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				Chapter 1

			

			“Ow! That hurts!”

			“Sorry, sire. I’ll be more careful. It’s just these arrows are a little tricky to get out. Just lie still for a minute longer. Just one more.”

			Pal took firm hold of the last arrow. How had they gotten so many right on target? Three straight into Sir Rajah’s backside? Good thing there was a lot of padding there or else he could have been badly hurt. He gave it a gentle twist…“You’re being very brave.”

			“Of course I am! Brave is my middle name! It’ll take a lot more than a…ow!”

			Pal held the final arrow up. “There! All done!”

			He tossed it onto the fire and rummaged around in his backpack. “We’re running low on food. We need to head into town and buy some more.”

			Faith poked the flames to get more life out of them. “With what? We haven’t gathered any treasure in weeks. All we’ve been doing is running away, like we did tonight.”

			“There were more of those skeletons than we could handle!” snapped Sir Rajah as he tried to pull up his pants. “And we did not run away. We carried out a tactical retreat! It’s not the same thing at all.” He scoffed. “Anyway, you wouldn’t understand such military terms.”

			“I understand that if we’d done what I suggested, hid among the trees, we wouldn’t have gotten surrounded,” replied Faith, sullenly.

			Rajah scoffed. “Hide? Like cowards? That’s not the way of heroes. True heroes face their enemies, stout in heart and sword in hand. Where is my sword?”

			Pal picked up the diamond blade. “Here you go, sire. Be careful with it. Heartbreaker’s looking a bit…crooked.”

			“Nonsense! This is still the greatest weapon in the realm!” Sir Rajah waved it in a big figure eight. “Those skeletons wouldn’t stand a chance now. I’d chop them up, reduce them to nothing but piles of bone dust!”

			“Of course you would. They just caught us unawares. They basically cheated. No skeleton mob could stand against the great Sir Rajah and the mighty Heartbreaker, sword of heroes!”

			“That’s right!” declared Sir Rajah, stabbing the air ferociously. “If they came now I’d slaughter them all! I’d—what was that?”

			There was a noise coming from outside the cast of the light from the campfire. Pal grabbed his own weapon, a crude and clumsy stone axe, and peered deeper into the darkness. Something was out there. They’d all heard the crack of a footstep on a brittle twig. The others stood, Sir Rajah moaning as he pulled his pants up over his injured buttocks. Faith stood beside him with her arrow nocked.

			Pal looked at his two companions. How had they ended up like this? They’d left the manor house with such ambitions. They were going to be heroes! They were set on defeating monsters, rescuing the needy, and gathering a towering treasure hoard. But it had degenerated quickly into nights sleeping in the rain, cold and frosty mornings, and bland kelp for meals. Who knew Sir Rajah would be so squeamish about killing animals for food? What he’d give for a few mutton chops right now.

			Maybe they needed to admit they weren’t up for it. Not everyone was destined to be a hero. They could pack up and go home. Lord Maharajah would take them back, wouldn’t he? Deep down he’d know his son wasn’t cut out for this life. He’d as much as admitted it to Pal the day they’d left.

			Pal tried to remember what his room back at the manor had looked like. What color had the blankets been on his bed? Red? Brown? Whatever the color, it had been warm and cozy.

			You’re just homesick. You’ll get used to it.

			Used to what? All this running and screaming? Sleeping every night with one eye open? Listening to Rajah and Faith arguing? Was it worth it?

			But what else are you good for? You’re a squire.

			That was right. His job was to be there for others. To keep Rajah going when things got tough, on nights like these. Pal glanced over his shoulder. Rajah gripped Heartbreaker tightly and was turning around in circles, eyes wide with fear and sweat glistening on his forehead.

			There was definitely something out there.

			He wished they were more like the Bravos. Now, that was a real bunch of heroes! He’d seen them a while back, returning from some quest, laden with gems and treasure, boasting of the mobs they’d defeated. They’d been clad in the best armor, their weapons bright and razor-sharp. The whole realm would be singing their saga soon. Rajah had grumbled, promising he’d bring back twice as much treasure on their next quest, and that had led them here, lost in the heart of a gloomy forest infested with skeletons and…something else.

			Pal took a double-handed hold on his axe, and the bow creaked as Faith drew the arrow fletching to her cheek.

			It was coming closer.

