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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

Wulf Bachmann has survived. The legendary commander of the spirit seekers has returned home from fighting a volcano, and he doesn’t like what he sees. Which is mainly me. 
“Let’s talk about this inside,” he says, with a not-so-promising scowl.
I steal a glance at Aeola in the sky as I follow him to the gate. The sylph looks nervous as she hangs out above the tree line. I mouth, “Later,” only to bump into Wulf, who’s holding the door for me. “Sorry…”
“Were you talking to that spirit?”
Caught red-handed, I find myself blushing. “What?”
His eyes narrow. “You were clearly communicating with…” He interrupts himself with a sigh. “Later.” His inviting gesture is a little too adamant to feel welcoming.
Great. Not even five minutes in and I’m already in trouble with the commander. Bunching my shoulders, I head into the dark gateway. I make sure to reach the opposite gate before him, so I can return the favour of holding the door open. Wulf takes note of it with a chuckle.
Everyone but Miriam is soaking up the early spring sun in the courtyard. Leon sits against the mighty trunk of an old oak tree, the only tree in the courtyard, warming his face. A bandage still covers his eyes, but he looks at ease. Close by, Camille and Lukas are sparring with a pair of practice staffs. I glance at Wulf and see a smile spreading on his face. Instantly, my heart softens towards him. He’s clearly missed his team and this place.
We’re almost halfway across the courtyard before Lukas notices us. He freezes on the spot, earning him a direct hit on the shoulder from Camille.
“Gosh, Lukas, I’m sorry,” I hear her say, but when he doesn’t react in the slightest, she turns around, too. As soon as Camille catches sight of Wulf, a high-pitched squeal escapes her mouth. She drops her staff and comes running straight into his arms. “You’re back!”
Wulf’s laughter rings through the air as he embraces Camille and whirls her around. Camille is crying for joy, squeezing Wulf as tight as she can.
“You’re alive.” Lukas comes closer. He looks absolutely awestruck, as if he just saw Wulf rise from the dead. I guess, in a way, the commander has.
Wulf lets go of Camille and clasps hands with Lukas, pulling him close. “Didn’t you read the debrief last night?”
“We were… No.” Lukas’ face softens uncharacteristically as he’s somehow caught between laughter and tears. “You’re back.”
“I am,” Wulf says, patting Lukas’ shoulder. “Your form was looking good, by the way. You kept up your practice.”
Lukas looks as if he’s about to pass out. A rueful grin appears on his face. “Not that last hit.”
I stare at him in wonder. That’s the most submissive I’ve ever seen him. Guess I found out who holds Lukas’ reins.
Meanwhile, Leon has got to his feet. “Is that you, Wulf? I’m not hallucinating voices, am I?” He laughs nervously.
I step to his side to lead him closer. “He’s really here.”
“I am.” Wulf comes our way, instant concern on his face. “What happened to your eyes?”
“Had a little rough-and-tumble with a sylph,” Leon quips. Relief floods his face. “I can’t believe it. I thought I’d never see you again.” He huffs. “Not that I’ve seen you yet, but you get the gist.” Out of breath, Leon stops his rambling.
Is there anything more heart-warming than men showing their emotions? Though Wulf’s face briefly tightens at the mention of Leon’s accident, he immediately puts his hands on his shoulders and squeezes them. “We’re both here. That’s all that matters.”
All this ruckus has lured Miriam from her lab. She quickly strides over to us. “I just saw the message,” she says as soon as she’s in earshot. “Did you teleport home?”
Wulf lets go of Leon and shakes his head, grinning. “I took the first flight I could get.” For the flash of a moment, his face freezes. It’s so quick, I wonder if I imagined it.
They embrace, but Miriam’s curiosity gets the better of her. “It said the mission was a success. Does that mean…”
“He caught a volcano spirit,” I announce matter-of-factly, as if I’ve already had a whole run-down. It still amazes me how anyone can do that. It would be a bit like taking on the Erlking and his rolling storm of sylphs all by yourself, only instead of strong winds, you have fire raining down on you.
Modesty turns the tips of his ears an adorable red. It makes me realise that he’s only eight years older than me at most. “I managed to catch him, yeah.” And yet, he’s been a celebrated spirit seeker for the better part of a decade.
