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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

“Get in the car!” 
The cool touch of the gun’s muzzle presses into the back of my neck, pushing me forward. The getaway car is parked right in front of the bridge outside the Citadel of Spandau. It’s an indistinct grey vehicle that will be impossible to pick out in a standard parking lot.
Agnes reaches around me and opens the door. As I slide in, I see Aeola swooping down at me. She looks as terrified as I am.
“Tell Wulf—” I begin.
“In!” Agnes pushes my head down, forcing me to sit down in the car.
My heart is pounding, and my breath comes out in short fits. I still haven’t quite grasped what’s happening here.
Aeola is still hovering, seemingly undecided. She can’t help me at the moment, but Wulf can. If Agnes is really from the SSA, as she claims to be, she’ll listen to him.
“I won’t tell Wulf anything, sweetie,” Agnes says, then snaps a pair of handcuffs around my wrists that are threaded through the door handle.
Shocked, I look up at her. “You can’t do this.” Surely, she can’t.
But Agnes only raises an eyebrow and slams the door shut, effectively locking me into the car. She walks around the vehicle to get in the driver’s seat. I glance up at Aeola, only to see her catch an updraft and fly back to the citadel. Instantly, I regret sending her away. I could use some moral support now.
As the motor starts up, I close my eyes. I tell myself Wulf will come running. He has to. But the car backs out, swivels around, and leaves the citadel behind before Aeola would even have a chance to rattle his window.
“Where are we going?”
We’ve reached the main road and are speeding towards the motorway circling the centre of Berlin. Instead of answering me, Agnes turns up the music, eyes fixed on the road. The tune from the radio is so upbeat it creeps me out even more than death metal would have. Her gun is hidden in the door pocket on her side, painfully out of reach from me, but close enough for her. Not that I know how to wield a gun, much less do it handcuffed to a door.
At a red light, I contemplate opening the door, but with my hands shackled as they are, I can’t make a run for it. Instead, I see myself hanging from the door while Agnes pushes down the pedal. Nope, not a promising course of action. At this time of night, there wouldn’t even be anyone there to see me struggle.
As if she’s seen into my head, Agnes locks the doors. The vanishing nubs make me swallow. Only a few minutes later, we’re on the motorway and speeding through the city.
“You know that kidnapping’s against the law?” I ask, trying to sound casual, but my voice hitches with every other word. This can’t be happening. When I lived on the streets I had my fair share of drama, but nothing like this. Never with a gun.
Agnes snorts but doesn’t deign to give me an answer. Apparently, now that I’m in her car, there’s no more need for niceties, such as answering my questions. It’s not like I want to talk to her, but it leaves my mind open to all kinds of horror scenarios as we leave the lights of Berlin behind and drive south.
Agnes will throw me out at 150 km per hour.
She’ll drive me to some place in the middle of nowhere and blow my brains out.
She’ll kill me right in this car and throw my body in the river we’re currently crossing.
Yeah, this is not going well.

      [image: image-placeholder]Nothing of the sort happens. We drive through the night and long into the day. Whenever Agnes needs a break, she leaves the highway and parks the car on some remote country road. The cuffs around my wrists have started chafing, and my legs are screaming for a walk that’ll get me further than to a bush by the road. Since Agnes has kept up the wall of silence, I’ve dozed in and out of sleep. When I wake again, the street signs whizzing by inform me we’re still travelling South.
Soon, the scenery changes. Fields and towns give way to mountains rising in the not-so-far distance—the Alps. Under other circumstances, I would be excited. There’s something about peaks of naked stone covered in snow that lifts the heart. One of my favourite memories of my mother was climbing around the mountains of Czechia when I was young. Mountains are usually teeming with spirits, whereas they keep away from cities.
Spirits.
A sudden idea gets hold of me. What if I asked the help of the spirits around here? In Dublin, the dryads were able to hide me from the world. If I could get one of the Alpine ones to do this for me, Agnes will never find me.
“I need to pee,” I announce.
“You went two hours ago,” Agnes tells me, keeping her eyes on the road.
“Well, I have to go again.” She did give me something to drink, after all.
But we’re back to ignoring me. If she’s decided to heed my request, there’s no sign of it. I tell myself that I just need to be patient. We’re gonna stop eventually, and judging by her previous behaviour, it will be as remote as can be. Perfect for finding spirits.
