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For all the wild ones,


who never felt like the belonged.





You are loved.












  

  
A Note about Sensitive Topics




Dear Reader, 

.

Thank you for picking up Wyld Lands Academy. This series is great fun, full of elemental action, romance and surprises. I don’t intend to hurt you with any of these surprises, so I want to give you a heads-up about some of the darker themes and scenes in this novel. If you don’t want any spoilers and are happy to take whatever I throw at you (I promise nothing freaky) then skip this note and start reading!

Here we go!

There’s a lot of teenage angst, especially in Book 1. Milena has had a tough life, dealing with abandonment issues ever since her father left when she was young. Her mother is overwhelmed, and she’s experienced a lot of bullying. Wyld Lands Academy is a fresh start for her, but learned behaviour isn’t easy to shed. She can be self-sabotaging, mistrusting, and doubtful of her self-worth at times. She has a lot of complex emotions and, unfortunately, her magic is linked to them.

Even worse, she now has a supernatural bully.

Playing with the elements is dangerous. There’ll be injuries, and Milena will suffer a severe asthma attack. Magic goes wild, a big storm breaks out, and a fire gets out of control.

At the very end, we catch a glimpse of where the series is headed, with a potentially disturbing scene involving a line-up, aggressive police action, and brutal arrests. Without giving too much away, I can tell you this series deals with themes of minority oppression, unfair persecution, and fascism. Although it's dark, I hope the series will leave you feeling hopeful that people will stand up and fight for freedom. There are many good people in the world, and Milena is one of them.

It’s time to enrol at Wyld Lands Academy! Have fun!

.

Love,

Janna
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In a world where emotions rule magic, one boy's trying to weather the storm.



.



One more month. That’s all that stands between me and my freedom.



One more month of exams, and I leave the Wyld Lands Academy as a highly qualified air mage.



One more month of lies.



Because I’m not one of them. I’m not a cold-hearted, restrained elemental mage. I’m what they fear most.



I’m a witch.



And I don’t control the storm. I am the storm.



. 

Wyld Witch Storm is the electrifying prequel of the Wyld Lands Academy trilogy—a YA urban fantasy packed with elemental magic, rebellious heroines (and heroes), and heartbreak. If you enjoy magical boarding schools, wild emotions, and boys who love fiercely, this one’s for you. 



.



Sign up to my Story Seeker mailing list and grab the prequel for free
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The wind, the wind—the heavenly child… 

There’s nothing heavenly about the wind. If it’s a child, it’s a wilful one; never listening, gleefully destructive, doing whatever the hell it wants. Like me.

It’s gone now, that storm deep inside of me, all those emotions that I can’t control, no matter how hard I try. Not the slightest breeze is blowing around me. I have nothing left to give.

But boy, have I given.

The chemistry lab around me is literally in pieces. Every glass is shattered, even the windows. Chemicals are dripping from the tables, reacting with each other and the dust on their way down. Luckily, it’s a poorly equipped school lab, but leave it to me to accidentally start an explosion. Not that it’s needed with the constant storm inside of me.

I wish I could control it. But then again, I know I never will. Because when I let go of all the sadness, all the longing, and all that pain inside of me, it feels so good. For a few precious minutes, I feel free. Like the wind.

And then reality blows in and I realise I’ll be expelled before the day is out.

Again.
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Endless white fields float by as the car travels down the highway. I lose myself in the sight of the snow, ignoring the signs that tell me we’re closing in on Prague—our destination. There’s something soothing in this sea of white as it covers the bare ground beneath, hiding its ugliness. Snowflakes whirl in the wind. Oh, how I long to be out there under the sky with the cold breeze on my skin. 

Instead, I’m stuck in a car with my mother, who won’t shut up about my recent failures and what awaits me if I fail again.

“This is pretty much your last chance, Milena, and you’ve chosen to wear that to the interview?” She throws me a quick glance before turning back with a disdainful huff.

I can’t help but check my offending clothes. Is it the Alia Tempora band shirt I’m wearing over a tank? Compared with some of the others I own, this one is harmless. Or maybe it’s the short, tattered skirt that’s not covering enough of my legs for my mother—or the cold season. Then again, my legs are sufficiently covered by ripped tights. Probably it’s all three in combination.

In comparison, my mother is well put together in one of her many pencil skirts and matching jackets. Her hair is pulled back tightly into a bun, not a lock out of place.

“You know, you might have to colour your hair,” she continues. “Private schools have notoriously tight rules about which colours they allow.”

“Why am I going to a private school again?” 

My hair will definitely not pass a colour-code as it is. I like it, though. The bright purple almost matches Markie’s signature tresses—she’s the lead vocalist of Alia Tempora. I had it coloured last week, just in time to ruin my mother’s Christmas.

My mother glares at me. “Because it’s the only school willing to take you.”

And we’re back to square one. My failure to keep from getting expelled.

