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Introduction




Dark Lord & Soul is the conclusion to the 5-part serial of A Thousand Roads.

In the first four parts, Jak became the host for a Necromancer's terrible spell, through small, seemingly insignificant steps.

First there was his choice to come to Fort Lasthall, where he grew up as Barrik's adopted son; where he was bound by rites of blood to the magic that would forever mark him.

Then there was the attack which drove him from his home; which soon saw Barrik dead and Jak fleeing, hoping he could escape.

And then, there was Din Dellion, the Necromancer whose promises awakened in Jak the same intrigue that had first called him to Fort Lasthall; intrigue which soon led him into the heart of the Underworld, where his master unleashed on his foe, Talamus the Red, a power so terrible its doom now has Jak in its grip.

He is trapped, with no way out, and now Jak can only hope, whatever is to come, that his trust has not proved in vain...
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The Heart of Night







Each day begins the same: the heart of night, here, in this dark room, lying on the cold slab of stone, here as Jak.

He has lost count of the nights. He only knows each time he is here that he has been here before, just like this, so many times. Here, where he awakens, his heartbeat thudding against the stone that pierces it. His hands are bound in shackles, pulled tight over his head. His feet are tied in place, his body naked. Urgent footsteps tap against stone, echoing.

His master is coming.

The door opens, revealing lights; in the sudden flash, memory of some outside world Jak once knew, long ago. The tall shadow of a man stands there, light tracing a hint of his flesh, the outline of his long face; Aukamil.

With that name, Jak shivers. Other memories stir, dark, another world he wishes he did not know. He is Jak there, but not like this. This is all he has left of what he was—what he is—and he holds to it now, knowing he’s here again; holds fiercely and will not lose himself.

Somehow, he will escape.

Even now he is sinking into himself, into the flow of time, the battle to come. He will come here again, if he fails—as he always fails—but he wills otherwise, determined to win the fight this time. It is ending, this moment of clarity. But he will fight, how he will fight…
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Jak stared at his master, enraptured. The man’s body has changed from the apparition that filled him briefly with terror, to this. Naked, his skin black and beautiful, darker than a Jumari trader, gleaming in the light like pearl wrought with the essence of shadow itself. Aukamil, their true form. Aukamil, the being who Jak became each time, in what was about to happen…

No, fight him, came a voice, that gentle voice that was always in Jak’s head, each time his master came for him. It was the voice of fear, he knew it. Barrik—that man who’d prepared him for this long ago—he had prepared Jak even with this. I will not fear the shadow, he affirmed, eyes fixed on his naked master; anticipating.

The light shimmered on his master’s eyes, twin pools of sheer black, drinking in Jak with need, with longing. Jak knew what was coming. That voice of fear urged him to fight, to win, but Jak fought that voice, preparing himself in surrender. This was necessary, what was about to happen, always necessary. The certainty filled him, almost enough to make him forget the pain, the terror of what was coming…

The door closed. The room was dark and they were alone. The stone in Jak’s chest pulsed with anticipation. He heard shuffling, then weight pressing down on his legs as his master straddled him, erect phallus pressing against his thigh. His skin tingled when the man’s nails curled along his torso, tracing paths around the edges where Malak met flesh. Jak shivered when he felt hot breath on his chest. His master’s mouth hovered over his left nipple, his breath cool like a melting bead of ice. Then it came to the stone, and tingles spread outward across Jak’s ribs.

A smell wafted from his master, sharp musk, enhanced by Jak’s heightened senses. His master’s desire spread to him through their bond, a yearning so strong Jak could not resist it. Wild animal lust raged within him. And Jak let it rage; this moment, which he ever waited for, the power of Shadowblood would be in reach. His power, his euphoria, his release to that inexorable place. Jak unleashed his yearning to rise to the highest levels of excitation that he might touch that power again…
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Here it is!

