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      I tilted my head back to look at the cloud-filled sky. Large, grey puffs danced and swirled overhead.

      A drop of water landed on my nose. I brought my head forward and wiped up the bead with my finger before it had a chance to spill down my face.

      I stared at the liquid; a smile pulled at the corners of my lips, stretching them until my eyes crinkled. Another droplet landed on the top of my head, cool and wet. It trickled down the part in my hair, leaving behind a trail of tingling skin. I reached up with my other hand and scratched it away.

      Laughing voices caught my attention and for a moment pulled me away from the dripping sky.

      

      The sound of a whisper filled my ears and interrupted my dream. My eyelids fluttered open. The streetlight outside lit my room and shadows danced across my ceiling. My heart skipped as they moved closer.

      I turned my head and opened my mouth. Before any sound could escape a hand clamped it shut and my eyes filled with darkness. I struggled against the weight on my arms as my legs tried to kick free from under the blankets. A harsh ripping sound halted my efforts. For a second my mouth was freed; I called out, but my cries were muffled by a large piece of tape. My arm jerked as a sharp point pierced the skin of my shoulder.

      My muscles eased and relaxed and my movements slowed. The pressure on my arms abated. I willed them to move and strike out at the nearest object, but they lay still at my sides. The skin on my cheeks and lips stretched upward as the tape used to seal my mouth came free.

      I yelled, but the sound I heard came from inside my own head, my voice had been silenced. The blindfold was tugged away; the dim light returned.

      Black shadows loomed in front of me, devoid of form or shape – blurred, dark blobs moved in the night. My eyelids slammed shut.

      “Move them out!” A voice bellowed. And then there was nothing.
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      I woke to the bright and unpleasant buzz of the overhead lights. The sterile, white room glowed with such intensity it was almost blinding.

      It happened every morning, first the click, then the hum. My eyelids flew open as though a power button inside my head was flicked to the 'on' position. My arm rose to cover my face and shield me from the bright lights. It had been that way for as long as I remembered which seemed both a long time and only a few days.

      I rolled over onto my right side, and my eyes darted between three sliding doors on the wall parallel to my bed. The first, located directly across from my resting head, was the entry. The door I passed through twice a day, once when I left the room and then again when I came back.

      My gaze skimmed a little further to the left. In the middle of the wall was the much smaller opening of the dumbwaiter. I favoured that door as each whoosh signaled a meal or snack.

      I tucked my chin a little and looked over toward the third opening at the far end of the wall. My focus drifted toward the white surveillance camera with its ever-watchful red eye. For the moment, it pointed directly at my bed, silent and still. Yet, once I rose it would awaken and begin its daily routine of stalking me around my room. I resisted the urge to wave and returned my attention to the laundry chute. It wasn't as big as the entry but certainly larger than the dumbwaiter. Large enough, in fact, I believed it could hold two small or even average sized people. Who would try? The thought made my skin prickle.

      All three doors remained closed and silent, but soon the daily procedures would begin. The sound of sliding doors would replace the irritating hum of the overhead lights.

      I flung back my pale sheet, my eyes skimmed over my green nightgown, and I sat up. The whirring of the camera drowned out the buzzing lights, and it caught my attention. It was only in those first few minutes of the day that the sounds of the room were grating. Soon the noises would disappear into the background. Only recalled at night when they finally quieted.

      A thought suddenly came to mind and erased my irritation. I was getting a surprise today.

      I swung my legs over the side of the bed and rested my feet on the white tile floor. Soothing warmth radiated through my body and tempted me to lie down on the hard surface.

      The first whoosh of the day interrupted my thoughts. The door of the dumbwaiter had opened; my breakfast had arrived. Small gurgles deep inside my stomach rolled through my gut. It finally concluded with a loud, inhuman grumble as the smell of bacon wafted through the room.

      I rushed toward the small compartment behind my table and pulled out the covered tray. I breathed in the delicious smell. My free hand curled into a tight fist at my side as a distant and unclear memory flashed in front of me. I placed the tray on the table, exhaled, and uncurled my hand. Morning procedures had to be followed.

      I hurried toward the fourth door in my room which led to the washroom. It was unlike the others and made no sound when pulled open. It sat centred on the end wall closest to the head of my bed. The only thing that gave the door away was the small, clear glass knob that stuck out from the bleached wall.

      The light turned on the instant I pushed open the door. The small bathroom was as clean and white as the rest of my room. I stepped further in and jumped when the door clicked closed behind me.

      I sat down on the toilet seat and emptied my bladder. The sound echoed in the small room, and I couldn't help but wonder if anyone heard. Hurry up! I told myself. I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my thighs and held my head in my hands.

      The toilet flushed on its own. The water drained with such force that tiny drops sprayed up onto the seat. I didn't bother to wipe it away; the room would clean itself.

      The soap dispenser whined and spat out a foamy liquid that was as free of colour and scent as everything else. I moved my hands under the tap and activated the warm water. Tiny bubbles squeezed out between my fingers and covered the backs of my hands. The white froth swirled around before it gurgled down the drain. The distant whisper of some strange tune peeked out from the shadows in my mind. My eyes squeezed shut, and I worked at remembering the lyrics. As a word was about to form, the water turned off signaling the end of my hand washing.

      My eyelids fluttered open, and my heart skipped as I caught my reflection in the mirror. I stared at myself for a second. My straight, light brown hair rested on the top of my shoulders, freshly cut from the day before. The light blinked in warning, a reminder my time in the bathroom was over. I would have to examine myself closer the next time.

      I pushed the button on the wall and pulled the door open. The alarm buzzed; the five-second countdown had begun. I stepped over the threshold, and the door closed behind me. An audible hissing sound came to my ears as scalding hot steam filled the small room. The hissing stirred a distant voice; it whispered from somewhere deep inside my head. Garbled and incomprehensible words bounced and echoed in my skull. Sick was all I understood.

      Intrusive beeping pulled me away from the door and my thoughts as I headed back over to my table. I only had three minutes left to finish my breakfast.

      The smell of bacon saturated the air around me the second I removed the lid from my tray. Three pieces of crispy bacon, scrambled eggs, and home fries covered the plastic plate. My tongue swept across my lips, and I stared at the colourful arrangement of food in front of me. Unfortunately, I didn't have much time to revel in its taste, but that didn't concern me. The meal would repeat itself in so many days.

      With breakfast over, I sealed the dishes back inside the dumbwaiter. The whining camera pricked my ears as it followed me across the room.

      My plain white dresser sat in the corner, wedged between the end wall and the head of my bed. I pulled open the top drawer and removed a white paper robe wrapped in plastic and placed it on top. I stripped the sheets from my bed, scooped them up in my arms, and retrieved the neatly packaged robe.

      I glanced up at the surveillance system as I crossed the room on a diagonal towards it and the laundry chute. The only good thing was I would soon disappear from its view. The camera was unable to see me in the corner when I stood underneath it.

      I pressed a button, and the door to the laundry chute slid open. I piled the sheets inside, the plastic package dangled from my teeth, and I pulled my nightgown over my head. My hair stood on end; static electricity crackled. I removed my underwear and tossed all my nightclothes onto the pile. I tore open the plastic package and pulled on the paper robe. Before I closed the door, I threw the packaging in with the laundry.

      My feet took me the few steps along the wall and over toward my table where I sat down and waited. I stared at the dimmed red light above the entrance. Within seconds of sitting down, the light glowed, and the door slid open.

      He stepped through the entrance covered from top to bottom in white as he pushed his cart into the room in front of him. The only part of him that showed was his brown eyes peeking out from the holes in the hooded mask. Over the mask he wore goggles. I called him he, but I wasn't sure. The baggy suit gave no sign of curves or bumps of any kind.

      My paper robe crinkled as I brought my right arm forward and rested it on the table. I bent my left arm and placed it in front of me. He pushed his little cart against the table and stood on the other side. My attention focused on his white-gloved hands as he prepared two injections.

      Another syringe, already prepared, sat on the cart. I recalled seeing it before but was unsure of its use. I narrowed my gaze as I stared at the mystery needle. A memory flashed of a gloved hand picking up the syringe, followed by a stinging prick, and then darkness. I shuddered and small bumps rose on my arms. I had received that injection. It was the consequence should you find the strength to resist.

      One of his rubber gloved hands held my arm as the other wiped a small gauze pad against my shoulder. The cold dampness caused more bumps to rise. My nose wrinkled at the strong smell. His rubbery fingers compressed the skin on my shoulder. The silver point of the needle pierced my flesh. He pushed down on the plunger. I concentrated on feeling the clear liquid as it entered my body, but it was not possible. When he finished, he pulled it free and placed the gauze pad back on my arm. He repeated the process with the second needle. Once again, I focused on the liquid and much like the first time, I felt nothing. When he pulled the needle out, he dabbed at the small point of red blood that had bubbled to the surface.

      “Any idea what my surprise is?” I whispered. My voice sounded foreign to my ears. Why?

      He stopped dabbing for a split second as though my speaking had caught him off guard, and then he resumed his work. He placed a small bandage on my shoulder, cleaned up his tray, and hurried from the room. The sliding doors closed behind him.

      “I didn't think so,” I whispered to the sterile room.

      The overhead light flashed its warning. I groaned. “I know,” I said between clenched teeth as I stood up and shoved my chair back. Its felt-covered feet slid over the floor. I moved toward the washroom; my paper robe rustled with every step. The back of my head burned with the sensation of watching eyes.

      I wadded the paper robe into a ball and placed it inside the plastic tube that hung between the sink and the toilet. Within seconds it disappeared, sucked out of sight with a loud pop.

      The small shower stall stood in the corner opposite the toilet. The glass door slid open as I stepped toward it. Once inside, warm water gushed out, and I closed my eyes, revelling in the relaxing spray. I only had a minute or two to enjoy it as the soothing warmth would end soon.

      I washed my hair with creamy, unscented liquid, squeezed out from the dispenser on the wall. Below that was the dispenser for the body wash. Yet, another colourless and odourless gel that oozed into my hand.

      The bathroom light flashed, warning me my shower would be over in seconds. I stepped toward the door and when it opened the water turned off. The mat's rubber bristles tickled my feet as I stepped down on them. Warm air shot out from the wall behind me, from the ceiling, and from the mat on the floor.

      I turned a slow circle; rivulets of water ran down my body and evaporated. I combed my fingers through my hair and worked out some of the tangles that had formed while washing. I bent over; the warm air blew my hair around in wild fashion. I resisted the urge to close my eyes and stared at my feet instead. Soon the light would flicker and my time in the blowers would be over.

      I pulled open the medicine cabinet. Inside were many plastic wrapped toothbrushes and one-use packets of toothpaste. I selected one of each and closed the door. The toothbrush was like everything else in the room – white and temporary. I ripped it from its cocoon of clear plastic and covered it with every bit of paste from the packet. The bristles massaged over my gums and teeth, removing all traces of food and bacteria. When finished, I held everything up to the tube and watched as it was sucked out of existence.

      I stared into the mirror and combed out my hair with my fingers. I leaned close, almost touching it with my nose, and looked into my blue eyes.

      “Who are you?” I whispered.
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      Inside the middle drawer of my dresser were several packages containing a white bra and a pair of plain underwear. I chose a set and pulled it out. The plastic wrap crinkled. The camera droned behind me, its mechanical noise louder than usual. Why had I gotten rid of my robe? The thought caused my stomach to knot.

      My question was rhetorical; I knew the answer. It's what I'd always done. But for some strange reason, being naked suddenly bothered me. If it weren't for the warning, I would have still been in the washroom trying to think of a way to cover myself. I pulled on my underclothes and breathed easier as my body relaxed.

      I yanked the bottom drawer open with too much force. It slid out with ease, but my quick reflexes stopped it before it freed itself from the rails and landed on my feet. I pulled the remaining green dress from inside and pushed the drawer closed.

      My dresses were the only things I had that weren't encased in plastic. I ran my hands over the soft fabric and carefully unfolded the dress. It was plain, short-sleeved, and came to below my knees. Three buttons closed it at the front and elastic cinched it in at the waist. Two large pockets adorned the skirt.

      The red eye followed my every step toward the laundry chute, but I kept my gaze focused in front of me. When I reached the opening, I pressed the button nearby and the door slid open with a faint, airy sound. My eyes widened.

      A white envelope sat on top of the packaged clean linens. I leaned into the compartment to get a better look. I reached out my hand but hesitated for a second; my heart had picked up speed. I concentrated on the lettering. A20100315L was penned with care in black ink on the front. That's me! I smiled at the sudden realization.

      I reached out, grabbed the envelope, and stuffed it down the front of my dress. I closed my eyes for a second and slowed my breath. The action calmed my nervous excitement, and I grabbed the packaged linens.

      My thoughts raced as I moved back toward my bed and started unpacking the sterile sheets. The envelope rumpled and poked into my chest while I made my bed. Each movement reminded me of its existence.

      It took every effort not to reach inside my dress and pull it out. The poking annoyed me, and it was getting difficult to contain my building curiosity. Still, it would have to wait until I began my studies. My body would block the intruding surveillance system behind me, and I could read the note in safety.

      My desk sat at the foot of my bed. It was a plain white table with one small drawer for writing tools and a bit of paper. Textbooks and other reading material sat on a shelf mounted above it. It was in this corner of the room, across from the intruding camera, that I studied whatever textbook happened to be on the shelf.

      The padded white desk chair rolled with ease as I took my seat. I pulled out my black textbook with its silver lettering from the overhead shelf. The camera whined behind me as I moved. The back of my hand slid across my forehead, smearing away tiny beads of sweat. My stomach muscles ached from tension and made me a little queasy. The sensations were strange. While a part of me feared I'd contracted some illness another part assured me my feelings were normal.

