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Luca sat looking at the projection on the wall. His wrist ached, forcing him to get up and pace to charge the watch which projected the images. Pacing always led him to a coughing fit. Hard to concentrate when your lungs were trying to push themselves up your throat. If the air wasn’t so thick with pollution, it would be easier to move around. Shoving his hand into his pocket, he counted the pills, pinching each one with his fingers. Because he had his brother as a dependent, there was no way he could possibly make them last for both of them for the next two weeks. He considered cutting them in half but that wouldn’t work, even if he had twice the amount it wouldn’t be possible unless he rationed them better. Without the medicine, it knocked hours if not days off their lives and they were both too young to die.

He stared at the projection on the wall again. Luca’s likes moved up a little, so the video was good but not great. The likes and followers he managed to catch were enough to increase his stipend by only two Digicred, which were worth at least four Govcreds. That might get him more pills but was still not enough to last until the Govcreds paid out. It certainly wasn’t enough to get him into the competition for the BioDome. He couldn’t quite figure out how those people got in but then again, he didn’t know how Marcus managed to get everything the government withheld for credits either.

The coughing started as he covered his mouth with his elbow to stifle it and clicked the button on his watch to clear the display. Walking down the hall, he checked on his younger brother, Warren, before throwing a pill into his mouth, biting it in half, and spit half back into his hand. Warren would get a complete pill, but Luca would have to do without. Maybe next year when his brother went from a dependent to the working class, this would not be as much of a reality. Two full Govcred incomes might get them through, but he doubted it. The government still hadn’t recovered from the over-pollution scandal of 2036, when the world’s creditors and allies withdrew their financing and support causing the economic crash of 2041. The world never recovered.

Luca loved history, mostly the pictures of what the world looked like then, beautiful and green. Maybe he would have a nice house on a farm, spending hours outside in the sunshine. Now he existed on the fringe, the lowest of the low. For the sake of his brother, he was determined to rise out of these surroundings, placing himself in the running for the Arena. The Arena was the most popular show on the stream today and the only national show they were allowed. The only way to get an invite was to gain a huge following with likes numbers in the six-digit category, but he couldn’t seem to get his vids to go viral. Luca was desperate for the formula.

At the end of the hall, Luca spied the frail form of his mother. Looking at her now, it was hard to believe she’d managed to get through two pregnancies to produce two healthy sons. Luca’s father died when Luca was young. Maybe his father was 25 but his mom was fairly young when Luca was born. Luca couldn’t remember. His mother never married again but had Warren twelve years ago. They didn’t have the same father. Now, at the age of 41 herself, she was not long for this existence. He figured she had another few months and there was no way to quell her pain. His mother no longer received Govcreds because she couldn’t work and making videos to get likes was not an option. No one wants to see the pain of a dying woman.

For a moment, Luca wondered if he would ever get married or find someone who wanted to have children. Marriage was more for show and reliability than it was for procreating. Therefore, marriages took all forms. Luca couldn’t understand why someone would want to bring a baby into this world, including himself. There was something about a partner who wanted to always be around you that he found oddly comforting.

Breathing in deep caused more coughing. Luca’s eyes fell to the floor as he dragged himself to his room and flopped down on the bed. How was he ever going to get enough likes and follows for the Digicreds he needed to make it to the local Arena? Tomorrow, he would talk to Marcus and see if he could help. For now, he just needed rest.
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The sun rose over the gray sky, causing it to light up a shade of orangey brown. Deep reds shone across the brown clouds, which only added to the dead and dingy look of the scenery outside. The entire area smelled like rotten eggs, at least that was what people said. No one ate eggs anymore, at least no one Luca knew ate them. He had never seen a real egg, but Luca was well familiar with the smell and the look of the sky. 

Pictures in books showed the sky as blue with white fluffy clouds. Those were skies he had never seen in person. In fact, he was never allowed to be outside. They were remanded to the glass hallways, so they could get their sunshine but were better protected by the special glass from the UV rays and the pollution from the factories. 

Pictures from the BioDome had the same skies as the pictures in books, but they were masked by the lush vegetation and vines creeping up the sides of the walls. The sun shone in around his Block, but the Dome had fresh fruits and veggies, wonderfully recycled air to breathe and all the comforts one would love to have to live a nice, long life. People in the Dome lived to be at least a hundred, with their filtered air, natural surroundings, UV protections, and medical technology. 

