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Summary: Rahda takes charge of her future — and the continent — as she, Roland, and Cat try to save the continent. Battles will be fought, hearts will be won and lost, allegiances tested, and after everything burns and perishes, Rahda finally declares her love to Roland as the battle over her soul — The Sacred Soul — proves to be something more powerful than first imagined. Accepting her sacred status takes effort as the war brings Rahda to the last place she expected to go: the birthplace of The Feeble Princess.

[1. Fiction. 2. Fantasy—Fiction. 3. Science Fiction—Fiction. 4. Romance—Fiction. 5. Deities—Fiction. 6. Alternate Earth—Fiction.]
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The Priestess of Reclaimed Souls is the final installment of the four-volume epic journey of Rahda and Roland in a heart-pounding blend of romance, fantasy, science fiction, and adventure, perfect for fans of Kushiel’s Dart, Cruel Beauty, Graceling, and Sea of Shadows.

The Sacred Soul... With Izkirka in ruins, no one is safe as Rahda, Roland, Cat, and Dev return to Rahda’s homeland. At the birthplace of the Feeble Princess, Rahda discovers a strength she never knew she possessed as she encounters her true enemy, The Geenna Soul—a powerful foe who can produce metal barbarians, rock beasts, and inhuman warriors.

An Undying Soul... The wind whispers, the trees talk, and the mountain readies itself for a war that will either save or destroy the continent as the curse that goes all the way back to Vashti Sevradan Verges, Queen of all Damned Souls and Blameless Mouths, is unleashed.

No one is who they seem.

The Geenna Soul... Every soul has an opposite. As it produces metal barbarians, rock beasts, and inhuman warriors, Rahda’s enemy will stop at nothing to destroy her, the continent, everything.

An Undying Soul... A curse that, Rahda uncovers Roland’s family’s secret, a secret that links to her own history in a way she could never imagine.

The Priestess of Reclaimed Souls... Skies will fall, the ground will tremble, and the waters will run red. Prophecy says the earth will blaze as souls soar heavenward, like newly winged birds, waiting to find their rightful home. Allegiances will be tested. Love will fall and grow. And, out of many deaths, a new life will form, dawn will break, and a new horizon will begin for the continent.
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For Mark. Always.
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Preface
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“The stain spreads, blackness invades, and the continent will continue to die if her soul remains halved. Reclaim her fast, my daughter, and rejoice in death. This time, to reclaim is to die, and to die is to be reclaimed by the Goddess herself.”

Fernley Sevradan
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The wind pushes at my back, urging me in the direction of the forest. While nothing chases me—except maybe my own inner thoughts of fate, fear, and hope—my long strides bring us one step closer to answers just as it takes us one step away from death and destruction.

“Rahda, slow down,” Roland calls behind me.

Perhaps I shouldn’t have just started sprinting, but as soon as I realized Roland had brought me home, I felt something like hope.

For me, each step symbolizes that I’m no longer going to live in the past. Each time my boot strikes the earth, it means I’m running toward my future. That, regardless of what happened before, I’m finally headed in the right direction.

But, after fighting the beasts from Hades Rock, Avos’ soldiers, and pure-blood Patroxi giants who could melt your insides just by screaming, and then precariously traversing a cave full of lava, it’s not like I came out unscathed. 

My conscience interjects: You’re not exactly innocent, Rahda. You had a hand in that death and destruction.

Yes, I know. 

And I’m lucky to still be alive.

I’m sweaty, dried blood clings to my skin and clothes, and I’m marred by the telltale signs of battle—gashes, bruises, burns, and scars. I’m sooty from the fires that ruined Izkirka; I can still taste the ash in the back of my throat. I wasn’t much to look at before, and going forward, I figure I’ll have a “seasoned fighter” appearance attached to my name, which, in many circles, is no doubt a high compliment. 

My run isn’t so much a run, not with the limp, but I’m doing my best to sprint.

Truth is, I’m counting on adrenaline fueling me for the next few hours.

That’s about how long I expect to live.

Roland catches up to me and I stop to catch my breath. 

“At least eat something,” Roland suggests, handing me a nondescript food bar. The gusty wind whips his brown hair about his shoulders.

