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Chapter 1: Bayan Avanar
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Dusk was falling over the hills of Leon, and the traveler walked with his head down, his hood pulled far over his face. Around him, on the white, dusty road, other travelers were headed toward the town of Ayora. The air was warm as milk and full of dust from numerous ox carts that rumbled past him. The traveler watched from the shelter of his hood. Beneath it, he wore a cloth over his nose and mouth, masking his identity. He was Bayan Avanar, but nobody needed to know that.

Here were a group of Elven men, robed in white with red sashes–priests of the Holy Church. They were as tall as Bayan was himself, which surprised him. After towering over humans, Felixians, and every other race he encountered, Bayan was resigned to ducking under doorways and finding every chair a little too short. Perhaps sun-soaked Leon would prove a more hospitable country than the others he'd visited on his journey.

As he strode past the priests, Bayan drew even with a cart pulled by a donkey. A man and woman walked beside it and five children rode in the back, perched atop crates of oranges. They were Felixians: humans with feline characteristics. The tallest of their race only came to Bayan's chest. He gazed in curiosity at the children, who giggled and stared back. Tiny, furry ears poked through their hair and thin little cat tails curled on the boxes behind them. One of them pointed at the huge cloth-wrapped sword slung over Bayan's shoulder beside his knapsack. He smiled and walked on.

After the cart were several humans, carrying packs and discussing what inn to visit for the night. Bayan barely gave them a glance. He had seen plenty of humans on his journey, and there was nothing remarkable about these except how much beer they could drink. But he listened as they talked about inns. The best one, they agreed, was the Casa de Juan, where the food was good, the drink cheap, and the beds always soft. Bayan made note of it. His throat was dry, and a little cool wine mixed with water sounded heavenly. 

The road curved around the foot of a hill and wound its way into a small, green valley, where Ayora lay. Bayan inhaled the scents of green leaves, wet earth, and cattle. He gazed across the valley, his blue eyes piercing the distance beneath his hood. A town in a valley, yes ... but no tower and no river. He must find the town beside a river with a particular tower. He sighed at the thought of the miles he still must travel.

Suddenly shouts broke out behind him on the road. Women screamed. Bayan turned to see a gang of dark figures running down the hill toward the travelers. Blades glinted in their fists. The entire road full of travelers was being ambushed by bandits, including the donkey cart full of children. People scrambled for weapons, grabbing whatever came to hand, while others ran away down the hill. 

Bayan had seen other bandit attacks and it never turned out well for the travelers. He flung his knapsack into the ditch and sprang back down the road, whipping the greatsword off his shoulder as he went. He tore the cloth wrapping free, revealing a sword of black metal nearly as long as Bayan was tall. Red light blazed from the sword's elaborate hilt, where three scarlet stones were set in a row. This was Batu the spellblade.

The magic ran up his arms in a blaze of heat until it reached his heart. Heat and energy filled him. Fight, it's time to fight! the sword sang in his mind. He broke into a run.

As he pelted along the road, dodging running people and stampeding carts, he searched for the Felixian family. The dust parted, revealing two bandits fighting with the parents of the children in the donkey cart. Blood already splattered the ground. The woman fell to the ground and lay sobbing. Her husband stood over her, armed with a club, but his right arm was pressed to his side. The children huddled in the cart, whimpering. 

The bandits laughed and brandished their blades. "A noble gesture," said one. "But your lives are forfeit, you and your whelps together." He stepped forward and drew back his blade to deliver a final blow.

Bayan’s greatsword struck the bandit's head from his shoulders. The backswing cut the second bandit off at the knees, who fell, shrieking. Then Bayan was gone, seeking more prey, Batu singing its battle song in his mind. The wounded mother and father stared after him in amazement.

"It is a Santo Guerrero! A holy warrior!"

Bayan hunted the bandits down the length of the road, cutting them down as they attacked unarmed farmers and merchants. The remaining few bandits saw him mowing through their ranks, and ran shrieking back into the hills. A hush fell as people slowly picked themselves up and assessed the damage. 

In the haze of dust that hung in the evening air Bayan retrieved the cloth and cleaned Batu, then re-wrapped it and returned it to its strap at his back. His knapsack had survived unscathed in the ditch, and he was glad, because his armor was inside. He made his way back to the family he had saved, observing the other wounded being loaded onto carts and donkeys.

