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For Tabby, who knew when it was done






‘Go, then. There are other worlds than these.’


John ‘Jake’ Chambers


 


‘I am a maid of constant sorrow


I’ve seen trouble all my days


All through the world I’m bound to ramble


I have no friends to show my way . . .’


Traditional


 


‘Fair is whatever God wants to do.’


LEIF ENGER


Peace Like a River







INTRODUCTION


ON BEING NINETEEN
(AND A FEW OTHER THINGS)


1


Hobbits were big when I was nineteen (a number of some import in the stories you are about to read).


There were probably half a dozen Merrys and Pippins slogging through the mud at Max Yasgur’s farm during the Great Woodstock Music Festival, twice as many Frodos, and hippie Gandalfs without number. J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings was madly popular in those days, and while I never made it to Woodstock (say sorry), I suppose I was at least a halfling-hippie. Enough of one, at any rate, to have read the books and fallen in love with them. The Dark Tower books, like most long fantasy tales written by men and women of my generation (The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant, by Stephen Donaldson, and The Sword of Shannara, by Terry Brooks, are just two of many), were born out of Tolkien’s.


But although I read the books in 1966 and 1967, I held off writing. I responded (and with rather touching wholeheartedness) to the sweep of Tolkien’s imagination – to the ambition of his story – but I wanted to write my own kind of story, and had I started then, I would have written his. That, as the late Tricky Dick Nixon was fond of saying, would have been wrong. Thanks to Mr Tolkien, the twentieth century had all the elves and wizards it needed.


In 1967, I didn’t have any idea what my kind of story might be, but that didn’t matter; I felt positive I’d know it when it passed me on the street. I was nineteen and arrogant. Certainly arrogant enough to feel I could wait a little while on my muse and my masterpiece (as I was sure it would be). At nineteen, it seems to me, one has a right to be arrogant; time has usually not begun its stealthy and rotten subtractions. It takes away your hair and your jump-shot, according to a popular country song, but in truth it takes away a lot more than that. I didn’t know it in 1966 and ’67, and if I had, I wouldn’t have cared. I could imagine – barely – being forty, but fifty? No. Sixty? Never! Sixty was out of the question. And at nineteen, that’s just the way to be. Nineteen is the age where you say Look out, world, I’m smokin’TNT and I’m drinkin’ dynamite, so if you know what’s good for ya, get out of my way – here comes Stevie.



Nineteen’s a selfish age and finds one’s cares tightly circumscribed. I had a lot of reach, and I cared about that. I had a lot of ambition, and I cared about that. I had a typewriter that I carried from one shithole apartment to the next, always with a deck of smokes in my pocket and a smile on my face. The compromises of middle age were distant, the insults of old age over the horizon. Like the protagonist in that Bob Seger song they now use to sell the trucks, I felt endlessly powerful and endlessly optimistic; my pockets were empty, but my head was full of things I wanted to say and my heart was full of stories I wanted to tell. Sounds corny now; felt wonderful then. Felt very cool. More than anything else I wanted to get inside my readers’ defenses, wanted to rip them and ravish them and change them forever with nothing but story. And I felt I could do those things. I felt I had been made to do those things.


How conceited does that sound? A lot or a little? Either way, I don’t apologize. I was nineteen. There was not so much as a strand of gray in my beard. I had three pairs of jeans, one pair of boots, the idea that the world was my oyster, and nothing that happened in the next twenty years proved me wrong. Then, around the age of thirty-nine, my troubles set in: drink, drugs, a road accident that changed the way I walked (among other things). I’ve written about them at length and need not write about them here. Besides, it’s the same for you, right? The world eventually sends out a mean-ass Patrol Boy to slow your progress and show you who’s boss. You reading this have undoubtedly met yours (or will); I met mine, and I’m sure he’ll be back. He’s got my address. He’s a mean guy, a Bad Lieutenant, the sworn enemy of goofery, fuckery, pride, ambition, loud music, and all things nineteen.


But I still think that’s a pretty fine age. Maybe the best age. You can rock and roll all night, but when the music dies out and the beer wears off, you’re able to think. And dream big dreams. The mean Patrol Boy cuts you down to size eventually, and if you start out small, why, there’s almost nothing left but the cuffs of your pants when he’s done with you. ‘Got another one!’ he shouts, and strides on with his citation book in his hand. So a little arrogance (or even a lot) isn’t such a bad thing, although your mother undoubtedly told you different. Mine did. Pride goeth before a fall, Stephen, she said . . . and then I found out – right around the age that is 19 x 2 – that eventually you fall down, anyway. Or get pushed into the ditch. At nineteen they can card you in the bars and tell you to get the fuck out, put your sorry act (and sorrier ass) back on the street, but they can’t card you when you sit down to paint a picture, write a poem, or tell a story, by God, and if you reading this happen to be very young, don’t let your elders and supposed betters tell you any different. Sure, you’ve never been to Paris. No, you never ran with the bulls at Pamplona. Yes, you’re a pissant who had no hair in your armpits until three years ago – but so what? If you don’t start out too big for your britches, how are you gonna fill ’em when you grow up? Let it rip regardless of what anybody tells you, that’s my idea; sit down and smoke that baby.


2


I think novelists come in two types, and that includes the sort of fledgling novelist I was by 1970. Those who are bound for the more literary or ‘serious’ side of the job examine every possible subject in light of this question: What would writing this sort of story mean to me? Those whose destiny (or ka, if you like) is to include the writing of popular novels are apt to ask a very different one: What would writing this sort of story mean to others? The ‘serious’ novelist is looking for answers and keys to the self; the ‘popular’ novelist is looking for an audience. Both kinds of writer are equally selfish. I’ve known a good many, and will set my watch and warrant upon it.


Anyway, I believe that even at the age of nineteen, I recognized the story of Frodo and his efforts to rid himself of the One Great Ring as one belonging to the second group. They were the adventures of an essentially British band of pilgrims set against a backdrop of vaguely Norse mythology. I liked the idea of the quest – loved it, in fact – but I had no interest in either Tolkien’s sturdy peasant characters (that’s not to say I didn’t like them, because I did) or his bosky Scandinavian settings. If I tried going in that direction, I’d get it all wrong.


So I waited. By 1970 I was twenty-two, the first strands of gray had showed up in my beard (I think smoking two and a half packs of Pall Malls a day probably had something to do with that), but even at twenty-two, one can afford to wait. At twenty-two, time is still on one’s side, although even then that bad old Patrol Boy’s in the neighborhood and asking questions.


Then, in an almost completely empty movie theater (the Bijou, in Bangor, Maine, if it matters), I saw a film directed by Sergio Leone. It was called The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly, and before the film was even half over, I realized that what I wanted to write was a novel that contained Tolkien’s sense of quest and magic but set against Leone’s almost absurdly majestic Western backdrop. If you’ve only seen this gonzo Western on your television screen, you don’t understand what I’m talking about – cry your pardon, but it’s true. On a movie screen, projected through the correct Panavision lenses, TG, TB, & TU is an epic to rival Ben-Hur. Clint Eastwood appears roughly eighteen feet tall, with each wiry jut of stubble on his cheeks looking roughly the size of a young redwood tree. The grooves bracketing Lee Van Cleef’s mouth are as deep as canyons, and there could be a thinny (see Wizard and Glass) at the bottom of each one. The desert settings appear to stretch at least out as far as the orbit of the planet Neptune. And the barrel of each gun looks to be roughly as large as the Holland Tunnel.


