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Introduction




Mountain & Fate is the fourth part in the 5-part serial of A Thousand Roads.

In the first three parts, Jak, a boy troubled by a dark past, grew up in the legendary Fort Lasthall where he was bound by rites of blood to Necromancy. Marked by this, he soon found himself in the heart of an intrigue that sent him running from agents of the Underworld who sought him far and wide. Yet no amount of hiding could keep him from his fate. When the Necromancer Din Dellion showed up, Jak knew he had no choice but to confront his destiny, and maybe somehow in doing so, master the magic that once terrified him.

His path has taken him to the town called Darkhollow, where agents of the Underworld stir and the threads of many intrigues now interweave. Jak is trapped, like spider in web, his long-lost sister whispering about freedom in one ear, while his master the Necromancer prepares him for the next steps in a bold plan to raise the Dark Lord, an act that is necessary, yet unpredictable.

And the mountains loom, like they did once long ago when he was first drawn to them. He stares forward into a fate he cannot escape, and he is ready now to go forth bravely into it, to become it...
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What Waits in Darkness







Entering the common room of The Happy Sorrows was like being transported into an illustration from The Adventures of Jundi. Square lanterns of thin emerald glass hung from the ceiling in intricate rectangular formations, exactly as Jak had seen in the story of Jundi’s escape from ElVaqar-i’s temple. Deep maroon felt lined the walls. Tapestries of complex Allvaran patterns of red and gold and blue and violet hung in many places, and where they did burgundy rugs with long piles met the wall, as though the tapestries spilled out onto the floor. Between the tapestries, in evenly spaced alcoves, veiled Allvarans sat on gold-tasseled pouffes or long divans. Some wore large white hats of wrapped cloth, marking them of noble houses. They spoke among themselves in their quick tongue and sipped from long porcelain finger-cups, and they fixed Jak with suspicious eyes as he followed Black John and Laira.

A strong, oily scent—sweet and inviting with a hint of musk—tingled in Jak’s nostrils. Soft music came from somewhere distant, barely audible, a drone of furious tempos and haunting melodics.

At the far end of the room, a beaded curtain blocked the passage into a square hallway. The music grew louder as they neared.

Through the curtain, the hall expanded into another long room, with staircases leading up and down on both sides, furnished with round tables and cushioned divans. The only person in the room, a bald man with two crescents painted on his cheek, rose from a divan to greet them. He wore diaphanous white pantaloons and a tight-fitting, open shirt that revealed his painted body beneath. On his forehead, Jak noticed a tattoo: the red three-horned demon he had seen on many of Darkhollow’s doors.

“The party is no different than when you left,” the man said with a languorous slur, “but I trust it will be special tonight.” He kissed Laira on both cheeks, then the forehead, each peck deliberately delicate.

“This is the one,” Laira said, gesturing to Jak.

The tattooed man turned his large black pupils to Jak. The whites of his eyes gleamed red. “I see. This party will get interesting then. I will make preparations. I will need your help.” He shifted his eyes to Black John. The two men nodded to one another.

There was the briefest pause, during which Jak wanted to ask everyone what they were doing, what this was all about—but he wouldn’t have Laira chide him again for not trusting. Whatever they were up to, he would go along, find out what they were doing. Maybe then he would know the truth, the full truth…

Black John seemed to notice Jak’s struggle. “Wrestle down your questions,” he said. “There’s times a man must ride into the heavy woods and trust in naught but steed and sword.”

He turned away and the bald man led him to the far side of the room, through another curtain of beads.

“What does his tattoo mean?” Jak asked Laira. “I saw it on the signs we passed earlier.”

“He belongs to the new order here. He controls the Red Dust trade. He will be the new master here soon.”

Jak frowned suspiciously. “His eyes were red. He is under its sway. How can we trust him?”

“Ever distrustful, Jak.”

“Can you blame me? You know what I went through, all the years as Barrik’s boy, waiting, trusting…”

Laira caressed his arm. If not for the room about them and the intrigue he was caught in, he could have surrendered to that touch, pretended they were on the cliff again, fused in their power. “You have been disappointed, the world has been unfair. You don’t have to trust the world. You just have to trust me.”

She strolled to an empty velvet sofa on the far side of the room. A monstrous glass bottle full of water and white smoke towered up to the ceiling like a column. Many hoses radiated from it, dangling on hooks.

