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“To achieve grandeur, there must be sacrifice. No new knowledge comes without a price, and those who set out on the course of clarity must be willing to pay it. For none is too high, too costly, when faced with the wonders of a breakthrough, an unimaginable discovery. Nothing is sacred when placed before science and its advancements; nothing is sacrosanct before the wonders of magic.”

Darren J. Whitford in Principles of Nonpareil Alchemy, ed. Cours St. Cyr, 1993

––––––––
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May 27th 1999

Collège de St. Cyr, 

Outer grounds

Moon in Scorpio - Waxing Gibbous

––––––––
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Mist rises from the ground, despite the mild temperatures. A layer of frost clings to the vibrant, green blades of freshly mown grass, to the bush leaves, the petals, the twigs. It sticks to the windowpanes and the stonewall, the outside furniture. Like a sprinkling of jewels, a dusting of icing sugar. A coat of marvel. A harbinger of dark things to come, even though the sun's just rising above the treetops and the high, gabbled roofs of the Collège de St. Cyr.

The rooftops; where a silent, solitary figure can now be seen.

The girl is young, perhaps not even twenty. Her glazed eyes are set on the horizon, her bare feet balanced on one of the small turrets. She stretches her arms, the folds of her white nightgown billowing around her legs, the wind ruffling her hair. She has painstakingly climbed all the way up, from the balconied rooftops to the turrets, the chimneys. As if she longs to reach for the stars, touch the sky. As if she longs to become part of the very firmament. A lone, lost, fallen star.

On the grounds, down below her, life slowly begins to stir. Students and teachers alike are waking up to a new day. It's Thursday, there are classes to teach, lectures to attend, school papers to grade, essays to finish. Life is still taking place at St. Cyr, home of the bright young things who excelled on their previous academic path. This is where they come to further their knowledge, their studies. All the Nonpareil whose grades were good enough to grant them entrance at one of the courses in this particular university, hidden from the world of Regulars behind a sheen of illusion. A sheen that has the place posing as a vineyard in an old château, somewhere in the French countryside. 

Oh, if the normals only knew. If they had any idea what hides amongst the fabric of their well-constructed world. The hidden gems, the magical universe where Nonpareils are forced to exist and secret away their talents. And this is where the best, the most talented, come. Hand-picked from rows and rows of Shifters and Sanguinaires, to be a part of the elite. To be one of the few who will later rule and command their secluded, secretive world. To be one of those who cast the spells that keep them all safe and hidden amidst the Regulars. Who'd probably hunt them down. For their differences; and for their powers, of course. 

But the normals don't know, and they don't see the flocks of students on the grounds of the old château. St. Cyr may look like a thriving wine-production business from the outside, but this is one of the foremost schools in the Nonpareil universe. And every single Shifter and Sanguinaire works their butts off in the hopes of attending it.

Like the young man jogging down there, far below the girl in the turrets.

Ezra King, who excelled his admittance exams, now on his third year at St. Cyr, he's already a rising star. Invited to join the selective group led by Professor Whitford as early as his second semester at the Collège, Ezra's brains are raved about by all his teachers. A bright future awaits him, doing research into magic, surely. An academic future in the footsteps of his mentor, the highly respected teacher of Advanced Alchemical Studies. Who'd probably wish Ezra spent more time working on his curricula than jogging in the woods and the Collège's grounds. But the boy is keen on his health and has far too much energy boiling inside him. The only way to let out steam is by running, which he often does, bright and early. As on this fine May morning.

As he approaches the wing of the massive building – very much an old château, yes, with chamber after chamber after chamber, all of them transformed into classrooms and accommodations for the students and the faculty – his attention is caught by the flicker of white playing on the corner of his eyesight. Raising his head, he sees the girl, and his mouth drops open in awe. Fear runs through his spine, a tingle that rushes to the tips of his fingers, as if an electric current travels along his skin. The air hums and then goes silent, as Ezra waits for the spectacle to unfold, wondering what sort of theatre is at play, here. He recognises the girl; she's a four-year student, one of the A.A.S.'s picked by Professor Whitford. A Shifter, and rather good at harnessing water energy. Her blood is spicy, rich, filled with the flavours of her South American heritage. Mayara Cortez, one of Professor Whitford's favourites.

What is she doing up there, in her nightie, at this hour? Ezra gazes at her, and fails to see the figure leaning from a corner window, the third-floor window on the stairway leading up to the roofs. If he'd caught sight of her, he'd know this, too, is one of Professor Whitford's rising stars. Sabine Weber, a third-year as he. He knows her well, better than Mayara, for they have plenty of other classes together. She leans from the window, perilously; long dark hair flowing, eyes streaming with tears. But Ezra's too intent on the girl on the roof, only has eyes for her. Mayara steps closer to the edge, and he catches his breath, mouth snapping shut as he gasps. She fumbles, one foot losing its hold, regains her balance in the space of a heartbeat, a heartbeat Ezra fails to deliver.

And then she dives.

From the gabbles she plummets, soaring like a comet through the sky, white nightgown riding up her legs, showcasing the powder blue knickers and bruised thighs, the cuts and scrapes along her legs. The caked blood, where a blade cut lines into the flesh of her underbelly. She dives, and is made more beautiful by the abandonment in which her body flies through air, momentarily rendering Ezra prisoner to the sight. He's unable to think, to act, to discern the urgency of what's going on. He can't make sense of it.

Until a thud echoes in his ears, the sound of a body hitting the ground; but it can't be Mayara, for she's still falling. Diverting his attention from the plummeting girl, Ezra's eyes fall upon the sprawled figure of Sabine Weber, whose body just crashed to the ground. Blood pools around her head, a dark stain to match her dark hair, running around her like water. He's too far to see if she's still alive, and too shocked to move. Just when Ezra is about to force himself into action, another thud fills his ears, and this time he knows it's Mayara. He doesn't have to look up to see if she's still falling; he knows she's reached her destination. With only seconds apart, the two girls have plunged to their deaths, the terrible, terrible sound echoing in his ears. It'll stay there forever, and hunt him through life.

His legs give in. Ezra falls to the gravelled ground on his knees, scraping them. Pain rides up his thighs to his groin, but he doesn't register it, shock prevents him. One trembling, sweaty hand slides up to cover his mouth, where a screech is trapped, a yell he knows will only come out at night. All is silent, now, and it would be ungraceful to break the silence. It would be ungraceful to disturb the girls in their deaths.

The stillness lasts less than a minute. Shouts arise, screams echo, the sound of footsteps breaks out around him, and a pair of brawny hands alights on Ezra's shoulders. Wide-eyed, he turns to face whoever joined him, latches onto the equally shocked mien of his best friend. Tom Berry, shaking as if he was cold. He's wearing sweats but his feet are bare, hair tousled and wet, a pair of plastic pool slippers in one hand. Must have been swimming, then, he's come from the indoor pool just in time to watch the show. And what a show it was.

“Shit,” Tom whispers, and Ezra tries to stand up. “What the fuck happened?”

“She... they...” He can't speak, his brain still trying to make sense of what it was he saw.

“Do you think it's because of what happened?”

Now a thought jogs his mind; a foggy memory, is it? Something he knows he should remember but can't quite grasp. What happened. And what, pray, did happen? When? What is Tom talking about?

“Oh, man, fuck, this is serious. This could be bad. What if it all comes out? What are we going to do? What's he planning? What if more of them decide to off themselves like these two?”

