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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

Have you ever looked death in the eye? I don’t mean a near-death experience—I’ve had plenty of those in my life. I mean, have you ever come face-to-face with creepy, bone-chilling Old Death? No? Lucky you. 
Unfortunately, if there’s one thing I’ve always been without in my life, it’s luck.
Winter in Berlin can be anything from minus twenty degrees Celsius freeze-your-nose-off, to fifteen degrees Celsius wait-a-minute-I-thought-it-was-supposed-to-be-winter. When you’re living on the streets, you definitely prefer the latter; trust me.
A storm has been brewing for days, even though winter isn’t the time for storms. Not in Berlin. Yet, here we are. Thick, grey clouds are hanging so low you can’t even see the top of most of the high-rise buildings. The wind carries with it a chill that turns my fingers into frozen sausages. It’s so strong, not even the sylphs stand a chance.
Yes, sylphs.
Look. I know it sounds crazy. Most people are entirely blind to nature spirits, but they’re everywhere—well, everywhere that still looks remotely like nature.
Sylphs are the most elegant of nature spirits. I love watching their sheer bodies flow lazily in a summer breeze, changing shape constantly. They might not look like they’re in control of the wind, but they usually are. Not the ones around me, though. The storm whips them mercilessly through the air, not responding to their plight in the slightest. And if that isn’t frightening enough, it starts snowing.
Remember how I said you can’t even see the top of the old houses here? Forget about that. I can hardly see entrances in this snowstorm. Not that it matters. In weather like this, a doorway doesn’t even remotely offer enough shelter.
My fingers are still there, barely. Even though I’ve stuck my hands in the pockets of the light autumn coat that I’ve worn for the last three years, I can feel the cold like an onslaught of acupuncture needles all over the tips of my fingers. As much as I love being outside, I know I need to get inside fast.
Luckily, there’s a place nearby that should suffice for now. It’s a building that’s been marked for demolition for the last eight years. Officially, it’s too dangerous to enter. The windows are broken, and the walls are layered in graffiti, most of them the tags of ever-changing bombers. Unofficially, it’s been claimed by the homeless. The police are onto it, but I doubt the officers will brave the chill to throw anyone out onto the streets today. They’re not that heartless.
Though I can hardly see a thing in the snowstorm, my feet know the way. I guess they want to get there as fast as I do. Finally, I make out the gaping doorway.
I’ve barely crossed the threshold when I hear a loud bark followed by a familiar voice. “Oh, no! You stay out of here.”
A large dog bars my way, growling at me. Hopper looks more dangerous than she is, but today, I can’t bring myself to call her bluff. Instead, I look for her owner, Fez. He’s only a few years older than me, yet the wispy blond hair that he likes to colour red and green is already receding left and right from his forehead, leaving an island of hair that naturally lends itself to a Mohawk. The cold has turned his ears red.
Crossing his arms, Fez steps up next to Hopper. “Go away, Rika.” I notice he’s got a new jacket. It has a few holes, but it looks like it has a lot of lining, and I’m instantly jealous.
“Go away? Have you looked outside lately?” I cross my arms to brace myself against the cold. “It’s freezing. Even the spirits are hiding in this weather.” The salamanders definitely were, though I could desperately use one of those friendly fire spirits at the moment.
As soon as I mention the spirits, Fez’s face twitches. “That’s just it. We don’t want you anywhere near us.”
I begin shifting my balance from one foot to the other, wriggling my toes to keep them from freezing off in these lousy shoes. “Why?”
“Because you talk to them,” Fez replies. He widens his stance as if afraid I’ll try to push past him and his dog.
To be honest, I’m strongly considering it. Behind him, I can see a great lot of people huddling in the dark. Someone has a fire going, roasting something that gives off the sharp odour of burning plastic. Every cell of my half-frozen skin wants that fire, smell and all.
“Talk to who?” I should know what he’s talking about, but the cold and shelter that’s so close and yet so far away are messing with my brain.
Fez draws up his shoulders. He often pretends to be a regular bully out on the streets, but he’s a big old softie. Well, usually he is. At last, he whispers, “The spirits.”
“So?” I’m growing desperate here. “What’s that got to do with getting out of this weather?”