The mother had climbed into the cart with the children, where they were helping her wind strips of cloth around her right arm and side. Her husband limped in front, leading the donkey, his tunic wet with blood.

"Ride," Bayan told him. "I'll lead the beast. Are you going to Ayora?"

"Yes," said the man, looking up at Bayan with his green cat-eyes. Beneath his shaggy black hair, he was pale and weary. "Thank you for saving us, stranger. You saved everyone on the road from those–those banditos."

Bayan helped him climb into the cart with the rest of the family. Then he took the donkey's lead rope and guided it along, stroking its neck and speaking softly to it. At first the donkey jerked its head away and showed its teeth, but by and by it calmed and followed him.

"My name's d'Almos," the man called. "Tell the first sentry you find. They'll guide you to the curadors–the healers."

"Yes," Bayan acknowledged, and made sure his hood and scarf were securely in place. He had visited towns where the sentries glimpsed him and showed him to the gates, distrusting his size and race. It was why he had taken to wearing the hood and cloak in the first place.

Magic still sang in his blood, whispering of battle. Bayan breathed deeply through the scarf and willed the magic to bleed away into the earth. Fire from my heart, fire to the earth, wind carry all to the sea. The heat drained away through his feet, leaving him weary and thirsty. The warm air felt cool, despite his tunic and cloak. 

Night was approaching through the long twilight, the sky a greenish blue above the mountains to the west. The evening star shone pure and clean by itself, a beacon of hope for the people whose lives had been so suddenly disrupted. Bayan gazed at it and his heart lightened.

As the procession of wounded, weary people neared the town's stucco walls, the sentries cried out and urged them inside. One ran ahead into town, to alert the healers. Another escorted Bayan and his charges all the way to the Casa del Curadors.

Bayan studied the town as they walked. Ah, here were the white houses with arches and red tile roofs. Flowers bloomed everywhere: from great terracotta pots beside entryways to climbing vines that softened the square angles of the buildings. The scents of the flowers brushed his nose as he passed by. Lamps burned in every window, casting long rectangles of light across the dim road. The sentries lit torches and carried them about the travelers.

Full night had settled in by the time the sentries ushered him through an open gate in a white plastered wall. Bayan, the cart, and the wounded entered a cool, dim courtyard where voices and footsteps echoed. The walls were white plaster here, too, and a fountain played in the courtyard's center, the sound of flowing water a ceaseless, peaceful undertone. Many bright windows sprinkled the walls, and looking up, Bayan saw the stars glimmering above the red tile roof.

A moment later, a confusion of men and women appeared, all dressed in white and green: healers and their assistants. They collected the wounded and took them into the house, leaving Bayan outside with the donkey.

The donkey helped itself to a long drink in the fountain and Bayan envied it. Thirst was a raging fire in his throat, made worse by the fading magic. Beneath that, he was ravenous. Should he remain in the courtyard, or seek out Casa de Juan? The d'Almos family appeared to be in good hands. He could hear the children somewhere inside, chattering happily.

Before he made up his mind to leave, a young man appeared in one of the doorways. "Hola!" he exclaimed, approaching Bayan and the donkey. "I'll take this poor beast to the stable. Go through that door and tell Marie that Charles sent you. They're singing your praises in there, saying you're a holy warrior. We will not let such good deeds go unrewarded!"

Bayan nodded and entered the door indicated. Beyond it was a cool, breezy passage that ended in a bright room that was half-kitchen, half-dining room. Colorful frescoes of people and animals adorned the walls. The tables were set for dinner with islands of glass and silver, but as yet, no guests had arrived. The air was laden with the aromas of spices, roasting vegetables, and grilled chicken.

A woman in an apron met him as he entered. "Santo Guerrero! It is our honor to welcome you to the Casa del Curadors. Sit, eat. I will bring you drink. Fighting banditos works up a thirst, yes?"

Bayan nodded. When she brought him a pitcher of water, he eyed it dubiously. In most places he had been, the water was foul and unsafe to drink. But the woman laughed and said, "Pure water from our well! Best water in town. But if you are worried, I will bring wine."

"I will pay," said Bayan, nodding.

Marie brought him a bottle and returned shortly with a platter of sliced chicken and grilled vegetables wrapped in flatbread. Bayan attacked it with gusto. This country seemed to enjoy its food as spicy as possible, and it reminded him of home.