The Dome was the only escape for someone from Luca’s Block. Those younger than sixteen had some other options because they could seek specialized training, but he was far too old to specialize now. He was doomed to shred and burn the money and papers from years past and smelt down all the coins for the metals they contained. It wasn’t necessarily entertaining work, but it was different from day to day depending on his assignment. 

Unfortunately, it was also toxic and without the Digicreds, he couldn’t afford all the protective gear he needed . It wouldn’t be long before his pollution poisoning was far too advanced to stay indoors for work. As one succumbed, the government gave you jobs outside of the glass walls and the protections those walls afforded. Scroungers rarely lasted more than a few months outside before being bed-ridden.

This was why he insisted his brother specialize whether he liked it or not and he had an affinity for the computers and electronics, both of which would keep him out of the burners and the mines even if it didn’t afford him anymore Govcreds. Everyone was treated equally outside of the Dome, regardless of skills and specialization but learning specific skills allowed you access to many different advantages. Doctors had access to the stores of rationed medicine, and it wasn’t unheard of for small portions of shipments to disappear. Computer companions and designers often had access to code and could change things in the system. Many botanists and scientists as well as doctors were allowed to work within the BioDome itself allowing them to breathe clean air and walk among actual plants for at least part of the time. 

Luca only saw pictures and videos of things like that. Those were the ones he liked the most.

Those inside the Dome itself lived in the lap of luxury and offered Digicred for entertainment. Every one of them was wealthy beyond reason and most had inherited their wealth. Without the need to worry about the struggle, the people in the Dome decided what tasks were to be completed and where things should be extended and ultimately, who made it into the Arena Showdown. 

Dome dwellers tried to put on the disguise of democracy, at least in the beginning. It was supposed to be a lottery but after the first few years, they did away with the lottery, upping the stakes for competitors. The reasoning – to ensure the contestants had the fire inside them to make the arena more entertaining. No, applicants had to make it through a local, regional, and national tournament before entering the BioDome finals. Everyone else was forced to watch by default as there was only one stream available, at least to those who didn’t know how to hack the system.

Hackers were criminals of the highest order, guilty of treason against the state, and when caught, which was rare due to their own set of skills, they were often sentenced to death without a trial. There was no due process here, only the popular vote. Black market Govcreds, medicine, and, as Luca hoped, likes and followers were in high demand and short supply. 

It was easy to let your mind wander during long days at the Burners, but Luca had allowed it to wander for too long and almost missed the call for the end of his shift. As he worked his way back to his quarters, the thought of traitors brought his mind back around to Marcus. People like Marcus kept the world spinning in a different way, where scandal and exchanges were the currency. He had no need of medicine, but Luca never understood why. Today, Luca would appeal to Marcus for help, which would be dangerous and difficult.

To find Marcus, Luca would have to go outside.Luca’s chest tightened at the thought of having to choose between food and medicine for the three of them. A pit dropped in his stomach and his features distorted in the pain and anguish in anticipation of the decision in just a few days. These thoughts forced him forward with his plan.

Today, he planned to video himself risking his longevity for a trip outside the Block. If he didn’t get caught or give up where he found Marcus, the video should garner more success than his last one as people would not believe he had the gall to risk his life for the sake of likes and follows, telling Luca the real currency had nothing to do with credits. Videos of the outside were rare and worth every effort. If he could catch a sunset or sunrise, this would make the risk worth it as these were the rarest videos on the stream, always garnering likes and follows in mass.

Maybe he didn’t need Marcus. If this was his plan, Luca may be able to gain the following he needed on his own. Then again, it was one video and people were fickle. He would have to come up with something equally great every day this week to keep his following. Unsure of his abilities to continue to wow an audience, he vested his odds back into Marcus.

Grabbing the old and brittle breathing mask from something his mother termed, “The destruction of the world,” he headed toward the recessed doorway leading outside. This one door in his wing did not have an alarm, which seemed odd. Luca assumed someone deactivated it long before they moved into these quarters,but he couldn’t know for certain. He remembered being pulled from this doorway when he was younger.His father was so afraidof the effects living here would have on him. Now Luca understood his father’s concerns, who hadn’t lived past 35, commonplace for men without specialization. Luca refused to resign himself to the same fate despite having no acclimation for any skills.

Placing the mask and taking a deep breath, he pushed the door open. Pullingthe extra shirt from his pack, Luca tucked in between the frame and the door, keeping the door from completely closing and locking. Hopefully, no one would notice. If someone pulled it out, he would be stuck out here until one of the transports came back in the evening, but his absence would be noticed at work and at home.