As I lean my head against the windowpane, my thoughts are preoccupied with how I’ve suddenly caught the SSA’s attention. Back in Dublin, Wulf promised he would never tell, and even he can’t be naïve enough to let it slip accidentally. Then I think of Lukas and feel the rage rising in me. He’d pull such a stunt, for sure. Or not? After what happened in Dublin, he’s changed. He even wanted me to teach him more about spirits. Unless all of that was a lie or a thinly veiled attempt at reconciliation after he blew the whistle.
Maybe it wasn’t anyone on the team. Spirits know not everyone is a big fan of me. Potentially Robert, the leader of the East Berlin group, could’ve spilt the beans, or Tallulah, the traitorous spirit seeker in Dublin, out of spite. When my mind jumps to Fez, my old friend from the streets who betrayed me before, I decide to stop this nonsense. It doesn’t matter who alerted the SSA to my existence. I’m at their mercy now unless I do something about it.
In the early afternoon, we cross into Austrian territory, and still, we keep going. I wish I could enjoy the stunning sights of snow-capped mountains, rivers, and green hillsides to the left and right of us.
“Well, if you don’t want me to pee on your seats, you should stop soon.” I wriggle around to show her how serious it is. The urge is definitely there now, though there can’t be more than a few drops in my bladder. “Please?”
Agnes lets me shift and tap my fingers for half an hour before she finally turns off the road and follows some country lane. When the pavement turns to gravel, I hope this is another break and not our destination. It’s definitely remote here, in what looks like an uninhabited mountain valley. This means there should be a lot of spirits—gnomes and sylphs, and likely a few dryads.
At last, the car stops in the middle of nowhere. Agnes comes around and releases me from the handcuffs. She points to a spot right next to the car. “Pee!”
“In the middle of the road?” Not that you can call this trail a road, really. “With you watching?”
“Do you have to go or not?”
How am I supposed to converse with spirits while squatting in front of her? It doesn’t seem like she’s going to give me a choice. I walk as far away from her as I dare to the edge of the forest. When I hear her clear her throat, I slide behind a tree and lower myself. Instead of relieving myself, though, I observe the forest, trying to spot a spirit.
At first, it looks like the car has spooked the lot of them, but as I sit a bit longer, I hear the leaves rustle in the wind. A curious sylph is watching far above us. And there’s definitely movement further in. A dryad, by the looks of it.
Quickly, I throw a peek at Agnes. Sure enough, she’s keeping her gaze on me, arms crossed. “I can’t with you watching!” I exclaim.
She says something in a language I can’t quite grasp and turns toward the car. Alright, this is my chance. I pull my pants up again and take another quick look. She’s taken out a spirit seeker staff from the back seat. Not good.
For a split second, I don’t know what to do. Then the adrenaline kicks in, and I bolt.
Picking my way sensibly would have been nice. Instead, I hit my shoulder on a tree, roll an ankle in a sudden hole in the ground, and almost get myself stuck in some brambles. Behind me, I hear Agnes crashing through the woods. There’s not enough distance. I won’t even get fifty metres away.
Sylph. There was a sylph. “Help me, please! I need to hide,” I call up to the sky. Luckily, she’s still there, watching me with curiosity. “Please. Is there a dryad who could hide me?” I’m out of breath, and it’s pure luck Agnes hasn’t caught up to me yet.
“There are gnomes living down in the bog,” the wind whispers and pushes me slightly to the left.
I take the hint and change course immediately. “Thanks,” I say, just before the ground underneath me gives way. I’m on a gradient, and sure enough, I lose my footing and tumble down the hill, landing face down in the swamp at its foot.
Well, at least I finally brought some distance between Agnes and me. I push myself out of the soft ground, wiping mud off my face, and cast a glance around. Trees line the edge of the bog, which is covered with mounds of heather and other shrubs. Across from me, large boulders as tall as my room back at the citadel are strewn across the dell, some split in half, others whole.
There’s no time to take in the marvellous sight. Hopping from mound to mound, I make my way over the bog until I’m between the boulders. It’s darker here where the stones block out the sun. I encounter one split in half, as if struck by divine lightning. Both halves are still upright, creating a dark passage for me to hide in. Oh, yes, I can totally see why gnomes would choose to live here.
“Hello?” I ask, praying that Agnes is still making her way down the hillside. As I run my fingers across the icy surface, I continue, “My name’s Rika, and I’m begging for asylum. If it’s not too much to ask, could you hide me from the world? Just for a little while? There’s a woman—”
“Hello,” a gravelly voice interrupts from above. A mica-speckled face blocks out the rest of the sun. “You’re standing in my home.”
