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      Mum and I play Dungeons and Dragons every Friday after I come home from university. It was her idea, I swear.

      There’s no game board. Just some rule books, a couple of miniatures, and our boundless imagination. We leave our problems at the door and enter the minds and world of our D&D characters. In my case, it’s an elven ranger with a tragic backstory called Daenyall Evergloom, who seeks vengeance through wit and humour.

      Next time, I should pick something less realistic.

      The Dungeon Master—my mother—takes us through the story, complete with monster voices and mysterious background music. She also plays Daenyall’s loyal paladin sidekick, Rustbeardette. We sit at the rickety kitchen table and roll dice to make attacks on the creatures we encounter. The greater the number, the more damage we inflict—but it must be higher than the enemies’ armour, otherwise we miss.

      We’ve been adventuring through the same campaign for two months, and tonight was supposed to be a turning point. That point, however, turns out to be both of our characters dying.

      Mum drops her head in her hands. “No!”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. But words are meaningless. The damage is done. I rolled a seven when we needed a nine to escape the icy claws of the frost salamander who just wiped out our party.

      “I cannot believe I lost all my gold to a reptile,” Mum says. “What’s it going to do with it? Replace its scales with shiny coins?” Her frizzled auburn hair looks blonde under the light from the overhead lamp, and her glasses hang askew on her nose. I’ve been told I look like the boy version of her; lankier and less refined.

      “We finally convinced that wizard to lend us his magic hat,” she wails. “I had so many plans for it.”

      We’ve tried getting our hands on that enchanted item the last three weekends. I should have known nothing good could come out of this cursed Friday. I’m half expecting a giant fireball to come barrelling along the horizon on a mission to destroy the earth. First target? Me. This eighteen-year-old bloke called Dan from Blackpool. No reason; I seem an easy kill.

      I sneak a glance out the window as Mum clears off the table. No evil ball of flames in the sky. Yet. Though with the raging thunderstorm rattling the windows, perhaps there’s a different fiery end in store for me.

      “Want to go again?” she asks, setting the miniatures back to their starting positions.

      I exaggerate a yawn. “I’m tired. Let’s try tomorrow.”

      “All right. Pass me the player’s handbook, will you?” Mum asks. “I’m switching to a mage. This paladin was useless.”

      “Sure.” I slide over the book, which belongs to my friend Adam, but he hasn’t played with us in a while, so he left it here. He’s also the one who bought us the official figurines, though we also use my makeshift wooden figures I’ve had since I was nine years old.

      I search for a distraction. “Should I heat up dinner? It shouldn’t be too bad, but it was in the expired bin.”

      She flips through the pages. “Just chuck some ketchup on it.”

      I get up to open the fridge. It’s empty but for the box of thawing lasagne. I should have brought over more food. I didn’t realise I’d passed the supermarket until I was almost home. So I nipped into the nearest petrol station and bought the most edible-looking thing they had left. And edible is a stretch.

      I hold the lasagne up to my nose. Ahh, cheap tomato sauce, how I’ve missed you. Ever since I moved out, my diet consists of instant noodles and soda that’s so black it’s pure caramel. During the days I spend with Mum, we try to make something nice for dinner. Except tonight, clearly.

      Might as well write off the entire day at this point. I dread to think what else can go wrong.

      I throw the frozen dinner inside the microwave and blast it, watching it go round and round. Sometimes I feel like this lasagne. Rotating under pressure, getting warmer and warmer until I explode, coating the walls of the oven with my mess.

      “Daniel . . . ?” Mum calls from the table, rudely interrupting my downward spiral.

      “Hmm?” I say, still following the spinning food.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      I turn. She hasn’t taken her eyes off the handbook.

      “Nothing.”

      She lets out a long sigh, then peers up at me. “There’s a reason I keep telling you to stop trying to manipulate your way out of guard encounters. You’re rubbish at it.”

      An obnoxious beep announces the meal is ready. I take it out to check its doneness level. As expected, the inside is a frozen wasteland, while the top layer is burned. Three more minutes should do the trick.

      Mum is clearly waiting for me to say something because her eyebrows have migrated into her fringe.

      I shrug. “Everything’s fine.”

      By no stretch of the imagination is anything fine, let alone everything.

      After a while, she sighs again. “Sweetheart, you’re ruining the food.”

      The timer is still running, but now there’s a clear scent of charcoaled cheese in the air.

      I pop open the microwave door. What used to be a toasty top is now the aftermath of a volcano. The surviving tomato sauce has broken through the ashy surface and is pulsating out in waves.

      “I think we’re going to need more ketchup,” I say.

      “Sweetheart, come here,” Mum beckons.

      I take my time laying down the cremated pasta dish, then return to the table.

      She hands me a twenty-sided die. It’s her lucky one, the one with purple specks inside. “Under a five, and you tell me what’s on your mind.”

      “And over a five?” I ask, sceptical.

      “You get to help me into the bath, while also telling me what’s on your mind.”

      She’s good at this.

      There’s no way out of it now, I suppose. I have to tell her.

      I roll the die, and it lands on a ten.