      I opened the textbook to where I'd left off. I removed the envelope from inside my dress, held the damp packet in my hands, and stared at my ID. I had no doubt it was mine, though A2 was my usual name.

      What is this? I turned it over and laid it flat on the pages of the open book. My fingers eased out the flap tucked inside the envelope. I reached in and pulled out the note. With great stealth, I slid the envelope underneath the textbook. My shaky hands unfolded the piece of paper and rubbed out the creases. Written in black ink was the same neat handwriting.

      
        
        A2,

        It was addressed to me.

        I am sorry I did not answer your question. Your voice caught me off guard. I was not expecting it to return so soon.

        I reread the first line as I recognized who the author was. What did he mean by my voice returning? I returned to the note.

        It is imperative you never speak while facing the video equipment.

        Had I? I recalled the moment I'd asked him my question and was sure I'd faced away from the equipment. I squinted. Why? I looked at the letter and kept reading.

        I will see you later. If you must speak keep your back turned to the camera. When I speak to you, I will keep my head lowered and continue with my work. DO NOT react to anything I say.

        J.

        

      

      I stared at the letter, lost in the writings penned by its creator. A sudden whooshing from behind entered my ears and startled me. I was no longer alone.

      I stuffed the letter into the pages at the back of the book and pretended to study.

      “Hello, A2! Busy with your studies?”

      His voice was familiar, but I couldn't quite place it. I eased around in my chair. He stood behind me a few feet away, his hands on his hips. My lips parted a little, and I nodded. Was it okay if I nodded? My heart thumped. What if I wasn't supposed to acknowledge anyone?

      A thin red smile came across his face, and my heart slowed. My head nodding hadn't surprised him. He stepped closer; his clothing made no sound. He didn't wear one of those baggy white suits that swished with movement. His clothing, though as white as the baggy suits, were more fitted. Only his thick, white hair covered his head, and he wore nothing over his eyes. Even his hands were gloveless.

      His grey eyes darted around before he finally fixed his gaze on my face again. There was something about him that made me feel like I'd known him for a long time. It was much longer than what my memory suggested. He was someone you didn't forget.

      “Do you know who I am?” He tilted his head back a little and from my desk, I could see up his long, pointed nose.

      I nodded, though I recognized him, his name and who he was, did not come to mind.

      “Good!” He nodded and took another step closer. The surveillance system hummed, and my heart quickened. Beads of sweat trickled down the small of my back. The back of my throat tickled, as my nose caught some strange scent. I resisted the urge to lean forward and sniff, but there was no doubt the strong perfume came from him. It wasn't entirely unpleasant only too much, although there was something familiar about it.

      “Let's see how your studies are progressing.” He moved beside me and peered over my shoulder at the textbook on my desk. “Ah, history.”

      I nodded again. I was sure my heart had climbed up my throat and was about to pop out of my mouth.

      “Let's see.” He pushed me and my chair out of his way, and I bumped into the foot of my bed. He reached over with his long, bony fingers and flipped over to the next page.

      I swallowed the thickened spit in my mouth; my eyes fixed on his every move.

      “I'm a little bit of a history buff myself. Well… truth be told,” he turned his attention away from the book and looked at me, “I'm pretty much a buff at everything.” He chuckled for a second before a crooked grin took its place. “You and I have a lot in common. Well, I must go. Nice talking at you.” He turned on his heel and headed back toward the door.

      For the first time, I noticed someone by the entrance, dressed in full white-blob mode. He stood back from the door, and when it slid open, he followed the white-haired man out the exit.

      I exhaled a huge breath, resisting the urge to fan the air with my hand. My shoulders dropped in relief, and my heart crept back into place. I returned to my textbook, grabbed the note and envelope, and stuffed them down the front of my dress.

      Why had he come into my room? I flipped the page of my text and pretended to read. Confusing thoughts filled my head. I couldn't concentrate on my work, but I couldn't stop either. I had to keep pretending until study time was over.

      I grabbed my yellow highlighter and picked a few sentences. Their importance was of no concern to me. I hadn't read a single word on the page. I flipped another page, mindless in my actions. My eyes stared at the words, but I saw nothing. The urge, to leave my desk grew stronger. The strict regimen held me in place.

      Instant relief came in the form of a ringing bell, and all the muscles in my body relaxed as the tension eased. I closed my eyes and exhaled through pursed lips. The unmistakable sound of the dumbwaiter filled my ears, and I turned around. I had never looked so forward to my break.

      I hesitated before I reached in and pulled the small tray from the compartment. My thoughts drifted to earlier events, and for a moment, the procedure was forgotten. I placed the tray on the table and pulled the lid free.

      The moment the buzzing reached my ears my stomach dropped. I had made a mistake. It was all I had time to think before the flash of blue light.

      I picked myself up off the floor; my legs shook under my weight. I managed to climb into my chair, folded my arms on the top of the table, and I rested my head. The smell of singed hair was in my nose. I inhaled and filled my lungs several times before rising on shaky legs and made my way over to the washroom.

      

      The red apple stared up at me from the tray as the bathroom door clicked closed behind me. I had no appetite but couldn't afford to face any more consequences if I didn't eat. My feet dragged me back toward the table.

      Was his visit my surprise? I bit into the sweet red orb as I remembered. Some surprise! I bit again, but my teeth sunk in too far, and I ended up with a mouthful of seeds. I spat them out on the plate and wiped the spittle from my chin with the back of my hand. Where am I? I stopped mid-chew. What is this place?

      I didn't hear him enter. I stared wide-eyed at his baggy white figure. For a moment, his brown eyes stared back at me as he stood in the entrance. I finally broke contact with his gaze and looked at the chair he held as he walked into the room.

      He stood across from where I sat. “Remember, do not respond as I speak to you,” a voice floated from behind the mask. It was soft, yet deep with an unfamiliar accent, and it was most certainly male.

      He set the chair down by the table, and we went about our business as though the other weren't in the room. I wiped the juice from my chin and took another bite from my apple.

      My ears pricked to the sound of the door; J had left the room. What kind of a surprise is another chair? I stared at the other chair, an exact copy of my own.

      The door alerted me again, and J came back in with a bed he rolled across the floor.

      “Do not follow me with your eyes,” he warned as he pushed the bed past me. The click of the locks on the wheels rang in my ears. I wanted to turn around to see what he was doing, but I didn't.

      J came into view again and left the room. Minutes passed. I finished my apple and placed the remnants on the plate with the seeds I'd spat out earlier. I replaced the lid on the tray and pushed the whole thing into the waiting dumbwaiter.

      As soon as I stood up from the table, the door slid open.

      “Keep going about your business,” J said.

      I peeked out the corner of my eye and saw two figures enter the room. The first was J's unmistakable white blob. The second was much shorter, and from my glimpse, was dressed in blue. I entered the washroom.

      I could not rinse the soap from my hands soon enough. It was hard not to hurry. I wanted to see who had entered my room with J, but the memory of the smell of singed hair kept me from leaving too soon.

      Finally, the water shut off. I dried my hands, and I was free to leave. I stepped toward the door and pulled it open.

      A girl sat on a bed at the far end of the room. Like me, she had shoulder-length, brown hair, though hers was wavier and darker.

      The alarm sounded, and I hurried out from the washroom. The door clicked behind me.

      The girl looked to be younger, but not by much. J stood at the head of her bed in the back corner underneath the video equipment.

      My lips parted.

      “Do not speak,” he reminded.

      My pink tongue poked through and I licked them instead. I moved back toward my desk as though I were alone.

      “So she's my surprise?” I said with my back to the girl, J, and the prying camera.

      “Yes.”

      “Hmph! What kind of surprise is that?”

      “She is your sister.”
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      It took every ounce of self-control not to push myself away from my desk and whirl around to face them. I would have if I hadn't become lightheaded. I wiped my hand over my forehead; my skin was cold and damp, and my mouth watered. My stomach tensed, and I gripped the edge of my desk. I focused my attention on my fingers as they grew as white as the room around me.

      “I don't have a sister,” I whispered through clenched teeth. I exhaled a slow breath.

      “I understand your disbelief, but trust me, you do.”

      Trust you? I closed my eyes for a second and took a deep breath. “Why don't I remember? Why doesn't she say anything?” I released my grip from the desk, and the colour returned to my aching knuckles. I flipped a page of my text. My ears pricked up at the sound of the camera. The thought of picking up my book and launching it at the intrusive piece of equipment crossed my mind. Instead, I flipped another page, not caring it was too soon.

      “She is in somewhat of a hypnotic state, a trance, if you will. She has muscle control and fine motor movements. She can follow directions and procedures. She can process information and learn, but she is mute with no memory of any life in the past – she just exists. Much like you did until recently.”

      My eyelids fluttered. What is he talking about? “I don't understand.”

      J sighed. “I know.”

      I jumped a little at the sound of his voice as he stood behind me. I hadn't even heard him approach.

      “I am going to introduce you now – merely a formality,” he said. “Remember, they are watching.” He placed his ungloved hand on my shoulder. The warmth of his touch radiated down my arm; the sensation was strange.

      “Wait!” I stopped him before he turned me around. “Why are you introducing us?”

      “It was Cecil's idea. He does not know you are becoming aware, so he does not think the two of you becoming roommates will be a problem.”

      Questions filled my head, and I didn't know which to ask first. In the end, there were so many they overwhelmed me, and I didn't ask a single one. He turned me around, the camera hummed, and I was silenced.

      The girl sat on her bed. Her focus was straight ahead on the wall in front of her. J pushed me toward her in my desk chair and placed me in her line of vision – our knees almost touched. I stared at the girl, but she didn't see me, only looked right through me instead.

      J moved beside me, his back to the camera. “Remember do not react in any way. They think you are still in a hypno-state.” The sound of the ever-watchful eye came from behind him, but I couldn't see it. J's body had blocked it from my view.

      “I think they know,” I said in my best ventriloquist voice. I kept my focus on the girl in front of me.

      “W-why do you say that?” J's voice faltered and gave away his shock at my words.

      “Because before you came, I had a visitor, and I nodded when he asked me a question.” I studied the girl's features. They did look a little familiar.

      “Who?”

      The intensity in J's voice made me jump, and my concentration on the girl's face broke. I closed my eyes and pictured the man in my room. His white hair was the first thing that came to mind. “White hair,” I whispered.

      J sucked in a large gulp of air. I turned my head and looked at him. His brown eyes had narrowed in a thoughtful way. “It is fine you nodded to him. His voice would be the only one to elicit that sort of response. I overheard once it had something to do with a song. Anyway, he would expect that.”

      A song? I questioned for a moment and in the same instant forgot about it. My body relaxed, surprising me. I didn't think I had been holding any tension.

      A loud buzz filled the air. I stood up from my chair and pushed it back toward the desk. My body reacted before my brain even registered the reason for the alarm. I cleaned up my desk and put my book away. The note and envelope poked at the skin between my breasts as I moved.

      “What do I do with your note?” I said as I feigned straightening and cleaning.

      “Put it back in the laundry chute. I will retrieve it.”

      Without even thinking, my feet transported me from my desk and back toward my dresser. My body continued following procedures as much as my brain tried to resist. The video camera whined behind me, but it wasn't its eye I sensed on the back of my head. I pulled open the bottom drawer and removed the package of gym clothes. “Who is he? The white-haired man?” My hands tore at the plastic.

      “He is Cecil. He runs this centre.”

      I stopped for a moment, the vision of the word C.E.C.I.L flashed in front of my eyes. “It's on the wall.” My hands freed the green t-shirt and shorts from their confines.

      “It is the name of this place. At least it is now.” The last bit he said more under his breath as though speaking a thought out loud.

      Another alarm buzzed, interrupting our conversation. I turned around, and for the first time since entering my room, the girl in blue had climbed off her bed. J guided her toward the desk, and she sat down. The laundry chute door slid open, and J moved toward it.

      “You better put your gym clothes on,” he said as he reached inside the chute and pulled out a box.

      I turned away from him and unbuttoned my dress. I pulled it over my head and laid it out on my bed. My eyes caught sight of the note and envelope peeking out from my bra. I tugged my t-shirt over my head, reached inside, and smoothed out the papers the best I could. Satisfied they would not be visible, I pulled on my shorts.

      “What is C.E.C.I.L?” I thought of the word engraved into the wall as I straightened out my dress on my bed.

      “Contagion Eradication Centre for Intelligent Life.”

      I stood up straight, abandoning my dress. My confusion cleared. “It's both his name and this place?”

      “Hmph. It is. We must leave now.”

      My back stiffened. Something in his tone told me there was much more to it than that. “What do I do with her?” I reached out and smoothed another wrinkle from my dress.

      “Nothing.” J's voice was flat.

      I turned and followed J toward the door. It slid open; we walked out and left the girl behind.
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      The door opened with its usual airy sound. I entered my room and pulled at my t-shirt, glued to me with sweat, and stepped into the washroom. The mirror on the wall captured my attention. I stared at my flushed and sweat soaked face. My hair hung in limp strands, damp and tangled.

      I pulled my wet shirt over my head. The smell of perspiration caused my nose to wrinkle. My shorts and underwear clung to my legs as I worked at sliding them down. When I'd finally stepped out of them, I stood back up. My reflection showed the dampened papers sticking out from my bra. I unhooked it and let it all fall to the floor in a heap with the rest of the wet clothing. My shower would be brief as it was almost time for lunch. My stomach rumbled at the thought.

      Feeling fresh and dry, I picked up my clothing and the note from the floor and opened the door. The warning bell followed me out of the room.