“Oh, I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t know!” I can’t help but check for Agnes through the gap before concentrating on the gnome. “I’m on the run from this terrible woman. She’s a spirit seeker and may very well kill me. May I stay in your home, and”—I feel horrible asking this of them—“could you lock the door?”
The gnome rolls down into the gap and comes to stand in front of me, their impact shaking the walls. “Enclose you in stone?”
“If it’s not too much to ask.” Tears spring to my eyes. I don’t know where else to run. “Please.”
They roll their granite shoulders. “Why not? You look sorry enough.” They put their hands on the stone and the boulder rumbles. The sides close in.
I should be relieved. Instead, panic washes over me. I hate confined spaces. I really, really hate them. Encasing myself in stone? That’s the epitome of confinement. My breath hitches in my throat as I will my feet to stay put. Don’t run. Don’t run. Don’t run.
When a black staff is pushed into the narrowing gap, I shudder in relief. Only problem is now I’m truly in trouble.
Agnes’ staff hits the stone, and the walls shake. Gravel rains down on me and the gnome. When she bangs it against the boulder a second time, the movement comes to a standstill. My heart beats so loud it echoes in the hollow.
Agnes pushes herself inside and glares at me, then the gnome. Without hesitating, she brings the staff down on the poor fellow. Stone chips away and cracks appear on their hardened skin.
“No!” I jump over the gnome and get in Agnes’ way just as she brings the staff down again. It hits my shoulder instead, and I cry out in pain, tears springing to my eyes. It feels like she’s snapped my collarbone in half. Yet I hold my ground. “Run!” I tell the gnome, though I asked for protection a minute before. I meet Agnes’ gaze. “Don’t!”
“Are you done fleeing?” she asks with a snarl.
My shoulder is throbbing in pain and tears are streaming down my face. I want to say no, try to find another haven, but not at someone else’s expense. “Promise me you won’t hurt them.” Behind me, the gnome is growling.
Agnes barks out a laugh. “You aren’t in a position to make demands, Rika.”
“Please.” I couldn’t bear it on top of everything else.
“Get out!” She steps back just enough to let me through. As soon as I return to the bright blue sky, Agnes grabs me roughly under my arm and pulls me away from the boulder. “You deserve a beating for that stunt.”
“You already did that,” I reply sullenly, trying to shift my weight so my collarbone won’t hurt so much. As I glance over my shoulder, I can see that the boulder has closed, not a crack inside. Good for them.
Agnes snorts. “They’ll do worse to you in Rome if you keep jumping in front of spirits to preserve their lives.”
Rome.
She’s bringing me to the Spirit Seeker Academy. The place where people like me who can’t keep their mouth shut get brainwashed into submission or vanish in the night. In short, I’m screwed. It would’ve been better if that stone had shut around me forever.
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I’ve never been to the Eternal City. In all our travels across Europe, my mum and I never visited Italy. It doesn’t strike me as odd—we never went to Spain, either, or Portugal. But now that we’re driving through the streets of Rome, I regret that we didn’t. It’s the very early hours of morning and the streets are mostly empty, giving me a perfect view of all the ancient buildings along the roadside. I’ve always been a nature girl, but there’s something about the combination of overgrown ruins from ancient civilisations and modern architecture that fascinates me. Most cities would have built on top of their ruins; the Romans have embraced theirs, and not just the famous ones like the Colosseum or Forum Romanum, but little ones like the random temple ruin on the corner we’re passing. 
On my left, the Tiber flows in the darkness, but if there are nymphs swimming along the current, I can’t see them from inside the car. After a full day of travelling, I’m exhausted. My shoulders hurt from holding them awkwardly to the side where cuffs still constrain my hands. Agnes’ staff didn’t break my collarbone but the spot throbs in pain, nonetheless. I’m tired, but I haven’t truly slept since we left Austria, not even when Agnes holed herself up in some deserted area to snore for a couple of hours. My legs hurt for lack of movement, and my neck is strained. In some ways, I can’t wait to get out of this car.
But mostly, I’m deeply afraid of it. I now wish I’d asked the others more about their training, so I’d know what to expect. I don’t even know where in Rome the academy is located. Hopefully not in a ruin like Budapest’s headquarters. Will it even matter, considering whatever sinister thing they’ve got planned for me?
