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	This is not how I pictured being a Stalker. Abyowith tossed another shovelful of urine-soaked hay and manure into the wheelbarrow with a wet splat. She sighed. How can so few horses create so much mess?

	To be fair, shovelling stables had nothing to do with being a Stalker. Her father’s friend, the owner of Tankolio and Sons Provincial Post Service, had loaned Abyowith a horse so she could ride to Abraniotok. She was supposed to deliver it to the post station before joining the Knights of the Exculpatory Order. Then a pack of sarusks — shape-shifting miscreations — had almost killed her and ate the horse, leaving her on the hook for the cost of the animal.

	Abyowith hadn’t become a knight, either.

	Instead, she became a Stalker-in-training, which meant she earned enough for food and shelter and not much more. Fortunately, the manager of the Abraniotok post station, Celiso, had once been Abyowith’s sweetheart and, once he learned she hadn’t come to marry him, was happy to help. So now, two months later, Abyowith was shovelling the post office stables and living in the tack room.

	Abyowith emptied the wheelbarrow into the dung heap, put it and the shovel away, and headed to her room. Bridles, reins, saddles, and saddlebags crowded the walls, and the room’s only cupboard was filled with saddle blankets. Still, Celiso and Eliorith, his lover, had given her a cot to sleep on, a chest for her belongings, a washstand, and a small desk. It was tight, but only temporary until she paid off the horse; then she could afford to live somewhere else. She stripped off her stable clothes, rinsed her body with the washbasin, and was tying off her breast cloth when knocking shook the thin door.

	“Aby,” Celiso called. “We need to talk to you.”

	“One moment.” Celiso sounded serious, which was concerning because seriousness was not part of Celiso’s nature. Abyowith hurried into her breeches and shirt and sat on the bed. She pulled up a breech leg and grabbed a stocking. “Come in.”

	Celiso opened the door, but instead of coming in, he stayed in the doorway shifting from foot to foot. Eliorith stood behind him, her eyes on the floor and her face flushed. Neither spoke. Abyowith tied the first stocking with a garter above her knee and shoved her breech leg down over it. “Yes?”

	“Umm . . .” Celiso’s nervousness might have been funny if he didn’t look so serious. After several false starts, which gave Abyowith enough time to tie up the other stocking, he said: “We’re missing some apples.”

	Abyowith’s head tilted of its own accord. “Apples?”

	“Two or three have been vanishing from the storeroom every few days. I was wondering if you were feeding them to the horses.”

	“No.” Abyowith waited for more, but neither Celiso nor Eliorith spoke, and both appeared remarkably uncomfortable. “Is there something else?”

	Celiso opened his mouth, closed it; took a big breath and opened it again. “So, you know my father.”

	Abyowith sighed. “Yes, Celiso, I know your father.”

	“And you know how he lent you a horse.”

	“And it got killed and I’m shovelling manure to pay for it.” She looked past him. “Eliorith, what is going on?”

	Eliorith blushed a deeper red.

	“My father thinks we aren’t talking to each other.” The words tumbled from Celiso’s mouth like water from an opened sluice gate. “He told me he loaned you the horse so we could meet each other again and take up our relationship, because having a knight in the family was good for business and we get along well. He really likes you, Abyowith, and wants you for a daughter-in-law, but I’m with Eliorith. So I said we weren’t on speaking terms.”

	Abyowith frowned. “Did you tell him about Eliorith?”

	“No!” Celiso threw a panicked glance at Eliorith, who was still bright red and staring at the floor. “Eliorith asked me not to, because her parents don’t approve, and if my father doesn’t either then they might try to force us apart.”

	Abyowith wasn’t sure that made sense, but let it lie. “And why are you telling me this now?”

	“Because he’s coming to visit.” Celiso’s face turned red to match Eliorith’s. “I need you to move out.”

	“What?”

	“Please!” Eliorith stepped forward. “Please, Abyowith.”