“Seriously, child. I don’t know what’s wrong with you.” 

My mother knows exactly what’s wrong with me. She just doesn’t want to admit it. It’s the wind. When I get upset or angry, the wind follows my cues. I don’t know why it does that. It’s not like it’s dependent on me. It’ll blow up a storm when I’m happy and relaxed or be completely calm when I wish there was a little breeze, like on a hot summer day. But when I get really angry, when I want to scream and shout, it’s always right there at my side.

Of course, no one believes me, not even my mother. The wind doesn’t blow indoors, they say, as if I don’t know. It’s not just a stupid excuse, though. I’m not making it up to hide my “violent tendencies” or whatever my teachers like to call it. I’m not violent—at least, I try not to be.

The wind blows in and destroys everything in its path. I just happen to stand at the centre of it, too upset to rein it back in, basking in the destructive force that mirrors what I feel inside so perfectly. At least, until it dies down, and I’m left with the pieces.

“It wasn’t my fault,” I mumble, trying not to think too hard about what set off my latest outburst. 

They had to close the school for the day to deal with contamination in the school lab—apparently, there was a risk of explosion or combustion or whatever other reaction might’ve happened if left untreated. It was a costly operation and I feel like that played a much larger role in my expulsion than the fact I destroyed the lab in the first place. If you’d heard the headmaster, who also happened to be my chemistry teacher, you’d think I’d taken a baseball bat to it. That’s not what happened, but my mother has long since given up on asking for my reasons. There’s only one thing that matters to her.

“You need to take this seriously. No more outbursts. No more tantrums. This might be your last chance to graduate with a higher education.” She laughs sharply. “And believe me, you don’t want to enter the workforce just yet. They won’t be as lenient as school.”

I guess expulsion is a sign of leniency now.

“It was a good school, you know?” Once again, she glances at me, waiting for approval. When she doesn’t get it, she groans. “I don’t get it. Why can’t you be—”

“Normal?” I suggest.

Another glare. “How about a little less teenage rebel and more respectful student?”

Ouch. My mother’s opinion of me seems to have hit rock bottom. Not that it was ever very high to begin with. I’ve always fallen short of her expectations, and in recent years, I’ve proven myself a proper nuisance.

Because of my weird wind affinity, we’ve had to move five times in the last six years, and I’ve changed schools twice as much. She had to find new jobs—fortunately, she’s so competent, it never takes her long—and new homes. Especially the two times I managed to wreck the rentals.

When I was younger, she called me a force of nature. Now she just sighs heavily and massages her forehead. Unfortunately, she’s stuck with me until I’m eighteen. Or at least she was until she found this new school: Wyld Lands Academy — International School of Prague. A boarding school. Someplace where she won’t have to see me every day. If they agree to take me.

According to the sign we just passed, there’s only twelve kilometres left to Prague, which means it’s only a few more to the city boundary. Already, more and more houses replace white fields, the heat of vehicles and humans turning the pristine snow to ugly mush.

I don’t care much for the city. Yes, it’s a very pretty city with a beautiful centre, a fairytale castle, and a host of red roofs currently covered in snow, millions of tourists flock to the streets every year, and sure, it’s nice on a school trip, but I’m not much of a city girl.

My favourite memories are from the time when we lived in the Krkonoše Mountains. The school there was a very small one and I had to ride my bike down and up the mountains to get to it. Even though it took me forty minutes, I enjoyed the wind in my hair and nature around me. Life felt easier there.

Big cities on the other hand always suffocate me. The smog makes my asthma play up and there are too many people around. And the wind… the wind feels unnatural as it’s forced through the high-rise buildings, blocked and diverted at every turn. It can’t breathe freely, either.

I don’t want to disappoint my mother yet again, but I don’t really see much hope for me studying in Prague. Especially not at a prestigious private school. The son of the prime minister recently graduated from there, I was told, as if it was motivating and not greatly intimidating. My mother might wish we were part of high society, but we’re lower-middle class, not too bad off, but not wealthy enough to mingle with the rich and famous. Which makes me wonder how we’re going to afford a school that’s good enough for politicians, diplomats, and celebrity offspring.

We pass the city boundary and my mother enters the address to navigate the unfamiliar streets, too busy now to berate me any further. I look outside the window again, taking in the boring buildings on either side of the street. This certainly isn’t Prague’s good side. But then, I catch a glimpse of the Vltava and the trees covered with a thin blanket of untouched snow alongside it. The water glistens in the rare winter sun, speckled with boats that pass under bridges. Above the white roofs, I can see Prague Castle rising, and I have to admit, it looks postcard chic.

The view is obliterated soon enough by more houses. My mother curses at the trams in her way and the clogged-up streets. She’s not much of a city girl, either, even if she likes to pretend otherwise.