“Everything!” His voice pitches slightly. “Spirits have caused this snowstorm. They’re out to get us. And you always draw them near.” For a short moment, a flicker of compassion runs over his face. “I’m sorry, Rika, but we can’t risk it.”
I can’t help but stare at him. “You think… No, that’s not how… Don’t be stupid, Fez! You’ve always said you don’t believe in spirits.” To mark my words, I try to push past him.
Unfortunately, he’s stronger than me, grabbing my arms in an iron grip, and Hopper is barking. “I know! But the others do. Some do. Either way, we can’t risk it.”
They call me crazy all the time because I talk to the spirits around us. Now, they suddenly believe me?
Fez gives me a shove that’s firm but not unkind. “I’m sorry, Rika.”
Once again, I cross my arms, weighing up my chances. If it were only Fez, I might be able to dodge past him. He’s not exactly the muscular type, and I know I’m quicker than him. I’m not quicker than his dog, though, and Hopper seems to think I’ve brought an entire army of spirits to the tenement.
“I’m going to die out there if I can’t find shelter.” I wouldn’t be the first death by freezing among Berlin’s homeless this year. Not that anyone cares about the likes of us. “The shelters are all full by now.” They’re usually full before midday, and that’s without a snowstorm bearing down on the city.
I can see he’s feeling bad about it, but it doesn’t change his mind. Tears come to my eyes. They feel way too hot on my skin. I thought we were friends. “Forget it. If I die tonight, I’ll come back and haunt you. Give you a real spirit for a change.”
It doesn’t work that way. Humans are humans, and nature spirits are nature spirits. Neither can become the other but defiant words are all I’ve got left. With a glare, I turn around.
The storm has already deposited a finger-thick layer of fresh-fallen snow on the ground. It crunches under my shoes as my weight packs it tighter.
“Rika!”
I hate how quickly my hope flares up again. It would be much easier if that pesky thing finally died. “What?”
Fez is in the process of taking off his nice, warm winter jacket. “Trade you for your coat.”
My coat is absolutely worthless. It has at least as many holes as the jacket, if not more, and provides about as much protection as a baby blanket. I know that and Fez knows it. Nevertheless, we exchange our adopted garments as quickly as we can. His jacket even has a working zipper for my half-frozen fingers to struggle with.
I don’t thank him. The jacket stinks of cigarettes and it won’t change a thing about my fate if I can’t find shelter, but I appreciate the thought. Fez was the first person I met in Berlin, and he helped me find my stride. It feels good to know he still cares a little bit, even if it’s not enough to let me in. It’s more than anyone else has in the last eight years.
With a last sullen nod to Fez and Hopper, I’m on my way.
There aren’t many options left. The next proper shelter is too far away, and chances are high it’s already running overcapacity. There’s no chance the tenants in the houses on this side of the river will let me into their shared hallway. And on the other side of the Spree, there are only the sprawling woods of the Tiergarten district. Sleeping under the bushes would be my first choice any other day, but tonight it’d be the death of me.
In my mind, I can see Berlin as the sylphs see it, the city sprawling out underneath me, and I finally make a decision. The Central Station is only a ten-minute walk from here. Less, if I walk briskly.
My mind is ready to start jogging, but the initiative somehow gets lost on its way down to my feet. They’re barely shuffling along. The sky has cleared a little bit, just enough for me to appreciate the crisp cleanliness of the fresh-fallen snow. It covers the barren branches of the trees on the shoreline like a soft blanket. I wish I could sleep deep inside the wood like the dryads do.
Instead, I keep trudging on along the shoreline. Next to me, the bank slopes upward, providing a little bit of protection from the wind compared to the pavement on top of it. I guess it will also hide me from sight if my body decides to go into its own version of dryad-sleep, but who cares about that?
The dark thoughts are troubling, but as the sky draws closer again, I’m unable to keep them away. What am I even fighting for? What happens tomorrow that’s worth living for? My life’s not going anywhere. It never has. How often have I been told that people like me are a burden on society, an eyesore, a problem?
I sit down in the snow, my eyes looking over the grey waters of the Spree. Drowning is supposed to be silent. Then again, freezing to death is supposed to be like falling asleep. Both seem to be painless. Easy.
Suddenly, my thoughts are broken by a soft, child-like cry for help.
