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  A Note on 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!
The world of Wyld Lands Academy is fundamentally flawed. Without going into too much detail, there are mages and witches, and the latter are persecuted by the former. This touches on fascism, oppression, and even genocide. Disturbing scenes depict paranormal torture, police brutality, hurtful ideologies, bullying, and inhumane conditions. The main character is still at school, but he’s already experienced his fair share of trauma, such as discovering his parents gone at a young age.
The story is set in the 1990s, a period that significantly influences how sexuality is portrayed. The main character is bisexual and in a relationship with another young man who struggles with internalised homophobia and eventually turns against his partner.
Although this series explores dark themes, I hope it leaves you feeling hopeful that people will stand up and fight for freedom. There are a lot of good people in the world, and Jarek is one of them.
It’s time to enrol at Wyld Lands Academy! Have fun!

Love,
Janna







  
  Chapter 1


“Have you decided when you’re going to tell Alexej the truth about witches?” 
The question bothers me almost as much as the cold drops of water that fall on my sun-kissed chest. For a fire witch, Ilona sure loves swimming.
It’s the summer of 1996 and I’m enjoying a rare moment of peace on the shores of the Vltava River in the centre of Prague. I wipe the offending droplets off my warm skin before folding my arms behind my head and seeking the sun once more. It’s a hot June day and I intend to take full advantage of it before finals ruin the rest of summer. “When he can handle it.”
“Jarek…” Despite having only been at university for a year, she’s got the teacher voice down. “Shouldn’t you be honest with your boyfriend?”
“He’s not my boyfriend.” 
Alexej is too chicken for that. Kissing in his dorm room at the Wyld Lands Academy? Yes. Holding hands in public? What would the people say? I roll my eyes just thinking of his scandalised, pretty face. Anything that doesn’t play by the rules scares the shit out of him.
Ilona snorts and takes out her drink bottle. “What is he then?”
“A mage,” I say, unable to keep the disdain out of my voice. As much as I adore Alexej, he’s one of them.
Mages and witches both control the elements, yet we’re fundamentally different. Witches like Ilona and I are so deeply connected to our elements that the slightest height of emotion can summon our magic. Any sort of meltdown could cause a natural disaster, so we always have to keep our emotions in check. Mages, on the other hand, throw around fireballs and lightning bolts. What they lack in power, they make up for with perfect control.
Control. It’s a word as ingrained into a mage’s DNA as a witch’s elemental connection. They control who gets to learn magic, who gets to access the portals leading to our ancestral homeland, and who deserves to live. Spoiler alert: it’s them. As for us witches, we’re the bane of their existence—criminals by birth, and most importantly, something that needs to be controlled.
People at school don’t know I’m not an air mage. Alexej certainly doesn’t or he’d throw a hissy fit. The only reason I put up with the aggravating mage propaganda in class is they’ve got the key to the Wyld Lands, a magical dimension where the elements run wild, creating a world that’s as dangerous as it is beautiful. So far, I’ve taken part in four field trips, each more exhilarating than the last. While the mages cower in fear, desperate to erect shelters, I’ve run on crumbling cliffs, jumped into thundering rivers, and tasted the storm on my lips. As soon as I graduate next month, I’ll find a way to explore more. I’ll join an expedition, study Wyld Lands Geography—a ridiculous subject when the maps are erased with each change of the tide—or simply pack my things and move there indefinitely. Maybe I’ll even convince Alexej to come with me. As if.
“He might be a mage, but he loves you,” Ilona harps on. “I mean, you’ve been not-boyfriends for months now.”
I recall the stormy winter night we were stuck in that little shed on campus. If it had been up to me, I would’ve braved the storm and relished the cold gusts, but Alexej has always been the more sensible one. So, instead, we made ourselves comfortable on the mattress cart, burnt some old P.E. records nobody was going to miss, and had long deep conversations until the fire was out, the words had run out, and all we could hear was the storm outside and the sound of our breath in the dark. I still don’t know who started it—me probably—but suddenly, his lips were on mine and the cold was no longer an issue.
A cloud passes overhead and I push myself up on my elbows. “None of which will matter if he finds out what I really am.” 
I won’t admit it, but I can no longer count the nights I’ve lain awake worrying what Alexej would do if he found out.
“What if it does matter?” Ilona sits up. “Alexej is smart. What if instead of pushing you away, he realises they’ve got us all wrong? We’re human, too. We bleed the same, we feel the same—”
