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It looks like the entire world is ablaze. The sun is rising, painting the hills of Italy red under the dark clouds of ash coming from Vesuvius. The old volcano has been raining fire for a week now, the eruption growing stronger with each passing day. It’s a spectacular sight and a frightening one: rocks, ash, and lava hurled into the air. 
“Who in their right mind would go in there?”
They aren’t my words, but they mirror precisely how I feel about our upcoming mission. Without turning away from the sight of the volcano, I nod. “We will.”
We are spirit seekers, after all, elite soldiers in the war against nature. Natural spirits have wreaked havoc on humanity for as long as we can remember; a volcanic eruption here, a typhoon there. In recent years, it has only gotten worse, with wild weather all around the globe. There are more extreme weather events in a single year now than there were in a decade a century ago. In other words: nature has declared war on us, and we’re here to answer that call.
Vesuvius, on the other hand, has always been a problem. Destroying Pompeii in 79 AD was just the start of a long, hateful relationship between humans and the fire spirit inhabiting the old mountain. Over the centuries, it has erupted again and again, killing thousands of us. Now, it seems to be building up to another major eruption, threatening the lives of three million people in the area.
“We’ll stop it.” I might sound confident, but it’s all bravado. This has never been attempted before. We spirit seekers seek out the natural disasters around the world, fighting the monsters hiding in them. We know the drill. However, discharging a thunderstorm or pushing a river back into its banks is nothing compared to a volcanic eruption. Even with all our technology, there is not much that can withstand temperatures of over a thousand degrees.
I finally manage to tear myself away from the sight and clasp hands with my old friend. “It’s good to see you, Miro.”
The Russian spirit seeker and I go way back. We studied together at the academy, were rivals first, and became friends later. Since then, he’s packed on even more muscle, giving him a stocky build despite being a few centimetres taller than me. He’s still sporting the same old army buzz-cut, but he has a few more wrinkles around his eyes now.
His smile is the same as always when he pulls me close and claps my back. “Could’ve done without you, Wulfi, but I guess you’re here to hog all the fame again.”
The use of his stupid old nickname for me and the taunting does a lot to ease my mind. The mission ahead of us might be considered suicidal, but I’ll be doing it with the best of the best.
“You know me. I’m all about the fame.” While that couldn’t be further from the truth, I am currently the spirit seeker with the highest NAV. The natural attunement value defines how perceptive we are to the spirit world. See, most people don’t have any idea of what’s going on around them. The spirits are invisible to them, but if your NAV is high enough, you might catch a glimpse of them. Or, in my case, and for all the other seekers who’ll join me here in Naples, I see them as clear as day. Usually, that high NAV means we all lead our own teams, but against Vesuvius, my superior NAV means I’ll be the acting commander on this mission.
“How’s Moscow?” After graduating from the Seeker Academy in Rome, those of us with a natural attunement above 400 don’t get a choice in their placement. Miro got lucky: Russia claimed her son back. “I heard you got married.”
“That was four years ago!” Miro laughs. “Gosh, Wulf, have you been living under a rock in Berlin?”
They sent me to Germany after I made the request. It would’ve been Rome otherwise.
Miro shakes his head, still chuckling. “I’m actually a dad.”
“No!” It can’t be that long since we had a proper talk instead of just exchanging battle reports.
There’s a grin on Miro’s face unlike any I’ve seen before. It softens his eyes and smooths his edges, turning him from a battle-hardened soldier into something else—a father. “Yeah, two-time dad even. Yelena is almost three, and Katina turns one next month.”
“Two little girls?” My mind is still struggling to picture this burly man known for his no-nonsense approach fawning over his daughters.
Miro nods, that blissful smile still on his face. “Yeah, they’re the sweetest. You should come and visit once we’re done here.” He takes a deep breath, his attention returning to the mountain. “We’re gonna succeed, right?”
He’s not looking for honesty. Miro knows the odds as well as I do. “Yeah, that old salamander doesn’t stand a chance against us.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The SSA, the umbrella organisation we all work for, has organised this villa for us in Naples to gather before engaging the spirit. It has at least twelve bedrooms, a giant patio, and even a swimming pool in the garden, all in warm terracotta colours that make me feel at home. We don’t know when we’ll be able to enter Vesuvius—certainly not when he’s actively spitting lava—so it’s nice to have some luxury until then.
There will be ten spirit seekers to attempt the mission, all of them commanders of their own team at home. It’s certainly not standard protocol, and I admit I’m a bit nervous about the whole deal. That many egos in one team seems like a risk, but then again, none of our teams are sufficient enough to go up against a spirit as powerful as this.