I shake my head. What are the odds that a child would be out in this weather? Alone even?
There it is again. It’s close, but it’s growing weaker. The unmistakable sound of it has wiped away the dark thoughts tempting me to give up. I push myself up and step briskly into the direction of the stairs leading up to the bridge ahead.
“Hello?” I can hardly hear myself in this storm, but there’s definitely a soft whimper underneath the arch.
When I reach the spot, there’s no child to be seen anywhere, just the concrete wall of the bridge above me and the half-frozen river on my other side. A small channel still flows past the ice. In it, a bunch of branches have gotten stuck, building up a small raft.
I’m just about to turn away, thinking I’m losing my mind, when I catch some movement between the branches.
My breath quickens as I imagine the child that might have fallen into the river under these conditions. No wonder the cries have been growing weaker by the minute.
I run over to the blockage near the concrete bank of the river and reach down. Just before I touch the branches, my eyesight shifts.
There is no child under the wood.
Instead, the storm has blown a sylph under the bridge.
In the storm, the spirit is nearly invisible. Her body is only slightly thicker than the air around it and almost entirely transparent. Her form shifts with the wind, sometimes resembling a wayward plastic bag, then a long-haired fairy again. Still, I can see where the tender body is in danger of being skewered in the cold water.
I don’t know what I’m thinking, but my hand is in the water, gently scooping up the part of the sylph that’s most in danger. I guess it should worry me that I can’t actually feel the difference between water and air on my skin. For now, though, my fingers are still working. I curl them around the fragile shape of the sylph while I reach down with my other hand to remove a branch.
My knees are packed against the snow, and I can feel it melting into my pants. I keep working with a concentration I didn’t know I had in me at this point. Saving the sylph is all that matters, but time is running out. The cries have subsided, and I can’t be sure whether the movements of her wispy form are voluntary or due to the current of the river.
“Don’t give up now,” I hear myself saying or rather trying to say, since my teeth are chattering against each other so quickly I’m worried I won’t have any left afterwards. “I’ve got you. Just—”
A sudden gust pulls the sylph away from my grasp and dunks her under the current. I plunge my arm up to the elbow into the water—I can definitely feel that. At the same time, there’s the tingling sensation of something wrapping itself around my wrist like the brush of a ponytail.
Suddenly, I recall the horror stories: devious spirits that lure you in to draw you into the water. The pull is so strong I almost lose my balance. Throwing myself backwards, I try to escape the threat of drowning. I fall into the snow, and with me comes the sylph.
She’s pulled out of the water, still wrapped around my wrist, immediately deflating into my arms. There’s no maliciousness, no murderous intent, just desperate hope holding onto the only thing offering a hand. I can understand that.
A burst of laughter bubbles from my lips, born out of my own relief and despair. A second later, the sound is blown away by the storm.
I remember that I need to get out of here and someplace warm. And so does the sylph, who’s huddled in my arms. It’s hard to tell whether I’m holding her too tight or too loose. She feels like an armful of down feathers. Only the pressure around my wrist is there, which I take as a sign that she’s still alive.
Looking up to the sky, I notice it has darkened considerably. The wind has picked up, bending the thick branches of the barren trees and blowing the snow off them. I take the icy steps up to the street, stumbling towards where I know Central Station must be.
I need to reach it. For the sylph—and for me.
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I have no idea how much time has passed since I left the river behind when I finally get to the huge glass doors on the station’s southern entrance. It’s a giant building. Glass panels reach from the ground to at least ten metres in the air. The largest and most modern train station in all of Europe is a monster of steel and glass: two levels of tracks—suburban and underground—plus three connecting levels of shops, restaurants, and service points. 
A security guard sees me on the other side and pushes open the door. He half yanks me into the station, likely because he wants to close the door as soon as he can. I’m not the only one who’s sought shelter in here. Hundreds of people have been caught out by the weather, some as they were transferring trains, some from when the train service stopped altogether.
While the Central Station isn’t heated per se, the protection from the weather makes it feel like I’ve stepped into a warm shower. I let out a sigh of relief. With some luck, I won’t lose any fingers or toes tonight.
Weirdly enough, I do get lucky for once when I dig my fingers into Fez’s jacket and feel something hard and round. Coins!