      The sight of her sitting at my desk surprised me. I had almost forgotten about my new roommate. It was difficult trying to keep my focus in front of me as I crossed the room. I wanted to watch the new girl.

      I hesitated before depositing my clothes and the note into the laundry chute. My damp clothing had been my only protection, and now I had nothing. I drew in a sharp breath as I stood in the far corner of the room under the ever-watchful eye. Naked - I gasped. How had I ever done this before? The thought came to me again.

      I took a deep breath and walked toward my dresser, all the while I told myself to act as though clothed. I hadn't cared before, I thought, as my hands pulled a packaged set of underwear from the drawer. But before, I hadn't quite been myself, though I wasn't sure if I was now. It was like waking up from a dream, in that state where you aren't asleep but aren't awake either. I was stuck somewhere in the middle.

      I sighed as I pulled on my dress and sat on my bed. I stared at the dumbwaiter and waited for the door to open. When it came seconds later, I stood and traipsed to my chair. The girl walked to the washroom and entered.

      The first tray in the compartment was labeled B20130623L. It was her tray. Do they call her B2? I placed the tray on the table. A moment later the dumbwaiter opened again. I reached in and pulled out a tray labelled with my ID.

      The girl, B2 I'd decided, returned to the table and took her seat across from me. I stared at her and her blank eyes for a moment. Did I look like that? Did my eyes look as though they saw nothing? A shiver ran through my body as I wondered about my previous trance-like state. I pulled my lid from my tray and began to eat.

      B2 finished her meal before me and placed her empty tray back in the dumbwaiter. Did she even taste her food? I looked down at the few bites still on my plate and devoured them. I was suddenly afraid to arouse suspicious if I didn't behave like B2.

      

      For days I followed B2's lead, acting as she did, but it was getting difficult with each passing moment. I was growing tired of the act, tired of the procedures, and tired of B2. The expression “bored to death” popped into my head like so many other things. I wasn't sure if it was based on truth. If it wasn't, I was close to actually being boredom's first victim.

      During the day, flashes of moments from the past flickered in my mind like bits of a hazy dream. Some things I understood, while others were out of reach, and I couldn't grasp their meaning.

      J had begun backing off on the memory blocking/hypnotizing drug on B2 on the first day she'd moved in. But, the process was slow. I'd learned it had taken almost three months for the effects to begin reversing on me. I was still a long way from being normal.

      Restless sleep filled my nights. Strange dreams invaded the peace I had grown accustomed to. There was nothing that made sense and as the weeks passed even B2's blank gaze began haunting my dreams.

      

      B2 and I sat at the table and waited for J to arrive. She gazed with her usual blank expression as I stared up at the light above the door. As it turned out, it wasn't unusual for me to do so, and so I continued. The light flashed red, and the door slid open with its familiar whoosh. J stepped inside and pushed his cart toward the table.

      I stared at the array of syringes on the cart. J kept his head down as he prepared the needles and placed blue stickers on half of them. As usual, I got mine first, the ones without any labels.

      “Are you still giving me the memory blocker slash hypnotic stuff?” I said.

      J stuck the last unprepared syringe into a bottle and pulled back on the plunger. Clear liquid seeped inside. He stopped it as it reached one of the many lines marking the appropriate dosage. “Yes,” he said as he pulled it free.

      “Why?”

      “I give you an injection daily, if I stopped altogether, they would notice.” His voice was flat.

      “What are the other two?” I kept my focus on the cart. It wasn't clear to me how many injections I received on a daily basis as three syringes had been prepared for me this day. My head tilted back as though I looked at the light above the door.

      “You certainly are filled with questions.”

      “I'm bored.” I was careful not to shrug as I spoke.

      My eyes wandered away from the door to J's face. His head bent over his work, but his eyes looked upward, and our gazes met for a moment.

      “This is the alcohol swab,” J said as he rubbed the cold and damp piece of gauze over my shoulder.

      I smiled. He'd never explained the process before, and listening to his words interested me. J picked up the first syringe with a small amount of liquid inside.

      “This is the memory block hypnosis drug – Cecil designed it. In its full strength, it keeps the patient in a trance with no memories of their past. A small amount must be administered daily to keep the patient in that state. This dosage, however, is much smaller and diluted.” The tip of the needle pierced my skin, and I closed my eyes for a second. “This one prevents menstruation for three months.” He poked me in the arm again with the new syringe.

      The word was familiar. I looked away as if the definition of the word could be found floating in the air. “Oh!” The memory came to mind. That was a good needle to get. How many of those had I received?

      “And this one,” J stuck the needle into my shoulder, “is the booster to the vaccine I gave you the other day.”

      I closed my eyes for a moment and tried to recall both the shot and the meaning of the word vaccine. “Against what?” I said as it came back to me.

      J pressed a piece of gauze on my shoulder for a second and replaced it with a bandage. “You always bleed a little.”

      He avoided my question, and so I tried again. “Vaccination against what? Do you get one?” My voice rose a little.

      “Nothing you need to be concerned about. And no, not for the last year,” he said as he prepared B2's arm.

      B2 sat motionless as J injected her with her three injections.

      “I have backed her off her block a little more today.”

      I rubbed at the creases in my forehead, “Why are you dressed like that? Are we sick – are you?” The questions blurted from my mouth without thought, and my heart picked up its pace.

      J sighed through his mask. “You are not sick. I am not sick. The garb is merely a precaution. Now, I must go.” J finished packing up his cart and left the room. I was sure he had not told me everything.

      We sat a few minutes longer; each of us stared off into space. While my brain buzzed with thoughts and memories, B2's gaze was as blank as ever. I was tempted to wave my hand in front of her face. The phrase “The lights are on, but nobody's home” whispered in my head.

      

      Hours later we sat eating our dinner. Seated at the table was the only time my body relaxed as the camera behind me focused on B2. My boredom turned me into a little child, and I made faces at B2 between bites of food. I mimicked her movements. Head down – take a bite of food, head up – chew. Only when I put my head up, I changed my expression. I fluttered my eyelids, stuck out my tongue, and puffed out my cheeks. Not a single face produced a reaction. B2's eyes continued their blank stare.

      I sighed, dinner would be over soon, and the long night would begin.

      I put my head down and stared at my last bit of food before finally placing it into my mouth. In unison, we tipped our heads up to chew. I opened my mouth wide; my chewed food rested on my tongue.

      B2 stared at my open mouth, and I stared back. She blinked. The dark shades behind her eyes lifted, and the light filtered through. B2 had suddenly returned home.
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      Children's laughter echoed in my ears. There were giggles and snorts of varied pitches – it was a kaleidoscope of sound. I looked down at my bare feet. Cool blades of lush, green grass stuck up between my little toes, warmed by the sunlight that bathed them. They wiggled, and the sparkles in my purple nail polish reflected the light like shining amethysts. I pulled my hands from the pockets of my shorts and looked at the nails on my fingers. Each nail was painted a different bright colour. I fanned my fingers, and the colours reminded me of a rainbow arcing across the sky.

      A pair of smaller hands reached up and grabbed for mine. The same bright coloured nail polish decorated the fingernails of the little girl standing in front of me. Wavy, brown shoulder-length hair framed her round face. Her icy blue eyes beamed at me as giggles shook her body and sputtered out through her pink lips. We spun around in Ring-Around-the-Rosie fashion. The yard whizzed by in a dizzying blur as we twirled faster and faster. I leaned back, tilted my head toward the sky, and closed my eyes.

      Suddenly, our bodies sprawled out on the grass, but I couldn't remember how we got there. Had our spinning dizzied us so much we fell down?

      We lay on our backs and stared up at the bright, blue sky. Our imaginations created animals and other things from the fluffy white clouds. I reached up and pointed out the shape of a rabbit, taking note my hand looked much larger and older than it had earlier.

      I found myself standing once again, and like before, with no recollection on how I ended up in that current position. A bead of sweat trickled down my chest and wound its way down the front of my purple tank top and between my breasts. To my surprise, I was certain I didn't have those small lumps moments ago when I'd been spinning around. My hands cupped each small mound and pressed them lightly toward my chest. They were real. I shook my head in confused disbelief.

      I took a step forward; something pricked the underside of my foot. I immediately looked down and searched for the cause. Brown, dried grass poked up between my toes like little needles. I took another step. The sensation of breaking and crunching grass travelled up my body and reached my ears. I was certain there had been an audible crunch. My eyes scanned the ground and searched for any evidence of the lush green grass I'd been standing in not long ago.

      The yellow and brown hues of dying and dead grass met my wandering eyes. I squinted. “What's happened?” I whispered. My hand brushed away a damp lock of hair that had fallen in front of my eyes as a bead of sweat dripped from my nose. I watched as it fell to the ground in slow motion. When it hit, the drop broke and splashed on a few blades of yellowed grass. I stared in wonder as the blades bent and moved toward the tiny amount of moisture. I crouched down and lifted the wilted blade with the tip of my finger. The grass would need much more than a drop. I tilted my head up to the cloudless, blue sky. The blazing sun was hot on my face.

      “April!” A distant voice called and pulled my attention away from the sky. I rose to my feet and looked around. Who was calling? Who was being called?

      “April!” It was her voice, the girl who stood beside me. She looked familiar, older than the girl I'd spun around with, but younger than B2. I stared at her; my lips parted, and my eyes narrowed again.

      The girl reached out and touched my arm. My eyes fell on her warm hand. Beads of perspiration glistened in my arm hair. My gaze wandered up her arm and took in her round face. Her icy blue eyes widened as her grip tightened a little on my arm. Her lips parted.

      “What's wrong, April?”

      

      My eyelids fluttered open in the dark, and my hand reached down toward my waist and pulled the sheet up to my chest. B2's soft snore from across the room entered my ears. I rolled over, pulled the sheet up to my shoulder, and faced the wall. The surveillance equipment reminded me of its presence. I focused on the tiny leftovers of my dream. Piecing the senseless bits of information together with the hope they'd make sense. Each scene became more defined as I put the pieces in place. I pulled my right hand out from underneath my cheek where it had been tucked and wiggled my fingers in the dark. Had my fingers and toes worn such bright sparkling colours? My toes wiggled under the sheets as though blades of dried grass were stuck between them.

      The image of the round-faced girl with the brown, wavy hair came to mind. Was she B2? I squeezed my eyes shut to erase the picture of her face. A distant voice whispered deep inside in my head. What did it say?

      I focused on the sound, on the word. The whispering voice grew louder as the memory forced its way out from the deepest part of my brain. Come on! I willed. Invisible hands reached inside my head and pulled the voice closer.

      My eyes sprang open. Was my name April?
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      Morning couldn't come soon enough. J couldn't come soon enough.

      It was hard moving through the procedures like I was nothing - like I merely existed. I was more than an ID number; I had a real name. A name I remembered or at least thought I had. Only J could help, I hoped.

      We sat at the table; my gaze darted from left to right as B2's fixed straight ahead. The clarity I'd seen in B2's eyes had been fleeting. My restless feet wanted to tap on the hard, white floor, but I kept them still. My hands rested flat on the table in front of me. Once I caught the absent tapping of my finger but stopped it the second I noticed. I had no idea if I'd been doing it for long. My concentration was on keeping my feet still and watching for the red light.

      A large exhale blew out between my lips when the light finally glowed red. The muscles in my upper body relaxed as the door opened. I focused on the entrance.

      “Good morning.” His voice boomed.

      I stiffened and held my breath. It was him, the man with the overpowering scent and the white hair. The man I knew but didn't know at the same time – Cecil. J trudged in behind and pushed his cart through the door. He shot me a look. I understood and kept my gaze fixed straight ahead.

      “Did you girls have a good sleep?” Cecil said.

      I could see B2 nod her head, and so I did the same.

      “Good, good,” he said with a lilting voice. His heavy hand rested on my shoulder; the paper robe offered little protection against his cold touch. My skin prickled and tingles coursed up from my feet and out through the top of my head. My heart thumped in my ears.

      I focused my attention straight ahead as J stood in his usual spot at the table. I couldn't see what he was doing, but my ears tuned into every sound.

      “Excuse me, sir,” J said in a tone I'd never heard before.

      The pressure on my shoulder eased. The smell of alcohol stung my nose as the cold swab touched my skin. My shoulder registered the sharp jab of a needle. My heart picked up its pace when a wave of numbness travelled over my body. There was no time for thought as I slipped into unconsciousness.

      

      I gasped as warmth rained down on my head. My eyes closed. Fuzzy memories and thoughts teetered on the verge of clarity. Seconds later, they bombarded me like the spray of water from the shower head.

      I stepped from the shower, allowing the blowers to dry me off. How long had I been gone? My stomach tightened as more memories came rushing back.

      When I stepped from the bathroom, B2 was already seated at the table, waiting, and I joined her. Thoughts swirled in my head. My last memory was of sitting in my chair waiting for J to come into the room. I had something I had wanted to ask him, but that was one memory I couldn't reach. I closed my eyes for a moment. When I opened them, the red light flashed, and J came into the room alone.

      “How long?” I whispered.

      “Glad you are back.” J glanced at me for a moment; his eyes crinkled. He returned his attention to his cart and went back to work.

      “How long?” I repeated a little louder.

      “It has…” he wiped and poked in one quick motion, “only been two days.” My arm jerked a little. It had hurt.

      “Two days?” The revelation surprised me.

      “It depends on how you look at it; I might even suggest three.”

      I didn't think my eyes could open any further. I opened my mouth instead.

      “It does not seem to have left any ill effects.” He pressed a small cotton ball over the injection site.

      “Did he come every day?”