Jak awakens, truly awakens within this shell of himself, true eyes slipping open, true eyes within the false. He’s in a prison here, forced behind the rigidity of that self that fears, that self that believes lies. Do not fear the shadow, that self says, but he cannot speak to it, cannot tell it how wrong it is. His only power is wordless urgency. He beats the prison of his mind with it.

Win! Win! All his will is bent on this force. The lies that pollute that outer mind smother him; the boy-Jak yearns for Shadowblood, feels the rush of its power, the welcome embrace, a destiny he cannot control.

He doesn’t see, not truly; doesn’t see that the force of his fear is the true force of himself yearning to break free; doesn’t see that he must fight—he must fight. That is the only way out…

The fear, the rigor, smothering, so powerful…

Fight…
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Jak snuffed out his last fears and, in their wake, stirred with arousal. His master’s lips found his and Jak returned a submissive kiss. Their tongues locked, an act of war. Jak’s power burned, rising like a primal force within his blood. The mere rush of it made his seed spurt free in torrents, hot with need, burning as it splattered against his skin, as his body rose in ever higher waves of excitation. He was not a man in that moment—he wasn’t human. He was life itself.

He rode waves of pleasure higher, but his mind was focused inward, to the darkness, and he grappled at it to find the words of the incantation that bound him to this existence. That fear returned in full assault, but Jak married it to his desire—he strove and strove to touch the darkness, to be more than this boy who was helpless…

His master nibbled at him, first Jak’s nipples, then his shoulder. It was a warning that soon his opportunity would be gone. Euphoria threatened to numb his mind of thought, but Jak got better each time at stilling it.

He heard an echo in the dark. Arrakkor. Arrak ne-dakkan. In blood there is fire. It was incomplete, but he focused on it, trying to find the rest. He was certain he knew it, but it was always dim here when he awakened, so close yet just out of reach. He felt it, Shadowblood, his power, a pool of sheer black. He focused even as his master’s teeth grazed his flesh, moving up to the corner of his neck, lips spreading, euphoria still deepening… Arrak ne-dakkan dai. No. Arrakk ne-dakkan dar. Unnkar. No. Arrak ne-dakkan dai, Ekkar a…ekkar an-i. No. Arrak ne—

His master bit. An explosion of pain and pleasure rushed through him and the Arrakkor words faded. The coy hints of shadow’s landscape departed. Heat erupted around the flare of pain in his neck, blood gushing forth in hot rivulets. His master’s mouth consumed it, slurping, sucking hard, pulling Jak’s very life out.

Jak grappled still with that power, but always when this happened it was too late. He felt the cold creeping toward him. It approached, inevitable, some horrible thing that hid within, a terrible force that threatened to snuff him out. It was too late.

It smothered him, hung over him, so great, so terrible, a thing that had no end…an emptiness, a nothingness. It lasted for an immeasurable span, perhaps a day, perhaps a whole age of the world, its touch absolute, unquenchable.

This was what he feared, in those brief moments he was awakened once more, when his master came to feed on him, to balance the Curse yet another day…
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There is a wakening of another kind, as darkness settles on his bleeding body, his mind retreating inward, to this.

Jak is awake here in this dream. That is the worst part.

He is trapped, immobile. He can feel everything. It is like being in a room with no air and trying to breathe. His lungs strain more and more with every increment of time that passes, pulling painfully, first in heaves, then spasms, pulling for air but getting nothing. It is like being under a boulder ten times his size and the stone sinking onto him, pressing him smaller and smaller, the pressure and pain increasing. It is like being left to rot in his own corpse, unable to move as beetles and worms burrow into his skin and eat him away.

This is death. He’s certain of it; and he has been dying, so many times he has been dying, that this is becoming the horror he fears above all.

