
  [image: Cover]


  THE WIND THROUGH

  THE KEYHOLE


  A Dark Tower Novel


  [image: Image Missing]


  THE WIND THROUGH THE KEYHOLE


  A Dark Tower Novel


  Stephen King


  Illustrated by Jae Lee


  [image: Logo Missing]


  www.hodder.co.uk


  
    
  


  [image: Image Missing]


  Copyright © Stephen King 2012


  Illustrations copyright © Jae Lee 2012


  First published in Great Britain in 2012 by Hodder & Stoughton


  An Hachette UK company


  The right of Stephen King to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


  All rights reserved.


  No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


  All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


  A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


  ISBN 978 1 444 73174 3


  Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


  338 Euston Road


  London NW1 3BH


  www.hodder.co.uk


  This is for Robin Furth,

  and the gang at Marvel Comics.


  [image: Image Missing]


  CONTENTS:


  Dedication


  Illustrations


  Foreword


  Starkblast


  Chapter 1


  Chapter 2


  Chapter 3


  Chapter 4


  Chapter 5


  Chapter 6


  Chapter 7


  Chapter 8


  Chapter 9


  Chapter 10


  Chapter 11


  Chapter 12


  Chapter 13


  Chapter 14


  Chapter 15


  Chapter 16


  Chapter 17


  The Skin-Man (Part 1)


  The Wind Through the Keyhole


  The Skin-Man (Part 2)


  Storm’s Over


  Chapter 1


  Chapter 2


  Chapter 3


  Afterword


  Footnote


  By Stephen King and published by Hodder & Stoughton


  Don’t miss the other books in Stephen King’s magnificent epic fantasy adventure series


  ILLUSTRATIONS


  JAKE SNATCHED HIM UP


  SCALES INSTEAD OF SKIN


  THOSE WERE GOOD YEARS


  PERHAPS IT WOULD WORK


  STORM’S OVER, SUGAR


  [image: Image Missing]


  FOREWORD


  Many of the people holding this book have followed the adventures of Roland and his band – his ka-tet – for years, some of them from the very beginning. Others – and I hope there are many, newcomers and Constant Readers alike – may ask, Can I read and enjoy this story if I haven’t read the other Dark Tower books? My answer is yes, if you keep a few things in mind.


  First, Mid-World lies next to our world, and there are many overlaps. In some places there are doorways between the two worlds, and sometimes there are thin places, porous places, where the two worlds actually mingle. Three of Roland’s ka-tet – Eddie, Susannah, and Jake – have been drawn separately from troubled lives in New York into Roland’s Mid-World quest. Their fourth traveling companion, a billy-bumbler named Oy, is a golden-eyed creature native to Mid-World. Mid-World is very old, and falling to ruin, filled with monsters and untrustworthy magic.


  Second, Roland Deschain of Gilead is a gunslinger – one of a small band that tries to keep order in an increasingly lawless world. If you think of the gunslingers of Gilead as a strange combination of knights errant and territorial marshals in the Old West, you’ll be close to the mark. Most of them, although not all, are descended from the line of the old White King, known as Arthur Eld (I told you there were overlaps).


  Third, Roland has lived his life under a terrible curse. He killed his mother, who was having an affair – mostly against her will, and certainly against her better judgment – with a fellow you will meet in these pages. Although it was by mistake, he holds himself accountable, and the unhappy Gabrielle Deschain’s death has haunted him since his young manhood. These events are fully narrated in the Dark Tower cycle, but for our purposes here, I think it’s all you have to know.


  For longtime readers, this book should be shelved between Wizard and Glass and Wolves of the Calla . . . which makes it, I suppose, Dark Tower 4.5.


  As for me, I was delighted to discover my old friends had a little more to say. It was a great gift to find them again, years after I thought their stories were told.


  Stephen King


  September 14, 2011
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  STARKBLAST
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  During the days after they left the Green Palace that wasn’t Oz after all – but which was now the tomb of the unpleasant fellow Roland’s ka-tet had known as the Tick-Tock Man – the boy Jake began to range farther and farther ahead of Roland, Eddie, and Susannah.


  ‘Don’t you worry about him?’ Susannah asked Roland. ‘Out there on his own?’


  ‘He’s got Oy with him,’ Eddie said, referring to the billy-bumbler who had adopted Jake as his special friend. ‘Mr Oy gets along with nice folks all right, but he’s got a mouthful of sharp teeth for those who aren’t so nice. As that guy Gasher found out to his sorrow.’


  ‘Jake also has his father’s gun,’ Roland said. ‘And he knows how to use it. That he knows very well. And he won’t leave the Path of the Beam.’ He pointed overhead with his reduced hand. The low-hanging sky was mostly still, but a single corridor of clouds moved steadily southeast. Toward the land of Thunderclap, if the note left behind for them by the man who styled himself RF had told the truth.