			What was it? Not a skeleton, that’s for sure. He could recognize their rattling plod by now. Not zombies, either. That had been an even bigger disaster than the skeletons. They’d been searching an ancient ruin, hoping for some forgotten treasure, but had taken too long. They’d only explored half the site before the sun had set and the darkness had been filled by an eerie groaning. The zombies had come shambling out of the surrounding ruins, woken by the moonlight. They’d been surrounded and it would have been the end for all three of them if not for Faith. She’d found an escape route, climbing up and over the ancient ruins, jumping the perilous gaps between buildings while the zombies gathered below. It had been close.

			“I see it,” said Faith.

			“See what?” he asked. “I don’t see…”

			Faith loosed an arrow into the darkness. There was a fierce, angry hiss and suddenly a massive green horror charged out of the darkness, hissing loudly as Faith shot a second arrow into it.

			“A creeper!” yelled Rajah. “Run!”

			But Faith had her third arrow already nocked. “We can beat it, Rajah! You have to stay and fight!”

			What should he do? The creature was practically upon them. Faith’s arrow flew wide as the creeper leapt over a fallen tree trunk.

			“Run!” yelled Rajah.

			“Fight!” cried Faith, drawing her last arrow.

			Run? Fight? Fight? Run?

			He didn’t know! Why had they ever left the manor?

			The creeper began hissing.

			Now, that was bad. Really bad.

			“He’s right! Run!” he yelled as he grabbed Faith’s arm, fouling her aim and sending her final arrow arching into the night sky. It didn’t matter; he’d make her more later. She glared at him, but he was already pulling her away frantically.

			Rajah was way ahead of them, fleeing deeper into the forest. This was the hero he’d sworn to follow? They’d abandoned all their belongings at the campsite!

			The hissing stopped.

			Pal glanced back. Maybe it had—

			The creeper came apart in the center of their camp, the shock wave obliterating everything, filling the small clearing with a blinding white glare. The power of the explosion tore trees from their roots, threw up a wave of dirt and debris, and lifted them all off their feet. Pal screamed as he lost hold of Faith, turning over and over, everything a blur, and then…wham! He hit the ground hard, dirt showered over him, and it all went black.
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				Chapter 2

			

			“How’s your head?” asked Pal as he joined Faith at the small table.

			“Still ringing after that creeper blowing up in front of me.” Faith rubbed her face. “And these eyebrows aren’t gonna grow back anytime soon.”

			How they’d made it back, he still didn’t know. The first thing he’d been aware of after the explosion was waking up in the small, wobbly bed they’d taken back at the inn. He’d heard Rajah downstairs complaining the mutton chops were cold and Faith arguing, again.

			Everything was back to how it normally was. Utterly shambolic.

			He’d gotten to work on his table. He’d taken out what materials he had packed and quietly started his labor, ignoring the shouts from below. Working with his hands, that was something he could do. Making things gave him a break from all the drama. For a little while, Pal did something…satisfying.

			Time to show the others the fruits of his labors.

			The inn was busy in the way cheap places made their profit, packing people in with the quantity of their food and drink rather than the quality. Faith sat at a table in the corner, but Rajah was nowhere to be seen. Probably stormed off in a huff over the lack of cushions.

			“These might cheer you up a little.” He dropped the arrows on the table. “A dozen for your quiver. For next time.”

			Faith grinned as she picked one up. “Nice work, Pal. Look at that fletching. You’re an artist, you know that?”

			“They’re just a handful of arrows, Faith. Nothing special.”

			She winced as she pricked her finger on the tip. “Next time we come across a creeper, we’ll finish it off well before it gets in range. I bet these arrows can shoot to the horizon.”

			Why was she making such a big deal over a bunch of arrows? They were just a few sticks, feathers, and chips of flint. Now, if he’d had some real materials, he could have made something special…

			They’d passed the smithy on the way into town. Glancing into the squat, soot-stained building, Pal had seen the smith working on a sword, one whose blade shone with diamonds. Now, that was artistry. The adventurer had handed over a heavy purse of emeralds for the smith’s work.

			Faith slid over a plate of roast chicken pieces. “They’re not bad.”

			He didn’t feel hungry but he munched as he idly scanned the crowd. “Where’s Sir Rajah?”

			“The market. He said he had to meet someone.”

			“Who?”

			Faith shrugged as she slid the arrows into her quiver. She raised her drumstick. “Here’s to our next escapade! May it bring us glory and gold!”

			“You’re in a cheery mood.”

