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        Granting our wish is one of Fate’s saddest jokes. – James Russell Lowell
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      Arthur Jenkins was an oddity. At the precarious age of forty, standing at the summit between young and old, he was able to say he was content with life. Not quite happy; no, he wouldn’t have used that word to describe himself, but content worked. Content. When he breathed in and out, it was to the tune of this one word: content.

      His quiet, uneventful job and cozy one-bedroom apartment where he hid away on weekends doing crossword puzzles and reading fantasy novels helped in his contentedness. This was all he’d ever wanted. Best of all, most people just left him alone. He cherished the calm, predictable routine that was his day-to-day life.

      Of course, all of that was about to change.

      He came to a halt, one foot inside his small, windowless office. What sat behind his desk was unmistakable. He hadn’t seen an angel before, but the soft glowing halo and magnificent wings pressing against the low ceiling took away any doubt.

      Before anyone in the outer office had a chance to see what was inside his, Arthur had stepped inside and closed the door. While he was an excellent employee at Stewart and Son, he was not what would be termed as indispensable; not at all the type who could have an angel visit during working hours, or even over lunch for that matter.

      The angel read from a thick, leather-bound tome hovering over the desk, not quite pressing down against the potted aloe plant his mother had given him at lunch yesterday. Arthur, who didn’t like disturbing the spiders crawling across the walls of his apartment, leaned back against the door, hands folded in front of him. A study of patience, he hoped. He waited long enough to wonder if perhaps this angel had in fact died here as some sort of joke. That set him to wondering if angels could in fact die, and why he would choose Arthur’s desk as a place to do it anyway. If it was a joke, Arthur didn’t get it.

      He itched to peek at his watch but was afraid that, if the angel were not in fact dead, the action might appear impatient, rude even.

      Behind him, the door rattled under the impact of a sharp double-knock. Arthur jumped and spun around, staring at the door. The noise came a second time. He opened it a crack to reveal the unsmiling face of Sidney Stewart Junior—the son in Stewart and Son.

      “What are you doing, Artie?” Stewart demanded, “I had to knock twice.”

      Mr. Stewart Junior always called him Artie, like Arthur’s mother did. It made him feel like a toddler.

      “Yes sir. Sorry sir,” Arthur said. “I… I was on the phone.”

      Lying did not come easy to Arthur, breaking into a full body sweat whenever he tried. He positioned himself in the crack of the doorway, wetness running down his back and sides while trying to appear casual.

      “What’s going on in there?” Stewart’s eyes narrowed and he gave the door a shove.

      Stumbling back, Arthur watched in horror as his boss strolled into his more-crowded-by-the-moment office. Arthur spun toward the desk, hoping the angel had been a figment of his imagination, which would have been strange, given that he didn’t have one. Still, he would have made an exception if it meant the angel being gone.

      It wasn’t.

      “What do we have here, Artie?”

      “I can explain.”

      “I doubt it.”

      Arthur knew that was indeed true. How could one explain the presence of an angel in their office, even if that one did know the reason, which he did not?

      Twenty years he’d worked at Stewart and Son, fifteen years more than the son. He liked his job too, enjoyed the world of processes and auditing, appreciated the logic and organization it required. A quiet job where he didn’t have to interact with too many people. That was all over now, he knew. You couldn’t have your boss barge in on an angel in your office and not expect repercussions.

      Stewart stormed across the room, frowning, and grabbed the aloe plant from under the angel’s book. He stormed back again, stopping in front of Arthur. “No personal plants, Artie. They attract bugs.”

      Arthur’s mouth gaped open, closed, then opened again, making him look like a fish thrown onto the floor of a boat.

      “I… I…”

      “Get rid of it, Artie.”

      “Yes sir. I’ll take it home at the end of day, if that’s okay.”

      “I suppose, but you owe me one. Hey!” he snapped both fingers, sharp cracks that always made Arthur flinch. “I do need someone to work extra hours this weekend.”

      Arthur nodded like a bobble-head and Stewart grinned.

      “No overtime pay.”

      Arthur shook his head.

