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    >Chapter 1_


    Urban Legends and Modern Folklore


    In my defence, they started it.


    I protested. For once in my life, I did everything by the book. The way they say you're supposed to.


    And this is where it got me! Nowhere!


    Because of course it wouldn't. I'm the resident roller skater, and they're the largest corporation on this entire planet. I like fun, they destroy it.


    Biotech Innovations: Goldenrod Pharmaceuticals. What a mouthful. And what the hell is B.I.G. Pharma's beef with skating anyway? After all the others, they tore down Montreal's last remaining skatepark. The last place I called home.


    Apparently I'm supposed to go through the stages of grief to deal with my loss, but I hear those end in acceptance and that's not my style. "That's just the way it is"? No thanks.


    Spray can in hand, I look up at the pompous glass building reflecting the full moon. If Goldenrod hadn't slapped their name on it in the most unremarkable serif font of all time, there'd be nothing to identify this as their headquarters.


    They won't mind if I give 'em some personality, right? 'Cause I already did it to their cars. Consistent brand image and all. Their fault for parking here to boast about their wealth. Can't tell me the top dogs are working on a late Friday night.


    But even if someone stepped out of this building right this second, it wouldn't matter. Flat tires won't take them far, and they'll never catch up on foot when I'm wearing my skates.


    I shake the can and pull a cloth mask over my nose. Couple of expletives here, a few obscene doodles there, and voilà! Message: "You're a bunch of dicks." Sent!


    Shifting my weight for my trusty wheels to carry me, I circle the building and leave a trail of pink paint. Under any other circumstance, I'd enjoy breathing in the lingering scent of rain. I'd find pure bliss in taking smooth turns around the corners. I'd believe that wherever I look, somewhere up ahead, I'll be able to go. That I'm free.


    They took that from me.


    As the can runs out of paint, so does my momentum back at the entrance. No amount of rigorous shaking lets me squeeze out another spritz. So I let go of my little partner in crime and watch it roll into the yellow flower bed circling the headquarters.


    Aaand now I feel bad.


    Without so much as a sigh, I crouch to pick it up and wipe off the damp soil.


    "Not like it's your fault, buddy," I mumble as I swap the can for the spare in my backpack.


    Drawing the shape of lemons with my wheels, I roll back to admire the scene. My own particularly, let's say, creative rendition of a certain body part makes me snort. I don't suppose that would fall under artistic nudity if I shared it?


    Yeah, no, I'll snap a quick pic for the memories, nothing more. Wouldn't want my account banned. Again. Because if it happened now…


    Meh, no point in worrying about things before they happen.


    Equipped with red paint this time, I begin my second lap around the building. Unlike the bumpy city streets plagued by cracks and potholes, the concrete here is smooth. Flawlessly, stupidly so.


    It's always like that with Goldenrod. Acting prim and proper on the outside, but on the inside—


    Fwwp.


    Startled by the sound of a sliding door, I bring my feet together to come to an abrupt stop. A lanky figure stands in the frame, face concealed by a hood and mask, frozen in place much like myself.


    Well, this is awkward.


    Nothing but a silhouette is discernible in the darkness. Call it a hunch, but I get the feeling they don't like that I'm here. And that I sprayed them.


    Gotta say, though, Goldenrod must've slashed the security budget. That's the physique of someone who in all their life has never lifted even a finger. I could take 'em on in a fight, and I'm tiny. In fact, I'll—


    "Hey, you."


    —not do that. A tad anticlimactic, but who cares. My work here is done.


    Time to skedaddle!


    Bolting away, I make for the parking lot. As I close in on the barrier, I crouch and hug my knees to slide under it while this clown chases after me. On foot! How lame.


    "Where do you think you're going!?"


    "New to the job, eh?" I quip, pulling down my mask. "What's it look like!?"


    "Wait!" The deep-voiced shout oozes desperation. "I'm not—"


    "Yeah, yeah, later, loser!"


    My eyes are fixed on the second barrier. Behind me, frantic footsteps try and fail to keep up in an almost admirable display of persistence. Too bad, then, that I'm about to get a free speed boost. Should've thought twice before building an office district on a hill.


    As simple as a three, two, one, I squat down and leap over the speed bump that separates the pristine corporate property from the barely maintained city streets.


    Floating mid-air, there's only one thing on my mind as I approach the rough surface and angle awaiting me:


    Bracing for impact!
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    Most of the city is dead outside of extended office hours now. Even then, I wouldn't call it alive.


