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It is exactly 63 steps from my door to the grand staircase drilling through the center of our world. I do not bother with a light. In truth, I do not even need to count the steps to know exactly where I am. When it is not pitch black, the hallway is a thing of beauty. Every door, every candle holder, has its unique charm. The embellishments on the third door from mine are much more angular than the rest, rougher, especially on the top where few see. Perhaps they were the first carved; perhaps the last. Each door has its own eccentricities, a little uniqueness you don’t notice on the first or tenth or thousandth viewing. I do not know if human hands actually carved them, if our world became like this by conquering an older space or sprang from some hell in its present form. In any case, there is a subtle human warmth to the hallway, to most of the school. 

The staircase is different. Stylistically, it was designed with the same melodramatic sensibilities as everything else. And yet, it is too perfect, a flawless spiral descending from the top floor down to the basement. There are no errors in the carvings on the banisters, no spaces where a human might have spared some detail or taken a shortcut. The wooden steps fit together just too perfectly. I do not need to avoid any creaking planks as I descend.

I see the light of her candle long before I reach the base of the stairs. My tiny hope that stealth would actually help me avoid notice is dashed. 

Passiflora awaits me, regal and doll-like. In one hand she holds a lit candle, ignoring the way the burgundy wax pools over her fingers. No matter how subtle, how quiet, how careful, she always seems to know when I will make my attempts.

“Even if you make it,” she says, contorting her face into what someone unfamiliar with her might term a smile, “do you really believe the world would accept you?” 

“I don’t know.” We talk in a language of shared cliches, the same conversations etching themselves to the same ends again and again. It is her role to play the cautioning elder, mine to push the philosophical debates aside and focus on the pragmatic. 

“Are you going to stop me?” 

This hurts her in a way the wax no longer does. She uses the hurt as a weapon, but I do not believe the hurt itself a lie. I am not sure if I could endure a world that stole away even our capacity to wound one another anew.

“I want only what is best for you, for us.” Her voice is chiding, as if I should trust her to have any interests but her own in heart, as if she really believes what she says. “But I clearly have no power to stop you.” 

This too is familiar, as is the way she moves forward, her right hand caressing my cheek, her left making a show of keeping the candle carefully away, her lips pressing themselves into my neck. 

“Come with me,” I ask, as I have always asked. She dreads escape into a larger world too much to make the attempt.

“I am not strong enough,” she says, as if that weakness is not of her own volition. “And even if we had the strength to return outside and find a new way of living, those things would still gore us for the attempt.” 

I try to push her away, to make my way for the grand doors that have defined the border of my world for so long. 

“Oh Star.” She adopts the intimate name, better to play to my heart. “Will you leave me to whither here alone?” 

And, as I have countless times before, I let the guilt and hurt win. I allow myself to be turned, to be taken by the hand back up the stairs. She is crude in her manipulations, or perhaps I have known her so long that even her most tasteless and odorless poison has become rote. But I have not the strength to deny her. One day, in a moment of weakness, she may be persuaded to join me in the escape. Until then, I can only register my protests through action. 

I pretend not to see the way her lip curls ever so slightly upward as she leads me into her room. Perhaps the night will not be a total waste. 
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The worst is not the noise. By the third or fourth day, we barely noticed the rustling of autumn leaves or the constant sounds of raindrops against the windows. By the tenth, the howls and the scratching at the walls started to vanish into the background. What I hate is not the noise, nor the monotony, but the fact that after so many days of rain I can barely remember how a sunny day sounds. 

This sick imitation of a school has trapped us, demanded we move in its pace, bow to its rules. And all but the worst soon became as inaudible as rain against the windows. I can bear, however begrudgingly, to lose the qualia of sunny days. I dread what it might take next.

Thankfully, today is different; today we advance our cause.

I approach her first, tugging ever so gently on her sleeve as she moves to follow the other students out of the music room. I am not shy, not truly. But the unaware students around us do not keep track of such things for long. The school year refuses to progress beyond its first few weeks, and so none of them remember much more than that.

“What is it, Astrophea?” she asks, not unkindly. It is her way to position herself as the eldest sister, a little apart and above.  

Astrophea is not my name. It is a struggle to remind myself sometimes, to hold on to that other name, for all it cannot be spoken. One more thing to fear losing.

“Could I ask you something?” I am not shy, but it is not hard to feign in these circumstances. She is beautiful and so oddly at peace with herself—if she was ever as different as we remain. More worryingly, she has pretended not to notice that the days restart if we say our real names or refuse our pills or curse or misbehave where any teacher can see, that even if we behave perfectly, time refuses to progress on any scale beyond the most local. 

Luke pretends to leave with the rest, lingering just outside the doors until everyone is gone, his hands clutching nervously at his dress. Our jumpers are almost parodically modest. Ankle-length in a dark navy that contrasts with the white blouses. They fit the atmosphere, at least, and are not so hideously wrong on the other students.

Passiflora waits for me to speak, smiling that kindly condescending smile of hers. 

The door bangs shut, Luke swiftly reentering the classroom as soon as it is just us three. It only takes him a moment to lock us in.

“Oh,” Passiflora says, the smile remaining on her face. “Is this another of your pranks?” 

Luke has earned the lion’s share of our resets. But the unaware do not notice resets, and he has not acted out in any small way in the past few days. The truly unaware would not remember his history. Has her acting always been this bad? Or is she growing desperate as she senses the charade’s collapse?

“You know.” Luke’s voice is thick with a heady blend of anticipation and defiance. Even so, he remembers to push it deeper, to try and cling to a masculine affect that comes less naturally now than ever before.

I envy his strength. 

“I don’t think I quite follow.” She feigns innocence, but there is a narrowing of her eyes, an attentive twitch as she glances back and forth between us. It is easy to see that she is desperately searching for some last defense.

“About the cycle, about how this school is mutilating us.” I brace myself as I speak, waiting for the world to reset itself around us as it has so many times before. We have tried a great many things in the course of learning what trapped us. Some rules depend on a teacher’s presence to be enforced. But our names cannot be spoken at all, and any mention of the loop or our nature to the unaware—teacher or student—is grounds for a reset.

The day does not end.

Luke cackles triumphantly. We were right. Finally, a step forward. 

Passiflora purses her lips, then sighs, and just like that, the masquerade is abandoned. “Oh, very well, though I would hardly speak of such a beautiful transformation in such disturbing terms.” 

Luke growls, a bitter, almost animalistic noise. Passiflora holds her hands up in an appeasing gesture. It’s still too polished, too relaxed. Yes, she panicked for a moment, but we haven’t disturbed her, not truly. All this work to realize she knew, and she doesn’t even seem to care that we’ve seen through her lies. 

“You’re right,” she concedes. “We are the same, if that is what you wanted to hear. And yes, I was afraid of you, so I acted cautiously. Give it another few months and neither of you would behave differently if you woke to discover a new unknown plant growing in this greenhouse of ours.”​
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“And you’re absolutely certain you saw nothing?” Lithops stands uncomfortably close, their eyes peering up into mine. Their eyes are all I have of them. Their thoughts are spent entirely on the mystery. 

I can’t entirely blame them. It was, perhaps, the single most shocking event in these long years; one of the handful of true changes that have shaken this frozen world. Anyone would be fixated on understanding how the pair vanished.

On a deeper level, obsession is Lithops’ nature. They gaze at the goal with all the intensity of the sun in this sunless world. It serves them well in athletic pursuits—in the way they have yet to tire of the violin after all these years—and in romance. It is flattering, to let yourself be illuminated by golden-eyed obsession. That the sun is wrapped in a rough, almost princely package does not make them any easier to resist.

And yet, their intensity blinds them to all else. It is why they need me, for all their growth, for all their insistence on blossoming only on their own terms.

“We met for tea last break day,” I confess. “But I had nothing useful to tell either. I have not spent any significant time with them since.” 

Lithops’ fist slams into the library table with enough force that a few of the unaware look up. Forcing my hands to steady, I trace a nail up their arm, slowly and gently caressing their cheek before gently pulling their chin to face me. She tenses for a moment, then seems to collapse in on herself.

“Ast,” it has been a few years since we were last close enough for the pet name to pass through their lips. But the arrival of new faces in our enclosed world was a shock to us all. That they seem to have vanished has shaken the foundations of Lithops’ world, and perhaps that means our relationship will change again.

“Do you think they made it out?” 

I spend a moment thinking of what lies beyond those doors, what shadows we have seen past the leaves and the rains that render the windows near useless. I do not believe anyone would survive the attempt.

I pull her into a hug, and it is a measure of their perturbation that they offer only token resistance. Gently, I place a kiss on their forehead, my hand stroking their back.

“I hope so. I hope they found the key and left through the front doors and somehow survived the world outside and that’s all—” I should not display too much passion or hope here. Neither could possibly sound the least bit sincere from me. I try again. 

“It’s something new.” 

For a few precious moments, Lithops’ attention synchronizes with their gaze, and we linger in each other. These moments are how we have survived so long with so little.

A few unaware students at another table make scandalized noises. One makes scandalized sounds about two girls being so intimate, for all Lithops is not quite a woman. It is almost enough to make the day feel normal. 

“I suppose,” Lithops says, rising to their feet, “that we must ask Passiflora.” 
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They will not talk to me. I was so so bored and mad and I hurt them both just to have anything at all and now there is no one in the world who will speak to me and it is so so much worse.

I attend my classes, read my books, pretend to converse with the puppets. I can almost deceive myself into thinking this surrender feels like enlightenment. It is easy: to pretend I am learning, to smile and converse without a thought in my head, to let my eyes grow glassy and dull and pretend I am but another mindless doll.

