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  For all the wild ones,

who won't be tamed.

.

You are powerful.








  
  A Note on Sensitive Topics


Dear Reader, 
.
Thank you for picking up Wyld Lands Academy! This series is great fun and full of elemental action, romance, and surprises. However, I don’t wish to upset you with any of these surprises, so I’d like to give you a heads-up about some of the darker themes and scenes in this novel. If you’d prefer to avoid any spoilers and are happy to take whatever I throw at you (I promise, it’s nothing freaky) then skip this note and start reading!
Here we go!
The teenage angst continues in book 2, only now, the stakes are much higher for Milena. The guardians have taken over the school and established a regime of terror. Students are pitted against each other, anti-witch propaganda has been turned up to eleven, and Milena’s living under the constant threat of being exposed. If she’s caught, she may never see the light of day again.
This book makes it very clear we’re dealing with a fascist regime. Witches are persecuted, sent to concentration camps, and murdered. In this book, we simply learn about it rather than experience it, but the threat’s ever-present. Whereas in book 1 Milena struggled with teenage abandonment issues and a desire to belong, here she’s torn between wanting to rebel and prove her worth to the mages. The pressure and propaganda cause her to spiral into depression, leading her to contemplate suicide. She doesn’t actually attempt it but she comes close.
There’s betrayal, guardian brutality, and parental cruelty. And, of course, playing with the elements is dangerous. Severe injuries, bruising, and asthma attacks are to be expected. Magic goes wild and a big storm’s coming to town.
Despite the darker themes in this series, I hope it leaves you feeling hopeful that people will stand up and fight for freedom. There are plenty of good people in the world, and Milena’s one of them.
It’s time to enrol at Wyld Lands Academy! Have fun!
.
Love,
Janna






  
  Grab your free copy
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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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I thought I was destined to get in trouble; turns out I am the trouble.
Only a few months ago, I found out I could control the wind—or rather, I had a magical affinity to the wind. Control is something I’m sorely lacking. Like all witches.
Unlike elemental mages, we’re intrinsically connected to our elements to the point they also become our downfall. The wind doesn’t just come when I call it—it comes when I’m heartbroken, full of joy, or angry at the world. The more emotional I feel, the stronger it is, and the less control I have over what it might destroy.
Still, I had hopes. After all, I’m now at Wyld Lands Academy, where they’re supposed to teach people like me how to control their element. Officially, it’s only for mages, but our headmistress, Ms Martínková—a witch like me—invited witches to study at the school as well. She believed we could be taught control before we accidentally set off a disaster.
She didn’t manage to teach me fast enough, though. Last night, I caused a terrible storm, which instead of extinguishing an equally out-of-control fire made it a million times worse. No one died but the dorms, cafeteria, and half the gardens were destroyed, and with them, everyone’s belongings. But that wasn’t the worst of it. As a response, the guardians stormed the school. These battle mages are always on the lookout for witches and, thanks to me, they apprehended not just one but two innocents, while Ravi—the fire witch who started it all—and I got off scot-free. My stomach churns when I recall how they dragged our fellow student Egon, a water witch, from the line-up and silenced him. Ravi and I were only saved because Ms Martínková sacrificed herself for us by claiming responsibility.
Now, our wonderful headmistress, the first person who gave me a place where I felt I could belong, is imprisoned, scheduled for magic-knows-what. Guilt doesn’t even begin to describe what I feel. There’s a heaviness inside me that keeps eating away at my guts. I should be the one in chains. I should be knocked out. I should be…
I suppose it’s no wonder I’m such a menace to this world. After Ms Martínková claimed she had help from the infamous Stormwitch, I finally looked up the man who has all the mages quivering in terror. Surprise! It’s my father, the guy who left me and my mother when I was just four years old. Looks like I never really had a chance.
Seeing my father’s face in a history book—and not just any but Witch Terrorism in the 21st Century—fills the lump in my stomach with acid. My father’s a terrorist, someone who has murdered people—like my boyfriend’s father. Yeah, that’ll be a fun conversation. Not that I plan to tell anyone about it, not even Jin. Jarek Janda might be my father, but he won’t define me. What happened last night was an accident; it won’t happen again. If that means I have to shut off all feelings and keep my emotions in check, so be it. I’m nothing like him. At least, I don’t want to be.