Jak joined her hesitantly. “I knew a man once who smoked one of those. Mountain weed. He was always dreamy, like he never bothered waking up to his life.”

Laira leaned close to him. “Think of what it might be like if we could do that. Never have to worry again. Complete freedom.”

Her warmth and scent was welcoming, but Jak did not allow himself to relax into her. “That life is gone.”

Laira sat up, straightening her shirt. “You’ll be a fool until the end, won’t you, Jak Fuller?” She grabbed a braided hose from one of the hooks and inhaled deep, then blew the smoke at Jak.

He winced.

“Oh, you make such ugly faces. Is that what Barrik taught you, with his strict discipline? ‘Don’t enjoy your life,’” she intoned, deep and mocking, “‘Don’t make your own decisions,’ ‘Follow what seems safest,’ ‘Don’t take any risks.’ Whatever happened to the curious, trusting boy I once knew?”

“I kept trusting, that’s what happened!” Jak shouted. His eyes stung, but rage burned in his chest like a boiled kettle. “All these things you’ve told me, all the things everyone has ever told me, nothing has ever made sense. I’ve only had to guess, to trust without knowing. I’m sick of it, sick of it all!” He stood. His hands were trembling fists at his sides. He relaxed them, watched the smoke dance idly on the water, took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I just…I really should be back in my room. Only…” He realized, to his greater frustration, how hopeless his predicament was. “What are you up to? I’m only here to make sure you don’t cause us trouble.”

Laira stood too. She put the hose back on the hook. She came close and took Jak’s hands in hers. “Follow along and take your careful notes, Jak. I will show you a few things, and hopefully these will be proof enough.”

The bald man reappeared. Black John had not returned, but someone else accompanied the man. He had dark eyes and a hooked nose. He was Allvaran by the stripe of checkered tattoos stretching across his forehead, though he wore no veil. His pupils, too, were wide black orbs surrounded by dim red whites.

“Come,” he said.

They took the side stairway that led down, into a narrow corridor lined with burning sticks of incense, their smoke sweet and rich. No one was in this corridor, but by the time they reached the other end the music grew louder. It was a dim pulse, throbbing in Jak’s head. They took a short stair lower yet, crossed another similar corridor, turned and descended lower, down another. Another, another. Jak soon lost track of where he was. He stumbled twice, but Laira caught him and led him by the hand the rest of the way. The music grew louder and louder, a hypnotic bass like a deep drum. They came to a stair that led down a long way, then entered a wider room. The intricate workings on the wall tapestries here seemed to swirl.

To the left, Jak saw the source of the music. Three musicians on a stage, another sight like a page from The Adventures of Jundi. The haunting drone was made by two men who played wooden flared pipes. A third man plucked a deft, furious tempo on a hundredstring pillar-harp, its bass strings creating the hypnotic beat that set Jak’s head astir.

Several men reclined here on low sofas. Many had angular, projecting beards. One man was old and so tall that even sitting down he was Jak’s height. His hair was short and balding, his beard white as afternoon cloud, and the strange dangling robes he wore were cerulean embroidered with silver, just like the ones Poole had worn in the Port of Daryk. Some sort of strange beast—an over-sized cat with black spots—reclined at his feet. Beside him, another tall man—a young Southern Islander—watched the newcomers, his black, pencil-thin eyebrows drawn low in a suspicious expression that matched his pouting lips. He looked familiar, what with his cloak of bright pink and yellow patches, and the frilled sleeves that dangled from his wrists like a rooster’s wattle.

“Captain…Sal…” Jak’s tongue felt thick, his words weak. What’s happening to me? The thoughts felt distant.

The white-haired man seemed to waver as he spoke. “He has known some of us, mm?” he said, his voice buzzing like a bee. “I am Oma.” He stood. His head nearly brushed the ceiling. “So it is. Jak Fuller has come to us. Mm, yes. All preparations can be made, in accordance with the will of the Mistress.”

Jak’s head throbbed now like a second heart. He fought to think, but it was painful.

Something wriggled on his shoulder. It was Laira’s hand, but that realization came as slow as a drunken stride.

Her voice filled his ear. “We should waste no time. Bind him now, end this. End the Necromancer and Talamus the Red. Why must we leave it to chance?”