      “Fine, fine. I guess I don’t need to mention the plant to Dad then.”

      Tossing the offending plant to Arthur, his boss left without another word. Arthur followed him to the door, closing it when the other man reached a sufficient distance.

      “Why do you let him treat you like that?”

      Arthur jumped at the booming voice filling the room.

      “I…, um, what?”

      “Relax, Arthur,” the angel sighed. “Have a seat.”

      Arthur stumbled to the extra chair facing his desk, congratulating himself on his presence of mind to not drop where he was. Now that the angel had spoken, Arthur searched his mind for the proper etiquette, wondering if averting his eyes was correct.

      “Oh for… would you just look at me?” the angel said, exasperated.

      Arthur looked up from his study of the carpet. “Sorry. I’m not used to…”

      Also unsure of the correct terminology, he waved his hand in a way he hoped conveyed his unspoken point.

      “Would you have preferred to find a demon behind your desk instead?”

      Arthur shook his head, assuming that would be worse.

      “I shouldn’t think so, they smell terrible.” The angel laughed, the sound like a sonic boom, shaking the papers on Arthur’s desk. “That was a joke, Arthur.”

      Arthur forced a smile onto his face.

      “Ouch, that’s terrible. You don’t have much of a sense of humour, do you?”

      Arthur shook his head, the grimace fading.

      “What a shame. Humour, imagination and a desire for adventure were the best traits you humans were given.”

      Imagination hadn’t shown up more than a few times in Arthur’s life, and adventure was for characters in books as far as he was concerned. What he did have was an auditor’s soul which liked everything in its place.

      “Umm, why couldn’t Mr. Stewart see you?”

      The angel stared until Arthur became uncomfortable under the unblinking gaze.

      “Another dim one,” the angel muttered, then said to Arthur. “He couldn’t see me because I’m here for you.”

      “Here for me?”

      “Yes.”

      “You mean, to take me…” Arthur pointed upward.

      The angel glanced at the ceiling, then laughed again, “Oh! No, nothing like that. Do I look like the Angel of Death?”

      Arthur was unsure what the Angel of Death would look like but pictured the Ghost of Christmas Future. “Then, why are you here?”

      The angel shrugged, knocking a ceiling tile loose. “I’m here to answer your prayer.”

      “My prayer?”

      “Well, wish really. Prayer. Wish. Same thing these days.”

      A wish?

      Arthur’s mind whirled through the usual options of money, fame and power, all of which held no real interest for him. He enjoyed his life the way it was. For once, he wished he did have an imagination so he could think up a better wish.

      “How long do I have?” Arthur asked.

      “For what?”

      “To decide my wish.”

      The angel squinted one eye and raised the opposite eyebrow. Arthur took that to mean confusion. “You’ve already wished.”

      Arthur managed to squint one eye but raised both eyebrows, as he always did when he tried raise one. He looked more surprised than confused.

      “I don’t understand,” Arthur said, giving up on the facial expression. “I don’t remember making a wish.”

      “Oh, of course, of course. I always forget.” The angel rolled his eyes. “Humans may have gotten the great imagination but it’s balanced with terrible memories, isn’t it?”

      The angel opened his book again, flipping from page to page with a slow, measured ease, like he was absorbing every word of the latest best-seller. Arthur was sure it was all for effect.

      “Ah, here it is. Arthur Jenkins, age nine years, six months and⁠—”

      “Nine years old?” Arthur almost shrieked, then calmed himself when he remembered who he’d been almost-shrieking at.

      The angel didn’t notice.

      After taking the longest, deepest breath in the history of calming breaths, Arthur continued without any noticeable shriek in his voice. “You’re here to grant a wish I made when I was nine?”

      “Yes.”

      He tried to remember any wishes he’d made when he was a child but nothing came to mind. “What did I wish for?”

      “Yes, well, I was getting to that when you started almost shrieking,” the angel muttered. “Your wish was…”

      Arthur fidgeted in his seat as the angel read the words to himself then chuckled.

      “…to be a barbarian and live a life of adventure.”