Leaning to the side so the sylph doesn’t slip from my arm, I unearth the unexpected treasure. Sure enough, there’s some money in my left pocket—three fifty-cent pieces, three twenties, and a ten; two euros and twenty cents. I don’t know whether Fez left them on purpose or whether he forgot about them in the heat of the moment—strictly proverbial heat, since neither the weather nor Fez’s attitude were particularly warm.
But here I am now: safe from the storm, almost thawed, with enough money in my palm to get myself a small meal. The fast-food restaurants on the ground floor are all packed with people who have no place to go until the storm blows past; they’d object greatly if someone like me were to join them. The looks from people I pass are already bad enough.
Screw them! I don’t look that bad. Sure, I haven’t had a chance to wash my clothes in two months, and the comb I used to own was stolen from me the last time I sought shelter, but other than that? I guess there’s a sylph wrapped around my wrist, but as I said before, most people can’t sense the spirits’ presence, much less see them.
One look in a storefront tells me that the turquoise I’d gotten my hands on a few months ago looks washed out. My dark brown roots have already grown the width of my hand, which means my hair almost touches my shoulders now. I keep it short, so it doesn’t get too tangled up or dirty, while the turquoise looks great with my eyes—at least it did when it was freshly applied. Now it looks like Fez’s dog vomited all over me—which she has done at least once in the past.
Using the escalator, I make my way down to the lowest interconnecting floor, just above the long-distance tracks. Where the upper floors are all glass, this one is oppressively concrete. I keep reminding myself I can still see the ceiling and can go up any time I want, but that hardly helps. This is as far away from fresh air and life outside as it gets.
It does have its perks, though. At the very end of a long dark tunnel, right in the back corner of the station, sits a lonesome burger shop that’s not completely overrun by people. The sylph is still wrapped around my arm, not moving at all, so I use my left hand to pull the door open.
The slight heatwave that comes my way makes me sigh. Looks like at least one place down here believes in heating. I make my way to the front and place my order. “Uhm… one cheeseburger and—” I squint up to look at the offer displayed above the till “—a coffee, please.”
The cashier raises her eyebrows and seems to wait for something else. Money. Usually, they punch in the order straight away, but that only seems reserved for people who don’t carry their entire life around with them in a dirty backpack with a broken strap.
I click my tongue in annoyance and slam the coins onto the counter. Fez probably got them from selling the Motz, one of Berlin’s homeless magazines. He’s dedicated like that. Since people are the worst and avert their eyes when you board the train, I’ve always skipped out on that particularly humiliating option to earn some money. What I don’t mind is spending the money he gave me voluntarily or accidentally.
The cashier takes her sweet time to count the coins before glaring at me because they suffice. Then she slips back into her role, puts my order into the computer and turns around to grab a cheeseburger. As she hands me both burger and coffee, an “Enjoy your meal” even slips out of her mouth.
“Thanks,” I mumble and take my food back out onto the concrete floor. I’ve got something to eat now and don’t want to make a spectacle of myself by eating it in front of the other guests. Instead, I slip into a corner outside that serves no real purpose apart from being a gap between shops.
Sitting down, I peel the white plastic top off my coffee so the smell can take flight. I don’t care if you don’t like to drink coffee—though let’s be honest, most people do—but that earthy smell is everything.
Even the sylph seems to think so. She’s finally stirring, stretching her shape towards where the steam rises up between my fingers.
“Would you like some?” I tip the cup slightly into her direction, careful not to spill anything.
Sure enough, the sylph begins to loosen her grip and unwrap in my lap. As she breathes in, the steam mingles with her form, making it easier to take in her features. She’s beautiful. Long wispy hair flows seamlessly into her back. Her face reminds me of Nefertiti, that famous bust of the Egyptian queen in the New Museum. She has the same elegance and symmetry, and the longish face. Part of the sylph’s body is still folded in itself, or she’d be taller than me.
“I’m glad you’re okay.” Her stillness had me worried before.
A wistful smile curls her cloudy lips. Most people would only hear the whistle of the wind when she speaks, but I can easily understand her. “Thank you for rescuing me,” she says, almost formally.