Classes have been suspended for today as the teachers and the guardians figure out what to do with us. For now, we’ve all been herded into the library where they’ve delivered food and drinks, much to the librarian’s dismay. The only students who are allowed to leave are those who’ve been training to become guardians after graduation, such as Jin. His father used to be the Guardian Captain, and everyone expects him to follow in his footsteps. Yes, he’s the one mine murdered: Alexej Čermák. I need to remember that name to stay good.
Right now, being a good witch is easy. I wouldn’t exactly say I’m calm and relaxed, in total control of my feelings—quite the opposite—but to avoid detection, my former roommate and apparently also former nemesis, Pavlína, has coated me with earth. It’s not a pleasant experience. In fact, it makes my asthma play up dramatically, but it keeps my wind powers at bay. Obviously, being unable to breathe properly will be a problem eventually. For now, I’ll accept the wheezing gladly.
With no classes and no reliable flow of information, it’s no wonder the entire library is abuzz with speculation. My good friend Ester, a water mage, and a boy from my air class, Lucio, are sitting not too far away, discussing the shocking revelations from last night.
“I would’ve never picked Ms Martínková for a witch,” Ester says. She scrunches her nose and pushes her shoulder-length blond strands out of the way. “I suppose history’s taught us it’s entirely possible a witch can pass as a mage and go undetected for a prolonged period of time.”
“How’s history taught us that?” Lucio asks, confused. He usually tries hard to keep up his macho image but his small stature and dorkiness make it hard to pull off.
“Zelda Aranida?” Ester says. When he looks blankly at her, she groans. “There was a whole section about her in the exam.”
“Oh.” Lucio waves her off. “I always cram for exams then promptly forget everything.”
Ester looks as if she wants to drop a book on his head. “Zelda Aranida snuck into the guardian leadership position then sold their secrets to rebel witches. When they finally caught onto her, she flooded the whole headquarters. I wonder what made Ms Martínková snap.”
I did. 
Ms Martínková is as innocent as Egon. It was pure luck she happens to be a fire witch, too.
I search for Ravi and find him sitting alone, head in his hands, as if he has a massive headache or is trying to keep his emotions in check. If so, he needs to do better, because I see wisps of smoke rising from his dark hair.
My gaze keeps travelling until it finds Louise, the second-year wind witch. She’s standing in a group of friends who are probably also chatting about Ms Martínková, though Louise never says a single word. Our gazes meet, and she quickly turns her head. The message is clear: don’t draw attention to me.
With a sigh, I lean back in my chair. Ester’s still lecturing Lucio about how Ms Martínková could’ve evaded attention all this time, while he speculates about her end goal. “Wiping out an entire generation of mages. Wow. That woman is evil.”
But Ms Martínková is the opposite of evil. She’s the kindest, most caring woman I’ve ever met. Her dream was to provide a safe space for witch children and prove to the world we can be taught. And I ruined it. Within a few short months, I’ve wrecked another school, only this time, it’s not just a lab but the life of another innocent person.
The last remaining witch sits right next to me in complete silence. Like Ravi, Jamila is a fire witch, but unlike him, they’ve got fantastic control over their power. Even now, though they look as distraught and stunned as I feel, there’s not a wisp of smoke. They don’t even feel warm, just empty.
I wish Ester would notice how much her speculation hurts. But then it’s probably better she doesn’t. Ester’s too smart—she’ll figure out why we’re not in the mood for chit-chat. And since she has no idea what life is really like for us witches, she’ll probably run straight to the guardians. 
No, Ester can’t know. Nobody can. One day, we’ll prove we’re not all monsters, but until then we have to be like Zelda and Ms Martínková and keep our affliction secret.
“What do you think they’re going to do with Ms Martínková now?” Lucio asks. “They’re not going to… you know?” He points a finger gun at his temple.
My stomach turns. There’s no death penalty in Czechia but I don’t know if that’s also true for the secret society of mages. Hopefully, yes. Because if Egon and Ms Martínková die because of a mistake I made, I’ll never be able to live with myself.
Ester’s eyes light up. This is all way too exciting for her. “Oh, I’ve actually heard Mrs Guerineau talking about that with Mr Reisz. They’re going to keep her locked up here at the school for now.”