Thankfully, the SSA has provided me with files on each of them, giving me the opportunity to read up on my new teammates. However, an overinflated sense of entitlement from some guys fresh from the academy doesn’t worry me as much as the known stress of working with someone I know all too well.
My heart skips a beat when the Vallesco siblings enter the villa with their luggage. Piero, the younger one, still looks like he’s barely reached manhood despite being almost thirty, though the new, short black beard helps a lot in that regard. He has a head full of dark curls and eyes that light up the moment they catch sight of me.
His older sister Carina is the most beautiful woman I know. When I last saw her, she still wore her gorgeous brown hair long and wavy. Now it’s shorter, barely curling past her shoulders, and somehow that makes her look even sexier than I remember.
Their presence makes me choke up a little. I grew up in their home after my parents’ death and seeing them after such a long time moves me more than I’d anticipated. I consider Piero my little brother, and Carina… well…
“Wulf,” she says in a voice that puts tundra spirits to shame.
“Carina,” I answer, hoping my voice carries a similar indifference.
She gives me a thorough look that makes me feel like I’m being assessed for auction, then brushes past me, her luggage purposefully hitting me in the knee.
As soon as she’s up the stairs and out of view, Miro pats my shoulder. “Poor guy, makes you wonder what’s worse: fighting spirits or working with your ex.”
I shake off the confrontation with Carina and turn my attention to Piero, who’s doing his best to hide a smirk behind his hand. “It’s so good to see you, Pie.”
He grins wildly, seeming even more boyish than before, and embraces me without any of his sister’s reservations. “It is! I like the hair.” Without hesitation, he rubs over the short stubble at the back of my nape before fluffing through the longer hair on top. “You look good.”
“What’s with the beard? You trying to look older now?” I can’t help but tease him. Miro, Carina, and I had been in the same year at the academy, but Piero has always tagged along. He’s the little one.
He rubs his chin, which tells me the beard is a relatively new addition. “Carina says, it’ll attract a nice boy or girl. You know, as if she’s one to talk. Nonna’s throwing up her hands in despair, thinking she’ll never get married. She’s past thirty now,” he adds in an indignant tone that’s all pretence.
Since their nonna was practically my nonna, I can only imagine her despair too well. When I broke up with Carina, it shattered the old woman’s dreams, too, and somehow, I regretted disappointing her more than my ex-girlfriend. “Sorry.”
“Hey, don’t worry. I wouldn’t want to marry her either.” Despite his laugh, I know that Piero would go through fire and water for his sister, just like me.
With a quick look around, Piero claps his hands. “Alright, I’m gonna set up and have a look at the old man.”
Though his NAV is well above 400, Piero isn’t an active spirit seeker. He’s too smart for that. Not that I’m saying the rest of us aren’t, but Piero is a prodigy. He would be wasted on the field. Instead, despite his young age, he’s head of the technological research at the academy. It’s a testament to how important this mission is to the SSA that they’re sending him down with us.
When Piero said he was going to set up, he actually means turning our temporary living room into a miniature lab that includes a series of computers to analyse the eruption data. Within minutes, our dining table is completely occupied. I don’t bother telling him that we’ll have to eat there at some point. We can always take the food outside, after all.
“Come on, let’s get some coffee,” Miro says. “I’ve been dying for a proper espresso.”
Oh, yeah, Italy. It’s good to be home.

      [image: image-placeholder]The rest of the spirit seekers arrive throughout the day. I know only one of them from when she visited the academy ten years ago: Suzana, a Portuguese woman who was once the commander of the spirit seekers stationed in Barcelona, but has since retired from active service. We usually don’t go into the field after reaching fifty, but according to my files, she volunteered for the mission.
I don’t know Yllka, an Albanian woman older than me by eight years, but she seems to be acquainted with Suzana, judging by how enthusiastically they embrace each other. Her command took her to Norway of all places. As I said, we like to spread people around.
Then there are the younger ones, people who’ve barely graduated or started their commands. Sunil and Oliver, two guys from the UK, seem to be the best of friends, though I wish they’d take their loud, long-lasting and extremely physical greeting outside. While Sunil was able to return to the UK as London’s commander, Oliver got posted to Greece to help keep the Adria safe.
Sasha is a young Ukrainian woman who’s still finishing her training year under the old commander of Nur-Sultan in Kazakhstan. And then there’s Tove, a shy Danish woman, who hasn’t even been placed yet. In her file, it says that they’ve fast-tracked her graduation for this mission because she is some sort of an expert in caving. She’s undoubtedly very flustered when she meets me, leading to an embarrassing failure to shake each other’s hands.