  Toward the Dark Tower.


  ‘But why—’ Susannah began, and then her wheelchair hit a bump. She turned to Eddie. ‘Watch where you’re pushin me, sugar.’


  ‘Sorry,’ Eddie said. ‘Public Works hasn’t been doing any maintenance along this stretch of the turnpike lately. Must be dealing with budget cuts.’


  It wasn’t a turnpike, but it was a road . . . or had been: two ghostly ruts with an occasional tumbledown shack to mark the way. Earlier that morning they had even passed an abandoned store with a barely readable sign: TOOK’S OUTLAND MERCANTILE. They investigated inside for supplies – Jake and Oy had still been with them then – and had found nothing but dust, ancient cobwebs, and the skeleton of what had been either a large raccoon, a small dog, or a billy-bumbler. Oy had taken a cursory sniff and then pissed on the bones before leaving the store to sit on the hump in the middle of the old road with his squiggle of a tail curled around him. He faced back the way they had come, sniffing the air.


  Roland had seen the bumbler do this several times lately, and although he had said nothing, he pondered it. Someone trailing them, maybe? He didn’t actually believe this, but the bumbler’s posture – nose lifted, ears pricked, tail curled – called up some old memory or association that he couldn’t quite catch.


  ‘Why does Jake want to be on his own?’ Susannah asked.


  ‘Do you find it worrisome, Susannah of New York?’ Roland asked.


  ‘Yes, Roland of Gilead, I find it worrisome.’ She smiled amiably enough, but in her eyes, the old mean light sparkled. That was the Detta Walker part of her, Roland reckoned. It would never be completely gone, and he wasn’t sorry. Without the strange woman she had once been still buried in her heart like a chip of ice, she would have been only a handsome black woman with no legs below the knees. With Detta onboard, she was a person to be reckoned with. A dangerous one. A gunslinger.


  ‘He has plenty of stuff to think about,’ Eddie said quietly. ‘He’s been through a lot. Not every kid comes back from the dead. And it’s like Roland says – if someone tries to face him down, it’s the someone who’s apt to be sorry.’ Eddie stopped pushing the wheelchair, armed sweat from his brow, and looked at Roland. ‘Are there someones in this particular suburb of nowhere, Roland? Or have they all moved on?’


  ‘Oh, there are a few, I wot.’


  He did more than wot; they had been peeked at several times as they continued their course along the Path of the Beam. Once by a frightened woman with her arms around two children and a babe hanging in a sling from her neck. Once by an old farmer, a half-mutie with a jerking tentacle that hung from one corner of his mouth. Eddie and Susannah had seen none of these people, or sensed the others that Roland felt sure had, from the safety of the woods and high grasses, marked their progress. Eddie and Susannah had a lot to learn.


  But they had learned at least some of what they would need, it seemed, because Eddie now asked, ‘Are they the ones Oy keeps scenting up behind us?’


  ‘I don’t know.’ Roland thought of adding that he was sure something else was on Oy’s strange little bumbler mind, and decided not to. The gunslinger had spent long years with no ka-tet, and keeping his own counsel had become a habit. One he would have to break, if the tet was to remain strong. But not now, not this morning.


  ‘Let’s move on,’ he said. ‘I’m sure we’ll find Jake waiting for us up ahead.’


  THE SKIN-MAN


  (PART 1)
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  Not long after the death of my mother, which as you know came by my own hand, my father – Steven, son of Henry the Tall – summoned me to his study in the north wing of the palace. It was a small, cold room. I remember the wind whining around the slit windows. I remember the high, frowning shelves of books – worth a fortune, they were, but never read. Not by him, anyway. And I remember the black collar of mourning he wore. It was the same as my own. Every man in Gilead wore the same collar, or a band around his shirtsleeve. The women wore black nets on their hair. This would go on until Gabrielle Deschain was six months in her tomb.


  I saluted him, fist to forehead. He didn’t look up from the papers on his desk, but I knew he saw it. My father saw everything, and very well. I waited. He signed his name several times while the wind whistled and the rooks cawed in the courtyard. The fireplace was a dead socket. He rarely called for it to be lit, even on the coldest days.


  At last he looked up.


  ‘How is Cort, Roland? How goes it with your teacher that was? You must know, because I’ve been given to understand that you spend most of your time in his hut, feeding him and such.’


  ‘He has days when he knows me,’ I said. ‘Many days he doesn’t. He still sees a little from one eye. The other . . .’ I didn’t need to finish. The other was gone. My hawk, David, had taken it from him in my test of manhood. Cort, in turn, had taken David’s life, but that was to be his last kill.