    In the thirty minutes it took my legs to carry me to the southeastern part of the island, I saw a grand total of two cars. I remember a time when Friday nights meant dodging drunk friend groups and mooching off canned beer. Now it's the occasional run-down car taking people home after working overtime, or maybe delivering food to the few who can afford it.


    Whatever it takes to get by.


    Hit by a wave of fatigue, I nearly trip over my own feet. It's been a long day. A long year, really, and it's only May.


    Ignoring the red light, I roll onto the pedestrian street once labelled the coolest street in the world. It sounds made up, but I believed it.


    There was that poutine diner so perfectly mid it was never a bad choice. Rivalling game stores facing each other, coming up with increasingly ambitious TCG tournaments. An indie bookstore serving the best hot cocoa in town.


    Until one by one, they all closed. For good.


    The hobby stores and family businesses went first, but they were far from the only ones. I pass by an old bank, still plastered with half-scratched off stickers prohibiting skateboards and inline skates inside. They never thought to include roller skates, but the suits kicked me out anyway.


    In a way, that's a fond memory too. Yet despite all the memories, the seconds it takes to roll past the abandoned buildings feel longer than all the time I used to spend here combined.


    On the last day of this year, I'm gonna turn thirty. Is this what it's like? Did I miss my chance? Looking back, one person by themselves was never going to be able to stand up against what's been happening.


    Maybe that's where I went wrong.


    Maybe this is my fault.


    Next thing I know, my front wheels get stuck in a crack, sending me flying in the middle of the crossing where I hit the ground. Hard.


    For a moment, I simply lie there. And I remember.


    


    "Now that you're wearing your funny wheely shoes, the first thing you should know is how to fall. Your fear is your brain trying to protect you, and sometimes you gotta go, 'Bro, shut up.'"


    


    "Falling isn't failing. It's the only way we learn and grow and all that cheesy mature-sounding stuff. And I know it sounds crazy, but it's fun."


    


    That's what I said in one of my videos. Not many people stumble upon what I do, but every now and then someone tells me they needed to hear that. The least I can do is be the person who not only says those words, but lives by them.


    


    "When you fall, you laugh, you get back up."


    


    My lips curve into a smile as I push myself up from the ground. Feeling my heart pound and my knee pulsate in pain, I realize I haven't eaten dirt like this in a long time.


    Now that's what I'm talking about.


    When it comes to the things you're good at, you can't get cocky. Not even with over twenty years of experience. Especially not then.


    I take a bottle of water from my backpack for a quick sip, then pour some to wash the dirt and blood off my scraped knee. My DIY protective leggings (patent pending) are great at making me look cool, but not great at protection seeing as the knee pad slides off so easily. And now I know how to improve it.


    Can't wait to get back to my nasty apartment and make a new pair with the materials I've been hoarding. As the saying definitely goes, one person's trash is my treasure.


    But first, the reason I came here: to see the old skatepark again. Goldenrod is sorely mistaken if they think I'm about to give up without a fight.


    


    My tired legs are struggling more than I care to admit.


    After making it up the small incline, I step onto the sidewalk that separates the ghost town roads from the once vibrant meadow that had it all: my beloved park, basketball and tennis courts, a playground, all the space in the world for picnics, and beyond the trees in the distance, the city's idea of a beach.


    Over the last few months, Goldenrod had it all fenced off with rusty chains holding "no trespassing" signs of questionable significance. Nobody lives here anymore. At best, some people pass through on their commute from the off-island suburbs.


    Brittle grass stops my wheels from rolling as I approach the mesh fencing locking up the old skatepark. Nudging it only a little tells me it'd be piss easy to sneak in and have a quick sesh in the moonlight. That is, if they hadn't destroyed it beyond recognition.


    If only the excavator parked next to it contained classified documents marked "secret plan, very evil" that I could use against Goldenrod. But the only dirt I can find is inside this giant hole they left behind.


    At the risk of turning myself into a recent psychology grad's textbook case of denial, I can't shake the feeling that something's off.


    Barely a month ago, I protested this park's closure. Now, it's gone. Goldenrod wasn't in such a hurry with the previous ones, nor anything they've shut down for that matter. Most of it remains untouched to this day.


    I sit on the sidewalk, leaving the chained up benches alone. A satisfying click resounds as I unclip the metal plates holding my wheels to turn my skates into ankle boots for everyday use.