It gets worse every time the Necromancer drinks again. Jak can see the delusion from here, as painful as his entrapment. He will awaken again, revived, his mind a numb thing, wandering. He will forget all of this, become the boy-self and the master-self, Aukamil in his Tenth Augmentation of Malak. They will be one and Jak will through them see a day of the sun come and go. In the dark, abandoned palaces of Gholheim they will work with Villiar and Far Haddin, devising magic to help them stabilize the effects of the Curse. Aukamil will whisper again in their thoughts about the Eleventh Augmentation, and Jak will feel that iron fear from his master. Master-self will console his Jak-self again in private, preparing him for another night.

“It is better your blood, only yours. Our power will be enough,” he will reassure his Jak-self.

Jak-self knows better by now, will not ask why anymore, for the fear he senses in his master-self is so great, the thing master-self hides from his thoughts so terrible, each day the Jak-self prepares for the night, for this very death he dreads, he knows, somehow, it is better than what his master-self fears.

He will hear the beast coming, that terrible thing, demanding blood, demanding to be fed, as sun flees into the west, as night settles and its heart approaches again…

And the beast’s hunger gets worse every time. Here, even here, Jak’s awareness of himself and what he is fades more and more. There is no balance to this, not the foolish hope Jak’s boy-self wants to believe in when he pushes fear away—not realizing he’s pushing away himself, his own true self. The only way out is to somehow remember the Arrakkor words of their binding…to master the magic, to somehow break free…

Each time this happens, Jak can only die, and wait. He numbs his mind with thoughts of his life of freedom, the shards of it that linger here in the fog. The warmth of Geril’s common room, the taste of hot apple cider; the feeling of Maire’s flesh against his; of his first warm bath at Tinbury, the steaming water rising up from the brass tub, the pungent, smoky taste of Pikeland beer as he sips and sinks lower into the heat of his bath, hot pork roast that falls apart on his fork when he closes his mouth around it, the taste of sweet apricot, the feeling of relief as he closes his eyes, knowing he is safe for that evening…ah, he is there, he is there, almost, almost…

Jak clings to every blissful memory, desperately, but each time it grows harder, the intensity of that death-force holding him fiercer…longer.

He has but memories of those memories now. Jak sees them, etched with decay. The tastes of his favorite spirits are the tastes of a bowl full of vomit. Mrs. Gurtsen’s cooking makes his whole body swell up until he’s pudgy like Pat, the kitchen boy, stuffing his face with pies of horse shit, raw garlic, and entrails still bloody from the slaughter. Touching Maire’s warm flesh…it is clammy and cool, peeling off like slime on a sea stone beneath his fingernails; and her face has transformed into Laira’s face, dead eyes looking up at him, accusing. Everything is poisoned, and it becomes its own torture as he is forced to endure it all, and the pain…
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It ended with a kiss, like always. The soft lips of his master, reviving him just as they had snuffed him out, Jak feeling his body as a boy-self, belonging to Aukamil.

“Jak, come back now, it is over.” Soothing words, a soothing tone.

He opened his eyes and saw his master in the light that came in through the doorway. He remembered a long sleep, but it fell apart into the tangled void of dreams. He remembered the struggle, the arousal as they came together in the heart of night; his quest to touch his power, the sharp pain of those teeth, the drinking lips at his neck. The necessity…

Memory of even that receded as he took in his master, felt that deeper awareness of their connection, how he was but a Jak-self, how today they would work together even more to be complete. How those nightmares and fears would recede, how he would not stop trusting…

As always when he awoke Jak, his master was in the form of Din Dellion. Jak took in the dark brown hair, natural olive tan, his face pale and smooth with its shining beauty; that strange sense as he looked that Jak was also looking at himself from another angle. He was robed in black, clothing made of real fabric with the red-and-black swirl on his right breast, not the magic garb of shadow-threads. In his hand he held his dagger, point down, his grip lax.

That distinct fear from his master was the first thing different this time. Jak could almost see that one thought his master kept hidden from him. Almost.

“Today we wait no more,” the master-self told him.

Jak looked into the gaze of his Din Dellion-form, traced the lines of fear on his expression, as though discerning it in the lines of his own face. “What is the Eleventh Augmentation of Malak? Why do you fear it? Why do you avoid it? I see how you hide it from me, every day.”