      “What!?” This time Arthur did shriek.

      “Well, specifically you asked to be Conan, but you can call yourself whatever you like I suppose.”

      Arthur tried to sit, found he already was and stood instead. “A barbarian? Why would I wish to be a barbarian?”

      It all came back in a sudden blink of memory, and he groaned.

      Nine years old, and Mike had dragged him to see that movie, the one his mother had forbidden in no uncertain terms. In her mind, barbarians were not the type of people her son should be learning about. She wasn’t thrilled about Mike either, calling him the bad influence, but he was Arthur’s only friend, so she endured it.

      Mike had been a bad influence, too, always convincing Arthur to do things he wasn’t supposed to, like seeing forbidden movies. The movie had been amazing, though. It filled Arthur’s boring soul with a sense of adventure and imagination. All the way home, he dreamed about living the life of a barbarian, an adventurer, a hero.

      Then disaster struck.

      Their next-door neighbour had seen Arthur coming out of the theatre and mentioned it to his mother. When Arthur got home, he was greeted by a class four hurricane that sent him to his room without dinner, telling him to think about what he’d done. By morning, his brief flirtation with adventure had become a vivid regret, but before that, he had wished for him and Mike to be barbarian heroes like Conan.

      The thought of his best friend brought a smile to Arthur’s face. He missed Mike.

      “Arthur?” the angel said, pulling Arthur from his memories.

      “But, I don’t want that wish anymore.”

      The angel’s wings sagged. “Oh, not again.”

      “This has happened before?”

      “More times than I care to remember. Ever since we started fulfilling wishes.”

      “Oh? When was that?”

      Arthur hoped that if he showed an interest, the angel would leave, a tactic he’d used with bullies back in high school. It hadn’t worked then, either.

      “Ten years ago, by your concept of time.” The angel leaned back in Arthur’s chair, a difficult feat with wings. “You see, for a long time we didn’t grant wishes at all. We left that to the genies and leprechauns.”

      The angel grinned and Arthur nodded in what he hoped was a sagely manner. The angel stopped grinning and shook his head.

      “Anyway, we debated for ages on whether wishes equaled prayers until it was finally decided we would reward the deserving. The wish itself had to be heartfelt, something coming from the depths of the wisher’s soul. Now we’re pushing those wishes through the system, trying to clear the backlog.”

      “Not to question the way things are done,” Arthur said, “but why didn’t you just start granting wishes as people made them?”

      The angel spread his arms, looking upward. “Yes! If someone like this gets it…” His focus returned to Arthur. “Excellent idea. Exactly what I suggested in fact,” he sighed. “No one listens to me.”

      Arthur wondered if he’d gone insane, the alternative being that he was in his office talking to an angel about heaven’s politics.

      “One angel decided it wouldn’t be fair to allow new wishes and not earlier ones, another agreed. Next thing you know, that’s official policy.”

      “Isn’t that more difficult?”

      “Oh yes, but at least we managed to agree that dead people shouldn’t have their wishes granted. Imagine someone who’s been dead for years getting their wish for immortality.”

      “Right, right,” Arthur agreed, still not comprehending in the least. “Well, I guess you have a lot of wishes to take care of,” he added, hoping the angel would take the hint and be on his way.

      “Oh, more than you can know.” The angel settled back into the chair. “Now that we’ve started catching up to the present, most angels have been reassigned, and those that are left have a daily quota. It’s very stressful.”

      “Well, I’m sorry that I didn’t want my wish,” Arthur said, hoping, again, that these would be the right words to end this bizarre encounter.

      “That’s okay,” the angel said, getting to his feet. His wings spread to fill the area behind the desk. “Are you ready then?”

      “Ready for what?”

      “Your wish of course.”

      “But—”

      “Yes, yes, I know. You don’t want your wish and, as I said, that’s okay. You don’t have to want it.”

      “You can’t just grant a wish I don’t want.”

      A storm brewed in the angel’s eyes. “Yes. I can.”

      “But I like my life the way it is.”

      “That is unfortunate.” The angel raised his hands like a magician ready to cast a spell.