Wyld Lands Academy is located on the outer skirts of the Old City. I imagine it squashed in with the rest of the buildings, but once we get close, the street opens up, and I see a big snowy park. Behind the trees, a castle-like building rises, complete with red-roofed turrets. I know it has to be the school, because young people in unflattering grey uniforms with green details walk on the brushed paths, noses buried in green scarfs.

One look, and I can already tell I won’t fit in.

Historical buildings, fancy school uniforms, prestigious alumni… There’s no way they’ll even consider taking me once they have a look at my record. Or at my sorry self.

I tug at my ripped tights, suddenly wishing I’d worn a different pair, but I know it doesn’t matter. Nothing I own is good enough for this school. This will be a very short-lived stint.

We pull into the parking lot. My hand flies to the handle, eager to get out of the confines of the car, but my mother roots me to the seat with a stern glare. “I want you to be on your very best behaviour.”

Something knots in my stomach. There’s a barrage of words fighting to get onto my tongue but I swallow all of them. In my mother’s eyes, I’m nothing but a troublesome teenager, slave to my hormones—or rather slave to my unruly nature. “I’ll try my best.”

There’s another intense stare, as if she’s trying to say my best isn’t good enough. At last, she nods and a rare smile slips onto her face. “This is going to be good.”

I finally get to leave the car. Instantly, a soft breeze caresses my cheeks, and I feel the knot loosen a little. I close my eyes and try to let go of all my thoughts and fears, concentrating on the whisper in my ear and soft tug on my hair as I take several deep breaths.

The air isn’t as bad as I thought it’d be. The open space and trees definitely help make this place feel less like a big city and more like nature. It’s still not enough, though. I feel the houses loom nearby, as if waiting to wrap their stony embrace around me and anchor me to the ground.

“Milena!” my mother calls sharply. “They’re waiting for us.”

Annoyed, I open my eyes and click my tongue. Surely, a minute or two won’t mess up anyone’s timeline. “I know, I know, you can’t wait to get rid of me.”

She stares, exasperated. “That is not what’s happening here.”

“Isn’t it?” It honestly feels that way.

“No,” she snaps. “I’m just trying to make right by you. Make sure you get a good education, so you’re well equipped to make a life for yourself.”

I walk past her with an eye-roll. “So, the long game of getting rid of me.”

My mother huffs indignantly, not deigning me with a reply. “Ms Martínková is waiting for us.” I can only assume that’s someone from admin.

People watch us as we make our way across the park to the wide building ahead. If my art education isn’t failing me, I’d say it’s a gothic style, complete with little gargoyles under the roof. The windows are tall and pointy, making it look more like a cathedral than a school.

A wide set of marble stairs leads to a double door, which has been opened to the rare sunshine. Students slip in and out, carrying their books with them. Next to the door a brass sign carries the school’s name: Wyld Lands Academy.

We enter a huge hallway that used to be the foyer of a mansion, dominated by two wide flights of stairs. In between the stairs are a number of movable boards which boast information for visitors and students as well as student successes and notices. Large windows brighten the hallway on either side.

On our left is a surprisingly modern glass cubicle that seems to be the secretary’s realm. Or maybe they have a separate person to monitor the comings and goings in the hall. It’s where my mother’s headed to get directions.

While she talks to the person in the cubicle, I hang back and continue to take in the marvellous architecture of the Academy. Looking up, it has this cathedral-like quality with curved beams supporting a high ceiling. From the look of it, the main building has three or four upper floors. When I lower my gaze, I start noticing helpful signs at either of the corridors on the side. To the right is the dining hall, stage, and library, while the left leads to the sports field, training rooms, a swimming pool, and a sauna.

Come again? Is this a spa or a school?

The stairs lead to classrooms. I wonder where the sleeping quarters are since they’re not labelled anywhere around the hall.

“Milena!” my mother calls, leading the way. “It’s down here.”

The headmistress’ office is just around the corner. We’re spared the awkwardness of an introduction by the secretary who announces us before leaving us alone.

“Mrs Šimková and… Was it Milena?” 

When you think of a headmistress, you’d probably imagine an old stern lady. Not so Ms Martínková. She’s got a wide, open smile and is not a day older than my mother, which puts her in her early forties. Her hair is blond and wavy and there’s a soft smattering of freckles on her nose. She’s quite pretty for a teacher, and I wonder if that’s a rich and famous thing.

“Yes, this is my daughter, Milena.” My mother tries to mirror the headmistress’ smile but fails to do so convincingly. The lines of worry are etched too deeply into her face. “Come on, darling. Say hello.”

I throw my mother a glance that hopefully lets her know I’m not a toddler and shake Ms Martínková’s hand. “Hello.” Internally, I’ve started the countdown to when this model-turned-teacher will realise she’s made a mistake and can’t offer me a place.

“Sit, sit.” She waves us to two chairs before turning to a little table that holds a water boiler, a coffee machine, and a water tumbler. “Would you like a drink?”