	“I’m going to introduce him to Eliorith,” Celiso said. “But if you’re living here, I’ll have to explain everything and we’ll argue and . . . please, Aby?”

	Abyowith’s fists clenched in frustration. “When is he coming?”

	Celiso winced. “Next Ninthday.”

	“Next—” Shock made Abyowith’s mouth fall open. Fury snapped it shut. “Celiso, you’re an idiot.”

	“I know,” Celiso agreed miserably.

	Abyowith had no sympathy at all. “I don’t have money for a room. I still haven’t finished paying for the horse!”

	“We can loan you the—” Celiso started.

	“You can pay my first three months, is what you can do.”

	“Does this mean you’ll do it?” For the first time, Celiso sounded hopeful.

	Abyowith seriously considered punching him, but only for a moment. She liked Eliorith, and hitting Celiso would hurt the woman’s feelings. Instead, she shoved her feet into her boots, grabbed her jacket, and pushed past them both, saying over her shoulder, “We will discuss this tonight.”

	Stupid, idiotic, imbecilic . . . Abyowith stomped out of the yard, around the post office, and toward the city gate. Beyond it, the four terraces of the inner city rose high to the Citadel. Gardens covered walls and roofs, turning them dark green with summer foliage. It was half an hour to walk up to Stalker House in the Citadel, and Abyowith suspected nothing could improve her mood on the way.

	“Aby!” Lisyrith’s voice called out from behind her. “Wait up!”

	Except that. Abyowith turned and watched the tall lean woman running toward her. When Lisyrith reached her, Abyowith started running herself, stretching her legs to match Lisyrith’s longer stride. Together they ran through the gates, heading for the nearest stairs. Abyowith had not known that steps connected the terraces when she’d first arrived in Abraniotok and had run five miles through the streets to reach the Citadel. Since then, Abyowith had used the steps so often she knew them as well as the post office’s stables.

	“How are you?” Abyowith asked, watching Lisyrith’s gait. The woman ran with an easy stride, her long, strong legs moving with no trace of a limp. “How far did you run today?”

	“To the first mile marker.”

	“Excellent!”

	Lisyrith shrugged. “Two months ago, it was easy.”

	Two months before, a sarusk from the brood that killed Abyowith’s horse was killing knight-initiates. Abyowith and Lisyrith had almost died fighting the beast. Lisyrith received deep gashes in her thighs that left her walking with a cane for a month and a half. She had been the most fit of the knight-initiates before the injury, and it chafed at her to fall behind the others.

	“In another month I bet it will be easy,” Abyowith said. “How’s the rest of the training?”

	“I started sword-work again last ninthday. My form is terrible and my balance is off. Belakio even scored a hit on me.” The disgust on her face that Belakio, son of a knight and smug beyond words, had managed such a thing made Abyowith smile. Lisyrith’s mouth twisted in irritation. “It was embarrassing. How are you?”

	“Ugh.” Abyowith’s mood sank with the question. “Celiso just asked me to move out.”

	“What?”

	Abyowith repeated her conversation as they jogged toward the stairs. Lisyrith shook her head as she listened, and when Abyowith finished, said, “That’s one of the stupider things I’ve heard.”

	“Not the stupidest?”

	“I live with Belakio.”

	That brought the smile back to Abyowith’s face. “Better you than me.”

	“Pity you can’t move into the Initiate’s Hall again. It’s half empty now.”

	“That many?” Knight training had been hard, but Abyowith hadn’t thought it was that hard.

	“The testing ramped up in the last month,” Lisyrith said. “A lot of initiates washed out.”

	They reached the steps to the second level and conversation stopped. Lisyrith ran up, teeth gritted together. On the next staircase she slowed to a jog, and four steps up the third, Lisyrith muttered a vicious curse and started walking, favouring her injured leg.

	“It is so . . .” Lisyrith pressed her lips into a tight line, swallowing her complaint. Abyowith nodded agreement and they walked in silence up the stairs and along the high Citadel walls.

