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Introduction




Master & Boy is the third part in the 5-part serial of A Thousand Roads.

In the first two parts, Jak, haunted by the memory of a burning woman, grew up in the legendary Fort Lasthall as the adopted son of a mysterious noble. Bound by rites of blood to an arcane magic, he was pulled into the heart of an intrigue that first destroyed his home, then sent him running from agents of the Underworld who sought him far and wide. Jak tried to escape, even believed for a short time he might lead the ordinary life he'd always put on hold, but then the Necromancer showed up and revealed his destiny, and the call of fate proved greater than the call of the heart.

Now with the Necromancer as his guide, Jak is bound for the wild, and the mountains that once intrigued him as a boy. Now a grown man, he is ready to face his destiny, and perhaps even master the magic that once he only dreamed of...
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The Power of A Name







It was dark and the rain fell without relent.

The wind cast sprays of water endlessly in Jak’s face and he was soaked through by the time the cobble road turned to one of hard-packed dirt and muddy puddles.

Ahead, Din Dellion’s blood bay trotted with grace, seeming to know all the right places to step, and Jak’s rouncey followed. It was a quiet journey, one of melancholy as with each step Fishsprings and Jak’s old life faded behind him. Tangled woodland gathered on the fringes of the road and its grassy banks, dark shapes rising up like harbingers of the storm. Sometimes, there was a call, a bestial moan that seemed more than the wind. Jak looked ever into the dark around them, often resting his hand on Akkarra’s pommel, anticipating the thralls Din Dellion had warned him about, but always the woods were empty and Din Dellion marched ahead with measured solemnity.

It was still dark when they stopped. Three buildings huddled on the edge of a wider opening in the forest, traced by the light of glowing window frames. The shadows of smaller buildings gathered behind them.

Din Dellion got them accommodations in the nearest one, an inn called Homestead. Every fireplace was ablaze in the square common room, stacked with logs and kept by an inn-boy named Cale, and it was so packed the only room available was a makeshift cubby—one of four—in the basement. Lined with straw and heated by a lone wood stove, Jak was sure this had been a dungeon once.

Jak undressed to his smallclothes. Everything was soaked through, even his boots. He laid it all close to the wood stove.

“I need another cloak,” he said. “An oiled one to go over top—I’ve seen merchants selling them before.”

Din Dellion watched Jak from his bed in the far corner of their room. “It is safe here. Look for someone selling a Westland cloak. They are treated with the sap of trees that grow in the far-off isles, impermeable to water.”

Jak nodded. “How do you know it’s safe? And how will he find me here, anyway? He couldn’t find me before, I just—” He shut his mouth, afraid he had said too much; the walls were thin and the other rooms down here were full.

Din Dellion kept his voice low and even. “The Blackspell gives him an advantage, and he will use his lesser thralls to seek us. Keep an eye out for any who wear red, but I suspect we will find none here. I can feel them when they are close, and there are none within leagues of us. Wander if you will, just don’t stray too far. I must be able to find you if I sense the slightest change in the aethers.”

Din Dellion sat upright on his pallet and stared ahead as though looking into another world, and perhaps he was. Jak waited until his clothing was dry enough, the whole time studying the Necromancer. He wanted to know how his magic worked, and wondered when the man would finally teach him like he promised. But the murmurs of low conversation through the walls unnerved him. This was not the place, not now.

Two sisters kept Homestead, a pair of vixens with shifty eyes who often whispered to one another. Jak bought a new cloak from them with one of Maire’s coins. It was not a Westlander cloak, but it was coated with tallow and oil.

“I wouldn’t mind a bath either,” he added. Verna, the one with a droopy eye, whispered to her sister Vanna.

“No baths here, just rooms,” Vanna said. She narrowed her eyes, then whispered back at her sister before adding, “Two buildings over, you can get a bath and plenty more, young man like you with coin. I’m sure you catch my meaning.”

It was with her mischievous grin that Jak made the connection. A burst of excitement washed through him, taking root in his loins, at the same time as his gut sank and he thought of Maire. No. I’ll never love again.

As he found his way to the squat building the sisters had described, Jak was convinced he was going only for a bath. He needed one, as much as he’d needed the new cloak. But when he entered and the mistress greeted him and his eyes fell on the cocoa-skinned girl behind her…when he took in her sleek, long black hair, the desire in her eyes, and the smooth curves accentuated by her tight-fitting lingerie…

He forgot all about the bath.