“Only we don’t. Our feelings cause violent storms and forest fires.” There’s a cold breeze in the air which wasn’t there before. “Their hatred runs too deep. You just don’t want to believe it because you’re new to all this.”
Unlike me, Ilona had no idea about her magic powers before she was admitted to the Wyld Lands Academy—locally known as Elementi College—or why she struggled to control her fire so much more than her classmates, until she met me. She didn’t grow up with all the stories about mage cruelty, didn’t lose her parents to overzealous Guardians, or hear about yet another witch gone missing. To her, it’s an old conflict that has no place in the new millennium looming on the horizon. Almost two thousand years and we’re still stuck in the same old cycles.
My watch beeps, making me groan. Ilona tenses for a moment before she throws on a top, her bathing suit already dry thanks to her fire powers. 
I put on my shoes. “Are you ready for this?” I ask, not wanting to drag her into something she might not come back from.
“I’m in.” She didn’t even hesitate.
A black van turns onto the bridge, like it does every Saturday at one in the afternoon. We jump up, throw our backpacks on, grab our bikes, and push them up the riverbank. The van goes past and we’re on our bikes, kicking the pedals hard. My anxiety aids me in calling us a wind to push us from behind, allowing us to keep pace at a safe distance.
Since Ilona left the Wyld Lands Academy and started university last year, we’ve often met up on Štvanice Island to swim in the summer and walk in the winter. We’re the only two witches in Prague I’m aware of, so spending time with someone who understands my inherent struggles is a reprieve from the masking at school.
After a while, we noticed the van going past every Saturday at the same time. Most of the cars on our streets are run-down, but not this one, which looks as new as if it’s come straight out of a West-German factory. More importantly, it carries the EG Czechia letters, which only the magical community correctly identifies as Elemental Guardians—in other words, the mage police.
Usually, I’d stay as far away from the Guardians as possible. While they occasionally deal with magic-related crimes and security for our government officials, their main task is to find and capture witches. The last thing I want is to catch their attention. Unfortunately, I’ve always been too curious for my own good. I know the van comes from the Guardian headquarters in the city, but where does it go each Saturday?
Ilona and I drop back a bit when the van leaves the city boundaries and we exchange buildings for fields. It’s a sunny day, so we’re far from the only cyclists on the river road, but I don’t want to take any more risks than necessary. Especially at the speed we’re going.
Fortunately, we don’t have to keep it up for long as the van slows, then turns down a road which leads to a row of huge smoking chimneys. A thermal power plant.
I’m confused. The mages keep the existence of both mages and witches secret from the general population. There’s probably some communication on a governmental level, but I doubt a power plant operator would be part of those agreements. Unless all the employees here are mages and get into trouble like clockwork, there should be no reason for the Guardians to make regular calls.
The van goes through a gate and vanishes between the buildings under the chimneys.
Ilona and I bypass the access road and ride around the plant. Dropping our bikes behind a bush, we run up to the fence. 
“This doesn’t make any sense,” Ilona says, still huffing from the ride.
I have more than enough wind in me to keep going for hours on my bicycle, especially when I’m as restless as I am right now. “They’re hiding something. Let’s find out.”
“Jarek!” Ilona holds me back just as I’m about to climb the fence.
“What?”
“That’s trespassing.”
I shrug. “We’re not going to find out what’s going on inside by standing here.”
“There are Guardians inside,” she points out.
A chill runs down my spine, and I can’t help but gnash my teeth. If the Guardians catch us, we could get away with feigning no knowledge of magic, but knowing my temper, the wind will pick up, and if they suspect anything, they have their methods of finding out. 
On the other hand, I really want to know what they’re doing here. “You can stay here if you’re scared.”
Ilona looks as if she’s about to rip my head off. “I’m not letting you go in there alone.”
I bare my teeth in a wild grin. “Then let’s go.”
She groans, but the decision has already been made. 
I forgo my initial idea of climbing the fence when I notice the barbwire coil on top of it. Instead, I hold out my hand to Ilona. “Come here.”
The moment I’ve got a good grip on her, I call a gust and steer it to carry us over the fence. While I land on my feet on the other side, Ilona lurches and stumbles to her knees. 
As soon as she’s caught herself, she glares at me. “I hate you.”
“It’s less intrusive than burning a hole into the fence,” I say, grinning.
Adrenaline
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