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We are the Spirit Seekers. Nature has declared war on us, and we’re here to answer the call.

.

For millennia, Vesuvius has been the bane of our existence in Italy, my second home. The SSA has called me and nine other elite Spirit Seekers to Naples to take on the fire spirit, before it brings upon a second Pompeii. All we have to do is enter an erupting volcano and search for the beast’s secret lair. Easy as, right?

Everyone of us is aware that this task might as well be a suicide mission. But we’ve got to try. We can’t let this spirit terrorise us any longer. Vesuvius’s reign will end today. With us.

.

Join Wulf, the commander of the Berlin Spirit Seekers, and his peers in this prequel to see the greatest of them all in action! If you enjoy action-packed urban fantasy with unique supernatural creatures, get your copy today.

.

Sign up to my Story Seeker mailing list and grab the prequel (and more) for free









  
  1

I’m positive this is all just a dream. 
An ancient dryad—Grune of the Grunewald—attacked the spirit seeker base, causing an entire forest to sprout in the courtyard. I managed to talk him down, and in turn, he showed me the truth about the spirit seekers. Fighting spirits is not the only way. The true spirit seekers of old kept relationships with local spirits. And to top it all off, Wulf, who was willing to throw me out on the street just a day before, did a one-eighty and handed over his command.
“He wasn’t serious, right?” He couldn’t have been. For weeks, I’d been fighting with Wulf. He’d basically told me that the only time I would ever come close to leading his team would be over his cold, dead body. And now he’s offered the leadership to me?
Camille chuckles as she pushes me down into the comfy chair in my room. According to her, I look like I need a rest. “What you did was mind-blowing. You went in there, branches raining down on you, a hail of acorns pelting your skin…” She huffs in awe.
Now that she mentions it, there are dozens of little spots darkening on my arms. I remember a branch tearing into my skin, and carefully raise a hand to touch my temple, only for my fingers to come away red.
“It’s not a deep wound. You lost some skin and a bit of hair. Leon will be here soon with the first aid kit.” Nevertheless, Camille dabs the wound with a tissue. “You just kept walking. As if the entire world stopped turning and only you and the spirit existed. And then, the world did stop turning.”
I remember the calm. I don’t think I’ve ever felt safer than in Grune’s embrace. A dryad so old and powerful he had been here long before anyone else. I can’t believe I met the spirit that is the heart of the Grunewald. Not just met him but talked to him and shared his pain.
“It blew Wulf’s mind,” Camille says with a helpless smile. “It blew all our minds.”
A knock at the door announces Leon’s arrival. It looks like he’s brought the contents of the entire first aid cabinet. “How are you feeling?” he asks, looking concerned. His eyesight has got much better, and he’s moving around with ease.
“I don’t really know,” I answer. Overwhelmed would probably be a good start. There’s still all this sadness in me. Over the centuries, Grune has seen so much death, experienced so much loss. His forest, which once stretched as far as the eye could see and beyond, had been reduced to a small fleck at the border of the city. And even that crawled with people on a clear-skied day.
“You look like you’re gonna pass out any minute,” Leon comments. He puts his load on the table I’ve never found a use for and rummages through it to locate disinfectant and some tissues.
Camille moves aside for him. “She just faced down an ancient spirit. Of course she’s exhausted.”
“I didn’t face him down. I… I guess, I calmed him down.” I know very well how easy it would’ve been for Grune to kill me. His branches never hit me, though. “He tried to scare me off. And when that didn’t work, he settled.” I still can’t quite believe it.
“Sounds good enough to me.” Leon pours disinfectant on a tissue and begins dabbing at my wound.
Immediately I shirk away from the pain that’s so much more intense than the scrapes I received. “What are you doing?”
Leon chuckles a little. “I’m cleaning your wound, Rika. It’ll stop hurting soon. Can’t have our new team leader drop dead from an infection, can we?”
It’s a harmless joke, but his words make me sick to the stomach. Yes, I tried to pull rank on Wulf when we were in Budapest, but that was because I was upset—and angry that he had gaslit me about the relevance of our natural attunement value. But to actually lead this team, with no experience or education, just because my NAV is a little higher than his? That makes me queasy.
Fortunately, Camille picks up on my uneasiness. “Talk to him. I’m sure this was a spur-of-the-moment decision. He might even regret saying it.”
“That does not make me want to talk to him.” I haven’t forgotten how angry he’s been with me for the last few days.
Camille puts a hand on my shoulder, smiling ruefully while Leon sticks a huge plaster to my temple. “What I mean is that he must have been overwhelmed. The sentiment was genuine, but the delivery might have been a little off.”
A little? After weeks of telling me that all I know about spirits is utterly and dangerously wrong, he basically threw his staff at my feet, surrendering to me. If only I could figure him out. But in that way, Wulf is like Grune, full of pain and anger. “I guess I could try to talk to him.”
With a squeeze of my shoulder, Camille nods at me. “You definitely should.”
“But first you’re gonna tell us all about that spirit,” Leon says, his eyes shining with excitement.