“Why? There’s no dungeon here… or is there?”
“No, but there is a cellar,” Ester says. “And the reason they’re keeping her here is because they hope it’ll lure out the Stormwitch. You heard what she said, right? They’ve been working together. Obviously, the guardians don’t want to miss the chance to spring a trap for that monster.”
The guardians are trying to lure my father to the school. They think he’ll come and free Ms Martínková. For a moment, my heart flutters at the thought of finally seeing him again, but then I remember that A: he wasn’t actually involved, B: he’s a horrible man, and C: he’s most likely dead.
Then another idea forms in my head. Ms Martínková is still on the school grounds. She’s still here, where I can do something about it. It just doesn’t sit right that her head is on the chopping block when it should’ve been mine. Now, I’m not stupid and intend to go to the guardians to turn myself in—that’d achieve absolutely nothing apart from getting me locked up, too, and potentially starting another student witch hunt.
No, telling the truth won’t free Ms Martínková. But I will free her.
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Getting the witches together in one place is rather difficult. It’s not just the fact we’re all cooped up in the library with teachers and guardians watching our every move, no—the main problem is none of them want to meet with me. Ravi avoids my gaze when I try to get his attention, Louise gives me such a dirty look I shirk away, and Jamila just stares as if I’ve gone mad when I suggest talking to the others. 
“Didn’t you see what they did to Egon?” they hiss when Ester’s gone to the bathroom and Lucio’s moved on to gossip with some of the other air students.
While I didn’t see what happened to Egon, I heard enough to have nightmares for days. Unfortunately, he’s not being held at school, and I don’t have a clue where they might’ve brought him. He’s innocent, so hopefully they’ll release him after some intense questioning.
Who am I kidding? If they were that sensible they wouldn’t have dragged him away in the first place.
I can’t help Egon but I can help Ms Martínková. “I saw what they did to Ms Martínková,” I hiss back. “She needs our help.”
“Ms Martínková can take care of herself.”
“From a prison cell?” I ask.
Jamila shrugs. “She’s got contacts.”
Wouldn’t that be nice, leaving it all to mysterious contacts? It would be such a relief for a group of adult witches to swoop in and save the day. Admittedly, I don’t know much about the witch community, but from what I’ve heard it’s “everyone for themselves” and “keep your head down” under all circumstances. Even if anyone knows Ms Martínková’s fate, no one will stick their neck out for her the way she did for me and Ravi.
“We can’t wait for someone else to save the day—”
“But it’s such a beautiful day,” Jamila says all of a sudden with the fakest cheer. “Don’t you think, Pavlína? I wish we could go outside.”
I do my very best not to spin around but meet Pavlína’s gaze calmly. The very sight of her makes the wheezing in my chest more pronounced, as if she’s putting another layer of earth over me.
Pavlína levels an unimpressed look at Jamila. “They’re keeping us inside to keep us safe.”
“I know that,” Jamila says. “It’s still annoying.”
“Oh, yes. Extremely annoying,” Pavlína says without a hint of sarcasm.
Jamila and I blink, unsure whether we heard right. It’s Pavlína’s mother who set the rules and ordered her guardians to look after us. I’d once thought it was Pavlína’s greatest dream to follow in her mother’s footsteps, but now I know better. Their relationship is complicated at best. When we were lined up in the courtyard, it was Pavlína who kept me safe. I saved her life, too—after I endangered it in the first place—so, I thought Pavlína was just returning the favour, but she’s apparently not done with me yet.
“Um, I’ll see if I can convince them to let us open a window at least,” Jamila says, before leaving me alone with the girl who made my first few months at Wyld Lands Academy a living hell. It really is everyone for themselves in a crisis.
Pavlína rolls her eyes. “My mother’s overdoing it. As usual.”
Are we talking mums now? “I’m sure she just wants us to be safe.”
I get another flat stare. “Do you feel safe?”
Me, personally? Not in the slightest. If anything, I’m still scared the guardians will make me join Egon. But that’s far too much vulnerability for Pavlína—she could still turn me in, after all.
Instead of answering, I shrug.
Pavlína snorts. “No one’s feeling safe. Look at them—all headless chickens who think the Stormwitch will burst through the door any minute and fling them all in the air.”