“Oh, yes, please.” My mother’s slowly warming up. I don’t fault her. She should enjoy the amenities while it lasts.

Personally, I decline the drink, instead settling sullenly in the annoyingly soft chair. The office is pretty but also surprisingly bare. There’s a big wooden table and a computer, and the obligatory book shelves with nothing but educational books. From what I can tell, Ms Martínková has the same boring taste as every other educator in the country. But her copies are probably signed.

“So, Milena,” the headmistress addresses me, “you’re currently in Year 11?” When I nod vaguely, she continues, still way too friendly for my taste. “What do you enjoy most about school?”

Are students supposed to enjoy school? I exchange a look with my mother, and she makes it very clear that I’d better come up with something impressive. So, naturally, I shrug. “I dunno, art, perhaps.”

My mother laughs, as if my teenage answer is particularly droll. “Milena has always been quite interested in the natural sciences—Biology, Geography, Chemistry. She’s my little scientist.”

I side-eye my mother. After the incident with the school lab, she told me I’d better not step into another lab ever again. To be fair, she also said that about trophy cases, libraries, and greenhouses.

While my mother sings a rare song of my praises, I hold my tongue, trying my best to keep a straight face. It’s not like I’m a bad student. My grades are alright, especially in written exams. Orally, I’ve been told again and again that I need to show more engagement. It’s what holds me back from truly excelling in any of the subjects, according to my teachers. Personally, I prefer it that way—there’s much less attention if you’re just cruising by.

From time to time, Ms Martínková’s gaze settles on me. It gives me the impression she’d prefer to talk to me, but my mother is not leaving anything to chance. She’s giving the pitch of a lifetime, artfully skirting around the exact nature of my frequent school changes. As if Ms Martínková doesn’t have access to my reports.

At last, there’s a chance for her to get a word in. “Look, I’m happy to give Milena a chance. That is if she passes our physical requirements.”

What kind of fresh ableist hell is this? Is this a sports’ school? Will I have to join a team, or worse, do track and field? If so, I’m so screwed.

“Physical requirements?” My mother sounds equally confused. “What exactly does that mean?”

“Oh, it’s nothing to worry about. I’ll send Milena to do some tests while we continue our conversation about her potential future at Wyld Lands Academy.”

As if on cue, there’s a knock at the door. Ms Martínková stands to introduce us to the new entrant. “Ah, Grisha. Right on time. This is Milena Šimková, a new applicant, and her mother. Milena, this is Grisha Spotnek. They’ll be supervising your exam.” She makes a little gesture as if I’m supposed to get up and leave.

Once again, I’m surprised by the youth of the staff here. It’s hard to say exactly how old Grisha is. They could be in their mid-twenties or as young as me. It doesn’t help that they keep their hair so short it barely classifies as stubble. It distracts me so much I don’t notice the obvious clue until I take a second look. They’re wearing one of the grey school uniforms—long pressed trousers and a tailored blazer with green details on the cuffs and lapel. A fellow student, then.

Their brown eyes are full of warmth. “Nice to meet you, Milena.” They nod their head towards the door. “Let’s get you tested.”

My gaze searches my mother’s and I give the slightest of shakes, hoping no one else picks it up. I don’t want to get tested, much less on my physical abilities. Is there anything more mortifying than failing an entry exam because you start wheezing after half a round of running?

My mother has no compassion. “Come on, don’t keep everyone waiting.” Her voice is slightly tense, as if she smells the whiff of rebellion in the air. “It’s just a little test.”

Unable to hold back a heavy sigh, I push myself out of the chair.

“I’m sure you’ll pass with flying colours,” the headmistress says, her tone almost managing to convince me.

If there was even the slightest chance, I might believe her. Instead, I drag my feet as I follow Grisha to my doom, ready to embarrass myself in front of a fellow student.

I snort. As if anyone here would be my peer.










  

  
3




“Don’t worry,” Grisha says as soon as the door closes behind me. “It’s less of a test than a series of physical exams.” 

Now we’re going to the doctor? “Why?” slips out before I can hold my tongue.

“Why?” They seem confused.

“What’s the point? I mean, are you guys big on sports or something?”

They lead me down the corridor to an indistinct door at the end, weighing their head as if to consider how to break the news to me. “There’s a huge physical component to our daily schedule. The school believes in strengthening both body and mind, but it’s not necessarily sports per se.”

Well, that cleared up pretty much nothing. Who knew all these privileged kids had to be star athletes on top of their already impressive resumes? “Cool.” Then, after rethinking my answer a bit, I add, “Full disclosure, I’ve got asthma. It’s often triggered by physical exertion.” And the pollen in spring, animal fur, and laying down in bed, because my lungs don’t appreciate lying flat.

“There’ll be other areas for you to excel at.” They open the door and wave me inside.