To be honest, I’m at a total loss. If they wanted to get rid of me, Agnes could have shot me at any time and dumped my body in the bog, for example. It’s not like the police would care if they ever found my corpse. Just another homeless person dead.
I pinch the skin between my thumb and index finger to remind myself I’m no longer homeless. Sure, I sleep under a tree, but that’s by choice and as much a home as any house could be. I also have friends, and perhaps even someone who cares a little more than that about me.
As my thoughts drift to Wulf, I wonder what he’s doing. By now, he’s had an entire day to notice my absence, even if Aeola didn’t manage to alert him last night. I know it’s silly, but I keep hoping he’s chasing us. That any minute, I’ll see his face in the side mirror. But he doesn’t even know which direction I left in, and after twenty-four hours, I could be pretty much anywhere in Europe.
At last, we veer away from the river to drive around an imposing medieval fortress surrounded by a walled-in park. On top of the castle looms the statue of an angel, wings spread in the dark, a long weapon in his hand. I shudder when I recognise it. The angel is carrying a staff to fight spirits with. Hadn’t Rory told me how the spirit seekers were riding on the back of the Church?
Sure enough, we come to a stop, if only to wait for a gate to open that leads to a garage under the castle grounds. The way we drive into the black hole is an oddly fitting metaphor for my situation. As if it wasn’t bad enough I was kidnapped, I’m now stuck in an underground garage below a castle guarded by a spirit-seeking angel. Claustrophobia, here I come.
Agnes parks the car in a lot, deep inside the building. As the motor dies, my stomach falls into a pit. My heartbeat, which had slowed after the long, uneventful drive down here, picks up again, making my chest hurt. Through the windscreen, I see her waiting in the darkness. It takes a thorough five minutes or longer until Agnes comes around to my door and opens it, immediately removing the handcuffs. “Get out!”
Rubbing my wrists, I comply, if only for the opportunity to stretch my legs a bit. After the long drive, they feel weak and unsupportive. They itch as blood flows back through them. I’m just about to ask Agnes what’s going to happen now when I notice we’re not alone. A man a good ten years younger than Agnes, and visibly more buff, is standing behind the car, waiting patiently. He has black curly hair and a short beard.
“Ready?” he asks, as if waiting to be done with the whole thing. Gee, I’m sorry to have inconvenienced him.
Agnes pushes me forward, saying, “She’s yours now, Gian.”
So, now I belong to this new stranger in front of me. Great. One thing’s for sure. He’d win in a fistfight. “Is it time for breakfast yet?” I ask, my voice wavering.
At least, this one can smile. “Something like that.” He nods to Agnes. “You’ll find your own way.”
“Don’t worry about me,” she answers, “but keep her in check. She’s a flighty one.”
“There’s nowhere to run here,” Gian says without a worry, crushing any sliver of hope I might have had. Then he offers me his arm. “Shall we?”
Yeah, I’m not going to stroll arm in arm to my certain doom. “Lead the way.”
Another snort, and Gian walks away. He doesn’t force me at gunpoint, nor does he order me around. I look over my shoulder, checking for a viable escape. But there’s only darkness and stone, and no exit to be seen. I can already feel the walls creeping in, just like they did in the gnome’s boulder. No, thanks. I’ll take whatever lies outside.
With quick strides, I follow Gian up a set of stairs. Naturally, the carpark doesn’t lead to the open space I saw before, but into the dark corridors of the castle. As we walk the vacant halls of naked stone, I wonder if our arrival has been timed deliberately. If this is the Spirit Seeker Academy, it should be teeming with students or recruits or whatever they call their aspiring spirit seekers. There’s not a single soul awake apart from us.
Our walk is rather short. So short I can’t be sure we’re not still in the basement. Gian comes to a halt in front of what looks like a solid metal door. “Your room is ready for you,” he says with a devious little smile, while he unlocks the door and pulls it open for me.
I don’t know what I expected. Someone to explain all this, maybe. This room is smaller than a shoebox, barely wide enough to fit a single bed, a small table, and a pair of chairs. On the table, a plate with food—some thinly sliced meat or something—and a jug of water has already been set out. A door, half blocked by one chair, might lead to a closet or the world’s tiniest bathroom.
“Welcome to Castel Sant’Angelo. Enjoy your stay!”
Too late, I recognise the finality of his tone. Gian doesn’t set a foot inside the room. Instead, he pushes the door closed behind me. It slams into its frame, giving me a jolt. Then a barely audible click makes me break out in cold sweat.