My heart quickens at the thought of my father storming in. “It was a pretty stressful night.”
“And it’s not becoming any less stressful by cooping us all up, as if we’re all under investigation. They’ve got their culprit, so why are we still being held like prisoners?”
“They’ve got one culprit,” I say, parroting Ester.
Pavlína gives me a long look, and I’m afraid she’s guessing correctly that the storm portion came from me, not my father. Then she shrugs again. “Whatever. It’s still annoying.” She stares past me for a bit before lowering her voice. “How’s your asthma?”
I’m hyper-aware of every strangled breath I coax out of my lungs. “Bad, as usual.”
“Do you want me to take it away?”
As much as I yearn to breathe freely, I can’t risk the consequences. I’m too upset and vulnerable to keep a good grasp on my wind. And after what happened yesterday, I can’t let loose again.
I shake my head. “I’m good.”
She shrugs again. “Suit yourself.”
Thankfully, that spells the end of this awkward conversation. Pavlína’s run out of nice things to say and makes her way over to her usual posse of earth mages. I seize my chance, grab Ravi under the arm, and drag him into the dusty section of long-overhauled encyclopaedias before he can even open his mouth to protest.
“What are you doing?” he asks, heat blasting into my face. “We can’t be seen talking!”
“Why not? Other people talk.”
“Other people aren’t… us.”
Before I can point out that no one suspects us, Louise joins us. “You can’t be serious.”
“Come again?”
“Jamila told me you were thinking of freeing Ms Martínková.”
Ravi pales instantly. “What?”
Guess I’m getting the gang together, after all. Or at least most of them.
“Well, we have to.”
“Says who?” Louise snaps, a breeze following her words. I feel its touch, but it lacks the usual comfort I’d gain if I weren’t weighed down by earth.
Checking no guardians are listening in, I whisper, “She’s only in this situation because she’s covering for us.”
The wind grows stronger. “I knew it! It was you!” Louise is seething. “You’re going to get us all killed if you don’t learn to be more careful. What could’ve possibly set you off last night to lose control so completely?”
It’s funny she’s talking about losing control when it’s her who’s creating the very noticeable draft in the library.
“Relax, Loulou.” Despite using her silly nickname, Ravi’s voice sounds flat and tired, a far cry from his usual teasing. “It was me who lost control. Milena just tried to help.”
Louise takes several deep breaths until the air quiets down again. Back in control, she asks, “You?”
“Yeah. If you want to yell at someone, yell at me.”
She shakes her head, not rising to the bait. “I most definitely not going to yell at you—make no mistake: one day, I will, just not here. So, consider yourself warned.” Yelling would most definitely call the wind to her—and the guardians wouldn’t be far behind.
“Noted.”
Though Ravi just laid sole claim to the disaster, Louise turns back to me. “I know you’re new to all of this, but for all our sakes, please keep your head down. We can’t have anyone suspecting us.”
“So, what? We’re just consigning Ms Martínková to her fate?”
“There’s nothing we can do,” Ravi says with a shrug.
“Excuse me?”
His face twists in agony and he clenches his hands as he sustains a feeble hold on his powers. “She made her choice.”
“To protect you!” I hiss.
“Well, I didn’t ask her to.”
“Really?” I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “So, all that talk about rising up and showing the world what we can do was nothing but hot air.”
Ravi looks so tormented I almost go easy on him, but he’s here, unharmed, while Egon and Ms Martínková paid the price for our disaster.
Louise distances herself from him. “That’s dangerous talk, Ravi.”
“I know,” he says hastily. “I just… I couldn’t bear it any longer. The way they treat us…”
I put myself between him and the books to save them from spontaneous combustion. “You mean the way they’ll treat Ms Martínková?”
“Millie…” he pleads.
But I can’t let it go. “You owe her. I’m not asking you to confess, just help me make this right again.”
“How?” he asks helplessly.
In a rush, I explain my plan to free her from the cellar and help her escape to the Wyld Lands, the only place remotely safe from the guardians. “You still have the key, don’t you?”
He nods, slowly softening. “Yes, but—”
“That’s a ridiculous plan,” Louise says. “Do you think she’ll be unguarded?”
“No, but I happen to know one of the guardians.”
“Who?
I haven’t confirmed it yet, but judging by his absence, he’s on the roster. “Jin.”