He was halfway through his meal when the healers arrived. Bayan watched them from the cover of his hood as he ate. Some were human, two were elves, and one was a dainty Felixian girl. All of them wore white robes or tunics belted with a dark green sash with two tassels at the right hip. Each healer wore a necklace or ring with a green stone, signifying that they drew their healing magic from the earth. Bayan nodded to himself in greater respect. His own magic was drawn from the fire element, hot and unpredictable, but excellent in battle. Mastery of the earth element took many years of study, but yielded magic that promoted growth of the body and control of plants and animals.

The young man who had tended to the donkey, Charles, came in and sat at Bayan's table as if they were great friends. "Hello again!" he said, smiling. "Dinner looks amazing. Do you mind if I sit here? The other tables are full."

Bayan nodded.

Charles called for Marie to bring him a plate. She arrived a moment later, set the plate in front of him, then swatted his shoulder. "Shirking your duties as usual, Charles? For shame!"

"Father Mateo told me to care for the donkey," said Charles with affected dignity. "There were enough healers to see to the injured. Now leave us alone so we can eat."

Marie laughed, ruffled his hair, and returned to the kitchen.

When Charles noticed Bayan gazing at him questioningly, Charles laughed and said, "My sister. She thinks I am a layabout, always avoiding work. But Father Mateo says I am the best healer in the house." He proudly pointed to the brooch at his collar with a green stone in it, then attacked his food with a will.

Bayan studied him in silence. Charles was not as brown as the other humans in the area, perhaps because he worked indoors and not in the fields. But his shaggy hair was jet black and his dark eyes were cheerful. He was a little taller than the other humans, although not as tall as Bayan, himself.

As Charles turned his head to call for more sauce, Bayan glimpsed his ear and saw that it was pointed, like an elf's. Once they were alone again, Bayan said, "Are you Elvish?"

"Half," said Charles with a quick smile. "My father is an elf who married a human woman. We think that is why my family are such good healers, because elves have natural affinity for magic. Humans must be educated in magic, usually, and such education is expensive. Usually only for nobility." He gestured at Bayan's hood. "Why do you wear that? Take it off, let me see you."

"I'd rather not," said Bayan. "I am from a far country and my appearance is ... foreign to your eyes. I am Davaa."

"Oh, like Bayan Avanar?" said Charles with delight. "The mighty warrior who wanders the realms, seeking a wife? I have heard many stories and love them all."

"Yes," said Bayan slowly. He knew that rumors of his journey had spread, but all the way to Leon? 

"I have never seen a Davaa," said Charles. "Perhaps later, when there are fewer people about, you might show me? I've always wondered how the horns attach to the skull." His bright gaze roamed the sides of Bayan's hood.

"Perhaps," said Bayan. "In exchange for your hospitality."

"Already done," said Charles. "Marie! Tell Lucia to prepare a guest room for the Santo Guerrero. He stays with us tonight."

Bayan lingered over his meal, drinking deeply of both water and wine, slowly quenching the burning thirst left by his magic. Charles cleared away their plates and returned with an old, handmade book. He opened it to a drawing of a Davaa. "Is this correct?"

Bayan peered at the image. It depicted a burly man with a hawk on his fist. Horns like a ram's curled at the sides of his head. 

"He is a man of another tribe," said Bayan, "but yes, it's more or less correct. My horns are shaped differently."

Charles beamed and closed the book. He stroked the cover lovingly. "This is an account set down by one of Leon's great explorers. He visited Davaan and brought back accounts of your people. I always wondered if they were accurate." 

Bayan opened the book, but the writing on the first page was in a language he couldn't read. He gestured to it. "What does it say?"

"It talks of how the Davaa live in tents and keep sheep," said Charles. "They weave thick wool clothing to stay warm through the bitter winters of Davaan."

Bayan nodded. "True."

"The tribes are very warlike and constantly battle one another. The worst battle of all is over women. It says that each man may have up to five wives!"

Bayan rocked a hand from side to side. "Some tribes do permit polygamy. My tribe did not. We have enough problems, our Khan said."

Charles grinned. "The Holy Church does not permit polygamy, either, but that doesn't stop people from trying. How many wives do you have?"

"None," said Bayan uncomfortably. If Charles knew of his name and quest, admitting that he was seeking a wife would surely give him away. He deflected attention by asking, "Surely a healer like yourself must have a wife."