He’s right, though. I take the food bar from his outstretched hand as Cat and Dev jog up to us. 

“Thanks,” I murmur in-between bites. I don’t mention that it tastes like sawdust. It’s not his fault. Even a five-star meal would taste like sawdust right now.

Their breathing matches my own—ragged and raspy—as we stand in the tall mountain grass, the iridescent blue-green blades still wet after a quick moving rain storm.

Roland inspects the congealed burn salve coating my legs and arms while Cat removes the depleted micro-needle hydration patches and attaches fresh ones to the parts of my skin that are healthy. Even though it stings as the micro needles pierce my back and bicep, the cooling saline cocktail feels amazing once it enters my veins.

Behind and below us, Izkirka, the continent’s capital, drowns and burns. If I were to turn, my vision would be met with ominous gray clouds intermixed with columns of smoke. I wouldn’t be able to see if the flames have reached the top of Roland’s palace. We are already too far in the mountain’s meadow and close to the forest to see down into the valley.

No, if I turned, I wouldn’t look far. Instead, I’d study Roland’s scarred yet beautiful figure, and marvel in his determined, hopeful expression. And his thoughts, as they pertained to me, would be crystal clear.

Roland believes I am the Sacred Soul and the one person who has a shot of saving the continent.

Is he correct? I think only time, and finding my parents, especially my mother, will tell.

With the threat of war licking at the chambers of my heart, I’m not sure what’s keeping me from falling apart as I lead my companions to my homeland—my birthplace—which happens to be the same birthplace as my ancestor, the Feeble Princess, Amaris Sevradan. 

Thinking about her makes me check to make sure I’m still in possession of The Pale Waters, which were three unassuming and marble-sized white orbs powerful enough to potentially control the continent. 

Am I the Sacred Soul? Or is Roland wrong?

Are my parents still alive? Or is it just wishful thinking?

Will we find Mirror Lake? Or it it just a myth?

I was a girl of thirteen summers when Roland’s father, the barbarian king, kidnapped me from these mountains, and now, at twenty-five, I’m finally returning to collect the answers, and maybe... just maybe, end a war. Or die trying.

In a way, I’ve been waiting twelve years for this moment. Perhaps I’m in a bit of a hurry, which is why Roland wanted me to slow down. While my mind is eager, my body is another story.

But my weariness will not stop me from seeking answers about who I am, and to do that, I need to locate my parents. Until this morning, I didn’t know that they were actually alive. 

Well, presumed alive. It’d be wonderful to see them before all hell breaks loose... to let them know I’m still breathing. 

At least for a little while longer. 

Who knows what the day will throw at us. At least I’m not alone.

Cat tosses fresh hydration patches to Roland and Dev. With a grin, she says, “You boys can do the honors yourselves.”

Cat’s silver hair, now in a high ponytail, glitters in the yellow light. Her lithe, lean muscles, covered in tattoos, are sculpted beneath dark attire, leather armor, and the sword pack strapped to her back, the two swords crossing inward, like an X.

She’s a natural warrior and I thank the Goddess she’s on my side. Hopefully I don’t screw it up.

Dev, as a recent addition to our group, isn’t without his own suspicions and secrets given that he, until recently worked for Avos, has an expression that suggests he’s trying to figure out what’s going on, and I listen in as Cat explains the situation. I’ve known Dev for several years, though we were never close, however, things got a little heated and, well, naked for the two of us the other day.

Thankfully nothing really happened, but it’s not difficult to see the differences between Dev and Roland. Where Roland is closed off and tends to brood, Dev’s open demeanor, ready smile, and gorgeous, though heavily marked body make it easy to feel drawn to him. 

He’s showing off his sculpted muscles now after taking off his shirt to apply three hydration patches to biceps and lower back. Cat simply observes this with one eyebrow raised. Roland grunts under his breath. I smile and roll my eyes at Dev’s display.

After all, he is a professional.

But Dev has secrets, too, and I’m still not sure if he’s a friend or a foe, and he seems to have a personal vendetta against Roland, one that doesn’t have anything to do with me.

Sentient wind pushes hard against our backs as Roland, Cat, and Dev check their supplies and refuel before we continue on. 