Louise snorts. “Wait a minute—this whole thing hinges on your boyfriend letting us pass?” She leans in even closer. “He’s practically mage royalty. If you so much as suggest this to him, he’ll have a stroke.”
“Well, that’s one way to get past him,” Ravi jokes dryly.
I roll my eyes. “I won’t involve him; I’m not stupid.” 
Judging by Louise’s face, I am, but the less Jin knows, the better. He may have kept my secret but that’s likely as far as his leniency for witches will extend. With a guardian career practically baked into him, it’s too much of a risk to bring him into the fold. 
“I’ll take care of him. Meanwhile, we need a way out of this library and to gather some supplies for Ms Martínková.”
Ravi sighs heavily. “I don’t know. Aren’t we doing her a disservice by spitting on her sacrifice?”
“I thought you were many things but coward wasn’t one of them.”
Smoke comes out of his ears as he bristles. Good. There’s still some fight left in him, then.
“I’ll pack a bag—that’s as far as I’m going with this harebrained scheme,” Louise says, “and then I don’t want to hear anything from either of you ever again.”
Before I can protest, she storms off. Ravi massages his nose, getting his heat under control again. “If they catch us, we’ll be in deep trouble.”
“I know.”
“They might kill us.”
I’m still not convinced they’d go that far, but I nod. “That means they might kill Ms Martínková. Could you live with that?”
Pure agony fills his eyes, and I know I’ve won. Now we just need to make sure we aren’t going to get caught.
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Fortune’s in my favour and our library confinement is relaxed a little the next day. Even the guardians and teachers had to admit cooping up a hundred adolescents in a small room is a road to disaster. We’re now allowed to roam the school and even go into the courtyard, so long as we stay away from the cordoned-off buildings and gardens. 
I spend most of my freedom sitting at the fountain, watching a side entrance to the main building where guardians are going to and fro. It’s not exactly a steady flow, but Vanda Sokolová heads in and storms out more than once. Judging by the look on her face, we’d be subject to an earthquake if she were a witch and not a mage. Whatever’s happening down there is not making her happy, and I feel strangely proud of Ms Martínková.
My line of sight is blocked as Pavlína steps in front of me. “You’ve got that look on your face. Like you’re going to do something really stupid.”
My heart skips a beat but I force myself to meet her gaze. “Aren’t I always doing something stupid?”
“I suppose that’s true. But really,”—she sits next to me—“don’t.”
It should probably concern me she’s figured out what I’m planning. That means others could, too. I turn away from the tempting entrance and look at Pavlína as if we’re the best of friends. “Why do you care?” I ask with the sweetest smile.
Pavlína answers my fake happiness with a heavy frown. “I don’t.” Of course not. “I’m just saying you’d be stupid to try anything. There’s a guardian with her at all times.”
Okay, so we’re not even pretending anymore. “Jin, too?” I ask innocently.
She narrows her eyes. “He’s got the midnight shift—ten to two. Luck of the grunt.”
I raise an eyebrow. That was surprisingly forthcoming. Also, love the timing. It’ll be much easier to pull this off when most people are sleeping.
Pavlína sighs. “You’re still looking stupid.”
“I thought we’d already established that.”
“Fine. I’d better clean you up, then.”
Another skipped beat. Pavlína’s going to remove her earth spell. That means I get to breathe easy… and need to be ten times more careful about giving in to my emotions. But the concern doesn’t last very long when sweet fresh air expands my lungs. I feel like a weight’s been lifted off my shoulders, which it probably has.
“Why?” I breathe, as I struggle to understand Pavlína’s sudden kindness.
“Because I’m not my mum.”
And with that, she leaves me alone, making it clear that this is as far as she’ll support my little rebellion. I’m still in awe she knows exactly what I’m planning to do—as far as Pavlína knows, Ms Martínková is the monster teacher who just tried to kill us all in our sleep. But apparently, I haven’t been giving her enough credit, and she’s realised the headmistress’ confession was to protect her students.
I’m impressed she’s able to differentiate. Maybe having a witch save her life had an even deeper impact than I’d thought.
Of course, this could all just be a trap—Jin could have a different slot, or Pavlína could send a whole battalion of guardians after us to catch us in the act. That’d certainly be something the old Pavlína would do. The one who made me miss class and nearly killed me with her earth powers. I’d be stupid to trust her.