Seeing how excited these young spirit seekers are makes me want to send them home, not that I have the authority to do that. The SSA chose them, and I have to work with what I’ve got. Nevertheless, it’ll be my responsibility to bring them back home safely. With the odds staring us in our faces, just thinking about our mission gives me a headache.
“A bunch of kids,” Miro says with a snort. “That’s gonna pacify Vesuvius.” He makes it sound like we’re gonna sacrifice them to the spirit. And maybe we are, though we’ll sacrifice ourselves right along with them. “Did you see that Danish girl? She can’t be out of school yet.”
“She’s twenty-four, according to the notes Dante sent me, and very capable. Top marks all around.” Dante Antonelli is Carina’s and Piero’s uncle, my mentor, and the director of the Seeker Academy in Rome.
“What’s her NAV?” Miro asks, slightly intrigued.
“462.”
He nods appreciatively. “Not bad.”
“Not bad at all,” I agree. It makes Tove fourth-ranking out of us. But as good as Tove might be theoretically, she’s never been in a proper fight. I wish she’d had time to harden before being thrown into something like this.
Miro looks at me sideways. “You want to spar?” I can hear the eagerness in his voice. He must be itching to find out whether he can best me now that almost ten years have passed.
To be honest, I’m pretty curious about that, too. The spirits in Russia are nothing to mess around with. “Got your staff?”
He grabs it from where it’s leaning against the wall behind us. Of course, Miro has the damn thing within his reach. “Don’t go anywhere without it.”
“Show-off.” I leave him to deal with the attention his gesture has been gathering and go to my room to get my own weapon.
Like most spirit seeker weapons, it’s a sleek, black battle staff. Runes are inscribed in a pattern I don’t claim to understand. As soon as I touch it, though, I can feel a burst of energy rushing through my veins that stems from the life-force of the forest spirit it was made from. Even though all kinds of weapons have been tried over the centuries, including firearms and explosives, only staffs made from dryad wood have ever shown any promise in the fight against spirits.
When I return to the living room, half the people have already gathered on the patio. It’s easy to see why. Miro is warming up, showing off his amazing staff-handling skills. His weapon whizzes through the air so fast, it’s all just one blur. I can feel my lips stretching into a smile. This is going to be interesting.
As I step outside with my staff, I hear some gasps from the audience. The freckled ginger from the UK, Oliver, holds up a smartphone, ready to film our sparring, which instantly sours my mood.
Well aware of how little I like the attention, Miro calls out, “Hope the audience doesn’t bother you. I told them I’m gonna wipe your ass today.”
“Whip,” I correct him mindlessly. Miro often gets his idioms confused.
“Whatever. You need a warm-up?” Though it’s early February, Miro has taken his shirt off for the fight. I guess he considers an Italian winter as good as a Russian summer. Though coming from freezing-cold Berlin myself, it’s rather warm and cosy in Naples.
I roll my shoulders. “Spirits don’t give me one.”
“True.” And without further warning, he attacks.
I meet his staff deftly in the air, expecting nothing else from Miro. A gasp rolls through the audience as the two staffs crash together. I try not to wince. He’s definitely packed on some extra muscle during the last couple of years. In the first few minutes, it doesn’t look good for me at all. My steps are too slow, and all I can do is block his attacks as they rain down on me.
But slowly, my body warms to the exercise. My reaction time lessens, and my movements become more fluid. Even better, I’m getting used to Miro’s powerful blows, learning how to deflect them rather than meet them head-on.
Together, we dance around the patio. I answer his blows with my quick-fire ones, slowly starting to force him into my pattern. It almost works, but then Miro catches on, deliberately misses a hit, and changes direction.
“Oh, no, not this again,” he laughs. I often used that trick on him during our lessons at the academy.
I’m impressed he’s actually learnt how to temper himself in a fight. During our battle training at the academy, he would always try and beat me with brute force. Back then, it was easy to lead him on, watch him grow angrier and more frustrated as the battle dragged on, and then beat him at his own game. Now, he moves more cautiously, expecting my bluffs, careful not to overextend himself.
Time to change up my old tricks as well. With a burst of energy, I accelerate my blows and put more force into them than I’d typically use. I know I only need to pretend I’ve been fighting at half of my capacity the entire time for a few moments. Miro’s eyes widen, and he swiftly retreats a little, trying to catch me in my new pattern. Unfortunately for him, he doesn’t watch his steps as much as he did before and moves back all the way to where the patio drops off. I just need to push him a little further, and he’ll misstep.