    The blood running down my knee is slowly drying. If the hospital across the street wasn't abandoned, someone walking by might feel inclined to tell me to get the wound checked out.


    Now that I think about it…


    The only people I know still come here from time to time are vloggers getting footage of the allegedly haunted hospital. If Goldenrod wants to keep people away so bad, they'd be much better off telling people not to trespass over there.


    I can't believe I fell for the clickbait the first time I saw it. Nothing happened, but that wuss kept acting like he was gonna get murdered. And then he had the nerve to jump-cut to himself walking home, making excuses about how his phone started acting up. Called it possessed. Sure, pal.


    Two million views! For nothing! If I got even a fraction of that, I'd have a shot at paying rent for another month.


    …Oh no.


    Oh no, no, no, no, no.


    I can't seriously be considering this.


    Even my earbuds are enabling this train of thought with a mischievous jazz track's piano section. Every note accentuates my not at all suspicious glances to make sure I'm alone. That's what I signed up for listening to the "video game music to commit and/or investigate crimes to" playlist. Who knows why the almighty algorithm recommended it to me.


    In any case, the verdict is in: the coast couldn't be any clearer. If the universe is gonna lay things out for me like that, I might as well. After all, how am I gonna stick it to Goldenrod if I get evicted?


    And with that, I'm off to the abandoned Something-or-Other Medical Centre!


    


    


    Overgrown brick walls with iron fencing leave a gap directly facing the old skatepark as if to say, "Break a leg! Seriously, do it, we're right here."


    


    Lonicera Medical Centre


    Our care is a promise and a threat.


    


    Lovely.


    The i's on the sign are dotted with pixel hearts so familiar I think they're blatantly taken from retro games—from the looks of it, modern technology at the time this place was still operating. Not that I'd know them well from personal experience, only from other people's nostalgia.


    


    ←     Emergency


    ↑       Reception


    →     Outpatient pharmacy


    →     Parking


    


    Vague directions for now defunct parts of the hospital spark a metaphorical light bulb above my head. Parking! That's it! All the designated skateparks may be gone, but a big empty parking lot could breathe new life into the local scene.


    Time to scout the area and expose those ghost-hunting frauds. But on the off chance that ghosts are real, I bet they'd appreciate the company. There can't be much to do once you've conquered death.


    After all of tonight, my phone is still charged at eighty-five percent, plenty of juice to get the footage I want. Camera pointed at the ground, the very first thing it captures is, of course, a massive pothole.


    "That's Montreal for you," I mutter, making a mental note to use this bit as a blooper.


    The tour of the old medical institution's exterior would be quiet if not for the sound of my footsteps. Broken windows, graffiti that exceeds my humble newbie skills, it's kind of a vibe. With some effort, we can make something better than our old parks.


    "This is it," I narrate as I pan the camera across the empty lot waiting to be claimed. "Our new base of operations."


    If my comments are any indication, my voice rarely matches my enthusiasm. But fellow skaters shouldn't need me to sell this place. It's free, open twenty-four hours a day, and in surprisingly good condition—what else do I have to say?


    I start a new recording in selfie mode and extend my arm as far as possible so that it's not merely an uncomfortable close-up of my face. Trudging back to the main entrance, I say, "So the reason nobody's added this to our list of skate spots is because people think it's haunted or something."


    With another flip of the camera, I put the front doors and possibly copyright-infringing logo on display.


    "Anyway, I'm gonna go in there and prove that those people are full of shit."


    The camera shakes as I hop on the stairs, needlessly dramatic. Cobwebs and dirt hang in the corners of the unmoving automatic door like a curtain that was pulled open for my arrival. The signs of abandonment are clear, but so are the hints that someone was here not too long ago.


    "It's not even that dirty. You'd think it reeks of death up here, but…" I pause to sniff my surroundings. "…it smells really sweet, actually."


    Red tube-shaped flowers grow in huge clusters along the walls. I tug at one of them, revealing a wooden stick hidden inside. After awkwardly fiddling with one hand for far too long, I finally untangle the mystery object.


    It's a wooden sign, like the ones I made for my protest. Except mine said stuff like "Stop killing third places!" and this one says, uh, "MURDERERS". All caps.


    I'm sure that means nothing.


    Pretending I didn't see anything, I put the sign down, uncanny message facing the ground. I slip a hand through the small gap between the glass doors to push them apart and stumble my way inside. It's chilly, notably colder than outside, making the air feel healthier than it should. The yellowish brown remains inside the disinfectant dispenser likely do more harm than good at this point.


