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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

When the five of us arrive back in Berlin, it’s quite warm. Much warmer than I expected. I have to remind myself that it’s mid-June and a heatwave is nothing out of the ordinary. Problem is, it’s still May in my head. It was May when I was forced to leave Berlin, and spending an unknown amount of time in a dark little cell and a strange country with a completely different climate messed me up majorly. 
Our trip to Berlin was soothingly uneventful. We spent most of the time in a small compartment on the train, where I listened to Bijan and Inga making plans. I would’ve much rather been alone with Wulf, but at least he never left my side, always available to give my hand a quick squeeze. Meanwhile, Henny was deeply lost in their own thoughts for most of the time, only occasionally asking a question or two.
Now, we’ve made our way back to the citadel. In front of us, the dark stone rises above the treetops, and the bridge over the moat is already in sight. There’s the roadside kerb where the grey car stood. Where I was forced into the vehicle at gunpoint.
What am I even doing here?
I’m on the run. This will be the first place the SSA will look for me. They broke in once. Who says they can’t do it again? Won’t do it again?
The fingers around my hand tighten as if they’re aware I’m this short of bolting. I glance at Wulf and find him studying me with concern. One look in my eyes, and he turns to tell the others to go ahead. “We’ll be in soon.”
Together, we watch Bijan, Inga, and Henny cross the bridge and enter the citadel. After they’ve vanished from sight, Wulf turns to me. He lets go of my hand and puts both of his on my arms, once again peering deep into my eyes, as if I carry all my thoughts on my sleeve. “You okay?”
No. No, I’m not.
And that sucks! I was doing well here. Really well for someone with my background. How dare they take that away from me?
I only notice the tears when Wulf wipes them away with his thumbs. Then, he pulls me into a firm hug.
I could get used to these. The way he holds me as if he’ll never let go gives me a sense of safety. I wish I could stay in his arms forever, because there’s no other place like it. Certainly not the citadel.
“What if they come after me?” I whisper at long last.
It takes Wulf some time to answer. They are his family. My family, I amend, and almost tear up. How messed up is this?
“I wish I could tell you that you’re safe here,” he admits. “We did improve our security system. Miriam’s sent me a couple of further ideas, and of course, they’ll take you over my dead body.”
Too bad the SSA doesn’t have any qualms about killing their most promising seekers. Not even Wulf.
In a ragged voice, he continues, “I can’t promise that you’ll be a hundred per cent safe, but you have everyone in that citadel—person or spirit—looking out for you. We’re not letting them steal you from us ever again.”
In response, a warm breeze wraps itself around my shoulders. “I’ll do better,” Aeola whispers.
I cock my head into her silky body and sigh. “You did well. It’s nobody’s fault.” And that’s the scary part about it.
“Ready to go in?” Wulf takes my hand again, breaking our embrace.
“Well, I’m not any safer out here. Let’s do it.”
We don’t even make it across the bridge. There’s a loud cry, and then Camille comes storming out of the citadel. She throws herself around my neck, forcing me to let go of Wulf as I stumble backwards. “You’re here!”
If I thought Wulf’s hugs were firm, Camille teaches me better. Bone-crushing comes to my mind, and I’m loving every second of it. 
At last, she lets go of me, but only to run her hands over my face, looking for injuries. Fortunately, those are all on the inside. “Wulf wouldn’t let me come with him to Rome.” She glares at him for good measure.
“You know why,” he says, surprisingly stern.
She does, but I have no idea. Not that I’m mad at her for missing out on the gigantic shit-fest that was my time in Rome. “It’s alright,” I tell her. “I’m back now.”
“And that’s all that matters.” Camille holds onto my arm as she steers my feet back into the citadel.
My hand longs for Wulf’s, but I appreciate the cuddle from my friend. It tells me so much more than her words could. “How are things here?” I ask, in an effort to distract myself.
“Oh, rather quiet, in spirit terms at least, but there have been some changes,” she admits.
Oh dear, more changes. I don’t know whether I can handle much more. Why can’t this all just be a bad dream, and I wake up on an early morning in May?
Camille picks up on my distress and checks with Wulf. He reluctantly explains, “She means Inga and Bijan. They’ve been visiting a lot, practically every day. Unless there was something else, Camille?”
I look back and forth between the two. Something’s going on, even if Camille is shaking her head with a smile. “No, that’s pretty much it. You’ll see the rest in time.”
Oookay. Sounds like the perfect mystery to drag me out of my self-pity.
We cross into the yard, and instantly, my gaze falls on Grune. His little trees have all grown so much since I last saw them. I can’t go to him now, but I give him a wave from afar. In response, his branches sway in the wind.
“I’ll see you later,” Aeola whispers, just as we enter the main building.
I watch her fly to Grune and nestle herself in his crown. I’d much rather sit outside with them than enter yet another dark, closed-off space. “This one’s alright,” I mutter to myself. The citadel isn’t meant to keep me in. It’s here to protect me.