What I wanted even more than the setting was that feeling of epic, apocalyptic size. The fact that Leone knew jack shit about American geography (according to one of the characters, Chicago is somewhere in the vicinity of Phoenix, Arizona) added to the film’s sense of magnificent dislocation. And in my enthusiasm – the sort only a young person can muster, I think – I wanted to write not just a long book, but the longest popular novel in history. I did not succeed in doing that, but I feel I had a decent rip; The Dark Tower, volumes one through seven, really comprise a single tale, and the first four volumes run to just over two thousand pages in paperback. The final three volumes run another twenty-five hundred in manuscript. I’m not trying to imply here that length has anything whatsoever to do with quality; I’m just saying that I wanted to write an epic, and in some ways, I succeeded. If you were to ask me why I wanted to do that, I couldn’t tell you. Maybe it’s a part of growing up American: build the tallest, dig the deepest, write the longest. And that head-scratching puzzlement when the question of motivation comes up? Seems to me that that is also part of being an American. In the end we are reduced to saying It seemed like a good idea at the time.
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Another thing about being nineteen, do it please ya: it is the age, I think, where a lot of us somehow get stuck (mentally and emotionally, if not physically). The years slide by and one day you find yourself looking into the mirror with real puzzlement. Why are those lines on my face? you wonder. Where did that stupid potbelly come from? Hell, I’m only nineteen! This is hardly an original concept, but that in no way subtracts from one’s amazement.


Time puts gray in your beard, time takes away your jump-shot, and all the while you’re thinking – silly you – that it’s still on your side. The logical side of you knows better, but your heart refuses to believe it. If you’re lucky, the Patrol Boy who cited you for going too fast and having too much fun also gives you a dose of smelling salts. That was more or less what happened to me near the end of the twentieth century. It came in the form of a Plymouth van that knocked me into the ditch beside a road in my hometown.


About three years after that accident I did a book signing for From a Buick 8 at a Borders store in Dearborn, Michigan. When one guy got to the head of the line, he said he was really, really glad that I was still alive. (I get this a lot, and it beats the shit out of ‘Why the hell didn’t you die?’)


‘I was with this good friend of mine when we heard you got popped,’ he said. ‘Man, we just started shaking our heads and saying “There goes the Tower, it’s tilting, it’s falling, ahhh, shit, he’ll never finish it now.”’


A version of the same idea had occurred to me – the troubling idea that, having built the Dark Tower in the collective imagination of a million readers, I might have a responsibility to make it safe for as long as people wanted to read about it. That might be for only five years; for all I know, it might be five hundred. Fantasy stories, the bad as well as the good (even now, someone out there is probably reading Varney the Vampire or The Monk), seem to have long shelf lives. Roland’s way of protecting the Tower is to try to remove the threat to the Beams that hold the Tower up. I would have to do it, I realized after my accident, by finishing the gunslinger’s story.


During the long pauses between the writing and publication of the first four Dark Tower tales, I received hundreds of ‘pack your bags, we’re going on a guilt trip’ letters. In 1998 (when I was laboring under the mistaken impression that I was still basically nineteen, in other words), I got one from an ‘82-yr-old Gramma, don’t mean to Bother You w/ My Troubles BUT!! very Sick These Days.’ The Gramma told me she probably had only a year to live (‘14 Mo’s at Outside, Cancer all thru Me’), and while she didn’t expect me to finish Roland’s tale in that time just for her, she wanted to know if I couldn’t please (please) just tell her how it came out. The line that wrenched my heart (although not quite enough to start writing again) was her promise to ‘not tell a Single Soul.’ A year later – probably after the accident that landed me in the hospital – one of my assistants, Marsha DeFilippo, got a letter from a fellow on death row in either Texas or Florida, wanting to know essentially the same thing: how does it come out? (He promised to take the secret to the grave with him, which gave me the creeps.)


I would have given both of these folks what they wanted – a summary of Roland’s further adventures – if I could have done, but alas, I couldn’t. I had no idea of how things were going to turn out with the gunslinger and his friends. To know, I have to write. I once had an outline, but I lost it along the way. (It probably wasn’t worth a tin shit, anyway.) All I had was a few notes (‘Chussit, chissit, chassit, something-something-basket’ reads one lying on the desk as I write this). Eventually, starting in July of 2001, I began to write again. I knew by then I was no longer nineteen, nor exempt from any of the ills to which the flesh is heir. I knew I was going to be sixty, maybe even seventy. And I wanted to finish my story before the bad Patrol Boy came for the last time. I had no urge to be filed away with The Canterbury Tales and The Mystery of Edwin Drood.


The result – for better or worse – lies before you, Constant Reader, whether you reading this are starting with Volume One or are preparing for Volume Five. Like it or hate it, the story of Roland is now done. I hope you enjoy it.


As for me, I had the time of my life.


Stephen King


January 25, 2003
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BEAMQUAKE


1ST STANZA


1


‘How long will the magic stay?’


At first no one answered Roland’s question, and so he asked it again, this time looking across the living room of the rectory to where Henchick of the Manni sat with Cantab, who had married one of Henchick’s numerous granddaughters. The two men were holding hands, as was the Manni way. The older man had lost a granddaughter that day, but if he grieved, the emotion did not show on his stony, composed face.


Next to Roland, holding no one’s hand, silent and dreadfully white, sat Eddie Dean. Beside him, cross-legged on the floor, was Jake Chambers. He had pulled Oy into his lap, a thing Roland had never seen before and would not have believed the billy-bumbler would allow. Both Eddie and Jake were splattered with blood. That on Jake’s shirt belonged to his friend Benny Slightman. That on Eddie’s belonged to Margaret Eisenhart, once Margaret of Redpath, the lost granddaughter of the old patriarch. Both Eddie and Jake looked as tired as Roland felt, but he was quite sure there would be no rest for them this night. Distant, from town, came the sounds of fireworks and singing and celebration.


There was no celebration here. Benny and Margaret were dead, and Susannah was gone.


‘Henchick, tell me, I beg: how long will the magic stay?’


The old man stroked his beard in a distracted fashion. ‘Gunslinger – Roland – I can’t say. The magic of the door in that cave is beyond me. As thee must know.’


‘Tell me what you think. Based on what you do know.’


Eddie raised his hands. They were dirty, there was blood under the nails, and they trembled. ‘Tell, Henchick,’ he said, speaking in a voice, humble and lost, that Roland had never heard before. ‘Tell, I beg.’


Rosalita, Pere Callahan’s woman of all work, came in with a tray. There were cups on it, and a carafe of steaming coffee. She, at least, had found time to change out of her bloody, dusty jeans and shirt and into a housedress, but her eyes were still shocked. They peered from her face like small animals from their burrows. She poured the coffee and passed the cups without speaking. Nor had she gotten all the blood, Roland saw as he took one of the cups. There was a streak of it on the back of her right hand. Margaret’s or Benny’s? He didn’t know. Or much care. The Wolves had been defeated. They might or might not come again to Calla Bryn Sturgis. That was ka’s business. Theirs was Susannah Dean, who had disappeared in the aftermath, taking Black Thirteen with her.


Henchick said: ‘Ye ask of kaven?’


‘Aye, father,’ Roland agreed. ‘The persistence of magic.’


Father Callahan took a cup of coffee with a nod and a distracted smile, but no word of thanks. He had spoken little since they’d come back from the cave. In his lap was a book called ’Salem’s Lot, by a man of whom he had never heard. It purported to be a work of fiction, but he, Donald Callahan, was in it. He had lived in the town of which it told, had taken part in the events it recounted. He had looked on the back and on the rear flap for the author’s photograph, queerly certain that he would see a version of his own face looking back at him (the way he’d looked in 1975, when these events had taken place, most likely), but there had been no picture, just a note about the book’s writer that told very little. He lived in the state of Maine. He was married. He’d written one previous book, quite well reviewed, if you believed the quotations on the back.


‘The greater the magic, the longer it persists,’ Cantab said, and then looked at Henchick questioningly.


‘Aye,’ Henchick said. ‘Magic and glammer, both are one, and they do unroll from the back.’ He paused. ‘From the past, do’ee ken.’


‘This door opened on many places and many times in the world my friends came from,’ Roland said. ‘I would open it again, but just on the last two. The most recent two. Can that be done?’