  ‘I know what happened to his other peep. Do you truly feed him?’


  ‘Aye, Father, I do.’


  ‘Do you clean him when he messes?’


  I stood there before his desk like a chastened schoolboy called before the master, and that is how I felt. Only how many chastened schoolboys have killed their own mothers?


  ‘Answer me, Roland. I am your dinh as well as your father and I’d have you answer.’


  ‘Sometimes.’ Which was not really a lie. Sometimes I changed his dirty clouts three and four times a day, sometimes, on the good days, only once or not at all. He could get to the jakes if I helped him. And if he remembered he had to go.


  ‘Does he not have the white ammies who come in?’


  ‘I sent them away,’ I said.


  He looked at me with real curiosity. I searched for contempt in his face – part of me wanted to see it – but there was none that I could tell. ‘Did I raise you to the gun so you could become an ammie and nurse a broken old man?’


  I felt my anger flash at that. Cort had raised a moit of boys to the tradition of the Eld and the way of the gun. Those who were unworthy he had bested in combat and sent west with no weapons other than what remained of their wits. There, in Cressia and places even deeper in those anarchic kingdoms, many of those broken boys had joined with Farson, the Good Man. Who would in time overthrow everything my father’s line had stood for. Farson had armed them, sure. He had guns, and he had plans.


  ‘Would you throw him on the dungheap, Father? Is that to be his reward for all his years of service? Who next, then? Vannay?’


  ‘Never in this life, as you know. But done is done, Roland, as thee also knows. And thee doesn’t nurse him out of love. Thee knows that, too.’


  ‘I nurse him out of respect!’


  ‘If ’twas only respect, I think you’d visit him, and read to him – for you read well, your mother always said so, and about that she spoke true – but you’d not clean his shit and change his bed. You are scourging yourself for the death of your mother, which was not your fault.’


  Part of me knew this was true. Part of me refused to believe it. The publishment of her death was simple: ‘Gabrielle Deschain, she of Arten, died while possessed of a demon which troubled her spirit.’ It was always put so when someone of high blood committed suicide, and so the story of her death was given. It was accepted without question, even by those who had, either secretly or not so secretly, cast their lot with Farson. Because it became known – gods know how, not from me or my friends – that she had become the consort of Marten Broadcloak, the court magis and my father’s chief advisor, and that Marten had fled west. Alone.


  ‘Roland, hear me very well. I know you felt betrayed by your lady mother. So did I. I know that part of you hated her. Part of me hated her, too. But we both also loved her, and love her still. You were poisoned by the toy you brought back from Mejis, and you were tricked by the witch. One of those things alone might not have caused what happened, but the pink ball and the witch together . . . aye.’


  ‘Rhea.’ I could feel tears stinging my eyes, and I willed them back. I would not weep before my father. Never again. ‘Rhea of the Cöos.’


  ‘Aye, she, the black-hearted cunt. It was she who killed your mother, Roland. She turned you into a gun . . . and then pulled the trigger.’


  I said nothing.


  He must have seen my distress, because he resumed shuffling his papers, signing his name here and there. Finally he raised his head again. ‘The ammies will have to see to Cort for a while. I’m sending you and one of your ka-mates to Debaria.’


  ‘What? To Serenity?’


  He laughed. ‘The retreat where your mother stayed?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Not there, not at all. Serenity, what a joke. Those women are the black ammies. They’d flay you alive if you so much as trespassed their holy doors. Most of the sisters who bide there prefer the longstick to a man.’


  I had no idea what he meant – remember I was still very young, and very innocent about many things, in spite of all I’d been through. ‘I’m not sure I’m ready for another mission, Father. Let alone a quest.’


  He looked at me coldly. ‘I’ll be the judge of what you’re ready for. Besides, this is nothing like the mess you walked into in Mejis. There may be danger, it may even come to shooting, but at bottom it’s just a job that needs to be done. Partly so that people who’ve come to doubt can see that the White is still strong and true, but mostly because what’s wrong cannot be allowed to stand. Besides, as I’ve said, I won’t be sending you alone.’


  ‘Who’ll go with me? Cuthbert or Alain?’


  ‘Neither. I have work for Laughing Boy and Thudfoot right here. You go with Jamie DeCurry.’


  I considered this and thought I would be glad to ride with Jamie Red-Hand. Although I would have preferred either Cuthbert or Alain. As my father surely knew.


  ‘Will you go without argument, or will you annoy me further on a day when I have much to do?’


  ‘I’ll go,’ I said. In truth, it would be good to escape the palace – its shadowy rooms, its whispers of intrigue, its pervasive sense that darkness and anarchy were coming and nothing could stop them. The world would move on, but Gilead would not move on with it. That glittering, beautiful bubble would soon burst.