      Mum perks up immediately. “I’ll run the bath. Pour me a glass of red, will you? We can eat later.”

      When I uncork the bottle, drops of wine land on the very important stack of papers on the countertop.

      “Shit.”

      I unfold the document to check the damage and curse under my breath again. Because this is one reason I’ve been avoiding telling Mum about today.

      The damn letter from Doctor Malik. We only received it last week. It’s been haunting me ever since. He recommended a treatment for Mum’s spinal injury. It’s a new drug, so it’s not yet covered by our national health system. When we first read the letter, it seemed unlikely that we could afford the cost: ten thousand pounds. After today, well . . . it’s impossible.

      I wish my life would be more like my friends’, Adam and Jamie, who are travelling through mainland Europe on their year off. They asked me to come along, offering to cover some expenses, but I couldn’t; aside from lack of funds, the mere notion of being away for months in unfamiliar countries sends me into shivers. Plus, there’s Mum, of course.

      I wipe the wine off the recommendation letter as best as I can and replace it on the growing stack of unpaid bills and receipts.

      “It’s ready!” Mum calls from the bathroom.

      As always, I leave her drink on the edge of the tub and help lift her from the wheelchair. She’s already undressed herself. In the beginning, it was weird seeing her naked. She’s my mother, after all. Those two things shouldn’t go together. But I’ve been doing this for so long now that it doesn’t faze me anymore.

      She’s got heavier over the years, and my scrawny arms tremble a little as I lower her into the warm bathwater. Overall, she’s decently mobile considering she lost seventy per cent of the sensitivity in her spine in the car accident. During the week, a social worker comes over to cook her meals and help her get ready for work. She’s a part-time cashier at the local grocery store—it’s not much, but she loves it. And on the weekend, it’s my duty to take care of her any way I can.

      “Thanks, sweetie,” she says, her glasses fogging up. She takes them off and places them next to the wineglass. “You’re so much better looking suddenly.”

      She makes this joke every time. It’s never been funny, but I chuckle, nonetheless.

      Mum relaxes into the bath, only her neck and up visible over the bubbles. “Now, what happened?”

      I close the toilet lid and sit down. “Sergio’s been a tad weird lately,” I start, in what I hope is a casual tone. My cousin is a tad weird at the best of times. Recently, however, he went off the rails.

      “Has he made the cook cry again?” Mum asks.

      “Today, he forced him to boil his own socks along with the chicken stock and watched him slurp it all. Every. Last. Spoonful.”

      “Bless him,” she says, taking a sip of wine.

      “Bless him? He’s a maniac.”

      “He’s family.”

      Ah, there it is. The counterargument to win all arguments. If I ended up dead by Sergio’s hand, I’m positive Mum would shrug and say, ‘He’s family. Daniel must have offended him.’ As if sharing the same chaotic sequence of DNA excuses him from being a complete bellend.

      “Well, apparently that means sod all to him, because after the new chef left in tears, he turned to the rest of us and fired everyone on the spot.”

      My words reverberate off the cream tiles. It’s not as if this is my lifelong career. It’s a shitty job for an even shittier employer, but it was my job. And no matter how I try to rationalise it, I still feel like a massive failure.

      Mum takes a longer sip. “Your dad already told me. Sergio called him earlier, and then he called me.”

      Oh. And here I was, believing I’ve just dropped this bomb on her. “And you didn’t think to mention this to me because . . .?”

      She shrugs. “I like these little talks we have.”

      I cannot believe her right now. “We talk all the time. In case you haven’t noticed, mother, my only two friends have left the country, possibly never returning. And I don’t exactly have a battalion of chums at uni to share my sorrows with.”

      “No, you don’t,” she agrees. “Instead, I have the honour of listening to everything that’s on your precious little mind.”

      Did . . . did Mum just insult me?

      “So he fired you,” she says, slyly getting back to the point.

      “Again,” I add.

      “Again.”

      She lets that hang in the air for a moment.

      “It’s time for you to find a different job,” she tells me.

      It’s not like I haven’t considered this a million times. Do I enjoy washing dishes for my manic relative for marginally more than minimum wage? Of course not. But university housing is expensive. And since my dear father doesn’t support us much, Mum’s income alone can’t cover everything. I need a job to help pay for the halls and textbooks and things. Sergio’s place is near the halls, so it’s easier to work there instead of finding something new. After all, it’s only three years. Once I graduate, I can earn a fair bit even from a starting position in graphic design.

      Mum enjoys her drink, contemplating for a moment. “I could ask for a position for you at the supermarket, stacking shelves. It wouldn’t be for much, and it’s bloody hard work.”

      “As long as the manager doesn’t abuse their employees . . .”

      She gives me a dismissive glance. “Your cousin isn’t the villain you make him out to be.”

      “I fear for my life every morning when I step inside the place.”

      “You’re being dramatic again.”

      “I would never!” I even press a hand over my chest for emphasis.

      Is that a sliver of a smile on her lips?

      “Look,” I say, rubbing my knuckles into my eye sockets. “I’ll find another job, I promise. Something nice. Quiet. A library? Imagine surrounding yourself with all those books every day.”

