumbling out: delicious, strength-giving packages of dripping meat. It ate deeper, making muffled mewling sounds of satisfaction, snapping the billybum biers spine and sucking the brief dribble of marrow. Most of the energy was in the blood-aye, always in the blood, as the Grandfathers well knew-but there was strength in meat, as well. As a human baby (Roland had used the old Gilead endearment, bah-bo), he could have taken no nourishment from either the juice or the meat. Would likely have choked to death on it.

					But as a spider-

					He finished and cast the corpse aside onto the floor, just as he had the used-up, desiccated corpses of the rats. Nigel, that dedicated busding butler, had disposed of those. He would not dispose of this one. Nigel stood silent no matter how many times Mordred bawled Nigel, I need you! Around the robot, the smell of charred plastic had grown strong enough to activate the overhead fans. DNK 45932 stood with his eyeless face turned to the left. It gave him an oddly inquisitive look, as if hed died while on the verge of asking an important question: What is the meaning of life, perhaps, or Who put the overalls in Mrs. Murphys chowder"? In any case, his brief career as a rat- and bumblercatcher was over.

					For the time being, Mordred was full of energy-the meal had been fresh and wonderful-but that wouldnt last long. If he stayed in his spider-shape, hed use up this new reservoir of strength even faster. If he went back to being a baby, however, he wouldnt even be able to get down from the chair in which he was sitting, or once more put on the diaper-which had, of course, slid off his body when he changed. But he had to change back, for in his spider-shape he couldnt tfiink clearly at all. As for deductive reasoning? The idea was a bitter joke.

					The white node on the spiders back closed its human eyes, and the black body beneath flushed a congested red. The legs retracted toward the body and disappeared. The node which was the babys head grew and gained detail as the body beneath paled and took on human shape; the childs blue eyes-bombardier eyes, gunslinger eyes-flashed. He was still full of strength from the bumblers blood and meat, he could feel it as the transformation rushed toward its conclusion, but a distressing amount of it (something like the foam on top of a glass of beer) had already dissipated. And not just from switching back and forth, either. The fact was that he was growing at a headlong pace. That sort of growth required relentless nourishment, and there was damned little nourishment to be had in the Arc 16 Experimental Station. Or in Fedic beyond, for that matter. There were canned goods and meals in foil packets and powdered power drinks, yar, plenty of those, but none of what was here would feed him as he needed to be fed. He needed fresh meat and even more than meat he needed blood. And the blood of animals would sustain the avalanche of his growth for only so long. Very soon he was going to need human blood, or the pace of his growth would first slow, then stop. The pain of starvation would come, but that pain, twisting relentlessly in his vitals like an auger, would be nothing to the mental and spiritual pain of watching them on the various video screens: still alive, reunited in their fellowship, with the comfort of a cause.

					The pain of seeing him. Roland of Gilead.

					How, he wondered, did he know the things he knew? From his mother? Some of them, yes, for hed felt a million of Mias thoughts and memories (a good many of them swiped from Susannah) rush into him as he fed on her. But to know it was that way with the Grandfathers, as well, how did he know that?

					That, for instance, a German vampire who swilled the lifes blood of a Frenchman might speak French for a week or ten days, speak it like a native, and then the ability, like his victims memories, would begin to fade

					How could he know a thing like that?

					Did it matter?

					Now he watched them sleep. The boy Jake had awakened, but only briefly. Earlier Mordred had watched them eat, four fools and a bumbler-full of blood, full of energy-dining in a circle together. Always they would sit in a circle, they would make that circle even when they stopped to rest five minutes on the trail, doing it without even being aware of it, their circle that kept die rest of the world out. Mordred had no circle. Although he was new, he already understood that outsidewas his ka, just as it was the ka of winters wind to swing through only half die compass: from north to east and then back again to bleak north once more. He accepted this, yet he still looked at them with the outsiders resentment, knowing he would hurt them and that the satisfaction would be bitter. He was of two worlds, the foretold joining of Prim and Am, of gadosh and godosh, of Gan and Gilead. He was in a way like Jesus Christ, but in a way he was purer than the sheepgod-man, for the sheepgod-man had but one true father, who was in the highly hypothetical heaven, and a stepfather who was on Earth. Poor old Joseph, who wore horns put on him by God Himself.

					Mordred Deschain, on the other hand, had two fathers.

					One of whom now slept on the screen before him.

					Youre old, Father, he thought. It gave him vicious pleasure to think so; it also made him feel small and mean, no more than well, no more than a spider, looking down from its web. Mordred was twins, and would remain twins until Roland of the Eld was dead and the last ka-tet broken. And the longing voice that told him to go to Roland, and call him father? To call Eddie and Jake his brothers, Susannah his sister? That was the gullible voice of his mother. Theyd kill him before he could get a single word out of his mouth (assuming he had reached a stage where he could do more than gurgle baby-talk). Theyd cut off his balls and feed them to the brats bumbler. Theyd bury his castrated corpse, and shit on the ground where he lay, and then move on.

					You re finally old, Father, and now you walk with a limp, and at end of day I see you rub your hip with a hand thats picked up the tiniest bit of a shake.

					Look, if you would. Here sits a baby with blood streaking his fair skin. Here sits a baby weeping his silent, eerie tears. Here sits a baby that knows both too much and too little, and although we must keep our fingers away from his mouth (he snaps, this one; snaps like a baby crocodile), we are allowed to pity him a litde.

					If ka is a train-and it is, a vast, hurding mono, maybe sane, maybe not-then this nasty litde lycanthrope is its most vulnerable hostage, not tied to the tracks like little Nell but strapped to the things very headlight.

					He may tell himself he has two fathers, and diere may be some truth to it, but there is no father here and no mother, either. He ate his mother alive, say true, ate her big-big, she was his first meal, and what choice did he have about that? He is the last miracle ever to be spawned by the still-standing Dark Tower, the scarred wedding of the rational and the irrational, the n