“And that’s”—Lukas announces, pointing at Wulf with both of his index fingers—“why this guy’s a legend.” He shakes his head as if he can’t believe it, even though he just claimed it himself. At least his confidence is returning. “You single-handedly beat Vesuvius. What the hell, man?”
Wulf raises his hand and declares rather earnestly, “Not single-handedly. We were a team.”
“But the others came back before you,” Camille interjects. “They said you helped them escape.”
“And some of us died,” Wulf adds, now completely sombre. “Even so, I wouldn’t even have lived long enough to complete the mission if not for everyone else.” He’s clearly been through a lot, maybe even lost some dear friends, but for his team’s sake, he puts it aside, forcing a smile back on his face. Looking around at each of them, his gaze finally comes to rest on my face. “Looks to me like you’ve got a lot to tell, too? I heard you had a big battle with a sylph called the Erlking? I hopped on the plane as soon as the report arrived. You can’t tell how glad I am to see you all alive and… well, in reasonably good shape.” His eyes flicker to Leon with concern.
Leon can’t see him, but his fingers search for mine. When I grasp his hand, he claims, “All thanks to Rika here. You haven’t met her yet, right?”
“We had a quick chat outside,” Wulf replies politely, scratching his nose. His eyes let me know he hasn’t forgotten about Aeola yet.
Camille steps in to explain. “We met Rika in February. Not sure if you read any of the reports, but there was a huge sylph attack in Central Station. It still hasn’t opened yet, though they hope to have trains running again by the end of the month. Anyway, we later learnt that the Erlking led the attack, and Rika helped us defuse the attack before the sylphs did too much damage. We haven’t tested her NAV yet, but it wouldn’t surprise me if it were as high as yours or—”
“Even higher?” Wulf completes her sentence, not sounding particularly convinced. His eyes bore into me. He knows exactly how good my natural attunement is.
“She was living on the streets,” Lukas adds, apparently eager to share that embarrassing detail about me. “You should have seen her when she arrived here. Run-down clothes, matted hair, half-brown, half… I don’t know if that even was a colour. Reeking of coffee…”
I’m convinced Wulf doesn’t need to know all these details. Fortunately, Camille is of the same opinion and interrupts Lukas before Wulf can fully digest the wealth of information and turn away in disgust. “She’s been a real asset. She has a way with spirits unrivalled by anything I’ve ever seen. And without her… we would have stood no chance against the Erlking. She’s the one who fought and caught him.”
Naturally, Lukas stresses, “With our help.”
Wulf studies me, as if he’s still trying to imagine how I must’ve looked before I met the spirit seekers. There’s no smile on his face for me. “A way with spirits, hmm? You mean like casually hanging out with them outside the citadel?”
Here we go. Tensing up, I take a deep breath and await everyone’s judgement. Sure enough, everyone turns their attention on me. Confusion battles revulsion on all but Leon’s face.
“You’re hanging out with spirits?” Camille asks to confirm.
I fold my arms and shrug, letting go of Leon in the process. “They aren’t all bad.”
“What are you talking about?” Lukas exclaims loudly. “Of course they’re all bad. We just fought a bunch of them off while they tried to destroy Berlin.”
I won’t take it, not from him. “And we would have lost without her help.” I fixate on Wulf. “Aeola is my friend. I saved her life; she saved mine.”
“I can’t believe it,” Lukas mutters and takes a little walk. He stops several times to say something but is lost for words for once in his life.
Meanwhile, Camille is still battling her confusion. “How long has this been going on for?”
“I met her before I met you.” It’s true, if barely. I saved Aeola from drowning in the Spree before we headed to Central Station in search of shelter. “She’s been with me all this time.”
“And you never thought to mention it?” Camille sounds more than a little hurt.
“A sylph in our citadel…” Lukas is muttering to himself.
Miriam looks at me as if I’ve just hurt Camille. “You should have told us about her. This is a serious security issue.”
“But it wasn’t,” Leon interjects, a feeble attempt to help me. “It was obviously okay in this case.” He’s reaching out to me, gently running his fingers across my elbow. I feel horrible for being incapable of reciprocating the touch he so obviously longs for.