I put the cup down on the ground and unwrap my cheeseburger. “I couldn’t exactly ignore it. Those branches would’ve ripped you apart.” There’s no need for me to speak Sylphish. She can understand me the same way I can interpret the moans and whispers of the wind.
“They would have indeed.” The sylph settles down next to me, somehow wrapping her lower body around the coffee cup. “Not every human would have heard, much less stopped.”
Drawing up my shoulders, I shrug. “Well, I’m not every human, I guess.” Yes, I’m that good with compliments.
There’s a moment of silence between us while I dig into the burger and devour it in less than a minute while she gets high on coffee smell. After a while, the sylph whispers, “I’m sorry about the storm.”
I cock my head so I can catch a glimpse of the glass ceiling high above us. It’s only early afternoon, but the sky has turned from grey to black. There are powerful spirits out there, coiling around themselves and occasionally throwing themselves against the ceiling. Thunder rumbles in the not-so-far distance.
“Why are they so angry?” I don’t know how I can tell, but there’s a tension in the air that’s almost tangible for me.
The sylph shudders beside me, her voice still barely more than a whisper. “They hate you.”
Talk about some bone-chilling words. The last remnant of the cheeseburger seems to dry out in my throat. I gulp and take a sip from my coffee to wash the taste down. As good as it smells, the coffee is barely more than blackened water. At least, it’s hot and helps me check my nerves. “Me personally, or…?”
The sylph chuckles. “You humans.”
That’s the problem with spirits. As long as people have been alive, there have been stories about spirits harming us: will-o’-wisps lighting up in swamps to lure wanderers into an early grave, nymphs enticing men to pull them underwater, or salamanders nestling in your fireplace, only to burn down your house. Behind every natural disaster is a vengeful—and very powerful—spirit. Volcanoes erupting, tornadoes devastating the countryside, rivers flooding towns—it has been well-established that the spirits hate us. There’s just one question no one beyond childhood ever thinks to ask: “Why?”
“Why?” The sylph’s large eyes widen in confusion. “Why do you think?”
Before I can answer, my attention is drawn elsewhere. Three people in black combat gear, complete with fancy headsets and long black battle staffs covered in runes, walk briskly down my corridor and stop mere metres from where I sit.
They are led by a black woman with cheekbones to die for, who speaks with a slight French accent. “We need to regroup. Contact Miriam and ask her where the other teams are. I want Nadiye here pronto. Tell Miriam that the storm is accumulating above Central Station. This is going to be massive.”
The other two are men, one white and blond, looking barely out of university with his smooth, pointy jaw, the other a tall, East Asian guy who carries a big backpack lined with several intricate tubes. They are spirit seekers, humanity’s answer to the forces of nature. Like me, they’re able to sense the spirits around them. Unlike me, they’re heroes and take the spirits out before they cause too much damage.
The tall guy checks a tablet device. “There are spirits everywhere.”
Apprehensively, I tug at the sylph next to me, but the spirit seekers never so much as cast a glance in our way. I guess a meagre sylph doesn’t worry them too much in light of the storm above us.
“Of course there are,” the leader replies impatiently. “It’s almost as if they know Wulf is out of town.”
“They know,” the sylph whispers next to me. I have no idea who Wulf is or why he might be out of town, but his mention has set the sylph on edge. I can feel the same anger emanating from her that gathers above our heads. Only with her, it’s laced with fear, whereas the storm is one spiteful mass of anger, hate, and vengeance.
The leader massages her temples and closes her eyes, apparently thinking hard.
I’ve never witnessed spirit seekers at work. They’re a special force, independent of the local police or even Interpol, though they’re part of the EU defence department. Supposedly, they’re highly skilled fighters, extremely knowledgeable, and fearless.
Fearlessness might be an attribute that fits the blond man, who has taken to identifying the nearby exits. His haughty face held up high makes him look ready for anything. But the other two seem on edge. I guess even spirit seekers get nervous when faced with such a massive storm.
“We need to wait for the others,” the leader announces after opening her eyes again. She sighs heavily and nods. “Meanwhile, we’ll have to—”
The roof explodes.
Yep, the giant structure of glass and steel, spanning more than four hundred metres, gives way to a spectacular explosion of snow and glass. Most of it lands on the floors above us, causing the people up there to scream in terror. A sharp gust blows through the station, picking up the glass shards and sending them flying again.