Each day fades into the next, and I drift in an endless succession of the now. It is easier this way, to let go of longing for what I have lost, to give up on anticipating a future or forgiveness or anything beyond loneliness. It is warm and quiet, and nothingness is infinitely preferable to endless recursion of thought. 

In the few moments I cannot escape lucidity, I hope they have seen what their silence has done to me. Perhaps that will break the facade of apathy. What have we but each other?

​
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I awaken to the sound of Luke cursing at a wall.

“Thirty-four,” I greet him in the customary style. Our notes vanish if left unattended too long, writings slip away between days. The only answer is to count constantly, to make it our first thought in the morning and our last at night, checking our memory against one another every time we meet. The increment reminds us of the exigency of our cause like little else could. 

He nods, “Thirty-four. And the mark vanished.” 

It’s not surprising. “At least we can confirm that nothing we do to the building lasts until the next day.” We had hoped it would last a few days, enough to give a baseline for Luke to check his height. We have hoped for many things these past weeks.

Yawning, I rise and make my way to the dresser, trading my nightgown for our uniform jumper, blouse and stockings. I hate sharing the room with Luke at times like this, hate the way he sees how ridiculous we both look in ways the unaware do not notice. I don’t let him see my face as I change. It’s best not to acknowledge how blasphemous it feels to dress like this, lest the urge to refuse the uniform cost us another day.

Clothes, whatever their social connotations, are simple fabric in the end. 

“How can you be so calm about this?” The words are almost accusing. We have been wearing thin on each other as of late. I suspect even our shared goals will not be able to keep us from fighting eventually. I wonder if any trace of our friendship will survive this school.

I mull it over. “I’m probably not doing as well as I look, not really.” I wonder if it’s true. “It’s just, yelling won’t help. Besides, you’re probably not actually shrinking. It’s just all of this—” I gesture to our clothes. “And the whole situation getting into your head. You’d notice your own body changing on you.” 

I am lying. I have noticed how tender my chest feels, how much faster I notice the cold. The changes are not as subtle as Luke thinks. But his fragile state of mind demands he blind himself. It is easier to accede to these unconscious desires if it keeps him focused long enough to escape. Let him blame me for the lie when we’re back in the real world.

“Tell our teachers I’m sick. I’ll try seeing if I can find anything in the library, if no one’s around to catch me moving too many books,” I tell him instead. Denial is powerful, but distraction is just as helpful in these moments.

He clenches his fist and fights the urge to take his frustrations out on me. I never realized he was such a child, before. 

“Won’t skipping class just reset things?”

“That happened last time we tried skipping, sure. But what if we have an excuse? Tell them I’m sick or something. If it works, we’ll have a lot more ways of searching from now on.”

“And if you’re wrong, or you get caught trashing the library and we waste another day and—”

“If I’m right, we’ll be able to cover more ground more quickly, and we’ll know more about the rules. If I’m wrong, we’ll still know more about the rules.” 

He grunts, not quite acknowledgement, just admission that he has no rebuttal. His arguments weren’t meaningful objections in the first place. 

I want to say something more comforting. For so long, he was the popular one, the one whose friendship ensured that I never really had problems with bullies or being social enough to scrape by; the only one who really seemed to understand what I meant when I called myself a cog that wouldn’t fit anywhere. He never quite shared the problem, for all he said otherwise.

Perhaps the sad truth is that I would be handling it just as badly if I had as much awaiting me. I never fit our world. Is it any wonder that I find myself little more out of place in a world no one could accommodate?. 

He thinks of the rules as obstacles to his escape, to preserving his fragile masculinity before the changes to his body strip that from him. I am different; the rules fascinate me in and of themselves. Yes, we’ve been trapped here. Yes, we might be changing, time bending to keep us in this school no matter what we try. But it’s so fantastical. Here, the impossible is happening before our eyes. The thought of being trapped forever terrifies, but I refuse to accept that we will not escape in good time.

And in the meantime, it’s wondrous. If this school can exist and trap us like this, then anything is possible. And testing the rules will require pushing them. So what if we change a little more? If breaking the rules punishes us by making us a little less ourselves, that’s also the thing that will keep us properly motivated.

In truth, a little part of me is glad that something is changing about us. I dislike the thought of leaving here, of making it past whatever’s outside and getting back to the normal world without a single mark to prove to myself that it was real. Unwanted as they are, the changes will prove it to me.
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I awaken to sobbing. Instinctively, I think to reach out and say it’s okay, to encourage him to voice that forbidden word for his own comfort and waste a second day in a row. A much bigger part is far too upset with him to do anything of the sort. 

Silently, I rise, marching over to the cabinet and begin dressing for the day. My hair falls to my chin these days, an awkward length where I can’t quite figure out what to do with it, but it’s not short enough to stay out of the way on its own.

As I finally decide on telling the teachers he is ill, Luke speaks. 

“One hundred and sixty-three,” he says, broken. 

“One hundred and sixty-three,” I answer, with all the arctic chill I can force into my voice. “And what the fuck.”

For a long moment, he rocks back and forth in silence. 

“I had to hear my name, I just... I was afraid I’d lose myself. I couldn’t. It gets so crushing.”

I do not answer him immediately. I can’t say his problems are entirely beyond my comprehension. But they do not justify wasting yet another day. 

“It’s just a name. The school’s taken much more from us already.” 

He stops rocking and genuinely looks at me, seemingly baffled that I would say that.

“It’s not just the name,” he tries to explain. “It would be so easy to just give in and go with things, you know? Like, if I don’t remember I have to fight, force myself to remember how it sounds, that it’s still mine, I’ll just turn around and realize that it’s already done making me into what it wants me to be. You get that, right?” 

There’s a desperation in his voice. He sounds like he’s watching someone die, like this is somehow a betrayal, or perhaps like he needs to be reassured that he’s not crazy, that this place is luring us into accepting its changes one by one.

But it’s just a name to me, just a set of sounds you use to identify someone. There’s no inherent purpose to a name. Astrophea is hardly what I’d choose for myself, of course, but I look more like an Astrophea these days. There’s no telling if that will change when we escape. 

“I’d prefer to focus on holding on to the things I actually need.” 

I regret speaking immediately. He is in a mood, and that was a step too far. His eyes narrow. He speaks; two syllables. The world ends.
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“Really?” I ask him as consciousness returns. 

“Hearing your real name does nothing?” Somehow, he really thought that wasting another loop would change my mind. 

“No.” Perhaps he is the normal one here. Perhaps he is holding onto something most people would value. Except, for all he insists on holding onto Luke, it is his actions taking us further and further from what we were. 

Astrophea is not a name I would have chosen. But neither was the other, not really. The mechanisms differed, but there was no more agency in one than the other. 

“My name—” he starts.

“If you reset us again, I will join in, and I won’t stop until we have changed enough that there is no possibility whatsoever anyone would believe that was ever your name.” 

His mouth shuts, and he stares at me in horror. I rise and begin to change for the day. 

“How—” Now he starts to sob. “How can you say something like that so casually?”  

“You’re the one who’s burning days on sentimentality.” I should be sympathetic. I want to be sympathetic, to tell him I don’t quite understand, but I do care, that it’s okay if he needs to take a day from our investigations. 

And yet...

“One hundred and sixty-four and my name is Astrophea,” I say instead. “I’ll keep thinking of you with that name if you want, but just forget my old one. I don’t need it.” 

It feels almost like progress. I have changed over our investigations; I will change more before we escape. Why should I try to hold on to the inconsequential when that effort would be better spent on productive resistance? At every step of our investigation, this strange school has demanded we compromise. What is one more?

It’s pretentious sounding, as names go. But it does have a certain aesthetic quality that is not entirely without merit. If I had my druthers, I would not choose to be an Astrophea, of course. But I could definitely envision myself befriending one. 

Let Luke struggle to preserve everything until it all slips through his fingers. I am not so brittle that I cannot be Astrophea if that brings us closer to solving things. 

“Astrophea,” I say again, noticing the way it feels, coming out of my lips for what seems like the first time. 

Luke stares at me in bewilderment. I say the name again, then once more. It is not so bad. 
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Guilt should be weightier. I toy with the iron key. It’s surprisingly small, for all it marks awareness of and participation in Passiflora’s sin. Very few things could damage our bonds, multiplex as they are. The key is one of them. For so long, I tried to forget about it. Then they arrived.

Tilia and Veronica are both so very young, so very innocent, at war with themselves in a way I must once have been but can no longer imagine. Likewise, I cannot imagine having even half the passion they pour into daily attempts to find this very key. They are like Lithops in that.

I have watched them since they wandered in, two hundred and thirty-seven days ago. The only arrivals since Lithops and I. I have watched them as Passiflora helped Tilia discover the joy of her imposed femininity, as Veronica reignited Lithops’ long-lost passion to flee at any cost. 

Their very existence unearths memories I’d rather leave buried. I had all but forgotten that I ever thought myself a boy, that I too had to struggle to see myself. It would have been easier to let it remain buried.

I do not knock. It’s quieter to pick the lock, to slip inside, to place a pair of chambersticks on the dresser, to preemptively cover Veronica’s mouth and gently shake her shoulder until the girl’s eyes blink open. She seems confused at first, and I shush her with a finger, holding my hand steady until she stills and nods. Only then do I relax, stepping back and allowing her to sit up. 

I try to project confidence. 

They are children, so new to it all, so brave that they believe they might actually escape that thing lurking outside. I cannot deny their antics inspire a certain protective feeling. A larger part of me despises them. And so, I shall give them what they think they want. What Passiflora does not realize I have long discovered. What Lithops has never been able to find. 

“Wake Tilia,” I whisper. “You will both have questions, and I would prefer not to repeat myself.” 