  ‘Good. You’re a fine son, Roland. I may never have told you that, but it’s true. I hold nothing against you. Nothing.’


  I lowered my head. When this meeting was finally over, I would go somewhere and let my heart free, but not just then. Not as I stood before him.


  ‘Ten or twelve wheels beyond the hall of the women – Serenity, or whatever they call it – is the town of Debaria itself, on the edge of the alkali flats. Nothing serene about Debaria. It’s a dusty, hide-smelling railhead town where cattle and block salt are shipped south, east, and north – in every direction except the one where that bastard Farson’s laying his plans. There are fewer traildrive herds these days, and I expect Debaria will dry up and blow away like so many other places in Mid-World before long, but now it’s still a busy place, full of saloons, whoredens, gamblers, and confidence men. Hard as it might be to believe, there are even a few good people there. One is the High Sheriff, Hugh Peavy. It’s him that you and DeCurry will report to. Let him see your guns and a sigul which I will give to you. Do you ken everything I’ve told you so far?’


  ‘Yes, Father,’ I said. ‘What’s so bad there that it warrants the attention of gunslingers?’ I smiled a little, a thing I had done seldom in the wake of my mother’s death. ‘Even baby gunslingers such as us?’


  ‘According to the reports I have’ – he lifted some of the papers and shook them at me – ‘there’s a skin-man at work. I have my doubts about that, but there’s no doubt the folk are terrified.’


  ‘I don’t know what that is,’ I said.


  ‘Some sort of shape-changer, or so the old tales say. Go to Vannay when you leave me. He’s been collecting reports.’


  ‘All right.’


  ‘Do the job, find this lunatic who goes around wearing animal skins – that’s probably what it amounts to – but be not long about it. Matters far graver than this have begun to teeter. I’d have you back – you and all your ka-mates – before they fall.’


  Two days later, Jamie and I led our horses onto the stable-car of a special two-car train that had been laid on for us. Once the Western Line ran a thousand wheels or more, all the way to the Mohaine Desert, but in the years before Gilead fell, it went to Debaria and no farther. Beyond there, many tracklines had been destroyed by washouts and ground-shakers. Others had been taken up by harriers and roving bands of outlaws who called themselves land-pirates, for that part of the world had fallen into bloody confusion. We called those far western lands Out-World, and they served John Farson’s purposes well. He was, after all, just a land-pirate himself. One with pretensions.


  The train was little more than a steam-driven toy; Gilead folk called it Sma’ Toot and laughed to see it puffing over the bridge to the west of the palace. We could have ridden faster a-horseback, but the train saved the mounts. And the dusty velveteen seats of our car folded out into beds, which we felt was a fine thing. Until we tried to sleep in them, that was. At one particularly hard jounce, Jamie was thrown right off his makeshift bed and onto the floor. Cuthbert would have laughed and Alain would have cursed, but Jamie Red-Hand only picked himself up, stretched out again, and went back to sleep.


  We spoke little that first day, only looked out the wavery isinglass windows, watching as Gilead’s green and forested land gave way to dirty scrub, a few struggling ranches, and herders’ huts. There were a few towns where folk – many of them muties – gaped at us as Sma’ Toot wheezed slowly past. A few pointed at the centers of their foreheads, as if at an invisible eye. It meant they stood for Farson, the Good Man. In Gilead, such folk would have been imprisoned for their disloyalty, but Gilead was now behind us. I was dismayed by how quickly the allegiance of these people, once taken for granted, had thinned.


  On the first day of our journey, outside Beesford-on-Arten, where a few of my mother’s people still lived, a fat man threw a rock at the train. It bounced off the closed stable-car door, and I heard our horses whinny in surprise. The fat man saw us looking at him. He grinned, grabbed his crotch with both hands, and waddled away.


  ‘Someone has eaten well in a poor land,’ Jamie remarked as we watched his butters jounce in the seat of his old patched pants.


  The following morning, after the servant had put a cold breakfast of porridge and milk before us, Jamie said, ‘I suppose you’d better tell me what it’s about.’


  ‘Will you tell me something, first? If you know, that is?’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘My father said that the women at the retreat in Debaria prefer the longstick to a man. Do you know what he meant?’


  Jamie regarded me in silence for a bit – as if to make sure I wasn’t shaking his knee – and then his lips twitched at the corners. For Jamie this was the equivalent of holding his belly, rolling around the floor, and howling with glee. Which Cuthbert Allgood certainly would have done. ‘It must be what the whores in the low town call a diddlestick. Does that help?’


  ‘Truly? And they . . . what? Use it on each other?’