They waited as Henchick and Cantab considered. The Manni were great travelers. If anyone knew, if anyone could do what Roland wanted – what they all wanted – it would be these folk.


Cantab leaned deferentially toward the old man, the dinh of Calla Redpath. He whispered. Henchick listened, his face expressionless, then turned Cantab’s head with one gnarled old hand and whispered back.


Eddie shifted, and Roland felt him getting ready to break loose, perhaps to begin shouting. He put a restraining hand on Eddie’s shoulder, and Eddie subsided. For the time being, at least.


The whispered consultation went on for perhaps five minutes while the others waited. The sounds of celebration in the distance were difficult for Roland to take; God knew how they must make Eddie feel.


At last Henchick patted Cantab’s cheek with his hand and turned to Roland.


‘We think this may be done,’ he said.


‘Thank God,’ Eddie muttered. Then, louder: ‘Thank God! Let’s go up there. We can meet you on the East Road—’


Both of the bearded men were shaking their heads, Henchick with a kind of stern sorrow, Cantab with a look that was almost horror.


‘We’ll not go up to the Cave of the Voices in the dark,’ Henchick said.


‘We have to!’ Eddie burst out. ‘You don’t understand! It’s not just a question of how long the magic will or won’t last, it’s a question of time on the other side! It goes faster over there, and once it’s gone, it’s gone! Christ, Susannah could be having that baby right now, and if it’s some kind of cannibal—’


‘Listen to me, young fellow,’ Henchick said, ‘and hear me very well, I beg. The day is nigh gone.’


This was true. Never in Roland’s experience had a day run so quickly through his fingers. There had been the battle with the Wolves early, not long after dawn, then celebration there on the road for the victory and sorrow for their losses (which had been amazingly small, as things had fallen). Then had come the realization that Susannah was gone, the trek to the cave, their discoveries there. By the time they’d gotten back to the East Road battlefield, it had been past noon. Most of the townsfolk had left, bearing their saved children home in triumph. Henchick had agreed willingly enough to this palaver, but by the time they’d gotten back to the rectory, the sun had been on the wrong side of the sky.



We’re going to get a night’s rest, after all, Roland thought, and didn’t know whether to be glad or disappointed. He could use sleep; that much he did know.


‘I listen and hear,’ Eddie said, but Roland’s hand was still on his shoulder, and he could feel the younger man trembling.


‘Even were we willing to go, we couldn’t persuade enough of the others to come wi’ us,’ Henchick said.


‘You’re their dinh—’


‘Aye, so you call it, and so I suppose I am, although it isn’t our word, ye ken. In most things they’d follow me, and they know the debt they owe your ka-tet out of this day’s work and would say thank ya any way they could. But they wouldn’t go up that path and into that haunted place after dark.’ Henchick was shaking his head slowly and with great certainty. ‘No – that they will not do.


‘Listen, young man. Cantab and I can be back at Redpath Kra-ten well before full dark. There we’ll call our menfolk to the Tempa, which is to us as the Meeting Hall is to the forgetful folk.’ He glanced briefly at Callahan. ‘Say pardon, Pere, if the term offends ye.’


Callahan nodded absently without looking up from the book, which he was turning over and over in his hands. It had been covered in protective plastic, as valuable first editions often are. The price lightly penciled on the flyleaf was $950. Some young man’s second novel. He wondered what made it so valuable. If they ran into the book’s owner, a man named Calvin Tower, he would surely ask. And that would only be the start of his questioning.


‘We’ll explain what it is ye want, and ask for volunteers. Of the sixty-eight men of Redpath Kra-ten, I believe all but four or five will agree to help – to blend their forces together. It will make powerful khef. Is that what ye call it? Khef? The sharing?’


‘Yes,’ Roland said. ‘The sharing of water, we say.’


‘You couldn’t fit anywhere that number of men in the mouth of that cave,’ Jake said. ‘Not even if half of them sat on the other half’s shoulders.’


‘No need,’ Henchick said. ‘We’ll put the most powerful inside – what we call the senders. The others can line up along the path, linked hand to hand and bob to bob. They’ll be there before the sun goes rooftop tomorrow. I set my watch and warrant on it.’


‘We’ll need tonight to gather our mags and bobs, anyway,’ Cantab said. He was looking at Eddie apologetically, and with some fear. The young man was in terrible pain, that was clear. And he was a gunslinger. A gunslinger might strike out, and when one did, it was never blindly.


‘It could be too late,’ Eddie said, low. He looked at Roland with his hazel eyes. They were now bloodshot and dark with exhaustion. ‘Tomorrow could be too late even if the magic hasn’t gone away.’


Roland opened his mouth and Eddie raised a finger.


‘Don’t say ka, Roland. If you say ka one more time, I swear my head’ll explode.’


Roland closed his mouth.


Eddie turned back to the two bearded men in their dark, Quakerish cloaks. ‘And you can’t be sure the magic will stay, can you? What could be opened tonight could be closed against us forever tomorrow. Not all the magnets and plumb-bobs in Manni creation could open it.’


‘Aye,’ Henchick said. ‘But your woman took the magic ball with her, and whatever ’ee may think, Mid-World and the Borderlands are well shed of it.’


‘I’d sell my soul to have it back, and in my hands,’ Eddie said clearly.


They all looked shocked at this, even Jake, and Roland felt a deep urge to tell Eddie he must take that back, must unsay it. There were powerful forces working against their quest for the Tower, dark ones, and Black Thirteen was their clearest sigul. What could be used could also be misused, and the bends o’ the rainbow had their own malevolent glammer, Thirteen most of all. Was the sum of all, perhaps. Even if they had possessed it, Roland would have fought to keep it out of Eddie Dean’s hands. In his current state of sorrowing distraction, the ball would either destroy him or make him its slave in minutes.


‘A stone might drink if it had a mouth,’ Rosa said dryly, startling them all. ‘Eddie, questions of magic aside, think of the path that goes up there. Then think of five dozen men, many of them nigh as old as Henchick, one or two blind as bats, trying to climb it after dark.’


‘The boulder,’ Jake said. ‘Remember the boulder you have to kind of slide by, with your feet sticking out over the drop?’


Eddie nodded reluctantly. Roland could see him trying to accept what he couldn’t change. Groping for sanity.


‘Susannah Dean is also a gunslinger,’ Roland said. ‘Mayhap she can take care of herself a little while.’


‘I don’t think Susannah’s in charge anymore,’ Eddie replied, ‘and neither do you. It’s Mia’s baby, after all, and it’ll be Mia at the controls until the baby – the chap – comes.’


Roland had an intuition then, and like so many he’d had over the years, it turned out to be true. ‘She may have been in charge when they left, but she may not be able to stay in charge.’


Callahan spoke at last, looking up from the book which had so stunned him. ‘Why not?’


‘Because it’s not her world,’ Roland said. ‘It’s Susannah’s. If they can’t find a way to work together, they may die together.’
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Henchick and Cantab went back to Manni Redpath, first to tell the gathered (and entirely male) elders about the day’s work, and then to tell them what payment was required. Roland went with Rosa to her cottage. It stood up the hill from a formerly neat privy which was now mostly in ruins. Within this privy, standing useless sentinel, was what remained of Andy the Messenger Robot (many other functions). Rosalita undressed Roland slowly and completely. When he was mother-naked, she stretched beside him on her bed and rubbed him with special oils: cat-oil for his aches, a creamier, faintly perfumed blend for his most sensitive parts. They made love. They came together (the sort of physical accident fools take for fate), listening to the crackle of fire-crackers from the Calla’s high street and the boisterous shouts of the folken, most of them now well past tipsy, from the sound.


‘Sleep,’ she said. ‘Tomorrow I see you no more. Not me, not Eisenhart or Overholser, not anyone in the Calla.’