      [image: image-placeholder]I find Wulf downstairs in the common area, where he’s cooking as if this is a normal day, and we’re just about to have dinner. There’s no sign of Lukas or Miriam. I assume Miriam has taken the unfortunate spirit seeker to the hospital.
Wulf hasn’t noticed me yet as he concentrates on endlessly kneading some yellowish dough. I wonder whether the dough really needs that much attention or whether he’s taken his workout to the kitchen now that a mini-forest and an ancient dryad have taken over our courtyard.
There’s something peaceful about watching him direct all that pent-up frustration into something useful and hopefully delicious. But standing here and watching his muscled arms bear down on the poor blob of dough won’t get me my answers. With a sigh, I knock against the doorframe.
His head jerks up. Upon recognition, I see him hold his breath for a second. Then his face softens. “Hey.”
“Hey.” So far, this has been the most civil exchange we’ve had in days. “Do you have a minute?”
“Of course.” He gets out some weird metal machine I’ve never seen in my life. “You’re in command.” So, it wasn’t just an offhand comment.
“Please stop saying that.” I thought it would be nice to have a say, but it feels all off now, like a jacket worn the wrong way around.
Wulf frowns slightly as if he, too, is unsure about all this. “Sorry.”
He takes a piece of his dough and holds it over the machine before turning the crank. I watch as the dough gets sucked into the machine and comes out flat and even on the other side.
“What are you doing?” I ask, distracted.
The flicker of a smile appears on his face. “Pasta.”
“From scratch?” I’ve only ever got hold of the store-bought version. They’re a horrible choice to eat on the streets if you don’t happen to own a gas cooker.
Now the smile turns into a low chuckle. “My Nonna would kill me if I ever thought of buying dried pasta.”
We both know he doesn’t really have an Italian grandmother. He’s German in all his stiff, rule-abiding glory, except for the part that was raised in Italy after his parents died. Apparently, that part is standing in the kitchen right now and hanging up strings of pasta.
“What did you want to talk about?” he asks, while starting the second batch.
Well… the one thing I told him to stop mentioning. I turn my attention to my fingers, noticing that one of my nails has split at the corner.
After several seconds of silence, it’s Wulf that restarts our conversation. “What happened out there?”
I remember now that there’s so much I need to tell him. Grune didn’t just show me his pain. “I met Grune.”
“Grune as in Grunewald?” He frowns more deeply as he uses the crank to flatten the second piece of dough. “The forest?”
“That’s the one.”
“Wow.”
I look up at Wulf. “Wow” doesn’t suit him. I expected alarm, an instant rise to action. After all, there is an incredibly powerful dryad in our courtyard, and he has sworn his life to fighting the spirits. “Wow?”
He rubs the back of his neck, smearing flour. “I’ve never heard about the tree coming to life before.”
Now this is something I can shed light on. “He did a long time ago.”
The confusion on his face is priceless. It doesn’t happen often that I know more than him about the history of spirit seekers. “What do you mean?”
“Grune showed me his memories.” Since I’m going to tell him, I might as well make myself comfortable. I take one of the high bar stools and sit down, arms on the bench, while he keeps working his pasta. “I don’t understand how he did it, but he let me into his heart.”
Wulf looks down at his dough, which he has decided needs more kneading despite having already been put through the pasta machine. “It must be because of your high NAV. Maybe 500 is the limit to a spirit seeker’s most powerful intuition.”
It’s no more than a wild guess. While 300 has been established as the limit of sight, there is no way the other limits would line up so nicely. But I get the gist. I’m above the line, he’s below. Case solved.
“A long time ago, the spirit seekers and he worked with each other.” The dryad had even gifted the seeker with a staff of his own essence: the ultimate sign of trust.
“And when was that supposed to be?” Wulf asks, his voice showing a strain I’m more familiar with.
“I don’t know. I assume when Spandau was founded or shortly after.” I’d only seen a man leaning against a younger blooming tree. The clothes had looked old, like, medieval-old.
Wulf looks up with a snort. “The SSA was officially founded in 1767. That’s over five hundred years after Spandau’s founding.”
“There were spirit seekers before that.” Rebeka told me about the ones she learnt about at university. I wait a moment before I let go of the juiciest bit of information I got from the dryad. “True spirit seekers.”
Naturally, Wulf frowns, his eyes darkening with hardly suppressed anger. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
I sigh. I have absolutely no interest in being caught in another one of his storms. “I can only tell you what he showed me. I mean, people with an attunement to nature didn’t just turn up in the eighteenth century, did they?”
The storm settles a little. “No, of course not. Rudimentary structures were established in most Eurasian and African countries before then, but they’ve never been organised until 1767. So, what’s a true spirit seeker according to a dryad?”
My toes are tipped on the lower metal bar of the stool. This might go fatally wrong. “He called me a true spirit seeker.”
Wulf locks eyes with me. So many emotions pass over his face in seconds, yet he doesn’t voice any. I can only imagine his outrage, the denial, the confusion. But when he finally speaks, it’s only to tell me to continue.
“I think that a long time ago, spirit seekers didn’t so much fight against spirits—at least not exclusively—but work with them. They listened to the trees and the wind and tended to both humans and spirits alike.” At least, that’s what I got from Grune. “You’re at war with the spirits. Maybe us humans are at war with nature, and that’s where it all went wrong.”