The sun was starting to dip down below the horizon. He knew his chance was now if he ever had one. Racing along the wall so as not to be seen by the guard, Luca moved into an open space where you could get to old city streets and buildings. A daring photo from here would definitely catch attention and as long as it was only one, the guard would leave him alone too. Using his watch, he moved back toward the cracked and faded pavement, snapping a dozen photos in quick succession as the sun began to drop, turning the sky an unusual color somewhere between burgundy and burnt orange.

Stumbling backward off a curb, he caught himself luckily without injury. Snapping two dozen more shots, he watched as the sun made it mostly down. Now he could walk along the ruins without being caught. Darkness was the only way to hide from the guard. Pulling a sheet of paper from his pack,he followed the instructions someone had given his father years ago. It took almost an hour to get to the old warehouse.

Luca looked at the amazing sight. The tiny warehouse was dwarfed by the large BioDome behind it. He could actually see green plants inside it as the glass reflected what little moonlight one could see through the discolored sky. The Dome dominated the horizon on this side of town, stretching as far as Luca could see in either direction.

When he was little, he didn’t remember it being this big, but he did hear you could get on construction crews to make the BioDome bigger. Though he’d often wondered if that were the case, why didn’t everyone get to live inside?

Luca shook his head at his own ridiculous thoughts. Recovering from the awe, breathing in hard, he continued to the warehouse’s doorway. There were dim lights on inside, but not enough to prevent most of the place from being blanketed in darkness. If he remembered, he was supposed to follow the lights overhead, the ones he could see were lit. His steps echoed as he proceeded up the concrete steps onto the second floor.

“Hello?” Luca’s voice bounced off every hard surface. “Hello?”

Some parts of the concrete floor had holes where the rusted rebar was clearly visible.A few holes were big enough for an entire group of people to fall through. Others you couldn’t see until you were right in front of them. Luca maneuvered through the maze of obstacles carefully, arriving at yet another staircase to take him up to the third floor.

Arriving at another landing, Luca grabbed his flashlight off his belt. It was too dark now for even the tiniest hint of light to make a difference.

“Hello?” he called out again in desperation.

Worry filled his chest as the thought this was no longer a meeting spot or tradingpoint crossed through his mind. Panic welled up, choking him.

“Shhhhh!” someone whispered. “Don’t be so loud. The sensors may hear you and attract the guard!”

Luca slapped his hand over his mouth as he moved toward where he thought the voice came. He reached a wall and no one appeared to be hiding around it. The echo in this room was hard to track, and, in some ways, Luca imagined that very reason was the logic behind the choice. Hard to be caught if you’re chasing echoes.

“Over here, dummy!”the voice whispered again.

This time, they flashed a light on and off to signal their location.Luca’s legs tried to jump into a run, but his gut told him to take it slow and keep alert.

“I’m looking for Marcus,” Luca whispered back. The light flickered two more times as if in response. “Are you Marcus?”

With no discernible response to the question, Luca moved across the room toward the location of the light. As he drew near, it flashed again, blinding him. Someone grabbed his arm. He flailed in the direction of the hand but couldn’t seem to shake it. Stifling a scream, another hand clapped over his mouth.

“Shut up and hold still, stupid.” The breath of the stranger was hot on his ear, but Luca refused to give up.

Struggling more against whoever had him, he whipped his head back and side to side, trying to inflict harm. The hand released his arm and for a moment, he thought it worked.Click. Click. The cold barrel now rested on his temple. With that action, he froze, raising his hands in front of him, still unable to face his attacker because they pinned Luca around his shoulders.

“That’s better,” said the voice. “I was hoping we could stay civil but it’s clear you aren’t a guard which means you’re here for something specific. Tell me your business with Marcus.”

Luca noticed the voice was distinctly female. Was this someone who screened Marcus’ visitors? If she was his personal guard, he chose well.

“I am here to see Marcus,” Luca said quietly. “You already said that. What is your business with Marcus?” the woman said.

“I’d like to discuss that with Marcus if I could,” Luca replied.