As I enter, I try to make sense of their answer. But no matter how I turn it, there’s no sense to be made. Unless excelling at not having asthma is now a thing. I wonder what other chronic diseases I could excel at not having, and snort softly. I take a look at the room and freeze. It truly looks like a doctor’s office, reminding me an awful lot of my asthma specialist and her stress test room, complete with an airlock cabin and home trainer. But there’s other stuff, too: something that looks like a whirlpool, and a selection of weights.

Grisha pulls out a tablet and moves their fingers across. “Let’s start with the basics. Please take off your shoes and step onto the scale over there.”

Yep, this really is a medical exam. One I didn’t consent to. Fortunately, I’m not conscious about my weight—it’s pretty average for my age and size.

Grisha finishes up the basics before appraising me with a long glance. I have no idea what they’re looking for, but after a while they nod and lead me to the cabin. Once I get closer I notice it’s not quite like the asthma test machines I’m used to. For once, there’s no mouthpiece to breathe through, just a chair.

“Just sit inside and breathe normally. Let me know when it gets too hot.”

My confusion is at an all-time high. What kind of test is this? How long I can sit still? Are they testing my tolerance for tight spaces?

I sit on the swivel chair while Grisha operates a couple of switches on a panel next to the closed door. Sudden heat falls onto my shoulders, and I glance up, discovering an array of infrared lamps above me, their elements glowing orange.

At first, it’s kind of nice, just warm and toasty, but the temperature keeps rising, and soon I feel like I’ve been standing in the sun for too long.

Let me know when it gets too hot.

That’s the test. They’re actually testing how well I can withstand the heat. What for, I have no idea, but short answer: I’m terrible with heat. There’s a reason I love the wind so much, especially in summer. This kind of dry, unrelenting heat quickly brings me to my limits.

I try to keep a straight face, but when it starts to feel like I’m breathing in a furnace, I’m unable to cover up the distress. My neck prickles and I can feel sweat beads forming on my forehead. How long do I need to endure this to pass? I’m starting to feel like a rotisserie chicken.

Five minutes and a whole lot of gasping later, I give up. Without waiting for Grisha’s approval, I push the door open.

The relief is immediate. Fresh cold air washes over me, cooling down the sweat on my skin and filling my lungs. When I’ve caught my breath, I ask, “Did I pass?”

Grisha frowns at the readings, clearly not impressed. Well, sorry, I didn’t know I was being tested on how well I’d do in a desert. And by “desert” I mean the Martian desert during the day.

“Let’s move on to weights.” They lead me to a bench with multiple kettlebells. “You can skip the light ones and pick up one you think you can manage. Then we’ll work ourselves up to find your limit.”

I wish they hadn’t said I should skip the light ones because, honestly, the small one at the end is the one I would’ve picked. Self-consciously, I pick the third smallest kettlebell. That’s skipping two, right?

Unfortunately, the weight is a lot heavier than expected. I know I’m not strong, but surely I can lift a medium weight off the bench. “How heavy is this?” I ask when I manage close to an inch before my arms give way.

“That one? Thirty kilos.”

Thirty? I look along the lines of bigger and heavier weights. Assuming they’re going up in ten-kilogram increments, they go up to one hundred and twenty. And no, they don’t look like it.

“I can lift this one,” I say, preparing myself to lift twenty kilos with a big jerk of my muscles. I can only hold it for a bit but I prove my claim at least.

“You sure?” Grisha asks.

“Am I sure if I can lift this one?” I ask, slowly getting annoyed. “I just showed you, didn’t I?”

Apologetically, they quickly shake their heads. “No, I meant are you sure you can’t go higher?”

“Yes. I might look like it but I’m not a fitness junkie.” For the record, I do not look like it.

Grisha smiles softly, apparently amused by my sarcasm. “The next one should be it, then.”

With it, I assume, they mean a test I’ll pass. Only I no longer have any clue about what we’re actually testing here.

It only gets weirder as they lead me to the whirlpool. It’s filled with water about two hands deep. Grisha drops a marble into it, close to where we’re standing, and gives a flourished bow. “All you need to do is move the marble across the pool without touching it.”

I stare at them. Then I blink. “Come again?”

“Try moving the marble through the pool without lifting it or anything like that.”

It doesn’t make any more sense when repeated. “Can I use a tool?”

They smile at me as if to encourage me. “Just the water.”

“Just the water,” I repeat slowly, then stare at the marble. This particular test sounds more like a puzzle than a physical exam. How can I make the marble move in the water?

Physics lessons come to me, and that one section about wave types we did in geography. The water isn’t too deep. If I move the surface, some of that energy should translate to the bottom.

I feel incredibly stupid as I kneel and put my hands in the water, then give it a big push. Sure enough, a wave forms, or rather a ripple. The marble, however, looks as if it gives in to the movement for only a moment before deciding to stay put.