      “No, only that one time. The next day I dropped the dosage back down to what you had been getting. It was a bit of a risk, though.”

      “What do you mean?” There was a sudden flutter in my chest.

      “Just your body went from having one full dose to about an eighth in a twenty-four-hour period.” He stuck a bandage on my shoulder.

      “You risked my life?” My ears burned with anger.

      J paid no attention and continued to prepare B2's injection. “I only risked returning your complete memory, but it was a risk I had to take. I need you to be aware sooner than I expected.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Why?”

      “Things are…” he paused as he stuck a needle into B2's arm. Her blank gaze showed she never registered the prick.

      “Are what?” I said. My patience waned.

      “Well, I am not exactly sure what. But trust me when I tell you things are feeling a little different.”

      “What about B2?” I said as I stared into her empty eyes.

      “I am backing her down as quickly as I can. It is far riskier for her to go too fast. You had already been on a much lower dose for quite some time before I had to give you a full one again. Your sister on the other hand…”

      J's mention of the word sister sparked memories of brown grass, sparkling nail polish, and a round-faced girl calling a name.

      “Is my name April?” The words blurted from my mouth.

      J stopped cleaning his cart and stared at me for a moment. Clearly, I had asked the question of all questions.

      J didn't answer. Instead, he finished cleaning up. Then he pushed the cart toward the door.

      My heart beat faster as the burning returned to my ears. “Is my name April?” I said again. My stomach clenched with my words.

      “Yes.” The door slid open, and J disappeared along with his clanging cart.
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      Wisps of hair around my face fluttered in the breeze created by the sliding door. I stepped inside the doorframe and looked back at B2. Her body hunched over the desk in the corner as she worked on her studies like a programmed robot.

      I followed J down the long, white corridor. The lights hummed and flickered overhead. Cameras with red eyes tracked our progress down the corridor. We passed several doors along the way, none of which gave any sign as to what lay behind them. Thoughts of what, or who, buzzed through my head.

      J turned right, and I followed. We had made this trek several times a week. My eyes focused on the empty hall, a fact that I only noticed in recent days. We met no one and, apart from the humming lights, there was no other sound but the echo of our footfalls. I concentrated and thought back to my other trips through the corridor. No memory existed that showed any contact with anyone.

      Not a single picture adorned the walls to add colour to the starkness. The floor was as hard and white as the one in my room, the corridor a long, white tunnel.

      J stopped and stepped to the side. A glass door marked the end of the long hall and stood about ten feet away. The glass entrance glowed with bright, warm light. It differed from the light in the hall in that it was not as sterile. I stepped forward and walked past J, my steps hesitant.

      “Do not look back at me.” J's voice cautioned.

      My back stiffened. I continued forward, pushed open the glass door, and stepped outside.

      The bright light stung my eyes for a moment, and I squinted and blinked until they adjusted. I inhaled the fresh air and stretched my arms above my head. My heart skipped, and I allowed them to fall back down to my sides. Should I have done that? My body tensed. I closed my eyes for a moment. It's too late to worry now. I opened them and exhaled the worry away.

      I sighed. I wasn't outside but in an expansive room designed to mimic the outdoors. Sunlamps hung from the sky-blue ceiling. Their heat warmed the top of my head. White, puffy clouds hung from the rafters to complete the look. A cut stone path meandered through the imitation grass. Colourful, plastic flowers poked out in a random pattern. Tall, artificial trees stretched up toward the fake sky. Somewhere on the other side of the room the name C.E.C.I.L was etched into the wall.

      I stood still and stared at the simulated outdoor landscape in front of me. Murals of mountains and forests made it look like the room never ended. I closed my eyes and inhaled again. Even the air smelled fresh. It was, in fact, the only thing that was real, piped in from outside. According to J, it was the newest feature, added only several days ago.

      My hesitation lasted only a moment, and when I opened my eyes, I began my walk. Bird songs, buzzing insects, and the whisper of something else resounded through the pretend forest. I stepped inside the tree line. Rustling leaves caused me to tilt my head back. The treetops swayed in a gentle motion, pushed around by fans high above.

      The walk would lead me through the artificial forest ten times. It would take me about twenty minutes to complete. The entire journey measured over a kilometre and a half or just under a mile. An illuminated sign at the beginning of the trail documented the distance and number of every loop around.

      I wanted to stop and investigate the forest surrounding me, but to do so would only alert them of my awareness. Despite the real outdoor look, many red eyes tracked my every movement. My curiosity would have to be satisfied by the images my eyes captured. Every once in a while I found my pace slowing; I had to remind myself to walk as though I didn't care about my surroundings. Relief washed over me when the number ten lit up on the sign. Each loop had shown me things I hadn't noticed before and tempted me to leave the trail.

      I turned off the path that wound its way around the perimeter and headed down another. The trail would break free from the forest and lead me into a clearing in the centre of the room. In this area, stations were set up for the various exercises I had to complete.

      How I'd ever managed the monotony before was unimaginable, but of course, before I hadn't been aware of it. I went through the motions without thought or emotion. There wasn't one station I enjoyed. After a few minutes, I left one post and moved on to the next. Each area was timed and monitored. After completing one circuit, I started again. It ended when the number five appeared on another illuminated sign.

      Hot and sweaty from my exercises, I moved back to the forest trail for a final lap and my cool down. It was the lap I enjoyed the most; plodding around had been engrained into my head. The slower pace allowed for me to absorb the phoney sights much easier than before. Small crevices inside trees caught my attention and urged me to explore them, but I did not veer off the path. Instead, I continued my observations from afar.

      My heart skipped a little as a thought entered my mind. Do I dare? I was approaching a large rock that sat on the edge of the trail. I had perceived it as real, but I couldn't be sure. I allowed my steps to move me closer to the edge of the path as I neared. The boulder was only feet away. My left hand hung at my side. Another few steps and I would be walking close enough for my hand to brush up against it and satisfy my curiosity.

      My heart raced as my thoughts wrestled back and forth. I stretched out my wiggling fingers. Just a few more steps, my mind whispered. A bead of sweat trickled down my lower back. The anticipation was growing as I made the final approach; my pulse quickened. As I passed by, my fingers curled back into my hand. My fists clenched at my sides, and I finished my stroll. I exhaled through pursed lips, relieved and disappointed at the same time.

      

      J was waiting where I'd left him and led me back to my room. The door opened, B2 was cleaning up her desk, and I stepped into our room.

      “Have a good day.” J's voiced called out before the door slid closed behind me.

      I headed to the bathroom and continued my mechanical routine. My auto-pilot life needed to end. I was about to lose control.
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      I lay on my side and stared up at the camera in the corner of the room. Its watchful red eye focused on B2 as she made her bed. It would be several more minutes before it turned its attention to me. B2 headed to the bathroom and continued her morning routine.

      As every second passed, I found it increasingly difficult to keep up the façade of a robotic state. I'd figured out the surveillance equipment focused on us at different times. When B2 rose from bed a half hour before me, it spent its time watching her and ignored me like I wasn't even in the room. I grew brave enough to even wave at it, but it never wandered away from B2 as she stood by her bed and made it. During those several minutes, the time was mine. I could do whatever I wanted in my corner of the room, and the intrusive equipment would leave me alone. I learned to steal several moments during the day, moments I would use for myself.

      

      I stood in the corner of the room underneath the ever-watchful eye. For all it knew, I was piling my laundry into the chute. I pressed my back into the painted, concrete wall and let myself slide down to the floor. By the time I reached the white ceramic, my dress had risen and exposed my lower back. I did nothing to fix it; the coolness of the wall was pleasant on my skin.

      B2 was over by my – now our – dresser, and she removed some clothing and a set of fresh bedding. It was a task the camera found more entertaining than trying to see my actions.

      I pulled the folded piece of paper from the front of my dress. My hands smoothed it out on the hard floor. I reached into one of my pockets and pulled out a shortened pencil.

      I'd discovered or remembered I enjoyed drawing. It was as natural for me to draw as it was to breathe. Every day I worked on my illustration for a few minutes. It was a face I couldn't get out of my mind, though I had no recollection of whose it was. My memory shared small fragments of the image in my dreams, a collage of blurred features that made no sense. I sorted through the pieces of information in my head and used those bits that were the sharpest.

      My most recent dream had given me another clue. The brief flash of the face came to me again behind closed lids. My eyelids fluttered back open to the faint pencilled outline of an oval shape. Hair and indiscernible features stared up at me from the wrinkled sheet of lined paper. The details were rough. There was no telling if the face was male or female, young or old, but I was determined to make that change.

      I gripped the pencil and began working on the eyes. They were the only thing that had stood out from my dream. I couldn't remember the exact colour, only that they were light. Thick, long lashes framed them, and they twinkled with happiness. I made sure to capture the emotion in my sketch.

      The whirring of the video equipment interrupted me. It had turned toward the wall as far as it could. I jumped to my feet, folded my drawing, and tucked it back inside the front of my dress.

      I trudged back to the dresser for clean bedding. As I made my bed, I removed the drawing and tucked it under the fitted sheet. The hair rose on the back of my neck as though a pair of eyes glared at me. I wanted to turn around and glare back at the camera. My pulse quickened, and my face warmed at the thought. I let out my breath. “No, I won't,” I whispered to the wall in front of me.

      

      The bathroom had also become a place where I could do what I wanted. I'd learned that I could go a day without a shower and use the time for drawing instead. I looked forward to those days. My twelve minutes of bathroom prep time dropped to about two, and I had a full ten minutes at my leisure.

      It wasn't long before more detail filled in my sketch, and the face of a young boy emerged on the wrinkled paper. The creases had distorted the image somewhat, despite my careful folding. Unfortunately, it wasn't enough to protect the drawing. It was only about a week and a half old, but the wear made it look much older than that.

      I studied the smeared pencilled features, the full cheeks and laughing eyes, yet he remained anonymous. I shut mine and focused on the blackness behind my lids as I tried to get a clearer image in my mind. Who are you?

      The alarm sounded, and I was forced to fold the drawing up once gain and tuck it between my breasts. I pulled on my paper robe. With B2 sharing the room, J now arrived after my morning shower time instead of before.

      A quick look in the mirror showed I did not look as though I'd had a hot shower. I dragged a wet brush through my hair and pinched my cheeks until they flushed red. I scrubbed my teeth with a wet finger and swished water I'd drank from the tap, around my mouth. I pulled the robe tighter around my body and exited the room just in time.

      B2 sat at the table, and I joined her, the image of the boy's face still in my head.

      When J entered the room, I couldn't wait to show him the picture. My heart thumped, and I was sure it rustled both the paper robe and the drawing.

      “I have something to show you,” I whispered in a somewhat shaky voice as J prepared my arm.

      “Hmm.” His eyebrows rose, but he didn't look at me.

      My right arm rested on the table in front of me like it always did. All I needed to do was reach between the folds of my paper attire and pull the drawing out from underneath. But, I was afraid any movement I made would catch the attention of whoever watched.

      “It's under my robe.”

      J pulled the protective red cap from the needle. It slipped from his fingers and fell to the floor with a light tap. He placed the syringe back on his cart. “Oops!” he said, as he moved behind me. “You can take it out now.”

      I peeled back the fold of my robe and eased out the paper. It was difficult, but I managed to unfold it with one hand. All the while J positioned himself between me and the camera.

      “Okay?” he said.

      “Yes.”

      J returned to the cart and placed the red cap on the tray. He picked up the syringe. I narrowed my eyes as I saw the second needle.

      “Do you know who this is? And why another needle?” I smoothed the paper against my chest the best I could.

      J glanced at the drawing as he moved closer to inject me. “No.” He was abrupt and went back to work. “And the second needle is another booster.” He picked it up and pricked my arm.

      I rubbed the creases in my brow as my shoulders slumped a little. The hope I had disappeared when J paid little attention to my drawing. I stared down at the table in front of me and studied its surface. For the first time, I saw tiny flecks of grey dotting the white table. From the top of my vision, I could see B2's hands as they rested in front of her. A small flicker of movement caused me to raise my eyes a little. I stared at B2's hands and once again her finger moved. My eyes scanned up her arms before they rested on her face.

      B2's eyes focused on the drawing that I still had pressed to my chest. Her expression was no longer blank; her eyes registered recognition.
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      My mouth dropped open. My gaze fixed on B2's face. The light had once again returned to her eyes, and I hoped it would stay. My lips moved, and I spoke J's name, but no sound reached my ears. I forced more air over my vocal chords. “J,” I whispered.

      “Hmm,” he acknowledged as he kept his head bent over his cart and prepared B2's injections.

      “She's back.”

      J's head tilted up, giving me a full view of his masked profile. I stared at the respirator on his face; his amplified breathing was louder than usual. I concentrated on the sound. Was it always like that? I tried to recall hearing the echoed inhale and exhale of his breath. I suppressed the urge to whip my head around and look at the room from every angle. Am I becoming more awake? I closed my eyes for a moment and refocused my thoughts on the immediate issue.

      B2 stared at the paper I held against my chest. She squinted for a moment then resumed her steady gaze.

      I moved my hand over the paper and blocked out part of the image. B2's eyes scanned up to my face. We glared at each other and then her gaze dropped back to the drawing pressed against me.

      I slid the piece of paper down my chest until it curled and travelled across the table in front of me. The whole time B2 followed it with her eyes.

      “I think she knows who this is,” I said to J as he stuck B2 in the arm.

      “Perhaps,” J stated in monotone. His breath hushed through the respirator. The sound irritated me.

      I glared at the back of J's head. “Don't you care that she's awake?”

      “Of course, but it may not be permanent. There is no point in getting our hopes up.”

      Heat rose up my neck and settled in my cheeks. “This is different,” I hissed.