Veronica stares at me, not quite awake enough to process the unexpected situation, then nods and maneuvers to the other bed to wake its occupant. Veronica is a pragmatist, accepting things as they come and adapting to fit. I see some of myself in her. Perhaps that is why I despise Tilia less.

Soon the other girl is awake, joining her friend in staring at me in confusion.

No words would suffice. Instead, I hold up the key. Small and light as it is, there is nothing in this world that resembles it. Passiflora has hidden it from them for the past two hundred and thirty-seven days, convinced she could persuade them to join us here forever.

Whatever drowsiness remained after my appearance, this has ended it. 

“You found it?” Veronica asks, eager to leave, but worried as to why I would bring it up like this.

“Found isn’t the word I would use.” 

“What do you mean?” It is Tilia’s turn to question me. She had less of a reaction to the key; has she already started to break? The implication of wrongdoing has sufficed to grab her attention.

“We’ve always known where it was.” Speaking in a whisper helps keep my voice from showing too much emotion. So very little carries consequences. Tonight’s will be existential. 

“Why?” Tilia asks. 

“Fear, compassion, take your pick.” I idly wave it around, watching the way their eyes track it, trying to ignore how it should be so much heavier.

“Passiflora thinks shaping you in her own image is the kindest thing she could ever do. Lithops doesn’t want to admit they’re afraid.” 

I have to dash forward, nearly tripping over myself to hold my hand over Tilia’s mouth to keep her from shouting. Veronica, too slow to react, looks at her roommate and sighs a long-suffering sigh.

“And you?” 

I shake my head. “I’m too much a coward to fight either of them.” 

I am not so far gone as to be unable to admit my true motivations. I do not care for the way they shine in class, for the way they try to talk to the unawakened—the puppets—as if they are people. I do not care for the way that Lithops looks at them with an intensity and hope I thought they’d lost, that Passiflora spends so much time reenacting her own blossoming vicariously through them. 

“And so?” Veronica asks. 

“Leave tonight and I will lock the door behind you. You’ve attained the changes you needed from this place.” I wanted to send them out as soon as they arrived. Even I am not so cruel as to send them away without time to become. They have changed enough. Neither is someone you would confuse for a man anymore; both have realized their nature. And so, it is time.

“Why tonight?” Tilia has recovered herself. 

“It sinks into you,” I say. “The rains and the howls, the way that the year always stretches out before us. You get used to the rhythm of life here. Every day, your resistance wears down. Passiflora will not allow you to leave.” All of this is true, if exaggerated.

“Lithops will admit their fears, but they will talk you into planning and looking and always there will be another step, and the days will pile on and you will abandon the desire to leave.” This is the great lie the other truths conceal. Lithops would join the pair in their escape in a heartbeat. This, I cannot bear to imagine. 

“None of us has it in us to go with you.” 

The pronunciation lands with a gravity that silences them. I can see the wheels turning as they wonder how to ask for a few days, to let the changes go just a little further. Tilia whispers something to Veronica. Veronica starts to nod, then quickly shakes her head in a panic. The fear of addiction is an easily invoked tool to get people to act against their desires. 

If they tell the others, I will be ruined. Lithops would never forgive me for the deception. Passiflora would never tolerate that I ruined her image. Veronica and Tilia would learn of my deception and that would make them stay. The four would find themselves allied against me. When it is just us three, such a conflict cannot last. Always, we turn from and to one another. With five, I could be abandoned in perpetuity, silenced until I became nothing, until the things outside would be a relief.

I do not wish them harm. Even if I did, there is no harm I can do to them, not meaningfully. No, they have broken the rhythm of our life, disturbed our happy trio and I would see that undone, so I shall give them what they want and hope in vain that they make it. Once Passiflora and I publicly conclude that they must have selfishly vanished without bringing us with them, things will revert to equilibrium, eventually.

Passiflora will suspect, but she will not voice those suspicions, not without admitting what I have never pressed her to admit. Lithops will stay innocent. 

Their debate stretches long, and I find myself furiously searching for the words to press them, to force them to leave now. Finally, Veronica gives me a single determined nod.

“Okay, we’ll leave.”  

There is much I could say to that, but a smile is sufficient. 
I hand each a chamberstick. Neither has my familiarity with the school’s hallways and the light is less risky than the noise of a girl tripping over herself and falling down the stairs.
Soon we find ourselves spiraling downward toward the gates of hell. I could walk the path in my sleep. The door is another matter. It is strange to put the key in the lock. In a world where every interaction with the environment has been repeated to the point that every possible way of moving in the world has been optimized and engrained, this and this alone is unfamiliar. I fumble, struggling to fit the key, turning it the wrong way. Almost, I laugh.

For a brief moment, I think that after all this, the key will not turn. It would be a cruel joke if the key we have sought for so long, mythologized and hunted would not work. Almost as cruel a joke as it will be if they leave and awaken in their beds on the morrow. 

The lock clicks. 

“Do you know what it is?” In the dark, it’s hard to tell which one of the nervous girls asks the question. 

Death and freezing rain. 

“No,” I say. I do not know what form death takes. But the world beyond ours is no paradise, no escape from the pains of living. Slowly, I turn the door handle, pulling just one of the massive things open a crack. 

The winds buffet it, and I have to brace myself against the door to keep it from blowing open.

“Go,” I say, louder than intended. The rain is blowing through the door. To hear it so unmuffled is another hateful novelty. But the girls linger, and I worry that I have waited too long, that they have accepted it is better here.

Then Tilia moves, cradling her chamberstick with one hand to preserve the tiny flame as best she can. Veronica follows, unwilling to let Tilia leave alone. And so, they step into the cruel outside. Something howls in the distance.

I allow myself no time to process, no time to explain or think or regret what I have done. I shove the door shut with everything I have, pushing against the wind and rain to latch it shut and collapse against it. I could leave it at that, give them a chance to turn back, to open the doors and hide inside if they can manage long enough to come crawling back in desperation. Whatever lurks in the dark is unlikely to manage the doorknob.

Unfamiliarity makes it take a few fumbling attempts to lock the door. But nothing knocks against the door or begs to be let in and soon I am marching up the stairs to the warmth of my bed. 

I do not see anyone on the way back, for all the noise I made in that panicked moment concerns me, but as I reach the top of the stairs and move toward my room as quietly as I can, I hear the click of a latch.

This is not ideal, but it is bearable. Lithops would have confronted me, would have forced the key out of me and chased after them. Passiflora will hurt, knowing her great deception was never so successful as she imagined, and she will take that hurt out on me. But this will fade in time.

​
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There are no classes today. Principally, that means that I see neither heads nor tails of Lithops when I rise. 

This is not entirely unpleasant. They have been particularly insufferable since the realization that, incapable of long attachment as the unaware are, they are quite amenable to seduction, nonetheless. 

I wander through the breakfast crowds, making my way up the long tables, counting the candlesticks as I pass. Passiflora sits near the center, letting the whole room orbit her. Such is her wont. I greet her with a smile and a mumbled five thousand, three hundred and sixty-three. 

Our senior rolls her eyes. “Are you still keeping up with that silly habit?” she asks at last. 

“It helps to remember.” I stick my tongue out at her, wondering if there is any point to it at all. I am no closer to escape now than I was the day I arrived at this strange school. I have not given serious thought to leaving in years, not really.

“Well, better that than what your roommate is up to.” 

I follow her gaze to see Lithops gently feeding bits of toast to a little blonde thing perched on their lap. 

Time has been kind to them, ever since they made their tentative peace with the world. The school may have demanded they reside in a small package, but it has allowed them to shape it to some extent. Well-defined muscles, short hair and a boyish smile go a long way in a world where men are not allowed to exist. Or perhaps those traits would prove effective, regardless. I am hardly immune.

“What’s so wrong about it?” I ask. This is far from the first time Passiflora has complained, but it is amusing when her persona falters.

“It’s lewd!” several heads turn toward us. Lithops laughs, a warm, boisterous noise. Passiflora buries her head in her hands. I manage to avoid anything worse than a small giggle.  

“I begin to think that they will never be a woman.” Sometimes Passiflora acts in ways that make it hard to remember how many loops she spent pretending to be unaware, hoping that we would make our own exit from her pristine world and leave her to play God among students who could not challenge her. 

“I’ll confess that, well, they are my roommate. And they are—” I gesture to where Lithops nibbles on their plaything’s ear, “like so. Naturally, we attempted to make it work between us at great length.” 

Passiflora blushes as violet as her eyes. 

“Besides,” I grin cheekily. “It’s September, isn’t it? The start of the new year, a chance for new relationships, new love. Why not take a gamble on it yourself?” 

Passiflora. Gentle, refined Passiflora—Passiflora who imagines herself the height of sophistication, who expresses discontent through barbs nearly as subtle as she imagines them to be—throws a piece of toast at me. 
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I await Lithops’ presence near the spiral staircase that orients this world. It sits at the center of everything. Traffic from anywhere to anywhere else in the building invariably requires a return to this central pillar. It is the axis on which this world turns. But it is ever so slightly off in a way that we did not notice consciously in our first or third or even tenth year in this purgatory. It is too perfect, too unworn in a world that has come to feel almost like home. Its decorations are intricate and nearly fractaline, details formed of finer details formed of yet finer details.

It feels like a spear drilling into the world, pinning everything in place. Perhaps damaging it would undo the magic of this place. Such acts are beyond us. Lithops’ attempt to set it ablaze accomplished nothing. Blunt force and tools have failed to leave even the tiniest mark. In this metaphor, it taunts us.

Today, Lithops has resolved that our search for the key—that mythicized token that shall finally wind the clocks of our lives once more—consists of examining the stairs, again. Unlike Lithops, I have long transcended the need to distract myself with futile quests.