Or desperate.

      [image: ]We give Jin an hour to settle into his post and for the library to quiet down. Then one by one, we go to the toilet—and by one by one, I mean Ravi and me. Louise has already—or will—drop off her bag near the Wyld Lands portal, and we’ve only been able to convince Jamila to keep guard from a library window—they’re supposed to produce a flame if there are signs of a guardian on our trail. In that case, Ravi and I will feign a secret rendezvous—stupid but entirely in the realm of teenage risk-taking.
Now all that’s left is my actual boyfriend. Ravi would love nothing more than to barge down there and knock him out, but that’s not happening on my watch; not when there’s a much easier way to deal with it.
Leaving Ravi at the top of the stairs, I make my way into the cellar. I’ve never been in this part of the school and I’m surprised there’s a fairly wide hallway with a number of doors. One’s labelled heating, the other laundry. Before I can take in any more, the air’s pulled from my lungs and my throat seizes.
“Milena?” The effect of the spell vanishes immediately. “What are you doing here?”
Jin looks as if he hasn’t slept in days. I don’t know what the guardians are asking of him, but it seems like a lot. He’s standing in front of another unlabelled door that’s covered by a shimmering wall of water. It’s as if they expect Ms Martínková to burn right through.
“I missed you.” Ignoring the door, I head straight for Jin and sneak my arms around his waist. “We haven’t seen each other since… well, since the fire.”
His eyes soften and he reaches out to cradle my face. “I know. Things have been crazy.”
“Tell me about it.”
He nuzzles my nose and takes a deep breath. “How are you holding up?”
I shrug, trying not to dig too deep into the constant threat I’m now living with. “Okay. Pavlína has been helping me with… my control issues.”
Jin’s forehead creases with worry. “She’s not overdoing it, though? Last time she landed you in the hospital.”
“Oh no, it’s uncomfortable but not life-threatening. Just enough to take the edge off, you know?”
He nods before quickly pressing his lips to my forehead. Unfortunately, he steps out of our embrace after that. “Look, I’d love to catch up, but uhm… I’ve got a duty to fulfil here.”
“Guarding a fire witch locked behind bars and water?”
His face hardens. “She’s still dangerous. Witches always are… Present company excluded,” he adds, sheepishly.
No, I think he meant exactly what he said. It’s just that I’m a baby witch, too inexperienced to do much harm. Joke’s on him, though, because unlike mages, we come into our full powers from the get-go and I’m the one he should be afraid of, not the kind woman behind the door.
“Has she even tried to escape?”
Jin shakes his head. “No, she’s been extremely quiet and courteous. Calm, even. Too calm. I don’t trust her.”
Isn’t perception a wonderful thing? His description tells me that Ms Martínková has conducted herself flawlessly, proving her excellent control. Vanda Sokolová may be raging, but Ms Martínková won’t give her the satisfaction of exhibiting her allegedly dangerous witch behaviour. I find that commendable. Whereas for Jin, it means she’s planning something. Or waiting for someone.
“Sounds boring.”
He snorts but can’t help smiling. “Honestly, it is. I’ve even been contemplating doing homework for the last half hour. Not that we know when classes will be back.”
I grin, pulling him back to me and slightly off to the side, ignoring my guilty conscience. “Well, I know something much better than homework to pass the time.”
“Milena…”
“I missed you,” I say in a long, drawn-out, cutesy voice as I pull him further away from the door.
“I missed you, too.”
“She’s not going to suddenly attack at night. She’s probably sleeping, anyway.”
“You don’t know that.”
I put my hands on his cheeks. “Just a few minutes. Please.”
When I lean in for the kiss, he sighs softly. Then he comes to meet my lips, and a sense of deep contentment fills my stomach. This might be all part of my plan but I did miss him, and I love this sneaky midnight kiss.
Suddenly, Jin jerks away, his head whipping around. “What—?”
Blasted Ravi didn’t wait long enough for me to fully execute my plan and came downstairs early. Caught halfway across the room, he looks sheepishly at Jin. “Don’t mind me, lover boy.”
He may as well have lit a fire. Without warning, a snake of water shoots from Jin’s hand, lunging for him.