      Arthur’s world swam out of focus.

      “Stop!” Arthur said.

      The angel dropped his arms, slapping them against his sides, and the world popped back to normal. “Look, I know you don’t want this, but there’s nothing to be done. I have my quota.”

      Arthur considered this; he could appreciate the process and auditing this angel must endure. Then he considered running.

      “Believe me, Arthur, you’re not the first to go through this.”

      “There are others like me?”

      “Like you? Oh, worse. Much worse. One woman who was extremely unpopular as a child wished that every boy in class would fall in love with her.”

      “Well, that’s not too bad.”

      “Except she made the wish when she was ten.”

      “Okay.”

      “Then grew up to be a teacher.”

      “Ah.”

      The angel coughed. “And a nun.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yes, oh. Now we have ten-year-old boys dreaming lustily about her, and all of them sure they are headed to Hell for it. The woman herself is terrified of being alone with her students.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t grant any more childhood wishes,” Arthur said.

      “Good idea. I’ll suggest that when I return.” Then under his breath, “No one will listen though. No one ever listens.”

      “Wait!” Arthur said, an idea coming to him. “I won’t tell anyone if you don’t give me my wish.”

      “Oh no. No, no, no! I won’t fall for that one again. You think they don’t see?”

      Arthur sagged in defeat.

      “If you don’t want the wish, just imagine what Mike’s reaction will be.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your wish was for you and Mike to be barbarian heroes. He’ll have to join you.”

      Arthur frowned. “But… Mike is dead.”

      “Yes, he will be righteously annoyed.” The angel paused. “Unless he’s in Hell, I suppose.”

      Arthur considered his friend and thought the chance was about fifty-fifty, remembering why Mike had been on the brink of expulsion during their last year of high school, and the year he’d spent wearing an ankle bracelet under house arrest.

      “Are you ready to go?” the angel asked.

      “Go?”

      “Oh, don’t start that again. You know the circumstances now.”

      “But where am I going?”

      “Someplace you can be a barbarian hero. You didn’t think you could do that here, did you?” The angel let out another booming guffaw that would have shaken the windows if there’d been any. “Arthur Jenkins, barbarian process auditor?”

      “Well, how do I get my current life back?”

      “Hmm,” the angel said, one finger tapping his chin. “You could wish for it.”

      “Will that work?”

      “In about ten years.”

      Arthur closed his eyes, making the most heartfelt wish he could manage, hoping he did it in a way that would be heard.

      “Ready?” the angel asked.

      “No, not really.”

      “Close enough.”

      “This won’t hurt, will it?” Arthur asked, slapping sweaty hands over closed eyes.

      He waited for the angel to do whatever magic it was that angels did.

      Nothing happened. Nothing changed.

      Arthur dropped his hands, still afraid to open his eyes, reasoning that as long as they stayed closed and nothing was happening, it wasn’t so bad. The thought of passing through life with eyes closed crossed his mind but he dismissed it as impractical.

      With a groan, he opened them.

      “Is something…?”
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      Words stuck in his throat. Where his desk and office should have been stood a massive wall of rough stone. A mountain loomed overhead, disappearing into the clouds above and filling his entire world from left to right, top to bottom.

      Next, he became aware of the hairy loincloth around his waist. It itched. His scrawny, pale chest rose from it like a fish in a bear’s mouth.

      “About time you opened your friggin’ eyes.”

      Arthur knew that voice, so gruff and street-level like a mugger in an alley, but so welcome and familiar. “Mike!”

      He spun toward his friend, ecstatic at the thought of a reunion. As he saw just what had spoken, he froze, smile disappearing. “My god!”

      “Yeah, ain’t I a sight?”

      Arthur gawked at Mike’s semi-skeletal face, the skin around his skull tight like a drum. He no longer had lips covering his teeth, giving him a permanent, humourless grin. His shoulder-length hair was the same blond, but thinner and duller, with clumps missing, revealing the scalp beneath and, in one spot, the bone beneath that. Mike’s unblinking gaze reminded Arthur of the angel until he realized his friend just had no eyelids to blink with.