I can see Wulf taking a couple of deep breaths, once again fighting down the impulse to tell me how wrong I am. At long last, he asks, “Do you think he told you the truth?”
“He showed me his heart,” I say instead. “I believe him.”
Another deep breath, and he breaks eye contact. He goes back to cranking his dough through the machine, leaving me hanging until I hear a muttered, “Well, I believe you.”
So, he believes me. That’s a new one, for sure. He never… “Oh.” I suddenly realise why he’d back down so easily. “About that. Did you really mean it? That I should lead the team?”
No look from him. “Of course I did. Your NAV is higher.”
“I’m not even trained,” I remind him. Going to the academy is out of the question after the warning I got in Budapest, but not attending means I’m nothing more than a civilian, high NAV or not. “You said I needed to pass the academy first before I could even think about it.”
Wulf’s movements come to a stop. “Does that mean you’re interested in going?”
It’s hard not to bristle at the note of hopefulness in his voice. “No.”
He bunches his shoulders in disappointment. “Your choice.” It doesn’t sound like he approves.
“Look. I don’t want to lead this team.” That much is true. “I’m many things, but a leader is not one of them.”
His eyes soften uncharacteristically as he looks at me again. “A good leader inspires their people, they show empathy and decision-making skills, and aren’t afraid to adapt to new situations. Or old,” he adds quietly before returning to cutting the flattened dough into thin strips.
“Doesn’t sound like me.” Or does it? I certainly don’t inspire people, or he wouldn’t have given me such a hard time ever since we met.
Wulf chuckles to himself. “You don’t often look in the mirror, do you?”
“Couldn’t fit one in the backpack.” The words are out before I can truly process his.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean… Sorry.” He lowers his head again.
I know that’s not what he meant. But the distraction is exactly what I need to avoid dwelling on his words. “Don’t worry about it. I was joking.”
Wulf looks up, frowning at me. “I see.” He’s way too serious to truly see it. “What I meant to say was that you embody all those qualities. You showed off your decision making when we fought the nymphs in Budapest, you’re certainly a pro at adapting to new situations, and your empathy is off the charts when it comes to spirits.”
But not humans, I add quietly.
“And you inspire people. Or what else would you call Leon’s show of support for you yesterday? And Camille?” He still sounds hurt about it. Someone so revered by people probably isn’t used to them turning on him.
“And you?” I don’t even know why I’m asking. I know the answer.
Wulf wets his lips. “I guess, me, as well.”
“What?” I guess I did not know the answer.
“I said you inspired me as well. At least, what you did outside was inspiring. Mesmerising.” Once again, it looks like he’s holding his breath, and I begin to understand that we’re both walking on eggshells around each other. “The way you approached this… madness.” His eyes are turned inwards as if it’s all replaying in his head. “You looked like some sort of fairy.”
He must have totally forgotten I’m sitting right there in front of him, because as soon as his eyes fall on me, his ears redden considerably. I fold my hands under my chin and lean forward, not even trying to feign ignorance. “A fairy, hmm?”
Quickly, Wulf turns around, pretending to hang his pasta. “Or some alien,” he says, matter-of-factly.
I can’t help but smile at his back. “Well, I’d better leave you to your pasta.”
I get off my chair and walk towards the door. There, I remember something else. “Uhm, Wulf?”
He turns around to me, the tips of his ears still a bit red. “What is it?”
“Grune came here for a reason.” Now that I recall the images the dryad showed me, I feel sick. Whatever crawled out of the trap looked like a living nightmare. “A polluted spirit appeared in the forest. He assumed we deposited her there. I promised to help get rid of her before she does too much damage.” Now, this is where being in command would come in handy. “Do you think we could take the team to check it out?”
Despite his frown, Wulf says, “Sure, it’s your call.” When I wince, his eyes soften. “Let’s talk it through tomorrow morning.”






  
  2

I wake up early when the sun crawls over the walls of the citadel. A gentle wind stirs around me, rustling the leaves above. I squirm a little in my sleeping bag to sit up against the tree. The bark gives way in all the right places. 
That’s right. Despite having an absolutely perfect bed inside, I’ve chosen to return to my roots and sleep outside between… well, Grune’s actual roots. And it’s the best night’s sleep I’ve had in a while. Nothing to confine me, wide open space all around me and fresh air that smiles at me.
“Good morning, Aeola.”
In the early morning light, the sylph is almost invisible against the sky. “Good morning, Rika. Did you sleep well?” As a nature spirit, she doesn’t have to sleep.
I put a hand against the bark and look up at the crown. “Perfectly well. Good food, fresh air, amazing sleep.” That homemade pasta of Wulf’s was really something, so much better than my painful attempt at spaghetti a few weeks back. If Wulf ever retires from the SSA, I’m sure he could start over as a chef.
The big tree lowers his branches, and I hear Grune’s deep voice reverberating through my body. “It was an honour to watch over your sleep.”