But I have found myself quite taken with Lithops of late, and past events have proven that that grail is not so unattainable. And—little as I care for the external quest—I do not mind seeing Lithops’ passion. The way they cannot give up is like a flame. It hurts the eyes; it burns if I let myself get too close; it is fascinating and beautiful and I cannot pull myself away. 

“Did I keep you waiting?” they ask, ascending the staircase at long last. “Sorry, I got wrapped up in composing.” Their music is as constant a passion as escape, and yet far more meaningful. Would only that they allowed me to witness their practice more often. But we have not yet revolved back to a position of intimacy close enough that they would tolerate my presence at such intimate moments.

“I just arrived myself,” I lie.

“From the top then?” Somehow, they sound optimistic about this endeavor, as if it is anything but a repetition of something we have done a half dozen times before. 

“As you wish.” 

“You don’t have to help if you don’t feel up to it.” 

I step onto the staircase, standing just above them, just close enough to tantalize. 

“I want to spend time together, and I hardly mind working together with you.” 

Lithops takes a step down, their shoulders tense at the intrusion. Then they sigh and smile and the moment of tension is gone. I curse myself a little for pushing too fast. They have ever preferred the part of the seductress. 

“If you’re sure,” they say, oddly reticent. 

“As certain as I am of where I shall awake tomorrow. From the top then?” 

They nod and ascend past me and the strange mood is gone. When things are awkward with Lithops, it has ever been best to direct them at the nearest instrumental task. 

Our task today is to study the banisters. Each ascends from the floor to a uniform height, decorated in a series of intricate and varied carvings that never quite manage to repeat no matter how far you move down the spiral. There are clues here; symbols and meaning and metaphors that point to—or author—the many little secrets filling the rest of the school. 

We look odd, I suppose, kneeling next to one another at the outer side of the fourth floor staircase, laboriously scrutinizing every detail of the reliefs with hand and eye, slowly descending one step at a time with purposeful, foolish slowness. Lithops has long abandoned any concept of shame. While I lack their pluck, I am not Passiflora, and I have long accepted that it does not matter how foolish I look in front of the unaware.  

Our fingers meet not-so-coincidentally as we each trace the shape of a leviathan, locked in battle with some angelic figure. I blush and move away, just a bit faster than warranted. Lithops chuckles to themself. 

“Do you actually want to escape?” 

I’m not sure why I break the mood. The words escape despite my every inclination to avoid antagonizing them and I have already begun to regret them before I am done speaking. 

Lithops looks at me for a moment, golden eyes staring at me with that intensity unmatched in this world.

Then they return to the task. I try to follow, but my heart is even less in it. 

“It’s a metaphor for this place, don’t you think?” 

“The staircase?” 

“You think you’re going somewhere, but when you look at it from on high, you just wander around in circles.” 

I consider it for a moment. 

“Perhaps it’s the opposite. You feel like you’re just going in circles, but if you change your perspective, you’re actually changing quite a bit.” 

Lithops returns to our task, using the work to avoid answering.

“I think,” they say as we approach the second floor landing, “that’s what scares me about staying.”

“I don’t quite follow.”

“Every day it gets a little bit harder to imagine going back.” 

I don’t quite know how to respond to that when the reason I’ve accepted staying is framed as a reason to leave. Perhaps Lithops is not quite so hopeless.
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There are many petty things to hate about this life. Lately, I have decided that the source of greatest ire is that, no matter how often I take my lover to bed, I always wake alone. It is not all bad, of course. It is easier to face these pessimistic morning thoughts without having to hide them from her. 

Our relationship has burned hot these past months, and once again there are new things to discover, new sides to see of my dearest. Idly, I wonder how we will ruin it this time.

Perhaps that is the worst of it. There is no terminus, no true progression. Days blend into days, endless as the gentle patter of autumn rain against the windows. The only thing that can change then, are our moods. Even these tread in circles. 

I try to shake the ennui out of my head and, failing that, commit to spending the day fruitlessly searching for the key. There is no point to the quest, not really. 

Passiflora greets me on the staircase, pulling me into an alcove for a chaste kiss and a less than chaste embrace. 

Over breakfast, I tell her my plans for the day. 

“Must you?” she asks resentfully. 

“I don’t hate this, not anymore.” I would not have endured these years if I could not make my peace. “But we need more if we ever want anything to last.”

“More than me?” she asks, as if I have said anything of the kind. We have had this conversation many times before. As always, it brings out the poison in her.

“More for us,” I correct as delicately as I can. “I want to take you to a park, to sit on a blanket and watch the sunset together, to see these leaves actually fall, to make angels in the snow, to relearn the world together.” 

She softens a little, though I know I will not actually convince her.

“Even if you found the key,” she says. “You have heard the howls. Even if you left, it would tear you to pieces.” 

And that’s the truth of it. If I truly had it in me to leave, I would pursue a far different strategy in my search. 

“The outside world may wish us dead,” I concede. “But is it better to sit here, helping and hurting each other in turn, going nowhere and doing nothing? At least...”

“At least?” she asks despite herself.

“At least all three of us could face that together. At least it would give us a reason to do more than pour salt into each other’s wounds.” 

“So, you think me a monster?” Her words seek to draw out an apology, to push me to make amends, even though I said nothing of the sort. Talk of leaving always draws these insecurities to the surface. Inevitably, I find myself talking anyway. I have my suspicions, for all I refuse to even put them fully to thought. She has her guilt. 

At any rate, I give her the apology, promise to abandon the search. Better to keep this flame burning as long as I possibly can than to unite Passiflora and Lithops against me.​
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No one else in the world understands our suffering. We three have nothing and no one but each other. This has made us close. And yet... And yet...

The two of them are each incomprehensibly annoying at times. 

Passiflora is brittle and avoidant. She interprets any question as a critique and refuses to discuss things honestly or openly unless she is certain she will be listened to. She hid from us for over a hundred days just to avoid a fight. 

But Luke is the worse of the two. His complaints are incessant. He protests his breasts, the curve of his hips, the softness of his skin. How many times has he thrown a fit over some unaware calling him Lithops? I envy his passion, the way he seems to never give up, growing more and more determined to find that cure. It is also quite irksome, at times.

Today, I have not the strength to join Luke in his fruitless search. It has been too long and too quiet to dedicate every moment to the hunt. The door remains locked. There is no sign of a key, and no hints as to what awaits us beyond the rains and the beasts. Alas, that means the best use of my time is getting to know the last of our triad better.

And so, I find myself in her room, sitting in front of a vanity, allowing Passiflora to braid my hair. 

“Do you truly hate all this so much?” When she is not speaking of herself, she sounds at peace, still as a puddle after the rain has ended. I wonder what depths that might conceal.

“It’s twisting my body to suit its own purposes.” It’s a stock answer, a factual summary of events that obscures entirely any of my own emotions. 

Perhaps that is why Luke and I never seem to be on the same page these days. To him, this school is a curse and only a curse. Increasingly, I find myself ambivalent.

“It did the same to me,” she confesses. I am not surprised to hear this truth. But I am surprised she admitted it. Unfortunately, revelations demand answers.

“I don’t quite get your point.” A part of me wants to pin her against the wall and demand she explain exactly what she meant by mentioning that now. Another part of me is too terrified to ask the question. Vague statements prove an acceptable compromise. 

“Oh Astrophea,” she says, bemused and pitying all at once. “Just because it didn’t happen at my request doesn’t mean I wouldn’t have pursued this outcome.”

It is rare to hear her share anything of herself. Luke and I have discussed this possibility, of course. She has been too familiar with our changes, too eager to play the wise elder. The confirmation matters. I am too terrified to ask why she thinks she can open up to me about these things she has kept so close. 

In any case, she does not capitalize on her conversational advantage, content to tie my hair with a little black ribbon and take a moment to admire her work. It is feminine in an academic, old-fashioned kind of way. I should protest, but I cannot be bothered. Have I grown accustomed to this? Has the school gotten inside my head as Luke keeps insisting it could?

“Am I like you?” I ask instead.

She tuts and shakes her head. “The more pertinent question is whether you see anything of Lithops in yourself?” 

I dislike that reframing. It replaces the comfortingly unknowable with something all too certain. 

“Would it matter?” I ask. The changes proceed apace, without any evident regard for my feelings. 

“You call this little world hell. I would invite you to find yourself in heaven instead.” 

That too is not a particularly surprising revelation. Passiflora has yet to offer any substantive support in our quest. But this confession, most of all, has weight.

I am uncertain whether she is right about me, and I am terrified of the fact that a part of me thinks that very uncertainty might already answer everything worth asking. Even so, I cannot see this world as anything but hell.

I find myself somewhat surprised to realize, as I return to the dorm, idly toying with my new braid, that I will not share these confessions with Luke. 

​
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The pair of them have conspired to greet me only with cold stares and unspoken recriminations. I can admit that I deserve some of this. Nonetheless, it is crueler than I can bear. 

The only solution to silence is distraction. Every student’s room has an old ceiling fan, combined with a simple overhead light. Most of the unaware decline to use them. The school has not denied us electricity entirely, but it much prefers the light of candles. The light fixture Lithops and I share flickers intermittently. I have grown accustomed to it over the years. But every now and then I suddenly find myself unable to ignore it.

Even balancing on a chair, I have to strain to reach. 

For once, all of us were aligned. This world felt, for the first time in a long time, like a home. 

The problem with eternity is that paradise never lasts. We have nothing to do but ruin it. Any of us might have gone so far. And yet, I was the one to collapse under that soft whisper in my head that was all too aware of the doom, that it wasn’t worth it to bide the little things: when Lithops called us their ‘girls’ with the faintest hint of condescension to it, the polite little jabs Passiflora has of judging my womanhood and of making me feel like I will never quite measure up to her, no matter how many years pass.