“Shit!” The leader draws her weapon—those long wooden sticks, in case you expected something fancy—and charges upstairs, calling the other two to her. “Lukas, Leon, let’s go!”
They make it up the stairs just as the people from the upper levels begin rushing down in panic. Some are bleeding. Others need to be supported.
I chug my coffee and get up. “Let’s get out of here.” I don’t care how cold it is outside. I’m not going to get stuck down here in a mass of panicked people. They’re already infiltrating my hideout.
Getting past them is nearly impossible. Everyone has lost their goddamn minds, pushing forward in an effort to be the first to reach the lower floor. The underground tunnels might seem like safety to them, but they scream the opposite to me. I will not get buried alive. I just won’t.
The sylph has wrapped herself around my wrist again, sometimes pulling me forward, sometimes backwards, as if she can’t decide whether she wants to get closer to the storm or not. Either way, we make it up the first flight of stairs and avoid being crushed to death by taking shelter behind one of the big glass elevators that deliver people from the top tracks to the bottom ones.
Since I’m going to be stuck here until the evacuation is complete, I might as well check on the spirit seekers. Blondie is running up the stairs to the top floor, where an abandoned regional train wagon sways dangerously from left to right. Two larger sylphs push it back and forth between each other as if they’re playing ball.
Lukas or Leon—I still don’t know who is who—has drawn his staff, looking pretty impressive as he does so. I just can’t fathom why he wields it around mindlessly. The staff connects with a spirit from time to time, but more often than not, the spirit seeker completely misses his target. If he even has one. I mean, it looks good, but also… kind of useless? He certainly doesn’t even hit close to where the two sylphs attacking the train are located.
Now that the crowd has cleared a little, I can make out the leader of the group fighting a snow sprite. Her moves aren’t as powerful as her colleague’s, but she seems to have a better idea of where to point her staff to prevent the sprite from getting into a smoothie bar.
The third spirit seeker doesn’t even try to engage the spirits in a fight. Instead, he pulls out the aluminium cylinders from his backpack and sets them up in a straight line. No, I can’t tell you what he does that for. Maybe they’re explosives. It’s not like there’s much left of the Central Station’s roof to protect.
Neither of them seems particularly worried about the swirling vortex of sylphs, snow, and storm sprites descending down on us. You see, you can’t tell me that it’s an accident that this storm is coming down in brute force on such a large number of people hiding away. It’s definitely out to get us.
Well, I’m not letting it get me. The floor has cleared enough for me to bolt out of my hiding spot and race towards the northern exit. One of the steel beams has come down, and I’d rather not know what it smashed on its way down as I jump over it.
The station shakes with thunder so loud I can feel it in my stomach like a techno beat. I try not to think about the creaking beams above me as I thread my way past terrified people huddling in the shops.
I almost reach the giant doors that are somehow still intact when a sharp gust of wind picks me up and throws me into a coffee cart. Did I say I liked the smell of coffee? Well, not anymore.
My back skitters over the counter. Then I slam into the coffee machine. Paper cups are sent flying everywhere. Black liquid splashes into my face and soaks into my clothes. My backpack catches most of the impact, but my chest hurts from where the coffee machine digs into my ribs. Thankfully, enormous snowflakes immediately cool the hot liquid, preventing any major burns.
Before I can catch my breath, the sylph yanks me out of the way with a force I never could’ve imagined. A second later, a steel beam flattens the coffee cart.
Gasping, I scramble out of the way and huddle in front of the escalator that leads up to Platform 15 and 16. “Why don’t they do anything?”
The spirit seekers are supposed to be a special attack force against all kinds of elemental spirits. This is what they are trained for—revered for! Yet, this particular group of seekers run around like headless chickens. They don’t even know where to attack.
The leader skitters over the floor, pushed back by a sylph. The wind blows her staff from her hands, and it rolls to where I’m cowering on the ground, holding my side.
She makes a run for it and is just about to pick it up when a dark shadow rises behind her, icy shards glistening in the fluorescent lights—another snow sprite.
“Behind you!” I yell at her face, and she reacts immediately. Whirling around, the woman drives her staff upwards where it connects with the ice and shatters it.