      “Except librarians pore over endless spreadsheets and need to deal with irritable patrons. And, dear, I love you, but you’re not a people person.”

      She’s on fire tonight.

      “All right, then, not libraries.” I’m studying architecture and design, and the idea of a desk job—drawing up plans or creating graphic ads and user interfaces for apps—is appealing. But no company would hire a teenager with zero qualifications. “I’ll figure something out, okay? Trust me. Please.”

      “I only want the best for you.” She usually only says this because what she says next is the opposite of ‘best.’ “I thought working there would help. You seemed less anxious recently, so I figured it was going well.”

      It was the meds I switched to during the past three months that helped with the anxiety. But it’s not a cap, more like a flimsy plaster over a faucet. It trickles out until the adhesive can’t handle the pressure anymore. Boom.

      Mum shrugs, gazing at the bubbles melting away in the scalding water.

      “Also,” I say, knowing she wants this conversation to end. I need to be sure about one more thing. “What about . . . you know, the letter?”

      She waves her hand. “Don’t worry about that. It’s not as if we could afford the treatment, anyway.”

      “But—”

      “Daniel, honestly.” She smiles. “The success percentage is lower than I’d like. I’m happy the way I am. Why try changing it?”

      Because it’s not right. Because the accident shouldn’t have happened. And because maybe I can make it better.

      The doorbell goes off, and my heart rate skyrockets. We aren’t expecting anyone.

      Mum frowns. “Well, go see who it is. If they ask for me, I’m not in.” She blows me a kiss and shoos me off.

      Whoever is at the door sure is insistent, as they spam the ringer. There’s no peephole to see through, so I open the door.

      A deadpan Jamie marches right past me, drops her dripping backpack on our kitchen floor, and announces, “I did not miss this wretched weather.”

      One hand still clenching the door handle, I follow her with my eyes, pressing my lips tightly together to keep from grimacing.

      She squeezes water out of her long blonde ponytail and smirks at me with her perfect pearly whites. “One hour back in the country after months, and the flight was late, the taxi dropped me off in the wrong spot, and now I’m drenched. Typical.”

      Eyeing the setup on the kitchen table, she adds, “Game night, is it? I hope you’ve finished, because I have a massive favour to ask.”

      The muscles of my mouth relax. Gently, I close the door, lean my forehead on the cool wooden surface, and shut my eyes. I knew the worst day ever had more tricks up its sleeve.

      “You have to be joking,” I whisper to no one in particular.
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      Jamie saunters over and envelops me in a hug. “Wonderful to see you too, Dan.” The cold wetness of her coat seeps into my bones, making me shiver. She smells like coconut-scented shampoo. When I don’t move, she backs away. “Well, I tried.”

      I groan. Her being here cannot possibly mean anything good. Jamie and her brother, Adam, should be three thousand kilometres southeast of here in sunny Greece, sipping cocktails on the beach and raving, or whatever people do on holiday.

      She spots the blackened lasagne on the counter and snorts. “I’ll skip dinner, if you don’t mind. Is your mum in?”

      “Hi, Jamie!” Mum calls from the bathroom. “I’m just having a bath. What a fantastic surprise!”

      “Good evening, Mrs Densley!” Jamie yells back. “Only popped in for a minute on the way home.”

      “Oh, that’s quite all right,” Mum replies.

      Jamie and I stare awkwardly at each other.

      “Shall I make tea?” I ask. She hasn’t yet told me why she’s here, so I doubt it’s about her grandmother. I’ve heard she’s been doing better. At least, as well as one can when battling pancreatic cancer.

      I make myself busy putting on the kettle while she shrugs off her coat and hangs it up on the coatrack near the entrance. She then sits down at the table and massages her right knee—the one that’s constantly bothering her now.

      “How was work?” she asks, wincing from the pain.

      “The usual.” I shrug. “Got fired.”

      She doesn’t even blink. “How many times is that, now?”

      “I’ve lost count,” I lie. If she also starts going on about how I always complain about my job—it really is that bad—I swear I will eat this kettle.

      I plunk a mug of tea in front of her. She takes her time sipping, staring around the kitchen as if she’s never been here before. She looks different. Still the same sleek hair and athletic figure; dressed in a sweatshirt and thick joggers that are now damp—ready to burst into sport. But there’s something else behind her blue eyes. A kind of wild glint.

      “So,” she says.

      “So,” I repeat. “Are you going to tell me why you seem to have unlocked teleportation when the last time you texted it was to show me a picture of Adam passed out drunk on a chaise lounge in Katerini?”

      She exhales loudly. “I planned it all out on the flight, but sitting in front of you now, it’s harder to ask than I thought.”

      I don’t like where this is going. “Ask what?”

      She retrieves some papers from her bag and sets them in the middle of the table. Two plane tickets. From Manchester to Vienna. And one of them has my name and information on it. I didn’t even know you could buy a fare on someone else’s behalf.

      “I need you to come back to Vienna with me and help us win The Hunt,” Jamie says, so rushed I almost don’t pick out the words individually.