“Okay?” Lukas screeches. “Did you forget the storm of sylphs we had to fight off? Where do you think they came from?”
It’s all too much. Apart from Leon, everyone is staring at me as if I ordered that attack, even Wulf, who shouldn’t have the slightest idea what Lukas is talking about. Defensively, I take a step back. “So what if I’m friends with a spirit? Who, by the way, did not attack any of you. You’ve always been so anti-spirit I knew I couldn’t tell you about her, but she’s a friendly spirit. The Erlking would’ve killed me if not for her. She went up against her own family. For me. A human.”
I turn to face Wulf, the one responsible for this mess. “Welcome back, I guess.”
Before anyone can voice any more concerns, I turn around and walk away with long strides.
“Rika,” I hear Leon say, but I don’t heed his call, knowing that he can’t come running after me. Instead, I keep walking until I’m safely in my room, the door shut behind me.
My heart thumps heavily in my chest, and my whole face twitches in an effort not to burst into tears. I’m so mad, I could scream. Everything was perfect yesterday. They all celebrated me then. Now, I’m the worst again.
Stupid Wulf. Why couldn’t he have stayed gone? Without him, nobody would’ve ever learnt about Aeola.
I swallow hard, my head spinning. Did I really just wish him dead? That man just survived a two-month-long ordeal under a volcano, fighting off Vesuvius, risking his life to save not only his team, but millions of people.
Dejected, I sit on the bed. It’s easy to see why Lukas idolises him so much. Wulf is a hero, the best of this generation of spirit seekers. In comparison, I’m just a girl from the streets who happens to talk to spirits.
A knock sounds on my door. For a moment, I’m tempted to pretend I’m not here, but then I let out a sigh and rise from the bed. “Coming.”
I almost reached the door when the thought it might be Wulf crosses my mind. Unconsciously, I rub my face, testing for tears, and gratefully finding my cheeks nice and dry. My hands are midway to my hair when I stop myself cold. What am I even attempting to do here?
Fuelled by my previous anger, I unlock the door and rip it open. “What?” It’s not him but Camille. “Oh, it’s you.” I’m not disappointed, am I? No, I’m glad it’s her. She likes me, after all. At least, she used to.
“Can I come in?” Camille asks, now nothing but deep concern in her eyes.
Flustered, I gesture into my room. “Sure.”
As soon as the door closes behind us, she launches into it. “I’m sorry if we scared you away. I think everyone was a bit overwhelmed by Wulf’s return. We thought he was dead.” She seems a lot more fragile now that the first joyful shock of seeing him has worn off.
I cross my arms and keep my distance. “I’m glad he’s not.”
“Me too. Very glad.” Camille steps forward, and I keep still only because it seems silly to back away from her. “How are you?”
“Me? I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?” Well, maybe because I’m standing here in the most defensive position, ready to go to battle against my friend. With a sigh, I relax my arms. “I’m good.”
Camille doesn’t believe me. “You don’t look good.” Disappointed, she shakes her head. “I thought we were beyond this. You know you can trust me. I’ve always had your best interests at heart.”
And now you know I can’t be trusted. “It’s not that easy. My friendship with Aeola was still developing, and you all… Everything I’ve learned here is so different from what my mum taught me when I was a kid. She taught me to respect spirits, showed me how they lived, and…” Oh no, I’m rambling. “But that doesn’t matter right now. Why aren’t you downstairs with Wulf? You must be so happy he’s alive and well.”
“I am,” Camille confirms, but she takes my hands. “Right now, you need me more than him. I don’t want you to feel like you don’t belong here anymore.”
“But I don’t.” I bite my lip. I want to belong here, but I don’t see how it’s possible. “Your commander’s back.”
“So?” Camille puts her hands on my shoulders and tries to look into my eyes, which, admittedly, is challenging, since I keep avoiding her gaze. “It doesn’t matter that Wulf’s returned. You’re part of this team as well.”
It doesn’t feel that way at the moment. “He wanted to kill her, Camille.”
“Who?” A moment of confusion passes over Camille’s face.