And it isn’t really that dark. The hall is flooded with light, fresh flowers on the table. I notice a row of potted plants near the window. It’s an unusual touch for this place, and I find myself looking at Camille for an explanation. “Whose idea was that?”
She chuckles. “Lukas’. To help him feel more connected to nature without having to face actual spirits.”
I’d better not tell him that a small bush dryad has taken up residence in one of his pots, then. She’s well-camouflaged, hair and dress made of the same luscious leaves as her plant.
“I’m facing Grune alright,” my favourite grumpy spirit seeker says, rising from the table where he’s been sitting with Leon, who’s kissing his girlfriend. I notice his leg is out of the cast, and he’s now wearing a simple brace. His eyes meet mine, and his confidence melts away. Looks like he’s changed as well. Oh, boy. “I just never know whether I offend or please him,” he explains, practically begging me to understand. “It’s a chicken and egg thing. I won’t know until my NAV has improved. But my NAV can’t improve if I don’t try it.”
So, that much has stayed the same. It’s still about the NAV, not the spirits. “It’s a process,” I tell him, not quite ready to jump into an argument.
Lukas doesn’t press it either. “I’m well aware. Good to have you back, in any case.”
Aww. Even he missed me. “It’s good to be back.” Even though all these changes are exhausting.
Camille lets go of me so Leon can give me a warm hug. “We missed you.”
I missed them all as well. More than I would’ve thought possible less than half a year ago. They’re home to me in a way little else ever was. “I missed you, too.”
“Welcome back,” Miriam greets. She holds an arm open for Camille, who leans into her, putting her head on Miriam’s shoulder. At least, these two are still going strong. I would’ve been very cross with the passage of time if it had ruined that, too.
Then I feel Wulf’s hand on my back. He gives me a soft push. “Come on, take a seat. I’ll put some coffee on.”
“There’s cake in the fridge,” Miriam announces, momentarily releasing Camille. “Bienenstich. Got it this morning when you called.”
Minutes later, we’re all sitting around the table with coffee and cake. Inga is cuddling up to Leon, while Henny and Bijan have found places at the far end.
I can’t remember if I’ve ever had a piece of Bienenstich. It’s a flat, square-shaped cake filled with vanilla pudding and topped with sliced almonds and a honey glaze. The first bite practically explodes with sugar in my mouth, but the nuts give it a tart taste that fits perfectly. For the rest of the afternoon tea, everyone keeps their chats SSA-free, for which I’m grateful.
It’s still on their minds, though, if Wulf’s frequent gaze and Miriam’s forced cheeriness are anything to go by. I keep my head down, asking for a second smaller piece, and sip from my coffee. Let life be normal for just one minute.
That minute passes, of course, and far too soon, I find myself tucked in between Camille and Leon on the couch, recounting what’s happened to me. Miriam has set up a laptop, inviting Rory and Brigid via video chat, which is fair, I guess, since Rory and his half-brother Eoghan helped organise my rescue. This way, I won’t have to tell the story twice.
Early on, Wulf receives a call and leaves the room with a darkening face. I can only imagine who’d be desperate to talk to him. It’s no one I ever want to meet again.
“So, when all their attempts failed, I was sent into the Colosseum,” I say. “That’s where they kept Vesuvius. It was a pretty neat way to get rid of me and use my death as a cautionary tale.”
“One they actually told to us,” Henny affirms eagerly, “without proof. When I found out they’d lied, that was it for me.”
I nod, still thankful that Henny chose to leave the academy for my sake. I wouldn’t have wanted to leave them behind. “Well, it almost worked. Vesuvius was furious, understandably so. But I managed to get through to him before he burnt me to a cinder, and we devised a plan. I’d help him get his eggs back, and he’d let me live.”
“So, the ancient spirit is free now?” Lukas asks. I still hear reservations in his voice. It must be tough for him not to fall back into old patterns.
“He is. Wulf made the decision.” Hopefully, knowing his idol did it and not me opens Lukas up to the idea. “But first, we broke into the research facility where the eggs were stored. There, we found pretty much every spirit that’s ever been caught. No such thing as releasing them into the wild.”
“Did you guys find evidence of the modified spirits?” Brigid asks. “You know, the ones they sent here?”
“We did.” The proof was in Piero Vallesco’s research notes, but I won’t tell her that. Bijan and Inga are more than capable of filling in the details. “It’s definitely the SSA that made the modifications.” I still see pollution being pumped into the salamander eggs and shudder. Just imagine the outcry if it were done to humans, not spirits.
“Anyway,” I continue, “we escaped thanks to Eoghan.” I look at Rory, who’s smiling encouragingly at me. “Is he back in Ireland yet?”
Rory shakes his head. “Not that I’ve heard of.”
I wish that didn’t worry me. But Eoghan left for the airport before we got on the train. He should’ve landed by now.