    First impressions: there's no way to sugarcoat it; this place is fucked. Cracks all over, paint chipping off the walls and merging with the debris—it's no wonder people are hearing strange noises. Can't move an inch without stepping on something in here.


    With my non-injured leg, I kick rubble out of the way to the beat of the lo-fi track playing in my ear. Where others see desolation, I see adventure.


    "Man, fixing this place would be waaay more trouble than tearing it down for something new," I continue my deadpan commentary. "Something new like a giant skatepark. Just saying."


    Behind toppled bookshelves and worn out couches, magazines are stacked on an oval table. Neither health nor lifestyle reading material, no—they're video game magazines.


    On top lies a winter 1999 issue featuring charmingly ugly illustrations of mascots that are still someone's favourite thirty-five years later. Despite it falling apart, it would probably interest a few collectors out there.


    "I dunno about you guys, but I'm sold," I comment as I dig deeper into the pile, revealing more nineties gaming journalism. That's as far as it goes, so the place was probably abandoned in '99.


    Looking up, I see a reflection of my fall-induced messy hair, which I wouldn't have any other way, in a small CRT TV mounted to the wall.


    I kinda want that thing.


    If it's been left here since before I was born, then it's up for grabs now. Back to the pocket you go, phone friend, we don't need this on camera.


    As I sneak around for no reason other than my own amusement in acting like this is the next Great Canadian Heist, I find all the cables dangling from the TV torn. Its numerous wall mounts patched up with tape don't give me a lot of faith in their stability.


    When my surroundings brighten, I do a double take.


    There's static noise on the screen.


    I blink.


    And it's gone.


    What the hell was that?


    Whatever it was, I obviously can't leave until I figure out the trick behind this, or else I'm gonna look like a fraud myself!


    At the reception, I flip through faded documents, whirling up dust that tickles my nose in that annoying way that doesn't quite make me sneeze. Empty drawers are pulled out all the way, and more paper is scattered on the floor around them.


    What would anyone even hope to find here, blank forms and business cards? This investigation footage is turning out pretty bland.


    As I repeatedly hit the desk bell, it hacks out its last dying rings. "Hellooo?" I call out, not to get an answer, but to prove that I'm alone.


    Hah, imagine actually getting a respo—


    Bzzzt!!


    "Ow!?"


    A harsh tingle shoots from my ears down my spine. I remove the earbud and stick in my pinkie to rub away the pain. Or the wax that's been building up, if I'm being real.


    Ugh.


    Whoever made this playlist thinks they're sooo funny for adding jump scares ten times louder than the music. Put in ad breaks too while you're at it, why don't you.


    Refusing to give up on my life's soundtrack, I shove the earbud back in.


    Bzzzzzzzzzzzz.


    Seriously? More noise? Is this a test to see who actually sticks around until the end of these compilations?


    «Can y— hear m—?»


    When did I start listening to "video game tracks to shit your pants to"!?


    That voice isn't from a game I recognize, and I don't particularly care to know. I try to pause the playback only to find that the screen froze. Thanks, planned obsolescence. That's a new low even for—


    «He—o? Plea—, I n—d y— help!»


    "I need your help"?


    Drowning in radio static, the words come out choppy. If there's any truth at all to the vlogs, this must be the so-called ghost.


    "Hellooo…?"


    There's a gasp on the other end. «You heard me!»


    The woman's voice is strained, yet her tone is soothing. As though my response had stabilized the connection, every word now stands out from the buzzing noise.


    "Yeah, I heard you. Whoever you are."


    «Who… am I? My name is… Róisín.»


    Ro-sheen?


    «I'm… not sure how to explain who I am myself.»


    I stare at my phone that is still unresponsive to my taps. Warning icons now flash bright red in the status bar to declare the lack of any signal at all, urging me to reconnect immediately.


    How is she—?


    "You said you needed help?"


    Maybe the real question is how my mouth is so much faster than my brain.


    «Don't worry about me.» Róisín coughs. Her confidence in that response only makes me worry about her more. «It's… my son. He's trapped.»


    Trapped.


    Here.


    Inside the place that was abandoned over three decades ago. The place she has presumably been "haunting" for at least one of those decades.


    I'm not opposed to doing her a favour if it means putting an end to the spooks that keep people away, but I do need to ask, "And you're positive he's alive?"