‘Do you have the sight, then?’ Roland asked. He sounded relaxed, even amused, but even when he had been deep in her heat and thrusting, the gnaw of Susannah had never left his mind: one of his ka-tet, and lost. Even if there had been no more than that, it would have been enough to keep him from true rest or ease.


‘No,’ said she, ‘but I have feelings from time to time, like any other woman, especially about when her man is getting ready to move on.’


‘Is that what I am to you? Your man?’


Her gaze was both shy and steady. ‘For the little time ye’ve been here, aye, I like to think so. Do’ee call me wrong, Roland?’


He shook his head at once. It was good to be some woman’s man again, if only for a short time.


She saw he meant it, and her face softened. She stroked his lean cheek. ‘We were well-met, Roland, were we not? Well-met in the Calla.’


‘Aye, lady.’


She touched the remains of his right hand, then his right hip. ‘And how are your aches?’


To her he wouldn’t lie. ‘Vile.’


She nodded, then took hold of his left hand, which he’d managed to keep away from the lobstrosities. ‘And this un?’


‘Fine,’ he said, but he felt a deep ache. Lurking. Waiting its time to come out. What Rosalita called the dry twist.


‘Roland!’ said she.


‘Aye?’


Her eyes looked at him calmly. She still had hold of his left hand, touching it, culling out its secrets. ‘Finish your business as soon as you can.’


‘Is that your advice?’


‘Aye, dearheart. Before your business finishes you.’
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Eddie sat on the back porch of the rectory as midnight came and what these folk would ever after call The Day of the East Road Battle passed into history (after which it would pass into myth . . . always assuming the world held together long enough for it to happen). In town the sounds of celebration had grown increasingly loud and feverish, until Eddie seriously began to wonder if they might not set the entire high street afire. And would he mind? Not a whit, say thanks and you’re welcome, too. While Roland, Susannah, Jake, Eddie, and three women – Sisters of Oriza, they called themselves – stood against the Wolves, the rest of the Calla-folken had either been cowering back in town or in the rice by the riverbank. Yet ten years from now – maybe even five! – they would be telling each other about how they’d bagged their limit one day in autumn, standing shoulder to shoulder with the gunslingers.


It wasn’t fair and part of him knew it wasn’t fair, but never in his life had he felt so helpless, so lost, and so consequently mean. He would tell himself not to think of Susannah, to wonder where she was or if her demon child had yet been delivered, and find himself thinking of her, anyway. She had gone to New York, of that much he was sure. But when? Were people traveling in hansom cabs by gaslight or jetting around in anti-grav taxis driven by robots from North Central Positronics?


Is she even alive?


He would have shuddered away from this thought if he could have, but the mind could be so cruel. He kept seeing her in the gutter somewhere down in Alphabet City, with a swastika carved on her forehead, and a placard reading GREETINGS FROM YOUR FRIENDS IN OXFORD TOWN hung around her neck.


Behind him the door from the rectory’s kitchen opened. There was the soft padding sound of bare feet (his ears were sharp now, trained like the rest of his killer’s equipment), and the click of toenails. Jake and Oy.


The kid sat down next to him in Callahan’s rocking chair. He was dressed and wearing his docker’s clutch. In it was the Ruger Jake had stolen from his father on the day he had run away from home. Today it had drawn . . . well, not blood. Not yet. Oil? Eddie smiled a little. There was no humor in it.


‘Can’t sleep, Jake?’


‘Ake,’ Oy agreed, and collapsed at Jake’s feet, muzzle resting on the boards between his paws.


‘No,’ Jake said. ‘I keep thinking about Susannah.’ He paused, then added: ‘And Benny.’


Eddie knew that was natural, the boy had seen his friend blown apart before his very eyes, of course he’d be thinking about him, but Eddie still felt a bitter spurt of jealousy, as if all of Jake’s regard should have been saved for Eddie Dean’s wife.


‘That Tavery kid,’ Jake said. ‘It’s his fault. Panicked. Got running. Broke his ankle. If not for him, Benny’d still be alive.’ And very softly – it would have chilled the heart of the boy in question had he heard it, Eddie had no doubt of that – Jake said: ‘Frank . . . fucking . . . Tavery.’


Eddie reached out a hand that did not want to comfort and made it touch the kid’s head. His hair was long. Needed a wash. Hell, needed a cut. Needed a mother to make sure the boy under it took care of it. No mother now, though, not for Jake. And a little miracle: giving comfort made Eddie feel better. Not a lot, but a little.


‘Let it go,’ he said. ‘Done is done.’


‘Ka,’ Jake said bitterly.


‘Ki-yet, ka,’ Oy said without raising his muzzle.


‘Amen,’ Jake said, and laughed. It was disturbing in its coldness. Jake took the Ruger from its makeshift holster and looked at it. ‘This one will go through, because it came from the other side. That’s what Roland says. The others may, too, because we won’t be going todash. If they don’t, Henchick will cache them in the cave and maybe we can come back for them.’


‘If we wind up in New York,’ Eddie said, ‘there’ll be plenty of guns. And we’ll find them.’


‘Not like Roland’s. I hope like hell they go through. There aren’t any guns left in any of the worlds like his. That’s what I think.’


It was what Eddie thought, too, but he didn’t bother saying so. From town there came a rattle of firecrackers, then silence. It was winding down there. Winding down at last. Tomorrow there would undoubtedly be an all-day party on the common, a continuation of today’s celebration but a little less drunk and a little more coherent. Roland and his ka-tet would be expected as guests of honor, but if the gods of creation were good and the door opened, they would be gone. Hunting Susannah. Finding her. Never mind hunting. Finding.


As if reading his thoughts (and he could do that, he was strong in the touch), Jake said: ‘She’s still alive.’


‘How can you know that?’


‘We would have felt it if she was gone.’


‘Jake, can you touch her?’


‘No, but—’


Before he could finish, a deep rumbling came from the earth. The porch suddenly began to rise and fall like a boat on a heavy sea. They could hear the boards groaning. From the kitchen came the sound of rattling china like chattering teeth. Oy raised his head and whined. His foxy little face was comically startled, his ears laid back along his skull. In Callahan’s parlor, something fell over and shattered.


Eddie’s first thought, illogical but strong, was that Jake had killed Suze simply by declaring her still alive.


For a moment the shaking intensified. A window shattered as its frame was twisted out of shape. There was a crump from the darkness. Eddie assumed – correctly – that it was the ruined privy, now falling down completely. He was on his feet without realizing it. Jake was standing beside him, gripping his wrist. Eddie had drawn Roland’s gun and now they both stood as if ready to begin shooting.


There was a final grumbling from deep in the earth, and then the porch settled under their feet. At certain key points along the Beam, people were waking up and looking around, dazed. In the streets of one New York when, a few car alarms were going off. The following day’s papers would report a minor earthquake: broken windows, no reported casualties. Just a little shake of the fundamentally sound bedrock.


Jake was looking at Eddie, eyes wide. And knowing.


The door opened behind them and Callahan came out onto the porch, dressed in flimsy white underpants that fell to his knees. The only other thing on him was the gold crucifix around his neck.


‘It was an earthquake, wasn’t it?’ he said. ‘I felt one in northern California once, but never since coming to the Calla.’


‘It was a hell of a lot more than an earthquake,’ Eddie said, and pointed. The screened-in porch looked east, and over there the horizon was lit by silent artillery bursts of green lightning. Downhill from the rectory, the door of Rosalita’s snug creaked open and then banged shut. She and Roland came up the hill together, she in her chemise and the gunslinger in a pair of jeans, both barefoot in the dew.


Eddie, Jake, and Callahan went down to them. Roland was looking fixedly at the already diminishing flickers of lightning in the east, where the land of Thunderclap waited for them, and the Court of the Crimson King, and, at the end of End-World, the Dark Tower itself.



If, Eddie thought. If it still stands.