“Thank you for letting me sleep under your branches.” I rub my eyes and pat my hair, which probably looks like a rat’s nest. Well, it’s nothing a good shower can’t take care of. And having limitless access to one is definitely a plus for my room.
I roll up my sleeping bag and look up at the oak tree. “I’ll take care of the polluted dryad today.”
“I’ll see you in my forest then.” As soon as the words have been spoken, the tree turns back to its rigid self. The spirit has left this one to visit his other charges.
Stuffing my sleeping bag under my arm, I walk back to the main building. The little oak trees Grune has planted all over the courtyard are looking strong and healthy. I’m not sure whether Wulf will allow a forest to grow in his precious headquarters, but he might just have to if he doesn’t want to make Grune mad again.
I open the big door and promptly run into Lukas. Despite the bump to his head he received yesterday, he’s in training gear, ready to hit the gym. As usual, he greets me with a condescending sneer. “Did you sleep in a ditch last night?”
“Almost,” I answer cheerfully. It always confuses him when I don’t get mad at his cheap digs. “Grune was nice enough to grant me a place to sleep. You know, the big dryad out there.”
As I point towards the big oak tree, I see Lukas’ face pale. “You’re not serious, are you?”
Pointedly, I pull a leaf out of my blue hair. “You got a problem with that?”
“You’re insane.” He turns away abruptly and enters the common area, forgetting all about his training plans. Or maybe the thought of having to cross the courtyard put a spanner in them.
I choose to ignore him as always and head upstairs to take a shower and get my hair in order. It’s already grown a little below my shoulders, longer than I’ve had it for years.
After getting dressed, I make my way back down again and start preparing breakfast while Lukas does squats in the opposite corner, his back turned to me. In making food, I definitely prefer the Miriam method to Wulf’s: preheat the oven, open the bag of pre-baked rolls, put rolls in the oven. Done.
Just as I set the table, the others join us in the common room. Almost immediately, Lukas goes up to Wulf and tells him something in a quiet tone. By the quick look he’s sending my way, I’m pretty sure I know what they’re talking about. Sure enough, when Wulf sits down at the table and pours himself some coffee, he asks, “You slept outside?”
“Is that not allowed?”
“Of course, it is. But… isn’t it cold?” He probably thinks it’s the worst thing in the world. I know Lukas does.
“It’s getting warmer.” To be fair, the beginning of April is technically still terribly cold, but not freezing cold, and that’s good enough for me. “I know it must sound weird to you, but I actually like being outside.”
Wulf looks at me for a moment, then he nods. “Yeah, I remember.”
For a moment, I’m confused. Then I remember as well. On our first night in Budapest, I freaked out at the prospect of going underground. He talked me through it, but most importantly, he admitted that confined spaces make him queasy, too, since he’d been stuck in a volcano for several weeks. That’s a much better reason than mine. I just really don’t like closed-off spaces.
“And you were able to sleep?” he asks more quietly. “With that dryad close by?”
Despite our talk yesterday, he’s clearly still on the fence about Grune. “Better than anywhere else.” I hope he doesn’t take it as a personal insult, but I can probably count the nights I’ve spent in the bed upstairs on one hand.
It’s hard to tell what Wulf thinks about it as he keeps his expression guarded this morning. 
Contrary to Lukas, who regards me with obvious disgust. “So, what are we gonna do about it?”
Wulf and I both look at him in confusion. “About me sleeping outside?” I ask.
“Not that. The spirit! There’s a freaking dryad in our courtyard,” Lukas points out. “We need to come up with a plan to get rid of it.” He leans back a little. “I assume a fire might work.”
“We will not fight the dryad,” Wulf says quietly.
I could kiss him. Once for staying his recent course. Twice for returning to his commander’s duties. Lukas looks so flabbergasted by the answer that I wonder whether he ever got a recap of everything that happened yesterday. Slowly, he repeats, “We’re not going to fight the dryad? Well, what are we going to do with it then?” He looks straight at me. “Are you going to coax it into a trap again?” He genuinely wants to know.
“No, Grune came as a friend.” I wince a little. Before Lukas can protest, I add quickly, “Well, I reasoned with him, and he’s no longer cross with us.” He will be, though, if I don’t keep my promise.
“Oh, he’s no longer cross with us,” Lukas repeats mockingly. “I’m so glad to hear that. I mean, I was so worried we might have offended him. Who’d know what would happen…”
“That’s enough, Lukas.” Wulf sighs. “The dryad will not be harmed.” There’s a slight pause at the end of his sentence that silently makes me add “for now”. “Rika has struck a deal with him, if I got that correctly. Why don’t you tell us the details?”
Lukas crosses his arms and stares daggers at me. Yep, he still hates my guts.
And it won’t get any better when I open my mouth. I decide to turn my attention to the others at the table and recount what Grune showed me. “Grune came here because a polluted spirit appeared in the forest. She’s some sort of dryad, but not really. We encountered the likes of it in Hungary. These spirits are… damaged. You can’t talk to them or anything.”
“So, they’re like any spirit?” Lukas asks.
Ignoring him, I keep going. “They’re also a lot more powerful than their common counterparts. This particular dryad is choking the life out of the trees. That’s why he came to us. His forest is dying.”