			Faith winked at him. “Our luck’s gonna change. I can feel it, Pal. We’re just finding our feet. Of course there are gonna be a few setbacks to begin with. You don’t become heroes like Lord Maharajah overnight. I reckon he must have had a few failures to begin with. It makes the victories taste all the sweeter, eh?”

			“I’ll tell you when we’ve had one.”

			She nudged him. “Come on, Pal. This is just the beginning. I admit, Rajah’s not quite the chip off the old block I’d hoped for, but he’s got Heartbreaker. Didn’t his father use it to defeat the Ender Dragon?”

			“That’s how the story goes. But it’s a long story and Heartbreaker’s not the sword it once was. Have you heard how it rings when Rajah hits something with it? It doesn’t sound right. Sounds…wrong.”

			“It’s a diamond sword. You can’t get better than that.”

			Couldn’t you? He wasn’t so sure.

			“It needs repairing, that’s all I’m saying.”

			Faith sighed. “You’ll need diamonds, then?”

			And that was the problem, wasn’t it? They didn’t have any. They didn’t have much at all now. Rajah’s armor was falling apart, Heartbreaker was going blunt, and all he could manage was making a pile of arrows. They weren’t going to be conquering any great fortresses with such a pathetic collection of arms. He finished off the drumstick and tossed it to a stray cat lurking at the edge of the market square. It grabbed it in its all-but-toothless jaw and scampered off. That’s what they were, toothless scavengers fighting for scraps.

			“You’ve got that look again,” said Faith. She put her arm over his shoulders. “Things will turn around, you just see.”

			“When, Faith? Don’t you get tired of waiting?”

			“You just need to—look. The boss is back and it seems like he’s found a friend.”

			Rajah wove his way through the market crowd. He looked…odd. He was smiling, actually grinning, and that wasn’t normal. He was hauling another man alongside him. A merchant by the looks of him. Rajah pushed a couple of locals aside and dropped himself and his companion on the bench. Rajah’s eyes shone brightly. “I’ve found our next quest. And this is the big one.” He nudged the man beside him. “This is the Mapmaker.”

			The Mapmaker tipped his hat. “Good evening. What a pleasure, nay, honor it is to meet you all.”

			“Show them what you have,” said Rajah.

			The Mapmaker sat up straight, all proud and pompous. “What I am about to show you has been passed down from the ancient times. It is a clue to a fortune that outshines all others. You succeed in this quest, my friends, and you’ll be more than heroes, you will be legends.”

			“Just show us what you’ve got,” said Pal. He sounded like another con man. Somehow they all seemed to gather around Rajah, as if they could smell his naïveté. They’d lost plenty already to one trickster or another.

			The Mapmaker seemed to notice Pal’s wariness, and he cleared his throat as he reached into his bag. “This is an authentic map, my good friends.”

			The map was a ragged sheet of yellowed tissue paper. The Mapmaker took great care in unfolding it, but his action was still too sharp and the sheet looked ready to crumble apart. Faith drew a nearby candle closer. “So what have we got? Another treasure map?”

			Rajah shook his head. “The treasure map.”

			Pal gazed over it. The ink was long faded, and the language unfamiliar, but he could make out a few details. A river, some mountains, a swamp, and a great city. “A map to where?”

			Rajah slowly lowered his finger to the city, drawn in faded red ink. “Castle Redstone.”
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				Chapter 3

			

			Pal tapped the wrinkled paper laid out between them. “Another one? Come on, sire. The man’s clearly another fraudster and this? Just another clever fake.”

			Rajah glared at him. “I indulge your familiarity because of my father’s fondness toward you, Pal. But I am the leader of this group, I make the decisions, and don’t you forget it.”

			“Did you tell him who you are?”

			“Of course. Why should I not?”

			“Then he knows, sire. He knows how much this means to you, to your family. Don’t let him swindle you. We need to have more sense.”

			The Mapmaker sighed, a little theatrically if truth be told. He began folding up his map. “If you do not believe in its authenticity, then there are other prospective buyers. I bid you good evening.”

			Rajah grabbed the man’s sleeve as he stood. “Just hold on, good sir. There is no one here who doubts the map’s authenticity. None of any worth, that is.”

			“Sire, I’m just trying to protect you. This man is just—”

			“Enough! I said enough!” Rajah leaned over the table, his eyes burning. “Who is in charge here? Tell me.”