His friend's thick American accent has never grated on Ezra's nerves, but now it does. It does, and all he wants is to shout at Tom to cork it, stop talking, stop speaking nonsense. Before he can do anything, Professor Whitford shows up with Miss Lake, the school's counsellor. They usher the two boys back to the conservatory that houses the indoor pool, where steaming mugs of tea already await them, alongside the rest of the restricted group of students that form Professor Whitford's rising stars. Davide Appoloni is there, hands tightly curled around Brian Templeton's fingers, Thierry Favreau to their right. Alone, slightly apart from the rest of the group, Noelle Paillard stares into the still waters, her short blond hair standing on end, her dark brown eyes massive in a pinched, pale face. Ezra's heart catapults at the sight of her, it has been doing so for the past year.

Noelle is a Year Four student, who never gives him the time of day outside this work group. She usually consorts with her fourth year colleagues and pays little to no attention to the likes of Ezra King. But his heart has drummed a beat for her since he first ran into the girl outside Cygnus Hall, and he's carried a torch for her from that day. He wants to run to her side, comfort her and have her comfort him, but knows better. She wasn't friends with either of the dead girls. Mayara and Sabine weren't part of Noelle's crowd. The only thing they had in common were their studies in Alchemy and Chaos Magic, under the tutelage of Professor Whitford. Other than that, they lead separate lives. But they're still part of this study group, this research team, and they're all shocked by what those two girls did. For no apparent reason.

With his eyes still glued to Noelle's back, Ezra allows Miss Lake to lead him to a chair, accepts the mug of tea from Darren Whitford's hands.

“Go on, drink this,” the man says, not without tenderness. “It's hot and strong, will do you good.” Ezra silently obeys.

“I should go see to the other students,” Miss Lake whispers, and Professor Whitford dismisses her with a careless nod of his head.

After she leaves, he pulls up a chair and strides it, eyeing his group of talented students.

“What are we to do?” Tom asks. He hasn't touched his tea.

Ezra, on the other hand, has drained his, and wants nothing more than a refill. His head is misting, muscles relaxing, his body lightweight and numb. Pain, either physical or emotional, no longer registers; and somewhere in his now addled brain, he realises the tea was laced with Essens Lunaire, the white poppy milk they distil monthly. Waning for sleep, Waxing for medicine, Full for clairvoyance, New for a mind-numbing drug. Today is Waxing Gibbous, but what was dropped in his tea is the fruits of a New Moon distil. He wonders if the others were given the same milk in their beverage, realises from Davide, Brian and Thierry's eyes that yes, they have all been drugged. Surely to ease the pain.

Closing his eyes, he takes a deep breath, but instead of respite, only hell comes after him. The girl dropping from the gabbles, her chin-length curly hair like coiled snakes. The thud, while she was still falling, and the sight of the other one, blood pooling round her head. This is all he sees. This is all that comes at him. This is all there is. He'll never be free of this; he'll never be sane again.

A scream forces its way out of Ezra's lips, a wail so gruff and thick he doesn't recognise himself in it. He lets it grow; take over, allows himself to give in to this beast-like comfort of screeching his lungs out. Until his throat is raw and burning, aching from the strain. Until his voice is hoarse from shouting. All eyes fall upon him, Tom's terrified, the others numb and listless. Except for Noelle. Her eyes are like embers burning into his soul, and the flicker of a smile shades her lips. She breaks out in giggles, softly at first, soon transformed into hysterical laughter. She laughs, and laughs, and laughs, until tears stream down her cheeks. Ezra stops screaming, stands up, kicks the chair he sat upon.

“Shut up,” he shouts, coming for her, fists curled so tightly his knuckles turn white. “Shut up,” he insists.

Professor Whitford tries to hold him back; he rolls him off easily, coming to stand before Noelle, who cowers into herself. No longer laughing, no longer hysterical, now fully terrified of Ezra and the rage tinting his face.

“Noe,” Professor Whitford cajoles, “drink your tea.”

She stands to her full height, which isn't much, and faces Ezra. There's hatred and disgust in her eyes, which he'd never before seen. Had he failed to notice it? Does this girl hate him? When he is so in love with her? What did he ever do to her she'd loathe him like this? It makes no sense. But it cuts him up, like slim blades dancing over the surface of his skin, bleeding him dry, sucking his hopes and dreams.

With a swift brush of her hand, Noelle topples the mug, tea spilling across the table, dripping to the floor.

“No,” she says, still facing Ezra. “You band of hypocrites. You monsters. It's your fault, all this, and you sit around drinking laced tea? In the hopes it washes away your guilt? No. I'll have no part in this.”

With a shove of her hand, she pushes Ezra aside and storms out of the conservatory, before Professor Whitford can stop her. The man gazes around in a sort of panic, seems to assure himself it's safe to leave, runs after her.

Noe.

He called her Noe.

Not Noelle, Noe.

Ezra's heart stumbles, falls into itself, drops one, two, three sizes.

No wonder she didn't care for him. There was no space left in her heart.
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“The Sanguinaire are often seen as weak, for they cannot thrive on their own, needing constant supplies of blood. Both from the Regulars – to boost their failing immune system – as from Shifters, to harness the surrounding energies. Sanguinaire magic is at its best when they work together with Shifters, in complete community. Chaos Magic profits from complete communion and its effects are all the more successful when Shifter and Sanguinaire coalesce intimately.”

Darren J. Whitford in Principles of Nonpareil Alchemy, ed. Cours St. Cyr, 1993

––––––––
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August 25th, 2018

Collège de St. Cyr

Outer grounds

Moon in Aquarius - Waxing Gibbous

––––––––
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I drive my car through the open gates, up the long lane. The château stretches before me, still too far. On my right, vineyards sprawl, their branches lumbered with fat grapes ready for the pick. The same sight greets me on the left. The September sky is blue, dotted with a few sparse, white clouds. School starts in a week.

Gently, I let the engine hum uphill, taking in the sight of the massive building. It houses the university in all its seven wings, which sprawl from a central one. Eight halls, every one named after constellations. It makes a beautiful picture, its early renaissance architecture cut against the background of sky and dark woods beyond. Ah, those woods. They've seen more than there's time to tell, haven't they? This place is as familiar to me as a second home. This is my third year teaching. But before that, I was a student here, for four years of my life. Pegasus Hall, back then, Serpens now. I was at Corvus last semester, but was made head of Serpens last July. The rest of the teachers seem to think the students will connect more to me than to my colleagues. Because I'm not a stuffy old fart like most of them. Not my words, mind you.

Turning left, I lead the car towards the woods. This may sound strange, but bear with me, there's an old barn that serves as garage for the staff. At the moment, it's close to empty, but soon will be packed full with all sorts of vehicles. Now, there's only Jean Marchand's Prius, Larry Bentley's Ford Fiesta, the Headmaster's Citroën and the array of bicycles staff and students use freely. I park my Peugeot in its usual spot, jump out, stretch my back. These summer holidays fell short, I ended up in Paris with little to no memory of what I was doing there. Or why I went, in the first place. My goal was to head home – but it's not as if I have one, is it? I'd planned to visit my mentor in the UK, but somehow ended up in Paris, hitting Pigalle every single night, living it off like I was twenty again. Well, I'm not, I'm close to forty, and should remember this more often. I think my liver would thank me for it.

Hoisting my luggage from the trunk, I set out for the château. The glare momentarily blinds me, but I could walk these alleys with my eyes closed, I know this place like the palm of my hands. Who was it that spoke of the curse of familiarity? I can't remember. But I really don't need my eyesight to travel the route from the garage to the front door of St. Cyr; we used to come in here for a smoke or two, back in the day. Good lord, has it been that long? 