      J straightened at the sound of my voice. Despite the bagginess of his white suit, I could sense the tension of his muscles underneath. He sighed; his shoulders rounded as he relaxed. “Give it a little time, A2. If her eyes still register awareness for the next twenty-four hours, then we can move forward.” J gave B2 her second injection.

      “No, it's different this time, I know it. Before it only lasted a couple of seconds, maybe minutes. But now…” My attention returned to B2. She squinted again as she maintained her focus on the drawing that lay on the table in front of me.

      J cleaned up his cart and turned back toward me as he pulled it away from the table. “The same thing happened with you - several times. I too, thought you had come around only to find minutes or hours later, that you had returned to your previous state.” He pushed the cart toward the door. It slid open. “Twenty-four hours,” he said again as he left the room.

      I stared back at B2 and folded the drawing with care. She watched my every move as I tucked it inside my paper robe. It is different this time, I whispered inside my head. I stood up from the table and pushed my chair back into place. B2 remained seated, her eyes focused in front of her.

      “You better get up, too, before they notice.”

      B2 rose, pushed her chair back into place, and headed for our dresser.

      My underwear and green dress were laid out on my bed. I peeled my robe from my body and put on my clothing before moving toward the desk. I sat down, pulled my book from the shelf and placed it in front of me. I heard the gentle whoosh of the door. The camera buzzed; it followed B2 out of the room and would soon be focusing its attention on me.

      I opened my history book. How many chapters had I pretended to read? I slid open the drawer and grabbed my yellow highlighter and a pencil. I stared at the words not reading any of them as my thoughts swirled in my head. My hand gripped the highlighter and picked out sentences and words in pretense. I cared little for whatever it was I studied. I flipped a page. The movement of my arm caused the paper in the front of my dress to shift a little, reminding me it was still there.

      More words bombarded my eyes. I tried to refocus my attention, but having not read anything before; the words did not make sense.

      I highlighted text at random. A single word caught my attention, and it seemed to jump from the page. To me, it looked larger and darker than any others that surrounded it. My highlighter ran over the word, back and forth. The bright yellow accentuated it and burned it into my mind. I closed my eyes. The word had imprinted. In the blackness behind my eyelids, the bright yellow stain turned into a purple blob. In its centre was the word “escape”, and it glowed.

      It was all I could think of; that one word was like a tiny seed planted in the soil, only it was an idea planted in my brain. All it needed was light and nourishment to grow and turn into a plan.

      The buzzing signaled the end of the study hour. I closed my eyes and shook my head in slow motion. When I opened them again, they focused back on the yellow word. I had been so lost in thought, trying to develop a plan; I hadn't turned a single page.

      I cleaned up my desk, my ears tuned into the sound of the doors behind me. The impulse to turn and look at B2 was almost irresistible. I needed to know if she was still aware. What if she isn't?

      My heart thumped in my ears at the thought. I continued cleaning, and when I finished, I sat on my bed and waited for B2 to finish in the bathroom.

      It was hard to sit still, hard to keep my feet from tapping on the floor. I squeezed my hands together in my lap. When the bathroom door finally opened, I jumped from my bed. The camera with its ever-watchful eye whined at my sudden movement.

      Oh no! Did I move too quickly? The thought spun in my head.

      B2 plodded toward the table and took her seat. I continued toward the bathroom; my pace slowed by my worry and opened the door. The warm air left over from the blast of steam rushed into me. I stepped through and closed the door behind me. I leaned back against it and closed my eyes. I took a deep breath and let the air escape from my pursed lips. With each slow exhale, the thumping of my heart slowed to a near normal pace. I washed my hands and exited the room. I stared straight ahead as I moved to join B2 at the table. I had to be more careful.

      Tension released from my body as I looked at the food in front of me. B2 picked at her meal, in the same manner, she always had. Her eyes were trained to her plate, and I waited with patience for her to raise her head. I needed to look into them. I only hoped when I did it wouldn't be my reflection staring back.

      B2 kept her focus on her food. She seemed fascinated by every bite she took. She chewed much slower than usual as though she were relishing every mouthful. Look up, I willed. But she denied my wish.

      I rushed through my sandwich, realizing that it sat untouched on my plate as B2 moved onto her salad. She picked up her fork, gave it a quick inspection and plunged it into the bowl of greens. I matched her every bite as I kept my focus on her face. I wasn't about to look away and miss what I'd been waiting for – hoping to see.

      B2's lips glistened from the dressing, and she ran the tip of her pink tongue over them. She picked up her apple and turned it around before sinking in her teeth. The crunch echoed in the room. I followed suit, though my bite was much smaller. Apple juice ran down B2's chin as she chewed. She reached inside her mouth with her fingers. The brown spec landed with a plink on her plate. B2 continued eating. Her throat moved up and down as she swallowed the pulverized chunk of apple.

      “Seed,” she said, and she looked into my eyes.
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      I gasped and almost dropped my apple. The sudden inhale sent a small amount of juice down the wrong way, and I coughed.

      “Don't speak,” I said in a panicked and scratchy voice.

      B2's eyes narrowed, and her lips parted.

      “And don't look at me like that. Stare down at your food or straight ahead. Do you understand?”

      B2's mouth opened, and I held my breath. Fear replaced panic at the thought of her speaking again. Her eyes drifted past my face and stared at the wall behind me. She brought the apple to her mouth and took another bite.

      “We're being watched,” I said between bites. B2 continued to chew and stare past me – through me. “B2?” My chest tightened. Is she gone again?

      B2's eyes wandered up to my face and back down to her plate. She took another bite. “Yes,” she sputtered as she chewed; her eyes pointed at the table in front of her.

      A loud breath escaped from my lips. My body shook with excitement. I had so much to tell her, but I didn't know where to start. “I hope you understand everything I'm saying,” I began. I took another bite and chewed until there was nothing left. Its sweetness flowed down my throat. With every meal, food tasted better, and I wanted to enjoy every moment. B2 was looking down at her piece of fruit. “There's a camera behind me. It watches everything we do.” I watched B2 and looked for some sign of understanding. She held her half-eaten apple in her right hand while her left lay flat on the table beside her tray. Her eyes focused on the fruit. I curled my fingers into a fist. I leaned forward; the edge of the table touched my upper body. An idea popped into my head.

      “If you understand me, slowly raise one finger on your left hand.” I sat back. My gaze concentrated on her fingers. The tip of my tongue swept over my lips. Finally, she raised her index finger, and I grinned. “You can talk when your back is to the camera. They think we're mute. There is no microphone, so they can't hear us. Do you understand?” A few moments later B2's finger rose again.

      We continued our pattern of conversation. We ate; I explained what I knew or remembered, and B2 raised her finger in understanding. I did not mention the sister thing and wouldn't until I was certain. As we cleaned up our trays and placed them in the dumbwaiter, I could only hope she truly understood.

      B2 headed toward our desk and got ready for her study time while I dressed for fitness. The act had yet to get any easier.

      I approached the door, and it slid open. The empty hallway confused me. J was not waiting on the other side. I felt a little skip in my chest. He had always been there to escort me or at least for as long as I remembered.

      I turned left out of my room and moved along the corridor. Every doorway enticed me to stop. There was a strong desire to put my ear to the sliding panels and listen for life on the other side. If only the cameras weren't watching. My eyes travelled up to the nosy piece of equipment pointed in my direction, and I squinted. It sat still, its glowing red eye extinguished. My pulse quickened. Was the other one behind me the same?

      The lights overhead flickered, and I stood still. What is happening? I took a deep breath and turned back around. As I moved, my ears listened for the familiar whir of the camera. An eerie stillness blanketed the corridor. The intermittent buzzing of the lights and my quickened breaths were the only sound.

      The equipment I stared at was as lifeless as the other. I took the chance and placed my ear on the first door I saw, but I heard nothing. I crossed the hall to the next door, but again I heard only silence. I moved back to the centre of the hall; the lights overhead flickered. After a few seconds of hesitation, my feet moved me back and delivered me to the first door again. I waved my hand in front of the entry panel and held my breath. The seconds ticked by but nothing happened.

      I sighed and turned away. I closed my eyes and shook my head at my stupidity. The familiar sound of an opening door interrupted my self-chastisement. I whirled around to an open doorway and stepped inside the strange room.

      The light turned on as I entered the dark apartment. Inside, it was as bright and sterile as my room. A bed, free of sheets and blankets, pressed itself against the blank, white wall. A white dresser stood at its head and a desk at its foot.

      I made my way over toward the dresser but came to a halt after a couple of steps. I clenched my fists at my sides and took a deep breath as I gathered my nerve. My insides shook. I turned and looked toward the opposite corner. The surveillance system was much like the one in my room. But like the two cameras out in the hallway, it too sat motionless and dark. My pulse slowed, and I relaxed. I reached the dresser and held my breath. I opened the first drawer and then the next. Each was as empty as the room and my hope for finding something – anything - evaporated. By the time I opened the final drawer, disappointment replaced my optimism.

      I trudged over to the bathroom. Despite the feeling that I would find nothing, a small spark of hope flickered. The empty room extinguished all that remained of the spark.

      My heavy feet carried me out of the apartment and back into the corridor. I turned my head in time to catch the lights turning off. The door closed behind me.

      Across the hall was the second door. I might as well, I thought to myself. A quick glance at the cameras to either side showed me they remained still. The lights overhead flickered, and I walked across the hall.

      I held my hand over the panel. As with the first room, there was a hesitation before the doors opened to another darkened space. My heart sank even further. A quick inspection of the area revealed that it too was empty and seemed never to have held any occupants.

      Were B2 and I the only ones here? Was that why we were sharing a room? The door closed behind me, and I stepped into the middle of the corridor and stood motionless. For a moment, I was unsure of my next steps, but my feet moved me forward before my mind could even think.

      I rounded the corner to my right and entered a brighter, buzzing hallway. The sound of active surveillance systems indicated that the hall was quite alive. I inched toward the glass door at the far end. My heart thudded. I heard unrecognizable voices echo from the corridor I'd left behind.

      “It looks like it's just this section, sir.” The voice behind me said.

      I slowed down my pace as my ears strained. After a long pause, I heard the voice again.

      “Yes, sir. The corridor is clear.” Another pause. “No, sir. Hang on.” My heart and my pace quickened at the sound of approaching footsteps.

      “Yes, sir. Subject in sight, sir.” Another pause.

      I reached the glass door and placed my hand on the handle.

      “She's about to enter the Simulation Room, sir.”

      I pulled open the door.

      “Yes, sir…”

      The door closed behind me and shut out the rest of the conversation. Where is J? I questioned myself as I stepped into the forest.
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      Thoughts of J and his absence had run through my head while I completed my circuit training. I had hoped that he'd be waiting to escort me back to my room, but as before, I walked alone.

      The corridor outside my room was back to normal. The overhead lights buzzed and emitted a steady glow. The ever-watchful red eyes whined and made sure they caught my every move.

      B2 sat on her bed with a book in her hands. She was reading Charlotte's Web, though she seemed too old for it. How old are we? It was a new thought, one that hadn't crossed my mind before.

      I stepped into the bathroom. My body gave into the freedom I had for the next fifteen minutes. I rubbed my forehead in thought as the question about our ages could not be ignored.

      B2 was younger, though not by much, a couple of years at the most. I stared at my face in the mirror, leaning closer to get a better look. How long have we been here? When did we come here? My ID flashed in front of my eyes. I tapped my forehead as I thought about the letters and numbers. Does it mean something? I believed the A at the beginning indicated the first initial of my name, April, but the rest remained a mystery.

      I stripped off my clothing. My ID number rolled through my head. A20100315L, A was for April. I repeated the numbers again. “Twenty, ten, zero, three-fifteen,” I said aloud. An address? I shook my head and stepped inside the glass surroundings of the shower, warm water cascaded over the top of my head. “Twenty, ten, zero three, fifteen,” I chanted. “Twenty-ten, o-three, fifteen.” The numbers rolled through my mind and out my mouth. I tipped my head back and allowed the water to flow over my face. I recited the numbers in my head.

      “Twenty-ten.” There was a familiar ring. “Twenty-ten,” I repeated. I clapped my hands with excitement as it came to me. Twenty-ten, two-thousand and ten – it was the year I was born. The rest of the numbers fell into place. Zero three, fifteen – March fifteen, the numbers marked the month and the day. The water trickled, and I stepped out of the shower as it stopped altogether. Hot air blew all around me. The drops of water evaporated. I ran my fingers through my hair and untangled the drying mess. My birth date swirled around my head.

      What about the L? I questioned the final bit of my ID. B2 and I had an L at the end of our identifications. If we're sisters… “The L has to be the first initial of our last name,” I whispered. But what that was I couldn't remember.

      I finished up in a hurry and left the privacy of the bathroom behind as I strolled naked from the room. My only protection came from the fitness clothes I held in front of me.

      B2 sat in silence on her bed engrossed in her book, or at least she pretended to be. I deposited my clothes into the laundry chute and walked back toward my dresser.

      I dressed quickly, pulling my dress over my head and making sure the drawing tucked inside did not fall out. Once clothed, I headed over toward the desk. I stared at the small assortment of books on the shelf. Every few weeks the volumes were changed. There was a random collection which usually incorporated books from several different genres.

      My fingers bumped over the spines as I read the titles. I fixed on one particular book that held my interest. It wasn't the title that caught my eye, but the corner of a piece of paper that stuck out from its pages. I pulled the blue novel with the gold lettering from the shelf and moved back to my bed. I sat down and leaned back against the wall. I drew my legs toward my chest and laid the book on my thighs. I opened it to where the piece of paper nestled between the pages and unfolded it. The camera hummed, and I hoped it couldn't see what I was doing.