They are little things, tiny little edges here and there that most would scarcely notice. And yet there is no person in this world but the three of us and the unaware. We know each other too well. We have no escape, no outlets from one another save the last of our trio. 

It takes several attempts, but I manage to get a cord wrapped tightly around the light fixture. It is one of the odder properties of this place, how nigh unbreakable everything of the school is. Things restore themselves anyway, but even in the interim, it takes unusual effort to actually affect our environment. 

I struck first and hardest. Better, I told myself, to end it on my own cathartic terms than to live in dread waiting for it to end. I was not entirely wrong. 

We always hurt each other, eventually. We always forgive in time. There is no other choice, no escape. We have nothing but each other in this sad little playground. We have lived all our narratives and now repeat them in boredom. 

I tie the other end of the cord into a loop. Knots are one of the many odd skills in which I have obtained expertise over the years. Sometimes, that learning helps. Sometimes I try to recall a skill I have not needed in decades, only to find it lost to me. I am not Lithops, to choose a few domains and pursue them to absolute mastery. 

I struck first and hardest. Now, they are united, and they punish me with silence. Violence would be far kinder. It has been one hundred days, and no one will speak to me. No one will listen, not among those who count. 

I have read every book in the school’s small library over the years. I have combed every inch of this edifice in which we are trapped, watched through every window for any glimpse past the rustling maple leaves, for any indication of whatever it is out there. There are no mysteries left for me to uncover within these walls. 

I tighten the cord around my neck. I am a coward, in the end. Years ago, I tried all this in earnest. I tried every possible way, as methodically as I could. Now, I know exactly how to end this all. Instead, I engage in this self-satisfying pageantry. A moment of self-indulgent pain, manipulative self-flagellation intent on winning their forgiveness. 

I am extraordinarily aware of how maudlin this is, how it will not accomplish anything beyond evoking the image of a possibility we have denied and been denied. Today’s show carries all the self-indulgence of a real attempt, but none of the weight.

I take a breath, then kick the chair away. 
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My lover sits next to me in the bed, twisted around to lean against a wall as she holds the sheet against her chest in coquettish modesty. She enjoys—or so she has claimed of late—watching the way I read. And what have I ever done but oblige her? 

I probably should not. Passiflora is the worst of us, manipulative to her core. She is terrified of isolation and so she does everything she can to pull us close and keep us there. She is a poisonous flower at her heart. It makes her beautiful, that need to be held close. 

A woman, she whispers as she relaxes into my embrace, must have her secrets: beautiful poetic Passiflora of long, slender fingers and a tongue that makes knots of words. There are only the three of us in this world and two of us know her tricks by heart. Oh passion flower, your lies fool no one but yourself. 

Sometimes I wonder if she truly still feels that need to impress, or if it is simply a habit so ingrained she cannot change. Perhaps she is the softest of us all underneath her thorns. Lithops has laughed off the worst I have done to them; I am fundamentally detached, always watching, always evaluating. Passiflora loves so much that the thought of not being loved terrifies her. We need each other, but she needs us most of all. She needs to make herself useful, to make herself admired. Even now she endeavors to pose herself a little.

I am not truly reading. There are only one thousand six hundred and forty-seven books in this world. I have read each more times than I can count. Yes, rereading one I have not touched in years always feels like reuniting with an old friend, but it is much more satisfying to watch the way my lover pretends to glare at me when I make my attention too obvious. 

Impishly, I toss the book away and reach for her. She squeaks in surprise, then, blushing violet, pushes herself into me to regain some measure of control. I am all too happy to oblige, letting her fall atop me, pressing ourselves so tightly to one another I hope we could become one.

“Insatiable little star,” she whispers in my ear, nuzzling into me as we lie back on the bed. That is not the actual etymology of my name, but the shock that she has had it so wrong so long would surely destroy her.  

“I shine only for you, dearest flower.” To dally with Passiflora is to make yourself that little bit larger than life, to make the pretense of things a game, no matter the intensity of the moment. It helps her to have an outlet through which she can present herself that requires no more than innocuous mind-games. 

I am rewarded with a smile, and the feeling of her lips caressing me as they descend slowly from my neck to my heart, leaving behind a half dozen little bites on the journey. 

We drink long of each other, basking in the beauty of the now. 
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Lithops has taken to toying with the puppets again. They call it love, of course. There can be no love for Belladonna or Camelia, not when there is nothing left of them that we have yet to unpeel. Any of us could tug on a few strings and have either declaring eternal devotion. Lithops indulges them, pretends to be sincere and straightforward. But there can be neither love nor hate for someone who cannot fight back. 

Passiflora sets down her fork to politely cover her giggles with a hand. “Oh, dearest Star, are you so bored of me that you’re already pining for our dashing knight?” 

It’s an odd little nickname, a deliberate misreading of ‘Astrophea.’ I cannot recall when it began, but Passiflora has been unusually fond of it of late. I do not dislike it, for all it makes me long for the night sky.

“Not at all, oh passionate flower. Tis only that I find her conduct unbecoming.” I must respond in kind. So it goes with Passiflora. She hides herself in thorns and poison because she feels the most keenly of us all; but that passion is not the source of her name.

“Then, you still refuse to see them as people?” 

“Setting aside the question of whether they are people or not—” it’s an old argument, one which none of us have ever resolved in a satisfactory fashion. “To us, they are but puppets.” 

“Do you look down on us both so?” 

Passiflora’s interactions with the puppets, as puzzling as they are, are far more innocent than Lithops’ attentions. She is ever the big sister, ever the object of admiration and affection. She needs adoration like she needs air. 

“You’re different,” I say. It’s not quite a lie.

She shakes her head and returns to her food, leaving me to fume at Lithops’ behavior.

“Perhaps,” she says as breakfast is ending. “We should leave after all.” 

I still. Few words could spur us to conflict as easily as those.

“They would catch us,” I say. “That should be your line, isn’t it? The world out there would tear us to pieces, and even if it didn’t, there’s nothing waiting for us, nothing any of us remembers well enough to want in any but the quietest corners of our hearts.” 

“Maybe,” she says, trying to channel the soul of a younger her, one who had enough of the outside to fear it beyond that which howls and claw at the walls. “I just thought the person I’d become was too fragile to survive returning.” 

“It’s safe here,” I say. But with Lithops as they are, I cannot put my heart into the old argument. Usually, I am the one arguing in favor of our exit.

“I am content here, more than either of you,” she admits. 

“And yet, you speak of leaving.” 

“I feared we might revert. But we’ve long forgotten how to regress. Thinking in those terms, of finding those like us and sharing what we have learned with those who will not forget in a week? What might we carve out for ourselves? What children might need our help and our protection?”  

It is my turn to grow cold. Some things do not fade to academic fact, no matter the years. Some sins cannot be forgotten. Some forgiveness does not last. 

Gently, she stretches a hand out across the table, taking mine in hers. So, the barb was unintentional this time. 

“It would be worth it,” she says nobly, “to face it, that we might spread this school’s wisdom to those who still need it.” 

I wonder if I have heard these words before. Naturally, this is not the first time Passiflora has sought to leave. Usually, it is frustration that tips her hand. A performance of self-harm in ways that actually threaten. Only very rarely is it genuine.

Reluctantly, I find she—or perhaps Lithops—has awoken my desire to try again. 
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Both Luke and Passiflora have agreed to attend my silly little ceremony marking the end of Lithops’ and my first year. It’s a commemoration of our failure, but we are nothing if not accustomed to failure. My planned revelations are a far greater source of anxiety. 

Intellectually, I know that Passiflora will accept it immediately, that Luke will fight and declare it a betrayal and respect my wishes in the end. But I am unused to making my own desires a topic of conversation. I play my cards close to the chest, deflect, focus on tasks and goals. I do not like making my heart visible.

“Three hundred and sixty-five,” Luke says as he enters.

“Three hundred and sixty-five,” I confirm. The number sounds like failure. Three hundred and sixty-five days and assorted resets. It’s not really a full year, not when we spent so much time learning the rules early on. From the school’s perspective, it is still early fall, and we have only begun to learn. But in every way that matters to us, it has been a year. 

He sits with me in companionable silence, Regrets and frustration keeping his words at bay. I wonder if he truly hates his changes as much as he claims. I once thought I felt nearly the same. Now, I cannot summon the qualia of anything worse than ambivalence for the physical changes that have struck us. 

We haven’t fully wasted the year. We’ve learned the rules, how to maneuver and survive and keep ourselves sane in this world in a bottle. Even if we had the key, we know nothing of what awaits us past the doors. Yes, we may be no closer to its location, for all we seem to have found every hidden cranny this school has to offer. But there is other work to be done for the escape. 

Luke cannot see this. He sees his body being stolen from him, a tiny bit at a time, and sees anything but total victory as utterly unacceptable. It’s admirable; I would have broken had I tried to hold so strongly to my principles.  

On a personal level, as much fear as our initial descent into this strange new world caused, as much as I wish the circumstances of my changes had been more controlled, more willing to wait for me, I cannot deny that I am happier than I was when we entered. For so long, I sublimated every desire to focus on the problem before us, even as I failed to match a tenth of Luke’s need to escape. Fatigue has carved me anew. Fatigue from the mission, fatigue from trying to hate the changes forced upon us, fatigue from standing next to Luke watching as he remains so much himself despite the world doing everything it can to shape us in its image.

A part of me thinks that, were I willing to be fully honest with Luke, to share every errant thought as to the key’s location, we would be able to escape tonight.