      Except for the rotting skin and one rib poking through, Mike’s body hadn’t changed so much. At a couple of inches under six feet with the wide, muscular shoulders of a natural athlete, Mike was still an imposing figure, made more so by the changes.

      Right now, his naturally muscular hands were at his side, clenched into naturally muscular fists.

      “Mike, what⁠—?”

      “Happened to me?” Mike made an exaggerated show of thinking, tapping one withered finger against his teeth. “Oh, I remember now. I died.”

      Arthur shifted from one foot to the next, not quite able to meet his friend’s lidless eyes but still wondering about Mike’s ability to form certain sounds without lips.

      “What the hell’s goin’ on Arthur?”

      “Um, well…You see…”

      “Come on,” Mike demanded, “why the hell am I here dressed in animal hide and rottin’ like a corpse?”

      “You are a corpse.”

      Mike scrutinized Arthur. “What did you do?”

      Arthur sank onto on the nearest rock and placed his face in his hands. This was so much worse than he’d expected, which he would have sworn was impossible a minute ago. With a deep breath, Arthur told him about the angel, the wish and everything.

      “That’s when I turned around and saw you.”

      Mike gawked at Arthur, eyes narrowing, a difficult thing to do without eyelids. He replayed the story to himself. “Figures. The afterlife’s even more bureaucratic than life on Earth, if you can believe it. I’m amazed anythin’ gets done.”

      “Then, you aren’t mad at me?”

      Arthur wished he could tell if his friend was smiling or if it just seemed that way with the lack of lips.

      Mike joined Arthur on the next rock over, the tension draining from his body. “Nah, I get how all this works better than you do. It’s not your fault. This time.”

      This rare not-quite-compliment made Arthur nostalgic. They’d been friends since elementary school, and Mike was the one person who treated Arthur like he mattered. All through his school years, Arthur had not been popular, a fact that wouldn’t surprise anyone given that his popularity remained the same into his adult years. Mike had done his best to toughen Arthur up and make him more popular, not abandoning him when the situation proved hopeless. Oh, he’d done his fair share of pushing Arthur around as well, but it was more good-natured, friend to friend, no matter what his blunt, crass way of speaking sometimes said.

      Mike noticed the look on Arthur’s face. “Yeah, yeah. Like I said, this time. I’m sure you’ll make up for it.”

      “One thing I don’t understand, why are you…?” He waved a hand at Mike, hoping it conveyed the idea.

      “Dead? Well, like you said, I am a corpse, though technically only my body is a corpse while my soul is a spirit.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Never mind, that part is complicated.”

      “Why didn’t the angel give you your pre-death body back though?”

      “Who knows? Maybe he thought it was funny. The angels envy human sense of humour and always try too hard.”

      Arthur was understanding less the more Mike explained.

      “Though probably this angel just didn’t care ‘cause it wasn’t part of the wish. Glad I wasn’t cremated.”

      The two stared across the plain in silence.

      “What do we do now?” Arthur asked.

      “Hey, it was your wish, man.”

      “But I don’t know anything about being a barbarian hero.”

      “You’re the one who reads the fantasy novels.”

      “That’s nothing like this though. This is for real.”

      “Should’ve made a different wish then, like a beautiful woman with huge⁠—”

      “I was nine.”

      “Well, powers like a superhero then.”

      Arthur shuddered.

      “Or a mother who wasn’t a witch,” Mike continued.

      Arthur ignored the jab, enjoying the familiar banter. He didn’t realize how much he’d missed it. “We’d just seen that movie. Remember?”

      “I do remember. I also remember hatin’ it.”

      “It was your idea to go see it.”

      Mike was quiet and Arthur, seeing a rare advantage, pushed forward. “In fact, if you hadn’t talked me into going, I never would have made that wish.”

      Mike leveled his unblinking, ever-smiling gaze on Arthur. “So it’s my fault?”

      It was difficult for Arthur to tell if Mike was angry. He sounded angry, but he’d always sounded some kind of angry.