  ‘So ’tis said, but much talk is just la-la-la. You know more of women than I do, Roland; I’ve never lain with one. But never mind. Given time, I suppose I will. Tell me what we’re about in Debaria.’


  ‘A skin-man is supposedly terrorizing the good folk. Probably the bad folk, as well.’


  ‘A man who becomes some sort of animal?’


  It was actually a little more complicated in this case, but he had the nub of it. The wind was blowing hard, flinging handfuls of alkali at the side of the car. After one particularly vicious gust, the little train lurched. Our empty porridge bowls slid. We caught them before they could fall. If we hadn’t been able to do such things, and without even thinking of them, we would not have been fit to carry the guns we wore. Not that Jamie preferred the gun. Given a choice (and the time to make it), he would reach for either his bow or his bah.


  ‘My father doesn’t believe it,’ I said. ‘But Vannay does. He—’


  At that moment, we were thrown forward into the seats ahead of us. The old servant, who was coming down the center aisle to retrieve our bowls and cups, was flung all the way back to the door between the car and his little kitchen. His front teeth flew out of his mouth and into his lap, which gave me a start.


  Jamie ran up the aisle, which was now severely tilted, and knelt by him. As I joined him, Jamie plucked up the teeth and I saw they were made of painted wood and held together by a cunning clip almost too small to see.


  ‘Are you all right, sai?’ Jamie asked.


  The old fellow got slowly to his feet, took his teeth, and filled the hole behind his upper lip with them. ‘I’m fine, but this dirty bitch has derailed again. No more Debaria runs for me, I have a wife. She’s an old nag, and I’m determined to outlive her. You young men had better check your horses. With luck, neither of them will have broken a leg.’


  Neither had, but they were nervous and stamping, anxious to get out of confinement. We lowered the ramp and tethered them to the connecting bar between the two cars, where they stood with their heads lowered and their ears flattened against the hot and gritty wind blowing out of the west. Then we clambered back inside the passenger car and collected our gunna. The engineer, a broad-shouldered, bowlegged plug of a man, came down the side of his listing train with the old servant in tow. When he reached us, he pointed to what we could see very well.


  ‘Yonder on that ridge be Debaria high road – see the marking-posts? You can be at the place o’ the females in less than an hour, but don’t bother asking nothing o’ those bitches, because you won’t get it.’ He lowered his voice. ‘They eat men, is what I’ve heard. Not just a way o’ speakin, boys: they . . . eat . . . the mens.’


  I found it easier to believe in the reality of the skin-man than in this, but I said nothing. It was clear that the enjie was shaken up, and one of his hands was as red as Jamie’s. But the enjie’s was only a little burn, and would go away. Jamie’s would still be red when he was sent down in his grave. It looked as if it had been dipped in blood.


  ‘They may call to you, or make promises. They may even show you their titties, as they know a young man can’t take his eyes off such. But never mind. Turn yer ears from their promises and yer eyes from their titties. You just go on into the town. It’ll be less than another hour by horse. We’ll need a work crew to put this poxy whore upright. The rails are fine; I checked. Just covered with that damned alkali dust, is all. I suppose ye can’t pay men to come out, but if ye can write – as I suppose such gentle fellows as yerselves surely can – you can give em a premissary note or whatever it’s called—’


  ‘We have specie,’ I said. ‘Enough to hire a small crew.’


  The enjie’s eyes widened at this. I supposed they would widen even more if I told him my father had given me twenty gold knuckles to carry in a special pocket sewn inside my vest.


  ‘And oxes? Because we’ll need oxes if they’ve got em. Hosses if they don’t.’


  ‘We’ll go to the livery and see what they have,’ I said, mounting up. Jamie tied his bow on one side of his saddle and then moved to the other, where he slid his bah into the leather boot his father had made special for it.


  ‘Don’t leave us stuck out here, young sai,’ the enjie said. ‘We’ve no horses, and no weapons.’


  ‘We won’t forget you,’ I said. ‘Just stay inside. If we can’t get a crew out today, we’ll send a bucka to take you into town.’


  ‘Thankee. And stay away from those women! They . . . eat . . . the mens!’


  The day was hot. We ran the horses for a bit because they wanted to stretch after being pent up, then pulled them down to a walk.


  ‘Vannay,’ Jamie said.


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘Before the train derailed, you said your father didn’t believe there was a skin-man, but Vannay does.’


  ‘He said that after reading the reports High Sheriff Peavy sent along, it was hard not to believe. You know what he says at least once in every class: “When facts speak, the wise man listens.” Twenty-three dead makes a moit of facts. Not shot or stabbed, mind you, but torn to pieces.’


  Jamie grunted.