“And everyone knows spirit seekers are part-time foresters.” Another snarky comment from the cheap seats.
This time, I snap at him, “No, he came to us because it was one of us that set that spirit free.”
“What do you mean?” Wulf asks, frowning deeply. “One of us?” He looks around at the others.
Leon raises his shoulders when the attention focuses on him. “All traps are accounted for. It’s not one of ours.”
“It was a woman,” I say before confusion and suspicion can take root. “I’ve never seen her before. Short blond hair, steel-blue eyes. She was carrying an official seeker staff, and she had a trap.”
Wulf’s eyes narrow. “Are you suggesting the SSA released a powerful spirit into our forest? That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Ridiculous,” Lukas mutters.
“Spirits are only released into the wild, and those are weak, taking years to decades to recover,” Wulf explains. “No one in their right mind would release a powerful spirit like those polluted ones.”
“How do they get polluted?” Miriam asks.
“We don’t know,” Wulf admits. “But I highly doubt that it’s something the SSA does. Much less release them in the middle of a big city afterwards. As I said, it makes little sense.” He huffs in indignation.
I sigh. “I can only tell you what I saw. Who else would have access to a spirit, staff, and trap?”
Wulf takes a moment before he answers, looking troubled. “You’re not supposed to know this, so please keep it quiet. But there are a couple of rogue spirit seekers.”
“Really?” Camille asks, the surprise evident on her face. “I thought that was a rumour.”
“What are rogue spirit seekers?” I ask, seemingly the only person who’s never heard of them.
“It happens all the time,” Wulf admits. “People come to the citadel, go through the training, and then vanish afterwards.”
Vanish afterwards. Could that have been what happened to Rebeka’s friend? Did she go rogue?
“Of course, it’s a serious offence and treated as such,” Wulf continues. “But some people are just… troublemakers like that.” His face tells me what he thinks of these people. They’d better not cross his path.
Camille frowns. “If the same thing happened in Budapest… Do you think those rogue spirit seekers may have joined forces? I mean, I might be going off on a whim here, but could it be possible that they got hold of some closed traps and did something… unnatural to the spirits on purpose?”
I shudder as I imagine what has been done to these spirits or how. “SSA or rogue seeker, it’s our responsibility to take care of the dryad.”
“It’s not the SSA,” Wulf stresses, and my heart goes out to him. He grew up within the agency and probably knows half the staff personally, but I’ve heard other stories.
Rebeka’s warning creeps under my skin. Why would anyone go rogue, assuming that these rumours have substance? Are those seekers like me? People who befriend spirits?
“Why is it our responsibility?” Lukas asks, for once not mocking me. “If there are rogue spirit seekers, then that’s for the SSA to deal with. The whole thing has nothing to do with us. Furthermore, Rika said the dryad has been attacking the forest, so… why should we care?”
“Maybe because if we don’t, that oak tree in the courtyard will tear apart our citadel?” Leon suggests innocently.
It’s not how you get Lukas on your side. He recoils visibly and scrunches up his nose. “So what, we’re getting blackmailed by a spirit now?” He looks at me. “And you agreed to that?”
“I didn’t agree to anything,” I hurry to say. “I promised him that we would take care of the polluted dryad.”
“That’s the same thing.” He looks pointedly at Wulf. “Tell her, Wulf! This is not what we’re paid for. We should be fighting the dryad in the courtyard. It attacked us. Tell her it doesn’t work that way.”
This is it. The big moment we’ve been waiting for. I can see Camille and Leon both holding their breath. I look at Wulf and catch his flickering gaze. He feels the pressure as well. What he says next will determine my future in this team. And his as well.
Wulf starts slowly, as if he needs to pull each word out of the mud. “It’s not… the way we were taught. That’s true. But there may be more than one approach.” Slowly, he is finding his pace. “You haven’t seen it, Luke, but Rika has a gift. I can’t ignore it anymore, not when I’ve seen with my own eyes what she can do. She talked that spirit down. He was angry and lashed out at her, but she never wavered, and then, she calmed him.” He has that awe in his voice again. “Have you ever heard of someone calming down the storm or…” He snorts a little. “A volcanic eruption?”
I feel the blood rise to my cheeks. What I did yesterday never felt so grand. After all, it was only a tree spirit—a powerful dryad whose heavy branches could have smashed my skull. When I’d faced an actual storm back on Drachenberg, I was scared. I wasn’t scared yesterday. Not much, at least.
Lukas seems unable to wrap his head around any of this. “You’re on her side now?”
“It’s not about sides,” Wulf says in a pained voice. Just two days ago, his team had taken actual sides, and he hadn’t been in favour. “It’s about moving forward. This might be the start of something big. The world is changing, Lukas. We know that. Spirits are more aggressive than ever, and now we’ve got these super spirits that aren’t even natural anymore. There are so few spirit seekers and even fewer effective weapons. We need to at least entertain the thought of finding an alternative.”
I’m stunned. He’s done a complete one-eighty. But when I think of it, it doesn’t seem too odd. He’s always been a good listener, and he’d tried to understand where I was coming from. He just couldn’t—until yesterday.