      “You make a wish and we end up God knows where, and I mean that literally,” Mike said, getting to his feet and waving his arms, “where I’m a walkin’ corpse, and this is my fault?”

      “No. I mean… it doesn’t actually matter. Does it?”

      Mike barked out a dry laugh, spit dribbling down his chin. “Same old Arthur. You back down too easily.”

      Arthur fidgeted.

      “Relax,” Mike said. “Whatever the reason, I’d rather be here.”

      “So you were in Hell then.”

      “What? Why would I be in Hell?” Mike winced. “Don’t answer that. No, I wasn’t in Hell. Getting’ killed while savin’ that busload of kids cancelled a butt-load of past sins.”

      “Then why⁠—?”

      “’Cause it’s so boring.” Mike started pacing. “No booze, no fights, no gamblin’. Lotsa women but nothin’ fun to do with them. Everyone so polite, always smilin’. No profanity or porn. Not even any worthwhile movies. There’s only so many times a guy can watch It’s a Wonderful Life, y’know.”

      Arthur nodded.

      “For god’s sake Arthur, don’t agree when you don’t understand. That always drove me nuts.”

      “Sorry.”

      Mike took a deep breath. “Ah, I’m just on edge. Risin’ from the dead can do that I guess. But if we’re gonna be barbarian heroes, you gotta be more, y’know, confident, assertive. In charge.”

      “Right.”

      “And don’t agree all the time.”

      “Okay, I won’t.”

      Mike counted to ten inside his head.

      “Arthur, you’re gonna need a lot of work if we’re goin’ to survive, and I do plan on survivin’. I don’t wanna go back to Heaven, and I’m reasonably sure I don’t wanna head in the other direction. That makes this my best option.”

      The plain continued out ahead of them with mountains surrounding it in a U-shape all the way to the horizon.

      “Well, we don’t have a choice in directions, unless you have mountain climbin’ equipment in that loin cloth.”

      “Maybe there’s some in the backpacks.”

      “What backpacks?”

      Mike followed Arthur’s gesture. Sure enough, two simple leather backpacks leaned against some nearby rocks. The two moved to the packs and Mike opened the folded parchment sitting on top.

      “You’ll need these supplies to get started – Markellus, Archangel ninth class.”

      “See Mike, he does care.”

      Mike crumpled the note into a ball, dropping it onto the ground. Arthur retrieved it, flattening it out. Mike threw up his hands in a “what next?” expression.

      The packs contained food, water, knives and other items less useful at the moment.

      “Do you need to eat?” Arthur asked.

      Mike thought about that, feeling no current hunger. “We’ll find out soon enough I guess. Hey, check it out.”

      Two weapons, a sword and an axe, rested behind the packs. Mike removed the sword from its scabbard and swung it around. It was lighter than expected, easy to swing.

      “Careful with that. It’s sharp.”

      “You’re soundin’ a lot like your mother there, Arthur.”

      Mike returned sword to scabbard and strapped it to his waist while Arthur made a point of examining his pack, not wanting to show how deep the comment had cut. As a child, he had sworn he wouldn’t become his mother: a humourless, unimaginative woman with no interest in anything unfamiliar. He’d turned into her anyway. Now he’d been given a chance to change all of that and he was scared out of his mind.

      “Look, Arthur,” Mike said, “you’re not really like your mother.”

      Arthur met Mike’s eyes. “You know I am.”

      “Yeah, okay, so there’s similarities but there’s differences too.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, I don’t wanna run you over with a truck.”

      Mike giggled, then started to whoop with laughter. After a moment Arthur joined in, more from joy of being with his friend than the joke.

      “There may be hope for you yet,” Mike said.

      Arthur wasn’t sure about that.

      They packed up their belongings and Mike helped secure the axe, also lighter than expected, to Arthur’s back. The two started across the plain in the only direction open to them, hiking in silence for several minutes, settling back into the comfortable companionship from the previous life.

      “You still doin’ the same job?” Mike asked. “What was it, internal auditing?”

      “I’m a Process Management Specialist now.”

      He felt a twinge of pain, loss for his previous life.