Rattled, I continue, “Well, to cut my story short: we went back to Vesuvius, and just as we were about to hand the eggs to him, Dante found us. He tried to stop Wulf…” and threatened to kill me. My breath catches in my throat, but I force myself to continue, “but Wulf returned the eggs to Vesuvius, and Vesuvius broke us out of the Colosseum.”
Lukas’ fingers are digging into the armrests of his chair, but once again, he doesn’t mock me when he opens his mouth. “With Vesuvius free, will there be a new eruption?”
“No. Vesuvius promised to go to sleep for a while.”
“He promised?” It’s almost as if I can smell the sweat on his forehead. “That’s… remarkable.”
I feel a bit sorry for Lukas. He’s obviously trying, but his instincts aren’t placated that easily. And he’s not wrong to worry about potential retribution from the volcano spirit. “I wish there was a guarantee, but we came to an understanding. The SSA needs to be stopped before we can establish better relationships.”
“Count me in,” Brigid says, eliciting a nervous chuckle from everyone around the table.
Despite their support, I believe going against a powerful, world-spanning organisation wasn’t on anyone’s bucket list. It scares me, too, but I’m ready to put my money where my mouth is. The spirits deserve better. And for that matter, so do humans.
“Well, we can certainly get Dante for all the crimes he committed against Rika,” Inga announces. Just the mention of the academy’s director makes my skin crawl. “Kidnapping, abuse, attempted murder. He’s going down. We might even take down a couple of Vallescos.”
“Not all spirit seekers are bad!” Lukas exclaims, shoulders drawn up to his chin. “If we abolish the SSA, people will suffer.” With a glance at me, he hastily adds, “I’m not saying Dante shouldn’t be held accountable, and what they did to you is reproachable, but…”
I wave him off. “I know what you mean.” I certainly don’t need to dive deeper into my recent trauma.
“It’s not just him!” Bijan shouts passionately. “They’re watching us all. There’s a system behind it.”
“Yes,” Brigid says. “The entire board needs to be replaced, and an investigation launched. You need to press charges, Rika, so we can get the ball rolling.”
Fortunately, I don’t have to answer, because Camille objects. “Let Rika relax first. Why don’t you press charges? Didn’t they do something similar to you?”
As the discussion gets more and more heated, I find Rory watching me. When I return his gaze, he asks quietly, “Are you okay?”
I love that he’s more worried about me than how to bring the agency down. “I will be,” I tell him, willing myself to make it true. But right now, it’s all a bit much, and I excuse myself to get a drink, only to leave the room without it. Once the door closes behind me, I sink against it. The SSA needs to be held responsible, and I want to do it, but a legal battle? I can’t even tell my friends who Dante truly is.
My father.
And the moment Dante realised, he let me go. That’s not a good thing about him, but it is something. An extra layer of messed-up secrets.
Steps come down the stairs. Shortly after, Wulf appears. He notices me immediately. “Everything alright?”
“I just needed a break,” I admit. Then I remember why he was in his room for so long. “You got a call?” I push myself off the door and walk over.
If I didn’t know who it was beforehand, his guilty expression gives it away. “My father called, yes.”
“Hmm.” Humberto Vallesco, board member and the one who told Dante to hand me over to Vesuvius. “What did he want?”
“He wants to make sure you won’t press any charges,” he explains in a guarded voice.
I can’t say it surprises me. “I see. Did he give you a good reason? Like, are they going to make it up to me? Was it all just a misunderstanding? Or do I get a lot of money?” I could use it to launch my pro-spirit campaign. I’m happy to pause the investigation for that purpose.
But Wulf shakes his head. “If you press charges, they’ll press charges back.”
“Press charges against me? What have I done?”
He can’t even face me, his jaw labouring with suppressed anger. “Destruction of the Castel, breaking and entering a research lab, theft, and acts against humanity by freeing a powerful, violent spirit, and others.”
My breath catches in my throat. I wish I could take a seat, but there’s just space behind me. Crossing my arms, I manage to say, “Wow.”
“Yeah, wow.” I get why Wulf looks so disgruntled now.
“They’re not even sugarcoating this.”
He shakes his head, then sighs. “Rika.” His hands find mine, pulling them from my guarded stance. “I’m so sorry for my family. They’re the absolute worst, and I can’t believe I didn’t see that before now.”
I sink into his chest, finding solace there. “I’m sure they were always great to you.” Though a part of me wants to, I can’t blame Wulf for what happened to me. He stood up against them at last. “So, they’re gonna get away with it.”
There’s no point in believing anything else. Yes, what the SSA did to me was horrible, and by all rights, I should be the victim, but I’ve seen enough of the world to know how this works. The Vallescos, and with them the SSA, have money. I don’t. They’ll have the best legal team money can buy—plus they’ll probably corrupt the judge. I’d happy if I had a competent duty solicitor.