With a loud screech from his chair, Lukas bolts into the air. “Without me. Call me when you have an actual mission.”
While Lukas storms out of the common room, Wulf massages the bridge of his nose. He sighs deeply, then looks at me. “So, what’s your plan?”
It takes all my willpower not to blurt out, “Plan?” Apparently, he’s still determined to turn me into the team leader, or perhaps some kind of co-leader. I look across the table and see Camille nodding at me encouragingly. “My plan… well, Grune said he would await us in the forest. The scene he showed me wasn’t too far from the water.”
“The Grunewald is big,” Wulf reminds me.
“I’m sure Grune will show us where to go once we arrive.”
Wulf stares at me until Miriam clears her throat. “Or you wait a moment, and I’ll check for a pattern of spirit activity in the area. If the polluted spirit is really as strong as you say, it should show in the system.”
Gratefully, I mouth a “thank you”.
“And then?” Wulf asks, relaxing again. “What happens when we find the spirit?”
Gosh, this whole plan-making is a lot harder than it sounds. I haven’t even thought that far. In my naïvety, I promised Grune I’d take care of it. But I wouldn’t know where to start.
Noticing my hesitation, Wulf leans back in his chair and crosses his arms. “The polluted spirits aren’t like the natural ones. We learnt that in Budapest. You can’t talk to them.”
Back then, I tried nonetheless, and almost paid for it with my life. “I… I guess, we trap it again.”
“You’ll have to weaken it first.” He uncrosses his arms and gets up. His staff leans near the door, and just like the day before, he offers it to me. “You’ll have to fight.”
“I…”
“…don’t want to fight with a standard staff. I get that. But mine isn’t like that. You said it yourself. It’s whole.” His staff is one of only a few in the SSA that have survived the times. I realise now that those ancient staffs were the ones gifted to the spirit seekers of old.
Miriam looks back and forth between us. “What’s this about?”
“I’ll tell you later,” Wulf promises. He hands me the staff. “Take it.”
Tentatively, my fingers curl around the wood. It feels alive under my touch, and I know in some ways it is. “What are you gonna use?”
“A normal one. Everyone, get ready. I’ll go and remind Lukas that I don’t appreciate subordination.”

      [image: image-placeholder]I wish I could talk to Grune, ask him what to do, but the tree in the courtyard is quiet. Aeola plays with my hair, offering me comfort. “He’ll help once you’re there.”
“I hope so.”
The sound of crunching leaves makes me turn around. Leon is threading his way through the forest and ducking under Grune’s low-hanging branches. He’s got his trap backpack with him and a staff in his hand.
“Hey,” he greets me with a smile. Then his eyes rove across the tree for a while. “I can’t see him,” Leon says, sounding a little disappointed.
“Me neither,” I assure him. “He’s currently not home.”
Leon’s face brightens. “Oh, that’s good. But also sad. I’d hoped you’d introduce us.”
Stunned, I catch myself staring at him. Quickly, I clear my throat. “You really mean it?” I don’t know why I’m so sceptical about it. Leon told me he was interested in learning from me, and while I was in Budapest, he practised on his own and managed to catch a glimpse of a nymph.
“Of course I do.” Finally, Leon stops searching the tree. “I want to learn your way. It seems more sustainable. Both for humanity and my mental health.” Suddenly, he scrunches up his nose. His gaze flits about again, flickering over Aeola, then back at me. “She’s here, right? Your friend.”
Aeola blows gently into Leon’s face, sending his black hair flying.
Leon’s eyes twitch, and he jerks back, but then he gets hold of himself and breathes calmly. “I felt that.”
“Aeola is here. She won’t hurt you.”
“I know that,” he says, despite wetting his lips. “Why would she? Not all spirits are out to get us, right?”
“Well, I’m not,” Aeola whistles cheerfully.
I smile at both of them. Then I hold out a hand to Leon. “I’ll show you.” When he gives me his, I pull him a little closer, gently pushing it against a strand of cloudy hair that Aeola extends. “She’s a little taller than me. Pale and wispy, with long hair. You’re touching one of her hairs.”
For a moment, Leon stands in reverie, trying to get a feel for Aeola. “I can only notice the breeze,” he says at last. “I can’t actually see her.”
“That’s okay. Sylphs are one of the hardest spirits to grasp. The dryads will be easier.” Dryads and humans have always had a close relationship, so I wouldn’t be surprised if he caught a glimpse of one of them.
“True.” There’s still a hint of disappointment, and I’m reminded of his struggles. But after the progress he’s already made, I’m positive that will all change. “We should go.”
On the other side, the rest of the team has assembled, ready to march out.
Leon checks with them, then turns his head back to Aeola, almost looking straight at her. “Are you coming, Aeola?”
Aeola beams at him. “Of course I will.”
“She will,” I translate. It’s hard not to giggle in excitement. Not because I’m looking forward to facing another polluted spirit, but because I’m no longer alone in my endeavour to befriend the spirits.
Together, we join the others, ready to make good on my promise.
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Spring has come to the forest. Bright green leaves are sprouting from the trees while the darker fir trees spread their rustic smell. In the undergrowth, early bloomers have been replaced by a multitude of spring flowers. The voices of hundreds of birds ring through the branches as they court each other. The air is brisk but full of promise. 