He’s locked me in. That bastard locked me into this sham of a room. This space that’s hardly big enough to serve as a storage chamber.
Panicked, I look around. There must be a way to get out. My gaze flits around, but the only window I find is a fist-sized hole high up the wall, where the room narrows into a weird chimney-like hollow. I stumble towards the little door, pulling so hard on it, the stool in front falls onto the bed.
It’s a bathroom, though calling it that is a gross exaggeration. There’s a toilet and the tiniest washing basin in the world, no shower, just a flannel hanging from a dejected little hook. It’s cold in here, drafty yet humid. I guess I should be glad they didn’t just give me a bucket.
Rushing back to the main room, I try the door Gian locked. Yes, it’s locked. Still. Nevertheless, I push and pull at the handle for half an eternity.
Finally, I stumble back, completely out of breath. There’s no way out. I find myself wishing for the long empty darkness of the underground garage. At least there was space. In here, every step I take brings me in front of a wall.
This is not good. This is the absolute worst place I could find myself in. And this is from the girl who was ready to get herself enclosed into stone. Well, I guess I got my wish now. For all intents and purposes, I could as well be in a gnome home.
The panic attack rises in my throat. My hands are clammy, my breath shallow. I’m back at the youth home or back at a shelter, sharing my tiny space with at least three others. I can’t sleep here. I can’t even breathe here.
It takes me a solid hour or more to understand the room for what it is.
A cell.

      [image: image-placeholder]Four steps. Five steps. That’s how long it takes me to cross from one wall to the next, as I’ve found out several times now. Maybe close to a hundred times. Yes, yes, I’m pacing. A lot!
This is my own personal nightmare. A stony box with no escape. And I’m not even overreacting like those times when I stepped into an underground station or the Budapest headquarters. This is real, which is a big problem because I can’t tell myself I’m just being silly. If I were, I could just open the door and walk away from it.
According to the light falling in from the tiny-ass window far above me, day has broken. People should be awake, but I can’t hear a single footstep outside my door. Sound is cut off, wrapping me in cotton-padded silence. As far as I know, there’s no airflow, unless you call that icy draft from the toilet fresh air. It’s as if this room has become my entire world. My tiny, lifeless world.
I want to get out. I tell the door a thousand times, screaming my throat raw. I bang against the metal, shout at the window, and still no response. No one comes to see me, either, and I’m starting to think that this is it. This is how people vanish in the SSA. They get locked in a room and forgotten.
So far, I haven’t been able to bring myself to touch the food. I had a few drops of water to soothe my throat but sitting down to enjoy a proper meal feels so terribly wrong. If I did that, I’d be accepting my situation. I know, eventually, I have to, but for now, the panic is stronger than the need. It’s air and freedom I want, not fancy slices of meat.
Did I tell you I haven’t slept yet either? That’s right, I’ve been awake for more or less thirty hours, not counting the periods of dozing I had in the car. My body is running on adrenaline, which my claustrophobia is eager to provide.
Once again, I bang against the door to no avail. When there’s no answer, I dig my nails into my palm to keep my fists from rapping on the door again.
Step away from it, I tell myself, and withdraw all the way to the back wall, where I stand next to the bed until I sink to the floor. Stone like everything else.
How did I get here? I’ve heard the horror stories, but they all came from people who more or less signed up for this. No one ever told me the SSA was recruiting at gunpoint. Yes, I told Wulf to keep his mouth shut, but only because I didn’t want to deal with the potentially intense courting I thought it would provoke.
You want to lead, Rika? Go to the academy! They’ll give you a command, I’m sure of it, but it won’t be over me. I can hear his voice in my head. Which means, even if they were interested in teaching me, I won’t be seeing Wulf again. They never put two people with such high NAVs into one city. Wulf will stay in Berlin, and I will… I will…
I gasp, tears stinging in my eyes. I won’t go anywhere. They won’t ever let me go. Shaking, I look up the chimney-style ceiling of my cell. Its dark centre is taunting me. My throat is growing tighter and tighter. The walls are moving in.
A tear runs down my cheek and neck. As soon as I wipe it away, more follow. I’m sobbing, choking on my attempts to stop it. The tears keep streaming. Snot builds in my nose, and I’m gasping for air. Terrible, guttural sounds escape my throat as I jerk my head around, trying to escape the truth of what I am. What it feels like.
An animal locked in a cage.