In the blink of an eye, I can see it. He’ll fall, and he’ll twist his ankle, rendering him unfit for the mission. Instead of pressing forward, I step back. Miro comes after me right away, only to stop himself short a second before he hits my staff in a spot that’ll throw me off balance. His eyes flit to the edge of the patio behind him, and he lowers his staff.
“Bastard,” he says, his eyes gleaming with what I’ve learnt is respect. Then he barks at our audience, who look on confused, not having quite followed what has led to this sudden end. “He won.” Only for me, and with the hint of a smile, he adds, “Again.”
“You almost had me at the beginning.” My T-shirt is soaked in sweat. Our short fight has been a lot more demanding than I’d expected it to be.
“I know!” Miro exclaims, his pale body glistening. “I thought I could defeat you quick and easy. You’ll always get the better of me when it starts to drag on.” It’s true. I didn’t win all our fights as students, but the ones I lost were always lost hard and fast.
“It was a good fight.” I clasp his hand and pull him a little closer to pat his back. Past his shoulder, I see Carina vanish inside. I hadn’t even noticed she’d come out to watch us. It’s likely due to the after-battle exhilaration, but the sight of her brown waves makes me a little heady.
Before I can get my thoughts back into order, we’re swarmed by the younger spirit seekers. They’re asking for pointers and eager to show us what they can do. Miro indulges them happily, and just like that, a little tournament starts.

      [image: image-placeholder]Later at night, there are other games. I watch on in disappointment as the others get stupidly drunk, engaging in strip poker or a very raunchy version of truth or dare. If any spirit were to attack Naples today, it’d be its lucky night. Ten elite spirit seekers in the city and only three of them sober enough to take up the fight. Those three are me, Piero— who’s been working pretty much non-stop since he arrived here—and Miro, of all people.
“You’re not drinking?” At the academy, he often spent the entire weekend drunk. Now, we’re leaning against the kitchen counter with sodas in our hands.
“Learnt the hard way that it’s too risky. Can’t fight a spirit when you’re drunk.” There’s a story there, but his tone makes it pretty clear he’s not going to answer any questions. “Besides, Manya doesn’t like it if I drink around the girls.”
I shake my head in disbelief when he mentions his daughters. “I can’t believe you’re a dad.”
“And I can’t believe you left her behind for a command in Berlin.” He points his glass towards Carina, who’s changed into a more comfortable and revealing outfit for the game. It gets even more revealing when she takes off her blouse for a dare, shimmying her body seductively as she does so.
I don’t see much of the black-laced bra she’s wearing, but Oliver seems to get a good view, judging by his bright-red head and excited grin. “There was more to it than that.”
“There’d better be,” Miro says, shaking his head, “because that’s one hell of a woman.”
There’s no doubt about that. Carina never holds back on anything. She’s always full-on, has been since the first day I met her, when I was a traumatised nine-year-old who had just been moved to a country where he didn’t speak the language, and into an organisation he’d never even heard about. Carina hadn’t cared that I didn’t know a single word of Italian. She had just taken my hand and dragged me along wherever she and Piero went.
“I’m gonna check on the little guy.” I take another can of Coke and make my way over to where Piero is still busy working.
He’s wearing noise-cancelling headphones to drown out the raucous noise behind him. When I put the second can of Coke in front of him, he slips them back onto his neck and smiles at me. “Hey.”
“Hey. Did you have dinner?” I ask. It wouldn’t be the first time Piero would forget to eat.
Piero lifts an empty pizza carton into the air. “Yep. You’re not playing with the others?”
I sit down next to him. “We’re not really here to play, are we?” I look at the screens to get an idea of what he’s working on. One of them shows a 3D model of the volcano with several red dots and what looks like a thermal image. The other screens show several graphs that I can’t identify as easily.
“Nope, we’re not.” He rubs his nose, then lowers his voice. “This is madness, Wulf. He’s billions of Joules strong.”
I have to swallow upon hearing the spirit energy measurement. It’s not that I’m surprised by it, but to hear it from the expert makes it somehow more real. I answer with a steady voice, “It hasn’t been done before. That doesn’t mean it’s impossible.”
He takes in my words, and I feel like a big fat liar. I know that Piero has looked up to me for most of his life, and here I am, using it against him. I’d love to do nothing more than to send him back to Rome, where he’d be safe, but the truth is we need him. No matter how stupid they act right now, we need every single one of these spirit seekers if we want to have a chance against the volcano.
I swear to myself then that one chance is all I need.
Failure
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