I try again from a different angle and with more force, managing a millimetre at best. The body of water completely swallows my mechanical force. The waves crash against the walls of the pool and I splash myself, but the marble barely moves at all.

My movements grow more frantic as anger rises in me. This is stupid. Surely, they’re messing with me. There’s no way this is the actual test. Where’s the true nurse? And what have I done to deserve all this ridicule?

When a wave breaks on itself, splashing me in the face and down half my shirt, I finally give up. “Please tell me there’s a trick to this.” Clearly, I’m doing it wrong. So much for Mummy’s Little Scientist.

“There is,” Grisha admits freely. “But clearly, you’re not capable of it.”

I gape. Did they really just say that? I’m not good enough for the trick? “Wow.” I just embarrassed myself for this student nurse’s amusement.

“Don’t worry. We’ve still got one test left. Here’s a towel.” They hand it to me and I struggle immensely with accepting the offer. At last, I snatch it from them and furiously rub my face and dab at my T-Shirt.

Grisha waits until I drop the towel unceremoniously on a chair and catch my breath. “Alright. This is the last one, I promise.” And then they hand me a slightly oversized peak flow metre, replacing the mouthpiece with a fresh one. “Just do a couple of those for me.”

Once again, I find myself staring. After all of this, they want me to prove to them my lung volume is practically non-existent? First, I get roasted alive, then I fail to lift any of those impossibly heavy weights and embarrass myself in the water, and now I need to show them I’m serious about my asthma?

Screw this. This is ridiculous. I don’t want to go to this stupid school with their weird physical expectations. These tests are clearly designed to make fools of people they don’t want, and it only took one look at me to decide I wasn’t a good fit.

I close my lips around the mouthpiece, still stewing. The knots in my stomach are back. It’s so tight I want to scream. Instead, I blow.

The whole peak flow metre flies out of my mouth and hits Grisha in the face. At the same time, my friend the wind blows in. The door of the heat cabin slams open and shut and the water in the pool is whipped into a frenzy. The blasted marble finally starts to move, though it only rolls back and forth on the bottom with the waves.

Its motion captivates me enough to snap me out of my little tantrum, and the wind settles. Stone-cold reality slams into me. I’ve done it again. I’ve lost my temper and blown my chance, as small as it might have been.

Without any regard for Grisha, who’s holding their nose and moaning, I jump off my chair and flee. Tears sting in my eyes as I find my way back to the headmistress’ office. Before I can overthink it, I burst through the door, startling the two women enjoying a cup of coffee and laughter.

“Milena!” My mother looks instantly panicked. Her lip quivers as she takes in my slightly bedraggled sight. “What did you do?”

I try not to let the question get to me, but it’s hard because my feelings are already in turmoil. “Nothing, I…” I close my eyes and take a deep breath, trying to keep the storm in me at bay. “Can we go?”

“Uhm…” Irritated, my mother checks with the headmistress. “I’m sorry.” She laughs nervously. “I guess we’ll wait for the test results?”

“There’s no need,” Ms Martínková says with a gentle smile. She looks at her computer, which must have come alive with a new notice. It obviously doesn’t take long to type in ‘FAILURE’. The smile deepens, and I feel like I’m going to be sick. She doesn’t have to be so damn glad about it. “It’s just as I thought from looking at the reports from your old school.” 

All that hyping up from my mother for nothing. She knows I mean nothing but trouble.

“I’m pleased to offer you a place. Welcome to Wyld Lands Academy, Milena.”
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After those weird-ass tests, I no longer want to stay—not that I ever did. But of course, my mother is so relieved someone is willing to take me off her, there’s no discussion about it, especially not when I’m offered a scholarship. A good school, no fees, and they’re willing to take a chance on me; it’s everything my mother’s dreamed of.

“I don’t like it here,” I tell her when we have some privacy at the car.

She unloads my luggage from the trunk, wasting no time in ridding herself of me. “Don’t be ridiculous. What’s there not to like?”

“Uhm, those physical requirements, for example?” I don’t really want to tell her how badly I messed up, which means I can’t tell her how ridiculous they were in the first place.

My mother laughs, the sound so incredibly weightless and free. “You passed,” she reminds me. “I’ve always said you need to trust your body a little more. You can’t just use your asthma as an excuse for not trying.” She gives me a delightful one-shoulder shrug. “As you’ve just proven, you’re perfectly capable of passing a physical exam.”

She lets the tail gate slam down, locking me out. “Besides, Ms Martínková told me about the school’s concept.”

“Yes, yes, a sound body supports a sound mind,” I say quickly before she can repeat the bullshit. A terrible thought comes to me. “Do you think that’s what’ll fix me? The piece I’ve been missing all these years?”

Judging by the guilty look on her face, it’s exactly what she’s thinking. “I don’t see how it could do you harm.”