			Pal knew he should stand up to him, just once. Rajah was still a boy with just a few wispy hairs on his chin, trying to be a big man in a world that didn’t care. Pal had been around, and he knew that people like Rajah just got eaten up, unless someone protected them. Hadn’t that been exactly what Lord Maharajah had asked him to do? To look out for his son?

			“Well?” asked Rajah.

			“You, sire.” Pal couldn’t help himself. He’d spent too many years being a servant to defy him. He wasn’t like Faith.

			“And don’t you forget it, squire.”

			What could he do? Pal saw the triumph in the Mapmaker’s eyes. The swindler could sit there all plump and happy, knowing that whatever Pal said, whatever Pal tried, would fall on deaf ears. The only thing Rajah could hear now were the words “Castle Redstone.”

			Pal wished he’d never heard the name. It was becoming a curse.

			The Mapmaker straightened out his sleeves as he sat back down. “As you can see, the map is very old, very fragile. It is, I will admit, imperfect. The left corner has been damaged, the details blurred. But this is a map that leads to Castle Redstone, I swear it. The doom of many a great hero. How many parties have ventured off into the wilderness to try to find it? The heart of an ancient, long-forgotten civilization. Masters of a technology we nowadays barely comprehend. The secrets of redstone.”

			Rajah, captivated, drew his fingers ever so gently over the parchment. “My father spent half his life looking for it. A man who found the End, defeated the Ender Dragon itself, but never came close to Castle Redstone. Look at the script, Pal. It comes from those ancient times.”

			“If you say so, sire.”

			Rajah darted him an angry look, but then returned to the map. “It confirms some of the story my father told me. Across the uncharted sea, here is the swamp, there is the pass through Lightning Ridge. Think about it! If we reach the castle, imagine what treasures we’d find!”

			But there was more to it than that. Rajah lived in his father’s shadow. After all, who hadn’t heard of the great Lord Maharajah? What must it be like, being the son of the realm’s greatest hero? If there was a chance for him to prove himself, then this was it. Finding Castle Redstone. If this map wasn’t, like the five before it, a fake. But maybe Faith was right and their luck was turning. It’s just that Pal had given up hoping.

			“I want it,” said Rajah.

			Of course you do. And you’re a fool.

			The Mapmaker smiled indulgently. “Nothing would give me greater pleasure than giving it to the son of the esteemed hero of the realm. But this was not easily acquired. You would not believe the expense. Shocking, really.”

			“Just get to the price,” said Pal.

			The Mapmaker leaned over the table. “I can get whatever there is here, in the market. That is whatever is grown, produced, and manufactured in the Overworld. But there are greater treasures in other realms.” He waved his hands airily. “Places only heroes could hope to survive. That’s where you will find netherite.”

			“You want to be paid in netherite?” cried Pal. “Are you serious?”

			The Mapmaker shrugged, his hand reaching for the map. “If it’s too dangerous…”

			But Rajah slapped his hand onto the map. “Wait.”

			What was he doing? Pal leaned over the table. “There’s only one place you get netherite, and that’s in the Nether, sire. You think life is tough here? That’s nothing compared with what lurks in the Nether.”

			“Those dangers have been exaggerated, Pal.”

			“Even your father feared going into the Nether.”

			As soon as he said it, Pal realized his mistake. There was no better way of getting Rajah to agree to do a thing than by telling him his father hadn’t. He turned to Faith, but she was gazing at the map, too, the eagerness clear in the way her eyes shone. She wanted grand adventure, and that was exactly what a trip into the Nether would be. If they survived.

			Which they wouldn’t.

			He needed them to see sense. “Look, Mr. Mapmaker, can you give us a moment? Go get yourself a slice of cake.”

			Pal could see the Mapmaker was starting to get anxious. They both knew that the longer they talked, the more likely they would see sense and turn down the deal. The Mapmaker collected the map reluctantly, stood up, and bowed. “I shall leave you to your discussion, but I have other buyers eager for my wares.”

			Pal waited till he was deep in the market crowd. “It’s too dangerous. We barely survived our trip into the forest. We’ve had our backsides kicked by a bunch of rattlebones. What makes you think we would fare any better in the Nether?”

			“How much worse can it be?” asked Faith.

			“Oh, believe me, much, much worse.” Where to begin? He knew all the tales; so did Rajah. “It’s the dark realm separate from ours, and ruled by monsters. If the blazes don’t get you, the piglins will.”