His master did not reply. He unbound Jak’s wrists and ankles. He washed him with a cloth from a nearby water basin. Tenderly, he applied a cool balm to Jak’s neck, lowered his head and muttered quick Arrakkor words, and with a sting Jak felt the torn flesh there knit back together.

Every time his master came to him and cared for him like this, Jak nearly forgot the horror of how this day too would end. How, when the sun set, his master lost hold of his sanity, madness twisting him, the ghost of Aukamil’s form flickering erratically in spiral lines along the left side of his face. How Jak was swallowed in the tide of that madness, a hollow shell, half Jak-self, half Aukamil and mad awareness; the sinking sun a glowing orb setting without warmth. His master-self would lock his Jak in the cell, shackle the boy’s wrists and ankles, then go far away. Jak would lie there in the dark, feeling his master-self and the beast that grew there, the power raw and unbridled, as night crept on; he became it, and faded, faded until the door slammed open, in the heart of night…

“What will we do today?” Jak asked as his master helped him dress. “Tell me this is the end. Tell me we will finally break free. I want to trust, to have no fear.”

His master looked him in the eyes, a calm gaze full of compassion. Jak could sense none of his thoughts. It was as though they were two different people again. “I wish there was another way, but I did not foresee any of this. There is a price, a great price, but in paying it, we will destroy the Curse. We will complete the Work.”

Jak wished he could see this one thought his Din Dellion-self kept from him. “Tell me. The Tenth Augmentation tied us to Shadowblood. I feel it every night when we bond, so close, always out of reach. What will the Eleventh give us, that you fear it so?”

“Be strong,” his master said. He spoke no more.

Dressed and ready, Jak leaned on his master for support as they left the cell. Dawn’s light spilled through the tall, narrow windows that lined the corridor beyond. The trees of the courtyard were in the first blooms of late Rebirth, perhaps First Spring. Today it was cloudy, the sky streaked with light and dark grays. The air that gusted in carried the reek of smoke.

Jak was always weak at first. Even by high noon, when Din Dellion no longer had to help him walk, some weakness remained, a deep tiredness that stretched through every limb. Sometimes his legs would not even work. Those days, Din Dellion had to carry him.

Jak understood it all, even on the first day. After they’d defeated Talamus, Jak had felt himself returning, the connection with Aukamil weakening as his master led him to the prison cell, the flickering half-form of Aukamil stretching his Din Dellion-face unnaturally, desperation in his voice, in his movement. Jak lay on the stone slab, undressing as he was told, expecting that his master would bond with him to recover from the great strain of his battle with the Red Conjuror. He trusted him fully, did not expect the sharp bite in his throat; was in shock even when it came, when his life drained from him.

When Jak had awakened to a kiss the first time, his mind was one with Din Dellion’s. They sat a long time together in the prison cell, cross-legged on the floor. Din Dellion’s plain robe spread around him. He was the familiar Din Dellion, a broken man, an uncertain man.

“The Hidden Prince would have allowed us to break free,” he’d told Jak. “He was taken by traitors. This has complicated the work we must do. Until then…we must go through this, until we understand the next steps. It will not be long. It will get better.”

He continued, trying to tell Jak everything, but Jak did not listen. Instead, he rooted through every thought he could in his master’s mind.

Because of that, Jak understood what he was trapped in. The Hidden Prince was gone. Azzadul’s power was unstable because something had gone wrong with the ritual. Din Dellion, containing Azzadul’s power, fought with the Curse. Drinking Jak’s blood was the only way to sustain them now.

There was another way, but his master hid that thought from him, then, as he still did now. Jak had guessed, was certain he understood: the Eleventh Augmentation of Malak, whatever it was, would allow them more of Azzadul’s power, but it would only make them worse. Even the Ninth his master was still uneasy about, let alone the Tenth. Only the need from the battle with Talamus had pushed him, to allow himself to pass over this much control to Aukamil, without understanding first.