    «Ah, my darlin' boy is a doll. A handsome one as well.»


    She's saying there are hot single dolls in my area.


    I need a moment to process that.


    Okay, I'm done.


    "All right, sure, I'll save the princess."


    Anyone in their right mind would deem this an elaborate prank. Lucky for her, I've had too many concussions for there to be anything right in my mind.


    Róisín heaves a sigh of relief. «I don't know how to thank you, Lulu.»


    Being addressed by name has always felt alienating to me. I may not have told her what it is, but I can guess where she got it from.


    "Just tell me, are you chilling out in my phone or what?"


    «Your…? Oh, yes, those yokes you all carry around.»


    She's hijacking phones while barely knowing what they're called!?


    "But how are you—"


    «Please, Lulu. We don't have much time.»


    The battery is draining fast in front of my eyes. There's our time limit.


    "Fair enough," I say dryly. "Where do I go to find your baby boy, captain?"


    «The cardiology ward.»


    I point my phone's flashlight at a barely legible sign on the wall.


    "Floor seven? On it."


    «Thank you, Lulu.»


    The path leading deeper inside the hospital is blocked off by two wooden shelves, likely deliberately knocked over. I shove the top shelf off the other and climb over, groaning.


    «Are you all right?»


    "It's no big deal. I made out with some concrete earlier is all."


    «Ah, you shouldn't exert yourself so.»


    The urge to roll my eyes is impossible to resist. I've been given advice like that more times than I can count.


    "Were you a doctor here?" I ask as I brush cobwebs out of the way, adopting a shoulder spider in the process.


    «Something like that. My son will be happy to treat your wounds.»


    "The doll is something-like-a-doctor too?"


    «He's one of the best.»


    Not where I thought healthcare was going, but here we are. Either that doll of hers is full of surprises, or that head of hers is full of delusions.


    Every door in the hallway is wide open and displays the exact same image of destruction. Some people do unhinged things for views online, but I doubt that they're the ones who went this far.


    "What happened here?" I ask.


    «Goldenrod happened. I saw you're not a big fan yourself.»


    "Understatement of the century."


    I'd have a stronger reaction to her knowing that, but if she's in my phone, then nothing qualifies as a surprise.


    «They mustn't… find my son,» Róisín breathes, her voice slipping into a hazy trance. «If they take him, as well… Please, set him free. For his sake and yours.»


    Take him 'as well'?


    Free him for my sake, too?


    In her panicked state, I can't get a single answer out of her. Calming her down is the best I've got. "I will. That was the plan, remember?"


    «Thank you. Words… cannot express how grateful I am… that you're the one who came here tonight.»


    Feeling my cheeks heat up, I scratch the back of my head. "It's nothing. Save the mushy stuff for your reunion."


    Seconds feel like an eternity passing by in an instant. Muddy remains crumble underneath my feet.


    I shouldn't have said that.


    If a reunion was in the cards, Róisín would've come here herself. Realizing that, I can't speak, I can't move. My face is warm, the air is damp, the spider is crawling down my arm. It's too much, too fast—


    «Let's keep moving so.»


    They say that even if you can't see the person you're talking to, you can hear their smile. This is the first time I get it.


    "Okay."


    As I arrive at an elevator that's obviously out of service, I look around. When I point the light at the stairs next to it, my knee aches and throbs and begs me to stop, but that won't do. I let the spider crawl onto the wall and get ready.


    "All right, gotta focus. I'm heading up."


    «Grand! I'll sing you a tune,» Róisín says, audibly perking up.


    "What, no, you don't—"


    «No, no, I interrupted your music. This is the least I can do.»


    I sigh. It's no use arguing with people who insist on going the extra mile. Or a hundred.


    "Fine," I say. "Your mission, your rules."


    As I leap up, Róisín begins to hum an elegant tune. The strain in her voice that she tries so hard to mask makes me skip a step wherever I can. I was trying to tell her there's no need to go out of her way like that!


    By the time I reach the second floor, my knee's complaints have faded into a mere inconvenience. The upbeat melody of powerful "na na na"s carries me all the way to the fourth floor, where I need to catch my breath.


    A fresh breeze blows through the shattered windows. Thirty percent battery remaining. If I don't continue at the same pace, I won't make it in time.


    Though I can't give my backing track the twirly dance moves it deserves, I can pull myself up by the railings and keep going. Before long, my body realizes that resistance is futile and lets me push onward to my final destination:


    Floor seven, cardiology.