“They will not get away with it,” Wulf stresses, looking deep into my eyes.
He’s too naïve for this. “Yes, they will. You can tell your dad I’m not going to press anything.” If I do, they’ll steamroll over me and hang me out dry. Worst-case scenario, I’ll go to prison. And I can absolutely not be stuck in a cell ever again. “He wins.”
“He does not win,” Wulf stresses. “We just need to make sure we’re not rushing into this. We’ll find a way.”
I love him for his enthusiasm. He wants to make this right, atone for his foster family’s sins. But I know it’s to no avail. The Vallescos have all the power. I’ll just have to be glad they won’t press charges just to get me out of the way once and for all. If that happens, I’ll refuse to stay quiet. Even a judge’s verdict won’t erase the doubt I’d sow in my defence. If only I was strong enough to risk prison for my cause.
“Where are you going to sleep tonight?” Wulf asks after a while.
The question feels so out of place, it drags me out of my gloom. “I haven’t thought about it.” But now I do. Every fibre of my being yearns to be outside, to sleep under the stars in Grune’s embrace. “Agnes got me when I crossed the courtyard.” It’s not safe out there.
“The outside doors will be locked, both of them. There’s a security system with an alarm and cameras,” Wulf explains. “And I can bring you to Grune.”
“Like a bodyguard?”
His lips curl into a slight smile. “Something like that.”
“Sounds like a plan to me. I’ll be safe with Grune.” The dryad won’t let anyone near me.

      [image: image-placeholder]Wulf keeps his promise, delivering me to Grune after dinner. The others were disappointed by the news of Humberto Vallesco’s threat, but I’m secretly glad I don’t have to dissect my trauma in front of a court. It’s bad enough as it is. Being outside helps ease the pressure of it all. I sink into Grune’s embrace and appreciate the firm touch as he moulds his bark around my back. Aeola is there as well, folding herself into my lap like a cat.
“It’s good to have you back, spirit seeker.” He calls me that, even though I couldn’t be further away from those trained at the academy. To him, I’m a better spirit seeker than they’ll ever be. “And you brought a new friend.”
I watch Glut, skirting the perimeter, scratching at the ground. He reminds me a bit of Lukas when he steals glances at Grune, but doesn’t come any closer.
“Don’t be afraid. Grune doesn’t bite,” I call out, beckoning him closer.
“I trust he will not try to set a fire,” Grune growls, but he sounds like a grumpy grandfather, more bark than bite.
“Never, ever, ever,” Glut says, pressing himself flat to the ground.
Chuckling, I stretch my hand out to him. “I may just be speaking for myself, but I could use a little warmth.” As warm as the day was, the nights are still a bit cold.
Delighted, Glut scrambles towards me, making himself a nest on top of my outstretched legs. Aeola looks at him and purrs, enjoying the gentle heat as much as I do. I wish this moment would last forever.
“So much pain.” Grune’s voice vibrates through my muscles, making me shudder.
For a moment, I consider holding it all in, but then I show him. I’m not sure he understands the bond I had with my mother or what it means to never have had a father, only for him to show up as your worst nightmare. I never needed a father, never wanted one. I would’ve been happy to never know his name. But now it’s been forced on me, and everything’s gone from bad to worse.
Even if the dryad can’t grasp the details, he senses my inner turmoil, breathes in the pain the weeks have caused me, and soothes my wounds. I know they’ll eventually scab over. I’ll heal and be stronger for it. Not by running this time. But by standing up and fighting.
“I’ll do everything in my power to make them see. The time to close our eyes to a dying world is over. We need to step up. And I will,” I promise. At the very least, using my voice for those that don’t have one—at least not one most people can hear—will give me something to focus on. I’ll turn this into a good thing.
“Don’t be scared. It’s only Wulf,” Grune informs me, long before I notice Wulf’s heavy steps echoing through the courtyard.
He steps into the soft orange glow of Glut, standing well within Grune’s reach. The fact he’s carrying a sleeping bag gives me a flashback to that cold April night.
“Still got some space for me?” he asks, nodding towards Glut and Aeola.
“You want to give it another try?” I ask, trying to not get my hopes up. The last time ended with me throwing a punch at him.
I’ve been around Wulf long enough to know he’s blushing, even though it’s too dark to see. He scratches his neck and moves a little closer. “I’m not here for Grune. Sorry, Grune,” he says with a quick look at the crown.
“Then why are you here?”
Another step, and now I see his features clearly. “Let’s just say, you’re not the only one who’s scared tonight.”
I chuckle softly. “You’re really taking this bodyguard business seriously, aren’t you?”
He flashes me a quick smile. “If you’ll let me.”
Instead of an answer, I pat the ground next to me, trying not to grin at him too much. He’s here to protect me. Because he cares. Something has shifted between us, and while I’m not ready to jump into it right now, I’m glad he’ll be by my side. I feel safer around him, however illusionary the impression might be.