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A creaking sound jolts me awake. I’d finally fallen asleep some time ago, still tucked into this corner between bed and wall, the stickiness of dried tears on my face. 
“Are you okay?” The deep timbre of a man speaking English with a distinctive Italian accent startles me.
Hastily, I wipe the tears from my cheeks, not that it helps my appearance. Am I okay? I was kidnapped more than twenty-four hours ago and brought to a foreign city, then thrown into this horrible dump of a room. “Sure,” I mumble, noticing how hollow my voice sounds.
I gaze at the new entrant. The man is in his mid-forties, his dark brown hair cut short. His moustache and beard have been trimmed so exactly I wonder if he used a ruler. It mirrors the exquisite cut of his suit. Tailored, no doubt. This is someone with money and power, the kind of person I have absolutely nothing in common with.
He still carries this look of concern, as if he genuinely cares about my well-being. “Well, I’m glad to hear that, Rika.”
And he knows my name. Slowly, I get to my feet. It’s bad enough he has all this power over me. I don’t need to cower and fret in front of him as well.
When the silence stretching between us is just about to turn from expectant to uncomfortable, he smiles. “Let me introduce myself. My name is Dante Antonelli.”
I gasp. This is Dante, Wulf’s mentor and practically a father figure to him. A man he adored and who disappointed all the trust put in him. At least, I hope he did. I couldn’t bear it if Wulf still believes in him after all we’ve learnt.
“You’ve heard of me?” Dante asks in the same suave, almost-caring voice. There’s even a little twinkle in his eye.
Yeah, you’re the one who sent tainted spirits to Dublin—and possibly everywhere else as well. “You’re the director of the Spirit Seeker Academy.”
His eyes light up. “I am.” After a moment of hesitation, Dante turns towards the table where my untouched dinner or breakfast or whatever-time-it-is-right-now is sitting. “Why didn’t you eat? Is it not to your liking?”
I’ve already forgotten what they provided me with. “I’m not hungry.” My stomach convulses at the thought of putting anything into my mouth.
His smile falters and the concerned look is back. He raises an arm and waves me toward the table. “Come on. You need to eat.”
“Why?” People eat to keep their strength up. For an insane second, my mind jumps to all the possibilities for why I’d need to keep my strength up. Ordeal, torture, escape. Maybe Dante has a point there.
“People usually do,” he jokes, laboriously. “Come on, do me the pleasure.” When I hesitate still, he winks at me. “It’s not poisoned.” To strengthen his words, he picks up a morsel and puts it into his mouth, chewing with delight.
With a momentous sigh, I lug myself over to the table and sit down. I only just notice that there’s a second plate set out for Dante. Despite the rumbling of my stomach, I study the food with little interest. It’s a plate of thinly sliced meat, rich red in colour, covered by green leaves that look a little flat now, and shaved flakes of hard cheese. If it was ever warm, it’s cold now.
“It must be over twenty-four hours since you ate something,” Dante says, his voice laced with concern. It has to be pretence, but my heart yearns for it to be real. Gosh, this room has truly done a number on me.
“You mean since my kidnapping?” There, I said it. I’m almost proud of how it came out. Strong, unbroken. Don’t count me out just yet.
A shadow passes over Dante’s face and I get the idiotic impression that I’ve displeased him somehow. “I apologise if your travels here have inconvenienced you.”
Okay, he’s definitely messing with me now. “Inconvenienced me? Yeah, I actually had plans. You don’t mind if I go back to them, do you?”
My answer doesn’t even get a half-smile from him. “I’m afraid to say I do mind. Eat, Rika.” He nods toward the still-untouched plate of food.
But the pang of hunger has dissipated, replaced by anger. “Why don’t we cut all this bullshit, and you tell me what you want from me, instead?”
My crudeness makes Dante scrunch up his nose. He sighs heavily. “Can’t you guess?”
Of course I can. This is what Rebeka warned me about, what Brigid and Rory told me. “You’re going to make me disappear.”
Dante’s eyes bulge in sudden amusement, and a laugh escapes him, which he quickly stifles with a cough behind his hand. “Excuse me.” Ever so politely, he wipes the spittle from his lips with a tissue and folds it back into his chest pocket. “I don’t know who told you such horror stories, but we will not make you disappear.” He pronounces the word as if it’s a ridiculous notion. “This is an academy. We educate people. People like you, Rika.” Then his lips stretch into a genuine smile. “Welcome to the Spirit Seeker Academy!”