I was eighteen the first time I set foot in St. Cyr. I'm thirty-seven now. Where did time go? What have I done with it? Nearly twenty years gone by, and what have I to show for it? Well, most would say a lot, I did land myself one fine job, didn't I? But it's not what I wanted to do, that's for sure. When I left St. Cyr at the age of twenty-two I hoped never to see this place again. Yes, I did learn impressive things, here. I did very well in my academic life, here. But my goal was always Notre Dame, at the Sorbonne. Not the Sorbonne of the Regulars, no. Our Sorbonne. The hidden, secretive lair where magic and true alchemy are researched and studied. Where the obscure writings of men and women normal human beings think are like them, undergo extensive analysis and investigation. 

I left these halls carrying a recommendation letter from my mentor, Professor Darren Whitford – who often declined the invites to lead research and investigation departments at Notre Dame (Nonpareil equivalent of the Sorbonne, actually inside the Sorbonne), Oxford, Cambridge, only so he could form the bright young minds of Nonpareils from the onset. With that letter and my grades, I was offered a scholarship so I could work on a thesis and join the research department at Notre Dame. And there I was, not much different from the man I am now, immersed in my tiny, little world, my studies, my work. Ten years of my life I spent there, and believed myself happy. I had it all under control, see. It was when the scandal broke out that I started losing it. It was when the phone call came, and the letter arrived, that I began to lose it. But what could I do? I owed him that. I owe Darren far too much, couldn't say no. After twelve years of bliss, I said goodbye to my place in Notre Dame and returned to St. Cyr.

Truth is, I needed a change of scenery. 

A five-year-old relationship had come to a sudden end, leaving me at a loss. Broken-hearted, angry, lonely, I found myself in need of a respite, some distance. We were still going through the separation process, trying to split things into what's hers and what's mine, who gets the flat, who gets the car. Turned out I got the car and the flat. I can be a real bastard, when I want to. Which is funny, seeing I am a bastard. My mother probably had no idea who my father was. Hell, I hardly know who my mother was; she had me and dropped me off at the Du Vall Institute, which is nothing more than an orphanage for Nonpareil children whose parents don't want them. She was probably a Regular; they tend to get rid of their Nonpareil kids, unable to cope with their differences. I wasn't the first, won't be the last. There were plenty of other children at Du Vall; I grew up surrounded by people who could have been like siblings to me. Were I of a more loving disposition.

All right, so maybe I am a little jaded, just because my parents couldn't be bothered with raising and loving me. My ex says it's why I can't commit, why I don't really give myself to the relationship. She says it's what tore us apart. That, and the fact I was unwilling to try, to heal, to work on my 'issues'. Turns out I have issues, according to her, and these spur from having been abandoned and avoiding connecting with others. It's not true. I did connect, I do connect, still. Back at the Institute, I had plenty of friends, and a few were quite close. Adam Peirce is still one of my best friends to this day; he's like a brother to me. It was he who came to stay for two weeks after my ex left. He pulled me back up and convinced me to accept this job. Helped me stay afloat. So she's wrong, I do connect. Just not with her, because she was never satisfied, and always wanted more.

It was the nightmares, I think. She wanted me to delve into that, and I wasn't ready. I'm still not ready. They still occur, from time to time, and still freak me out, though I can't remember them after I wake up. But I always wake up terrified, and sweating. And I know these nightmares have something to do with what happened here years ago. 

Those two girls. 

Jumping to their deaths, for no apparent reason. Of course there was an investigation, but nothing came up. Apparently, I watched the whole thing, but can't remember a single detail. No, that's not correct. I do remember being stunned, in shock; I do remember shouting at another girl when she laughed over those suicides. We were all part of the same group; we were Darren's rising stars. The best Alchemy students, the most prolific in Chaos Magic, we set the bar so high. I think it must have been that which led the girls to top themselves, they couldn't handle the pressure. But how did the rest of us fail to see they weren't all right? How did we not realise those girls were struggling? I know I blame myself for their deaths, partly; I know guilt eats and corrodes me from the inside, and that – not the fact I was left at an orphanage soon after being born – is what's fucked me up.

That's why I find it hard to give myself.

That's why I haven't been in another relationship since Marine and I split.

The guilt.

At first, I tried to pry the others. Davide, Brian, Thierry, they drew a blank, like me. Their brains deleted the entire thing. We all know it happened. All know the girls were in our study group, we all remember them, only not the accident. Davide watched it, too, standing by the window of his room at Andromeda. Both girls dropped to their deaths from Orion. But just like me, Davide doesn't remember seeing Sabine – the one he would have spotted immediately – fall to her death. Of course I know why, we were probably compelled to forget. Miss Lake was one powerful Sanguinaire, one of the very few who could compel others like her. It's not hard to do that to a Shifter, but another Sanguinaire? That shit takes talent and a lot of power. I'm sure she compelled us all to forget, just so we weren't much traumatised. And it worked for a few years, it did. But Miss Lake died back in 2015 – freak accident, apparently – and her compulsion lost strength. We all started having nightmares, flickers of memories, flashes of things we can't quite put down. I know I have, and Tom did too. 

He looked me up two years ago, when he came over on a visit. Trying to jog his memory, I think; he kept talking about how Brian and Davide were having flashes of memories they couldn't remember. We walked the grounds of St. Cyr for hours, well into the night, and tried to put together the days before the girls killed themselves. And we still came up with nothing. No one remembers seeing them depressed; no one remembers sensing they might be at risk. All we can recall is how driven they were – like all of us, those in that special, closed group. We thought Noelle might remember something; Tom had this recollection of her being very angry at us after the girls died. He said she accused us of being hypocrites, of being guilty of what happened, so maybe Noelle did know something. But if she did, she never said a word; and she's as guilty as we are.

Even more so, because we may have been oblivious to the girls' state of mind – and that in itself is a terrible, terrible thing – but she knew and told no one. Did nothing. She as good as pushed them from the window, the roof; her hand is dipped in blood as much as ours. But we'll never know, for Noelle disappeared after the girls died. She left St. Cyr the following week and was never seen again. Rumour has it she passed away not long after; she'd been living a wild, dangerous life. It still makes me shiver, thinking of her. I was in love with that girl and she totally ignored me; it was my first ever heartbreak. Come to think of it, Noelle may just be the reason why I have commitment issues, not my parents' abandonment. Marine may have seen it all wrong.

I shake my head; it's a waste of time dwelling on these things. Noelle happened twenty years ago; Marine, I don't even miss. It's not like she was the last woman I felt pulled towards. And here's another thing I don't want to think about, here's another issue my brain yells is taboo and shouldn't even be entertained. I've tried to fight it, these past couple of years, and will continue to do so, but...

My train of thought is cut off by the booming voice of the Rector, who aims it at me.

“Ah, Professor King,” he greets, his lips hidden under the moustache he grows like flowers in an English garden. “Just the man I wanted to see.”

He slides an arm through mine, in typical Rector Montpelier fashion, which always unnerves me. Marine would say it's because I wasn't cuddled and held as a baby, so I have 'issues' with being touched. Marine might not be wrong, in this case. I stare at the man the least invitingly as I can. All I want is to drag my luggage to my room, put it away, and sit down with the list of students so I can finally make a decision. Ever since Montpelier decided St. Cyr was to revive the old habit of providing certain students with entry into advanced studies, he's been nagging me about having a list ready before the start of first term. 