‘Jake was just saying that if Susannah died, we’d know it,’ Eddie said. ‘That there’d be what you call a sigul. Then comes this.’ He pointed to the Pere’s lawn, where a new ridge had humped up, peeling the sod apart in one ten-foot line to show the puckered brown lips of the earth. A chorus of dogs was barking in town, but there were no sounds from the folken, at least not yet; Eddie supposed a goodly number had slept through the whole thing. The sleep of the drunken victorious. ‘But it wasn’t anything to do with Suze. Was it?’


‘Not directly, no.’


‘And it wasn’t ours,’ Jake put in, ‘or the damage would have been a lot worse. Don’t you think?’


Roland nodded.


Rosa looked at Jake with a mixture of puzzlement and fright. ‘Wasn’t our what, boy? What are you talking about? It wasn’t an earthquake, sure!’


‘No,’ Roland said, ‘a Beamquake. One of the Beams holding up the Tower – which holds up everything – just let go. Just snapped.’


Even in the faint light from the four ’seners flickering on the porch, Eddie saw Rosalita Munoz’s face lose its color. She crossed herself. ‘A Beam? One of the Beams? Say no! Say not true!’


Eddie found himself thinking of some long-ago baseball scandal. Of some little boy begging, Say it ain’t so, Joe.


‘I can’t,’ Roland told her, ‘because it is.’


‘How many of these Beams are there?’ Callahan asked.


Roland looked at Jake, and nodded slightly: Say your lesson, Jake of New York – speak and be true.


‘Six Beams connecting twelve portals,’ Jake said. ‘The twelve portals are at the twelve ends of the earth. Roland, Eddie, and Susannah really started their quest from the Portal of the Bear, and picked me up between there and Lud.’


‘Shardik,’ Eddie said. He was watching the last flickers of lightning in the east. ‘That was the bear’s name.’


‘Yes, Shardik,’ Jake agreed. ‘So we’re on the Beam of the Bear. All the Beams come together at the Dark Tower. Our Beam, on the other side of the Tower . . .?’ He looked at Roland for help. Roland, in turn, looked at Eddie Dean. Even now, it seemed, Roland was not done teaching them the Way of Eld.


Eddie either didn’t see the look or chose to ignore it, but Roland would not be put off. ‘Eddie?’ he murmured.


‘We’re on the Path of the Bear, Way of the Turtle,’ Eddie said absently. ‘I don’t know why it would ever matter, since the Tower’s as far as we’re going, but on the other side it’s the Path of the Turtle, Way of the Bear.’ And he recited:


‘See the TURTLE of enormous girth!



On his shell he holds the earth,


His thought is slow but always kind;


He holds us all within his mind.’


At this point, Rosalita took up the verse


‘On his back the truth is carried,



And there are love and duty married.


He loves the earth and loves the sea,


And even loves a child like me.’


‘Not quite the way I learned it in my cradle and taught it to my friends,’ Roland said, ‘but close enough, by watch and by warrant.’


‘The Great Turtle’s name is Maturin,’ Jake said, and shrugged. ‘If it matters.’


‘You have no way of telling which one broke?’ Callahan said, studying Roland closely.


Roland shook his head. ‘All I know is that Jake’s right – it wasn’t ours. If it had been, nothing within a hundred miles of Calla Bryn Sturgis would be standing.’ Or maybe within a thousand miles – who could know? ‘The very birds would have fallen flaming from the sky.’


‘You speak of Armageddon,’ Callahan said in a low, troubled voice.


Roland shook his head, but not in disagreement. ‘I don’t know that word, Pere, but I’m speaking of great death and great destruction, sure. And somewhere – along the Beam connecting Fish to Rat, perhaps – that has now happened.’


‘Are you positive this is true?’ Rosa asked, low.


Roland nodded. He had been through this once before, when Gilead fell and civilization as he then understood it had ended. When he had been cast loose to wander with Cuthbert and Alain and Jamie and the few others of their ka-tet. One of the six Beams had broken then, and almost certainly not the first.


‘How many Beams remain to hold the Tower?’ Callahan asked.


For the first time, Eddie seemed interested in something other than the fate of his lost wife. He was looking at Roland with what was almost attention. And why not? This was, after all, the crucial question. All things serve the Beam, they said, and although the actual truth was that all things served the Tower, it was the Beams which held the Tower up. If they snapped—


‘Two,’ Roland said. ‘There have to be at least two, I’d say. The one running through Calla Bryn Sturgis and another. But God knows how long they’ll hold. Even without the Breakers working on them, I doubt they’d hold for long. We have to hurry.’


Eddie had stiffened. ‘If you’re suggesting we go on without Suze—’


Roland shook his head impatiently, as if to tell Eddie not to be a fool. ‘We can’t win through to the Tower without her. For all I know, we can’t win through without Mia’s chap. It’s in the hands of ka, and there used to be a saying in my country: “Ka has no heart or mind.”’


‘That one I can agree with,’ Eddie said.


‘We might have another problem,’ Jake said.


Eddie frowned at him. ‘We don’t need another problem.’


‘I know, but . . . what if the earthquake blocked the mouth of that cave? Or . . .’ Jake hesitated, then reluctantly brought out what he was really afraid of. ‘Or knocked it down completely?’


Eddie reached out, took hold of Jake’s shirt, and bundled it into his fist. ‘Don’t say that. Don’t you even think that.’


Now they could hear voices from town. The folken would be gathering on the common again, Roland guessed. He further guessed that this day – and now this night – would be remembered in Calla Bryn Sturgis for a thousand years. If the Tower stood, that was.


Eddie let go of Jake’s shirt and then pawed at the place he had grabbed, as if to erase the wrinkles. He tried a smile that made him look feeble and old.


Roland turned to Callahan. ‘Will the Manni still turn up tomorrow? You know this bunch better than I.’


Callahan shrugged. ‘Henchick’s a man of his word. Whether he can hold the others to his word after what just happened . . . that, Roland, I don’t know.’


‘He better be able to,’ Eddie said darkly. ‘He just better be.’


Roland of Gilead said, ‘Who’s for Watch Me?’


Eddie looked at him, unbelieving.


‘We’re going to be up until morning light,’ the gunslinger said. ‘We might as well pass the time.’


So they played Watch Me, and Rosalita won hand after hand, adding up their scores on a piece of slate with no smile of triumph – with no expression at all that Jake could read. At least not at first. He was tempted to try the touch, but had decided that to use it for any but the strongest reasons was wrong. Using it to see behind Rosa’s poker face would be like watching her undress. Or watching her and Roland make love.


Yet as the game went on and the northeast finally began to grow lighter, Jake guessed he knew what she was thinking of after all, because it was what he was thinking of. On some level of their minds, all of them would be thinking of those last two Beams, from now until the end.


Waiting for one or both of them to snap. Whether it was them trailing Susannah or Rosa cooking her dinner or even Ben Slightman, mourning his dead son out there on Vaughn Eisenhart’s ranch, all of them would now be thinking of the same thing: only two left, and the Breakers working against them night and day, eating into them, killing them.


How long before everything ended? And how would it end? Would they hear the vast rumble of those enormous slate-colored stones as they fell? Would the sky tear open like a flimsy piece of cloth, spilling out the monstrosities that lived in the todash darkness? Would there be time to cry out? Would there be an afterlife, or would even Heaven and Hell be obliterated by the fall of the Dark Tower?


He looked at Roland and sent a thought, as clearly as he could: Roland, help us.


And one came back, filling his mind with cold comfort (ah, but comfort served cold was better than no comfort at all): If I can.


‘Watch Me,’ said Rosalita, and laid down her cards. She had built Wands, the high run, and the card on top was Madame Death.



STAVE: Commala-come-come.



There’s a young man with a gun.


Young man lost his honey


When she took it on the run.



RESPONSE: Commala-come-one!



She took it on the run!


Left her baby lonely but


Her baby ain’t done.