			Faith laughed. “Piglins? They sound cute.”

			“They are anything but cute. The whole place is flooded by lava. We’re not ready to go to the Nether.”

			Rajah banged his fist on the table. “When will we be ready? When we’re clad in diamond armor? When we’ve got buckets of potions? Are draped in enchanted items? All that comes after, Pal. After we’ve won great victories, after we’ve conquered mighty bastions and covered ourselves in glory! The map’s authentic, I’ve seen enough fakes now to recognize the real thing. This is our chance, Pal. Our chance to make names for ourselves, instead of living under the shadow of my father’s.”

			“You don’t have to follow in his footsteps, sire. Be your own man. You don’t need to chase after this hero stuff. Not everyone’s cut out for it.”

			Rajah’s gaze darkened. “What are you trying to say? That I’m not cut out to be a hero?”

			“Er…your talents may lie elsewhere, that’s all I’m saying. We just, er, need to find out what they are.”

			“Listen to your squire, Rajah. He’s talking sense.”

			Who said that? Pal spun on his stool and saw there was a group gathered around the table beside them.

			Oh no.

			The Bravos. The realm’s toughest, most successful band of heroes. Each one clad in the best armor, polished so brightly they all seemed to sparkle. Their weapons rested on the table, or hung from their belts, and each one was the work of a master craftsman. Their leader, Sir Tyrus, raised a mutton chop. “Stick to roughing up sheep, though I hear you run from them, too. What is it? Their bleating a bit too terrifying?”

			“I’m allergic to wool!” snapped Rajah.

			Pal sighed. “I really wish you hadn’t said that.”

			The Bravos sat there, stunned into silence. Then they erupted into laughter and bleating. One got up and began prancing around, pretending to be a sheep. Another began running around the table, terrified. It didn’t take two guesses to realize who he was imitating.

			“Come on, let’s go. I’ve found a place for us to sleep. The landlord’s set up some beds in the barn, and the horses seem friendly enough.”

			“I’m not sleeping in a barn!” snapped Rajah.

			“It’s all we can afford, sire. Please, let’s go.”

			“Baa! Baa! Baaaa!” cried the Bravos. “Look! They’re running away already! Baaaa!”

			Pal took hold of Rajah’s arm. “Come on, sire.”

			He resisted, just for a moment, to look back at the Bravos. What did Rajah see? He stiffened, and Pal knew it was jealousy. What else could it be? The Bravos were everything they weren’t. Pride and common sense warred behind Rajah’s dark eyes. There was that awful thought, always uppermost in Rajah’s mind and the one that had led him, led them, into trouble over and over again.

			What would Father do?

			Rajah’s hand fell upon the hilt of Heartbreaker.

			The Bravos fell silent. A stool leg scraped upon the cobblestones and Sir Tyrus put his own palm upon the haft of his keen-edged axe. The weapon was sharp, notched from a hundred battles, and could decapitate three zombies with a single swipe. It was old, hard iron, nothing like Heartbreaker, but it had served Sir Tyrus a lifetime. It didn’t have a name, but it was a weapon to be afraid of.

			Rajah’s hand slipped from his sword hilt. “Let’s go find that…barn. I’m tired.”

			Phew. He’d seen sense, just in time. This wasn’t running away, this was a tactical retreat. “Come on, Faith.”

			She didn’t move. She sat there, glowering at the Bravos. “They’re nothing but bullies. We should teach them a lesson.”

			“Another time, okay? Rajah’s not fully healed.”

			Reluctantly, very reluctantly, she stood up. “Okay, Pal. Another time.”

			The barn wasn’t far. They’d rest up and make new, sensible plans for tomorrow. None of this Nether nonsense. Try to lower their ambitions. Start small and work their way up.

			“Baaaa.”

			Rajah stopped dead.

			Pal tugged him along, but he wasn’t budging.

			“Baaaa. Baaaa.”

			Why oh why did this have to happen to him tonight? All he wanted was something to eat, a safe warm place to sleep, and maybe something warm for breakfast. Was that too much to ask?

			“Baaaa.”

			Apparently it was.

			Rajah turned around. “What did you say?”

			Sir Tyrus stood up. “You heard. Now shuffle along, boy. This area is for the grown-ups.”