“But no waking at night,” I warn as he sets his sleeping bag next to me.
I try not to watch as he undresses down to a pair of shorts—rather tight shorts—and into the sleeping bag. “If you don’t punch me.”
“It might be a reflex,” I say, trying not to pay too much attention to the fact he’s almost naked.
“I’m not trying anything,” Wulf says in that severe voice of his, “but can I hold you?” He raises the shoulder near me, indicating his intentions.
Do I want him to hold me? “Yes.”
Tentatively, he puts an arm around my shoulders. His touch is so gentle. Every nerve end feels on fire. I pat Glut to remind myself what real fire is, and ever so slowly sink into Wulf. It should be awkward, but it feels so right to sleep like this, surrounded by those who love me.
My true family.
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I feel warm. Warmer than I’ve ever felt in the morning, and it’s not the sun, which hasn’t yet climbed over the stone walls. A bundle of warmth is nestled in my lower back, but the biggest source of heat is that under my head. That very naked, bulky chest, rising and sinking with a steady rhythm. Wulf. 
Oh, shit!
What do I do now? I must’ve slept on him last night, using him as a pillow, as if I’ve ever needed one before. His arm is laying across my back, and his fingers are moving ever so slightly. There’s still a layer of sleeping bag and my clothes between his arm and my back, yet I feel his touch as if he’s running his fingers over my naked skin. I wish he would.
Gosh, Rika! Get a grip. This is literally the last thing you need right now. Then why is it impossible for me to move my head and let him know I’m awake?
Time passes, stretching out indefinitely. My world is reduced to Wulf’s heartbeat under my ear, my arms around his chest, and his fingers trailing along my side. He’s totally awake, and probably waiting for me to get off him. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to just lie here and never move again? To keep this moment frozen in time?
I sigh, at long last, giving myself away.
“You okay?” he asks softly, instant worry in his voice.
I don’t want him to worry about me, not constantly at least. “Sorry about this new assault.” Sleeping outside is clearly not our strong suit.
Wulf laughs. “I like this one a lot more.”
My face burns. I have to move. The longer I lie here, the more awkward it’ll become. With a deep breath, I slowly extricate myself from his embrace, careful not to rock the little salamander rolled up on my other side. Wulf lets go of me, shuffling himself up to a sitting position. I watch him roll his shoulders, releasing the tension in his muscles.
“Are you okay?” He’s not used to sleeping on the ground like this, and on top of that, I’ve used him as a pillow.
Wulf grimaces. “Yeah, I’m alright. Not sure if I could do this long-term, but it’s not as bad as I expected.”
“You sacrificed your comfort for me,” I tease. Joking makes it much easier to deal with the sight of his bare chest. I already miss the steady rhythm of his heartbeat.
“I’d say I woke up pretty comfortable.” For a moment, Wulf looks almost cheeky, but the illusion vanishes quickly when he glances towards the main building. “We should probably head inside before someone sees us.”
I’d love to say they should mind their own business, but I definitely don’t need another complicated issue in my life. I’ve got feelings for Wulf, and according to the spirits, he loves me. But so much has happened. We’ve learnt things about ourselves and each other that we can’t ignore. It’ll be some time before we can consider such trivial things like hugs and kisses.
“Rika?” Once again, his face is creased with concern.
How can I think about a romantic relationship when worry is at the forefront of his mind? Yeah, we have other issues, and now’s not the time to want more from him. I’m already getting so much. “I’m good. You want to head in first? Sneak up to your room?”
“But how will you get to the hall?”
“Using my own two feet?” I know what he means, but in the daylight, the courtyard seems only half as scary. Surely, the SSA won’t waltz in under clear blue skies. “I can’t be scared of my own shadow. The gates are still locked, right?”
Wulf nods. “They are. It’s just…” He sighs. “You don’t need to push yourself.”
“What do you mean?”
“To get over it. These things take time. And you’re allowed to take it.”
Now it’s my turn to sigh. On the street, you either get over your trauma or you get buried with it. “I’ll survive.”
He leans forward to cup my face in his hand. Once again, his fingertips send little sparks of electricity through my skin. “Surviving isn’t enough. I want you to live.”
Can I kiss him now?
Before I completely melt into his gaze, I clear my throat and pretend to look for my clothes. I’m dressed. He’s the one sitting there half-naked, spouting sweet, caring words at me.
Wulf’s hand falls away, and I hear him getting out of his sleeping bag and into his clothes. I don’t look until I hear him exhale loudly. “Is something wrong?”
“My clothes are wet.” He’s put them on, but judging by the way he’s standing there, shuddering, it’s not a great experience.
“That’s the dew,” I explain. “You left them outside. They’ll dry soon in the sun.”
He politely declines the notion. “I’d better get changed.” I guess he’s not an outdoor convert just yet.
Despite his words, he’s still standing there, staring down at me.