“Aeola, my sylph friend. No questions asked, no warning. He just went straight for her. I barely managed to protect her from him.”
Camille looks like she’s about to faint. She’s only able to respond once she’s straightened her shoulders. “Right. Well…” Part of her obviously agrees with him, or she would’ve assured me already. “I think that you have a special way with spirits, Rika. Something I’ve never seen before. Honestly, I don’t think anybody has seen this before. So, can you understand that it’ll take us some time to process?” As I’m starting to sag, she hurries to add, “But I believe you when you say this spirit is your friend. If she truly did what you said, then we all owe her. It’s just that Wulf and sylphs…” Camille rubs my arms, biting her lip as if there’s more to say about that. After a while, she steps back. “Let him settle in first. He’s someone you can talk to, I promise.”
Maybe she’s right. Maybe all this will be resolved after we’ve gotten the awkward truth bombs out of the way. “You should go back to him. I bet he’s got a lot to tell you guys. For the record, I’m glad he didn’t die.”
“You’re not coming down?” Camille asks, seeing right through my dejection.
“Maybe later. I’m on dinner duty today.” Yeah, celebratory dinner duty. Can this day get any worse?
Camille doesn’t push me. She nods and smiles gently. “Okay. I’ll see you, then.”
As soon as she’s left, I drop back on the bed and run my hands over my face. Just when things got better, they fell apart. I had a place in this team because of my ability to see and hear spirits. Wulf can do that as well as I can, plus he’s a highly skilled seeker. A living legend.
A lump forms in my throat, and I blink back tears. Time to face the truth; they no longer need me.






  
  2

Dinner is about as delightful as I thought it’d be. The moment I reappear downstairs to prepare the food, Miriam waves me away. “We already ordered pizza for at least twice as many people. Come, sit!” 
She scoots closer to Camille on the couch, who bites her lip for a second, before returning her attention to Wulf. The commander is sharing the other long couch with Leon, while Lukas occupies the single chair, glowing with attention.
He doesn’t mind me one bit, instead prompting Wulf, “You caught it alone?”
“It’s really not such a big deal,” Wulf says. Though he chuckles, his eyes aren’t meeting Lukas’, but flitting around the room. “I didn’t really have a choice. To be honest, I couldn’t bear losing anyone else, so I sent them home.” His eyes come to rest on me as I squeeze in with Miriam. Quickly, he turns away again to look at Lukas. “If I have to be completely honest, we were woefully underprepared. The spirit was far beyond our capabilities.”
“And yet you did it!” Lukas grins. He leans forward to clasp Wulf’s hand. “Greatest of all time, right there.”
Obviously, Wulf is so great, he’s even got modesty down to a T. “Not even close.”
Lukas won’t have it. “Sure you are. So, tell us, how did you get him on your own?”
Wulf sighs. He came here so fast I doubt he truly had time to process his mission. “Alright, alright. But I’m warning you, there was a whole lot of luck involved. The hardest bit was finding Vesuvius. That deep in the volcano, it was a maze, and I got myself well and truly lost, which is why it took me so long to get out of there.”
Everyone in the room seems to hold their breath, hanging onto every word Wulf speaks, and then there’s me, thinking about how I can skilfully remove myself from the situation. Just then, the gate buzzer comes to my rescue.
“I’ll go get the pizza,” I announce, jumping up before anyone else can even think of it.
Outside, I breathe in the fresh air. Is it just me, or was that room stuffy?
I only think about the fact that pizza usually costs money when I’m already halfway through the gatehouse. Well, I can’t let the poor delivery guy wait while I go back and forth. I also don’t want Wulf to see me begging for money after Lukas blurted my past to him. Opening the door, it is.
As it turns out, Miriam already prepaid for the pizza, and all I have to do is take the huge pile off the delivery guy. The smells of at least three different toppings and melted cheese assault my nose. I wish Aeola was there to share in it, but she’s wisely keeping her distance from the citadel.
I deliberately take ages to get back to the common room so I don’t have to hear more about Wulf’s volcano adventures.
“Finally,” Lukas exclaims. “Did you get lost or what?”
Before I can even think of a retort, Wulf gives him a stern, “Luke, watch your tone.”