“Mum!” I want to tell her how horrible it makes me feel like she’s going to abandon me here, but I can’t force the words over my lips. My mother has suffered a lot through the years because of me. She’s done everything in her power to keep me safe and on a good path, not allowing me to give up when the going got tough. “There must be some other school.”

“It’s this one or else you’d better start working on your CV.” Her harsh words are immediately followed by a gentle hand on my cheek and a warm look. “I know how hard it is for you to settle into a new place, but I’ve got a really good feeling about this school. It’s a huge plus the headmistress isn’t holding your past against you. She told me we all make mistakes, and I love that.” She smiles softly. “I know you’re not a bad kid.”

“Do you?”

“Oh, Milena.” She pulls me into a hug that eases a little of the tension I carry inside. My mother lets go of me and puts her hand on my shoulders instead. “Promise me you’ll try to stay calm. Don’t let people get to you like they usually do. Just ignore them and focus on yourself.”

So basically, don’t worry about making friends, just please manage to hang around until graduation. “Sure.”

“Once you’re settled in, send me a list of everything you need.” She heaves my bag closer to me and out of the way of the car. “This should get you through the first couple of days. Now…”

The moment of goodbye is here. My mother won’t help me get settled or hang around any longer than she needs to. That probably means I’m a big girl now. I just need to suck it up and get it over with. “Drive safe.”

“I love you.” If only I could allow myself to believe she means it.

I grab my bag and take a step back, watching as she gets into the car and slowly pulls out of the parking lot. Our eyes lock, and she blows me a kiss. I hope she’s not looking for a smile because my face is completely frozen. It’s either that or yet another tantrum. And I’ve promised to behave.

When the car’s taken from my sight by the trees, I heave a big sigh, grab my luggage, and turn around—straight into someone.

“Woah,” a male voice says, as strong hands catch and steady me. A laugh punctuates the chill winter air. “Sorry about that.”

I take a step back to orient myself. Then I look at him. Like everyone else, he’s clad in the grey school uniform, but where it looks drab and boring on everybody else, he looks as if it was tailored specifically to accent his muscular build and cool paleness of his skin tone. The angles of his face are as sharp as the suit, and his surprisingly grey-green eyes match the colour of the details. His black hair has been shaved on the sides and the back but is long enough on the top to move in the wind. With his tall, slender features I could easily see him walking in a Paris fashion show just as I could see him taking over the world as some junior politician.

He gives me a short bow that betrays his Japanese heritage more than his features do. There’s a warmth in his eyes as he regards me. “You must be Milena. I’m Jin Čermák. I’m the Head Boy at Wyld Lands Academy and here to give you a quick tour.”

Of course he’s the Head Boy. I bet he’s on all the brochures.

“Shall we?” he asks, the smile still lurking behind his gently curled lips.

Oh, gosh, what am I doing staring at his lips? How about responding to him instead? If only I could remember what he just asked me.

“Milena?”

“Yes.” Would you look at that? I’ve got a voice.

Jin flashes me the kind of grin that’d have the world falling at his feet. “Let’s get going, okay? Do you want me to take your bag?”

I appreciate him asking instead of assuming I need the help of a strong man to lug my belongings around. “If you don’t mind.” I have no idea how many stairs we’ll have to take, so this is a mere precaution after failing so miserably at the weight test.

Together, we set off on the white paved path under the trees. Jin strikes up polite conversation. “So, are you the first of your family to study here?”

Should I tell him about my illustrious history of expulsions? Not wanting to start off on the wrong foot, I settle for a simple, “I am.”

“Oh, wow. That must a big change for you, then.”

What’s that supposed to mean? That I’m not used to walking among the rich and powerful? Way to rub it in, fancy Head Boy. “Sure.”

Jin isn’t deterred by my monosyllable answers and keeps smiling at me. “What’s your element?”

Don’t tell me he’s into astrology and such. I stare, while trying to remember what Aquarius was. Not water. “Air?”

“Cool, me too. We’ll see a lot more of each other, then.”

I glance at Jin from the side, hoping he doesn’t notice my stare. “Will we?”

Despite all the weirdness so far, my heart surges at the thought of spending more time with him. I have to mentally slap myself to remind myself he doesn’t mean it in a romantic way. Why am I even thinking about romance? I’d be lucky to make a friend around here. I sure wouldn’t mind having Jin as a friend.

“Yes, I’m assisting with the air and water classes.”

“Come again?” Did he just say air and water classes?

Jin smiles encouragingly at me. “Oh, it’s not a big deal. I just run the drills at the beginning then walk around, helping people with their stance or any other issues that might arise.”

He’s saying words, but they don’t make up sentences in my head. I stop short of the big stairs and stare. “What kind of classes are they?”