      “Oh yeah? What’s that all about?”

      “Well, same thing really. I still make sure processes are followed within the company.”

      “And as popular as ever I’m sure.”

      “I have friends.”

      “Do you?”

      Arthur looked away across the plain.

      “You do realize your job title is PMS,” Mike said, changing the subject.

      “I do. It took me a while to catch on to the jokes.”

      “Jokes?”

      “Oh yes, things like: The PMS is hanging around longer this month.”

      “Huh! You work with some real comedic geniuses.”

      “I never noticed.”

      “And you still don’t get sarcasm, do you?”

      Arthur shook his head. They travelled another dozen steps.

      “Say, Mike, I’ve been thinking.”

      “Yeah?”

      “What you said before, about Heaven. It didn’t actually sound bad to me.”

      Mike sighed. “It wouldn’t.”
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      “What’s that?” Arthur said.

      The two stopped, staring at the speck that had appeared on the horizon, still miles away.

      “Appears to be a town,” Mike said.

      Hope trickled into Arthur. He was exhausted and had been complaining about his feet for the last hour.

      Mike didn’t feel anything. No pain. No fatigue. Nothing except for a vague hunger that had been growing since he’d opened his eyes.

      “A town,” Arthur repeated. “Bath. Bed. Food.”

      He started forward but Mike put one hand out to stop him.

      “Arthur, didn’t we have a cloak in one of the bags?”

      “Are you cold?”

      “Nope. It’s nothin’ too important, really. Just hopin’ our first contact with people wouldn’t involve my beheading.”

      Arthur looked at Mike then at the town.

      Mike waited.

      Arthur looked back at Mike tugging on one ear. “I don’t⁠—”

      Mike sighed. “Well, you see, Arthur, I’m obviously dead, or undead. Whatever. I mean, just look at me. What do you think the reaction will be in that town?”

      “Ah.”

      “Considerably more than Ah. I’m expectin’ a lot of screamin’. If I’m wearin’ a hood I can pass myself off as normal, with some luck.”

      “I think there was one in the pack.”

      Arthur stepped around to Mike’s back and rummaged through his pack.

      “I’ll tell ‘em all, I don’t know, I can’t show my face for religious reasons.”

      “Mike?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What exactly are you, anyway?”

      Mike peered at the horizon as if the answer were written there. “Beats me. I guess technically I’d be a zombie, but I can think and talk so maybe not.”

      “Do you think you can be hurt?”

      “No idea and I’m in no hurry to find out. For now, let’s assume that takin’ my head off will do the trick. Did you find the cloak?”

      “Here it is.”

      Mike draped it over his shoulders, pulling the hood up to cover his face.

      “That will do it,” Arthur said. “I only see shadows.”

      Mike spun back toward the town. “Come on. We can find an inn to rest your achin’ feet.”

      Arthur followed, the sarcasm lost on him. His thoughts were on that nice inn with a hot meal, a place to relax and, with any luck, a bath and a soft bed. Room service would be too much to hope for, but he was prepared to rough it if needed.

      “Maybe we can find our first adventure there,” Mike added.

      Arthur stopped, the town now a dangerous, foreboding speck in the distance. “I don’t want to find adventure.”

      “Well what do you suggest, Arthur?” Mike asked coming to a stop as well. “Find a cottage, settle down and live the rest of our lives as hermits? Grow a vegetable garden out back?”

      “Could we grow tomatoes?”

      From inside the folds of the hood Arthur could barely make out Mike’s eyes but they bored into him.

      “Sure, why not? I like tomatoes,” Mike said. “The only flaw in that plan is your wish.”

      “My wish. Right,” Arthur agreed without knowing why. The wish had been fulfilled, hadn’t it? They were barbarians.

      Mike cursed. “Okay, what was your wish again?”

      “To be barbarians.”

      “That’s not what you told me before. What was the exact wordin’?”

      “Well, the angel said I asked to be Conan but⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah, and live a life of adventure, right?”

      Arthur nodded.

      “And you’ve gotten what you wished for so far.”

      Arthur nodded again.