I’m stunned. Since being abducted at gunpoint, I’ve replayed the horrors awaiting me over and over in my mind. And now those horrors are supposed to be nothing more than classes? “I’m in a cell.” My gaze immediately searches out the little window high above.
“Ah, unfortunately, our current numbers don’t leave many options. It’s an old building. I’m afraid it’s not entirely up to the standard of modern comforts.” He rises from his chair and pats the table. “Eat up. It’ll help settle your nerves.”
Panic rises in my gut as I see him walk toward the door. “You’ve locked me in.” I need to hold onto the facts.
Instead of refuting the fact, Dante puts a hand on the handle. “I’ll visit you soon.”
“Wait!” My heart beats furiously and sweat breaks out on my forehead. Don’t leave me alone, an irrational voice in me wants to shout out.
Fortunately, Dante obliges. Expectantly, he waits at the door for me to speak.
My voice is trembling as I form the words, “What if I don’t want to become a spirit seeker?”
Dante’s shoulders sag, his hand slips from the handle, and I almost feel bad for him. I have the ridiculous notion that I just dashed his hopes.
Tentatively, he takes two steps into the room, folding his hands in front of him. “The world needs people like you. There aren’t enough with your talent. God knows we’re short of them.” One more step in my direction brings him right up to the table. “I understand that our profession can be scary. You might think you’re not cut out for this, but that’s why I’m here. That’s why we’re here. To teach and prepare you.”
“I’m not frightened,” I say, though my voice betrays me. Fine. I am frightened, but it’s not the spirits I fear.
His forehead creases. “How could you not be?” Dante shakes his head and raps the table with his knuckles, changing his tune. “Bravery will serve you well when you go up against the spirits.”
“I don’t want to go up against spirits,” I say, much more firmly now. “Ever.” There it is—the surety I’ve missed. Desperately, I claw at it, trying to get a proper hold of it. “Spirits deserve to live.”
With a shake of his head, Dante sits back down. He clasps his hands in front of his chin and stares at me with an intensity that makes my confidence shrivel. “I wish that were a possibility.”
“What?” I’d expected him to launch into this tirade about what horrible creatures spirits are and how they all need to be defeated and bottled up, not understanding.
A sad little smile appears on his lips. “Do you think you’re the first person who’s ever felt sorry for the spirits we capture?”
Is he suggesting he did—or does? “I know I’m not.” There are more people out there who think like me. Rory and Brigid. Wulf, even though it took him a while.
Dante nods. “It’s a common sentiment. I was the same in my youth,” he admits, and I do a double take. “All full of righteous belief. Protect the spirits. Spirits have rights, too.”
Okay, now he’s mocking me. “What changed?” I’m not sure if I believe his claim. There’s no possibility he and I were ever the same.
“I grew up.” He lowers his hands, opening himself up to me. “Yes, it is unfortunate what happens to the spirits, but at the same time, humans are dying. Do you know how many people have died from natural disasters in the last decade?”
I don’t. I’ve never been one for numbers.
Dante tells me the answer. “More than half a million. And that doesn’t count those starving in Africa because of continuous desertification, or those dying of heatstroke in Europe because our summers have become so much hotter.”
Or the homeless freezing in winter, I add silently. Those aren’t spirit-related, but if we’re blaming all natural weather on spirits, they might as well be. “Most of those deaths happened because we’ve been cutting into their habitats. What about the rainforests? We cut down their trees, poisoned their air, and polluted their seas. Of course they’re angry.” It all became clear to me when Aeola phrased it that way. Gosh, I miss her so much.
Dante nods, his face serious. “You’re absolutely right.”
Once again, he agrees with me, and I don’t know how to take it. There’s strength in righteous anger, but if that anger doesn’t find a target, it fizzles out. “Then why don’t you do something about it?”
“About deforestation and pollution?” For a moment, he looks puzzled. “We are. I mean, other people do. Those are all well-known problems for our generation to solve. But until they do, we as spirit seekers need to protect our people from the wrath of the spirits.” Before I can protest, he raises a finger and continues, “There is no doubt that we are encroaching on what could be dubbed spirit territory. Though what part of the world isn’t?” He shakes his head and waves the thought off. “Take Vesuvius. Three million people live on its flanks. Where would we put them? I’ll be the first to admit this world has an excess of population. It’s a problem, no doubt, but those people aren’t just a nameless number. They aren’t an indistinct mass. Every single human is a person, someone with a family, with hopes and dreams. Who am I to decide who gets to live and who doesn’t?”