His eyebrows crawl up as understanding blooms on his face. “Oh, uhm… did Martínková not tell you yet?” He pulls up his phone, looks at a message, and pulls a painful grimace. It’s kind of cute how flustered he seems. “Right, she wants to see you for a… proper chat after we finish the tour. You really are the first of your family here.”

“That’s what I said.” This is all getting weirder by the minute.

“Sorry. I’m making a mess out of this.” He rubs the back of his neck and tries for a hopeful smile.

I can’t help it. I have to smile back. “Is this your first tour?”

“Pretty much. I was only appointed four months ago and the new entrants had their proper tours a month before that. We usually don’t have someone starting in the middle of the school year. Though, I guess it makes sense, in your case.”

The smile dies on my lips, and my stomach twists itself into knots. “Did they tell everyone?” So much for leaving things in the past and giving me a new chance.

Now Jin looks confused. “Tell everyone what? I… Look, I’m not the right person to tell you. I think.” He struggles to find the right words, and I start to think that maybe there’s something else creating this weird communication barrier between us. Once again, he tries for a hopeful smile. “Shall we just do the tour? It’ll all make sense when you speak to Martínková.”

“Sure. Show me the air class,” I quip, having no idea what that’d even look like.

He laughs softly. “There aren’t any on right now. Everyone’s at study time or training in the back. But I can show you the classroom, make sure you don’t get lost tomorrow morning.”

We decide to leave my luggage with the secretary before we make our way through the many corridors of Wyld Lands Academy. As Jin said, classes are out for the day, so we encounter only few students. Many of them know Jin, and I quickly get the impression he won the Head Boy election by a landslide.

The classrooms are fairly standard, lots of tables, chairs, cupboards, and digital whiteboards in the front. Some rooms are devoid of any furniture, which makes me assume the college isn’t at capacity. Air class turns out to be just a fancy name for the location, as the class is held outside behind the school—even in winter. It must all be part of the physical focus of the school. We’re all going to be so healthy when we graduate.

The only class we come across is happening in the courtyard close to the air class. Spread out around a wide fountain, about twenty students go at each other with sticks. “Kendo?”

“Something like that.” Jin looks as if he wants to explain more, but his lips remain shut in a thin line. Abruptly, he jerks his head to the building behind the courtyard. “Those are the sleeping quarters. I don’t know which room you’ve been assigned to, but it’s likely going to be on the first floor to the left. The rooms are usually shared between two people.”

That’s not too bad. Maybe I can make a friend out of my roommate.

“Anyway. The library and dining hall are in the East Wing over there, and that’s as much as I can show you right now.”

All in all, it’s a pretty school with huge grounds. There are water features and gardens, and even an outside training and rock-climbing area. Full-body statues and busts are placed along the pathways, inviting people to linger.

A small building near the East Wing catches my eyes. At first glance, it looks like a mausoleum, but its copper cupola shimmers in the sun, surprisingly free of snow. The doors are closed and, as far as I can see, barred. We’re too far away but I notice elaborate carvings in the wood.

I nudge Jin, trying not to focus too much on the jolt of electricity that runs through my arm at the touch. “What’s through there?”

“Which… Oh, uhm…” He’s thinking way too hard about how to answer me. The lie comes out eventually. “It’s been closed for a while.”

I raise my eyebrow at him. “Right.”

Jin deflates slightly. He doesn’t seem very used to lying. “We should get you back to Martínková. I promise this’ll all make more sense then.”

He leads me back to the main building via a stroll through the student hall. We’re still way off when we come across a familiar face. Grisha calls out to Jin and clasps hands with him, then they take a look at me and their face falls. “Oh, it’s you.”

I can’t help but notice the bruise under their eye where the peak flow metre hit them. “Yep, it’s me.” They’re probably not my biggest fan at the moment.

“What happened to you?” Jin asks.

Inwardly I cringe, waiting for the moment when Jin’s opinion of me takes a turn for the worse.

Grisha shrugs. “The risks of helping with the tests.”

Definitely cringe. I wish I was already in Ms Martínková’s office so I didn’t have to listen to them rehashing my embarrassing performance in the exam room.

Jin looks at me, amused. “You did that. With air? Huh!” Somehow he sounds triumphant. “And they always say we’re the softies.”

I don’t know why but the way Jin says it makes me feel included in something I don’t yet understand. He’s not making fun of me. He sounds proud.

My cheeks flush with heat and I have to tell myself this won’t last. Soon he’ll be looking at me with the same contempt as everyone else. My little accident may seem droll now; it won’t when the wind gets out of control.

“Well, I’ll leave you guys to it,” Grisha says, already half turned away. “Welcome to Wyld Lands, Milena.”

It still surprises me they don’t seem mad about what happened in the exam room. It might be the most chill reaction someone’s had to my stormy outbursts so far.

“See you later!” Jin calls after them, before leading me up the stairs. “Let’s get you back to Martínková. I’ll ask her which room you’re in and bring your luggage over.”
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