THE PERSISTENCE OF MAGIC
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They needn’t have worried about the Manni-folk showing up. Henchick, dour as ever, appeared at the town common, which had been the designated setting-out point, with forty men. He assured Roland it would be enough to open the Unfound Door, if it could indeed be opened now that what he called ‘the dark glass’ was gone. The old man offered no word of apology for showing up with less than the promised number of men, but he kept tugging on his beard. Sometimes with both hands.


‘Why does he do that, Pere, do you know?’ Jake asked Callahan. Henchick’s troops were rolling eastward in a dozen bucka waggons. Behind these, drawn by a pair of albino asses with freakishly long ears and fiery pink eyes, was a two-wheeled fly completely covered in white duck. To Jake it looked like a big Jiffy-Pop container on wheels. Henchick rode upon this contraption alone, gloomily yanking at his chin-whiskers.


‘I think it means he’s embarrassed,’ Callahan said.


‘I don’t see why. I’m surprised so many showed up, after the Beamquake and all.’


‘What he learned when the ground shook is that some of his men were more afraid of that than of him. As far as Henchick’s concerned, it adds up to an unkept promise. Not just any unkept promise, either, but one he made to your dinh. He’s lost face.’ And, without changing his tone of voice at all, tricking him into an answer he would not otherwise have given, Callahan asked: ‘Is she still alive, then, your molly?’


‘Yes, but in ter—’ Jake began, then covered his mouth. He looked at Callahan accusingly. Ahead of them, on the seat of the two-wheeled fly, Henchick looked around, startled, as if they had raised their voices in argument. Callahan wondered if everyone in this damned story had the touch but him.


It’s not a story. It’s not a story, it’s my life!


But it was hard to believe that, wasn’t it, when you’d seen yourself set in type as a major character in a book with the word FICTION on the copyright page. Doubleday and Company, 1975. A book about vampires, yet, which everyone knew weren’t real. Except they had been. And, in at least some of the worlds adjacent to this one, still were.


‘Don’t treat me like that,’ Jake said. ‘Don’t trick me like that. Not if we’re all on the same side, Pere. Okay?’


‘I’m sorry,’ Callahan said. And then: ‘Cry pardon.’


Jake smiled wanly and stroked Oy, who was riding in the front pocket of his poncho.


‘Is she—’


The boy shook his head. ‘I don’t want to talk about her now, Pere. It’s best we not even think about her. I have a feeling – I don’t know if it’s true or not, but it’s strong – that something’s looking for her. If there is, it’s better it not overhear us. And it could.’


‘Something . . .?’


Jake reached out and touched the kerchief Callahan wore around his neck, cowboy-style. It was red. Then he put a hand briefly over his left eye. For a moment Callahan didn’t understand, and then he did. The red eye. The Eye of the King.


He sat back on the seat of the waggon and said no more. Behind them, not talking, Roland and Eddie rode horseback, side by side. Both were carrying their gunna as well as their guns, and Jake had his own in the waggon behind him. If they came back to Calla Bryn Sturgis after today, it wouldn’t be for long.



In terror was what he had started to say, but it was worse than that. Impossibly faint, impossibly distant, but still clear, Jake could hear Susannah screaming. He only hoped Eddie did not.
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So they rode away from a town that mostly slept in emotional exhaustion despite the quake which had struck it. The day was cool enough so that when they started out they could see their breath on the air, and a light scrim of frost coated the dead cornstalks. A mist hung over the Devar-tete Whye like the river’s own spent breath. Roland thought: This is the edge of winter.


An hour’s ride brought them to the arroyo country. There was no sound but the jingle of trace, the squeak of wheels, the clop of horses, an occasional sardonic honk from one of the albino asses pulling the fly, and distant, the call of rusties on the wing. Headed south, perhaps, if they could still find it.


Ten or fifteen minutes after the land began to rise on their right, filling in with bluffs and cliffs and mesas, they returned to the place where, just twenty-four hours before, they had come with the children of the Calla and fought their battle. Here a track split off from the East Road and rambled more or less northwest. In the ditch on the other side of the road was a raw trench of earth. It was the hide where Roland, his ka-tet, and the ladies of the dish had waited for the Wolves.


And, speaking of the Wolves, where were they? When they’d left this place of ambush, it had been littered with bodies. Over sixty, all told, man-shaped creatures who had come riding out of the west wearing gray pants, green cloaks, and snarling wolf-masks.


Roland dismounted and walked up beside Henchick, who was getting down from the two-wheeled fly with the stiff awkwardness of age. Roland made no effort to help him. Henchick wouldn’t expect it, might even be offended by it.


The gunslinger let him give his dark cloak a final settling shake, started to ask his question, and then realized he didn’t have to. Forty or fifty yards farther along, on the right side of the road, was a vast hill of uprooted corn-plants where no hill had been the day before. It was a funerary heap, Roland saw, one which had been constructed without any degree of respect. He hadn’t lost any time or wasted any effort wondering how the folken had spent the previous afternoon – before beginning the party they were now undoubtedly sleeping off – but now he saw their work before him. Had they been afraid the Wolves might come back to life? he wondered, and knew that, on some level, that was exactly what they’d feared. And so they’d dragged the heavy, inert bodies (gray horses as well as gray-clad Wolves) off into the corn, stacked them willy-rully, then covered them with uprooted corn-plants. Today they’d turn this bier into a pyre. And if the seminon winds came? Roland guessed they’d light it up anyway, and chance a possible conflagration in the fertile land between road and river. Why not? The growing season was over for the year, and there was nothing like fire for fertilizer, so the old folks did say; besides, the folken would not really rest easy until that hill was burned. And even then few of them would like to come out here.


‘Roland, look,’ Eddie said in a voice that trembled somewhere between sorrow and rage. ‘Ah, goddammit, look.’


Near the end of the path, where Jake, Benny Slightman, and the Tavery twins had waited before making their final dash for safety across the road, stood a scratched and battered wheelchair, its chrome winking brilliantly in the sun, its seat streaked with dust and blood. The left wheel was bent severely out of true.


‘Why do’ee speak in anger?’ Henchick inquired. He had been joined by Cantab and half a dozen elders of what Eddie sometimes referred to as the Cloak Folk. Two of these elders looked a good deal older than Henchick himself, and Roland thought of what Rosalita had said last night: Many of them nigh as old as Henchick, trying to climb that path after dark. Well, it wasn’t dark, but he didn’t know if some of these would be able to walk as far as the upsy part of the path to Doorway Cave, let alone the rest of the way to the top.


‘They brought your woman’s rolling chair back here to honor her. And you. So why do’ee speak in anger?’


‘Because it’s not supposed to be all banged up, and she’s supposed to be in it,’ Eddie told the old man. ‘Do you ken that, Henchick?’


‘Anger is the most useless emotion,’ Henchick intoned, ‘destructive to the mind and hurtful of the heart.’


Eddie’s lips thinned to no more than a white scar below his nose, but he managed to hold in a retort. He walked over to Susannah’s scarred chair – it had rolled hundreds of miles since they’d found it in Topeka, but its rolling days were done – and looked down at it moodily. When Callahan approached him, Eddie waved the Pere back.


Jake was looking at the place on the road where Benny had been struck and killed. The boy’s body was gone, of course, and someone had covered his spilled blood with a fresh layer of the oggan, but Jake found he could see the dark splotches, anyway. And Benny’s severed arm, lying palm-up. Jake remembered how his friend’s Da’ had staggered out of the corn and seen his son lying there. For five seconds or so he had been capable of no sound whatever, and Jake supposed that was time enough for someone to have told sai Slightman they’d gotten off incredibly light: one dead boy, one dead rancher’s wife, another boy with a broken ankle. Piece of cake, really. But no one had and then Slightman the Elder had shrieked. Jake thought he would never forget the sound of that shriek, just as he would always see Benny lying here in the dark and bloody dirt with his arm off.