  ‘Whole families, in two cases. Large ones, almost clans. The houses turned all upsy-turvy and splashed with blood. Limbs ripped off the bodies and carried away, some found – partly eaten – some not. At one of those farms, Sheriff Peavy and his deputy found the youngest boy’s head stuck on a fencepole with his skull smashed in and his brains scooped out.’


  ‘Witnesses?’


  ‘A few. A sheepherder coming back with strays saw his partner attacked. The one who survived was on a nearby hill. The two dogs with him ran down to try and protect their other master, and were torn apart too. The thing came up the hill after the herder, but got distracted by the sheep instead, so the fellow struck lucky and got away. He said it was a wolf that ran upright, like a man. Then there was a woman with a gambler. He was caught cheating at Watch Me in one of the local pits. The two of them were given a bill of circulation and told to leave town by nightfall or be whipped. They were headed for the little town near the salt-mines when they were beset. The man fought. It gave the woman just enough time to get clear. She hid up in some rocks until the thing was gone. She’s said ’twas a lion.’


  ‘On its back legs?’


  ‘If so, she didn’t wait to see. Last, two cowpunchers. They were camped on Debaria Stream near a young Manni couple on marriage retreat, although the punchers didn’t know it until they heard the couple’s screams. As they rode toward the sound, they saw the killer go loping off with the woman’s lower leg in its jaws. It wasn’t a man, but they swore on watch and warrant that it ran upright like a man.’


  Jamie leaned over the neck of his horse and spat. ‘Can’t be so.’


  ‘Vannay says it can. He says there have been such before, although not for years. He believes they may be some sort of mutation that’s pretty much worked its way out of the true thread.’


  ‘All these witnesses saw different animals?’


  ‘Aye. The cowpokes described it as a tyger. It had stripes.’


  ‘Lions and tygers running around like trained beasts in a traveling show. And out here in the dust. Are you sure we aren’t being tickled?’


  I wasn’t old enough to be sure of much, but I did know the times were too desperate to be sending young guns even so far west as Debaria for a prank. Not that Steven Deschain could have been described as a prankster even in the best of times.


  ‘I’m only telling what Vannay told me. The rope-swingers who came into town with the remains of those two Manni behind them on a travois had never even heard of such a thing as a tyger. Yet that is what they described. The testimony’s in here, green eyes and all.’ I took the two creased sheets of paper I had from Vannay out of my inner vest pocket. ‘Care to look?’


  ‘I’m not much of a reader,’ Jamie said. ‘As thee knows.’


  ‘Aye, fine. But take my word. Their description is just like the picture in the old story of the boy caught in the starkblast.’


  ‘What old story is that?’


  ‘The one about Tim Stoutheart – “The Wind through the Keyhole.” Never mind. It’s not important. I know the punchers may have been drunk, they usually are if they’re near a town that has liquor, but if it’s true testimony, Vannay says the creature is a shape-shifter as well as a shape-changer.’


  ‘Twenty-three dead, you say. Ay-yi.’


  The wind gusted, driving the alkali before it. The horses shied, and we raised our neckerchiefs over our mouths and noses.


  ‘Boogery hot,’ Jamie said. ‘And this damned dust.’


  Then, as if realizing he had been excessively chatty, he fell silent. That was fine with me, as I had much to think about.


  A little less than an hour later, we breasted a hill and saw a sparkling white haci below us. It was the size of a barony estate. Behind it, tending down toward a narrow creek, was a large greengarden and what looked like a grape arbor. My mouth watered at the sight of it. The last time I’d had grapes, my armpits had still been smooth and hairless.


  The walls of the haci were tall and topped with forbidding sparkles of broken glass, but the wooden gates stood open, as if in invitation. In front of them, seated on a kind of throne, was a woman in a dress of white muslin and a hood of white silk that flared around her head like gullwings. As we drew closer, I saw the throne was ironwood. Surely no other chair not made of metal could have borne her weight, for she was the biggest woman I had ever seen, a giantess who could have mated with the legendary outlaw prince David Quick.


  Her lap was full of needlework. She might have been knitting a blanket, but held before that barrel of a body and breasts so big each of them could have fully shaded a baby from the sun, whatever it was looked no bigger than a handkerchief. She caught sight of us, laid her work aside, and stood up. There was six and a half feet of her, maybe a bit more. The wind was less in this dip, but there was enough to flutter her dress against her long thighs. The cloth made a sound like a sail in a running-breeze. I remembered the enjie saying they eat the mens, but when she put one large fist to the broad plain of her forehead and lifted the side of her dress to dip a curtsey with her free hand, I nonetheless reined up.


  ‘Hile, gunslingers,’ she called. She had a rolling voice, not quite a man’s baritone. ‘In the name of Serenity and the women who bide here, I salute thee. May your days be long upon the earth.’