How did we get from fighting spirits to the ethical problem of overcrowding? I struggle to wrap my head around what he’s said. And how that relates to me.
“Maybe, one day, we’ll find a way to live together peacefully, but as long as spirits attack humans, it’s humans we need to protect.” He gives me a bitter smile and stands up again. “But you’ll learn enough about that in your classes. I’ve imposed on you long enough.”
“No…” I clamp down on the words. I have to actively remind myself Dante isn’t my friend. That I don’t want him to stay. “When do I start classes?” I ask instead, surprising myself that I would even look forward to them. Anything to get out of this room, I guess.
Dante takes a moment to think about it. “We’ll have to see. For now, you should take care of yourself. You’ve had a long trip. Eat something.” This time, he doesn’t stop, but slips out of the door before I can think of calling him back.
As the door trembles in its frame and I hear the click of a key turning, my stomach lurches. In an instant, I’m out of my chair, knocking my knee against the table. The chair clatters to the floor as I run to the door. Frantically, I pull on the handle. When it doesn’t budge, I bang my flat hand against the wall. “Open the door! Open it! Let me out! Let me out!” My voice breaks, suffocated by tears. “Come back!” I hear myself shout, then my voice is choking. “Come back. Please, come back.”
I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. My head swims. I don’t even know who I’m calling back to me. 
“Anyone!” Just open the door! The room is too small, the window out of reach. I need this door to open. I need to get out.
A scream, raw and frightful, tears from my lungs as I bang both my hands and my head against the door. The sudden pain makes me stumble backwards. I hit the ground. I no longer know where up or down is. The room is spinning. Am I on the floor or hanging from the ceiling?
The door. Where is the door? There’s no slit of light, and I can feel myself breaking apart. Sobs tear up my throat. There has to be a slit of light. Every door has one. But not this one. This one sits firmly in its frame, sealing off the room from light and air. I grow hot and sweaty. How many minutes until all the air is gone?
It feels like I’m already dead. Encased in a tomb.
“Let me out,” I sob into the cold stone my fingers dig at. “Please, let me out. Anyone. Please…”
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Nobody visits me for several days, not even Dante. Someone replaces the food while I sleep, curled up tight in a ball. Often, I only manage to eat a few pieces before my appetite dissolves. It’s good food, fresh and well-seasoned, but it tastes like ash most of the time. 
I sleep when I’m tired and prowl the walls when I’m awake. Time has lost all meaning, though the window above tells me whether it’s day or night. For all I know, I could’ve been here for two days or two weeks.
My fingernails are blackened by all the skin I’ve scratched from my body. They’re also broken and splintered from clawing at the stone walls. Sometimes, when the panic becomes too much to hold at bay, I try digging myself out. It never ends well.
“They’re going to keep you here for the rest of your life.”
I’m talking to myself again, only this time, there’s no spirit to listen, just me. The sound of my voice, as raspy and thin as it might be, is the only thing that tells me I’m still alive.
If only these walls were inhabited by gnomes. Or if they were playing Jenga with the entire castle, like the ones we saw in Spandau. Brick by brick, they’d dismantle it until it all came tumbling down. I find myself laughing at the image until the laughter turns to weeping.
Oh, gosh, I’m losing my mind.
“Let me out,” I whimper against the stone, tapping my knuckles against its cool surface. “Gnome, gnome, wherever you are, let me out.” Great, now I’m breaking into song.
With a moan, I slide to the floor and pull my legs up, closing my eyes. I try to imagine what the outside world looks like. The great outdoors with its snow-covered mountain peaks, wide, sluggish rivers, and dark, sprawling woods. I call to mind the cliffs of Croatia and the caves of Hungary, tulip fields in the Netherlands and gorgeous fjords in Norway.
But the image that comes to me from the depths of my memories is one of a similar small room. Only this one had windows, an open door, and two bunk beds for four girls who fought for limited shelf space in the cupboard. Well, all but one. I never had enough clothes to occupy much space. In fact, I only owned two pairs of jeans, a few sets of underwear, and three shirts, all the same washed-out black with nondescript logos and letters, donations from leftover marketing campaigns.
I’ve never been a stranger to tight spaces that fit more people than they should. The camper van I lived in with my mother our last two summers barely offered us enough space to sleep, but its darkness was comfortable and cosy.
Oh, how I missed my mum in the youth home. The social worker responsible for us had forbidden me
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