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“Jin!” I cry when he throws his magic and himself at Ravi. 
Ravi ducks beneath the water snake and runs a sizzling hand through it. Steam fills the room.
“Stay out of this,” Jin shouts at me, and a sudden gust sends me stumbling backwards.
His ability to move two elements in concert is remarkable. Even with Ravi gaining strength from the battle stress, I know he doesn’t stand a chance against Jin’s prowess. Fire and water clash, but it’s the wind Ravi has no weapon against. Within less than a minute, Jin has him pinned against the laundry door.
“You’re a witch!” he hisses into Ravi’s face.
Ravi bares his teeth, struggling against the powerful blast rendering him immobile. His eyes meet mine above Jin’s shoulder. “Not the only one.”
That’s my cue. Fuelled by panic, I wrestle control of the wind from Jin’s hands.
He stumbles back, eyes widening, as if he’s only just realised I’m not here by chance. “Milena,” he warns, “stay out of this. I don’t want to hurt you.”
Unfortunately, I don’t have the same level of control. There’s only one mode of wind magic inside of me: full speed.
Jin tries to split the wind to keep Ravi pinned down and answer my storm, but the air currents in the cellar are out of his control now. A mini storm develops with me at his centre. He splashes water through my defences only for it to spray back into his face.
Ravi jumps on his back, fire under his hands as he claws at Jin’s face. Before I can tell him to stop, Jin grabs hold of him and throws him over his shoulder, before sending a jet of water into his face. Dazed, Ravi remains on the ground.
Jin’s gaze meets mine. He’s breathing heavily but I know there’s more in him. He’s trained for this. “Calm down, Milena. Let go of that storm.”
I’m suddenly reminded of the last proper chat we had before the fire disrupted our lives: we had a fight on the rooftop. I fled because Jin wanted me to restrain myself at all times. He called me emotional, and then he compared me to his father’s murderer—to my father. He convinced himself for a moment a witch like me could be taught differently, but deep down he believes I’m no better than a terrorist—unless he keeps me in check.
“Don’t tell me what to do.”
And with that, I put all my anguish into the wind. I thought he loved me for who I am, but it turns out he only loves the way he wants me to be, some sort of under-control fantasy of a witch.
The betrayal and disappointment give me power, and before I know it, the wind has picked Jin up and flung him against the wall. When I hear a crack, my chest hurts in sympathy.
Jin crumples like a boneless meat sack, and a different kind of panic fills me. I run over, falling to my knees. “Jin!” As I turn him over, his eyes roll in his head. He’s struggling to regain consciousness and his hair feels wet to the touch. “No, no, no, no. I’m sorry.”
Suddenly, Ravi is at my side, but instead of helping me, he searches his pockets. “Well done, Millie. The water has fallen.”
I throw a glance towards the door—the barrier’s splashed to the ground. Jin lost control over the magic when I knocked him out.
He grasps my hand, still fighting with consciousness. “Don’t do it,” he whispers.
But we have to.
Ravi’s found the keys and runs over to the door to unlock it. As soon as it swings inwards, Ms Martínková steps out, as if she’s been ready to go from the moment I snuck downstairs. She looks a little dishevelled after two days in a room without any amenities, still wearing the clothes from that fateful night, now wrinkled and dried on the body, but her face betrays nothing. 
She looks at us sternly. “You shouldn’t have done that.”
She hurries to my side and checks Jin quickly. He seems to be winning the fight against his blackout, letting go of me to raise a hand towards Ms Martínková, but before he can call his water, she puts a hand on his forehead. “Sleep, boy. You’ll feel better in the morning.”
Jin’s face pales, then his eyes roll backwards, and his hand goes limp. Ms Martínková stands. “He’s got a broken rib and a knock to the head, but he’ll be fine. Now, I hope you have a plan for getting past the rest of the guardians.”
The rest of the guardians are either sleeping, watching the students, or guarding the perimeter of the school. No one’s guarding the inside, where the portal is.
“What did you do to him?” I ask Ms Martínková as we hurry across the courtyard. 
The window in the library is dark, a good sign, but it’s quite windy—probably a reaction to my outburst below ground. I take a deep breath when we reach the safety of the building without a guardian coming looking.
“Lowered his temperature until he fell asleep. Since there’s nothing keeping his temperature low, he’ll recover quickly on his own.”