      “Okay, well, my bet is that if we don’t go lookin’ for adventure then adventure is gonna come lookin’ for us.”

      Arthur started to nod then switched to a shaking his head. “That can’t be true.”

      “No? Why not?”

      “Well, I…”

      “Just ‘cause you don’t want it to be true doesn’t mean it ain’t,” Mike plopped down onto the grass. “But let’s find out.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “A logical test. Sit down, Arthur. You’ll like this.”

      Arthur did like logic, but from experience, Mike’s logic did not match his own.

      “Okay, here’s the plan,” Mike explained. “We rest here for ten minutes, just enjoy the scenery and relax. If nothin’ happens then we’ll grab our packs, avoid the town completely and go find that cottage. We’ll live in leisure and avoid all people and adventure forever.”

      “Okay. You’re right. I do like this.”

      Arthur joined Mike on the grass.

      They didn’t make it to ten minutes. In the distance, an immediate commotion began as the sound of horse hooves thundered across the open plain toward them.

      “What is that?” Arthur asked.

      “Adventure, Arthur,” Mike replied. “Comin’ for you.”

      A great cloud of dust followed the galloping horses headed toward them.

      “I don’t want a life of adventure,” Arthur said, hating the whine he heard in his voice. “I want a life of process management and crossword puzzles on the weekend.”

      The horses were more visible now and Arthur picked up his pack, looking all around him.

      “What are you doin’, Arthur?”

      “Looking for a place to hide.”

      “That’s obvious, as obvious as the fact that we’re on a flat, open plain. Unless you want me to bury you, hidin’ ain’t an option.”

      Arthur directed a pleading face at Mike.

      “I am not buryin’ you.”

      Arthur sagged.

      “Besides, somethin’ else would come along, dig you up and throw you into some other adventure anyway.”

      Arthur’s shoulders slumped.

      “Face it buddy;” Mike said, “you’re screwed.”

      Arthur slumped more, quite a feat considering how far he’d already slumped, but one fact occurred to him.

      “You’re screwed too.”

      Mike shrugged. “I suppose I am.”

      Now they could see that the dust and horses carried black-armoured knights, a dozen in all, led by one in white. For the briefest of moments, Arthur hoped they would pass by, but then the cloud corrected its course and swerved toward them, moving as if they were one organism.

      “Cheer up Arthur,” Mike said. “Your wish is about to come true.”

      Mike was still laughing when the group arrived. The knights came to a halt in front of Arthur and Mike, staring down from horseback at the two of them. The lead knight dismounted, poised before the two friends, white armour gleaming in the sun. The sword at his side was huge and intimidating, with a pommel ending in a clenched fist. Arthur wondered if he would draw it and attack or just take them prisoner. The rest of the knights descended as well and stood with arms crossed.

      Not efficient, Arthur thought to himself. It shouldn’t take a dozen knights to take care of a scrawny PMS and one zombie.

      The axe on Arthur’s back gave him no comfort. He had no clue on how to use one, and even if he did, reaching for it right now would only result in his head being suddenly closer to his feet. The man in front of him moved with a grace that was poetic, catlike.

      Arthur’s mind wandered to the “Choose Your Own Adventure” books he’d read as a kid. He’d always chosen what sounded like the safest route, the right choice, and which always ended in death. Was that the message here? Should they have headed for the town instead of testing the wish?

      The lead knight stared down at them from behind a closed visor, six and a half feet of intimidating menace. At least, he didn’t draw his sword. Arthur started entertaining hopes of not being killed after all.

      “Um, hello?” Arthur offered.

      The knights behind murmured their surprise.

      “My lords,” the lead knight said.

      He reached for his helm and, with a practiced tug, removed it.

      Another surprise.

      In place of the warrior man they’d expected was a warrior woman, and the most beautiful woman Arthur had ever seen. Blond hair cascaded down to mid-back in a practical ponytail, and her piercing green eyes grabbed Arthur. Thoughts of wishes, adventure, and sore feet departed from his mind.

      “I am Valeria, the Paladin. King Laiu requests thy presence.”
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