Passiflora enters, greeting us with a curtsy and taking her seat. I might match the gesture were it not for Luke. But Passiflora is not the one who will struggle with my words tonight. Best to minimize the damage. 

“Congratulations,” she says, sounding almost like she means it, “on surviving your first year.” 

“It’s been a challenge,” I admit. Luke laughs, a sudden barking noise that hides mountains of frustration. “But I think it’s helped me in the end.” 

A bead of sweat runs down my chest, making me so keenly aware of how much its shape has changed. I try to smile, then give up and sigh instead, weaving my fingers together to stop them from trembling.

“Helped you?” Luke asks, affronted. Passiflora looks to me with a small smile, the kind of satisfaction that comes from having known what was best for someone long before she did. 

“I... I was empty when we came here.” I wonder if this is true, or if it is just a convenient way of justifying being too weak to fight. “I didn’t really want anything. I just did what I was supposed to do, step by step. I wasn’t really any better than the unaware students here, not really.” 

“Astro,” he says, worried, yet trying to comfort me all the same. It’s his compromise with my chosen name, a way of giving me a boy’s name while disguising it as a term of endearment. I don’t acknowledge the interruption. I will not manage this if things go at his pace.

“We got trapped here. The weather never changed; none of the doors would open. Any time we tried to say our names or skip class or do anything to escape, we’d just find ourselves waking up on the next day as if it hadn’t happened at all. And when your external problems are big enough, it’s easy to fill yourself with solving them to the point that you stop realizing how empty you still are.”

I laugh a little. It’s a crackly hollow noise, unimproved by the changes to my voice. Passiflora rises from her seat, then climbs atop the table in a stunning breach of propriety and hops over to sit next to me. It is these breaks from her persona, these little gestures that go beyond the mask she has made of herself that let me know she genuinely cares beneath it all. 

It helps, but it will only make what I must say seem more like a betrayal, like choosing her and her temptations instead of him. I open my mouth and, bolstered, start to speak again. 

“And then the changes started and, well, our bodies were being twisted without our consent. It was maddening at first, watching my face change day by day. Except, it was so easy to get used to it, to just accept this as natural no matter how I felt about it, to let it offer me beauty and charm and a way of feeling a bit more like I fit in this world.” 

“Yeah,” Luke admits bitterly. “But where are you going with all of this?” 

It’s funny. I can see the urge to curse make its way across his face. But a few unfortunate resets when he snapped at a teacher, and careful self-policing have burned that impulse out of all of us. Perhaps soon, we will all be as Passiflora at her most coy.

“I guess, I just...” I slump to the table, crossing my arms and laying my head on them, staring sideways at Luke. “I ran out of fight.” 

He begins to understand. I see it in the way he looks from Passiflora to me to her again, in the way he is suddenly tense, like a tiny little rabbit about to be attacked by a wolf. 

“You ran out of fight?” He sounds like he can't quite comprehend the words.

“I mean, I’m going to escape! I’m still going to keep searching. I just...” I have not come to view this world as the heaven Passiflora claims it could be.

That helps a little. Luke tries visibly to relax, but suspicions, once raised, rarely vanish immediately.

“It was so omnipresent that it was hard to keep feeling how much I hated it. Like getting stuck outside in the heat. And once I got too tired to stay angry all the time—” I am uncertain if this is true, or if anger is simply the language, I think Luke will best understand. “It ended up feeling like I had to try new things, had to play with it a little or I’d go insane. Hell, even you have your thing with the violin.” 

He blushes, then gives a tiny nod. I cannot imagine why he is so drawn to music. He lacks Passiflora’s artistic sensibilities, but he has taken the hobby with a fanatical devotion, second only to his need to escape.

“Just say it already,” he says at last. “Stop dancing around.”

Would he find it so easy to confess were he in my shoes? Perhaps. Admonishment or not, I do not have the will to say it outright. 

“Would you hate me if I stopped fighting the transformation? If I just... let myself try out being a girl?”

For a moment, I think he might cave, might find it in himself to admit that we don’t have to hate the transformations, even if that forces him to confront his own uncomfortable questions. 

Then Passiflora smothers me in a hug, cooing congratulations in my ear, rubbing my hair in a manner far too physically affectionate to be in keeping with her usual conduct.

I see the exact moment that costs me Luke. I see the way he goes from confused to setting his jaw in stubborn rage. 

“How can you just give in like that?” His voice is restrained in a way that doesn’t match the anger he feels. 

“It’s not giving in, not really.” I want to run. From Luke obviously. But the way Passiflora wraps herself around me—the way her acceptance is so unusually loud and possessive—terrifies as well. 

“Then what is it?” But Luke is the problem at the moment. In the immediate term, Passiflora is only an obstacle to reaching him. 

“I guess, it’s... I never really thought a name was something you liked or hated before. It’s just, you know, a thing people call you. It’s yours, and that might matter, but it always felt like it was the kind of thing that mattered because of how it’s said, not what is said.”

His name matters to him. He hates that he cannot say it, even now. I hope this is a reference point he will appreciate, even if my desires are as alien to him as I fear they might be. 

“Well, in a moment of minor irritation I decided to just embrace it, to just take this pretentious flower name the school gave me and own it.” 

He gives me a look I don’t quite know how to parse. 

“I didn’t notice for a while, because it’s a bit subtle, but I like my name now. I like it when the teachers call me during attendance. I like it when you say it, even when we’re fighting...”

He’s breathing hard, his eyes looking to Passiflora, as if hoping that she of all people will be as bothered as him over this. 

“And you value that more than being able to choose? Just because the dresses are nice and you like the dumb name, you’re giving up? You can’t just let it get inside you like that,” he says. 

“Then maybe I was always like this and the place forcing me to be something I shouldn’t was the world out there.” 

“And what, it happened to grab the two people who wanted to be girls all along?” I can see the way he processes the implications about that, the way he refuses to let any of them reach him.

I do not see the look in Passiflora’s eyes. I am not focused on her. Not until she’s started speaking. And then it’s too late. 

“Maybe it chose us,” she says in the tone of one who has found God. “I knew before I ended up here. I hated it out there, always. And this world gave me everything I could ever want, and no one here saw me as anything other than a person who belonged. And then you showed up and you didn’t fit. I thought if I just played dumb, you might find your way out and leave me in peace.” 

I know where she’s going. I wish I had the words to stop her, but another part of me is glad to let her take the burden, to say the thought I’ve been holding back. 

“And then Astrophea started to blossom. She became more and more like me, and I started to think that perhaps this wasn’t ever meant to be a gift for me alone. I may be a bit further on the road, but that’s why it chose me first, to help show you the way.” 

A bit of blood trickles down Luke’s lip from where he’s been biting it too hard. “What about me then!” he says angrily. “I’m not like either of you.” It’s true. He never had my issues. To him, the students being so utterly apathetic as to all but forget any interactions with him was novel. He was real to those around us in a way I’d never managed.

Passiflora does not need to answer. A look is enough to communicate her suspicion. It’s one I cannot help but share, just a little, as it steals the words from Luke’s mouth, makes him flush with rage, or perhaps humiliation.

Is he a boy? He’d been the one to associate with me, to sympathize with me when everyone else found me just a little wrong. He keeps fighting; he hates having his choices curbed, his freedom restricted in a way that speaks to the privilege of a boy’s freedom. I have never quite understood his perspective, though I’ve only recently been able to understand why. 

He says he hates it all; but I wonder if that’s true. He fights. But he wears his uniform day by day. He plays the violin, for all that our music teacher constantly affirms the centrality of the arts to the education of a ‘proper young lady.’ 

“I’m not like you.” Passiflora sits right next to me. Luke should be unable to stare at her without seeing us both. And yet, I cannot shake the suspicion that—however I have asked him to see me—his words are directed to her alone. 
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The question is not whether I have lost days, but how many days have I missed in this endless count. I have gone mad, or catatonic, or thrown myself into one prurient interest or another with such abandon that I have lost more than I know. Beyond that, we have ended some days within minutes, violating one rule or another, hurting ourselves or each other or even the puppets around us. It makes little sense to count them as days when the curtains rise only to immediately fall. 

It would be one thing if the others would participate, if we three could check our perspectives against one another and ensure that no discrepancies exist.

I find the impulse to tally the days all-consuming. Neither Passiflora nor Lithops has ever accorded it the faintest interest. I adopt their perspective from time to time. But on every occasion I have given it up, I have found myself on the other side, methodically trying to arrange every lost day, to know exactly how much time has passed and to sort all events into a proper succession. 

The others have expressed in strongly punctuated terms that they remain unexposed to this hobby of mine. But there is an exception.

Today is an anniversary day, another three hundred and sixty-five and one quarter days passed, if only according to the flawed numbers I provide. The rains do not stop. The seasons do not shift. We have found a great many ways to avoid classes with the minimum of effort, denying ourselves the only real structure that exceeds a day in scope. The anniversary adds a gesture of a greater structure to our lives, a moment of anticipation and reflection amidst the endless now. 

Every year, I tell them a few days before the year passes. We take the days to prepare ourselves, to reflect on what has been and set aside our grudges and our passions. Then, late at night, when the puppets have retired to their rooms, we gather in the cafeteria to meet, talk, and reminisce until the school makes us awake in our beds, ready to begin the year again.

I am not sure when it became like this. Perhaps anniversaries were special from the start. Perhaps this is how everyone celebrates the passing of the year in the outside world and we have simply forgotten its context. 

Today is just like every other anniversary. Today will be the first unique day in this carousel in a very long time. I clutch the cold iron key—so light you could almost forget it was there—and descend the spiral stairs to meet with the others. 

“Good evening,” Passiflora greets me with a curtsy, a chamberstick in her hand. Usually, she would condescend regarding my tardiness. Tonight is the anniversary, and we set those parts of ourselves aside. 