      Hi – my eyes rested on the word before moving over the others.

      I don't remember my name – the handwriting was small and neat.

      Do I know you? – It took everything I had not to look over at B2.

      I've seen the boy in the picture. I mean, I think I have…maybe – My eyebrows rose.

      What is this place? Why are we here? Who is watching us? Why do we have to act like we're robots? – Her questions filled the page. Some I could answer, but most were the same as mine.

      How long have we been here? I don't remember much - anything - before today. I feel like I just woke up from a very long sleep. I think I'm going to freak out – At those words, I looked up from my book and over at B2 for a second. She looked enraptured by her book. But I knew from experience that her mind reeled with her questions. She was likely not reading anything at all.

      I returned to the paper and the few remaining questions.

      What's your name? Why do we get needles? Are we going to get out of here? – I hope so, I whispered in my head.

      I slid the piece of paper out from the book and onto my stomach, then I turned the page. I folded the paper with one hand till it was small enough to fit inside my fist. I held onto it until our reading time came to an end. When I climbed from bed, I managed to stuff it down the front of my dress. It rested next to my drawing.

      At dinner, I answered as many of B2's questions as I could between bites of food. Her face registered understanding as she stared off into space. She'd perfected her faked blank expression. At times her nose would wrinkle with one of my answers. The action led me to believe that it wasn't satisfactory and likely left her with more questions. I did the best I could, under the circumstances, but I couldn't wait for morning and J. I would get him to explain further. My pulse raced a little at the thought of him. He will be pleased when he sees B2 is aware, I smiled.

      Bedtime came. I tried to sleep, but every time I closed my eyes all I saw were B2's questions floating around behind my eyelids. I stared into the dark until my eyelids slammed shut and sleep erased the dancing words.

      

      Bright light from above blinded me. I rolled over onto my right side and blinked. A wide yawn took over my face, and my eyes watered. I wiped away the blur in time to see B2 heading into the bathroom. I sat up and stretched, eager to get the day started – eager for J to arrive.

      We sat at the table; B2 stared through me, while I waited for the red light. I spoke few words, only telling her that I felt we could trust J and that he would tell us all he could.

      The red light glowed, and my pulse quickened; my fingers wiggled with excitement. The cart came through the open door; its contents rattled as it entered the room. My eyes widened as they watched in slow motion. Blue, unfamiliar, gloved hands gripped the handle that pushed the cart forward. Did J change glove colours? His are always white. My eyes glanced down at my chest as my heart thumped. The edge of the white, paper robe fluttered with each beat. The cart rattled and moved closer to the table. Unfamiliar, blue eyes stared at me from behind the goggles and mask. I stared past the stranger. There was nothing I could do but wait for the needle to prick into my flesh.

      

      “Come on, get up! Get up!” A strange and hurried voice called in my ear. My numb body was pulled forward, and my eyes fluttered open. A blue-white light flashed around in the dark.

      “Wass goin' non?” I sputtered. It was as though my tongue had grown and no longer fit inside my mouth. Drool pooled at the corners of my lips until they overflowed, and warm, sticky saliva dripped down my chin.

      “We have to leave.” He pulled on my arm, my body followed, and I sat up with my feet resting on the floor. Tingling travelled up from my toes until it reached the top of my head and dissipated.

      “Don unnastan.” I willed my tongue to function. “I don't…understand,” I repeated with great effort. My eyes closed, tired from the exertion of speaking those few words.

      “Look at me!” The voice commanded. A weight pressed down on my shoulders, and my body shook. My eyelids fluttered back open.

      The white-garbed man knelt in front of me. He released my shoulders and shone the blue tinged light towards himself. I focused on the light, and my brain finally registered that it came from a flashlight. My gaze travelled up the white arm and rested on a masked face. The man's goggles caught a little of the glare from the light. I squinted and tried to see behind the mask. He turned his head a bit, and I caught sight of dark, familiar eyes. The light shook; my focus wandered back to his shaking hand then up to his covered face. His eyes were familiar, but barely. The puffy, multicoloured skin around them made them difficult to see.

      My jaw dropped. “J?”

      He nodded.

      “Wass happen…” I squeezed my eyelids shut and willed my tongue. “What happened?”

      “We have to go.” He rose to his feet in what looked to be a painful motion. He moaned a little confirming my suspicion.

      “Wass goin' on?” I said as I stood on shaky legs.

      “There is no time for that now.” He grabbed my hand and pulled.

      “I not movin' – tell me.” My words came out a little rough but good enough to be understood.

      “It has all gone awry.” J tugged on my hand again as he turned.

      “What has?” I glanced up at the camera in the room. My thoughts became clear. The red eye no longer glowed.

      “Everything.” He pulled harder, and I followed a few steps but stopped. He wasn't pulling me in the direction of the door.

      “Where are you taking me?” I questioned. My voice and my words had grown stronger. I pulled my hand free from J's and folded my arms.

      “You cannot go out through the door.” He reached out, grabbed my hand, and pulled me toward the laundry chute. The door slid open with a loud, airy sound. “Get in.”

      I gasped. “No!” My heart raced. “The bottom drops out.”

      “It does not. It is more like an elevator. Now get in. I will meet you at the bottom.”

      Elevator? I couldn't quite grasp what that was. Panicked thoughts swirled in my head. I tried to pull away, but his grip had tightened. I reached up to wipe beads of sweat from my face.

      “B2!” I cried. “You can't leave her behind.”

      “Do not worry about her.” He pulled me closer to the opening.

      “No, no, she's aware. She talks.”

      His grip loosened and he moved behind me. “You must get in.” He pushed me forward. I tried to stiffen my legs, but they were still too weak.

      “No, B2!” I braced my arms on the wall on either side of the opening. “B2!” I yelled. A sharp point entered my shoulder. “What you do,” I slurred.

      “Sorry, we do not have time.”

      My legs gave out, and darkness fell.
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      My eyes fluttered open to blackness, and I stared out into the dark. I had no thoughts or memories. My mind was as blank as a clean sheet of paper. I blinked and waited for something to return.

      It was slow at first, like the first few words typed in a message. The information came in spurts then began to build, and the blank page of my mind filled with thoughts.

      I squeezed my eyelids shut and ran my hand over the surface underneath me. It was not my usual soft mattress I'd lain on every night, but something much different - spongy. My hands and fingertips investigated the material. They pressed and rubbed as my mind searched for recognition. After a moment, they ventured over the edge and found a much rougher and harder surface. Am I lying on a floor? I opened my eyes back to the dark.

      The exploration of the mysterious surface continued as I tried to determine what my hands touched. I stretched out my arm. A sudden dull ache in my shoulder flooded my brain with the memory of voices and yelling. My voice had called out to B2, J responded, a sharp poke, and then the darkness that followed. My memories returned and invaded not only my mind but my entire being. Where am I?

      Beads of sweat formed on my forehead. Fear enveloped my body. I wanted to jump up from where I lay, but could no longer move – panic set in and held me in place. The beat of my heart echoed in my ears. My mouth opened, and I thought I was going to scream, but a quiet voice spoke instead. “B2,” I whispered.

      A soft groan came to my ears; I whipped my head to my right side. I gasped, and as the air passed through my lips, my heart slowed. Did I only imagine the sound?

      I concentrated hard. My ears strained to hear any noise, any sound that would drown out my beating heart and racing thoughts. Another tired groan echoed in the dark followed by a distinct rustling. I shivered and curled into a ball, wrapping my arms around my head.

      “Who…who's there?” I whispered with a shaky voice.

      A light snore was my response.

      I unfurled and uncovered my head. “B2? Is that you? B2, wake up.”

      More rustling, I was certain I was not alone. I took a deep breath and stretched out my arm. The dull ache returned to my shoulder once again. My stomach knotted as my fingers touched another sponge-like surface. I pushed down, and they sank a little.

      “B2!” I called again.

      There was another groan and then after a moment of silence a sleep-filled word.

      ”What?” an irritated voice whispered back.

      I closed my eyes and allowed my body to relax into the cushioned surface. “It is you? It is B2, right?” For a moment I wasn't sure. B2 had spoken few words before. Her voice was not familiar, and as she was still becoming aware, I wasn't certain how much she understood.

      “Y-yes. It's m-me,” she stuttered the most words I'd heard her speak at one time.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I th-think s-so.”

      I rolled onto my right side and faced her voice; my aching shoulder brought back the memory of the poking needle. I shifted my weight a little until the ache eased.

      “I th-thought we weren't…” she paused, “allowed to t-talk.” She finished. Her tired and hesitant voice cut through the dark.

      I scanned the blackness for a red eye. After several seconds, I sighed. “I think it's okay now.”

      “Why?”

      “I don't know. I don't think we're in the same place anymore. Do you remember anything?”

      She shuffled, and I waited in the quiet dark for her answer. After a while, she spoke. “Yes and n-no…I remember…,” she paused, “I r-remember…the p-picture and –”

      “Who is it?” I interrupted.

      “I don't know…I th-thought I knew, but now…”

      My hope turned to disappointment. “What else?”

      “D-different things…they don't m-make sense.”

      I nodded. More thoughts and memories than before ran through my head since I'd woken up and nothing made sense to me either. “Have you always done that?” I said.

      “What?”

      “Stutter.”

      There was another long pause before B2 spoke again. “I don't know… I th-think so. Why?”

      I shrugged my left shoulder; my right arm rested under my head as a pillow. “I just wondered. My name is April.” The introduction spilled from my lips like I'd said it many times before. Of course, I was sure I had, for the moment I didn't remember.

      “I'm…” she paused. “Hmph, I d-don't know.” She sounded a little frustrated.

      “I didn't remember my name at first either, at least not until I dreamt of it.”

      “Maybe I should g-go back to sleep.” She spoke without pauses, the first since waking.

      “It might help. Anyway, I already know it starts with the letter B.”

      “You d-do?” Her voice perked.

      “Yes, I figured it out before…” I was about to say 'before we left C.E.C.I.L.' but I wasn't quite sure we weren't still there. “At C.E.C.I.L. Your ID begins with the first initial of your first name and ends with the first initial of your last name. The numbers in-between are your birthday.” I smiled at my reasoning. But doubt erased it within seconds of telling my idea to someone else. “At least, I think it is. Anyway,” I pushed the doubt away and replaced it with self-confidence. “We both have the same last initial, L, and J said we were sisters. Did you know that?”

      Once again there was silence before B2 spoke, “I remember him s-saying that.” She sounded as though she were smiling. “Are you sure he's t-telling the truth?”

      I smiled. “Yes.”

      “Where is he?”

      My smile disappeared; the memory of him dragging me toward the laundry chute came back. “I don't know,” I snapped.

      “What's wrong?” B2's voice echoed.

      I sighed. “I think he brought us here, but I don't know why.” I rolled over onto my back and stared up into the blackness. “I feel more trapped than before.”

      “What's C.E.C.I.L?”

      “It's both a what and a who.”

      “Huh?”

      I rolled back over to my side, ignored the protest of my shoulder, and propped my head up in my hand. “C.E.C.I.L - Contagion Eradication Centre for Intelligent Life. Cecil – the guy who invented it, or came up with it, or whatever.”

      “A little…v-vain…isn't he?”

      “Ha,” I laughed, “Yes, and I would say a lot vain.”

      “W-what's it for?”

      “I don't know, but it can't be good. Contagion means –”

      “Disease.”

      I raised my eyebrows. I still had trouble remembering the odd word, but B2 didn't seem to have a problem. “Yes. And eradication–”

      “Get rid of, d-destroy,” B2 interrupted again.

      “Why did you ask if you already had it figured out?” I pressed the fingertips of my free hand into my forehead.

      “It just came to m-me.”

      “You must be smart.”

      “You t-too.”

      “I don't know. Maybe a little.”

      “No, a lot. You figured out the ID th-thing.”

      “That wasn't hard.”

      “Let's just s-say we're both smart.” There was an awkward silence for a moment, and then B2 continued. “Centre for Intelligent Life,” she said. “We wouldn't b-be there if –”

      “If we weren't intelligent.” It was my turn to interrupt.

      We lay in the dark, an easy silence between us. My mind worked at revisiting memories, old and new, and placed them into chronological order. B2's soft snoring caused a smile to spread across my face. My eyelids grew heavy, and despite my attempts to stay awake, I drifted back to sleep.

      Moments or hours later there was no telling which, my eyes sprung open to the darkened room. I stretched my arms above my head, but a sharp pinch in my shoulder caused me to pull them back down to my side. My hands absently plucked at the cushioned surface underneath me. I rolled the small bits of soft material between my fingers and dropped them on the floor. B2's quiet and even breaths lulled me into a state of relaxation. My arms and legs grew heavy and sunk further into the cushion beneath me. I was about to cross into unconsciousness, but a low groan pulled me back. The sound of a rustling sheet and smacking lips disturbed the quiet dark surrounding me. “B2!” I whispered. “Are you awake?” I turned my head to the right and stared out to where I imagined her lying beside me.

      She groaned again, a little louder than before.

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Hmmm!” she mumbled. “I w-was having a g-good –”

      “Sh!” I placed my finger on my lips, even though I knew B2 couldn't see my gesture. I turned my head away and stared up at the dark above me.

      “What?” she whispered.

      “Do you hear that?” My thoughts were fuzzy and unsure. I concentrated on the silence. Am I hearing things?

      “I d-don't hear anything. Let me g-go back to sleep.” B2 stammered with a somewhat cranky voice. I imagined her crossing her arms and stomping her foot. The corners of my lips pulled into a smile, but it was fleeting as my focus returned to the sound I was sure I'd heard. The crease in my brow deepened.