      She might as well have spoken in Klingon.

      “You what?”

      Jamie presses her hand to her temple. “I told Adam he’d be better at this.” She takes a deep breath. “Basically, we stumbled onto this contest. It’s a scavenger hunt around Vienna. You get clues and then explore the city to find the answers.”

      “Ooh, like The Amazing Race?” Mum’s distant voice chips in.

      “Exactly!” Jamie seems excited someone is getting this. “We have three days to get to the finish line. First-place winner gets fifty thousand euros.” She gauges my reaction.

      I shrug. “Cool.”

      She tilts her head to the side like a puppy. “Cool? Dan, this is awesome. If we win, you’ll be set for uni and more. I didn’t expect you’d be fired again, but this is even better timing.”

      I still don’t understand why she’s here. “Why are you telling me all of this?”

      “What do you mean, why? We need you.”

      “Why?”

      “Adam’s confident we can win,” Jamie says calmly. “But only with your help. They advertise the competition to help boost tourism, so we figure there will be clues about history and culture. Adam says with you, we have at least three brain cells, his good looks, and my calves of steel, so it’s a clean sweep.”

      I snort. Adam’s insane to believe we stand a chance at winning a random history challenge in a city we know nothing about. But I can’t deny missing his blunt delivery and uninspired jokes. Although we text back and forth, it hasn’t been the same since they left. Plus, our messaging history deteriorated to me sending blurry pictures of the mountain of dishes I had to clean each day along with some self-deprecating joke about my life, and them solely responding with ‘seen.’

      I get it now. “I’m surprised it’s you who’s supposed to guilt trip me into doing this and not Adam.”

      She straightens. “As a matter of fact, it was my idea. Not to guilt trip you, but I figured, out of the two of us, you were less likely to straight up slam the door in my face when I showed up at your flat.” She pauses. “Since I’d pummel you into the ground before you’d get the chance to ball up your fist.”

      No kidding. I’ll never forget the horrified expression on that poor bloke’s face seconds before Jamie won the underground mixed-gender kickboxing tournament.

      “So, what do you think?”

      I glance out the window. “It sounds . . . sketchy.”

      She shakes her head. “It’s legit. It seems too good to be true, but people have won it before, in other cities. In two days, it’s happening for the first time in Vienna. We’ve already registered our team, but we have until tomorrow to finalise.”

      “And you believe I’ll be good at this?”

      “Of course.” I’m surprised how sure she looks. “You’re smart, smarter than the two of us, you got top marks on your history A-levels⁠—”

      “Because I memorised everything.”

      “And you’re quick on your feet,” she continues, ignoring my comment. “Not literally, but because of the limited time we need to solve the clues fast. We don’t know what challenges there will be, but I’m certain you can help no matter what.”

      She’s forgetting one crucial detail. “Well, I, unlike some of us, have an education to attend to that might notice me taking off for a week to go on a spontaneous holiday.”

      “It’s a few days, surely⁠—”

      “And even more to the point,” I press on, “I can’t leave Mum. She needs me.”

      There’s an audible splash from the bathroom.

      Jamie seems at a loss for words. She can’t counter this. And it’s mostly true.

      Mum prefers me taking care of her instead of the help, and I enjoy doing it. Would she be okay asking for the social worker to come in a couple more days? Yeah. But it wouldn’t sit right with me when I should be the one spending time with her.

      “Dan . . .” Jamie says softly.

      This is all too sudden. I drink the last drops in my mug and begin pacing around the kitchen. The familiar tingles of anxiety creep their way underneath my skin.

      “I can’t,” I say finally.

      “But doesn’t it sound like an incredible adventure? When will you ever do something like this again?”

      I shuffle over to the counter and tap the player’s handbook. “I prefer my adventures taking place in imaginary worlds.” The book’s hardcover feels smooth after years of handling. “That’s why Dungeons & Dragons exists. Normal people can’t go on lifelong quests to destroy powerful rings and rescue princesses. That trope is problematic, anyway. Who wants a random shirtless dude tearing down their tower door?”

      “I prefer the ones where the princess is a badass kingslayer who turns the entire country into ash,” Jamie says.

      “Also that. My point is ordinary people have bills to pay and children to feed.” I wave in the direction of the potted ficus in the corner, which is looking a little worse for wear. Adam gifted it to me since he’s somewhat of a plant enthusiast. I cringe every time I need to cut the dead leaves off it.

      Jamie rolls her eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      Second time today someone calls me dramatic. Well, they’re wrong. “All I’m saying is, it’s not as simple for me as it is for you. You guys have the funds to do whatever you want.”

      “We have funds to sleep in overcrowded hostels stinking of piss and beer and to eat stale sandwiches from convenience stores. It’s not luxury, but it’s fun. What’s the point of life if you can’t enjoy yourself occasionally? When was the last time you had fun?”

      “Last weekend when Mum and I slayed that three-headed dragon with only one health potion left,” I say proudly.

      “That’s right!” Mum yells from the bathroom. “Horrible creature. One of its heads ate my sword. Getting it back afterwards . . . now that sure wasn’t fun.”