I almost snap at him that I can take care of myself, but I’m too baffled by Lukas’ instant apology. “Sorry. Didn’t mean it that way.” His eyes tell a different story, but apparently he’s on his best behaviour around Wulf.
Camille gets up to help with the pizzas and distributes them around the table, while Miriam gets a couple of beers and sodas out. I watch as Wulf guides Leon to the slices and makes sure he gets a drink. They’ve got this quiet ease about them, contrary to Lukas’ loud mouth. Even now, with pizza in his mouth, he can’t keep quiet.
“Nymph water on staffs, that’s genius. I bet those salamanders didn’t know what hit them.” He chucks down his bite with a gulp of beer.
I have no idea what a nymph water is, but it seems like I’m the only one failing to understand, so I keep my mouth shut.
“It wasn’t my idea,” Wulf admits. “Tove came up with it. She’ll be one of the greats one day.”
“Well, she’d better step up her game because she didn’t catch Vesuvius,” Lukas boasts, as if it was him who’d caught the volcano spirit. “Tell us, how did you know where to find his nest?”
The pizza in my mouth tastes like cardboard and is about as chewy. Don’t they have anything else to talk about? I don’t want to know how a group of spirit seekers went all the way into a volcano to smoke out the spirit living there.
“Let him eat, Lukas,” Camille chides the younger spirit seeker. “I’m sure Wulf will run us through it in all detail, but not tonight.” She and the commander exchange a quick smile that reminds me how important he is to her.
“Yeah, yeah, but come on!” Lukas whines. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime battle. They’re going to teach it at the academy, and we’ve got the legend sitting right among us.”
Alright, I’ve had enough. This is ridiculous. No man should ever be put on a pedestal as high as this. So he defeated a big bad spirit. He’s still just human.
I finish my second slice, listening through Wulf’s modest denial of his status. When he starts on yet another retelling of his deeds, just as Lukas wanted, I get up and leave the room. Nobody even notices. Lacking the courage to go outside and search for Aeola, I return to my room and get ready for bed, only to glower at the ceiling.
Downstairs, I hear the faint sound of laughter. I always knew how much they missed him, and that I’d never be able to replace him, but this is an exquisite form of torture. No matter how wonderful he seems to be, he’s as anti-spirit as they come. After our battle with the Erlking, I’d hoped to introduce the others to Aeola, but that’s out of the question now. In terms of spirit-human relationships, we’re back at square one. Or maybe even negative one.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, I skip breakfast in the hall and eat leftover pizza under the oak tree in the courtyard. My heart yearns to look for Aeola and talk this over with her, but I’m too scared Wulf will bust us again. It proves to be an excellent decision when I hear his steps coming up behind me before I’ve finished eating.
He squats next to me, elbows propped up on his thighs and a crooked half-smile on his face. “Is that your usual breakfast style?”
Maybe he meant it as an inviting quip, but all I hear is him making fun of my past. “Don’t worry, I know how to eat at a table.”
Wulf frowns slightly before understanding dawns on him. “I didn’t mean it that way.” The tip of his tongue wets his lips in a quick and unconscious motion. What the hell am I noticing that for? “Care if I take a seat next to you?”
I actually do care a lot, but my shoulders think a non-committal shrug suffices to bring the point across. Naturally, Wulf reads it as an invitation and stretches out next to me, leaning his back against the tree. Above us, the branches are still barren. Once summer comes around there’ll be lots of shade to be found under here.
It takes Wulf a couple of moments to open his mouth again, a time in which I pointedly chew my pizza, though I couldn’t tell you what it tasted like if I tried. “I’m sorry for how we hit it off yesterday. It wasn’t my intention to make you feel unwelcome or anything like that.”
“That’s okay,” I answer automatically. I’ve had a lot of time to reason with myself. “You’ve just come back from an exhausting and nerve-racking mission that almost cost you your life. You thought you’d return home, find everything as you left it, but you found me instead.”
I stop my very clean chain of arguments when he chuckles. The moment I glare at him, he sobers instantly. “Sorry,” he mutters, gulping down the rest of his amusement.