“Yo,” Lithops pokes their head out from another room, bringing a tray laden with pastries liberated from the school’s pantry. They deposit it in the center most table, where a kettle is already positioned over a tea candle. That, the chamberstick, and a larger candle-holder are the only sources of light in this room. 

We sit together in silence for a few moments, enjoying the feeling of ritual. 

“Another year,” Passiflora says at last, allowing her head to rest against Lithops’ shoulder.

“And many more to come,” Lithops says, only a hint of irony in their voice. 

“I’ll admit, I wouldn’t have expected you two to end up together after the way last year ended.” I say it with a bit of laughter so they don’t mistake it for a jibe. 

Passiflora responds with that oh so polite condescension of hers. Lithops laughs and pulls their reticent lover in for a hug. 

It is noteworthy, though. A dyadic affair between Passiflora and Lithops is the most unnatural romantic entanglement in this world. Even our rare moments as a happy trio feel so much less uncanny. For all it alienates, I cannot help but find it a little intriguing. Besides, there is simply too much history for any of us to ever find ourselves truly disentangled from the others.

No name could encompass the breadth of our shared feelings. I could not count our declarations of love, nor the curses we’ve exchanged. I have sworn that there is no greater paradise than to be alone together with them. I have set myself on fire simply to free my thoughts of them for a few blessed minutes. Passiflora has lied to me tens of thousands of times to salve her pride and tens of thousands of times to teach or comfort; I have joyfully surrendered myself to each. I have seen the way Lithops’ golden eyes stare at me in fresh wonder every time we find our way to sharing a bed. I have stared into those same eyes as Lithops straddled me, thumbs pushing down on my windpipe, the full weight of their soul bent to the impossible task of ending me. I cannot say which sight I long to revisit more. 

And so, I set aside my feelings of loneliness and we laugh and talk and reminisce about the things we have done for the year and I hold the key below the table and say nothing of my plans for all it scalds my tongue to stay so silent. The anniversary is sacred. I would not sully it with a fight before the end. 

Finally, we are done. Passiflora dabs her lips with an embroidered handkerchief and Lithops rises to pace around the room. Soon the clock will strike six and we will be returned to our rooms. 

I drop the key on the table, letting the dull impact of iron striking wood speak for me. It’s a purely performative gesture. I will go through the motions of retrieving it from its hideaway one last time.

“And why,” Passiflora asks, “do you have that old thing?”

Lithops looks angrier, upset that this omen has broken the mood. 

“I want more.” The words do not come easily. Little else starts a conflagration amongst us like the thought of leaving, of facing the rains and beasts of a world that has no place for women like us. 

“I want to see the way you react to actually seeing your namesake, Passiflora. I want the world to know Lithops’ music. I want to see your faces as we relearn what it is like to see the sun. I want to make friends who will let me tell them of the things you do to hurt me and tell me exactly how terrible we are for each other. And, if the world outside insists that we be devoured for the attempt, I want to be devoured next to the two of you.”

For a moment, all is still. None of these desires are new. None of these desires can leave us. We bury them in our hearts and pretend that if we avoid thinking about it long enough, the possibility will cease to torment us. 

“I think we should leave, together,” I say. That’s the trick of it, I think. All of us have wanted to leave. We have fought over it again and again and we have failed again and again. And never has any of us had the strength to put action to words, not alone, not after those first few months. Together? If we stopped pushing one another to fear it and united in one purpose—even if only for a moment—I honestly think we might find the strength.

This is not to be that occasion. Lithops takes a deep breath, then closes their mouth and says nothing. Passiflora purses her lips, and I see that she has clenched her hands so tightly that her knuckles are paling. 
We could succeed, if only all three of us could agree to face the unknown together. Someday it will happen. Someday, if only for a moment, our worlds will align, and the lock may finally come undone.

Here and now, the shouting begins. 
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Nine hundred and forty-seven days. Nine hundred and forty-seven revelations, nine hundred and forty-seven steps toward a different me. Nine hundred and forty-seven mornings waking up next to the most irksome person in the world. 

This school is both prison and cradle to us. I have come to accept it for what it is. But it has changed me, and I no longer need it. There are only a few reasons to remain. First, and foremost, is that we have yet to find the key. More worryingly, we know instinctively that that which waits in the rains is hungry and cruel and fundamentally unwilling to coexist with girls like ourselves. It cannot enter, but we will need to find a way around it in order to leave. Every instinct says that to leave the school is to leave sanctuary, to let time begin once more. It would be easier if we could escape the loop after escaping that thing.

Passiflora is another reason to stay. I care for her. I owe her. I have almost come to love her a little, for all her obvious flaws. She will not leave, not yet. We must persuade her otherwise. 

The third of our trio has the opposite problem. He fights daily to leave, but he has yet to learn the lesson this school exists to teach. I have given him space, given him time. But we have watched and studied and conferred and there can be no disagreement. Luke needs the school’s’ revelations as much as either of us. It is only her stubborn nature that keeps her from responding to insinuations and suggestions, only shallow pride forcing her to cling to a masculinity that suits her no better than that unspeakable name of his.

And so, Passiflora has argued—and I have been persuaded—that something must be done. We plan to find him in the music room. He haunts it when he is not searching for a key that cannot be found, spending fruitless hours attempting to learn the violin. I am no musician, but even I can see how little talent he has, stubbornly practicing for years only to arrive at the nadir of mediocrity. I envy his persistence; I would murder to have something that so occupied my time. Irregardless, that dedication in the absence of natural ability has made the music room a place where he is exposed and vulnerable. 

Additionally, Passiflora is petty, and it is unsurprising that she seeks to reverse the trap he set for her so long ago. 

His halting attempts at arpeggios confirm the presence of our prey well before we reach our destination. The sound is uneven and arrhythmic; somehow akin in both quality and valence to a heart in the process of murdering its owner. We make good use of the noise and his focus to approach quietly, locking the door behind us. Just as Luke did so long ago, Passiflora takes up a position in front of the door. We shall make a show of trapping him, for all any of us could easily force the day to reset.

I suggested that I be the one to confront him, to push gently one last time. Passiflora insisted that we have primed him enough. That there have been enough suggestions and implications and subtle pressure to think things through. What we need, she claimed, is overwhelming force. I should have objected, but I am eager to be done with all this performative rage. I had not the will to resist her. 

Eventually, the offense to the ears stops and Luke opens his eyes to see me sitting in front of him, head resting comfortably on my hands as I look up at them. 

“Oh, uh, what brings you here, Astro?” He says, embarrassed. He does not relish his practice being overheard.

‘Astro’ is one of the many reasons this is necessary. The most masculine diminutive he could carve out of the name I insist on using. We have not yet taken to calling him Lithops, but he has always done all he can to deny me the same dignity. 

“We wish to talk,” Passiflora says, evenly. 

Luke stills, looks between me and Passiflora and the door, then steps back further into the room. 

“Passiflora.” His voice is cold and bitter. But he has no discomfort naming her. 

“Lithops,” she replies.

Despite himself, he flinches. Passiflora could hardly ignore the opening.

“Does it scare you so? A name you’ve heard every day for years, a name you claim to have no attachment to?” 

“I’m not scared,” he says. “And what are you doing here, anyway?”

“We need to talk,” I echo Passiflora’s opening. 

His eyes dart between us, failing to understand what unites us.

“This whole boy thing isn’t working,” Passiflora says, trailing off to allow me to speak. She suggested we alternate, split his attention, keep him off-balance. Even so, the words are hers.

“You keep clinging to it.” My words taste sour on my tongue. “But look at you. No one would confuse you for a boy.” I started to think of myself as a girl before the changes were anywhere near complete. Why should he be different?

“That’s not—” 

“Who do you think you’re fooling with those constant complaints, that refusal to partake in anything girly when anyone might see you?” Passiflora does not give him the chance to answer. “Do you really think anyone buys it?”

“I hated being a boy.” It’s my turn. It’s paramount to keep the pressure on, to pierce him before he can armor himself in deflections. “But I didn’t complain about it constantly. I hated it in all these little ways I couldn’t even name; but it just was the way things were. If you really hate something, you don’t need to talk about how afraid you are that you’ll stop hating it.” 

He throws the violin. It’s a sudden gesture, an overreaction to a fairly simple logical argument. The instrument doesn’t come anywhere near me, but I jump all the same. And yet, it is not rage I see in his face, but fear.

It as Passiflora said. There is no reason he would be so upset with these words if they were not exactly what he feared to hear. They might have hurt, but they would not have gotten to the core of him if they were not well-placed.

Gently, carefully, I stoop to pick up the instrument and brush it off. It’s broken for today. Perhaps that just makes it a better prop. 

“It’s such a graceful instrument. So feminine.”

“That has nothing to do with...” She can’t manage anything more than empty denials. Luke is not a participant in this conversation, just a puppet on our strings. It disgusts me to pull at them so.

“Lithops,” Passiflora says. “It has an agreeable sound to it, but it’s hardly a traditional girl’s name. Hardly worth wasting so many resets, letting your body change. Getting smaller and smaller, watching your fingers turn so delicate and slender while you try to convince everyone you’re trying to avoid the changes. If you really hated this, you’d try to run from it, try to do everything you could to draw out each day as long as possible. Instead of fighting so loudly while rushing the changes along as fast as you can.”

“That’s not true. Astro, tell her it’s not like that.” 

“Lithops.” I see his face fall. He reached out for a spider’s thread of salvation and one word pushed him back to hell. “You’re so scared of getting used to it. I never felt that way about my old name.” 

Is that true? It seemed correct when Passiflora brought up the argument. But, thinking of the old name evokes a certain heavy feeling in me. I have changed, and a part of me hates that name in ways I never used to. Might someone changing into something unwanted feel similarly?  