      Jamie shakes her head, then asks me, “What are you afraid of?”

      “How much time do you have? Shall I pull up my PowerPoint presentation?”

      “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I know it’s difficult for you. That’s why I didn’t insist about you joining our trip to Europe. I was sure this would be different.” She drains the last of the tea. “One last thing. And this was Adam’s idea.” She looks me straight in the eye. “Give me a destiny check.”

      I blink. “Are you insane?” This isn’t why we made that rule. “You don’t make life-changing decisions with dice. It’s too easy to land.”

      She grins. “Give me a destiny check with disadvantage.”

      “Ooh!” comes Mum’s excited response. I cannot believe she’s enjoying this little spectacle of my pain and misery.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I tell Jamie. “I am not putting this on chance. If it lands, what then?”

      Jamie has already picked up the die. It’s Mum’s special one. “Then you go on a little holiday.”

      “And then what?”

      “Then we take it one step at a time,” she says.

      My hands are clammy. I crack open the window to let cold air in. Maybe I’ll freeze over, and then she’ll give up.

      Jamie places the d20 in front of me. I glare at her. She’s changed. Whatever happened on their trip, she seems determined to prove herself. I recognise the glint in her eye now. It’s the same as the one before she wins a gold medal in football.

      “Why do you want to do this?” I ask.

      “Aside from the money?” She shrugs. “I want the experience. For the past two months, I’ve seen and done so many things. Met so many incredible people. Ate a lot of strange things. And I mean strange things. These adventures”—she taps the D&D book—“are cool. But real life can be so much fun. And meaningful, too. I’ve been keeping a diary, and I want to write a book someday. This contest sounds incredible, and I want to try it.”

      I knead my jeans with my palms. “That’s nice . . . for most people. But I scarcely go through an average day without worrying. What if I miss my train? What if Mum gets hurt? What if the cashier asks how I’m doing?”

      I expect her to laugh, but she doesn’t. “I manage,” I continue, “because I know what to expect, mostly.”

      Leaving the country, flying, then spending days in a foreign land where I don’t speak the language, and everyone is a stranger . . . The thought makes my skin crawl. I went back to Sergio all those times because it’s familiar. Horrible, yes, but a situation I’m accustomed to, no matter how appalling, is still preferable to one entirely undiscovered. And what Jamie is suggesting? I can’t even wrap my brain around it.

      Jamie smiles warmly. “We’ll be there. You won’t have to worry about logistics, only cracking those clues. And if it becomes too much, say so.”

      She pushes the die into my hand. I spin it around, exploring its many ridges. We were ten years old when Adam and I invented this rule. If we couldn’t agree on who should go upstairs to grab snacks, we rolled for it. If two awesome movies were showing at the cinema, but we could only afford one, we rolled for it. We called it a destiny check.

      It was only ever meant for silly things.

      “No hard feelings if it doesn’t land,” Jamie says. “Well, that’s not true. I’m sure Adam will throw a tantrum and maybe not like the pictures you send us for a few days, but he’ll come around.”

      “You mean I won’t even be getting a ‘seen’?” I ask, and we chuckle.

      Am I considering this?

      It’s just a few days. Three for the competition and one to get there. Do I need a break? Absolutely. These last two years working for Sergio have birthed at least three grey hairs. I found a new one this morning. What eighteen-year-old has grey hairs? But that’s always been the plan. Work at the chip shop, save money, study hard, and then my future will be set.

      Set for what? More work, of course. But it will be the good sort of work—Dad’s words. All work is good in his eyes. He’s not the type to have fun. I don’t think he even knows what the word means.

      It’s different for the Wildes. Adam and I were supposed to go to uni together, but he changed his mind. He’s now working at his father’s car dealership. I know what he really wants is to be a musician, but he hasn’t had much luck with that. Jamie’s a year older than us, and her future was to become a national athlete. But six months ago, she got injured while on the field. Torn ligament in her right knee. Even after surgery, she can’t compete professionally ever again. She’s understandably slightly lost now.

      What if I could win the money to cover Mum’s treatment? Even if we split the prize three ways, my share would still be enough to pay the ten thousand pounds. If there’s even a chance she’ll get better . . . no matter what she says, I know she’d like to try.

      Jamie takes out her phone. “You doing this?”

      It is a disadvantage roll. I get to throw twice and select the lowest number. The chances are in my favour. At least, in favour of the easy option.

      “Do it, sweetie!” Mum calls. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine on my own for a few days. And you could finally work more on your sketching. Imagine all the gorgeous historic sights you’ll see.”

      I shake the die.

      Jamie films me. “This is more stressful than the time we fought that level thirteen banshee and the rest of you fainted.”

      “My best campaign!” Mum yells.

      “Thanks, that helps,” I say to both of them.

      The die swelters in my hand, like it will combust if I keep fiddling with it any longer, so I do my first roll.

      It lands on fourteen.

      Jamie gasps. Fourteen would be enough for her to get her way, but I get a second chance.

      My heart is pounding as I throw again. It’s a liberating sensation, letting destiny decide your future. But that’s how the game works. No do-overs. No rerolls. The die is king.