  We raised our own fists to our brows, and wished her twice the number.


  ‘Have you come from In-World? I think so, for your duds aren’t filthy enough for these parts. Although they will be, if you bide longer than a day.’ And she laughed. The sound was moderate thunder.


  ‘We do,’ I said. It was clear Jamie would say nothing. Ordinarily closemouthed, he was now stunned to silence. Her shadow rose on the whitewashed wall behind her, as tall as Lord Perth.


  ‘And have you come for the skin-man?’


  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Have you seen him, or do you only know of him from the talk? If that’s the case, we’ll move on and say thankee.’


  ‘Not a him, lad. Never think it.’


  I only looked at her. Standing, she was almost tall enough to look into my eyes, although I sat on Young Joe, a fine big horse.


  ‘An it,’ she said. ‘A monster from the Deep Cracks, as sure as you two serve the Eld and the White. It may have been a man once, but no more. Yes, I’ve seen it, and seen its work. Sit where you are, never move, and you shall see its work, too.’


  Without waiting for any reply, she went through the open gate. In her white muslin she was like a sloop running before the wind. I looked at Jamie. He shrugged and nodded. This was what we had come for, after all, and if the enjie had to wait a bit longer for help putting Sma’ Toot back on the rails, so be it.


  ‘ELLEN!’ she bawled. Raised to full volume, it was like listening to a woman shouting into an electric megaphone. ‘CLEMMIE! BRIANNA! BRING FOOD! BRING MEAT AND BREAD AND ALE – THE LIGHT, NOT THE DARK! BRING A TABLE, AND MIND YOU DON’T FORGET THE CLOTH! SEND FORTUNA TO ME NOW! HIE TO IT! DOUBLE-QUICK!’


  With these orders delivered she returned to us, delicately lifting her hem to keep it out of the alkali that puffed around the black boats she wore on her enormous feet.


  ‘Lady-sai, we thank you for your offer of hospitality, but we really must—’


  ‘You must eat is what you must do,’ she said. ‘We’ll have it out here a-roadside, so your digestion will not be discomposed. For I know what stories they tell about us in Gilead, aye, so do we all. Men tell the same about any women who dare to live on their own, I wot. It makes em doubt the worth of their hammers.’


  ‘We heard no stories about—’


  She laughed and her bosom heaved like the sea. ‘Polite of you, young gunnie, aye, and very snick, but it’s long since I was weaned. We’ll not eat ye.’ Her eyes, as black as her shoes, twinkled. ‘Although ye’d make a tasty snack, I think – one or both. I am Everlynne of Serenity. The prioress, by the grace of God and the Man Jesus.’


  ‘Roland of Gilead,’ I said. ‘And this is Jamie of same.’


  Jamie bowed from his saddle.


  She curtsied to us again, this time dropping her head so that the wings of her silken hood closed briefly around her face like curtains. As she rose, a tiny woman glided through the open gate. Or perhaps she was of normal size, after all. Perhaps she only looked tiny next to Everlynne. Her robe was rough gray cotton instead of white muslin; her arms were crossed over her scant bosom, and her hands were buried deep in her sleeves. She wore no hood, but we could still see only half of her face. The other half was hidden beneath a thick swath of bandagement. She curtsied to us, then huddled in the considerable shade of her prioress.


  ‘Raise your head, Fortuna, and make your manners to these young gentlemen.’


  When at last she looked up, I saw why she had kept her head lowered. The bandages could not fully conceal the damage to her nose; on the right side, a good part of it was gone. Where it had been was only a raw red channel.


  ‘Hile,’ she whispered. ‘May your days be long upon the earth.’


  ‘May you have twice the number,’ Jamie said, and I saw from the woeful glance she gave him with her one visible eye that she hoped this was not true.


  ‘Tell them what happened,’ Everlynne said. ‘What you remember, any-ro’. I know ’t isn’t much.’


  ‘Must I, Mother?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘for they’ve come to end it.’


  Fortuna peered doubtfully at us, just a quick snatch of a glance, and then back at Everlynne. ‘Can they? They look so young.’


  She realized what she had said must sound impolite, and a flush colored the cheek we could see. She staggered a little on her feet, and Everlynne put an arm around her. It was clear that she had been badly hurt, and her body was still far from complete recovery. The blood that had run to her face had more important work to do in other parts of her body. Chiefly beneath the bandage, I supposed, but given the voluminous robe she wore, it was impossible to tell where else she might have been wounded.


  ‘They may still be a year or more from having to shave but once a week, but they’re gunslingers, Fortie. If they can’t set this cursed town right, then no one can. Besides, it will do you good. Horror’s a worm that needs to be coughed out before it breeds. Now tell them.’


