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Those who are drawn into the fight to save the worlds—a death good, three Yuvine, and a group of human witches—find themselves thwarted at every turn. Because the reason the two worlds are dying is more terrible than they could have imagined. Until the only choice left is whether to save two worlds or each other…
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Check out Jackie’s website, www.jackiekeswick.co.uk,  for book details and series reading orders, release news, snippets, outtakes and teasers.



[image: ]



ONE

Madan pulled the hood of his cloak further over his forehead. The stinging cold that hung between the mountains hadn’t bothered him since he’d become a Shade, but the water dripping into his eyes was annoying. Dusk turned the light a deeper shade of smoky purple and reminded him that he didn’t carry nearly enough weapons to survive the night out in the open.

“You’d better not be late.” He spoke the words as other men might speak a prayer, with the firm belief that someone was listening. Serrai’s task that day had been the harder, more dangerous one, but Madan wouldn’t consider that he’d fail.

Concealed between rocks and trees, he tried to find a more comfortable space to rest his shoulders, but only traded a sharp, protruding spur of limestone for a gnarly piece of root. One as uncomfortable as the other. And why had he ever listened to Grace, or agreed to her proposal?

The Fates are fickle, Leonidas the Seer had said when Madan had offered his life in exchange for Serrai’s. Back then, he’d taken that to mean that the Fates might not accept his sacrifice. Now he wished he’d listened more closely, had enquired more. It might have prepared him better for what had lain in store for them. The Fates were fickle indeed. And parsimonious with information. 

When the only choices had been to live and die alone or spend eternity with Serrai, becoming a Shade had been an enticing option. He hadn’t known, then, that the Shadow Realm wasn’t one world, but two. Neither had the Fates’ assurance that there are other Shades wandering the space between worlds, but not many been entirely accurate.

Maybe Grace and her sisters, busy with the thoroughfare of souls, had forgotten how many oath breakers had passed through their realm over the millennia. It was a charitable thought, but not one Madan had entertained for long. The Fates knew what they’d wrought. Just as they knew what they’d asked of him and Serrai.

When he felt particularly unfriendly towards the three—every time Serrai was out of his sight—he thought that they’d manipulated Serrai from the moment he’d opened his eyes in the Shadow Realm after his death on the battlefield.

A darker shadow loomed between the trees and Madan straightened from his slouch. “Serrai.”

His lover materialised beside him, cloak sodden, long hair dripping water, and boots streaked with mud. Thin lines of exhaustion, or maybe pain, radiated from the corners of Serrai’s pale green eyes and Madan immediately looked for damage. None was visible. Serrai moved with his usual grace. And the silver knife was missing from his belt.

“You got him?”

“Yes.” Serrai leaned against him, for comfort more than strength. “He was one tough bastard to kill,” he admitted in the end.

“But he’s dead?”

“Utterly. You should have seen the souls. Like being caught in a storm of crows.” He shuddered. “Worst one so far.”  

Madan pulled him close. They’d grown up as warriors, had lived as king and general. Neither had expected to spend the afterlife as assassins. But the Fates faced troubles of their own, and they’d not waited long before pushing Serrai and Madan right into the middle of those.

“The sun’s almost down. Let’s head back,” Madan suggested. Serrai felt loose and heavy in his arms, as if he’d expended much of his strength dealing with Horasus. The Carolisian warrior had been a huge hulk of a man. Hundreds of years old, immensely strong, and as deadly with a blade as any Carolisians they’d encountered while alive. And utterly, irredeemably mad. 

He and Serrai were snot-nosed boys compared to the Shades Grace called the Old Ones. Confronting them was dangerous, but so far, the two of them had come out on top.

“Arteje?” Serrai asked as he dragged himself back into the saddle.

“Dead. He was waiting for me.” The Tirian hadn’t put up much of a fight, as if he’d decided his death was a foregone conclusion. And the expression on his face? Madan never wanted to see such blank despair again. “He looked at me as if I was doing him a favour.”
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They made it back to their shelter, a small, shingle-clad cottage tucked against the base of a cliff. Heaping streams of scree and rubble protected the house on three sides, impossible to navigate safely or silently. The only approach was a narrow trail through the woods thick with traps of Madan’s devising.

The cottage lay dark and quiet, the traps undisturbed. Madan settled their horses, taking his time over a task he could have accomplished with a thought, before he secured the doors with further traps. The Shadow Realm was at war. Only those ever vigilant survived it.

Warmth washed over him as he stepped inside. Warmth and the scent of freshly roasted meat. Shades didn’t need food, but since they could have whatever they desired at a thought, most of the younger Shades enjoyed the comforts they’d coveted or lived with in the human world and Madan’s mouth watered at the aroma of cinnamon, cumin, and black pepper. 

Another, softer scent wove through the spices and Madan hurried through the main room towards the smaller rooms in the back. Anticipation curled in his gut like lazy smoke, building into a pyre that only waited for tinder and a spark to flare up and consume him. 

He found it in the vision of Serrai immersed in a large bathing tub, all glistening wet skin and water-darkened hair. A groan forced itself from his throat and he shed his clothes with haste and let them fall where they landed.

The hot water felt heavenly on his chilled skin. Serrai’s soap-slick touch felt even better and Madan pulled Serrai close and
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