On my first year teaching at St. Cyr I got away with handing him the list just before Christmas break. Alleging I didn't yet know the students, or their academic prowess, well enough to allow me a choice. Last year, the man hounded me all through the first two weeks of September, so he could post the list. Apparently, the Advanced Alchemical Studies is the most sought-after discipline in all of St. Cyr. Well, it's good to see some things haven't changed. This year, he seems intent on having the list up by the first of September. And I'm sure he'll insist on me adding a couple of students. After all, he did not shy away from sending me email after email all through August, urging me to make the damn list. And on those emails, he always insisted I take a look at a certain First Year student's academic reports, which I did. The grades are good enough to enrol this person in my classes, even the A.A.S., but first years shouldn't be allowed. For whatever reason, Montpelier wants me to break the former rules, where it comes to this one.

He wants me to break my own rules, where it comes to another student, although the man is completely in the dark about it. Another student whose grades demand a spot in my private, elite study group, but one I should avoid at all costs. Now, he wants me to place her in my Hall.

“Have you got that list for me, young man?”

There. What did I just say? He wants to publish it before term even starts.

“Sir, I haven't yet made a final decision as to who the new entries should be. There are a few students whose academic results...”

“Tut, tut, King. I need that list before you leave for Somerset.”

Leave? For Somerset? What the fuck's he talking about? Term's about to start, I'm going nowhere for the next few months.

“I'm not going to Somerset, sir.”

He eyes me with a certain chagrin, his rough, reddish countenance mellowing slightly. Almost as if he pities me. I wonder what the man's playing at, and am about ready to hand him the bloody list as it is, with those two students in it. Let the universe take care of consequences, I shouldn't really give a fuck about any of this. My place isn't here; I constantly long to be back at Notre Dame, immersed in my own studies, my research. Not taking up Darren's dream, his work. It was never my own. But of course I'd never have denied him the request, Darren was like a father to me. He alone was a constant in my life, from as early as I can remember. He alone visited me at the orphanage, took me out on visits, vacations, even Christmas, a few times. I often wondered why he never adopted me; after all, he called me his golden child plenty of times. And that's why I'm stuck here. Because I owe him.

I'm stuck here and on the verge of completely screwing my life and my head, even more than it already is. The thought puts a smile up my face, a snigger on my lips. Montpelier watches me with a frown, and once again I'm pulled back to the present moment, head filled with questions about his Somerset mention. Darren lives in Somerset, and I'd planned on going there this summer, but Pigalle called, Paris called. I missed my old haunts, and Notre Dame at the Sorbonne, more than I missed Darren.

A sudden intuition glides over me, takes hold. My body temperature, mild to start with, plummets, and I'm suddenly drenched in a cold sweat.​ I dread the man's next few words, dread them with a bodily ache that gnaws on my stomach and waters my guts.

“My dear boy,” he starts, he has this obnoxious habit of calling everyone his dear boy or girl. It grates on my nerves as so many other of his idiosyncrasies. “Indeed, you are. I'm afraid I don't have good news for you.”
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“Shifter magic is innate. Their bodies and their brains come prepared to work with nature in such communion they are but one. Still, Shifters cannot cast spells, and therefore, their magic is erratic, faulty. They lack the capacity Sanguinaires have of phrasing their wants and needs into a perfect spell, one that enhances their very energy – which they've obtained from Shifters. Thus, words seem to be possessed of a particular kind of magic of their own, which would benefit from further study.”

Darren J. Whitford in Principles of Nonpareil Alchemy, ed. Cours St. Cyr, 1993

––––––––

[image: ]


September 1st, 2018

Collège de St. Cyr, 

Outer grounds - Serpens Hall

Moon in Taurus - Waning Gibbous

––––––––
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The grounds are abuzz with new life, as flock after flock of students are dropped off either by helpful parents or teams of buses full to the brim. They gather on the front lawn, by the front steps, drip into the surrounding areas in groups of twos, threes, fours. Hugs are exchanged, greetings are thrown about, the noise is blinding, bustling. Teachers come and go with smiles on their faces, and some apprehension too, for there's more life to these young ones than they know what to do with it. After the initial moments of pandemonium, the students begin to make for their respective Halls.

No one goes through the front doors of Grand Hall except Year One students, and these mill around the sizeable entrance space, looking for their names on the many lists posted up the notice boards. Which will tell them what Halls they'll be moving into, what classes they'll be taking, what teacher to address as of their arrival, so that their schedules may be handed along with the keys to their Hall and private room.

Amongst these students, one newcomer stands out, or rather, stands slightly apart. Having checked what their Hall is, the newcomer waits a few moments before heading for the door, carting a large suitcase trolley and a heavy rucksack. Down the steps, the newcomer goes, as if these grounds weren't new. As if knowing where to head. Across the front lawn, making way through the smooth gravel, diving through the arches on the left, the newcomer alights at one of the inner patios, pauses as if to take stock and redirect. Studying the surrounding buildings, finally seems to come to a decision, and heads straight to the arched passage across the patio, where a heavy wooden door stands ajar. It leads to a smaller hall, down a light-flooded corridor, out into another small patio. Finally, the newcomer seems to have reached the intended destination, stopping in front of a black arched door. 

The knob is metal, painted dark green, with a serpent in the same colour and material coiled around it. Over the door hangs a metal plaque the same hue, with the word Serpens inscribed in white. Taking a long, studious look around, the newcomer hoists the rucksack, grabs the trolley's handle and pushes the door open. It welcomes the interloper into a wide, light, square hall, dotted with dark wood chairs, a notice board and a couple of illustrations. Da Vinci copies, the newcomer's brain registers. All legs and narrow hips, the newcomer is, clad in tight fitting black jeans and a black fitted shirt, over which a grey silk waistcoat lends the only pop of colour. Long, blond hair is tied in a ponytail, kept away from a face that looks smooth, beardless. Eyes that seem brown prove to be very dark blue, and a nose that is rather on the long side, sniffs the air with a hint of disgust. As if sensing an underlying current of rot, of decay. 

Dragging the luggage, the newcomer checks the notice board, dives to the right of the hall, heading for the stairs. These will lead to the first floor, where most first years are housed. No matter what Hall they're ascribed to, at St. Cyr Year One students always get the first floor of the dormitories. Except when they're part of a special group. The newcomer must climb all the way to the top floor, where the special students are given special quarters. It's an honour to be entered into such an elite study group, and the newcomer is well aware. Only excellent grades will grant you entrance, and very rarely has a Year One been admitted to it. The A.A.S. The most coveted class at St. Cyr. Rumour has it they study real Chaos Magic, not the wishy-washy thing forced down their throats during their formative years. Forbidden Chaos Magic, some whisper, and the thought places a smile up the newcomer's wide lips.

Excellent grades were easy to attain, for the newcomer, but that alone wasn't guarantee of a spot at this small, elite class. Outstanding results and an essay on Transmutation Laws have done the trick. A philosophical treaty, twenty pages long, that took the newcomer most of the previous year to write. But it had been worth it, for it was the key to open Serpens Hall's door and the admittance into its third floor. Coming up to the final landing, the newcomer stops in front of the one door that'll change futures, and make or break lives. With trembling fingers, the newcomer pushes it open, slithers through. Like the proverbial snake which named this particular Hall. The corridor ahead is narrow, peppered with doors. These, the newcomer knows, lead to the bedrooms, said to be slightly better than the rest. Private bedrooms, too, one person a room, not the crowded affairs downstairs, where people are forced together into close quarters, with absolutely no privacy.