    


    


    I find myself standing next to what's left of the nurse's station. The desolate corridor extends to both sides.


    "Where to?" I ask.


    «To the right,» Róisín instructs, interrupted by a cough. «Clarice Lonicera's office.»


    "I take it she was the big boss around here?"


    «So she was. Over six foot tall, even.»


    "That's… a type of big."


    «It was her who created my son.»


    "Huh."


    Does that make Clarice his mom too? What kind of person runs a hospital, is a cardiologist, and makes dolls that hackers with a talent for singing would call their child?


    Increasing my pace, I check every door: 7-13, 7-14, 7-15, and so it goes on; patient rooms. Around the corner, unisex restrooms followed by a door labelled "staff only". Every sign is more faded than the last, and I worry I won't find the right room—until it all but slaps me in the face.


    


    Dr. Clarice Lonicera


    


    There it is, written as clear as day, somehow withstanding the passage of time and destruction.


    "Found it," I say and head inside, where I immediately flinch at my uneven footing and unpleasant cracking sounds. With every clumsy step I take in an attempt not to fall, another crack echoes through the room.


    I finally come to a stop, balancing on one leg, and look down at my foot. The floor is littered with… CD cases?


    Wading through the retro sea, I spot familiar names of girl groups that set the mood at any nineties themed roller disco. More damaged treasures pop up the deeper I sink into the ocean, all wiped from the shelves: cassettes with their tapes ripped out, scratched game cartridges (is that GoGoGo TroubleMakerz!?), even one of those round portable CD players.


    "That's quite the collection Clarice has here."


    «Right? Do admire it while I make the final preparations.»


    What preparations? Where's the doll?


    A poster rests on top of the countless plastic cases, ink fading away like its era long has. Pictures of five women are clumsily pasted on with the words "SPACE GIRLS" printed below. The A is clearly taped on from some other source, and so are two of the five faces. I respect the dedication to the bit.


    "I didn't know hospital bands were a thing."


    «They were goin' to be, but the Space Girls were ahead of their time.» Róisín's sarcasm effortlessly blends into a genuine chuckle. «Is the poster still there so? I'm the one with glasses.»


    How is she saying that so easily when she was unsure of her identity earlier?


    If Róisín is the one with glasses and purple-red hair, the brunette with the big grin must be Clarice. The blurry instant camera quality makes it tricky to guess their ages. Twenties, maybe?


    "Looks like fun."


    Róisín sighs in a nostalgic sort of way I'm not old enough to fully understand yet. «Pop was never my style, y'know, but this was Clarice's way of tellin' me I'm one of the girls. I'll always be grateful for that.»


    "She sounds like a good friend."


    Silence fills the room. I head for the wooden desk and check the drawers. To my surprise, one isn't empty: lost and lonely, there's an egg-shaped digital pet toy hidden in the corner.


    At the press of a button, the screen shows me a little pixel creature. Looks like a jellyfish. Pretty cute. Although it did just take a giant dump on its digital floor.


    Squinting, I navigate the menu with limited visibility now that my phone has entered battery saving mode. Buh-bye, flashlight.


    There we go, poop cleaned up. Riveting gameplay. I put the toy in my pocket, if only to satisfy my curiosity about how much longer it's going to last.


    Maybe I'll be able to return it to Clarice sometime. Having to leave this place behind must have been painful beyond words.


    …I can't wait to go to my place and give a loving hug to everything in my own collection.


    «Someone's here,» Róisín suddenly warns me.


    "Huh!? How do you—?"


    «It's those yokes again. They're very easy to identify.»


    I turn to the windows and look down, trying not to get dizzy. There's a single car in the parking lot. That can't be a coincidence.


    "Thaaat might be my fault," I admit. "I pissed off this Goldenrod loser earlier and I guess they caught up to me. Looked weak though. I can go beat 'em up."


    «It's grand. I'm almost done.»


    Maybe that's Róisín's way of saying that I should be more worried sometimes.


    A thousand questions race through my mind as I watch the moon get eclipsed by dark clouds over the city skyline, but they all blend into one: what in the world is Róisín preparing?


    I scan the office again. My best guess would've been a hidden entrance behind a bookshelf, but it doesn't look that way. Besides, Goldenrod is stupid and all, but surely they'd have found something so obvious.


    «Are you ready so?» Róisín asks. Might I add, very vaguely.