      This die takes a second to settle. I’m afraid to breathe, lest it influence it.

      Finally, it lands . . . on a natural twenty.
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      “Why are they kicking the tyres?” I crane my neck to get a better view outside the oval window. “Is there something wrong with the plane?”

      “It’s part of the procedure they do before takeoff,” Jamie says, not bothering to peer up from her phone. “Make sure everything works.”

      She sounds certain, but I can’t take my eyes off the maintenance crew. They huddle together, arms crossed. “Now they’re talking. They seem concerned.”

      Jamie leans over. “They’re cold. Look, they’re laughing. Relax.”

      Contrary to widespread belief, hearing the word ‘relax’ does not immediately induce relaxation. I glimpse the time. We’ve been waiting for twenty minutes. Is that normal? It seems longer.

      I unbuckle myself and stand. “I need to pee.”

      “You went five minutes ago,” Jamie says, eyeing me. “Is this going to be a thing?”

      “I have an anxious bladder, okay?” I nudge past her and narrowly avoid lumbering into someone standing in the aisle. “Oh, sorry.”

      “No worries,” the girl says, casting me an amused glance. “I guess this is my seat.” She motions to the empty seat next to ours and crams her bag into the Tetris game that is the overhead compartment.

      Inside the restroom, I lean my forehead on the door, trying to hush my racing heart.

      What am I doing? I should be at work, finishing the first batch of dishes for the day. No, I left. As predicted, Sergio messaged late last night, informing me he’s expecting my presence at the shop at 7:30 sharp. I wish I could’ve witnessed his shock when I replied that I will not be going back. Ever.

      He didn’t reply, but Dad called half an hour later. I had to hold my phone at arm’s length for fear of permanent hearing damage. Eventually, Mum stepped in, and he cooled off—it’s her special power. Dad insisted Sergio would never forgive this, and he wouldn’t be apologising for my irresponsible behaviour anymore. It’s my responsibility to fix ‘the mess I created’ after returning from ‘gallivanting around the continent, like a seventeenth-century posh boy.’

      God, I hate my father. It’s not even the first time I had this thought today.

      I hope he’s happily snuggled up to his new girlfriend, who’s young enough to be my older sister. He still hasn’t formally introduced us, and I’m more than okay with that.

      The more I think about it, the happier I am the die fell the way it did. I’m glad I quit. I need a holiday. Some space to clear my head. It’s all been so monotonously intense recently.

      I reach inside the back pocket of my trousers and curl my fingers around the purple-speckled d20. Mum wouldn’t let me leave without it.

      I hope I won’t need it.
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        * * *

      

      The airplane is full as I amble back to my seat. Jamie took over my window spot and shrugs at my questioning gaze. The girl in the aisle seat stands, and I awkwardly shuffle past her, resigning myself to the middle seat.

      She has this amazing mane of long red curls. The colour is too saturated to be natural, but it’s so striking against her tan complexion that it’s difficult not to stare. She opens the tray in front of her and lays down a bright blue pair of headphones and a book.

      Catching me watching her, she says, “Passes the time faster, right?” She has a mild Scottish accent, mixed with something else I can’t place.

      My ears tingle. “Sure, yeah. Naturally.”

      If there were an award for nervously blurting out the most ridiculous things, I’d win every year.

      “I’m Reya,” she says, extending her hand. Her big brown eyes sparkle when she smiles, and I can’t help but smile back.

      Is it normal to make small talk on planes? People on the tube or trains pretend everyone else is furniture. Maybe being stuck on a steel bird of death brings out the communal spirit.

      “I’m Dan,” I say. “And this is Jamie.”

      “What’s up?” Jamie asks, without so much as a glance towards our rowmate.

      Reya grabs her book—a classic mystery novel I’ve read—and I go back to staring into space. The flight attendants do the safety procedures, and I memorise each step. We taxi as they’re showing how to inflate the life vests. I yank on my seat belt, making sure it’s as tight as it can go; this doesn’t help with the whole anxious bladder situation.

      We align with the runway. My head feels airy. I grab the armrests and close my eyes.

      Oh God, I do not want to die.

      “Here we go,” Jamie says, in an annoyingly cheery tone.

      There are at least ten moments during takeoff when I’m certain the plane is too heavy, we will crash, and that sharp turn is surely impossible for such a large vehicle. My brain can’t process the view outside being tilted, and there’s this roar inside my ears. I take shallow breaths, and the pressure inside my head is about to burst through my skull.

      I must have passed out for a minute because the next thing I know, the view is no longer tilted. Only an endless mass of clouds, and the seat belt sign is now off.

      “Fun, huh?” Jamie asks.

      The world turns black once more.
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        * * *

      

      I’m jerked awake sometime later by the plane shaking violently. A clap of thunder booms in the sky, and the darkness brightens with bolts of lightning.

      Oh God. Oh no, what’s happening?

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      I angle away from my pale reflection to the worried gaze of the girl sitting next to me.

      “H-Hi?” I say, forming a greeting, a question, and a frightened whimper at the same time.