“We should keep moving,” I say as I complete full turn. The wind becomes stronger, almost meaningful.

We’re potential targets standing out like this in an open field.

As the forest looms ahead, I’m about to point out the path when, all of a sudden, Cat hisses, “Get down.”

We dive to the ground. The tall grasses completely cover our prone figures. 

All I hear is the wind, my own breathing, and the low sound of the metal schwing as Cat removes one of the swords sheathed at her back.

Without warning, she sprints into the forest.

“What’s she doing?” Dev asks. His head is near my boots.

“She must have sensed something,” Roland answers to my right. He looks at me and quietly asks, “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

I look toward the forest. Tall evergreens, swaying with the wind and thick with vines bursting with fat leaves and even fatter flowers, block the sun’s yellow rays. Cat, near the edge, darts in and around trees. Her silver hair gleams like metal, a stark contrast against the green foliage.

I can hear the gentle hum of insects as they scurry about their business. My fingers dig into rich soil. How innocent it must be to be a bug.

Several minutes later, Cat returns, her footsteps just as silent as when she left. She is a woman of few words, so the fact that she says absolutely nothing means she didn’t detect a threat, but it’s not lost on me that she keeps her sword at the ready.

Not all threats are easily perceptible. 

Stiffly, I get to my knees, and then stand upright. Every single muscle hates me. A hundred curse words live under my tongue, but I refrain from uttering a single one, even when my joints scream and my head swims.

“The trail is a faint one,” I say, pointing at two trees. Low on each trunk, three parallel knars—cut lines gnarled over with old growth—signal the entrance. During the day, it isn’t difficult to find, but at night, a traveler had to skim their hands over each tree to find the tubular scars. “My feet will remember it much quicker than my mind will.”

“All of this to get to your house?” Dev asks.

Roland growls out, “If you’ve got a problem with it, feel free to leave the group.”

“We’re good.” Dev holds up both hands as a peace offering.

While I don’t sense any immediate threats—unless Roland and Dev decide to brawl—I remove the dagger from my side and step into the cool, shady forest. It’s best to be ready for anything. 

As a girl, I was an energetic urchin who roamed through these tall trees without a single care. After a long day, I’d run home with a red face and a hungry belly, eager to discuss the day’s events. 

My father never seemed concerned. But my mother, unable to verbalize her thoughts, always wore a relieved expression, as if she was worried I wouldn’t return. 

Why didn’t she tell me about me?

What was she waiting for?

Like Roland, I want to find Mirror Lake. I want to discover my soul’s guardian. I’m uncomfortable with my gaps of knowledge. 

Considerable gaps of knowledge.

Can I reclaim souls? What about those I have killed? The war painting in Lord Jaucey’s house illustrated the victor claiming the soul of the victim. The black mist formed between them—the artist’s evocative portrayal of a soul—as it transferred to the conqueror.

Am I carrying around the souls of the nineteen people I have killed? If so, then I’m in the right place to finally get the answers I need.

Now, returning more than a decade later, my mind sees our journey through Dev’s eyes.

All of this to get to my house?

The house represents the parts of me that are missing. And if the parts aren’t missing, it means they are hiding and I need to rediscover them.

“Yes, Dev,” I answer, the meaning heavy in my heart. “All of this to get to my house.” Then, with a small smile, I add, “Just wait until we get to the cliff.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2


[image: ]




Halfway through the forest, the trail is even more faint than I remember, and I know instantly that no one has come this way in years. The weight of this information hits me hard in the gut. Saltiness stings behind my eyes and I blink rapidly to push away my disappointment.

The illusion of a happy reunion dies a thousand deaths in the short span of my blurry vision.

Stubbornly, I refuse to let this knowledge slow my pace. Because, what if my gut is wrong?

After stepping over cumbersome roots, avoiding protruding rose thorns, and following the black water stream as the rivulets trickle and gurgle over flat, mossy stones, my limp becomes more pronounced. 

“What is this place?” Dev asks beside me. He asks it like a man who may already know the answer, but wants to see if someone else confirms it.

“My mother called it the Skathi Forest,” I answer conversationally. “But I don’t know if that’s the proper name, or a nickname.”

Dev’s head turns sharply, and his entire body shudders. “This is the forest of harm?”