It felt wrong handing over one of Maire’s coins, for this. “Go. You deserve better…find a woman who can love you fully,” Maire’s words tormented him. We were going to travel to Deggra Ammar. Just you and I, no one else. The coin was gone and the dark-skinned girl smiled, turned, and led him down the hall; his cock was hard, an alloy of lust and need.

She was almost as good as Maire. Her gaze was intense and never left him as she rode him like a horse at full gallop. When he could not hold back his seed another heartbeat, he ruptured, in his loins and deeper inside, a hollow cavern of pain that had been hidden until now. His seed rushed out into the fusion of their hips and with his subsiding pleasure Jak quivered, and he wept.

She left him afterward and told him she would have his bath prepared. Jak lay on the bed, barely hearing her, tears in the corners of his eyes, that broken cavern still bleeding inside him. He lay there a long time, spent and empty, before finally returning to Din Dellion. He forgot all about the bath.

The Necromancer was still staring ahead, the room dark but for the glow of woodstove. Jak fell asleep, but it seemed only a measure of the night had passed before Din Dellion woke him and told him they had to continue.

It was light enough for Jak to know the day had come, but still the storm clouds hung over the world and made it seem little more than dusk.

“We should be coming soon to the edge of the Woodlands that border the Welding,” Din Dellion said during their first stop to eat some jerky. They both sat on a boulder, under the shelter of a large cedar tree. “The quiet unnerves me. Talamus senses us, of that I am certain.”

“What will you do if they come?” Jak asked him.

“I will do whatever I have to.” Din Dellion cocked his head the slightest degree.

“Where are we going anyway? You said Talamus wants me because I’m the last threat to him, that somehow we will stop him together. How?”

“Barrik was true to his oaths,” Din Dellion said. “No doubt you are frustrated, knowing so little, led along to just obey and wait. Good—there are great rewards that come to those who wait, those who persist no matter the consequences.”

“I hate riddles as much as I hate evasion,” Jak said.

“Indeed. I will spare you riddles, except when I am teaching you the deeper truths—for there is no one answer but the one you discover through becoming.”

“Another riddle,” Jak said.

“Fine. What are we going to do?” He let the question hang, the rain’s chorus steady, hypnotic. Jak waited. “We are going to stop him, you and I, using the power you gained from the Prince’s blood. He is weak, while he exerts his will and draws on the Prince’s strength…and that will be our advantage.”

“How?”

“Now that is a matter of deeper magic, not something I can explain to you amid the rain with a long day’s march still ahead. You chose to come with me, have trusted me, and on we must go. Trust me now to reveal to you what you need to know, when you need to know it.”

“So then, more evasion. I see.” Jak frowned. At least Din Dellion did not hide behind a veil of oaths. “I want to learn about magic. If, as you say, I have gained some kind of power, I should understand it. I used to know Arrakkor—I knew many words, from the books I read as a boy.”

Lightning flashed, enough for Jak to see Din Dellion’s mocking smile. “You did not know Arrakkor. One does not learn it from books.”

“That’s why I want you to teach me,” Jak persisted.

“You hate not understanding,” Din Dellion said. “Beware this yearning, for it is a flaw that has destroyed many. Still…I see in you aspects of myself, from when I was young. Your curiosity will not go unsated, but we must be careful, out in the open. The Blackspell will have lulls, and perhaps, if tonight’s inn has a private room, I can teach you a little. Until then, we must keep moving. My mind must be sharp in case we are accosted.”

Din Dellion finished eating, then stood, returning to his horse.

Jak remained sitting. “Give me something…anything. You don’t have to show me magic, just explain a little. Like the power I felt”—Jak paused, need and arousal rising in him sharp and sudden—“when I drank that Prince’s blood. What was it? How did it work?”

Din Dellion climbed slowly onto his horse’s saddle. “The path to all magic lies in the mind, first and foremost. You must discover the inner darkness there, connect to it.”

“I can empty my thoughts, create a void,” Jak said. “Barrik taught me all thoughts can be uprooted, and I’ve learned to hold my mind here, like a force I create to imprison it.”

“Barrik’s exercises are but glimpses of what you must do to master the powers of the world,” Din Dellion said. “The darkness in your mind is far purer than just a void on thought. It is not an emptiness, but a fullness. It is dark and untouched, more solid than the world around you; from this all aspects of being emanate.”