      Her eyes widen, and I guess she’s still waiting for a reply.

      “I’m . . . fine?”

      That doesn’t convince a single soul.

      “It’s only turbulence,” Jamie says from my left. Does she honestly think this will calm me down?

      A flight attendant hurries over to an elderly woman rocking back and forth in the opposite row. Other passengers shift in their seats or flail their arms, trying to get the attention of the rest of the cabin crew. The seat belt sign flashes red.

      “Are we going to crash?” a man cries out.

      Reya scoffs, then says to us, “Don’t worry, we won’t crash. Are you sure you don’t need water? You’re rather pale.”

      “N-No, no, I’m good.” I straighten my back as another blast erupts from the sky and the plane drops. My stomach spirals in dread. A second later, it begins rising at an alarming speed.

      “Oh no,” Reya cries, unbuckling herself and darting away.

      I don’t blame her, since I did, in fact, vomit in my mouth. A bit of it dribbles down my lower lip.

      Jamie turns her back to me, shuddering. She’s got a low tolerance for bodily fluids, so I don’t take it personally. I am not a massive fan of my fluids either right now.

      My neck and ears are impossibly hot as Dad’s words of caution ring in my mind: ‘You’re old enough to make your own decisions, but it doesn’t mean they aren’t shite.’

      Reya returns with a plastic bag and a bottle of water, handing them to me.

      Oh. I didn’t expect that. I thought she didn’t want to sit next to me anymore. Which, if I were her, same.

      I twist around with the bag and promptly empty the sick from my mouth.

      “Please remain calm,” the flight attendant is saying. “There is nothing to worry about! The captain has done this many times.”

      Does she mean crash?

      The aircraft continues to jostle. The stale meatball sandwiches and dull drinks provided by the airline tumble from trays. An empty beer can rolls along the entire length of the floor.

      I hand over my bag of sick to the next attendant hurrying past our seats. She accepts it with the tips of her fingers and carries it at arm’s length into the back.

      “Thanks,” I say to Reya, covering my mouth so she doesn’t get a whiff of vomit breath. “And so, so sorry.” I shrink back into my seat, willing the void to take me.

      “Honestly, don’t worry about it,” she says, shaking her head. “Hope you feel better.”

      Unlikely. I take a slow sip of water, wishing I could rinse out my mouth. I doubt my seatmates would appreciate anything else coming out of that orifice—or any orifice. Instead, I fish out some gum that’s been hardening in my backpack for months and chew on it.

      “So, why are you guys headed to Vienna?” Reya asks, giving us a once-over. “Romantic trip?”

      It takes one look between me and Jamie for us to burst into hysterical giggles. Not sure which part is more ridiculous: Jamie and I dating, or us going to Vienna for a romantic outing. It must be the altitude, or the general panic I’m feeling, but I can’t stop laughing.

      People scowl at us, and Reya looks confused.

      “Sorry,” I say between breaths. “It’s funny.”

      Reya arches her eyebrow. “Clearly.”

      “The closest he and I have been to dating,” Jamie says, wiping away tears, “is pulling each other’s heads back as we took turns barfing out our regrets.”

      “Is everything all right here?”

      A flight attendant leans over, scanning us warily. Reya assures her we’re all as well as we can be, given the situation.

      Reya waits for me to catch my breath. “I shouldn’t have assumed . . .”

      “No, no,” I say, “it’s fine. We get that a lot.”

      “It’s worse when people think I’m dating my brother,” Jamie says.

      Reya blinks. “Why would they think that?”

      “Cause we hang out a lot,” Jamie explains. “And we don’t look alike.” She waves her hand to change the subject. “To answer your original question, we’re meeting my brother in Vienna and then doing some good old urban exploring.”

      “Don’t you mean . . . hunting?” I ask, but get a good kick in the shin. “Ow.”

      Got it. First rule of The Hunt: you do not talk about The Hunt. I doubt Reya can ever puzzle it together, though.

      She smiles, visibly relaxing. “Exploring. What a wonderful way to put it. I love wandering around a foreign city, discovering its secrets. It’s thrilling, isn’t it?”

      “Something like that,” Jamie says.

      “Does your brother live there?”

      “Uh, no. He simply . . . beat us to it.”

      Reya nods, taking out a pocket-sized notepad and scribbling on it. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch what she’s writing. It’s in a foreign alphabet. Suddenly it clicks—her large brown eyes and round face, her skin colour. I’m notoriously lousy at recognising different ethnicities. Not that it matters, but I find it fascinating to learn about other cultures.

      “Is that . . . Hindi?” I ask. “Sorry for my ignorance if it’s not.”

      “Close. It’s Punjabi.” She writes more, then looks at me. “My family moved to the UK before I was born, but we still speak Punjabi at home, mostly.”

      “That’s cool. My mum’s Italian. I can’t speak the language, though.”

      I can conjure up many excuses for why I’ve never learned, but thankfully she doesn’t ask. Instead, she says, “Oh, I’ve always wanted to go to Italy. It looks breathtaking there.”