The newcomer being a Year One student has been given the first room. It's probably the worse of them. Taking a step further inside, the newcomer studies the numbers over the doors, knowing the final one belongs to the teacher who chairs the class. That's room number six, hidden in the attic space of the Serpens Hall turret, attainable through a set of narrow, winding stairs behind that very same door. Which makes room number one the first on the right, with the common study room across from it. Dropping the luggage by the door, the newcomer faces the entrance of the common room.

Hands curl into tight fists in a nervous tell. The newcomer blinks once, twice, steadying the heart rate and breathing, forces a smile upon lips that twitch, reaches out one steady hand. Opens the door wide, comes to stand in the threshold, face searching those already inside. Studying them quickly and effectively, until forced to lock eyes with the beauty curled on the furthest armchair. The girl smiles, cocks her head to the side, gestures the newcomer in with an air of open invitation, while the other three men stare in different degrees of curiosity.

“Hi, I'm Alec Delacroix,” the newcomer says with a voice that takes on a thinner, higher timbre than expected.

Eyes that swerve from brown to blue lock with the pretty girl's, whose cheeks blush a deep red, her mouth dropping in an awed 'O', a look of shock washing over her entire countenance. Back straight, body hoisted to full height, the newcomer smiles at the other students and steps inside.
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I still can't quite believe it. I'm still pinching myself for it. As I look around, it slowly starts to sink in. I'm in Serpens Hall. I've been entered into the A.A.S., I have the keys that prove it, and my name is on the roster at the main hall. Cassandra Tremayne, it says, alongside the others. The only Year Three student to have made the grade. There were supposed to be two of us, but according to Sashi there's a Year One, this semester. It's rather unheard of, I believe, a Year One admitted into A.A.S.? I don't bother questioning it, couldn't care less. I'm in, and that's all that matters. No longer do I have to put up with old Bishop and his sleep-inducing lectures. The man may be head of the Alchemy department, but I swear he's the most boring teacher in the entire University. And ever since I entered St. Cyr and first laid eyes on him, I've been dying to study under Professor Ezra King. In each and every sense.

A giggle drops from my lips; I cover my mouth with a stiff hand and dive into my bedroom. Room three, right beside the door to room six. Another giggle. I really must get a hold of myself. But room six is Professor King's, and the thought he'll be sleeping right above me is beyond what I can take. Oh, what a silly, clichéd thing to do, isn't it? Fall for the teacher. Especially seeing he was never my teacher, and all the contact I've had with the man is when we cross paths along the crowded halls and corridors of St. Cyr.

But oh, the looks he gives me. Oh, the way he stares at me. As if he wants to eat me whole. I rather wish he would, but no such luck. Seeing I was never his student, the man could have manned up and ask me out, but nope. Professor King is a go-by-the-rules kind of man, apparently. We'll see about that this year, with us being thrown together into such close quarters. I'm not being cocky, I'm not stupid. But I can tell when a bloke's into me, and Ezra King has been into me since we first bumped into each other.

Literally.

Yet another cliché on a life that should have been made of outstanding events. Turns out the universe has seen fit to make Cassandra Isabelle Tremayne the world's biggest walking cliché. I can live with that, I can just about live with anything, now I'm at Serpens and studying under him. Who seems to be absent, now that I think about it. I was hoping to see him standing there, at the end of the corridor, bathed by the light coming in from that narrow window, arms crossed in a typical Professor King demeanour, ready to welcome us all. Ready to shower me with one of those fiery looks of his. Just the thought of it makes me shiver and puddle with want.

But he isn't here. Sashi knocked on his door, and there was no response. Then the others started flocking in, and we didn't want to seem too eager, so we went into our rooms to unpack. I've finished, and can't bear the thought of simply sitting here doing nothing, so I head off to the common room. This place is different from Cygnus. The common room there was massive, but then again, I was on the first and second floors for the past two years. Sharing a room with three other girls on Year One and two others during my second year. Now, I have an individual bedroom with an en suite bathroom, and this common room is intimate and cosy, complete with a tiny kitchenette and all. 

The table seems large enough to sit the six of us. I wonder if Professor King plans to do his lessons here. There's a spacious sofa on which a Year Four student I can't remember the name is already sprawled (as if he owned it, the wanker) and three very comfortable-looking armchairs. I aim for one of them, the closest to the lovely fireplace. The windows are wide and tall, filling the place with cheery light, and the kitchenette has a roomy fridge, which is essential for Sanguinaires like me. If I don't take my monthly dosage of Regulars blood, my immune system is gone. No one likes a snotty nosed, lung-coughing Sanguinaire, and Professor King will be no different. Then again, having a sick student under his wing might just about bring out his loving, caring side. I wonder if he'd tuck me into bed and bring me chicken soup. He seems more like the type of man who'd run you a bath to lower your temperature. I could live with that.

Biting back another snigger, I walk into the common room, and the Year Four deems to raise his head and acknowledge my existence. His dark eyes narrow, as he lowers his book – Treaty on Alchemical Solutions of the third grade Chaotic System, which is not required reading for this term, but for the next. I can see where we stand; this will prove to be a highly competitive environment, after all. Well, as long as they keep their little paws away from Professor King. I can be as smart as the best of them, and as competitive.

“Hey,” Year Four greets, and I smile back at him. “I'm Igor Pčevič.”

“Cassandra Tremayne.”

“I've seen you around. You were in old Bishop's class, right?”

Heavens, this was all I needed. He's seen me around. Worst line ever. “Yes.”

“I wonder how you got into this class; Professor King only takes his own students and those already doing the A.A.S.”

Oh, so that's how we're rolling? “Actually, he doesn't. Every year, since he started teaching at St. Cyr, Professor King asks students for an essay on specific themes, according to what year you're on. Those essays will determine whether a student joins the A.A.S., independent of being his student or not.”

“I see.” He sits up and studies me, but I'm delivered from further questioning by the sudden entrance of two more students.

One of them is my best friend, Sashi Ghurjharatrii. Sashi's a Year Two student and we were together at Cygnus, having bonded practically from the word go. He gets me, he does, and isn't shocked nor offended by my often inappropriate jokes. Says I lack filter, but loves me for it. I love him for being himself, always rearing to go. We both wanted in to the A.A.S. for reasons of our own, and while working on the assignments Professor King delivered to Year One and Year Two students, Sashi and I helped each other and bonded even more. I was almost as frantic to see his name on the board as I was to see mine.

The other individual, I do not know. He looks slightly familiar, with a head of strawberry blond hair and those pale grey eyes, but I can't quite place him. He wasn't in Cygnus, that's for sure, or on Year Two. So he must have been a Year Three student last term, and is now a Four. Which means Sashi is also the only Year Two student taking this course. Makes one feel extra special, it does. 

“Hello,” Sashi says, saunters into the room as if he's floating on a cloud. “I'm Sashi, this young man is Ben. That's Cassie, over there, and you are?” he throws at the sprawling Igor, but my attention is caught up by Ben.

A hand snakes up to cover my mouth, shit's about to come out of it. I try to rein in the giggles but am powerless. Sashi's eyes flit quickly in my direction, a keen, amused look no one else seems to notice but me. He knows me too well, and knows I'm not gonna hold it much longer. I break out in a fit of giggles as Igor introduces himself.

“Big Ben,” I cackle, and cannot stop laughing for the life of me. The young man blushes deeply, his eyes taking on a panicked look. “Now I know why his face's familiar, he's Big Ben!”