  She told. As she did, other Sisters of Serenity came out, two carrying a table, the others carrying food and drink to fill it. Better viands than any we’d had on Sma’ Toot, by the look and the smell, yet by the time Fortuna had finished her short, terrible story, I was no longer hungry. Nor, by the look of him, was Jamie.


  It was dusk, a fortnight and a day gone. She and another, Dolores, had come out to close the gate and draw water for the evening chores. Fortuna was the one with the bucket, and so she was the one who lived. As Dolores began to swing the gate closed, a creature knocked it wide, grabbed her, and bit her head from her shoulders with its long jaws. Fortuna said that she saw it well, for the Peddler’s Moon had just risen full in the sky. Taller than a man it was, with scales instead of skin and a long tail that dragged behind it on the ground. Yellow eyes with slitted dark pupils glowed in its flat head. Its mouth was a trap filled with teeth, each as long as a man’s hand. They dripped with Dolores’s blood as it dropped her still-twitching body on the cobbles of the courtyard and ran on its stubby legs toward the well where Fortuna stood.


  ‘I turned to flee . . . it caught me . . . and I remember no more.’


  ‘I do,’ Everlynne said grimly. ‘I heard the screams and came running out with our gun. It’s a great long thing with a bell at the end of the barrel. It’s been loaded since time out of mind, but none of us has ever fired it. For all I knew, it could have blown up in my hands. But I saw it tearing at poor Fortie’s face, and then something else, too. When I did, I never thought of the risk. I never even thought that I might kill her, poor thing, as well as it, should the gun fire.’
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  ‘I wish you had killed me,’ Fortuna said. ‘Oh, I wish you had.’ She sat in one of the chairs that had been brought to the table, put her face in her hands, and began to weep. Her one remaining eye did, at least.


  ‘Never say so,’ Everlynne told her, and stroked her hair on the side of her head not covered by the bandagement. ‘For ’tis blasphemy.’


  ‘Did you hit it?’ I asked.


  ‘A little. Our old gun fires shot, and one of the pellets – or p’raps more than one – tore away some of the knobs and scales on its head. Black tarry stuff flew up. We saw it later on the cobbles, and sanded it over without touching it, for fear it might poison us right through our skin. The chary thing dropped her, and I think it had almost made up its mind to come for me. So I pointed the gun at it, though a gun like that can only be fired once, then must be recharged down its throat with powder and shot. I told it to come on. Told it I’d wait until it was good and close, so the shot wouldn’t spread.’ She hawked back and spat into the dust. ‘It must have a brain of some sort even when it’s out of its human shape, because it heard me and ran. But before I lost sight of it round the wall, it turned and looked back at me. As if marking me. Well, let it. I have no more shot for the gun, and won’t unless a trader happens to have some, but I have this.’


  She lifted her skirts to her knee, and we saw a butcher’s knife in a rawhide scabbard strapped to the outside of her calf.


  ‘So let it come for Everlynne, daughter of Roseanna.’


  ‘You said you saw something else,’ I said.


  She considered me with her bright black eyes, then turned to the women. ‘Clemmie, Brianna, serve out. Fortuna, you will say grace, and be sure to ask God forgiveness for your blasphemy and thank Him that your heart still beats.’


  Everlynne grasped me above the elbow, drew me through the gate, and walked me to the well where the unfortunate Fortuna had been attacked. There we were alone.


  ‘I saw its prick,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Long and curved like a scimitar, twitching and full of the black stuff that serves it for blood . . . serves it for blood in that shape, any-ro’. It meant to kill her as it had Dolores, aye, right enough, but it meant to fuck her, too. It meant to fuck her as she died.’


  Jamie and I ate with them – Fortuna even ate a little – and then we mounted up for town. But before we left, Everlynne stood by my horse and spoke to me again.


  ‘When your business here is done, come and see me again. I have something for you.’


  ‘What might that be, sai?’


  She shook her head. ‘Now is not the time. But when the filthy thing is dead, come here.’ She took my hand, raised it to her lips, and kissed it. ‘I know who you are, for does your mother not live in your face? Come to me, Roland, son of Gabrielle. Fail not.’


  Then she stepped away before I could say another word, and glided in through the gate.


  The Debaria high street was wide and paved, although the pavement was crumbling away to the hardpan beneath in many places and would be entirely gone before too many years passed. There was a good deal of commerce, and judging from the sound coming from the saloons, they were doing a fine business. We only saw a few horses and mules tied to the hitching-posts, though; in that part of the world, livestock was for trading and eating, not for riding.


  A woman coming out of the mercantile with a basket over her arm saw us and stared. She ran back in, and several more people came out. By the time we reached the High
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