“Go!” I tell him. “I’ll see you at breakfast.”
“Anything in particular you’d like?” he asks, a little playful at last.
“Surprise me!” And the rest of the crew.
Wulf laughs and finally gets a move on. I watch as he goes, sighing contentedly as I sink back into Grune’s bark.

      [image: image-placeholder]The surprise is a plate of mozzarella, tomato, and basil, plus some dark rye bread and lots of fruit. But the best part of it is the table’s been brought outside, and we’re eating our breakfast in the warm breeze. Leaves are rustling—my favourite background noise. I don’t know about everyone else, but this is the best meal I've ever had. There’s laughter and little inside jokes, and nobody talks about the SSA or their horrible agenda for the entirety of breakfast.
Once finished, I let the sun shine on my face while I enjoy one last cup of coffee. Or rather, Aeola enjoys it, soaking up the smell of roasted beans.
“So, when do we start training?” Lukas asks. He’s still in a brace, so I’m confused. Surely he’s not planning on interrupting his healing process for the sake of keeping in top form.
“Training?”
He glances over his shoulder at Grune. “This whole nature-loving stuff. I want to improve. Remember?”
“Oh.” How do you train your natural attunement? “I’m not sure, you can train it.”
“There must be something I can do. I can’t just wait around, hoping it’ll happen one day.”
Of course he can’t. Lukas is an achiever. And everything in life has to be achieved. And he’s probably bored to hell at being incapacitated for so long. “Look, I’ve never done this on purpose.”
“You taught Leon!” he counters.
“Luke,” Wulf says warningly. “This is not the time.”
“No, no, it is time,” I say, sitting up straight. This isn’t only about raising Lukas’ NAV, so he can become a better soldier. It requires a shift in his attitude. A shift towards a pro-spirit lifestyle. “We need more people capable of seeing spirits for what they really are. As for Leon,” I glance at him on the other side of the table, “all I did was introduce him to spirits and tell him about them. What they want. How they live.”
Leon nods sagely. “It’s in your mind, Lukas. You need to open yourself up, will yourself to listen. It’s nothing you can do on a schedule.”
Sulking, Lukas leans back. “So, what do I do then? I tried being closer to that… to Grune. But it’s a tree. I mean, do you want me to hug trees and collect stones? I like nature well enough,” he protests. “But…”.
“You’re just constantly aware of how it could kill someone,” I say, taking a sip from my cup.
“You promised you’d teach me,” he complains. “So, introduce me. If it worked for Leon, it’ll work for me.”
He doesn’t get it. Yes, I helped Leon, but he did most of the work. It was his willingness to embrace spirits which made his NAV soar. I sigh. “Sure. Well, Lukas, this is Aeola. She’s sitting on my head, getting high on coffee steam.”
“I’m not high!” Aeola pouts. Every wisp I catch of her is stained brown.
Lukas blanches. His fingers dig into his chair as he stares at the top of my head. “Is that so?” His voice is so strained I fear his jaw will cramp up. This won’t work. This won’t work at all.
“Relax,” I tell him. “First thing you need to learn is to stop seeing every spirit as a potential danger. Sure, Aeola can call the wind, but she’s pretty happy with her coffee right now.”
“Very happy,” she purrs.
Wulf is smiling at me. For once, no concern mars his features. Aeola’s presence doesn’t frighten him in the slightest. He knows her and everything she’s done for this team.
He’s not the only one watching me. Henny’s been fascinated by the sylph on my head since the start of breakfast. “This is so different,” they say at last. “I’d never considered how sylphs would react to smells, but it makes so much sense.”
I’m glad at least one of those new to this is ready to open up. Then again, it might be easier for those who can actually see spirits with their natural abilities.
Lukas is pouting now. “This’ll never work.”
“When have you ever given up on something?” Leon teases gently. His arm is conspicuously wrapped around Inga’s lower back. “Just give it time.” He looks so happy and relaxed.
“Can you see the sylph?” Lukas asks, slipping back into his claws-out defence.
“No, not quite,” Leon admits. “I sense when she’s there, though. She always brings such warmth with her.”
On my head, Aeola swells with pride. “Don’t flatter yourself, Little Miss Sunshine,” I say, only to find everyone staring at me. “What?”
Wulf chuckles. “They’re probably not used to you talking with her or with thin air, for that matter.”
“I wish there was a way to make spirits visible,” Inga says, leaning forward. “The problem with most people is they’re completely unaware of spirits. I don’t mean other spirit seekers, but normal people. They’ve been fed all this bullshit for generations and have to take it at face value. It’ll be hard to challenge their misconceptions without tangible proof.”
Getting spirit seekers on my side is hard enough as it is. Asking an unattuned person to accept that the invisible thing they’re afraid of just wants to play? Who’d believe us?