Okay, this isn't fair. And it's not right. I let the laughing fit run its course, sober up, straighten my face. Ben isn't happy, he looks downright desperate. It was before my time, what made Big Ben famous around St. Cyr. When he was a freshman. See, we have this initiation ritual around here, where the Year One students are to manage a feat. Nothing magical, mind; though they're free to use magic if they want to. All it's required is that they try to abscond from the cellars one very specific bottle of wine. St. Cyr poses as a winery and vineyard for the outside world of the Regulars. Although the main building - the old château - is really the university, there's another entrance and another main building on the other side of the property. That building, a palatial mansion built in the late 1800s, is where the wine business operates from. And in its cellars, the best of wines are kept. Each year, one vintage bottle is chosen and the Year One students are challenged to get it. Whoever manages to bring the bottle to the main Hall, wins one year's worth of favours from every other student, including the seniors.

Ben became famous when trying to get that bottle. He decided to use magic, and being a Shifter, simply took off his clothes and shifted before venturing to the winery. Thing is, it's a bit of a walk there, and Ben decided to shift into a tiny little mouse. Took him ages to cross the grounds and the vineyards, and he must have spent all his energy, for next thing he knows, he wakes up the next morning just outside the winery, in a pile of cardboard boxes, trash and old paper that was about to be set on fire. As the first flames start to lick over him, he jumps up, back to his normal self, and completely naked. The man in charge of burning the trash is in a panic; I mean, suddenly this naked, freckled creature jumps from amidst the flames, yelling at the top if his lungs, how was the man not to get scared?

All Ben had time to do was take off running down the vineyards back to the château, his parts hanging, his feet scraped and bloody, as if the fires of hell were after him. When he gets to St. Cyr proper, most students are out and about, and spot him immediately. A very naked, very well hung Year One student, who failed to get the bottle but managed to shift – no wonder he's been in the A.A.S. all along. Someone had a mobile phone, and a photo was taken. That photo is said to hang in the common room of Corvus Hall, where Ben hails from. I never saw it, but those who have, swear he really is Big Ben. Wish I could tell, but turns out Sashi might find out sooner, seeing Ben's type isn't girls like me. Or any other kind of girl, for that matter.

“I'm sorry,” I say, and slide off the armchair to come grab his hands. His eyes are still panicked, and I realise this boy must have been teased and harassed over this for the past three years. I'm such a stupid cow, sometimes. “I'm so, so sorry.”

He nods, tries to pull away his hands, but I don't want us to start off on the wrong foot.

“Don't mind Cass,” Sashi says. “She's got no filter and her brain's addled.”

“Oi,” I shout, but smile. “It's true; shit comes out my mouth way before I can think. I'm really sorry, it was wrong of me, Ben. Please, can we start over?”

He nods, averts my eyes all the while. As he releases himself from my grip, I swear I'm gonna make it up to him. 

“How immature,” Igor mumbles, and I instantly grab the pillow under his head and swat him across the face with it. “And that's very grown up, Cassandra,” he adds, but laughs. He actually laughs. Maybe Mr Year Four is not that bad, after all.

I slink back to my armchair, kick of my shoes and curl my legs underneath me. The tights I'm wearing are already running a line; I tease it further down my leg, listening to Sashi's incessant drone. That boy can talk your head off, if you let him. My brain switches off; I nod at all the right spots without listening to a word he says. Instead, I'm wondering about Ezra King and where he is. Teachers are supposed to be at St. Cyr by the twenty-fifth of August, it's September first and no sign of him. What could have happened? Has he resigned? The thought shocks the hell out of me. I'm left sweating, dry-mouthed, heart bursting like a mad set of drums. His name was on the board. Right after the A.A.S. initialism, it was. Class led by Professor Ezra King, it said. Unless it hasn't yet been corrected? Because his name was also in front of Head Master of Serpens Hall, with Professor Marie Follet as Second Head Mistress.

My thoughts are diverted by the door being opened yet again. The speed of my heart - which was already unbearable – increases as I try to quash the hopes it might be him.

It's not.

But the bloke who walks in is nothing short of stunning.

He's tall, and lean. Long legs encased in black jeans, Doc Martens on his feet. A tight fitting black shirt that suits him to a tee, topped by a grey brocade silk vest. His hair's tied back in a ponytail, and seems to come down to his shoulder blades. His eyes are so dark I can't see the black of his pupils, and the grin which he gives me sends shivers down my spine. I've always had a thing for blond men, it seems, and this one's right up my alley, what with those tempting lips and that wide grin. We lock eyes with each other, and my hands shake a bit. My legs too, but they're tucked under me, and I hope he makes nothing of how I must have blushed at the sight of him.

Good lord, he's gorgeous. Even Sashi and Ben seem impressed; I can see from the corner of my eye how they ogle him. But he has eyes only for me. Realising this warms me up inside, and for a split second Ezra King has completely vacated my mind.

“Hi,” the newcomer says, and my entire body freezes. “I'm Alec Delacroix.”

Shit.

This isn't a bloke.

This is a girl. I just got the hots for a freaking girl. I was ready to jump a bloody, fucking woman.

What the hell is wrong with me?
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Alec walks into the room, his eyes still on the pretty girl curled in an armchair. She seems framed by its side wings the same way the long, brown fringe frames her eyes and face. A beautiful face, Alec admits, and his stomach turns a cartwheel that makes him giggle. So, maybe not so much of a 'he', now, Alec notices, his voice having once more reverted to the female pitch he was born with. Shutting the door behind his back, he decides he can be a girl, now. If only to add up to the minority.

“I'm Sashi,” a young man says, and Alec studies him.

Light green eyes on a dark-skinned face, he's a beauty. His trimmed beard is perfect - must spend hours on it - as are his eyebrows, that actually look natural. But Alec knows for sure they were tweaked and teased to look just right. The bloke ogles Alec, which makes her laugh. She might be genderfluid, but will never be into men.

“Pleased to meet you,” she replies, when all she wants is to learn the blue-eyed girl's name.

“I'm Ben.” The red-haired, freckled-faced youth reaches one hand out, which Alec duly grasps and shakes. “And that's Igor, taking hold of the entire sofa.”

The man in question sits up, grins, shoves himself to the right, making room for others to seat. Alec doesn't want to sit; she's far too on edge. It's the girl in the armchair; she's messing with Alec's cool. This wasn't what she came to St. Cyr for, has no need for such distractions. But boy, it's hard to keep eyes away from such a striking face. And the girl seems unable to divert her attention from Alec, too.

“And you are?” Finding the guts to ask, Alec swerves closer, hands placed on the back of the sofa. She leans forward, one eyebrow cocked, a half-smile spreading her lips.

“Cassandra. So, are you a boy or a girl? Because you look like a bloke but sound like a little lady.”

Alec blushes, instinctively curls her knuckles. She hates this part. Where people don't know what to make of her, what to make of him, desperately needing to fit this odd person into a box. Desperately needing to force a gender choice on her. On him. 

“I'm neither,” Alec replies, and manages to keep her voice - female now - steady. “And I'm both.” Now it's her masculine voice, and Cassandra's eyes widen.

“I don't get it,” she says. “Were you born a boy or a girl? Are you transgender, is that it?”

Alec takes a deep breath, locks eyes with her. What a complete dimwit, what a pretty, vacant, prejudiced twat. The only thing she's got going is her looks, because her brain could do with a reset. The exact kind of person Alec loathes. Unable to understand, refusing to understand.