    "For what?"


    «Sounds ready to me.»


    "Uh—"


    «I'll open the door for ya.»


    And a door opens all right.


    Beneath my feet.

  


  
    >Chapter 2_


    The Seventh Iteration of Sanctuary 17223


    "Waaaaaaaaargh!?"


    Yeah, this is happening. I'm falling.


    Going down.


    Plummeting.


    Accelerating at an alarming rate.


    Falling is my thing, hardly worth pulling out the mental thesaurus—but not like this! This isn't the magical moment of floating in the air after a jump. For all I know this vent could be a literal bottomless pit!


    Arms outstretched against the narrow walls, I slow my descent as my hands continue sliding down the slippery surface. With every inch the friction burns hotter through my gloves, forcing me to let go and continue my rapid downward—and occasionally sideways—trajectory like a cartoon character getting pushed around for laughs.


    The good news: part of Clarice's CD collection is falling with me, guaranteed entertainment at the bottom.


    The bad news: I mean, I'll probably die.


    "What the heeeeeell!?" My incoherent screams echo down.


    «Sure it's grand,» Róisín hums in as soothing a tone as she can, hurting with every word. «You'll be on solid ground again in no time.»


    "That's the part I'm worried abooout!!"

  


  
    
      [image: Multi-panel illustration with Lulu careening down a chute in the middle, banging against the sharp turns. Vines slide up the bottom of the chute and the bottom of the image. Lulu's terrified face is in a square in the bottom left, and Róisín's smiling face taped on the Space Girls' album is in the upper right. Lulu's screaming decorates the background.]
    

  


  
    «I promise, Lulu. There's no need to be scared.»


    What was it that the sign outside the Lonicera Medical Centre said? "Our care is a promise and a threat"?


    "You'd better not be fucking with meee—aaah!!"


    Brittle branches and vines winding their way up the vent tickle my legs, then cut holes into my already torn leggings. After a few too many close calls of nearly having my eyes poked out, I'm caught in a sturdy pile of foliage that slows my fall and supports my weight—but for how much longer?


    Dim light struggles to shine through the green, and before I know it, my body exits the vent. The floor is in sight. The vines making up my unconventional seat only need to carry me a tiny bit longer. Don't tear, don't tear, don't tear—


    Snap.


    "Fuuu—!"


    With all my luck used up, I hit the floor covered in branches, landing on my tailbone. A shock jolts up my spine, delivering a bout of nausea as the CD cases scatter around me.


    "Ack!"


    Not my best day performance-wise, but given the circumstances, I'll rank survival slightly higher on my list of priorities.


    The ceiling tile I fell through snaps back into place without a sound, closing the vent and cutting leaves into halves that sway as they fall down.


    «Welcome to Sanctuary 17223.»


    "Seventeen, twenty-two, three?" I groan.


    Róisín suppresses a cough. «This is all I can do. The rest is up to you, Test Subject Lambda.»


    "'Test Subject'? What're you talking about?"


    There's no response.


    "Hey," I try again. "Come on, don't leave me—" A glance at my phone confirms it's all out of juice. "—hanging."


    Great. What kind of weird cult am I stuck in now without battery, without a guide, and most importantly, without a soundtrack?


    I lean on my side and pick up one of the CD cases. Oh, hey, it's the band that ripped off Clarice's Space Girls and definitely not the other way around.


    On second thought, maybe silence is the appropriate choice of background noise in an abandoned hospital's secret underground facility.


    Holding my breath to push through the slowly subsiding pain, I stand up and shield my eyes from the flickering ceiling lights. Plant stems squeeze through cracks all over. Thick branches hold floor panels in places where they definitely shouldn't be. It's more of an obstacle course than a "facility".


    The path behind me is blocked off by a hole so wide no amount of momentum would let me reach the other side. It's dizzying. Empty more so than deep. Like there's nothing once you jump in. It doesn't feel real.


    Must be the fear talking. Note to self: exposure therapy did not cure my aversion to heights and flying.


    That leaves only one direction to begin my search for the doll—and for an exit, because I highly doubt I'm leaving through where I came from.


    "Yo," I call out, dodging branches and awkwardly climbing over tilted floor and wall panels. "Anyone there? Anything?"


    After turning the corner, I make my way for a door almost seamlessly blending in with the walls to my right. No label, no handle. But hidden under a cluster of leaves is an interactive terminal, and as I approach, lines of green text appear on its screen.
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