The strange cat raised its head, as Oma crossed the floor in slow, ponderous steps. His cerulean robe trailed behind like a pool of rippling water. “You must not forget yourself. You are a servant, and those who serve must serve, yes? To do otherwise is to worship vanity, mm.”

“We have a Blackfriar! We can complete the rite ourselves, right now. None of these convolutions.” Laira’s shout seemed to come from inside Jak’s head. He swayed and would have fallen if not for her firm hold of him.

“Your part is done!” Oma bellowed, louder. The strange beast stood up and stalked forward on slender legs, its tail swaying behind. Laira said something, sounding worried, but her words faded to a blur. Someone else spoke, but Jak was losing his battle to stay focused. The words throbbed inside a world that seemed to get narrower with every breath.

Have to get out… Din Dellion warned me… Sages of Allamar, seeking me, serving their own agendas. Like Tom and Poole. No…this is all wrong…

Jak’s thoughts were useless, fists pounding beneath a bodyspan of frozen ice.

There was a loud hiss. Jak drifted, a boat on a restless sea. A hand pushed him down—or did it hold him?—Laira’s voice was near, drifting to him down a tunnel, her words muffled.

Jak opened his eyes, and his surroundings resolved with lucid clarity. He was on his hands and knees in a small jade-green room lit with black-shaded lanterns. It was furnished with only one table that stood upon legs no taller than a handspan. A small pile of red powder mounded in the middle of the plain stone tabletop.

Red Dust. No…

“Hold za boy, he iz falling!”

It was a Southern Island accent. Captain Sal. What’s happening? Jak tried to turn, but the room turned with him when he did.

The world tilted in a full circle, then something covered his mouth and nose, a large oval sealing his jaw, trapping him with an overpowering stink of wet tar. He stared down at where the Red Dust should have been, but a long black cylinder covered it, extending upward…to him.

“Breathe. Breathe, Jak.” Laira’s voice. Jak couldn’t feel his hands, or his legs. He couldn’t move his head, but he heard her voice. “You must do this. For us.”

Laira. Her touch was delicate, inviting…comforting. For us…

No…must get out…no…

The voice of warning retreated. He could hear laughter and feel the cool of snow beneath bare feet, Laira rushing ahead of him. He was running, he was free.

He held his breath, fought, fought with everything he could. The oval vibrated against his nose, seeming to grow and shrink, grow and shrink.

He drifted as though in a dream, and when he did, he breathed in, deep. Dust swirled in his breath, burning his throat. It surged inward, igniting in his chest. There was heat and warmth, fire rushing through him, and memory of pain, of burning, flames so hot and fierce, and he couldn’t escape them.

The world blossomed with myriad hues and sounds and smells…sharp myrrh, sour ale, and acrid smoke, shit and tar and decaying leaves…blue-black sparks crackled, violet rays danced, prisms of gold and cerulean contorted…voices wriggled like maggots in the back of his mind.

The patterns on the walls swirled. He stood tall, taller than he should have been, and still he rose upward and outward, like a tree. His head spread apart when it reached the ceiling, and he looked down at those in the room from every direction. The patterns stretched him into their fabric…a roar filled the air. Voices, so many voices just like the wraiths in Carrillor… The room that once was dark now was filled with light, rich hues hidden in the shadows. They touched him, long fingers of diamond dust; cold, warm, hot as iron pokers.

He saw the ethereal darkness. He felt it. It flowed within him. He reached into it, a sensation like he was folding in upon himself, into the deepest of places. He held that darkness in the cradle of his being, saw as though through a veil…

There was a presence here, old and deep. It was a will, and from it all the voices emanated. It burned with heat, a brilliant heat that forced all the darkness away from Jak. A thousand miles seemed to rush beneath him, the world folding as that presence pulled him in. It was a man, tall and formidable, veiled by the red fire. He wanted Jak, wanted to own him, to claim him. Heat blazed like a furnace where Jak’s heart should have been. The man would have him. He reached for his hand, fingers long like tree roots. He would seize Jak, take him once and for all…

He touched Jak, and the world, contracting so tight, seemed to explode. The woman’s scream of long ago lingered, louder than ever. Every fingerspan of Jak’s flesh remembered the agony of burning. The scream endured and then it calmed. It became sobbing. The world quieted, yet the sobbing continued.