“I'm genderfluid,” he says, the masculine voice back. It's easier for Alec to deal with this kind of prejudice when in a male frame of mind.

“That doesn't even make sense,” Cassandra insists, and by now, Alec's had enough of her. Doesn't even look all that attractive anymore. “You were either born a boy or a girl. Unless you're hermaphrodite.” Her face lights up as if she's just discovered the secrets of the universe, and Alec's heart does this thing where it jumps so hard against his chest it hurts. “Is that it? I never met one.”

“Are you really this ignorant? This narrow-minded?” he asks. 

The room's gone silent on them, everyone else looking uncomfortable with the conversation. Except for the bloke on the sofa, but Alec already pinned him down as straight. Must be as stupid as the girl. The other two, he hasn't yet quite narrowed them down. Sashi looks gay, but Ben's got something to him. When his eyes stray towards Cassandra, there's a flare inside that gives him away. Bisexual, perhaps?

“I consider myself very open-minded, thank you very much,” Cassandra replies, and looks offended. “My best friend is gay, and I'm very cool with that.”

Alec laughs, head thrown back, white neck exposed where a vein throbs and gives away his anger. “So you have a gay friend and assume this makes you open-minded. But you still need to narrow me down to one single gender.”

“Because, unless you're a hermaphrodite, we're all born into one. If later in life we divert to another role, that's fine. There's this Year Three bloke, Alain Tourneau, he goes around wearing make up every single day, and wears heels most of the time. Like, girls' shoes, you know? Wonder how he can walk around in them, I get a backache just from watching. But he was born a boy, and sounds like a man when he speaks. Hell, he looks like a man, despite his makeup and his heels. You, on the other hand, look like a bloke and sound like a girl. But now you sound like a boy. I can't make sense of you.”

“And why must you?” Alec is now amused. The girl is really struggling, and getting antsy. “My gender doesn't define me, my brain does. Some days I feel my feminine side pulling, and those days I'm a girl. Others, I'm a bloke. But that's not even what and who I am. I'm a person, and that should be all it matters.”

“Cass, you did an essay on the transmutation of the body and its effects on the brain, and suddenly question gender fluidity?” Sashi asks, and Alec turns to him, a big smile lighting his entire face.

But the curiosity, the interest, are back again. She wrote an essay on those themes? Oh, how Alec would love to read it. Maybe it would help make sense of his often conflicting moods.

“I'm not questioning anything,” Cassandra explains, “only curious to know which gender she was born in. He. Fuck, I don't know. How do I address you? He, she, his, hers? I'm sorry, but it's bloody complicated.” She looks lost, panicked, in a world of pain.

Alec's expression softens, he wants to curl his arms around the girl and comfort her troubles. Actually, he'd like to do a lot more with Cassandra, but pushes those thoughts away. This is not what he came here for. His mind must be focused on his work, no distractions. No connections, either. Life's easier and smoother if he allows no bonds, no ties.

“I think you'll find it easy to tell when I'm a girl and when I'm not.” He places his hands over his chest, palms down. “I'll have a pair of boobs whenever I associate myself with my feminine side.”

“Do you also grow a dick when you go around being a boy?” Cassandra mutters, but Alec hears her just fine.

One eyebrow raised, he smiles her way, and it's a telling smile. Cassandra's cheeks turn deep red, her mouth pouts into an 'O' of disbelief, her eyes pop. 

“No fucking way,” she whispers.

Alec wants to take her hand and place it over the fly of his jeans, so she can see for herself. And she'd have no doubts, not with how his body insists on reacting to her and this whole conversation.

“Are you a Shifter?”

Alec is forced to face Ben, who studies him as if presented with a rare, strange new creature. Which, in the end, is exactly what Alec is. “Yes.”

“And you shift at will? I mean, you shift into another person? I can't yet do it, and I'm Year Two. You haven't started Year One, how can you shift into anything other than small animals?” Sashi questions.

Alec shrugs.

“It's how she got in,” Igor says, and sits up straighter. “I've been going round my head wondering why Professor King would have a Year One join A.A.S., now I know.”

“It's he, at the moment. I hope you can respect that?” Alec's voice has an edge to it, his face darkened by anger. 

There's a threat in his entire gait, one that is hard to miss. Igor shrugs, but nods. Looking more appeased, Alec rolls his shoulders, releasing the tension.

“I'm sorry, but this makes even less sense.” Cassandra's at it again, and Alec finds himself sighing. It's actually endearing, the girl's unquenchable curiosity. “How on earth can you shift into another person, if you haven't been trained on it?”

“See, I don't shift into another person. This is still me. This is who I am as a man. I shift from my female anatomy to my male counterpart. Not into someone else, fuck, no. I don't even know how to do that; it requires the use of some fucked up spells, doesn't it?”

Ben nods, of the entire group he's the only one who has already started studying it. Which vindicates Alec's first impression, that both Cassandra and Igor must be Sanguinaires.

“I get her confusion,” Ben goes on. “Transmutation into another body shape is a hard thing. When a Shifter is born, they do it all the time, babies cannot control their powers. But it takes a toll, and they're usually watched carefully so they don't end up depleting themselves, the surrounding area. Or their parents, for that matter. But once we grow, we lose the capacity to do it as easily.”

“Schaeffer wrote it's because the bodily volume increases, and thus requires a lot more energy,” Igor adds.

“Dragovič, on the other hand, says it's puberty that takes away the capacity for proper Shifting. All those hormones and stuff,” Cassandra says, and exchanges an amused glance with Alec. “It's why Sanguinaires suddenly start biting around when they're aroused. Shifters end up having to learn how to take control of their powers and their bodies, how to use energy to shift. They need to re-learn how to shift without depleting their surroundings and themselves. So they start small, right? Only by University Year Three do they begin to address the shifting into another person. And that's not even all of them, because it's a bit frowned upon. If you think about it, makes sense, I mean, it's unethical as fuck. That you'd pose for someone else.”

“But that's not what I do,” Alec insists, somehow managing to keep his patience under check. “I don't impersonate another person; I don't take up anyone's mien but mine. This is me as a man.” He lowers his head, flexes his hands a couple of times, and when he looks back up, it's no longer a he. “And this is the female version of me.”

The change is subtle. Alec's wearing no makeup, so it's even more subtle than if she had a full face put on. But her jaws aren't quite as square, anymore, and there's a bit of roundness to the cheek. Her nose is the same, so are the lips, only her smile is softer, more elusive. The shape of the eyebrows has drastically changed, though, and albeit still being thick, they look smooth and groomed, feminine. Her eyes are a tad more slanted, too, and brown, instead of the dark blue. But the most evident difference is the lack of a bulge in her groin, and the sudden appearance of a pair of small breasts on her chest. Small they may be, but large enough to strain the buttons on the shirt she's wearing.

“Bloody hell, I can't do this,” Sashi vents, and cackles, his eyes running up and down Alec both in awe and surprise. “How long have you been doing it?”

“I've been genderfluid all my life,” Alec replies, aware this wasn't what Sashi meant. “But the capacity to change my body according to the gender my mind connects to, I've only mastered this past year.”

“How?” Ben sounds curious, too. “Did you even take notes on this? It's huge.”

“Transmutation 101? Chaos Magic's basic parameters? You instil your body with the energies around; distil them into your own matter. And focus your every single thought on reaching this other person inside you. You obsess to the point you become that person, because in the end, you are that person. You change your mindset into that of your other gender. It might be easier for those like me, who are genderfluid,” Alec says, with a cocky grin. “Oh, and adding Regular and Sanguinaire blood to the energy you distil also seems to do the trick.”