"Not yet," said Charles, sitting back in his chair. For the first time he frowned. After a moment's pause, he said, "I know every maiden in Ayora and I don't want to marry any of them. The town matchmakers want me to marry Juanita Henares, but she is so ugly, I cannot stand the sight of her."

Bayan grinned in spite of himself.

"See?" Charles exclaimed, spreading his hands. "Everyone laughs. Even you laugh. But I want to travel, to make a journey like Bayan Avanar. I will find a beautiful wife far from here and bring her home to my family. Then no one will laugh. They will be too busy gasping over my wife's beauty. She will be the envy of Ayora."

"Surely other towns must need healers," said Bayan. "Or the nobility. Forgive me, I am uncertain of Leon's politics."

"Our king could have used a healer, sure," said Charles, chuckling. "But the best healers in the land cannot mend old age. Even I can make little headway against it. When God says it is your time, no magic can hold your soul on earth."

"Other towns, perhaps, need healers, then?" said Bayan.

Charles stroked his chin. "Perhaps. Or the provinces. But I could not travel alone. Since the king's death four years ago, the bandits and sorcerers have grown bold."

"So I see," Bayan said dryly. "You could travel with me, if you like. Perhaps you could show me about. I am seeking a particular town with a river and a tower."

"That is most towns in Leon," said Charles. "Why do you not seek it by name? Are you sure it is here, in Leon?"

Bayan didn't know what to say. He tugged his hood a little further forward. The pommel of his sword flashed from where it leaned against the back of his chair.

Charles looked at the greatsword, then at the hooded man before him. "Ah," he exclaimed, digging his fingers into his hair. "You are Davaa, a mighty warrior with a magic greatsword. You must be Bayan Avanar."

Bayan nodded once, with a sigh. So much for anonymity.

Charles laughed nervously. "Here I've prattled on about you for at least twenty minutes. Forgive me if I said anything embarrassing or offensive. 'Charles,' Marie says to me, 'you have a good heart, but your head is thicker than a smoked ham'."

"I have taken no offense," Bayan assured him. "Now you see why I seek a town with no name. I had a vision of the town where my future wife dwells: square houses with many arches. When I have tried to draw it as I see it, people say that they only build houses like that far to the west, in hot countries. My search has led me to Leon, and I see all about me square houses with many arches. But I do not know what town in Leon."

"We shall explore together!" Charles exclaimed. "Bayan Avanar, holy warrior, and me! With a healer at your side, there is no battle you will not win."

"Thank you," said Bayan. Doubts crept in as he looked at this cheerful, talkative stranger. He was companionable now, in his own home, but the hardships of the road would reveal his true character. Bayan did not care to find out what a tired, sullen healer was like.

"If my room is ready, I would like to retire for the night," said Bayan, rising to his feet and retrieving his sword.

Charles jumped up. "I'll find out. Marie! Where's Lucia?"

Bayan followed Charles back out into the courtyard. Night had cooled the air, and it smelled of dew, damp pavement, and faintly of the sea. In the dark, he couldn't see much of the house itself, but the stars burned brightly overhead. Bayan gazed at them, wondering at the strange constellations in this strange land.

Charles dashed away and returned a few minutes later, carrying a lantern. "Your room is this way, sir. Lucia had just finished preparing it."

Lucia turned out to be a burly servant girl, more than half-goblin, Bayan thought, looking at her heavy jaw and huge hands. But she giggled behind her hand as he passed, and he smiled. Ugly or not, all women were the same.

His guest room was long and paved with cool tile, with a brightly colored rug on the floor. The bed was low, with a feather mattress and a thick blanket folded at the foot.

Charles passed him the lantern. "Breakfast is at eight o'clock. Just listen for the church bell."

"Thank you for your kindness," said Bayan with a bow.

"My pleasure," said Charles. "You probably saved every life on the road tonight, including the d'Almos family. When the stories spoke of Bayan Avanar's generosity, I did not expect to see it in person."

Bayan didn't know what to say, and bowed again. Charles nodded and left, closing the door behind him.
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Bayan was up early the next morning. As was his custom whenever he chanced to stay in a proper inn, he ordered a hot bath. Sitting in the tub with a cake of soap, he soaked away the grime of the road. Perhaps this would be the day he found his beloved. If so, he wanted to woo her, not repulse her with his stench.