Jak’s eyelids slid open. Laira peered down at him, fresh tears streaking her ruddy cheeks.

He started, sitting up with a deep gasp of cool air. They were in a different room, alone. Jak lay on a pouffe the size of a king’s bed, with bronze tassels and soft down stuffing. Three green-paned lanterns hung on the points of a triangle beam that spanned the ceiling, and the floor was tiled in gold and black patterns.

The voices were gone and Jak’s head was remarkably clear. All his suspicions returned at once.

“What did you do? That Red Dust…everything that just happened. You tricked me.”

Laira sniffed, wiping her tears away furiously. “Why must we give our lives to others, Jak? Why, when in our hearts we are free? Why must we live lies?”

Jak looked at the ceiling. Intricate smaller triangles formed shapes and inner shapes, the green light flickering on their edges, inviting the eye deeper. “Do you really think we can be free of Din Dellion? How do you know you can trust those men…they use Red Dust. Talamus is strong, I…” Jak shuddered, remembering the powerful presence that had come, tried to claim him. “Talamus controls many, and I fear we are only meddling with what we don’t understand. Whatever you tried to do, it didn’t work. Just like the fire that burned me long ago. I belong to him—to this destiny. Whether I want it or not. We both do.”

Laira shifted beside him, then lay with her head against his breast. “Do you know who she was? The woman you saw burn? I’ve often wondered, myself.”

Jak frowned. “You don’t remember her? I thought you knew everything about our old life.”

“I remember much, but the memory of her…it is obscured, like moonlight behind night cloud. I remember her face. I remember the caves we lived in, deep in the mountains.”

“Caves?” Jak said.

“I grew up in Caramyr as an orphan, but like you I began far from there. We were created in Emwallin, in Powrend far to the south. Deep in the mines, where the relics were made. After we escaped, the Mistress found me and ensured I was raised normally, that I would be ready when the time came. But like you…as I grew, the Mountainlands called me. More than that…you called me. I’ve always believed…we can be greater than destiny.”

Jak ran his fingers through her hair, staring up at the ceiling. “I wish we could be together.” He lowered his hand to the cushion. “But you don’t understand what you’re doing. I thought I could lead my own life. I tried, but I-I failed. I will have peace—I’ve felt peace, when I surrender to my role.”

Laira sighed deep against him. She ran her fingers along his side, gently. “It was supposed to be simpler than this. Why didn’t it work?”

“What are you talking about?”

Laira continued as though she hadn’t heard Jak. “You were supposed to bond to me, break free of Din Dellion, snap the vital links in the chain of minds Talamus has built around his creations. It would end both of them, and we would be free. Free of all. Why…”

Jak considered her words carefully. “Whatever the Gray Watch tried tonight, it failed. We don’t understand the higher powers, and shouldn’t manipulate them. It is reckless to do otherwise. Reckless, and a path to pain. Is it right for us to strive for our freedom, and in the process doom the world if we fail? Din Dellion’s way is the only way.” He frowned, as a thought came to him. “Where did Black John go? What is his role in all of this?”

“He and Jim Swallows had other errands,” Laira said.

“Those things you handed Jim—the parchment with the spiral seal, the bundle… What were they for?”

“The Gray Watch shares little information with those who obey, only what we need to know. As you say…we cannot understand the workings of the higher powers. We can only do as we are told.” She sounded bitter.

“I hate it too.” Jak placed his hand over hers, pinned it to his side. “But we must accept our place, not act in fear or recklessness. There’s nothing for me—for us—unless we end the tyranny that has stolen our lives from us.”

“And what if the way to end the tyranny means creating worse?” Laira sat up. She reached into a side pocket and withdrew something. Only when she dropped it to Jak’s chest did he see it was her brooch. Her expression was solemn, her eyes upon it. “Keep this. Do not forget us, what we might become. It’s never too late.”

Jak took the brooch and clasped it in his hand. Laira stood and turned from him. She crossed the tiled floor, but stopped at the door. She did not face him. “They are coming for us. It will not be long.”

She slipped out quietly. Jak laid his head on the pillow. He clasped the brooch at his chest so tight the antlers bit his palm. Laira’s words haunted him.

What could they be together? What did it matter? His life could have been many things. Maire, living in his room while he worked for Geril, while he drank warm cider as winter passed. Fishsprings without the Blackspell, life passing in peace and good fellowship.