“Not necessarily,” Miriam says. “I agree with you on the proof. But to be honest, convincing others we need to change our ways might be easier than we assume. There are so many sceptics. People no longer believe blindly. I mean, most of them don’t. And there are already groups calling for an end to spirit seeking, however misguided they might be.”
“Climate change is a big topic,” Camille agrees. “The SSA’s been trying to blame it on spirits for decades, but most people realise it’s our fault. Rika’s narrative would work well with them.”
My narrative. I don’t know whether it’s the fact she’s putting it all on me instead of saying “our narrative” or that “narrative” sounds like a tool for manipulation, but it rubs me the wrong way. “I’m just speaking the truth.”
“Your truth,” Lukas interjects, before catching himself. “Which I guess is a lot truer than what we learnt in school.”
“In any case,” Miriam continues, eager to make a point, “I can’t see spirits, can’t even sense them, so I am one of these people. And because I hate not knowing, I’ve been working on ways to detect spirit activity. We can use our scanners, for example. I might not be able to create a beautiful drawing of Aeola, but I can make the spirit energy she leaves behind visible.”
“You might be onto something,” Inga says. “It wouldn’t be live, but it is proof. We can show people how many times spirits pass by unknown without ever disturbing anything.” Her eyes widen. “Now that’s an idea.” She leans back and grins at Leon, who reciprocates the smile.
Miriam almost jumps off her chair in excitement. “Oh, I have so many ideas. You should come to the lab with me. We’ll figure something out.” She checks with Camille. “If that’s okay with you?”
Even I can see Camille forcing a smile. “Why wouldn’t it be?”
Miriam isn’t fooled either. “I could leave this to Inga and Bijan, if you’d rather…”
Camille tenses up immediately, shaking her head. “I’m good. You enjoy yourself. Solve puzzles.”
I’d thought they’d left all their problems behind when we left Ireland, but something’s wrong. I wonder if it’s the same thing standing between Camille and Wulf. It seems like I have a lot to catch up on.

      [image: image-placeholder]“What’s going on with you and Miri?” I ask Camille when we’re tidying up. “You don’t believe she’d exchange you for research in a heartbeat, do you?” Direct questions demand direct answers. At least, I hope so.
“Oh no. She loves me. It’s all good.” She walks off again to collect more plates.
I hurry after her. “Then what is it?”
“Nothing.”
I’ve never experienced Camille being this evasive. “Something’s bothering you.”
Camille stops and turns to me, sighing deeply. “I’m okay, Rika. Seriously. You have so much on your plate. We should focus on that, not me.”
“I thought we’d been through that. Just because I struggle, doesn’t mean I can’t be there for you.” I want to be there for her. On the streets I would’ve shrugged and walked away. But Camille is my friend.
She smiles warmly. “Sure, but Miri and I are all good. You don’t need to worry about us.”
With that, she picks up the last two plates and vanishes inside, leaving me alone. So, what do I do now? Join Miriam, Leon, and Inga in the lab? No, I had my fill of research in Rome. Wulf is nowhere to be seen, and Camille just made it clear she doesn’t want to spend time with me. I notice Henny standing in the courtyard under Grune’s branches, looking up at the dryad.
“He’s so powerful,” Henny says when I stroll over to them. “It should alarm me, but he doesn’t feel dangerous.”
“You should ask Lukas about that.” I smile at Grune. “He can be dangerous, but he chooses not to be.”
“Only when I must,” Grune says.
I check with Henny, but they didn’t hear him. As brilliant as they are, their NAV isn’t quite high enough at this point. “So, what do you think?”
“That you’re amazing,” Henny admits and laughs. “I’ve never met anybody like you.” They look into the distance, seemingly lost in thought. “It was all wrong. But how? How did they get it so wrong?”
“If people have an agenda, it colours their whole perception. They only see the attacks that do happen, never the ones that don’t. A peaceful spirit is only a danger lying in wait.”
“Men fight what they can’t understand,” Grune adds. “You need to bring understanding.”
I snort. “It’s not that easy. I need to find people to listen first.” And then what? Am I supposed to give talks, interviews, workshops?
“Is he talking to you?” Henny asks, awe in their voice. When I nod, their face lights up a little. “This changes so much, Rika. You know, communication is the key.”
“I hope so.”
“Wow.” Henny gazes at Grune, momentarily lost in admiration. After a while, they turn to me with a sigh. “Wulf will probably kill me for telling you, but the SSA’s reached out to me.”
My body reacts immediately, all muscles ready for flight. “Why doesn’t he want me to know?”
“Says you’ve got enough on your plate.”
“Oh, please!” I groan. “They have to stop doing that. First Camille’s keeping secrets, now Wulf. If I can’t handle it, I’ll let everyone know.”
Henny smiles. “You’re the woman who took on a volcano. And brought him peace. I trust you.”
Warmth spreads through my limbs, easing the muscles. “So, what do they want from you?”