Furrowing my eyebrows, thinking. “I’ve never heard of that before, so I’m not sure.”

“The forest where Amaris, the Feeble Princess, killed her children,” Dev says in a tone that suggests I should already know this. “I grew up hearing the stories. After she killed them, their souls burrowed deep in the soil and a dense forest erupted from nothing. Their souls live on in the trees. Years later, when the Feeble Princess died, she was buried somewhere within the Skathi Forest, and the trees tower over her, imprisoning her soul.”

Cat looks overhead, seeing the forest anew. Slants of yellow rays dapple through branches overrun with tiny white buds whose minuscule petals litter the forest floor.

“It is rather ironic, then, that the forest is lush and beautiful,” she says.

Dev laughs uncomfortably. “I didn’t say it was true. I just found it odd that Rahda, who lived here for years, never heard the story before.”

“I’ve never heard that tale, either,” Roland says after clearing his throat. While the rest of us were looking at the forest with fresh eyes, Roland was starring at Dev as if trying to work out a puzzle. “What was your mother’s profession?”

Given that Dev was a personal pleasure servant, either he was born into it, meaning his mother was the same, or something happened early in Dev’s life that forced him in a different path. 

I’ve always thought that Dev had a world of secrets hiding behind his friendly, outgoing personality, but the fierce look brewing behind his eyes was combustible.

“It’s none of our business, Roland,” I say, hoping to defuse the situation. “Let’s just get to our destination, okay?”

“Fine,” Roland mutters while Dev’s eyes turn to slits, though he stays silent.

I glance at Cat to see her reaction, but she’s keeping an eye out for hidden threats and not paying us any attention, and for a while we all walk in silence. 

My limp is more pronounced than before but I ignore it. I can tell that Roland is keeping a watchful eye on me.

Shadows dance within the forest as overhead branches creek and sway. A combination of floral scents and heady soil notes hit my nose. Rodents dart in and out of the underbrush, their squeaks sounding an alarm of our presence. 

Further in, where the forest flirts with the edges of the marsh, the path veers left. 

It doesn’t take long for us to reach the mesa hidden by the tall trees. In the middle of the forest, the land rises up sharply on all sides, resembling a cliff-side island, minus the water.

As I approach the bottom of the vine-covered cliff, Cat and Dev express confusion.

Cat murmurs a, “How unusual.”

“Is there a hidden door or something?” Dev asks as he cranes his head back. “Or a staircase?”

“I wish,” I say. Looking up, and blocking glints of sunlight with my forearm, I gaze at the steep incline that will lead us to my childhood home. The vertical cliff is covered with sinewy bushes and thick vines. In happier times, the entire mountain top, which is only a few acres in size, was my playground. Reaching in, I search the overgrown foliage, hopeful that the rope will still be there. After a tense minute, my fingers brush up against a knotty, scratchy material. “We use this,” I say, showing off the faded ladder. “It’s only three or four stories high.”

My smile must appear contrived because both Cat and Dev look concerned. I don’t blame them.

Roland’s tight expression reminds me that he traversed this cliff twelve years ago. That he was there the day Pareu was killed. He watched as I was kidnapped by his father’s army. 

I squeeze his hand. I don’t want to remember that day any more than he does, but still he mouths, “I’m sorry.”

The rope is thick and heavier than I remember as I attempt to pull it away from the cliff. Roots and other plant life pretty much lock it into place and it doesn’t swing out much.

“This is wild,” Dev mutters.

“No kidding.” My hip and shoulder protest when I place my foot into the first rung and step up. “It’s a very thick rope. It should hold our combined weight.”

“You sound oddly confident in that assessment.” Cat says. 

I can hear the skepticism in her voice as I climb. 

Roland, in the rear, is silent, but he knows the truth, too.

“Because,” I answer, pausing to look down at them, “an entire army platoon came up this way when they killed my brother and then back down it after kidnapping me.”

“Well,” Dev says with a grimace, “it’s difficult to refute that evidence.”

The rope creeks and vibrates as Cat climbs on next, then Dev, and finally, Roland. Soon, we are higher than the base trees, but, as if by some concealing magic trick, trees grow out from the side of the mountain at a forty-five degree angle. I believe my parents chose this spot for the ladder because it wasn’t visible.