Immediately, the wind lessens around us. Instead of picking up the fight elsewhere, she turns back to face me, her dark eyes wide.
“You can see them?”
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“Can you see the spirits?” 
The woman repeats her question, probably because I’m only staring at her, completely flabbergasted. What does she even mean? She’s a spirit seeker, after all. Then again, she doesn’t even look once at the sylph wrapped around my wrist.
“You can’t?” My coffee-soaked clothes are picking up the chill.
She looks aside to check on her colleagues. I can’t see the tall one, but the younger one is still upstairs, trying to locate the sylphs that have almost succeeded in throwing the train off the rails. Jagged glass panes dangle precariously from the broken ceiling above him.
“Lukas, be careful. There might be a spirit above you,” the woman speaks into her headset. So, Blondie is Lukas.
“There is,” I tell her. It’s not a sylph—those are impossible to see from this distance. Instead, it’s the jagged form of a thunderina, a sprite made of pure electrical energy. “She’s waiting until he’s directly below the pane to strike.” At least, that’s the only reason I can think of why the thunderina hasn’t struck her lightning yet.
The leader takes my word for it just like that. “Lukas, step back now!”
We both watch as he wastes time on the track to look up. Lightning strikes, and thunder shakes the building. The glass pane comes crashing down. Lukas jumps back, stumbling and falling to the ground a split second before the pane shatters right there next to him.
For a moment, nothing moves. Even the sylphs have stopped their game. Then Lukas raises his head.
Apparently, he spoke into the headset because the leader turns to me and says, “He’s okay. Thanks for that.” Suddenly, she extends her hand. “Camille Bouchard, acting commander of the West Berlin spirit seekers. What’s your name?”
Once again, I’m dumbfounded. Why is she introducing herself in the middle of a battle? Nevertheless, I answer. “Rika.” It’s Marika, if you want to be pedantic, but I haven’t been called that since I decided at the tender age of four that Rika was my name of choice.
“Rika, hi. Listen… we could really use your help.” So, that’s why she wanted my name all of a sudden.
“Help?” My mind is still struggling to process all of this. The spirit seekers need help from my homeless little self? “I don’t understand.”
Camille tries to be patient, but her frequent head turns betray her. “Look. You can see the spirits. We can’t…”
“Why not?”
“I’ll explain later. Right now, we’re in a bit of a crunch. The other teams might not arrive in time to help us stop the storm. All you need to do is describe what you see to me.” She looks so pleadingly at me, I can’t help but nod. The relief on her face is instant. “Thank you. Here.”
Camille takes off her headset. Before she hands it to me, she announces into the microphone, “Hey, guys. This is Rika. She’ll tell you where the spirits are. Leon, I need another headset ASAP.”
Under her watchful eyes, I put the headset on. Immediately, I can hear Lukas’ voice. “—mean, Camille? Camille?”
I clear my throat and check with Camille, who nods at me encouragingly. “Uhm… hi.”
“Hi?” I never knew a little word like that could carry so much annoyance until Lukas repeats it back to me. He doesn’t even mask his groan. “Who the hell are you and what is Camille thinking?”
“Gosh, let her speak,” another voice says—Leon. “Rika, was it?”
“Yeah.” My gaze turns upward to where Lukas stands. I can’t really tell from down here, but I’m pretty sure he’s glaring at me. “I guess you’d like to know where the nearest sylph is.” I still can’t fathom that they’ve been fighting blindly this whole time.
“Unless you’re gonna wait for it to kill me.”
“Right.” I shake my head, trying to keep up with what’s happening. Gosh, it’s cold. “Right. So, it’s like five, maybe six metres ahead of you, pushing the wagon on this side.”
Lukas moves immediately. He raises his staff and brings it crashing down on the sylph. He must have felt that he missed any vital parts because he keeps hitting the air until all the energy is dispersed. I have no idea how he knows when to stop, but he does eventually.
Meanwhile, the sylph around my wrist feels painfully tight. I can’t tell what she’s thinking, but she doesn’t protest or leave my side. To be honest, watching the sylph upstairs being reduced to wisps has made me queasy as well.
“There’s another one on the other side, same spot,” I whisper, leaving it to Lukas to figure out how to get to the other side of the train.