“What?” Yeah, I’m a little annoyed here. “I’m trying to be understanding, and you think that’s funny?”
Wulf straightens his back. “Not at all. It’s very kind of you to put yourself in my shoes.” There’s not even a hint of mocking in his voice which, by the way, has an intense timbre that somehow resonates in my stomach. “It was the choice of words that amused me. I didn’t find you, did I? You’re not a thing to find.”
I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or not. Why can’t he be a bit more like Lukas and make his aversion clear instead of being so nice all the time? “But you didn’t expect to find me here,” I blurt out, to hold onto my grudge.
“Of course not. The SSA told me they didn’t send any replacements, and none of the mission reports mentioned you.”
I bite my lip, registering the fact that Camille has kept my presence a secret from the SSA.
Wulf cocks his head. “Camille explained it to me last night, but no, I didn’t expect to find a brilliant new spirit seeker waiting for me on my doorstep.”
Have I ever blushed this hard in my life? What the hell is wrong with me? His unexpected compliment throws me so much, I fumble over my following words. “Well, yes, uh… here I am. I mean, I’m not… Camille told you everything?” That’s right. Focus on the important information.
“She told me a lot. I don’t think there was enough time to tell me everything, but she explained how you jumped in to help my team at the Central Station, how you tried to make it work…” His voice grows a little quieter. “A little about your struggles.”
The mention of my background gets the blush out of my cheeks. I can’t help but feel judged about my time on the streets. People generally don’t react that well to it, and I feel like he’s already judging me enough as it is. On the other hand, I’m kind of glad I don’t need to tell him myself.
“And then, of course, what you did on Devil’s Mountain.” He nods appreciatively. “That was quite a feat. You seem to be a natural.”
“Maybe it’s because I’m not just hearing but listening to spirits.” I don’t know why I can’t just take his compliments, but apparently I’m hell-bent on ruining any kind of reconciliation he might try for.
Immediately, Wulf’s stance stiffens. He takes a deep breath, visibly swallowing whatever he was going to say. Instead, he places his next words carefully. “If I understand it correctly, you’ve grown up around spirits.” When I nod, he continues, “I agree that most spirits aren’t particularly dangerous unless, of course, they band together.” Which is what happened with the Erlking. “However…”
Oh, no, I’m not going to like this.
“…they are our enemies. Even a harmless sylph can be a spy. Especially when it’s a daughter of the Erlking.”
I knew it. My jaw tightens, but since he tried so formidably to be civil, I return the favour. After all, Camille said Wulf was someone you could talk to. “She stood against him. When the Erlking wanted to strike me down, she stood against him. She protected me with her own body, not once, but twice. Spirits aren’t the enemy. They just exist.”
Wulf winces. I notice it costs him a lot to remain calm now. “You’re new to this.”
“No, I’m not.” He just acknowledged that I’ve grown up amongst them.
“I meant the spirit seekers.” His voice has an edge now. “You haven’t seen the potential for destruction spirits bear. One, granted, but the Erlking’s not the exception, Rika. He’s the rule.”
I have to think of the sylphs caught up in the Erlking’s anger. “That’s not true. The majority of spirits just want to live in peace.”
“But they don’t,” Wulf snaps. “Spirit activity has grown more hazardous, more violent, and much more frequent in recent years.” A little calmer, he adds, “They’re out to kill us.”
His words remind me of the ones Aeola once flung at me. “What if it’s our fault? What if the spirits only attack us because we’re infringing on their habitat?”
Wulf snorts. “Everywhere is their habitat. Just like it is for us.” Drawing up his shoulders, he concedes, “Fine, maybe that’s why they do it. It doesn’t change the fact that they’re out for our blood. And it’s not like we can kill half of the human population to make sure they have enough space.” It’s clear he’s given up all pretence of trying to understand where I’m coming from. “The spirits are our natural enemies.” He gets to his feet. “Your sylph friend might be harmless today, but it’ll turn on you tomorrow.”
As he walks away from me, I growl after him, “She. Aeola is a ‘she’.”
With a deep frown, Wulf turns his body halfway around to me. He seems to want to say something else, but all that comes out is, “Okay,” before he walks off.