“That’s not...” Lithops does not catch my momentary indecision. That’s for the best. One little distortion, one little exaggeration to peel off the mask. The deception is justifiable. 

“You want it.” Passiflora steps forward, abandoning her position at the door. Luke could slip past her and run away. He could simply shout that name he clings to so tightly. She doesn’t do anything. He just stands there like a statue as Passiflora steps closer. She brushes his hair out of his eyes and tucks it behind his ear. 

“That’s a good girl,” she says. “You just need someone to push you, someone to make it so it’s not your fault. It’s okay to give in, to stop fighting. It’s okay, you tried to resist. The school got to you, it changed you; it’s not your fault” 

Finally, Luke overcomes his paralysis enough to push her away. Without daring to look back, he runs. 

He will not accept it, today. But the seeds have been sown, and this enclosed world offers Lithops nowhere to run where they might escape themself for long. 

​
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Lithops stands at the front of the class, bouncing on their heels in anticipation. Handsome golden Lithops, so full of energy and stoic aggression in that small package, why must you turn against me? 

The violin is not the first thing one would associate with Lithops. Perhaps an electric guitar would suit them, something tough, non-conformist, with a hint of aggression to it. They are a person of sharp angles and absolute focus. And yet, the violin has ever been theirs. Years upon years have piled atop their prodigious natural talents. 

Now, as they lift the bow, as the violin returns to its home against their collarbone, even the omnipresent rain seems to silence itself in respect.

They do not wish to play for me lately. They do not wish to have anything to do with me. And yet, they hardly have the power to remove me from class, not without losing the day and the chance to play. Lithops can no more turn down the need to ply their craft than they could stop breathing on command. Accordingly, neither Lithops’ glares, nor Passiflora’s sullen pout succeeded at keeping me at bay. 

I meet Passiflora’s gaze. She contemplates me for a moment, violet pools reflecting my red. She has the nerve to smile, a hint of condescension before she turns her face back to the musician in an exaggerated gesture. To some extent, my isolation is my own fault. I should not have tried to pressure Passiflora to side against Lithops like that, with her trying to float above it all. And yet, I could hardly sit and do nothing as Lithops’ natural charms won her over. No, they would both have united against me in the end, anyway. Better to get it over with faster.

Lithops begins, drawing the bow across the strings in a way that makes them wail with a deliberate, brooding agony. The music feels like standing purposefully on a broken ankle to test if it really hurts that badly, a sinking, painful sound that refuses to escape itself. They draw out the note, letting it continue just past the point of tolerance. Then it breaks, spiraling outward into a passionate cavalcade of noise; anger joining the pain in harmony, lashing out even as it hurts. 

I would love nothing more than to let this sound ruin me. Lithops’ music should consume the listener until they lose themselves entirely in the conjured imagery. This piece is obviously meant for me, to convey the hurt, the bitterness, the love gone sour.

And yet, even this transcendent beauty loses some of its impact after the hundredth time. It is never enough of late to banish all thought. And, the circumstances are less than ideal. I can tolerate sharing this composition with Passiflora. But Lithops has ever been the type to dally with the puppets. Even now, the unaware students give no sign that they have any indication of how wondrous this is, treating this as if it were a mere student performance. It disgusts me.

The piece shifts, anger burning itself out in a meaningless, self-destructive gesture. Ever it struggles, constantly trying to reignite itself only to find it blown down again and again by the wind. The piece ends as it began, with a long, dwindling note of singular agony. 

The puppets clap politely, and one girl rises to perform next, as if it were anything but blasphemy to follow Lithops so readily.

They move, taking a seat next to Passiflora. The pair exchange a few whispers, then Passiflora giggles, and Lithops gives her a stern look. I seethe; that composition was for me. They proved they still hate me, and yet they still deny me any confrontation, any opportunity for interaction at all. They will sing such beautiful resentment, then punish me with silence. Some things are truly intolerable. 

I accost them in the hallway. 

“Lithops,” I say. “Fierce, handsome, wrathful Lithops.”

“Astrophea,” they say. My full name is a dismissal coming from them.

“Do you honestly believe that she holds you closer to her heart than I mine?” 

“Astrophea,” they say it with such finality. Lithops puts words to motion by turning to walk away. Have I really hurt them so? Is our feud so damning that they cannot even spare me vitriol?

“I have always loved you,” I try, desperately. “How many times must I apologize before we can end this unnatural state of affairs?” 

Lithops does not turn back, but they stop and give me a shrug. No feud lasts between us. Even at their most stone-hearted, Lithops cannot deny this. And yet, no matter how much we all know they will regret it, they choose to torment me all the same. 

“Whatever we have done to one another, whatever harms I have done to you, do you honestly, really think that poison flower is the better of us?” 

They do not dignify that with a response. A day or a week or a month where the rains speak louder than my companions would be fine. But it has been longer than that and the silence has long started gnawing away at me. It does not devour, merely eat away at the edges more and more and more, tearing tiny holes in the soul. Such silence is not survivable. 

But I am not without recourse. There are always secrets that have not been shared, always ways of plying one against the other. And this, I have saved for a good long time, for just such a situation. The words tumble out faster than I can restrain myself. 

“She sent Veronica and Tilia out. She’s known where this key is the whole time and won’t say a thing; she’s so desperate to hold on to us that she let them go alone.”

Lithops stops, the tension evident in their finely muscled back, even under our modest uniforms. Deliberately they turn, looking me over. Then they give me a shove, pushing me against the wall with a sudden, unexpected force. Their forearm rests against my neck, pushing into me as they stare at me with all the cruel intensity I could desire. 

“Ast,” they whisper. Their lips are mere inches from mine, and yet there is not a shred of intimacy in the nickname.

“I know it was you.” 

For a moment, I do not understand. Lithops spent months searching for them. Passiflora saw, of course. But we have achieved a silent consensus between us on the issue and it has gone unmentioned. Or have we? 

“Passiflora lied to you,” I say instead. “She has always lied to you. She’s kept the key hidden all these years. You can’t trust—” 

Lithops presses their arm deeper into my windpipe, cutting off any more words. 

“I saw you,” they say again. “From the top of the stairs. I barely made it back to our room before you could see.” 

I cannot breathe. My lips move, but there is no sound to make. I cannot tell if they are choking me or if I have forgotten how to breathe. 

Lithops is not finished. A truth that was never meant to be spoken has been aired and events cannot be stopped. “You look down on us. Like you’re standing outside everything, and you know what’s best. You see it when Passiflora does it, then you think you’re so much better at these games, so much colder and more analytical. But you’re both the same.” 

“Why?” I manage to force the word out despite everything. Why did they spend so long searching for what had happened, pressing us? Why did they pretend ignorance? Why, all this time, have they never admitted they knew the truth about the key?

“I—” for a moment the anger leaves them, and their gaze turns inward. “I guess, if I didn’t admit I knew, then we could keep pretending I was any better.”  

Then they take a step back, allowing me to crumple to the floor. And, as my world collapses around me, Lithops walks away. 
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We do not debate verbally, not at first. After so long, there is no need to speak. A tilt of the head, the lifting of a corner of the lip, these gestures are all I need to intuit an entire conversation. Even alone, we know what one another are likely thinking. And words would give room for us to express doubts.

Instead, we silently pace down the hall. We each know the steps by heart, every flaw in every board, where to step to remain absolutely silent. We do not need to look to know every little welcoming flaw in every decoration in this hall. The staircase is different, of course. It is too perfect in a way that will never feel like home. The steps are so uniform we could not misplace a foot even without the weight of the years. 

Soon we stand in the hall, walking down the carpet toward the doors to the outside. The rain is louder here. Something howls. That inspires mixed feelings. If it was attacking the walls or the doors, there would be no chance of an escape tonight. We would have an excuse.

We pause as we reach the door. I glimpse the two of them in a flash of lightning. Both seem nervous, Lithops refusing to show it at all, Passiflora trying to hide it under a facade of concern. 

“For formality’s sake,” Passiflora says as we reach the door. “I must note that we don’t have to do this.” We all know the words. The faintest tremble in her hands would have communicated every word. But she loves words too much to refuse them entirely. They help ground her, well-worn patterns helping to shift her focus from the unknown. I could not imagine her leaving without a little bit of an argument.

“Another day of preparation couldn’t hurt,” I admit. 

“They won’t give us any time to second guess,” Lithops says, positioning themselves a little defensively between the door and us. 

I toy with the key. It always seems to fall to me. “We could wait,” I admit. “We could keep cutting each other and lick each other’s wounds again and again.” 

“And yet,” Passiflora says. She is smiling, steadying her hands as much for us as for herself.

“And yet...” Lithops chimes in, echoing the words I’m about to say. 

“And yet,” I admit. “I want to face the world.” I could say so much more, to speak of sharing sunsets with them, to talk of watching Lithops play for a new audience, to offer Passiflora a place to play her wiles and games, to find a way for us to take a little distance, to change to the point that I need the others present to know their thoughts, to see if we could avoid hurting each other if only the world was big enough. 

But there is no poetry I could say that Passiflora would not already know. There is no argument that might be raised that we have not spun a thousand thousand times, no excuse or manipulation that we would not all see through. 

“If they devour us,” I say instead, “I would rather be devoured together.” 

I place the key in the lock, finding my hands, yet again, unable to turn it. Yet again, Lithops places their hands on mine. Again, Passiflora soon follows, reluctant at how juvenile the gesture seems. Again, we turn the key in the lock. Again, we place our hands on the handle of the door that separates us from a dark, cruel world that wants nothing more than to eradicate women like us.

We choose, again.
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