I marvel at the level of control that must’ve taken Ms Martínková to only keep it to a few degrees instead of accidentally freezing Jin. Ravi and I could never. When he was losing control, he tried to destroy the portal building and all the protections that keep the powerful elemental beings inside, and I accidentally directed his fire into the dorms, making everything a hundred times worse.
The blackened facade taunts me as I duck under the awning of the portal building and wait for Ravi to unlock it. The level of destruction is beyond imagination. No one died, but boy, did we come close.
Before we head inside, I retrieve the bag. Louise has done her job, but I’m surprised to find two backpacks instead of one. “Who’s the other for?”
“Me.” Ravi plucks them from my hands and hands one to Ms Martínková while he slings the other over his shoulder. “I can’t stay here—not with the guardians all over the place. I’d rather take my chances in the Wyld Lands than endure another day of this fascist mage regime.”
I feel like I’m free falling, as if the ground beneath my feet has given way. My breath catches and tears run down my cheeks. “You’re leaving me here, alone?” Egon’s already gone, Ms Martínková has to, and now Ravi’s taking the first way out.
The wind picks up outside, howling in concert with my pain. It has nothing on the wind I feel when Ravi opens the portal. Oh, I how I yearn to go there. 
“I’ll come with you.” 
Suddenly, I also find it impossible to exist here, the place where everyone will hate me the moment they find out what I truly am; where Jin will most definitely hate me once he wakes up.
“You have no supplies,” Ravi points out, as if I’d care about such flimsy details. All I want is to jump on that wyld wind and let it carry me away from all the pain and fear.
Ms Martínková puts a hand on my cheek, wiping away the tears with her thumb. “It’s better if you stay here, darling. Learn, Milena, learn as much as you can. You can control the wind. I know it’s hard, but you need to learn. Your life depends on it.”
And more importantly, other lives do. Already, the wind in the courtyard has reached gale force. Soon, the guardians will figure out where it’s coming from, if it doesn’t attract an elemental being from the Wyld Lands first. I doubt I’ll ever learn how to control the wild beast that is my heart.
I’m not sure I want to. It feels too hard, too pointless, and too constricting. Not when I could let it all go in the Wyld Lands.
“You’ve got this,” Ms Martínková says kindly. “I believe in you.”
“What if the guardians come looking for me?” 
There’s a real chance Jin will tell them everything that happened in the cellar. Even if he keeps quiet—he was as shocked at the guardian’s proceedings in the courtyard as the rest of us—they might search for the witch who caused this storm. I might not get a chance to learn anything if they drag me out of here. All the more reasons to go, not stay.
“Tell the guardians the Stormwitch freed me—they know we’ve been friends since school. And he’d be happy to take the blame for you.” Her eyes meet mine, and I know exactly what she’s telling me: he’s your father, he’d do anything for you. And maybe he will happily take the blame, after all this probably fits his agenda. What he won’t do is actually be there for me.
I throw another yearning glance towards the Wyld Lands. Even through this small window, the beauty of the mountains is beyond awe-striking. The wind caresses my face, inviting me to play with it, to explore the true extent of my power. I belong there.
“I need you here,” Ms Martínková says. She pulls me into her arms and gives me a big hug, like the kind my mother gave me once upon a long time. “Your heart’s in the right place, your wind will be, too. You’re a good girl.”
It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I force myself to take a step back. Ms Martínková had a dream when she took over the school—it wasn’t to assassinate an entire generation of mages, as the guardians believe, but to foster mage-witch relationships and provide a safe space for witches. I can’t help with the latter but I can do my best with the first. It’ll be some time before I’ll let anyone know I’m a witch. Hopefully, they won’t hate me as much as Jin does when I do.
Ravi presses the key into my hands. “This is yours now. If it ever gets too much or too dangerous, do follow us.”
It’s already way too much, but I pocket the key and stand back as they step into the portal, immediately buffeted by strong winds. A breeze escapes and tugs at my hair, wondering why I’m not coming.
“One day,” I whisper. 
One day, when mages and witches have learnt to co-exist and I’ve learnt to control my powers so I’m no longer a threat to everyone close to me, I’ll go to the Wyld Lands and explore them to my heart’s content.
So, basically never.
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