Someone’s running towards us, distracting me from the fight above. It’s Leon, who holds out another headset to Camille. He’s strapped his containers back to the backpack, though a band around their screw cap is glowing now. “There you are.” He nods toward me. “Hey, Rika.” I even get a smile.
“Thank you,” Camille says and adjusts the headset around her head. “Rika, this is Leon Harting-Ueda. He’s our trapper,” she explains, though I have no idea what a trapper does. Before I can ask, she’s already turning towards him. “Can you stay with her?”
He fidgets with one of the cylinders but nods. “Sure.”
Great, I’m getting a chaperone.
Camille looks back at me. “Keep describing the spirits for Lukas and me. You’re doing great.”
Her confidence in me is unnerving. How am I supposed to do that? I check the surrounding area, trying to decide which of the many spirits I should lead her to. Do they want the strong ones or those close by? “Well, there’s one by the flower shop on the other side. It looks pretty gruesome, like a storm cloud but human-shaped.”
“Location is enough,” Camille tells me before running the spirit through with her staff.
It’s freaking hard to tell the spirit seekers where they should point their weapons. The Central Station is vast and the spirits move around quickly. Unlike the spirit seekers, they also move through the air. So, there are some I can’t really do anything about.
“Further up, fur—… it’s too high now. There’s another one behind the kiosk. To the left.”
Next to me, Leon is unscrewing one of the aluminium containers. His neck glistens with sweat despite the cold. I wish I could tell you that his actions didn’t distract me, but I have to ask. “What are those?”
“Spirit traps.” He puts the cap under his left arm and aims the cylinder towards the station. Close up, they look like a couple of fancy spray cans, but as soon as he presses down the button on the top, I hear a low humming sound. Its frequency is so low I can feel it vibrating in my bones.
The sylph on my arm shudders and recoils. “Don’t let him get me.”
Instantly, I put myself between Leon and her. He hasn’t aimed the can at my spirit, but I can feel the pull regardless. From above us, the remnants of a sylph get pulled down into the container. It’s not a fast process by all means, but rather like watching smoke furling into itself, like reverse vaping.
“You still there, Rika?” Camille calls me through the headset.
“What?” I whip my head back around to where the action is. “Sure, sorry. Uhm… storm sprite at the elevator. He’s—… No, get away from there.”
Belatedly, I realise what the storm sprite is up to. It flies up the elevator, around and around, drawing the wind tighter and tighter until the tension is almost unbearable.
“Run!” I yell into the headset. “Cover!”
Camille obliges without hesitation, ducking behind the information stand on the connecting bridge. Moments later, the elevator comes crashing down with such force that even Leon and I are thrown to the ground. Steel is bending and glass is flying everywhere. Screams echo through the station. I’m shaking like a leaf. What the heck am I doing up here?
“Shit,” Leon curses next to me. “That was close. Are you okay?” He turns to help me up but shies away at the last second.
It’s okay. I get that people don’t like to touch someone who might be covered in fleas. I don’t want his help anyway if he’s going to be like this about it. Besides, the sylph is already pulling me up. She wraps her body around mine and somehow, the shivering stops and my breathing calms.
As I come to a stand, Leon averts his eyes, focussing on the headset again. “We need to evacuate everyone.”
The information stand is covered in glass shards, but we can still hear Camille’s shaky voice. “No time. The storm won’t let us get anyone out.”
It certainly looks that way with the dark clouds closing in on us. For every spirit the seekers have killed, two new ones are descending into the station. The wind is so strong it picks up the glass, turning the inside into a lethal vortex no one will escape from.
“You need to stop him,” the sylph whispers in my ear as she wraps herself tighter around my body.
“Him?” I look at Leon, but he’s busy sucking another spirit into a trap. There aren’t that many containers left.
I turn my eyes upward. Above the growing tornado of ice and glass, a figure descends. I can’t tell whether he’s a sylph or a storm sprite. He seems so much more solid than either of them. Billows of black cloud float up around him like an enormous cloak. He rides a black horse with lightning under its skin in a way I’ve only ever seen before once—a tempest. All the tension in the air, all the hate and anger, seems to be emanating from him.
I have to lick my lips several times before I’m able to speak. “Do you have any missile weapons?” He’s far too high in
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