The guard pushed Luca forward and he knew better than to fight with a gun in play. They arrived at another set of stairs, which they climbed slowly backward. It was all he could do to keep his balance as each foot reached up for the next tread. Luca concluded going backward was precautionary to keep him from pushing her down the stairs. When they reached the final floor, holes in the ceiling revealed the moon almost clearly visible. The guard whipped him around, catching his leg and forcing him to tumble to the floor and sending him sliding across the concrete with the sheer force of the movement. Nothing appeared to halt his progress as he headed for a hole in the floor big enough to swallow him. Desperately scrambling to catch hold of any object, his body flew over the edge of the expanse.Looking down, he saw this hole cut through every floor, and he screamed as he tumbled toward his death. Something yanked. His body lurched, hands grabbing above him, finding rebar to grasp but it wasn’t necessary. It only took him one look to see his jacket had caught the rebar and like a hook, it held him dangling.

Laughter echoed above him. A quick assessment showed him he was still on the fourth floor or between the fourth and third floors. Clapping accompanied the echoing laughter as he saw the guard for the first time, standing above him shaking in amusement. He couldn’t see her face; she was dressed all in black with a hood covering anything identifiable. The gun now rested on her hip and a pack on her back.

She wore gloves and was covered in fabric from the top of her head to her toes. Her clothing was loose, disguising her figure. Looking at her, he wouldn’t have guessed he was dealing with a woman. Her voice was the giveaway.

“This isn’t funny.” Luca barked up at her. “Are you going to help me out?”

“What is your business with Marcus?” she repeated, her voice more upbeat from the laughter.

“You’re not Marcus and I can only discuss my business with him.” Luca insisted whilehe was struggling to find another hold. His hands found only empty air. His jacket began to tear. He reached up. “Man, you are thick, aren’t you?” the woman placed her hands on her hips. “Of course, I’m Marcus. You found me here, didn’t you?”

Luca started to panic as the sound of tearing fabric echoed again. “What do you mean, ‘of course you’re Marcus?’ You’re female.”

“Marcus is just the code name used for the underground. Didn’t someone explain that to you? Dear God, how did you even get this far?” She started laughing again.

Luca strained to pull himself up by his jacket, but he didn’t have the arm strength. Every time he jolted back down, the sounds of ripping told him he was one inch closer to dying.

“It’s been almost 15 years. I haven’t dared to venture out before today because I need your help.” Luca’s voice strained from panic and exertion.

“Who brought you out here before?” she asked, kneeling down.

“My father. He came out to get help once.At least once that I know of.” Luca pulled up again.

“I guess you pass the test then...for now,” she said, reaching down and grabbing his wrist.

Together, they managed to get him back onto the fourth floor. “If you hadn’t struggled so much, that would have been much easier,”she said, panting.“What is it you think you need?”

Luca groaned as he rolled over to his knees, taking off his pack and his jacket to inspect the damage. How would he explain it? Someone was going to notice.

“Come on. I don’t have all night and I’d wager, you don’t either. Your window is narrowing by the second.” She pushed her sleeve off her wrist to reveal her watch and her skin tone, which was tanned but not too dark.

“So, Marcus is just a name?” Luca struggled to process everything from the last ten minutes.

“Do you really have time for us to rehash this?” she asked.

“Do I get to know your real name?” Luca asked.

“Marcus is my real name, at least as far as you’re concerned. If you come out here multiple times,you will probably see me changefaces many times.Rest assured, you have found Marcus.”

“Fine. Is there somewhere safer we can talk?

Somewhere you can’t shove me in a hole if you don’t like what I have to say?” Luca rose to his knees.

Grabbing his arm, she helped him up. “This way.” She motioned with her head. “We can talk back at the desk on the third floor. Don’t mistake my kindness for weakness. If I don’t like what you have to say, or I figure out you’re a spy, I’ll shoot you.”

“Thanks...I think.” It sounded weak,but it was all Luca could think to say.

“No problem,” she said as she trotted down the stairs. “Anything I can do to help the cause.”

“What cause?” he asked, watching her carefully. “Never mind.” She brushed off the question as she showed him back to where the light was. “Sit, talk, convince me not to kill you.”

“I need your help.” Luca started.

She sighed loudly.“I think we’ve established that. Be direct. Don’t waste my time.”

Luca released a slow breath. He didn’t want to snap at her. She appeared to have little patience. “I need help to get into the arena...and I need some meds...for my little brother...”

“Save me the sob story!”she replied, breathing out in exasperation. “I’ve heard it all already. Just be honest and don’t waste my time.”

“They’d really be for my little brother, Warren. He’s not quite old enough to work in the trades yet and I’m trying to get him to specialize. My mom is too sick to work. So, I need help.”