			“I am no child. My name is Rajah and I am the son of Lord—”

			“Who cares? If your sword arm was as active as your mouth then perhaps you’d amount to something but, and I speak for everyone here, no one is interested in that windbag of a father of yours. All those adventures he had?” Sir Tyrus snapped his fingers. “Just tales he paid the bards to spread. I wouldn’t be surprised if has plenty of arrow wounds in his backside, too, from all the running away he must have done. That’s what you’ve inherited, boy. His cowardice.”

			That was a big mistake. Sir Tyrus could have gotten away with throwing muck at Rajah, but not with throwing it at his father.

			Rajah drew Heartbreaker from his sheath. “You take that back.”

			“And if I don’t?”

			“We settle it right here, right now, and find out who the real coward is.”

			Sir Tyrus grinned as reached for his axe. “I’d like nothing better.”
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				Chapter 4

			

			They’d cleared the marketplace pretty quickly. The locals packed themselves among the stalls that lined the perimeter, leaving a large, empty space. An arena. The Bravos gathered in one corner, clustered around their leader. Sir Tyrus was taking big swings with his axe and even from here, above the hubbub and chatter, Pal heard it whistling through the air.

			Meanwhile here they were, in the opposite corner, pale and just a little bit terrified.

			Rajah swallowed hard, then began his stretches. “Just because he’s bigger, stronger, faster, and more experienced than me doesn’t mean he’s going to win.”

			“We need to use his strengths against him,” said Faith.

			They both turned to her.

			“How?” said Rajah, his voice quivering with desperate hope.

			“I don’t know, it’s just a thing people say, when the hero faces some undefeatable monstrosity, isn’t it? He’s got to have a weakness. Pal, don’t make it too obvious, but check out his knees.”

			“His what?”

			“His knees. Maybe they’re fragile. A weak spot. After all, they need to support a whole load of muscle.”

			Pal looked over, then shook his head. “His legs are like tree trunks.”

			“Victory is inevitable,” declared Rajah as he drew Heartbreaker. “My father’s sword will not fail me in my hour of need.”

			Not for the first time Pal wished he’d never set eyes on that weapon. Heartbreaker. Who gives names to weapons? Why? Tyrus’s axe had no name and didn’t seem any lesser for it. The trouble with putting names on weapons was you expected them to do all the hard work for you, conveniently forgetting it was the person behind them that made them what they were. In this case, legends.

			But Heartbreaker’s legend had been made a long time ago. Pal winced as Rajah took a couple of big swipes. Was it his imagination or was the blade a little…wobbly?

			“We could always apologize,” he said.

			“For what? He insulted my father!” snapped Rajah. “The man who practically raised you!”

			Raised me as a servant. I never got to sit at the table, did I? Raised me to do his bidding, and now yours.

			Why didn’t he just leave? Why drag himself along from one peril to another, wading through the mud and thickets on some fresh, foolish quest? What difference did it make to him if Rajah succeeded or failed? If they sang of Rajah’s exploits around the campfires and in the manor houses, was his name ever mentioned? Of course not. You couldn’t share glory without diminishing it. And Rajah needed to hang on to every scrap of glory he could, paltry nuggets of copper against the great golden ingots of his father’s. That was it, wasn’t it? Pal had nothing to measure up to, so he never bothered. He expected nothing of himself, so he didn’t try. Why even attempt to climb? The height will make you dizzy. You’re not used to being anything except down on the bottom rung, holding the ladder steady for others.

			That’s all you’re good for.

			Maybe. Maybe.

			What could he do about it? Leave tomorrow. Just as the sun came up. Make a life of his own. But right now he was needed. Pal looked over Rajah’s armor. The straps of the chest plate needed new stitches, but they’d hold for now. And the helmet? That dent should have been knocked back out ages ago but they never seemed to get the chance. Too late now. All he needed was the right tools and some better materials, then he could have crafted Rajah a real suit of armor…

			Someone approached them through the eager crowd. “Well? Are you ready?”

			It was…what was her name? Lady Payne? Sir Tyrus’s right-hand woman. She gestured over her shoulder to her waiting companions. “The boss wants to finish his dinner and it’s getting cold.”

			Rajah shoved the helmet on. “What, er, what are the rules again?”

			“Rules?” Payne frowned, then laughed. “This is going to be so much fun.”

			Pal watched her walk back, heart sinking. This wasn’t about winning anymore, this was about surviving. He didn’t want Rajah getting hurt too badly. But maybe this could be a good thing. Finally make it clear that this wasn’t the life for them, any of them. They could then head home
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