As he dressed afterward, gazing out the window's shutters at the town outside, he again pondered Charles's offer. Bringing a healer along meant that he could take far more dangerous jobs than usual. As a wandering sellsword, his custom was to seek out a town's law enforcement and offer his blade. He had dispatched nests of bandits, troublesome monsters of all kinds, and once a swarm of zombies. Often he worked with teams of soldiers or other sellswords. Healers were always needed, but not always available. If he traveled with his own personal healer, he may not even need a team. His spellblade Batu could dispatch any monster of any magical type.

The real question was whether Charles could fight. Bayan had met battle clerics in other lands whose fighting style put his swordplay to shame. But he'd also met healers whose only skill was mending wounds. Which type might Charles be?

Outside, the church bell announced eight o'clock. Bayan left his room wearing a loose tunic and pants with a wide leather belt, with his cloak thrown over his head to conceal his horns. He made a tall, imposing figure.

He found his way to the dining room, where the healers hailed him as Santo Guerrero and plied him with plates. Bayan sat down and gave himself up to eggs cooked in tomato sauce with spicy vegetables, with fresh peaches and cream to cool his mouth afterward. 

His hunger satiated, Bayan poked his head into the kitchen. The girl from the previous night, Marie, looked up questioningly from stirring a pot on the stove.

"Pardon my intrusion," Bayan said with an apologetic bow. "I am enjoying your cooking, and I wished to inquire what spices you use."

When he explained that he did much of his own cooking on the road and often made do with bland, tasteless food, Marie loaded a bag with black peppercorns, various types of seeds, and large seed pods called tamarind. Bayan took the spices back to his room and packed them in his knapsack as if they were gold and gems.

He burdened himself with his pack and sword once more and prepared to depart. He looked around for Charles, but didn't see him. Faintly disappointed, Bayan left the House of the Healers and set out for the center of town. It was time to earn his way in this strange land and the town guard often had need of an extra blade.

The barracks of Ayora was a long, square building with the ubiquitous red tile roof and white plaster walls. A brick wall surrounded it, and a guard sat in the shade of the arched entrance. He rose to his feet as Bayan approached, eyeing his greatsword.

Bayan bowed. "Good morning to you, sir. I have come to inquire if your order has any business for sellswords."

The guard relaxed. "Go on in, señor, and speak to the captain. He'll show you the notice board and explain payment."

Every country handled sellswords differently and paid them differently. Bayan was glad to find that here, in this town, they had a bounty system. The captain had a board on the wall with several notices pinned to it. Bayan looked them over carefully. One was for the leader of a local gang of bandits. The others were for savage beasts that had been harassing the countryside. 

Bayan pointed to one. "I didn't know you had wyverns in Leon."

"This one is new," said the captain grimly. "We think it flew over from Alkebulan. The reward is two hundred escudo."

"More than the bandit leader?" said Bayan.

The captain shrugged. "We expect that it will take a squad to kill that beast. You'd be better off hunting the bandits. You dispatched them quickly enough on the road yesterday."

"I dislike hunting men," said Bayan quietly, his gaze on the notice boards. "Yesterday, I raised my sword against them to protect the innocent. I prefer to hunt beasts and monsters, for my sword is attuned to the supernatural. However, if you assign me to a squad, I will help hunt bandits. I am a sellsword, not an arbiter of justice."

The captain studied him for a long moment, rubbing his chin. "All right. Let's give you a trial run. This bounty, here, is for a ghoul that has been plaguing the graveyard outside of town. Bring me its head and we'll talk about further jobs."

The ghoul was worth fifty escudo. Bayan took the notice, rolled it up, and tucked it into his pack. "Whereabouts was it last seen?"

"Ask the priest at the church there," said the captain. "He sends us daily complaints about it."

After a little more talk, Bayan departed. But he had only been walking for a few minutes when he heard running footsteps behind him. He turned to see Charles running after him down the town’s thoroughfare, his own pack bouncing on his shoulder. "Wait!"

Bayan halted and let the healer catch up. Charles arrived and stood with his hands on his knees, panting. He was dressed in a white tunic over a brown shirt and pants. His green sash with its tassels marked him as a healer, and he carried a small carved branch thrust through his sash. An attempt had been made to comb back his shaggy black hair, but his run had already sent strands falling into his face once more.

"When I didn't see you this morning, I assumed you thought better of your talk last night," Bayan said.