“That sounds about right for the plea. Not that it’s original. I’ll see what I can do but it will depend how many Digicreds you have or the information you have to share.” She chuckled as she sat casually on the desk. “Now, I am more interested in the unusual request. You need help getting into the arena? Aren’t you a little old to compete?”

Luca stared at her. “There is no age limit for entry.

Only likes, follows,and Digicreds for supplies.” He scoffed.

“Okay, okay.” She raised her hands to indicate surrender. “Don’t get snippy.So, what exactlydo you think we can do to help you?”

“Don’t you have access to an entire network of stolen ID’s and fake people? I need you to use them to get me more likes and follows.” Luca said.

“What makes you think we would expose ourselves like that for you?” she hissed.

“Because I know you bet on the games. You all run a racket. And I can tell you, because of my age, I will be the underdog, but I will win, no matter what it takes. I guarantee you I will advance all the way to the end.”

She chuckled maniacally, sending chills down Luca’s spine. Raising her hands, he braced himself for the kill shot but instead, she removed her hood. Now he saw her face. She had tan skin in patches on her face too, but something happened to her. Half her head didn’t grow hair, and it looked like part of her scalp had been cut open or cut off. He recognized scarring from the grafts necessary to close the wounds. Another scar ran down the opposite cheek. Her nose was crooked, and her chin looked like it was broken once but not set right for it to heal. Based on her basic facial structure, tone and what would have been mostly symmetrical features, he gauged she was once a very attractive young woman.

“This is what happens if you make it to the end. Are you prepared for that journey?” her tone was flat and serious.

Luca wasn’t sure what to say. He just stared at her trying to take in what she might mean.How could fighting with a hologram do that to someone?

“Well, I’ll take your proposal back to the others. The meds I can almost guarantee. But the other thing, the cost will be greater than what you can probably afford. It’s too risky for it to be cheap. You’ve got a good start based on those photos.” She nodded at his watch. Instinctively, he threw his hand over it to hide the pictures he took. “Just don’t post any from different angles and don’t post more than maybe half a dozen. If they think you did more than open a door and snap pics before it closed, they’ll track you down. You can bet on that.” He tilted his head at her and gave a slight nod to show he understood. “Come back here two nights from now. That should give us enough time to consider your...proposal.”
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Luca sat at the desk, looking at his watch. Did two nights mean he was supposed to come back tomorrow? The instructions were a little vague. Two nights from the night he first arrived would be today but two nights from the following night would be tomorrow. He didn’t want to wait until tomorrow, so he took a chance and sat waiting for her. After an hour, he was worried he might have been wrong. Then, something moved below him. Luca held his breath, moving to hide behind the desk. Voices whispering conversations he could not understand echoed up the steps along with the sounds of heavy boots. The guards were coming up the stairs. Getting caught here would definitely mean prison, which also meant he would lose any chance at making it to the Dome Arena.

Luca moved to hide under the desk, knowing it would not be a good enough hiding spot, but he couldn’t just wait for his fate out in the open. This was the only furniture in the place, making it conspicuous but it was dark wood and dark on this floor making it hard to see from the stairs. The space was small and cramped, made even more so because it was pushed up against a column. As the group reached the landing, Luca heard one of them issue orders, followed by echoes of thumping boots around the room.

Holding his breath, heart racing, eyes darting around the space for a possible get away. The steps were closing in and almost to his hiding spot. Just when he resigned himself to a gun shoved in his face,he noticed a hole at the very bottom of the desk. It was only big enough for a finger to fit and it appeared to lead into the space that should house drawers, but the drawers were pushed up against the column. Sliding his finger in, the side of the desk moved. He looped his finger inside and pulled. It was a door. Smashing himself up against the opposite side of the desk, he managed to wedge it open far enough to see inside. It was a hiding hole, set cleverly in the floor.

Wiggling and twisting his body, he managed to get inside the hole and close the door.

Someone dropped down on the other side. Cramming inside the space, he realized it looked bigger than it actually was, but he needed to be patient and listen.

Holding his breath again, shouts bounced off the walls and floor. Were they going to move the desk? If they did, they would find him sitting in this hiding spot. He knew these people were great at camouflage and with that, he knew there had to be more to this hiding space. Guards weren’t completely stupid and would eventually move it out of the way. He had to get out of there, which meant looking for another exit. Risking everything, he clicked on his flashlight as quietly as possible and tried to use his hands and body to direct the light downward.