Our footsteps fall on the soft ground of one of the many paths through the forest. Through the thicket, I can see glimpses of the Havel running beside us. A family of ducks is going in the same direction. Everywhere I look, there’s life.
“There’s nothing here,” Lukas grumbles after we’ve spent half an hour under the green canopy.
I keep my mouth shut, sharing an eye roll with Aeola. Not because it’s useless to argue with him—it is—but because I don’t want to alert him to the multitude of dryads hiding in the surrounding trees. Knowing him, he would charge them even if it wasn’t our mission. Unfortunately, not every one of us has that amount of foresight.
“That was a dryad, wasn’t it?” Leon asks, squinting his eyes.
He can actually see one, and I couldn’t be prouder. But Lukas grabs his staff immediately. “Where?”
“Everywhere,” Wulf says in a low voice.
He’s so against spirits, I sometimes forget he can see them as well as I do. Yet despite his answer, he makes no move to catch any of them.
“Why aren’t we fighting them?” Confused, Lukas looks from Wulf to me. Then he seems to come to an understanding. “Is it because of her?”
“No,” Wulf says, a little too quick. “We don’t fight dryads in the Grunewald because there are too many of them. The entire forest is full of spirits. You’d need a battalion of spirit seekers to clean out the forest, and that would only cover the Berlin territory.”
Lukas’ mouth is hanging wide open. With a start, he shuts it. “Right. I guess they’re not an issue as long as they stay in their woods.” Once again, his eyes trail to me. “So, what are we doing here, then?”
“We fix what one of us broke,” is all I have to say to that.
“And you’re going along with that?” he wants to know from Wulf. There is a tinge of desperation in Lukas’ voice. I assume it breaks his mind, reconciling his hero worship with this new course of action from Wulf. “This isn’t what we do.”
I wish he’d shut up. Understanding the whisper in the leaves is hard enough to do any other time. It doesn’t get better with his incessant grumbling.
“They’re beautiful.” Leon has stopped to look around in wonder.
Lukas bumps his staff into Leon’s back. “Keep going!”
Is it just me or has he become extra-grumpy?
“I wish I could see them,” Camille says next to me. Despite believing in me, her NAV hasn’t changed at all. Maybe saying something doesn’t necessarily make it true. 
The aching roots of a nearby tree are creaking. In the sound I can make out words. “Careful now! The wrong one is close.”
Clearing my throat, I raise my voice. “We’re close now. The dryad…”
All words desert me as we follow the path around a corner. Behind us, everything is green and full of life, but in front of us, the trees are black and grey. All their leaves have fallen to the ground, forming a soggy blanket that chokes the life from the seedlings that have dared to reach for the sun. It’s eerily quiet. No birds are nesting in the branches, not even foraging through the dead wood for their homes. No insects are crawling under the bark or munching on the leaves. No squirrel jumps from one branch to the other. It’s almost as if the wind itself blows around to avoid this patch of death.
Everything inside me recoils at the sight. I want to run away and hide. At the same time, an enormous wave of sadness rolls over me. I’m grieving for the dryads who were displaced and the trees they cared for. Why any human or spirit would do such a thing is beyond me.
“Why are we stopping?” Lukas asks.
“Can’t you see it?” Camille asks.
Lukas’ bristles. “No, Camille, I can’t see it. My NAV isn’t high enough, remember?” Then he frowns. “What do you even mean? Your NAV is below 300, as well.”
“I can’t see the dryad, but I can see the dead trees,” she says, then turns her attention to the forest in front of her. “I mean, look at them. It’s like they’re still stuck in winter.”
It’s so much worse than that. Winter is necessary in this part of the world. It gives the plants some much-needed rest, and when it passes, they bloom anew. But this won’t pass, not so long as that abomination controls this place.
Lukas snorts. “So, there are some dead trees. It’s probably one of those fungi they get sometimes. A job for the forester.” I realise he only sees the effects on the forest, not the revolting cause.
“Foresters won’t be able to fix this,” Wulf says quietly, looking as subdued as I feel.
“But we can,” I say. “We have to.”
“Why?” Lukas prompts me. “Because a bunch of trees in the middle of nowhere died? If the spirits fight each other, I say let them!”
There isn’t much of a fight here. None of the local dryads are able to get close to this thing. It’s too much of a perversion of their nature. I silently plead with Wulf. This isn’t right.
He looks uncomfortable but clears his voice. “It might only be affecting this part of the forest now but take this stretch. It’s enormous, and that dryad has only been active for a day, two days max. If it keeps going unchecked, it’ll eventually destroy the entire forest. You really think it would stop at people’s gardens or homes? I don’t know how it stretches itself this far, but we need to stop it now while we can still control it.”
I thought he would tell Lukas off, not this entire speech, but then I realise that the explanation is as much for his benefit as it is for ours. Leaving the abomination to the local spirits would be so much easier. If they fought.
Lukas shrugs. “Yeah, okay, that makes sense.”
I grit my teeth. So glad it makes sense for him now.