Charles straightened, flushed and breathless. His dark eyes flashed with good humor. "I had duties to attend to if I planned to be absent. I thought to catch you at breakfast, but you had already departed."

"One must rise early to slay monsters," said Bayan. "I've taken a bounty for a ghoul, fifty escudo. Shall we divide it fifty-fifty?"

"Seventy-thirty," said Charles, grinning. "You'll be doing all the work. I'm no fighter."

They walked on together, Charles taking two strides to Bayan's one. Bayan eyed the wand in Charles's belt and wondered what it was for. Healers usually worked their magic through direct contact.

"What do you know of ghouls?" Bayan asked him.

"They're a curse," Charles replied cheerfully. "On a person and their community. I heard about him before he died, you know. Old Señor Marcos was a terrible old man, beat his wife, starved his animals, picked fights with everyone. Oh, but he was pious, Marcos was. Always at mass whenever the bell rang. The priest tried to reason with him for years. 'Now Marcos,' he would say, 'you can't live this way. God will judge you.' But Marcos swore he was doing nothing wrong. Well, the old mule finally died, and God judged him and us. He returned as a ghoul, hungry and soulless. He eats a corpse and takes their form, but you can still see old Marcos in his face."

"That's ... unsettlingly specific," Bayan said. "But it tallies with my own experiences of ghouls back east."

"Oh, you've dealt with them before?" Charles asked with interest. "I'm not surprised. The great Bayan Avanar has conquered every monster in his path."

They passed through the town's gates and followed the road out into the countryside. A few houses were scattered outside the walls, these giving way to farms and rows of cypress trees planted as windbreaks. The morning air was cool and damp, with the scent of green things and the sea, but the sun had an edge to it that warned of a hot afternoon.

"You can remove your hood, now," said Charles suddenly. "I've never seen a Davaa in person. I would lay eyes on the mighty Bayan Avanar."

Bayan obligingly removed his hood and cloak, folding them and stashing them in his pack. Charles stared at him avidly the whole time.

"Do the horns have much sensation?" Charles asked.

Bayan touched one of the jet black horns. The top of his head had an extra ridge of bone, from which two horns protruded, curving past his ears like laurel branches, the tips even with his cheekbones. His black hair was coarse and thick, like horsehair, and he kept it tied back with a bit of leather. His skin was ivory white, but a line of black scales grew along his chin and jaw, where a beard would grow up on a human face. His slanted eyes glowed a faint blue. Altogether, he was wild and exotic-looking, prone to be mistaken for a demon or a dragon.

"To answer your question," said Bayan, "the horns have no nerves. But they do convey sound, if I position them properly." He tilted his head, lifting one horn higher than the other.

"Fascinating," said Charles. "Might I touch one?"

Bayan inclined his head and Charles ran his fingers along the left horn's growth ridges. Then Charles laughed and withdrew. "They're warm. I didn't expect that."

"To be fair, they've been under a hood all morning," said Bayan. He turned his bare face to the breeze and breathed deeply, enjoying the sun and wind upon his face and hair. "And now, we hunt."

They strode onward, keeping to the shade cast by the windbreaks along the road. Charles gestured to the right. "You can see the chapel's tower in the distance, there. It's no more than a few miles. Perhaps we can invest our wages in a couple of donkeys. Or an oxcart."

"I traveled the continent with a horse and cart," said Bayan. "I sold them to pay my fare across the White Sea."

"Well, fifty escudo is a start," said Charles. "I'd gladly contribute my portion of the bounty if it meant not having to walk. On the topic of the bounty, you can slay a ghoul, can't you?"

"Yes," said Bayan.

"Good," said Charles. "You've slain others?"

"Two," said Bayan. "One in Parsa, one in Viteliu. Remove the head, the body falls to pieces."

"Yes," said Charles. He seemed to be waiting for more. When Bayan was not forthcoming, Charles said, "Was there no fight? No hunt? No ... lying in wait for your enemy to appear?"

"Yes," said Bayan. He gave Charles a bemused look. "I will endeavor to prevent any harm from befalling you, if that's your concern."

"No, I was hoping for a story," said Charles. "Of glorious combat in the dark against a foul fiend intent on consuming your very flesh."

"I fought them at dusk," said Bayan. "Each time, I presented myself as a target. When they drew close, my greatsword did the rest."

When he said nothing else, Charles gave an incredulous laugh. "You care only for the technicalities of it? Where's the passion, the terror, the knowledge that one is face to face with living death?"