Shining the flashlight as he struggled to move around the space, he didn’t see any hatches and the floor seemed solid. He moved around checking the walls. The one behind him looked off but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Shifting for a better view, he noticed a few loose bricks. Slowly,he shifted the top brick until he could maneuver the bottom one to slide it across the floor.

Unstacking the two bricks and moving them aside, he poked his head through the opening to see what was on the other side.

It housed a ladder that dropped down at least a floor, cleverly masked in what he assumed was part of the column below. The space wasn’t large enough for him to crawl through with his pack on his back. He wriggled out of the shoulder strap, making the space even smaller. Then he pushed his feet through the hole and rolled over onto his stomach. As he slid, he could hear steps around him and more shouting, but the desk muffled the noises. He hoped it worked both ways.

The space was barely three feet across; his feet didn’t struggle to find a secure rung. Bracing himself,he grabbed his pack with one hand and slid it through the opening, placing it back on his back. If they moved the desk, they would follow him unless he replaced the bricks. Quietly and carefully, he balanced one foot on a rung and leaned his knee against the opposite wall to steady himself.

Stacking the bricks on top of one another again, he pulled them through sideways, until part of the bricks hung over the edge of the wall. Then he spun them slowly until they were flush with the inside wall. Now, it was completely dark inside the column. Luca pushed his body back to the ladder and clung to the rungs in the blackness.

A loud crash echoed through the temporary wall.

They had moved the desk. Would they see the bricks like he did? Which way should he go? Going up meant he might be stranded. Down would be closer to the exit.

Looking down, he carefully made his way back down and kept going until he reached the floor at the bottom of the ladder.

Knowing he had traveled much further down than the first floor of the old warehouse, he chanced turning on the flashlight again to check if anyone followed him. The column was empty, so Luca turned and shined the light to get an idea of his surroundings. There was only one way to go, and Luca doubted it would take him back home. One foot fell in front of the other, he aimed the light on the ground looking for traps and obstacles. The further away he moved from the ladder, the heavier the feeling in his stomach became. This was not what he wanted or needed.

His light started to dim, which didn’t make sense. The batteries in the flashlight were fresh. Luca began to run, needing to find the end before he found himself in the dark. The light flickered. Panic chokedLuca, heart beating out of his chest. Then...darkness.
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Luca sat on the dirt floor; arms wrapped around his knees as the tunnel grew colder. His watch had gone into sleep mode, so he had no idea how long he was stranded in the dark. Had someone at home already noticed his absence? His one day off was supposed to be his time to make vids or go shopping or the other mundane tasks they needed him to complete but instead, he was spending his day in a dark tunnel lost in a place he had never been. Swallowing down the panic, he decided to sleep. There was not much else he could do.

Luca’s eyes burst open. Footsteps and voices echoed down the tunnel. These steps were lighter, not combat boots of the guard. The conversation felt more playful than someone giving orders too. His watch, still in sleep mode, told him it was not morning yet. The voices were getting louder. Luca heard them laughing. They sounded young and fun. Lights appeared on one side of the tunnel, stinging his eyes. His hands reflexively covered his face as he adjusted to the new brightness.

The steps and voices stopped.Luca tried to focus on them but all he could see were dark, blurry figures. Just like in the old warehouse building, they trained the lights on his face to keep him from seeing them clearly. He ducked his head down to save his eyes from the lights.

“Shit, you are thick!” said a familiar female voice. 

“Who is it?” said a male.

“It’s arena boy,” the familiar voice said.

“This is arena boy? I thought you got rid of him. What is he doing down here?”the male responded.

“I’m not as easy to get rid of as you thought.”Luca groaned.

“He speaks. I thought he was sleeping.” said a high- pitched voice.

“I was told to meet. I came. You didn’t.” Luca coughed, leaning over to search his bag for more water.

“Well, he can’t be a plant. He has no idea what the guard schedule is,” said the male.

“Unless this is a trick. His ask was bigger than any I’ve ever heard. Still sounds like a trap,” said the female from his original meeting.

“Or he’s just that desperate,” said the high-pitched voice.

“I am that desperate. I wouldn’t have come out here if I wasn’t. To be honest, I was expecting you to give me meds for a price and then send me on my way, not turn me over to the guard.” Luca groaned as he rose to his feet. “My damn flashlight burned out and I got stuck. Can one of you point me toward home?”

The lights all clicked off in unison and the group was silent once again.Luca murmured under his breath, turning in the direction away from the group. A light clicked back on. Now a man stood in front of him. Broad shoulders and at least
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