Jak stared at him, thinking. “Is it…the aethers you mentioned last night in our room?”

“A good guess,” Din Dellion said, “but the aethers are different. They are layers, emanating from the darkness. The first aether surrounds us all, and one sees into it once one has found the darkness. Only then does one see higher, to the second and third, and all the aethers beyond, where being and power are found.”

“So then…this darkness, how do I discover it?”

“Seek it, while we are traveling. It is there to be found. I cannot tell you how to find it, because, for all, the realization of this fundamental essence is different. But once you find it, you will know. It will be truth, and it will not be removed from you.”

They traveled the rest of the day. Jak sought the darkness Din Dellion told him about, but it proved futile.

Din Dellion stopped six times. Each time, he raised an admonishing hand, waiting for long moments. As he did this, Jak peered into the woods, where Din Dellion stared. He tried to see what the Necromancer was seeing…tried to see the darkness, or the first aether, or anything. Nothing happened. Din Dellion clucked softly at his steed and they resumed their march on the muddy road.

The seventh time he stopped, Jak heard the crack of twigs in the woods. Din Dellion waited, peering into the darkness.

“Come out,” the Necromancer said at last. “You will be safe.”

With more cracks and the rustle of wet leaves, three small shapes emerged. Jak was afraid only a moment, until lightning flashed to reveal three children, each with less then seven winters. They were dressed in rags that hung open in many places, their faces wet and dirty and their fear evident in the way they clung to one another, wide-eyed and uncertain.

Din Dellion dismounted. “We have food and supplies,” he said. He drew back his hood, and seemed to transfigure at once from mysterious Necromancer to a humble traveler. “We will take you with us, find you somewhere to stay, somewhere safe. You should not be out alone in this.”

The children eyed him uncertainly. Jak eyed them with the same amount of wariness. Din Dellion said he could sense anything amiss, so surely he wouldn’t be deceived if this were a trap to lure them in. They were just children, afraid. Jak had seen many like this, long ago; he had been one of them.

“We mean you no harm,” Jak said. All three faces turned to him. The tallest reminded him of Lance Robbin. “You can ride with us.”

Din Dellion took another step closer, opening his palm invitingly. “There is jerky in our packs. Are you hungry?”

“How d’we know t’trust you?” the tallest said, pulling the other children back toward the woods. “You’ll trick us, like th’ rest.”

“We will take you to the nearest village, find somewhere for you to stay,” Din Dellion said. “Come, you need not suffer in this.”

For a moment, all three seemed to contemplate, but then the tallest gripped the other children. “Run!”

They hurried into the cover of the trees, then were gone. Din Dellion strolled to the edge of the woods and stopped there.

Jak dismounted then joined him. For a time, the rain fell and the Necromancer waited, studying the shadow beyond the trees. “Orphans,” he said. “By their clothing, my guess is farm children whose family farm was taken, another burned by Talamus and his thralls. They are right to be afraid, to run, even from those who come to help.”

“Run, Jak!”

Jak stared into the darkness, trying to see what Din Dellion saw, imagining those children running away, estranged, with nowhere to go. “When I was young I wandered far and the worst thing I remember is the hunger. I would rob a thief, if that’s what it took. There were times I remember, when I was ready to face death rather than that pain. I never ran when the right person showed up and offered me what I needed.”

“They chose to run,” Din Dellion said. “Fear is a wild thing, when untamed in the mind. Not all have courage like you.”

His consolation didn’t help. “I wish we could have fed them. At least that.”

Din Dellion drew his hood up, still peering ahead. “You will help many, Jak. You will feed many, even if for now we are helpless to do the things we really want to. We will help them—more than them—in our own way. But before we can, we must be the ones who head into the darkness and do not fear it. We will not run. We will be strong.”

The day grew darker. Jak kept thinking of the children and how they ran, kept remembering the sting of hunger he had all but banished from his memory. He sought the darkness now in frustration, and as their horses led them on in the rain he grew angrier each time he failed, angry that he could do nothing but sit on the back of a horse while the world cowered, while children starved, while a tyrant threatened the world. He had the power to stop it all, and yet he was useless, untrained. He sought the darkness, and every time…nothing.

“It’s no good! This is stupid!” Jak didn’t realize he had spoken until Din Dellion turned his hood toward him.

“Words will edify you, and they will be your ruin.”

Jak held back the torrent of Northern swears that came to his lips. He took a breath, the anger still simmering. “Will you give me no hints? You can’t teach a man to juggle with ten balls if he can’t juggle one.”