Beside the place where Benny had fallen was something else which had been covered with dirt. Jake could see just a small wink of metal. He dropped to one knee and excavated one of the Wolves’ death-balls, things called sneetches. The Harry Potter model, according to what was written on them. Yesterday he’d held a couple of these in his hand and felt them vibrating. Heard their faint, malevolent hum. This one was as dead as a rock. Jake stood up and threw it toward the heap of corn-covered dead Wolves. Threw hard enough to make his arm hurt. That arm would probably be stiff tomorrow, but he didn’t care. Didn’t care much about Henchick’s low opinion of anger, either. Eddie wanted his wife back; Jake wanted his friend. And while Eddie might get what he wanted somewhere down the line, Jake Chambers never would. Because dead was the gift that kept on giving. Dead, like diamonds, was forever.


He wanted to get going, wanted this part of the East Road looking at his back. He also wanted not to have to look at Susannah’s empty, beat-up chair any longer. But the Manni had formed a ring around the spot where the battle had actually taken place, and Henchick was praying in a high, rapid voice that hurt Jake’s ears: it sounded quite a lot like the squeal of a frightened pig. He spoke to something called the Over, asking for safe passage to yon cave and success of endeavor with no loss of life or sanity (Jake found this part of Henchick’s prayer especially disturbing, as he’d never thought of sanity as a thing to be prayed for). The boss-man also begged the Over to enliven their mags and bobs. And finally he prayed for kaven, the persistence of magic, a phrase that seemed to have a special power for these people. When he was finished, they all said ‘Over-sam, Over-kra, Over-can-tah’ in unison, and dropped their linked hands. A few went down on their knees to have a little extra palaver with the really big boss. Cantab, meanwhile, led four or five of the younger men to the fly. They folded back its snowy white top, revealing a number of large wooden boxes. Plumb-bobs and magnets, Jake guessed, and a lot bigger than the ones they wore around their necks. They’d brought out the heavy artillery for this little adventure. The boxes were covered with designs – stars and moons and odd geometric shapes – that looked cabalistic rather than Christian. But, Jake realized, he had no basis for believing the Manni were Christians. They might look like Quakers or Amish with their cloaks and beards and round-crowned black hats, might throw the occasional thee or thou into their conversation, but so far as Jake knew, neither the Quakers nor the Amish had ever made a hobby of traveling to other worlds.


Long polished wooden rods were pulled from another wagon. They were thrust through metal sleeves on the undersides of the engraved boxes. The boxes were called coffs, Jake learned. The Manni carried them like religious artifacts through the streets of a medieval town. Jake supposed that in a way they were religious artifacts.


They started up the path, which was still scattered with hair-ribbons, scraps of cloth, and a few small toys. These had been bait for the Wolves, and the bait had been taken.


When they reached the place where Frank Tavery had gotten his foot caught, Jake heard the voice of the useless git’s beautiful sister in his mind: Help him, please, sai, I beg. He had, God forgive him. And Benny had died.


Jake looked away, grimacing, then thought You’re a gunslinger now, you gotta do better. He forced himself to look back.


Pere Callahan’s hand dropped onto his shoulder. ‘Son, are you all right? You’re awfully pale.’


‘I’m okay,’ Jake said. A lump had risen in his throat, quite a large one, but he forced himself to swallow past it and repeat what he’d just said, telling the lie to himself rather than to the Pere: ‘Yeah, I’m okay.’


Callahan nodded and shifted his own gunna (the halfhearted packsack of a town man who does not, in his heart, believe he’s going anywhere) from his left shoulder to his right. ‘And what’s going to happen when we get up to that cave? If we can get up to that cave?’


Jake shook his head. He didn’t know.
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The path was okay. A good deal of loose rock had shaken down on it, and the going was arduous for the men carrying the coffs, but in one respect their way was easier than before. The quake had dislodged the giant boulder that had almost blocked the path near the top. Eddie peered over and saw it lying far below, shattered into two pieces. There was some sort of lighter, sparkly stuff in its middle, making it look to Eddie like the world’s largest hard-boiled egg.


The cave was still there, too, although a large pile of talus now lay in front of its mouth. Eddie joined some of the younger Manni in helping to clear it, tossing handfuls of busted-up shale (garnets gleaming in some of the pieces like drops of blood) over the side. Seeing the cave’s mouth eased a band which had been squeezing Eddie’s heart, but he didn’t like the silence of the cave, which had been damnably chatty on his previous visit. From somewhere deep in its gullet he could hear the grating whine of a draft, but that was all. Where was his brother, Henry? Henry should have been bitching about how Balazar’s gentlemen had killed him and it was all Eddie’s fault. Where was his Ma, who should have been agreeing with Henry (and in equally dolorous tones)? Where was Margaret Eisenhart, complaining to Henchick, her grandfather, about how she’d been branded forgetful and then abandoned? This had been the Cave of the Voices long before it had been the Doorway Cave, but the voices had fallen silent. And the door looked . . . stupid was the word which first came to Eddie’s mind. The second was unimportant. This cave had once been informed and defined by the voices from below; the door had been rendered awful and mysterious and powerful by the glass ball – Black Thirteen – which had come into the Calla through it.


But now it’s left the same way, and it’s just an old door that doesn’t—


Eddie tried to stifle the thought and couldn’t.


—that doesn’t go anywhere.


He turned to Henchick, disgusted by the sudden welling of tears in his eyes but unable to stop them. ‘There’s no magic left here,’ he said. His voice was wretched with despair. ‘There’s nothing behind that fucking door but stale air and fallen rock. You’re a fool and I’m another.’


There were shocked gasps at this, but Henchick looked at Eddie with eyes that almost seemed to twinkle. ‘Lewis, Thonnie!’ he said, almost jovially. ‘Bring me the Branni coff.’


Two strapping young men with short beards and hair pulled back in long braids stepped forward. Between them they bore an ironwood coff about four feet long, and heavy, from the way they carried the poles. They set it before Henchick.


‘Open it, Eddie of New York.’


Thonnie and Lewis looked at him, questioning and a little afraid. The older Manni men, Eddie saw, were watching with a kind of greedy interest. He supposed it took a few years to become fully invested in the Manni brand of extravagant weirdness; in time Lewis and Thonnie would get there, but they hadn’t made it much past peculiar as yet.


Henchick nodded, a little impatiently. Eddie bent and opened the box. It was easy. There was no lock. Inside was a silk cloth. Henchick removed it with a magician’s flourish and disclosed a plumb-bob on a chain. To Eddie it looked like an old-fashioned child’s top, and was nowhere near as big as he had expected. It was perhaps eighteen inches long from its pointed tip to its broader top and made of some yellowish wood that looked greasy. It was on a silver chain that had been looped around a crystal plug set in the coff’s top.


‘Take it out,’ Henchick said, and when Eddie looked to Roland, the hair over the old man’s mouth opened and a set of perfect white teeth displayed themselves in a smile of astounding cynicism. ‘Why do ’ee look to your dinh, young snivelment? The magic’s gone out of this place, you said so yourself! And would ’ee not know? Why, thee must be all of . . . I don’t know . . . twenty-five?’


Snickers from the Manni who were close enough to hear this jape, several of them not yet twenty-five themselves.


Furious with the old bastard – and with himself, as well – Eddie reached into the box. Henchick stayed his hand.


‘Touch not the bob itself. Not if thee’d keep thy cream in on one side and thy crap on the other. By the chain, do ’ee kennit?’


Eddie almost reached for the bob anyway – he’d already made a fool of himself in front of these people, there was really no reason not to finish the job – but he looked into Jake’s grave gray eyes and changed his mind. The wind was blowing hard up here, chilling the sweat of the climb on his skin, making him shiver. Eddie reached forward again, took hold of the chain, and gingerly unwound it from the plug.


‘Lift him out,’ Henchick said.


‘What’ll happen?’


Henchick nodded, as if Eddie had finally talked some sense. ‘That’s to see. Lift him out.’