I’m glad Henny decides to walk a bit. It’s easier to talk when your muscles are moving. “They want to know where I am, and when I’m coming back to complete my studies.”
“So what? They’re pretending you’re on a holiday?” Carina knows about Henny’s involvement. She would’ve told on them.
“Pretending is the right word. The texts are getting stronger, though, reminding me I can’t graduate if I don’t attend a minimum of classes. Or how much I owe them.” Henny rolls their eyes but becomes serious quickly. “After what happened to you, I’m scared. What if they force me to come back, and… and what will they do to me if I do? Or what if they go after my family?”
“I’m sorry.” It’s my fault they’re in this situation.
Henny shakes their head. “No, you’ve got nothing to be sorry for. It’s just… I haven’t heard from Eoghan. Have you?”
“No.” Does that mean he’s been missing for twenty-four hours?
“I tried to call him, but nothing. His number has been cancelled.” If there wasn’t a red flag before, then a giant one is flying now. “I texted Wiola, but she told me he’s dead to her.”
“What?”
Henny sighs. “It looks like they’re not pretending with him. Carina might have said something to her. Gosh. This is all such a mess. I wish he’d come with us. I can’t bear the thought of that wool-headed idiot being hurt somewhere.”
I haven’t known Eoghan for long, and most of that time he played the ass to perfection, but I find myself worrying about him as well. My thoughts fly to Rory, imagining how this must affect him. I’m not sure how close the half-brothers truly are, but Eoghan had a way of contacting him. And I don’t.

      [image: image-placeholder]“I need a phone,” I say, barging into Miriam’s lab. “I should have some money, but I have no idea which one to buy or how to set up a contract. Maybe prepaid would be safer.” With the SSA controlling phone lines now, probably.
Miriam laughs, raising her hands. “Slow down! I’m already a step ahead of you. Or rather, Camille was. She picked out a phone for you the moment you went missing.”
“How was that supposed to help me?”
“It wouldn’t have, but she wanted you to have one once you returned. Which is now. You should go and ask her. I bet it’s in her room.”
With my enthusiasm curbed a little, I shift my weight. Should I ask Miriam the question I asked Camille? Will Miriam be more truthful or has she also been briefed to avoid burdening me?
I find myself annoyed at Wulf. I’m aware he’s only worried, but after Rome, I don’t want anyone to control what information I’m given and what’s kept from me.
“Anything else I can do for you?” Miriam asks. She’s been working on her computer, looking at spirit energy images.
“Actually, there is.” The idea came to me during breakfast when I thought about reaching out beyond the spirit seekers. “I need you to find someone for me.”
“Who?”
“My family.”
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When I’d asked Miriam to help me find the Travellers involved in the Spring Cleaning, I hadn’t expected her to get me results the same day. Tracking someone without a place of residence should be hard, but apparently some of them had settled in Neukölln after they were released from prison. 
It’s taken me three days to build up the courage to seek them out. Now I’m on my way, my new phone won’t stop ringing. I’m almost ready to throw it over the highway bridge I’m crossing in Neukölln. Convincing Wulf to let me go alone after several days of being cooped up might have been the toughest bit of this little adventure. Besides, I’m not alone. Aeola is floating next to me, trying her best to avoid the exhaust fumes rising from below.
The phone rings again. “Yes. I’m still alive and in Berlin,” I tell Wulf, barely checking if it’s even him calling. “If you continue like this, I’ll run out of battery before I meet them.”
“Why do you have to do this alone?” he asks, sounding worried. 
“Because,” I step off the overhead bridge and seek solace under a nearby tree, “we don’t want strangers in our business. I don’t even know whether they want me.” Maybe it would’ve been good to have him with me. Then I would be more annoyed than scared. “I’m fine.”
“Okay. I’m sorry I’m getting on your nerves.”
I wish I could see his expression, but I’ll just have to do with imagining his warm brown eyes. “I’ve got you on speed-dial if anything happens.”
“Good.”
“You need to trust me.”
“It’s not you I don’t trust,” Wulf protests.
“I know. But remember, you want me to live. I can’t do that hiding from the world.” I refuse to live my life in fear of the SSA.
Through the phone, I hear a gigantic sigh. “Well played, Rika. Well played.”
“Bye now.” I turn him off before he can protest any more, and turn the phone on silent for good measure. Then I face Aeola. “I should’ve never gotten a phone.”
Aeola laughs. “But you love it when he calls you.”
“I don’t. It’s annoying.”
“Then why are you always smiling when you talk to him?”
“I’m not!” We bicker until we reach the big block that’s been turned into a Romany village. Not a slum lacking real infrastructure, as I’ve seen so often, but comfortable, warm flats. According to Miriam’s internet research, it was built around ten years ago as a government initiative. That one was much better than the Spring Cleaning two years later.
As expected, Miriam couldn’t find a trail for my mother or the others who’d been staying with us then. But some of the Travellers arrested that day were released only
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