Enough of Lukas, I tell myself. There’s a real problem in front of us. The dryad’s presence can be felt in the dead forest, but I can’t see her. Where do we even start?
“Aeola? Could you find out how far it’s stretched?”
The sylph exudes gratitude. Not because I’ve given her something to do, but because I haven’t asked her to fly inside of this mess.
As soon as she’s gone, Lukas mumbles, “I hate that sylph.”
“You don’t even know her,” I tell him off, then focus back on the revolting area in front of me.
“So, what’s your plan?” Wulf asks me.
It irritates me how he’s switching back and forth between commanding and following. He should just make up his damn mind. Then again, it’s not like I’ve been particularly clear about it either.
“I don’t know,” I admit, while taking the ancient staff to prod the blackness at my feet. “I’ve never seen anything like th—”
The floor comes alive.
The entire mass of fallen leaves and branches moves towards us, and I realise one thing: I could always see the dryad. She was everything. And now she’s coming after us.
“Fall back! Now!” Wulf bellows, and the others follow heel.
I stare at the massive wall of blackness coming right at me, still trying to comprehend it. How could any spirit stretch out like that? This isn’t a tree spirit; it’s a sickness.
Someone grabs my shoulder and pulls me back, just as the blackness plunges into the ground at my feet. Wulf jumps in front of me, stabbing the dryad with his staff multiple times.
I don’t know whether his staff isn’t strong enough or whether the dryad is too powerful, but I hardly see any damage in the sickening fabric of this spirit.
“Come on, everyone!” Wulf calls. “We push it back from here. Spread out and keep moving forward. We’ll get her.”
His words finally shake the inertia from my limbs, and I bring my staff down on the spirit. The ancient wood cuts through the dryad and leaves a groove in the forest floor. While part of her has dissolved, another part runs up my staff and onto my fingers. I shudder at the touch. It’s slick and slimy like an oily carpet in the water. I try to shake it off, but the dryad sticks to me. The more I hit her, the more her essence coats my hands and then my arms up to the elbows.
I can’t breathe.
My skin tightens like it’s been vacuum-sealed, and the feeling is spreading. Bile rises from my gut as my mind jumps ahead, imagining what it would feel like to be completely wrapped in this spirit, to be entirely helpless while she sucks the life from me.
Just then, Aeola returns. She drapes herself around my arms, squeezing as hard as she can. The touch of the wind breaks the seal of the polluted dryad. As she slides off, I feel like I’m coming up for air. In a way, I am.
With Aeola as a protective layer around me, I manage to keep going. Along with the others, I hack and slay my way deeper into the affected area. The others seem to do fine. The dryad doesn’t affect them the way it affected me. Only Wulf seems to struggle. If you can call single-mindedly pushing forward, even though the dryad has caked his arms and part of his chest in slick oil, struggling. Of all of us, he’s got the furthest into this mess. And all of that with a standard-issue staff.
His ancient staff weighs heavy in my hands. I shouldn’t have it. My fighting ability is pitiful. Handing the staff to me was a noble gesture, but it’s hurting him now.
Quickly, I run through the groove left behind in his wake. “Take it,” I say and offer him his staff.
Wulf looks at me in confusion. His breathing is laboured, as if the mass of spirit coating his chest has affected his lung’s capacity. “Why?”
“Because you’re more effective, and we need to break this down.” Then I whisper to Aeola, “Can you help him?”
As she leaves my skin, I almost wish I hadn’t asked. Instantly, the dryad closes in on me, her slimy fingers crawling all over my skin. In my mouth, I can taste her sickness. I dry-retch, almost letting go of the staff.
In the next moment, Wulf is by my side. Aeola has taken the pressure from his chest and cleaned out the layer on his arms. “You’re too sensitive for this,” he says in a worried tone. It’s not some bullshit male thing to say, but the truth. My high NAV makes me more susceptible to spirit attacks. As for that matter, he’s almost as sensitive as I am.
“Don’t worry about me. Just take the staff. I’ll help Leon with the trap.” That’s one bit of spirit seeking I’m good at, if not always okay with.
“Are you sure?”
I sigh in relief when Aeola returns to me and shields me from the dryad. “Yes. Now go!”
With a nod, he takes the staff and is off again, somehow wielding both staffs in his hands. With the ancient weapon, he actually stands a good chance at getting a hold of the situation.
Meanwhile, I stride over to where Leon is attacking what he can barely sense. Though the spirit doesn’t affect him as much as Wulf and me, he looks exhausted, as if he’s been dragging his feet through the swamp. Camille looks the same, sweat running down her face, while Lukas acts almost as bad as Wulf, tirelessly slashing at the wood.
“Is it time yet?” Leon asks as soon as I approach. His eyes are wide.
“Not yet. But we might as well get started.” So much forest is still covered by the dryad.
Leon throws one of the traps to me. “Knock yourself out. I wouldn’t even know where to start with this one.”
I catch the sleek metal tube in my hands and retreat to the living part of the forest. Normally, the parameters to trap a spirit can be calculated quickly in the head by anyone other than me, but not with the polluted ones. This spirit is no dryad anymore. It’s something else, something more and yet less. I may not be able to do maths without
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