Eddie did so. Given the obvious effort with which the two young men had been carrying the box, he was astounded at how light the bob was. Lifting it was like lifting a feather which had been attached to a four-foot length of fine-link chain. He looped the chain over the back of his fingers and held his hand in front of his eyes. He looked a little like a man about to make a puppet caper.


Eddie was about to ask Henchick again what the old man expected to happen, but before he could, the bob began to sway back and forth in modest arcs.


‘I’m not doing that,’ Eddie said. ‘At least, I don’t think I am. It must be the wind.’


‘I don’t think it can be,’ Callahan said. ‘There are no flukes to—’


‘Hush!’ Cantab said, and with such a forbidding look that Callahan did hush.


Eddie stood in front of the cave, with all the arroyo country and most of Calla Bryn Sturgis spread out below him. Dreaming blue-gray in the far distance was the forest through which they had come to get here – the last vestige of Mid-World, where they would never go more. The wind gusted, blowing his hair back from his forehead, and suddenly he heard a humming sound.


Except he didn’t. The humming was inside the hand in front of his eyes, the one with the chain lying upon the spread fingers. It was in his arm. And most of all, in his head.


At the far end of the chain, at about the height of Eddie’s right knee, the bob’s swing grew more pronounced and became the arc of a pendulum. Eddie realized a strange thing: each time the bob reached the end of its swing, it grew heavier. It was like holding onto something that was being pulled by some extraordinary centrifugal force.


The arc grew longer, the bob’s swings faster, the pull at the end of each swing stronger. And then—


‘Eddie!’ Jake called, somewhere between concern and delight. ‘Do you see?’


Of course he did. Now the bob was growing dim at the end of each swing. The downward pressure on his arm – the bob’s weight – was rapidly growing stronger as this happened. He had to support his right arm with his left hand in order to maintain his grip, and now he was also swaying at the hips with the swing of the bob. Eddie suddenly remembered where he was – roughly seven hundred feet above the ground. This baby would shortly yank him right over the side, if it wasn’t stopped. What if he couldn’t get the chain off his hand?


The plumb-bob swung to the right, tracing the shape of an invisible smile in the air, gaining weight as it rose toward the end of its arc. All at once the puny piece of wood he’d lifted from its box with such ease seemed to weigh sixty, eighty, a hundred pounds. And as it paused at the end of its arc, momentarily balanced between motion and gravity, he realized he could see the East Road through it, not just clearly but magnified. Then the Branni bob started back down again, plummeting, shedding weight. But when it started up again, this time to his left . . .


‘Okay, I get the point!’ Eddie shouted. ‘Get it off me, Henchick. At least make it stop!’


Henchick uttered a single word, one so guttural it sounded like something yanked from a mudflat. The bob didn’t slow through a series of diminishing arcs but simply quit, again hanging beside Eddie’s knee with the tip pointing at his foot. For a moment the humming in his arm and head continued. Then that also quit. When it did, the bob’s disquieting sense of weight lifted. The damn thing was once more feather-light.


‘Do ’ee have something to say to me, Eddie of New York?’ Henchick asked.


‘Yeah, cry your pardon.’


Henchick’s teeth once more put in an appearance, gleaming briefly in the wilderness of his beard and then gone. ‘Thee’s not entirely slow, is thee?’


‘I hope not,’ Eddie said, and could not forbear a small sigh of relief as Henchick of the Manni lifted the fine-link silver chain from his hand.
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Henchick insisted on a dry-run. Eddie understood why, but he hated all this foreplay crap. The passing time now seemed almost to be a physical thing, like a rough piece of cloth slipping beneath the palm of your hand. He kept silent, nevertheless. He’d already pissed off Henchick once, and once was enough.


The old man brought six of his amigos (five of them looked older than God to Eddie) into the cave. He passed bobs to three of them and shell-shaped magnets to the other three. The Branni bob, almost certainly the tribe’s strongest, he kept for himself.


The seven of them formed a ring at the mouth of the cave.


‘Not around the door?’ Roland asked.


‘Not until we have to,’ Henchick said.


The old men joined hands, each holding a bob or a mag at the clasping point. As soon as the circle was complete, Eddie heard that humming again. It was as loud as an overamped stereo speaker. He saw Jake raise his hands to his ears, and Roland’s face tighten in a brief grimace.


Eddie looked at the door and saw it had lost that dusty, unimportant look. The hieroglyphs on it once more stood out crisply, some forgotten word that meant UNFOUND. The crystal doorknob glowed, outlining the rose carved there in lines of white light.



Could I open it now? Eddie wondered. Open it and step through? He thought not. Not yet, anyway. But he was a hell of a lot more hopeful about this process than he’d been five minutes ago.


Suddenly the voices from deep in the cave came alive, but they did so in a roaring jumble. Eddie could make out Benny Slightman the Younger screaming the word Dogan, heard his Ma telling him that now, to top off a career of losing things, he’d lost his wife, heard some man (probably Elmer Chambers) telling Jake that Jake had gone crazy, he was fou, he was Monsieur Lunatique. More voices joined in, and more, and more.


Henchick nodded sharply to his colleagues. Their hands parted. When they did, the voices from below ceased in mid-babble. And, Eddie was not surprised to see, the door immediately regained its look of unremarkable anonymity – it was any door you ever passed on the street without a second look.


‘What in God’s name was that?’ Callahan asked, nodding toward the deeper darkness where the floor sloped down. ‘It wasn’t like that before.’


‘I believe that either the quake or the loss of the magic ball has driven the cave insane,’ Henchick said calmly. ‘It doesn’t matter to our business here, anyroa’. Our business is with the door.’ He looked at Callahan’s packsack. ‘Once you were a wandering man.’


‘So I was.’


Henchick’s teeth made another brief guest appearance. Eddie decided that, on some level, the old bastard was enjoying this. ‘From the look of your gunna, sai Callahan, you’ve lost the knack.’


‘I suppose it’s hard for me to believe that we’re really going anywhere,’ Callahan said, and offered a smile. Compared to Henchick’s, it was feeble. ‘And I’m older now.’


Henchick made a rude sound at that – fah!, it sounded like.


‘Henchick,’ Roland said, ‘do you know what caused the ground to shake early this morning?’


The old man’s blue eyes were faded but still sharp. He nodded. Outside the cave’s mouth, in a line going down the path, almost three dozen Manni men waited patiently. ‘Beam let go is what we think.’


‘What I think, too,’ Roland said. ‘Our business grows more desperate. I’d have an end to idle talk, if it does ya. Let’s have what palaver we must have, and then get on with our business.’


Henchick looked at Roland as coldly as he had looked at Eddie, but Roland’s eyes never wavered. Henchick’s brow furrowed, then smoothed out.


‘Aye,’ he said. ‘As ’ee will, Roland. Thee’s rendered us a great service, Manni and forgetful folk alike, and we’d return it now as best we can. The magic’s still here, and thick. Wants only a spark. We can make that spark, aye, easy as commala. You may get what ’ee want. On the other hand, we all may go to the clearing at the end of the path together. Or into the darkness. Does thee understand?’


Roland nodded.


‘Would ’ee go ahead?’


Roland stood for a moment with his head lowered and his hand on the butt of his gun. When he looked up, he was wearing his own smile. It was handsome and tired and desperate and dangerous. He twirled his whole left hand twice in the air: Let’s go.
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The coffs were set down – carefully, because the path leading up to what the Manni called Kra Kammen was narrow – and the contents were removed. Long-nailed fingers (the Manni were allowed to cut their nails only once a year) tapped the magnets, producing a shrill hum that seemed to slice through Jake’s head like a knife. It reminded him of the todash chimes, and he guessed that wasn’t surprising; those chimes were the kammen.

OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
THE DARK
TOWER VI: SONG
OF SUSANNAH

Stephen King






OEBPS/OEBPS/image/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