      I rolled my eyes. “Listen!” My words were sharp. I closed my eyelids and inhaled, held it, and then allowed it to rush out through my pursed lips. “It sounded…” I searched my memory and tried to recall the sound I was sure my ears picked out in the dark, “like rain.” The blackness closed in around us, and we waited in silence for a sound we hadn't heard in… How long had it been? Months – years?

      “What's –”

      “Sh!” I silenced B2 once again. She shuffled beside me. Even in the dark, I understood she'd rolled away.

      Finally, there was a delicate tapping overhead. At first, it was a few light beats, a random collection of taps. Within seconds, it settled into a rhythmic pattern. I was sure it was rain.

      “I knew it. It is rain.” I smiled and sat up, my hands behind me for support. My delight did not last long. Where the hell are we? My eyebrows pulled together, and my smile turned into a frown.

      “Rain?” B2's voice whispered. She shuffled once again; her hand brushed the back of mine as she sat up beside me.

      I searched my memory for the last time I'd seen rain. Visions from my strange dream of the dried grass came to mind. There was a bizarre feeling, almost an understanding, that it had been a long time. If I knew how long we'd been at C.E.C.I.L., then I'd have a bit of an idea, but my memories were still foggy.

      At that moment there was nothing else I wanted more than to see the rain, to feel it wash over my head and down my face as it fell from the sky. My mind tried again to sort through the stored memories I managed to conjure. Unfortunately, they were not clear, and I could not gather any accurate details.

      The dream interrupted my thoughts and brought with it visions of cool, soft, green grass. I reveled in the memory. Real grass under my bare feet, my toes curled at the thought. Almost in the same instant, the grass turned to brown, sharp blades. C.E.C.I.L's Astroturf flashed in my mind. Grass – that was another thing I longed for, even the brown, crunchy kind.

      “What do you m-mean – r-rain?” B2 whispered with an impatient tone. Her words snapped me back to our reality.

      “Don't you remember rain?” With the help of some faint light source, shapes and shadows began to form as my eyes adjusted to the dark. The light highlighted B2's shadowy figure sitting beside me.

      “I know w-what rain is.” Once again B2 did nothing to keep her impatience from showing. There was a long pause as we sat listening to the drumming beat. “I j-just can't remember when I s-saw it last.” Her tone softened to one that was more wistful.

      We sat in silence, each of us lost in our thoughts and memories. “I've been trying to remember, but…” I sighed, “I can't,” I admitted.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      “I wish I could remember,” B2 whispered so low I had to strain my ears to hear what she said.

      Tap, tap, tap

      “You will. We will both remember – everything.” I wanted to believe my words, but as they fell from my lips, I wondered if that would ever be possible.

      We sat still and listened to the soothing sound of the rain pounding on the roof overhead. My heavy lids closed for a moment, and I yawned.

      “The s-sound is making me sleepy.” B2 yawned in return. Her voice caused my eyes to spring open, and my heart raced as though she'd wakened me from sleep.

      “Me, too.”

      “Where are we?”

      I shook my head. “I have no idea.”

      “Do you th-think we're still at C.E.C.I.L. but m-maybe somewhere else?”

      I concentrated and forced myself to remember. We have to leave, J's voice whispered. I shook my head. “No. I thought so at first. But no, we're somewhere else.”

      “How d-do you know?”

      “Because J said we were leaving.”

      “But maybe we didn't. Maybe he only told you that. M-maybe – “

      “No!” I cut B2 off mid-sentence. “J said we were leaving.” My hands clenched in my lap.

      “But –”

      “Stop! You don't know J like I do. I trust him… I…” My voice wavered as I remembered him pushing me toward the laundry chute. My eyes squeezed shut at the memory of my voice calling for B2. He did bring her – he hadn't left B2 behind.

      “Then where is he?”

      “I don't know,” I whispered. My attitude dissolved with her words. “He'll show up soon.” I bit my lip. I hoped I was right.

      The darkened room was different. It wasn't sterile like our room. I filled my lungs. The warm, stale air filtered through my nostrils. Traces of familiar and unfamiliar smells stayed behind. Like something my nose knew, but my memory couldn't quite wrap around. My eyelids fluttered. “I'm tired.” I lay back down as my mind continued to search its memories.

      “M-me too.” B2's hand rested on my leg for a moment. “If you trust J, then I d-do, too.”

      I sucked my lips into my mouth. I hoped I hadn't misread J and that he was trustworthy. I held my hand out in front of me and turned it back and forth. The room had grown lighter, but it wasn't enough to show our new surroundings. I could at least see my hand moving in front of my face. It wouldn't be long before we saw where we were.

      “It's not s-so dark, anymore,” B2 spoke as though she'd read my mind.

      I shook my head, “No.” My hand flopped back down by my side.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      The rhythmic drumming of the rain was hypnotizing, and my eyelids grew heavy. B2's breathing eased into a quiet snore beside me. I forced my eyelids open and stared up at the darkened rafters, the first glimpse of any detail in the room. Where are we?

      The soothing tapping on the roof pulled my attention away from my thoughts, and my eyes fell shut. My leg jumped, as though it was trying to keep me awake, but it was too late as sleep had begun to take its hold once again.
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      My eyes blinked open, sleep blurred my vision. I rubbed them awake, getting my first real look of our room in the dim light. I stared up at the small, high window. The initial moments of actual daylight – the first that I had seen in a long while – captivated me. My mind shifted back to the simulation room. The painted blue sky, the fake clouds, and the solar lights could not compete with the real thing. I thought of the large fans that imitated the wind and pushed around the artificial trees and grass. I heard the recorded sounds of birds and insects that played on an unending loop in my head. What happened to everything or is it all still there? What happened when J said everything had gone awry?

      I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment and pushed away my thoughts and memories. When I opened them again, my gaze fixed on the faint light, and it made my heart beat a little faster. This is real.

      A soft snore pulled my attention away from the window and down to the sleeping form on the floor in front of me. B2 curled on her left side and faced my direction. Her skin glowed in the faint light, her arms folded close to her body, and her hands tucked under her head for support. Her pink lips puckered, and she emitted a small endearing snort. She was peaceful. She was my sister. I knew that for sure.

      Memories from my past floated in front of my eyes. And they were not random fragments from a strange dream but were real memories. There were memories of times we played together and moments we fought. We were typical siblings – best of friends one minute, rivals the next.

      I concentrated on another memory as it worked its way to the surface. A pink and black birthday cake with a number ten candle that burned in the centre. Was it my birthday? I shook my head in answer to my questioning thoughts. No, it was hers. It was B2's.

      The memory of my sister's tenth birthday was vivid in my mind. Turning ten had been as big of a deal to her as my thirteenth birthday had been to me a few months before. She had left the single digit years behind, while I had finally become a teenager.

      My thoughts drifted to our ID numbers; my assumptions had been correct. Our birth dates were three years and a few months apart. A reminiscent smile spread across my face. I returned to the memory, afraid that it would disappear if I didn't etch it into my mind.

      The black number-ten candle sat in the centre of the birthday cake. Beads of melted wax ran down and dripped onto the pink frosting. Black icing was piped along the top edge and around the bottom. Tiny white frosting flowers with yellow centres adorned the cake in a random pattern.

      Pink and black were B2's favourite colours and our mother…I stopped remembering. Where was our mother in all this - where was our father? It was the first time since becoming aware that thoughts of them came to my mind. I narrowed my gaze as I tried to conjure their images. Hazy faces appeared with no definition. They could have been anyone.

      Sadness enveloped me, and I swallowed back the tightness in my throat. B2 mumbled unintelligible words; a small smile came to her lips. Maybe she is dreaming of our parents right now, maybe she will remember. I ran my fingers through my tangled hair and shook my head.

      I shut my eyes and returned to the memory. Mother had always made our birthday cakes, regardless of how busy she was with her work. It was a tradition in our house, and no matter what we wanted, she always came through. While she made birthday cakes and planned parties, father shopped for the present. I squeezed my eyelids tighter as I concentrated on B2's tenth birthday. I remembered sitting in my father's office as he surfed the internet looking for the perfect gift. B2 had wanted the latest in the world of telekinetic toys. While searching, he began to laugh. His sudden outburst had confused me; I stared at him and waited for and explanation. After a moment, he revealed his laughter was due to the unexpected return of a childhood memory. As a young boy, his vivid and active imagination had led him to believe something had occurred when it had not. The supposed act had reduced him to a ball of tears and had frightened my grandfather. It was only when my father had calmed down and wiped his tears that he'd revealed he'd only imagined the situation. The daydream had been so intense that it had scared him.

      I giggled. He and I shared the same creative nature and wild imagination. At the time, I didn't think the story was funny, and now for some strange reason, I saw the humour in it.

      My focus returned to B2. She slept in blissful peace, undisturbed by my laughter. Am I all she has now? I reached over and brushed away a lock of hair that had fallen across her face. The vision of the picture I'd drawn back at C.E.C.I.L came to mind. My hand pressed against my chest. I could almost feel the paper poking into my skin and hear its crinkling sound, but it was only in my mind. I had placed the illustration under the mattress while making my bed. The drawing was now long gone.

      Once again I thought back to the birthday cake. When I had it in view, I lifted my head and looked around the room at the blurred faces of family and guests. The only one that was clear was B2's. I squeezed my eyelids tighter trying to focus on the vision, but there was nothing more. No images or echoes of voices came to mind.

      I rolled over onto my back; my eyes focused on the high ceiling above. The smell in the air around me stirred up a faint memory. The image of Grandpa's old barn flashed in my mind, as the memory of musty, wet wood filled my nose. A wistful smile tugged at my lips.

      I stood up, careful not to disturb B2, and stretched my hands out in front of me. The dim light was not quite enough to illuminate the whole room. I took my first tentative steps not wanting to awaken my sleeping sister or alert someone of my movement. I wasn't sure J had brought us here and if he did, if he could be trusted. But, remaining quiet was difficult. With each step, the rough, wooden boards under my bare feet creaked. Each creak sounded louder than the last.

      “Six,” I whispered under my breath as my hands made contact with the uneven, wooden surface of the nearest wall. It had taken me six steps.

      A rustling behind me caused me to whirl around. B2 had rolled onto her back with her head tilted to one side. A small breath of relief escaped from my lips.

      I turned back toward the wall again and with caution, ran my hands over the rough, dark surface. My fingertips caught on the occasional protrusion. I rubbed over them trying to understand what they were, but in the dim light, I could not tell.

      My frustration grew as I moved along. There were no sliding doors to open, no door knobs to turn, or light switches to flick. Apart from the window, nothing else indicated we were in an ordinary room. The faint light made it difficult to get a clear view of the area I tiptoed around. My mind drew a picture as my fingers traced the walls, and I counted the steps in my head.

      When I reached the final corner, I had a clear picture of the area. It was longer than it was wide and there didn't seem to be anything that suggested there was an entry into the room. A small, circular window was placed high in the centre of an end wall. It was the only window in the room, and my heart beat a little faster whenever I looked up at it. It was the first window we'd had access to in… I didn't know how long and if I ever saw J again, I was going to ask.

      A flood of thoughts, ideas, and possibilities entered my mind as I stared up at the window. Unfortunately, I couldn't stand underneath it to get a good look. There was a large object that prevented me from getting too close. And in the dim light, it seemed it was the only thing in the space.

      I tiptoed back toward the centre of the room, towards my sister. Each gentle step emitted a low whine from the floorboards. I crouched down until I sat on my thin mattress. My flesh prickled into goosebumps as a shiver rose from my feet and carried its way up to the top of my head. My body trembled as my mind buzzed with thoughts. What if J doesn't come back? What if someone else brought us here? What if the vaccinations we received don't work and what were they for anyway? I looked back up at the dirty window; the light outside was becoming brighter.

      “What're you d-doing?” B2's sleepy voice cut through the eerie silence. She startled me, and my heart skipped.

      “Nothing, go back to sleep,” I whispered. My eyes still focused on the window. The desire to look outside and see where we were was growing.

      “I can't. I'm not tired anymore.”

      “Try anyway.” I pulled the thin blanket lying at her waist all the way up to her neck.

      “I'm getting hungry.” B2 pushed the blanket back down, sat up, and faced me.

      There was enough light in the room to pick out her features, from her tiny ball of a nose to her slightly pointed chin. 'You can certainly tell they're sisters.' A strange voice from the past spoke in my mind.

      I thought back to my reflection and agreed with the voice. We were alike with the slightest of differences. B2 had wavy, brown hair and icy blue eyes. My hair was straight, and my blue eyes were not quite as piercing.

      “I'm hungry, too.” I nodded, my stomach rumbled in confirmation. The sound caught me off guard, and my hand hurried to press against it.

      “I hope J brings us some f-food soon.”

      I nodded again. My stomach tightened, but not from hunger. There was something about our new living quarters that made my muscles tense. Until J appeared, I didn't think that feeling was going to go away any time soon.

      “I th-think it's way past b-breakfast.” B2 rubbed a hand over her growling stomach.

      Our scheduled meals were always on time. “It is.” I confirmed.

      Flashes of the last meal we ate at C.E.C.I.L came to mind, or at least the last meal I recalled. It had been breakfast. A laugh came to my lips as I remembered. B2 had hit the handle of her spoon by accident when she reached for a mouthful of cereal. The round oats catapulted forward, and while most landed on the table, one had managed to land on the top of her head. A drop of milk trailed down her nose.