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Later that day, I accompany Leon to his doctor’s appointment. After my talk with Wulf, I’m glad for any excuse to leave the citadel for a few minutes. You’d think a medieval fortress would be just large enough to keep out of somebody’s way, but Wulf has such an enormous presence he seems to be everywhere. In fact, he even offered to drive Leon, but I’d already offered to accompany him, and Leon picked me. 
It’s the big day. Today we’ll find out whether Leon will keep his eyesight or not. Since I still feel partially responsible for what happened to him, I’m crossing all my fingers that we’ll leave with good news.
“So, I heard,” Leon says, while we sit in the waiting room, “Wulf’s not the biggest fan of your spirit theories.” I hope he didn’t pick me to come with him just to convince me to take Wulf’s side.
Annoyed, I turn the other way, crossing my arms. “They’re not theories. I know what I know.”
“I bet he’d say the same thing.”
I like Leon well enough but playing devil’s advocate for that infuriatingly stubborn commander will not win him any Brownie points. “But he’s wrong.”
Leon chuckles. “If you say so.”
Yes, I know I’m acting childish, thank you very much. “Leon, I’ve seen the spirits, heard them. I’ve felt their pain.”
His fingers feel for my hand, and I relent and give it to him. I kind of owe it to him. Besides, he’s not the one who deserves my ire.
“Tell me about... what was her name, Aloe?” he asks.
“Aeola.”
“Aeola.” Leon smiles. “I’ve never heard of a friendship between humans and spirits.”
Sighing, I relax into the back of my chair. “Daisy had spirit friends.”
He frowns slightly. “Who’s Daisy?”
That’s right. Leon wasn’t there when I met the peculiar homeless woman who’d made it her brand of weirdness to talk to spirits. “The homeless woman who worked for the Erlking and died when she didn’t… deliver.” I still feel bad for her, despite the fact she tried to kill me.
“Ah.” Leon nods.
Watching the tip of my feet, I muse, “Maybe if spirit friendships wouldn’t be so actively discouraged, there’d be nothing unique about it. Maybe if we opened our hearts to them, we could tackle our problems together.”
“Sounds good in theory,” he admits. I groan and want to pull my hand away, but he holds it firm. “So, what’s the deal with Aeola? Why is she friends with a human, a spirit seeker nonetheless?”
Pulling a face, I slump a little more into the chair. I’m not a spirit seeker yet. “She hates that I’m with you guys. If it were her choice, we’d be travelling the world right now, visiting all the great places, the last untouched pockets of wilderness.” The thought makes me smile. Travelling is in my blood and I want it just as much as the sylph. “You know what she told me?”
Of course Leon doesn’t. He waits patiently for me to continue.
“That all the spirits are trying to do is survive. We’ve done so much damage to the world. And we’re aware of that. Climate change is not a hoax. But contrary to us, they feel it. We can still go our way and pretend it’s a future problem, but they can’t. Their forests are dying, their water and air are polluted. I guess gnomes will be okay in the long scheme of things, and salamanders are all for global warming, but the majority of spirits are suffering.”
Thoughtfully, Leon bends forward and rests his chin on his hand. “That actually makes a lot of sense.”
“I told you!”
“Mr Harting?” the doctor calls.
My heart plummets to my stomach. Leon might be the one getting his eyes checked, but I’m the one who needs emotional support. He squeezes my hand and pulls me out of my chair. “Come on. Let’s see… what I can see.”
Yep, still feeling responsible.
Neither of us talk while the doctor explains all the potential outcomes. We’re not supposed to expect too much. Be patient. Then he darkens the room and begins taking off the bandage. The whole time, I keep holding Leon’s hand. He blinks at first, his eyes clearly tearing up, even under those low light conditions.
The doctor checks the reactions of his pupils for what feels like half an eternity. Finally, I can’t take it anymore. “Can he… Do you see something?”
“It’s too early to say if your sight will return to full capacity,” the doctor tells Leon. “But the tissue has healed well, and the pupils are reacting to light. I’m positive you’ll regain most of your vision. However, your eyes will be very sensitive to light for a while. Did you bring sunglasses?”