There was no need for this other way. Six Augmentations Din Dellion had passed through, before he bound Jak to him in the Seventh with Malak at the Stillwater. It would have been enough, had Azzadul risen. They were prepared for that. The complication to the ritual of resurrection was but an obstacle. Pursuing higher Augmentations would only…what? This—this whole area of thought was hidden from Jak. He felt fear, one that only grew in his master every day since that first.

It was enough, though, for Jak to understand, with his master’s logic, to numb the worry that lingered through that first day, and the days to follow. In the heart of night, when their bond was strongest, they would come together, master drinking the blood of his boy, his conduit, again and again. Strength, to sustain another day, to abate the Curse. They were made to for one another, for this. And Din Dellion sought—ever how he sought—a way to break them both free. Jak trusted him.

He came to know the Necromancer so intimately in those first days, his whole life laid out like a book. Sometimes, as the sun set and Jak lost himself in the madness, he thought of himself as little Al’a, saw the dying rabbit who bled in the snow, became a Necromancer for the first time, heard the laughter of Bel’a on the horizon, felt the warmth of her embrace, those precious times in the summer he had first become Din Dellion in his heart.

“You don’t have to be great for me,” she whispered in the darkness of their bedchamber.

But I will be great, he whispered in his heart, feeling still the hatred for Father, the rage that burned inside when he had been humiliated before everyone. I will make Father pay, and everyone who makes this world unfair. I will make the world better, better than Azzadul. I will fix everything…

And Father did pay. Jak saw the image, etched forever in Din Dellion’s mind; a man twisted into a misshapen horror, fear and satisfaction filling the young boy who had called for this power in necessity, the boy who would not be defeated, who would not be humiliated again…

That was when the rabbit had died, when Al’a of thirteen winters had cut his throat in the same ritual, with the dagger Azzadul gave him secretly. When he had first called on Aukamil, his First Augmentation of Malak.

Al’a Solaris, at ten winters, discovering his uncle Villiar’s grimoire, developing a love for Necromancy in secret, until he was caught and shamed by his father, before Azzadul and the High Priests; an act which soon began another secret, those nights when Azzadul would come to his bedchamber and sneak him away for lessons. When he was named Din Dellion—“For you are High-Aspiring,” the Dark Lord had told him, “and you will reach far.”

That summer, at thirteen winters, he bound his soul to the magic that now had become him, and then Father tried to execute him publicly, and how he paid, oh how he paid…

So awoke Aukamil inside him, quiet, gentle at first. As the years passed, his love for Bel’a never waned. He passed into his Second Augmentation, then his Third. Azzadul went into his slumber. Talamus the Red rose up, but Din Dellion was confident in his power, in his secrets.

Then Bel’a was stolen. She claimed she loved Talamus, but Din Dellion knew this was the Conjuror bewitching her thoughts. He did not understand the Fourth Augmentation of Malak yet, but he took it in his desperation.

Even so he was helpless, his magic useless that night when Talamus sacrificed her before him to test his loyalty. All his cries inside, they went into Aukamil. Numb, unfeeling, he wandered, unseeing, the world’s colors fading to gray. At Leviathan’s Gate, beneath Godshammer, he heard only Aukamil, as he guided him into his Fifth Augmentation.

He rose from it, all the pain he’d known sealed away. Aukamil took it from him. Aukamil showed him also a purpose. That was when he first saw his Jak, then at the time but a wandering child. That was when he saw their destiny.

His Jak became real to him, even though they had never met. At night, when he sought the aethers, he felt how his Jak touched his soul. The aethers guided him, and Aukamil whispered into his thoughts. That led him to Barrik and Jony Tiller. He saw through them the workings of destiny, in that higher way that only Aukamil knew. He waited, for that was what he did, that was his new purpose.

Far Haddin taught him the nuances of an art that was already tangled within his soul, for after Bel’a’s death and the Fifth Augmentation, there was nothing left for him. Now, there was only his Jak. There was only completion…that new purpose Aukamil had given him.