"I didn't think that much about it," Bayan said. "Perhaps I should leave the storytelling to you. You've already made ghouls sound much more horrible than I found them to be."

“Perhaps I’ll be your scribe as well as your healer,” said Charles, mimicking writing with a quill in midair. “I’ll record your daring deeds, then we’ll hire a bard to sing them. We’ll make a fortune!”

“Not if we have to hire a bard,” said Bayan dryly. “But, since you’re interested in ghouls, I have a question.”

“Yes?” said Charles.

“You say that God cursed the man and the town,” said Bayan. “I assume you mean Jesu Christo, the dying god-man I see in every chapel. He is a loving God, you say, sending his son to die in our place.”

“Correct so far,” said Charles.

“My question is,” Bayan said slowly, “why would a loving God curse a man after his death? Isn’t death punishment enough? His soul is doubtlessly wandering and weary, barred from the afterlife.”

Charles bowed his head in thought for a moment. “I don’t know, now that you bring it up. It does seem out of character. But God punishes the wicked, does he not? I thought that perhaps we in Ayora didn’t work hard enough to turn Señor Marcos from his evil ways.”

“Perhaps,” said Bayan. “In my experience, ghouls are raised by sorcerers. The ones I slew were the products of evil spells. I have dealt with many different undead monsters, and all of them were created by man and devils working together. Never a good God.”

Charles thought about this, his gaze roaming the horizon. “So you’re saying that a ghoul is a symptom of a bigger problem.”

“I fear so,” said Bayan. “Have you any word of other undead? Other unexplainable monsters? Demons?”

“I’ve heard rumors from other places,” said Charles. “Across the mountains, out in Salamanca, they’re dealing with fae. Not like me,” he said, flipping one of his own pointed ears. “Fairies, pixies, that ilk. The king is at war with them, and the fae are causing all sorts of problems. But they tend to charm people and cattle, take away their minds, or turn them into things. They don’t perform rites to animate the dead.”

Bayan mused about this as they walked. Perhaps the chapel priest would know more about local black magic. Sorcerers always wanted something, he had found, and many of them were active politically. The sorcerers he had dealt with in other lands had been occupied in swaying a local lord or king, grasping for power by raising the dead as slaves. What might a local sorcerer be after, since Leon's king was dead? Looking to occupy the power vacuum, perhaps?

"Charles," said Bayan, "what types of magic can you perform?"

"All kinds of healing," said Charles, flattered at the question. "I can mend broken bones, knit fractures, soothe bruises, and neutralize poisons."

"Can you tap your earth magic for anything else?"

"Well." Charles gazed into the distance. "I'm not supposed to. I'm a healer, you know. It's not traditional for us to fight."

"And the wand in your belt?"

"It's a shortstaff," said Charles. He pulled it out and displayed it. It was a polished stick about as long as his arm with a clear ball of glass on the end.

"That's not the instrument of a healer," Bayan said.

"Aye, it's not," said Charles. He thrust it back through his sash. "Please don't tell the rest of my order, but I've been learning earth magic." He winced, as if waiting for Bayan to scold him.

Bayan nodded. "I will say nothing. But do you, perhaps, know how to sense magic?"

"I'm learning," said Charles. "Healers aren't taught combat techniques. I have to sneak out alone and practice with the town guards. They're mage adepts and they've been very kind to me."

Bayan nodded.

After a moment, Charles said, "Why do you want me to sense magic?"

"Sorcery leaves traces," said Bayan. "It befouls the land. If you can sense magic, we might be able to track the creator of the ghoul and deal with him."

"I can try," said Charles with his usual grin. "I thought you used magic, too. Why ask me?"

"My sword is fire aspected," said Bayan. "It excels at battle, but it is not subtle. It would rather set things on fire than track magical trails." He didn't mention the other things it did. The fire aspect was strange, and Bayan had heard it called witchcraft in more than one place. He had no desire to discover if fire magic was also misunderstood in Leon.

Charles, however, did not question too deeply. He reached up to touch the green stone he wore at his collar. A little shimmer of magic played over his fingers as he drew upon his element. Bayan pretended not to see. Davaa could see magic, but outside of his own land, such an ability was accredited to demons, so he kept it to himself.

They turned off the main road and took a smaller road out to the chapel. They passed down a shaded lane beneath a line of great oak
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