This is what my life is now. This is what matters.

He rose, putting the brooch in his pocket. The stone in his chest seemed more solid, raw and stiff.

Jak left the room. It opened on an empty hall, lit by more dark-jade lanterns. He followed it to a spiral stair at the end, and took that down. At the bottom, a door led out into the night.

He stood in what he thought was a courtyard, but it was vast, lined on all sides by walls that rose in five stories of unlit windows. The russet gleam that streaked the black-veined clouds above traced the stone forms that rose before him, long narrow stones like fingers, carved with Dwarf runes…and Arrakkor. Jak searched for another door, but saw nothing other than the one he had come from.

Where was he? Was this still The Happy Sorrows? He had to get to Din Dellion…

Jak felt hollow and ill, like his insides were lined with steel wire, but his vision was clear, his mind lucid. He wandered deeper into the courtyard, taking in the lines of stones. On the outside margins, they formed a short wall. Near him, an arch rose two bodyspans, guarded by two squat stone demons. A crown of horns ringed their heads, and pointed tails curled up from each, climbing the arch, entwining just beneath the keystone.

Jak entered, following an aisle bordered by naked mountain ash and weathered stones. They were like graves, for the earth was mounded before them, and, in some places, piled to the side of a deep hole. It all seemed familiar, too familiar…for a moment, memory teased him, but he couldn’t grasp it.

He passed close by one of the open pits, and stared into its depths. It was wider than the others, its stone leaning forward like a giant thumb, impressed with a large crescent Arrakkor rune. Bodies had been piled haphazardly within. One woman reached up, her arm frozen by the rigor of death. The sight of her made him stop. She looked a lot like Maire.

She can’t be. It’s just my imagination.

But why couldn’t it be? Even the dead were not beyond Talamus. These bodies belonged to Darkhollow, a haunt of death where the power of Talamus extended from the mountain. They were all dead but any moment they could rise, move, come for Jak.

This is another trap. Get out.

Yet he could not leave. His eyes were locked on the dead woman. He could hear whispering again, and felt the shroud of power that had entered him when he had consumed the Red Dust. Maire was dead, but if she joined Talamus she would live. Even in death they could be together. It was all so wrong, but the words sunk into Jak’s heart like an anchor dropped in still waters. Join her, a voice said, a voice that sounded like his own but was not. Go to her. Go go go…

Something moved at the edge of his vision. He looked up just in time to see a small girl vanish behind one of the stones. Something moved in the shadow cast behind him. A small boy, his face dark and stained with soot. He watched Jak.

Fellion. Was it him? Jak’s heart beat against the hot turmoil at the base of his throat, his eyes flashing to the dead woman, to the boy watching him, to the shadows. He took a backward step, cautious and wary. I need to get out of here…

The thought was distant and the air was cold. Whispers in the air grew louder.

The boy stepped forward. He was brown-haired, about seven winters. His eyes glowed angry red, fixated on Jak. “Come to us,” he said, his voice soft and innocent.

Jak took another step away, taking in all the shadows. There were others here, small forms on the edge of sight. The arm of the woman in the grave slackened, her chest heaving under a breath so deep it drew her back in an impossible arch. Laughter, in the whispers. Get out…

The boy grinned, reached toward Jak, pointed at him, did not remove his menacing red gaze. “You cannot escape us,” he said. “Join us. Come back home.”

Memory flickered in Jak’s mind again, like the uncanny familiarity of the stones. It hovered and for a moment Jak saw through its unyielding veil. Children, all around him, children in plain clothing with dirty faces, stone walls looming up and stalagmite pillars of quartz everywhere. Laughter, and a far light in the distance where cold gusted in…

The memory vanished. The boy’s eyes widened, then he turned and fled. The whispers vanished.

A meaty hand pressed down on Jak’s shoulder. Jak started and spun around. His eyes met the saggy jowls and sunken eyes of Scot Kristil. The innkeeper wore a brown cloak and leaned on a spade. Red light gleamed on his sweaty brow.

“Easy to get lost in my halls,” he said in his ragged voice. “This is the one place most end up, when things don’t go their way. Dangerous business, this.”

Jak looked to the stones and the shadows, behind them and under the naked trees. They were alone. But the arm of the woman no longer pointed and her back was twisted still. “What is this place?”
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