And the Sixth Augmentation…how wonderfully complex it was, as Aukamil unveiled it to him, not just ascension in his own power, but expansion…to something higher. To Azzadul, to his Jak, to the blood of the Prince whom Azzadul had told Din Dellion, in his final days, was the key to completing him. All of it, bound together.

Talamus had interfered, but even so he had created the perfect weakness for Din Dellion, and he had exploited it, binding his Jak to him. The intricate adjustments to the Sixth and Seventh Augmentations were necessary, but at least he understood them, he and Far Haddin whose sciences complemented the nuanced arts of Necromancy. The Eighth was desperation, but what would he have done, leaving Azzadul vulnerable, to be bound instead to Talamus? The Ninth and the Tenth were also desperation, but what would have done, letting the tyrant rule?

The Eleventh. No, not the Eleventh. No—

He saw how his Jak tried to see this. He would not let his Jak see. And Jak, looking in, saw only the obscurity around it.

Yet despite that one thought he kept from him, it was enough for Jak, in those first days, to know his master so intimately. Jak understood him—understood them—understood the desire to heal all wrongs that drove his master. It was the only lucidity that crystallized in his thoughts when he faded each evening. All of this, all of it, he understood not as Jak the boy who had trusted, but as Al’a the boy who had become what he had created, this dream at last realized.

As more days had passed, Jak subjected himself to whatever his master required, for he saw the same need in his master that was in him. Yet soon he felt something different. A desperation, the roots of fear. Every day they sought progress—Far Haddin and Villiar, working in the deep cellars below Gholheim, their room full of vast contraptions, tubes and bottles full of liquid, some which they pinned to Jak and his master with small needles; Villiar with his counsel on Necromantic nuances. Every day their agents of the Underworld trade network sought the Prince, to no avail. Jak watched it all as Aukamil, both of them, one. He felt his master’s fear each afternoon as the sun reached its zenith; the beast that stalked the higher aethers, angry, approaching.

Only in the heart of night when he was Jak did he really appreciate the fear that he felt. Only then did he feel the desperation. Only then did he realize another day had passed and each day the beast was getting closer.

Jak had lost count of the days now, but he had not lost hope…no, he had not lost hope. And, if today was different, maybe that meant this would be finished, at last…

Jak’s legs felt strong today. “Where are we going?” he asked when he didn’t recognize the turns his master was taking. For some time now they had been descending, into halls where there were no windows, only torchlit walls.

His master did not respond. He drew out the silence with steady forward steps. They came to a long hall, and at the end a small rectangular door of roughly hewn stone glowed orange and brown in the flicker of torchlight. His master stopped before it.

“What happens on the other side of this door is necessary, do you understand?” There was gravity in his master’s tone, his eyes locking on Jak’s with such intensity it filled him with sudden dread.

When Jak said nothing, his master opened the door. It swung quietly on unseen hinges. The room beyond was lit with a lone candle. It was empty, save for a slab of stone, and on that stone…

Jak froze. A boy slept there, eyes closed, resting on his back. At first, Jak wondered if his master’s loyal servants had found the Prince, but this boy’s hair was long, dark brown, gathered like a bird nest beneath his head. He looked about the same age as Fellion Spring, his face long and bony, showing his unmistakable Wineland descent. His hands were folded on his breast, just as the Prince’s had been when Barrik had led him to the chamber under the cellar.

“You will need his blood for strength, in what is to come,” his master told him. “Trust me.”

Dread evolved into panic when Jak felt a thrill rise up in him. He stood there, his master’s arms still supporting him. “Will you pull me back? Once I’ve had enough?”

His master said nothing. He left Jak in the doorway, striding forward with purpose.

He lifted the boy’s palm and cut it open. He held the hand up toward Jak, deep red trails already spreading around the wound. “He has been given a noculus tonic so that he will sleep deeply. He will feel none of this. Come. Drink.”
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