“What does that even mean?” Igor questions, his fingers turning the pages of the book he was reading in a frantic manner. “I've read something here...”

“Yes, Bonneville was the first to look into that,” Alec says. “He was transgender, though, not genderfluid, and maybe that's why it didn't work for him. Because he wasn't so...”

“So in contact with both of his sides as you are,” Cassandra interrupts, a victorious smile on her face. “That's freaking awesome. And it's how you got into this group? How did Professor King learn of this?”

Alec shrugs. “I put it on my application letter, detailed the entire process. The rector must have called the Professor's attention to my curricula, for the next thing I know, I'm being notified I am not to join Dorm 1 of Orion Hall, but to make my way to Serpens's third floor, where I'm to enrol on the Advanced Alchemical Studies' research team.”

“Can I read your work?” Igor asks, the book in his hands as good as forgotten.

Alec shrugs. “I can forward my application letter to all of you, if you'd like to read it. If you think it can help.” Four heads nod eagerly. “But I want to read Cassandra's essay on Transmutation's effects. Is that all right?”

“Sure. I'll get you a copy.”

“Thank you. Now, if you all don't mind, I think I'm going to pop into my room and put away my things.”

“You haven't been there?”

“No. Left my luggage by the door, wanted to come in here first.”

“Why's that?”

“To see what kind of people I'd have to deal with.” Alec's eyes lock on to Cassandra's, who blushes and lowers her gaze. 

A smile creeps up the Shifter's lips, and subtly, she changes back into a he.
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“The construct of a sigil is, in terms of Transmutation, paramount to every other systemic work in Chaos Magic. A sigil is personal, and yet universal. It opens the doors for the species, and for the individual. It works magic in a wide and a narrow scope. It provokes a change in the course, the imprint, the very brain of the collective. If used wisely, a sigil can unlock the doors to the secrets of the universe.”

Jakobus Wettlig, Principles of Chaos Magic, ed. Rotheimmer, 1892

––––––––
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September 8th, 2018

Collège de St. Cyr

Serpens Hall

Moon in Leo - Waning Crescent

––––––––
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It's past midnight, so it's officially Saturday. The students are either asleep or out partying in town. It's probably their last chance of doing so, once the term starts loading them up with work, the crazy, wild nights will come to a natural end. Substituted by long hours of intense studying, of distilling, brewing, mixing, writing and general schoolwork. But not tonight. Tonight is for letting loose. I know this for a fact, haven't forgotten what it's like to be their age. And the thought Serpens will be mostly empty is rather comforting.

I crawl up the stairs to the third floor, where the A.A.S. has hold of the best quarters in St. Cyr. It wasn't so, back in my time, A.A.S. did not have separate, special lodgings. We bunked with the other students, although our sessions were held at the Sagittarius Wing, where faculty have their offices, where the rector presides, where the library is located. It is also where Professor Whitford had his two-room quarters: office and private lodgings. But the students deserved no special treatment, back then. Montpelier changed it all. After Ferragani passed away – heart attack, while he was staying at his family home on the Naples coast – and Montpelier took over his position, a lot has changed at St. Cyr. This is one of those changes, and I'm not sure it's for the best. I don't find the idea of being cooped up with these students, in such close quarters, an appealing one.

And I'll delay facing them as long as I can.

Well, not them, per se, just her.

Hence the arrival undercover of the night.

The landing is dark; the door closed. I fish out my keys and slide them in, trying to be as silent as I can; although I'm sure no one is in. I don't bother with turning on the lights; my door is the one at the back of the corridor. I did come here before taking off to Somerset, if only to get rid of my luggage, taking with me the least I could get away with. Everything else is inside that room. My books, my research, my laptop even. Which I should have taken with me, I could have gotten some work done. But I wasn't thinking, brain addled by the news. It's not every day you're told the man who mentored you, who was your father figure, has passed away. It's not every day you're told his passing was not due to natural causes, being attributed to a possible murder.

It's not every day you find yourself suspect of such murder.

Even though your alibi places you miles away from the crime scene. 

When Darren was murdered, I was actually sitting at a table at Les Magots d'Amandine, a favourite restaurant of mine at the deuxiéme arrondissement in Paris. Surrounded by former lab mates from Notre Dame. It still took the British Police quite a number of days to clear me of the suspected crime. That they could think me responsible for Darren's death is beyond offensive, the man was like a father to me. I loved him, admired and respected him. He's the only reason I took this blasted job. That brings another issue to my attention; should I stay? Now Darren's gone, I'm free to resign, right?

'You'll be preparing them for the future, dear boy,' he said. I can still hear his voice in my head, and it's laced with a guilt trip I'm not prepared to take. 'You'll be forming the bright young minds of our world, handing them a set of morals and ethics, a sense of responsibility, of honour and duty no one else can impart. These children are special, just as you were, still are. Who better than a man of your talent to guide them?'I can't even think of leaving, at least for now. My brain would never let me see the end of it. As it is, just by having the thought cross my mind, my anxiety threatens to jump me. Suddenly, the distance to the bedroom seems to have doubled, and I need to get inside. I need to get inside, where the last of the Essens Lunaire from the last full moon is hidden away in a corner of a drawer.

And boy, do I need to get that white poppy milk into my system.

The moment my feet realise they can walk, a door opens at the end of the hallway and a head pops out. I need the damn drugs even more, now. My heart speeds, my hands and forehead start sweating, my mouth's gone dry and my throat clogs up. I'm a mess, but my eyes still lock with hers, I can't avoid staring at her beauty even if I wanted to. Which, of course, I don't. But I still can't believe it's her, inside the room next door to mine.

My tantalising, alluring Cassandra.

Of all the people in the world, it had to be Cassandra Tremayne who was afforded the room adjacent to my door. And it had to be her who stayed in, instead of painting the town with the rest of the students. It had to be her who'd still be up after midnight, ears pricked to the sound of footsteps down the hallway. My heart lurches. My guts coil.

“Professor King,” she greets, a smile so luminous I can see it in the dark.

We never met, not officially. Of course we've crossed paths many times over the past two years; after all, I'm a teacher at the school she attends. But she was never in my class, and we never met outside these halls. We've never exchanged words, except for the first time we met. Well, not met, we ran into each other; it was more like bumped into one another. I was leaving Lab Room 5, and she was already late for a class. Only hers was Lab Room 7, which was the other door. So she runs into Lab 5, the door hits me right across the face; I jump back and strike my leg on the table, let out a yelp of pain, and the girl just stands there, hands over her mouth, huge blue eyes made bigger by shock, laughing under her breath as if she was a dimwit. Whispering how sorry she is, and have I hurt myself.

The moment I looked up and really saw her, I was kind of lost. Something about her pulled all the cords in my heart, all its strings. It pulled cords on other parts of my anatomy, too, and it was unexpected, but all the more agreeable for it. It had been a while since I'd last experienced such a strong attraction for someone. From that moment on, all it did was grow. I managed to keep away from her, of course, and when I was offered her class last year, I refused, stating I was far too busy with the A.A.S. to teach Year Two students. Bishop wasn't happy, it forced him to postpone his retirement, but I couldn't care less. I didn't want to be anywhere near that girl. We still crossed each other throughout the school, and I saw her every day in the refectory. Ended up hearing one story or other about her, from my colleagues, especially Bishop, who tended to go on about how talented she is. That's how I know her name, by the way. Bishop was kind enough to inform me.
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