      B2's lips had trembled as she held in her laugh. I, however, wore a broad grin at the mess. Had it not been for the camera watching us, I would have been rolling with laughter. After that meal, we'd each received a full dose of the hypno-drug, and I had no memory of any other meals after that.

      “What did we have for s-supper – I don't remember.” B2 stared at me.

      I shrugged. “I only remember breakfast.”

      “Huh, me too! Why?” Her nose crinkled.

      “Needles.”

      B2 stared at me with a glazed over expression like she had many times before. The light returned to her eyes. “Ohhh! J better come s-soon.”

      I bit my lower lip; my pulse picked up speed. I couldn't help the growing concern that J was not going to come back. I pressed my fingertips to my forehead, and I smiled weakly at B2. There was no need for her to know my worry.

      The room brightened. The details I had looked for earlier appeared, emerging from the dark shadows. I tilted my head back and looked at the rafters in the ceiling. The rough wooden beams matched the rest of the wood. We were definitely no longer at C.E.C.I.L.

      “Av!” B2 cried.

      The immediacy in her words caught my attention, and I abandoned my careful investigation of our confines. “Why did you call me, Av?” I said.

      B2 shrugged. “I, I don't know, it s-seemed normal.”

      I shut my eyes, the word Av floated in front of them. A tiny voice, B2's voice, whispered the word in my head. It was a name she used when she wanted my attention. Av was short for Avril, the French word for April, it was the nickname my parents called me. My shoulders rounded as the vague memory of my mother's face came to mind. It was still unrecognizable, but it was hers. I opened my eyes and nodded. “It's normal. You called me that sometimes, same as mom and dad.”

      B2's eyes widened as my ears picked out the rattling sound behind me. I scooted around. B2 shuffled; the weight of her pressed into my back as she sat close behind. My heart quickened, and I grabbed my sheet and covered myself.

      The door opened into the room in a slow and even motion. A man dressed in blue jeans and a grey plaid shirt stepped inside. Dark glasses hid his eyes, and a white surgical mask covered his face. Blue, rubber gloves protected his hands. He pulled a cart behind him. The clanking of items reminded me of J.

      “Did you sleep well? I brought you breakfast.” He removed the white towel that covered the top of the tray and revealed two bowls, spoons, and a box of cereal. Two small containers of milk also sat on the tray. “It is not much, but it will keep you from starving.”

      “J?” I said, standing up from my mat. I took a step forward, but he held out his hand.

      “Stop! Do not come any closer.” He leaned forward and pulled out two large buckets from underneath the cart and a roll of toilet paper. “I am sorry, but you will have to use these for now as your toilet. Perhaps later…Well, again I am sorry.” He set the two buckets down and placed the roll of toilet paper inside one of them before returning the lid.

      “What's happened? Where are we?” I said. I folded my arms.

      J sighed. “Know that you are safe, you are no longer at C.E.C.I.L. it is all I can tell you right now. I am trying to work on a plan.” J turned and headed to the door.

      “What plan?” I called.

      “I will bring you some clothes later. Oh!” J turned back and faced me. “You might want these for a bit.” He reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out two pairs of sunglasses, and placed them on the floor. “It should not take too long for your eyes to adjust to real sunlight.” He looked up toward the window behind me.

      “J?” I called again as he turned and headed toward the door. “What's going to happen?”

      He stopped for a moment but didn't turn around. “I do not know,” he said and walked out the door.

      I ran forward and grabbed the edge of the door as J tried to pull it closed. “J?” I cried. My fingers lost their hold, and it slammed shut. Dust and dirt rained down on us from the rafters of the high ceiling above. My fists pounded on the entrance. “J!” I yelled. I put my ear to the door, but all I heard was the clunking of something heavy banging against it on the other side.
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      I grabbed the box of cereal from the cart, turned it over in my hands, and examined the carton. I chuckled under my breath as B2's cereal mishap came to mind once again. I glanced up at B2. She glared at me as though she knew my thoughts. My stomach rumbled, and I returned to my inspection. It wasn't what I was hoping or expecting, but under the circumstances, it was better than nothing. I only hoped that our usual morning fare would return once things settled, though a part of me doubted it. I shook the box then pulled open the flap, noting that it wasn't new and in fact, had already been opened. I guessed about a bowl's worth of cereal was missing from the unsealed bag. I poured a small amount into a bowl. Each piece clinked in a random melody as they hit the inside of the china dish.

      I stirred the cereal with my finger and inspected the dried bits. I scrutinized the carton of milk before I poured it into the dish. Satisfied that it was edible, I moved back toward my mat and sat down.

      “What k-kind is it?” B2 said. Her nose wrinkled as she craned her neck a little to get a look at my breakfast.

      “Some puffed stuff.” I stared at the small pieces floating in the milk on my spoon before placing it in my mouth. The cereal was sweet, but something in my memory told me it wasn't as fresh as it should have been. I chewed with consideration; the soft crunching was loud in my head.

      “Is it any g-good?” B2 said. Her eyes fixed on my mouth.

      I shrugged and swallowed the pulverized food. “It's something to eat.” I placed another spoonful in my mouth. B2 watched with an expression somewhere between curiosity and disgust. “You better eat.” I jutted my chin toward the cereal box I'd left on the cart.

      “Is the m-milk good?”

      I nodded. “It's fine.”

      “N-not sour?”

      “Why would you say that?”

      B2 shrugged. “I d-don't know. Why did you s-smell it?”

      I shook my head and shrugged. “It's fine. It's not that cold, though.”

      B2 wrinkled her nose again. She sighed and rose to her feet. Standing at the cart, she reached for the box of cereal. She stared at it for a moment before pouring some into her bowl. By the sound of the clinking, I was sure she didn't have as much as I had, and I had taken little. She opened her carton of milk and poured it over the cereal before returning to her mat. I watched her with as much intensity as she had me. She allowed one small puff to float onto her spoon and raised it to her mouth.

      “It's not going to kill you,” I teased.

      “It might,” she replied. She sucked the spoonful of milk and the one puff of cereal into her mouth. She chewed, and her face contorted into several expressions of distaste.

      “It's not that bad,” I said. I placed another spoonful into my mouth. The puffed pieces had soaked up more milk and were soggy. I swallowed down the mashed bits and scrunched my face.

      “I thought you said it w-wasn't bad,” B2 said as she placed her spoon back into her bowl.

      I shrugged. “If you don't like it now, you're going to hate it if you let it get soggy. Eat it fast.” I scooped up a large spoonful and filled my mouth. I chewed, swallowed the mush, and stopped a gag as it slid down my throat.

      “I wish we were b-back at C.E.C.I.L,” B2 said as she shovelled a spoonful into her mouth. A strand of her hair, still attached to her head, ended up between her lips. She pulled it free from the corner of her mouth and swallowed without chewing.

      “You're going to choke if you don't chew it,” I scolded as I prepared to swallow another soggy mass.

      “Ya, 'cause you g-gagging on the mush is so much b-better.”

      I swallowed the last bite and set my bowl and spoon down on the floor beside me. My body shook. “Eww! That was awful.” I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

      “It wasn't that b-bad.” B2 placed her empty bowl beside her and smiled.

      My eyes widened as did my mouth. “You're kidding?”

      “Yup! That was d-disgusting.”

      I nodded. “Something tells me we better get used to it.” I stared at the cart parked near the invisible door.

      

      The room had grown much lighter, and I was able to inspect the details that were lost in the shadows earlier. As guessed, the space was not much larger than our old room and was quite empty. The only furnishing was a tall, wooden cabinet. It stood as though on guard against the back wall under the round, dirty window.

      I squinted in the sunlight. We'd grown accustomed to the simulated sun, but the real thing was different. I crawled over to where the sunglasses sat on the floor and picked them up.

      “Here, you better put these on,” I said as I sat back down on my mat and held a pair out to my sister. She was busy playing with a lock of her hair, twirling and twisting it around her finger. The action reminded me that it had been a habit of hers for a long time.

      “Don't n-need them. It's not that b-bright.” She pulled her finger free, and her hair remained in a tight curl.

      “That's because you're too busy playing to notice.”

      “Fine!” She reached out and snatched the glasses from my hand. “Happy now?” She placed them on her face. I stifled a laugh. They were too large for her, and she looked like a bug. “Yours look funny, too.” She squinted and grimaced.

      I smiled and pushed the glasses, which had slipped down my nose, back into place. I stared past B2 and resumed my examination of the cabinet. It hadn't exactly been a surprise. My toe had already made contact with it during my earlier half-blind inspection of the room. I wiggled it as the memory came back to me.

      Behind the dark glasses, my eyes narrowed in thought. I wonder if there's anything inside. I stared at the cabinet, my mind preoccupied with its possible contents. A flash of movement in my peripheral vision distracted me and pulled my attention toward B2.

      “Wha ar u starin' at?” B2 sputtered; her mouth was full of dry cereal, and her hand reached in for another scoop.

      “What are you doing?” I said wide-eyed as B2 tilted her head back and dropped a few more pieces of cereal into her mouth.

      She looked at me; her icy blue eyes sparkled with mischief, and she shrugged. “They t-taste way better d-dry.” She smiled and stuck her hand inside the box again.

      “Can I have it?” I reached for the cereal.

      “Wait your t-turn,” B2 grumbled and pulled the box out of my reach.

      “That might be all the food we're getting today,” I said and pointed to the cereal.

      B2 looked at the carton she held in her hands. “No. That's not p-possible.” She devoured another handful. She picked up a few pieces that landed on her lap and popped them into her mouth.

      “This isn't C.E.C.I.L,” I reminded her, my hand still outstretched and waiting for the box.

      B2 groaned. “Fine, but I h-hope you're wrong.” She shoved the box into my hand.

      I hope so too. I set the cereal on the floor beside me.

      “You didn't answer m-my question,” B2 said as she resumed the habit of twirling her dark waves.

      I pressed my fingertips to my forehead for a moment before her cereal-sputtered question came back to mind. “I'm staring at that.” I pointed over her shoulder toward the cabinet.

      B2 stopped playing with her hair and turned herself around. “D-do you think there's anything in it?” Her voice rose with excitement.

      “I don't know, it's locked.” I shrugged and pointed out the small lock at the top of the cabinet doors. “Let's see if we can move it.” I stood up and walked toward the wardrobe as an idea came to mind.

      “Why?” B2 crossed her arms and remained seated on her mat.

      “Maybe we can tell if it's empty.” I had another reason for moving it. If we could pull it away from the wall, it would provide some privacy for our makeshift toilets. The thought of having to go in buckets was bad enough, let alone out in the middle of the room.

      I moved to the side of the cabinet, placed my left hand on the back corner, and my right on the front. The large, wooden box was wide enough to fill my outstretched arms as I hugged the side. “Can you please help?” I pleaded. B2 was still seated and didn't look like she planned on moving.

      She groaned and trudged toward me. My sister made her reluctance quite clear, and she didn't try to hide it.

      “Grab the other side, we'll try to move it forward,” I instructed.

      The large piece of furniture rested tight to the wall, and it was impossible to get a good grip. After several minutes of struggling, the wardrobe hadn't moved, and both of our faces were red from the effort.

      “Forget it, it's too heavy,” I panted and wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. I lifted my damp hair off the nape of my neck and fanned my face.

      “Good!” B2 walked over to her mat and plopped herself down; her sunglasses almost popped off her face. A few seconds later, I joined her on her mat. We sat without speaking and stared at the wooden sentry. Once in a while, my gaze travelled up toward the window. After a few seconds, I moved over to my mat, and B2 turned her back to the large piece of furniture.

      “I really hope J lets us out s-soon, 'cause this room is full of n-nothing and that st-stupid cabinet.” B2 jutted her thumb behind her in the direction of the only furnishing in the room.

      My stomach tightened. As much as I wanted to get out of there, a voice inside my head told me that wasn't happening soon.

      We spent the rest of the morning lying on our thin blue mats. B2 drifted in and out of sleep with her sunglasses still resting on her face, while I stared up at the rafters. I couldn't sleep; my mind was too busy. Memories tried their best to catch my attention, but I pushed them aside. There were more important things to worry about, one of which was our current state of imprisonment. We needed a plan – or several.

      First on the list was getting a look out the window. I was sure B2 wouldn't be able to boost me up to the top of the wardrobe. I wasn't big or tall, but I was larger than my sister. It would have to be B2. My second plan involved opening the closet. A flat, metal bar ran across the top and secured the two doors with a lock. I imagined somehow prying it open at the bottom if only enough to peek inside. Last, and of course the most important, was a plan for escape, should we determine that our new home was a prison.

      I recalled a word etched into my memory. It was a single, yellow highlighted term in a textbook that had spurred a thought - a fleeting idea. At C.E.C.I.L, it seemed impossible. But our new location had a window. We were in a room that had no cameras watching our every move; it was enticing - the idea had new life. I sat up and stared up at the window - at the possibility.

      But what if J has gotten us out? What if this place is where we escaped to? What if this is only temporary? We have to wait. I nodded, agreeing with my thoughts. We needed to know for sure. My gut knotted as sweat beaded on my forehead and trickled down my nose, taking my glasses with it. My heartbeat quickened along with my breaths. Every inch of my body tingled, and the hair stood up on the back of my neck. What if we waited too long? What if we escaped?

      The thought of escape brought with it an uneasiness of its own that confused me. I'd never had to worry about those things before - before I only existed. I missed C.E.C.I.L. I missed my room, my few things. B2's statement echoed in my ears; our new room was full of nothing. We had no desk, no books, no beds, no bathroom, no clothes, no food – no camera. I turned around and looked at each empty corner in the room. Despite the camera, C.E.C.I.L could almost have been heaven compared to our latest surroundings. I pushed my glasses up and lay back down.
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