I produce them from Leon’s backpack and hand them over. While the doctor tells Leon what to expect the next couple of days and weeks, I slowly breathe more easily. He’ll see again. Leon will see again.

      [image: image-placeholder]I soak in the warm rays of the sun, unable to stop smiling. Time and time again, I tug at Leon’s arm and squeal, “Your eyes are gonna be fine,” or, “You can see!”
Leon laughs, though it’s obvious he still needs my guidance. “Told you there was nothing to worry about.” His entire posture looks a lot more relaxed, though.
We’re almost at the edge of the park that lies in front of the citadel when I see a movement in the sky. In the sunlight, Aeola’s kind of hard to make out, but I know straight away it’s her.
Leon takes his arm from me but holds onto my hand for a second longer. “I think I need a break. I’m just gonna stand here for a bit.”
I flush, knowing that he’s somehow guessed where my sudden hesitation stems from. “Let me help you to that bench, at least.”
After I’ve settled him, I hurry to catch up with Aeola. She sweeps down from the sky and ruffles my hair. I blow a strand of electric blue out of my face and let out a breath of relief. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t get out sooner. Things are crazy at the citadel.” I proceed to tell her all about Wulf, including the infuriating chat we had this morning. “He won’t back down. I don’t think he even knows what that means. I mean, he’s not like Lukas, being condescending and all, but he wholeheartedly believes all spirits are evil and need to be hunted down.”
Concern wavers through Aeola. “We should run away, then. They don’t need you anymore, right?”
Hearing it said out loud makes my stomach turn. My chest tightens, and I swallow hard. “I… I don’t want to run away.” I’ve always run. It wasn’t until I met the spirit seekers that I learnt what it meant to fight. “This is my home. I—”
“No, it’s not.” Aeola’s wind pulls at me, pushing me closer to her. “The world is your home. You’re like me. You wanted to show me the mountains and the sea.”
Part of me wants to do precisely that. My soul yearns to let go of everything and travel the world, meet other spirits and people, and learn something new every day. But when I promised her, it was in a moment of fear, and there’s still so much that binds me to Berlin. Maybe more than just a few months ago.
“I can’t.”
Aeola’s wind grows stronger and I find myself stumbling on the path. “You promised.”
“Aeola, please.” Something’s wrong. She’s never been this way, not this… desperate. “Are you okay?”
The wind lessens as her face softens. “Of course I’m okay. You don’t need to worry about me. If you want to stay, that’s your decision. I just don’t think this is the right place for you.” On this softer note, she leaves me, the wind carrying her away.
I don’t try to stop her because, for the first time since I’ve met her, she outright lied to me.
“Everything okay?” Leon asks when I come to get him.
“Sure.” I give him my hand and lead him back to the citadel, glad he doesn’t press the matter.
We enter the courtyard to the rhythmic clanking of two battle staffs smashing together. Lukas is sparring with Wulf, giving me my first view of Wulf’s fighting prowess. I’d always thought Lukas was quite skilled with his acrobatic moves and forceful blows, but he doesn’t even come close to being a match for Wulf.
The commander moves with a fluidity that reminds me of a spirit in their natural environment, one with their element. He’s in total control of the sparring. Each blow falls precisely where he wants it to, challenging Lukas. This isn’t for his own benefit, but Lukas’. Wulf seems to read his intentions like a spirit, expecting each turn of direction or angle. And he barely breaks a sweat doing so.
“Pretty impressive, huh?” Leon asks softly. For some reason, amusement swings in his voice.
I set my jaw, but my eyes keep following Wulf’s movements. “He’s okay.”
Leon chuckles softly. “Yeah.” He claps my shoulders. “I’m going to see if I can find the hall on my own. You stay and enjoy.”
My mind doesn’t truly register his words or the hesitant way in which he walks away. It’s too occupied with admiring the precision and accuracy of Wulf’s fighting style. Every move feels so deliberate, directed to draw out the best from Lukas. I’m pretty sure if Lukas and I had ever got to the sparring stage, he would’ve dominated me. Wulf, on the other hand, would probably adjust his style to make sure I actually learned something.
I have to blink twice when the fight suddenly ends on Lukas’ signal. The younger spirit seeker is huffing and sweating
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