      It does. I’ve also never been. Neither has Mum since the accident. We grow quiet, and the chaos around us comes back into focus. My skin prickles again. I pull out my sketchbook, just for a distraction.

      “You draw?” Reya asks.

      “Sometimes.”

      “I wish I could draw. Who’s your favourite artist?”

      My hand hovers over the paper. I never know how to answer that question. Everyone expects me to have one, but in truth, I don’t have a favourite artist. I just sketch. It’s almost compulsory.

      It makes me feel like a phoney. An impostor. Not a proper artist.

      To Reya, I say, “I’m not sure. It changes all the time.”

      She rests her own pen behind her ear and leans back into her seat. “Maybe I’ll go to Italy. I can take a traditional art class there, learn to paint. You know, Vienna wasn’t my original destination.”

      “Huh?”

      “It was merely a layover until Turkey.”

      My head is floating, and my tongue weighs a ton, and all I want to do is cry, or sleep. Or mindlessly draw. Anything but having to hold my end of the conversation. But she smiles at me encouragingly, as if waiting for a child to continue. And damn it all, but how can I resist that beautiful smile?

      “So why Turkey, then?” I try.

      She shrugs. “No reason.”

      “I see.” I don’t.

      “It was the first flight out. I took a chance . . . and here I am.”

      I thought my insides would have had enough of moving around, but they squirm again. I can hardly accept not knowing what I’ll have for lunch, let alone where in the world I’ll wind up.

      “But now things have changed, haven’t they?” she says, matter-of-factly.

      I tilt my head to one side. “Have they?”

      “I believe this storm is a sign that Vienna is where I’m meant to be. I need to find out what the reason is.”

      Water is dropping from the sky too hard. That’s the reason. “So, you’ll be . . . staying?”

      “For now. I’m sure it will be wunderbar!”

      It’s not wunderbar; it’s terrifying. She plucks her book from the tray and continues reading. A few moments later, she shuts it. “I’m sensing you judging me.”

      “Not at all,” I say, avoiding her gaze.

      She huffs. “You’re not a great liar, did you know that? The tips of your ears go red.”

      Jamie nudges me. “She’s right, you know.”

      “Ah, no,” I say, “that’s just my crippling anxiety coupled with my current belief that we are, in fact, about to perish in a fiery metal heap.”

      I’m not even joking, but Reya laughs. It’s a cute, sparkling sound at first, but it rapidly devolves into snorts and other less attractive noises.

      “You’re funny,” she concludes after the fits stop.

      I shake my head. “I’m scared.”

      “Oh, you honestly shouldn’t be.” She taps my hand.

      I don’t have time to process what just happened, because a massive weight smashes against the front of the plane. Again and again, as if we’re under attack with cannonballs from a rival airplane. The lights switch off, and the cabin drowns in darkness. We angle forward, descending faster now. I’m pushed into my seat. The sketchbook slides off my lap, but I grab it just in time. The entire plane shudders around me.

      Oh, bollocks. I don’t want to die knowing there’s a bag filled with my sick somewhere in this plane, and that it might explode at any minute.

      Jamie places her hand on top of mine and squeezes. A lightning bolt illuminates her face. She’s smiling, but her eyes are fearful.

      “It’s only hail,” she says weakly.

      Hail. She’s right—it must be hail. And if one engine shuts off because of it—well, it will still be okay. I try to listen for the roar of the turbines, but between the thunder outside and the chaos inside, I can’t tell if they are both still working.

      “You still sure Vienna is the right place to be right now?” I shout at Reya. “In the unlikely event we make it back down alive.”

      “Positively,” she says, her voice wavering.

      I’m not usually the person to comfort, rather, I’m on the receiving end. But that little giveaway from Reya jolts some courage into me. “It’s going to be okay,” I tell her.

      “Yeah . . . this is what I wanted, after all.”

      “To die in a thunderstorm?”

      “To take chances. Be on my own. Force myself out of my comfort zone and experience unknown places, unique perspectives.”

      I’m too familiar with the phrase, ‘Stepping out of your comfort zone.’ It’s in the introductory pages of How to Annoy Dan 101, under the Advice That Will Make Dan Model a D&D Character After You and Murder It in Creative Ways chapter.

      “It’s the same for me,” I say.

      Though it’s too dim to make out her facial expression, her voice reeks of indignation when she says, “But you won’t be by yourself, will you?”

      “Well, no, not exactly . . . but it’s still a massive thing for me.” It’s difficult to explain without going into some really depressing shit. And this isn’t the time for that, what with us dying and all.

      “It’s not entirely the same,” she insists. “You’ll be with your friends on holiday. You called it exploring, but you’ll follow an itinerary you found online. Most daring thing you’ll do will be picking between having a schnitzel or a wurst for lunch.”

      Not going to lie, that sounds nicer than whatever we’re about to involve ourselves with. If we even survive, that is.

      “What’s wrong with that?” I ask.

      “Nothing. It’s perfectly lovely, and I’m sure you’ll make lovely memories. But don’t call it taking chances. What you and I are doing is different.”

      “Definitely. I mean, I’m not as bold as to hop on the next flight
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