Din Dellion faced forward again. “You asked what you would have to do, if you would learn. I never said it would be easy.”

They spoke no more. Jak sought the darkness still. The sun went down, leaving only dreary black and wet and the occasional roll of thunder. Jak was exhausted, but still he kept trying, only now he saw Maire and felt her warmth, and that became real, a thing of substance.

They stopped in a small village with no inn. The only place to stay was in the wide-open upper floor of the pub. It was packed with pallets, many occupied. It was not conducive to conversation. Din Dellion lay on his pallet, propping himself up with one of their packs.

Already the Necromancer was staring blankly ahead, so it was unexpected when he spoke. “I know you are troubled about the orphans. It troubles me; has troubled me these many years, when I’ve seen the destitute, the poor, those forgotten by the ones who rule us and blind us with their smiles.”

Jak was tired. His mind was alive with yearning for Maire. He knew where his legs would lead him inevitably. But maybe with his release his mind would be clear again…

“I’m going for a walk,” he said. “I will seek the darkness. Don’t worry, I will stay close.”

Every village has a brothel, Jak had learned from the boys in Barrik’s house. “Even a hamlet has a brothel,” Gerry Slick had told him once. “Any place where more than ten gather, there’s got to be a place for men to stick their cocks or else there’s violence and worse.”

The brothel here was nothing more than a room divided by a thick black curtain from the living quarters of a moneylender. He had one whore, and she was in use when Jak arrived, but Jak leveraged that to his advantage.

“Two silver marks,” Jak said, handing him a Pikeland gold coin.

“How about three silver marks, and a good exchange on twelve of those Pikeland golds?” Jak took the deal. He earned a smaller sack of seventy silver dollars, easily worth sixteen Pikeland gold at the exchange the moneylender gave him. Jak felt better about handing over the silver coins, keeping the rest of Maire’s gold untouched.

The young man who emerged from the curtain was a pimple-faced youth who looked no more than fifteen winters. For a moment, their eyes met and Jak thought of Gerry and his gang of miscreants. It felt all wrong, as he ducked under the curtain, as he took in the whore—a honey-skinned Tyran girl—and let himself be swept away by desire. He looked on her naked flesh and her thighs, still wet from the previous client. He let her undress him, lost himself in pleasure as she lay back and opened her legs so he could insert himself.

There was a solidness to the moment, the pleasure. It felt more than real. “The darkness in your mind is far purer than just a void of thought. It is not an emptiness, but a fullness. It is dark and pure, more solid than the world around you; from this all aspects of being emanate.” Jak drove himself in and out of her, lost in pleasure, sinking into it, seeking the darkness and wishing he could escape. “You put a dirty hand and a clean hand together, they both come out dirty.” His release was close. He stared ahead, his eyes blurring, seeing the mirage of Maire glimmering ahead of him. “Find a woman who can love you fully. Find a woman who isn’t filthy.” Release erupted and Maire’s face twisted into a muddy smear, a dark incongruous pool on dark floorboards. Jak saw the whore under him, looking up at the ceiling. He imagined the young man before him doing the same thing, and all the men before that. The futility of it all sunk into his gut, a sombre realization, a counterweight to his release. He withdrew himself then left in silence.

When Jak returned to the pub, Din Dellion appeared to be asleep. Jak set his cloak close to the wood stove to dry then sat on his pallet for a while. He sought the darkness again, tried to let it fill him with its reality, but he saw instead a dark puddle on a floor and an open window.

He lay down and wept, then soon was asleep.

The following day their march seemed much the same. More woods, more rain, the day barely light enough to see, and frequent halts while Din Dellion sat and discerned. They encountered no one, and passed not a single building.

The cloak Jak had bought from Verna and Vanna helped, but not much. He was already soaked through and miserable when they stopped for their first meal of rations.

He stood under the shelter of his cloak, eating soggy cheese and wafers. He could bear the silence no more. “What is the point of seeking the darkness?” he said.

Din Dellion ate from the top of his steed. He did not look at Jak when he spoke. “The darkness is the only way.”

“But how does it work? Maybe if you explain it to me, I can discover it sooner.”