I suppose, growing up, I thought everyone lived this way. I thought everyone hid from the king.

I’m winded by the time I reach the top rung. Stepping out on flat land, I take a good look around. Two large boulders lie straight ahead—they act as the anchors for the ladder. 

Beyond the boulders, short evergreens block any sort of view further into the mesa, but there is a clear path through the trees that leads up to the house, which isn’t visible from here, so I await the others.

Behind me, the tops of the tall pine trees block the scene. Even if I wanted to see the valley, to discover if Izkirka was flooded, I couldn’t. My parents chose this spot for a specific reason: it was very well hidden. It was a raised forest oasis tucked within a larger forest.

Turning, I hear a commotion. Cat and Dev are still at the edge, both standing, when all of a sudden Dev pushes Cat to the side before he starts charging me. Roland must still be climbing.

Thankfully Cat’s far enough away from the edge that she doesn’t fall over, but she throws out many heated curses. Before I know it, Dev is almost on me. I pivot to run, but my reaction isn’t quick enough.

“What the—” I blurt out, confused, as a rush of unintelligible words come out of Dev’s mouth. 

His hands are on my shoulders, turning me, shaking me.

It all happens so fast and it’s all so chaotic that I’m momentarily dumb struck. Within seconds, Cat rushes up, kicks Dev behind the knees, and I watch mutely as Dev falls to the ground. He quickly rolls over on his back, but Cat’s prepared. She places a boot hard on his chest. 

“Convince me not to kill you,” she says with a sneer.

Dev ignores Cat. “Is he dead, Rahda?” His voice becomes shrill. “If you’re the Sacred Soul, you should know.”

His brown eyes plead for me to understand.

Is he asking if Jaucey is dead?

I know that they were lovers, but was it the loss of love that caused his distress, or something else?

When he tries to get up, Cat twists the heel of her boot hard enough into his skin that it warps his tattoos. 

Dev winces. 

Hell, so do I. I steal a glance at Roland as he comes up from the rope ladder. There is something smug in his expression as he watches the scene. 

“Is who dead?” I ask, feigning ignorance.

“Theo,” he answers quietly as he tilts his head back to glance briefly at Roland. “Lord Theodore Jaucey.”

Realization dawns. I say, “Let him go, Cat.” 

Several heartbeats go by. Cat’s giving me the evil eye, but she finally complies.

When she removes her boot, it leaves behind an angry red crater-like spot on his chest. He doesn’t get up right away. For the most part, he appears to concentrate simply on breathing.

“I went to his house,” Dev says, his eyes downcast. “When I found Zif on the floor...” he pauses. I remember the servant, too. Someone, most likely my monk warrior shadow, killed him as I was killing Jaucey. “He was dead and covered in a pool of blood. I wasn’t interested in sticking around and taking the blame, so I fled.” Dev jerks his head up, his gaze firmly on me. “But, I’m begging you, Rahda. Is Jaucey dead?”

I’m quiet for a moment, thinking, wondering if I should reveal pertinent information related to Lord Jaucey. I can’t look at Roland to get his reaction. Dev would notice, raising suspicion. So I keep my focus directly on Dev.

At this point, I’m just not sure if I can trust him. 

“I’m sorry Dev, but I don’t know.”

His nostrils flare as he shakes he head, and says, “I suppose it was too good to be true.”

“Explain yourself,” Cat demands. She wasn’t there when I killed Jaucey, but she knows that Roland’s uncle is dead. She just doesn’t know which one of us killed him.

There is a slight pause. “I feel different—free,” Dev answers, now standing, firmly in control of his emotions. He brushes dirt from his trousers. “I just assumed Theo was dead.” 

While there was a calm-like quality in his words, and even though he addressed Jaucey by his first name, it sounded like he hoped that Jaucey was dead.

It’s on the tip of my tongue to contradict him, but a hard look from Roland confirms my initial impression: keeping quiet about his uncle’s death might serve us better. And not just from Dev, but from everyone, lest the information reach the wrong ears.

I don’t know what to make of Devdan Osta. He considers Roland an enemy, but he would be happy to hear of Jaucey’s death. 
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