“So impatient, Jak,” the man said in a scolding tone. “Do you know how long I waited at Azzadul’s side to learn the simplest of truths? The Lord was careful what he revealed, but I always remained close, ready.” He turned his gaze now to Jak. “But I was impatient in my youth too. I sought forbidden texts and collected secret wisdom, so eager to learn. And I know your patience is thin, that you have been misled. I will spare you some of this, but you must accept that what I tell you is meaningless to one who is not initiated in the darkness.”

“I accept,” Jak said.

Din Dellion dismounted. He strode to the edge of the woods, stooped low, then came to Jak. When he was close, Jak saw he held a plain rock.

“What is this?” he asked.

“A rock,” Jak said.

“No. Look closer.”

Jak tried to discern the details. “It’s a gray rock, with some white quartz. Smooth, maybe from a river long ago.”

“No,” Din Dellion said again. “Look closer.”

Jak studied the rock some more, but saw only the same details, realized those details weren’t what Din Dellion was looking for. “I can’t see anything but the details my eyes tell me.” It reminded him of something Barrik had taught him. “The mind knows only as much as the senses,” he added. “The senses will lie but the mind can discern.”

“Better,” Din Dellion said. “Your senses only tell you a little. The world is not what it seems. Everything, from the grandest constructions of men to the finest grain of sand, has a hidden truth. It is called a Trueform, and that Trueform has a name—a Truename.”

“An object’s power lies in its name,” Jak said. It was a guess, but Din Dellion nodded, excitement flashing onto his face.

“Very good!” He extended the arm that held the rock. “Now, this rock, as you first called it. In Paradistra, it is called a cuppo—‘unadorned’. In Westland Kyle, it is called a bar marein—‘fragment of creation’. In Northshore, there are seventy-six words for stone, depending on where it is found. But these are all useless. Only the Truename matters. Know the Truename and you can call a thing back into being, even if it is destroyed.”

Jak studied the stone again, appreciating its outer appearance, but trying to look within. He blurred his eyes, seeking the darkness, wondering if he’d find it in there. “How do I find the Truename?”

“You must discern the Trueform, and to do that you must see the darkness within, for in the heart of all objects, there is darkness, a seedling of the same primordial tree which breathes life into all, branching and sustaining all things. It is called Shadowblood.”

“Shadowblood…” As Jak said the word, he was certain he could feel cold fingertips touch his heart. “This ultimate darkness, it is the source of all names. That’s why you told me I might one day find my name, my actual name…my Truename.”

Din Dellion lobbed the stone in a lazy arc toward the trees and it disappeared among the branches. “You are quick to learn—perhaps just good at guessing—but your intuition…you have the mind for this, Jak, and will go far.”

Jak continued to stare toward the trees, where the stone had vanished. Still he sought it, wondering if he’d see the dark form within—feel the Shadowblood there. “If I can find the darkness—the true reality, touch Shadowblood—will I have mastery over this world and its lies?”

“I showed you that rock to teach you one simple truth,” Din Dellion said. “The darkness lies at the heart of all. Shadowblood lives in all. It is the blood of the Mother Dragon, Ectalacton, queen of creation. Shadowblood is in the heart of the Trueform of all objects, and Shadowblood is in the heart of you. Inside the marrow of your soul, there is Shadowblood, and there you will find your Truename…but to find it, first you must find the darkness. It lies in all things; all things are begotten of it.”

“And if I find my Truename…” Jak refocused his eyes, turning to Din Dellion. The man was watching him, studying him like Barrik used to. “If I touch Shadowblood, I will have mastery over other things, won’t I? I will find the shadow in any object and find the Truename for it. I’ll see it for what it is. No more lies.” As he said it, he imagined the puddle outside Maire’s room, and he remembered her embrace, so real and so true, but like the stone, an outward façade, a trap of desire he should never have fallen into; a lie.

Din Dellion smiled, one that touched his eyes but not with joy. “You will learn fast, Jak, your mind…so keen. Azzadul himself would have been eager to teach you.”

Jak nodded, feeling uncomfortable with the praise. “I just need to learn so that I can make something out of the life I’ve been forced into. I want to be free of feeling like I have no control.”

“In that way we are not so different, you and I,” Din Dellion said. “Seek the darkness. It is the only way to discover the rest. And the road ahead is still long today.”

That night, they came to a village called Mukton, on the edge of the Woodlands that bordered the Welding. Their accommodations were close and cramped again. Jak was determined to seek the darkness, to wander near the trees and find other stones and test himself, so he went out for another walk, Akkarra strapped to his belt to help ground him in his purpose.
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