	“Off to work,” Abyowith said as they reached the gates. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning?”

	“Yes,” Lisyrith said. “Sorry I can’t help you find an apartment.”

	“It’s fine. You’ve got to catch up on your training.”

	“Yeah.” Lisyrith swallowed, and when she spoke again the confidence that Abyowith was used to hearing had vanished from her voice. “This Ninthday is four days away and we’re allowed to leave the Citadel now, so . . . want to have lunch? And if you don’t have an apartment by then, we could search together.”

	“Sure.” Abyowith wondered at the change in Lisyrith’s tone. “I’d like that.”

	Lisyrith smiled, and a slight flush crept up her neck. “Meet you at the post office? Just after noon hour?”

	“All right.”

	“Good. See you tomorrow, I hope.” She waved and broke into a jog, heading to the Initiates’ Hall with a bounce in her step. Abyowith watched her go, bemused, and headed for Stalker House.

	Despite its name, no one lived in the grey three-story stone building at the far end of the Citadel. It served as base for the local squad of Stalkers: Captain Marfolio, his partner Kalitith, nine other Stalkers — and now Abyowith, who did nothing but study and train.

	And speaking of studying . . . Abyowith needed to spend the day in the Library of Miscreations, as the Stalkers called the third floor of Stalker House. It was stacked with books, notebooks, papers, and scrolls holding written accounts of every event that the local Stalkers had dealt with in the last fifty years. There were also reference compendiums with information on everything from miscreations to the city’s political, magical, and guild leaders.

	The current bane of Abyowith’s existence was a five-book set called Tracking Miscreations. She was good at many things but tracking was not one. Captain Marfolio was determined to fix that: he had her memorizing and drawing out the tracks of every miscreation in the compendium. It was tedious and annoying, and Abyowith applied herself to it with grim determination. She’d spent the day before working through the Huge Miscreations volume, and today was starting Large Miscreations. Abyowith grabbed an inkpot, pen, and sheets of paper, sat at the room’s only table, and started to work.

	Four hours later the bell for lunch rang and Abyowith straightened, stretched with a groan, and stood. She put the book back — and her pages of sketched footprints in the leather folio that held her previous day’s work — and went down to the tearoom.

	She reached the door at the same time as Rakolio, a tall, broad-shouldered man with straight dark hair and light brown skin. Captain Marfolio had once used Rakolio to test Abyowith’s wrestling. He’d beaten her two falls out of three. Once she’d joined the Stalkers, Rakolio had worked to teach her new moves and improve her old ones while teasing her mercilessly. 

	“Abyowith!” He sniffed the air as he held the door for her. “Still in the stables, are we?”

	“Yes.” Abyowith sniffed back as she walked past him. “What’s your excuse?”

	“Oh, I am wounded.” He clutched at his heart and rolled his eyes. “Another day memorizing tracks?”

	“Yes.”

	“Good luck. Took me months, unlike some of us.”

	Rakolio directed his last at Kalitith, a short-haired woman with a crooked nose sitting at a table with a plate of sausages and onions.

	“Maybe if you’d studied on your time off,” she suggested, “instead of chasing everything on two legs.”

	“Now, that’s not fair,” Lakatio said from the table closest to the fireplace. He was the shortest Stalker and the slimmest. He was also the best shot in the group and the second-best sword-fighter. “I’m pretty sure he chased after anything on four legs as well. Abyowith.”

	“Lakatio.”

	The kitchen door opened and the cook peered out. Gheralath was stout and grey-haired with a wrinkled face and a ready smile — which she turned on Abyowith. “Welcome. Lunch?”

	“Just bread.” Abyowith wanted more, but meals in the tearoom cost money and she had a horse to pay off. “And tea, please.”

	“What, no welcome for me?” Rakolio asked.

	“Until you’ve settled your bill, no.” Gheralath disappeared into the kitchen.

	“I get paid in two days,” Rakolio called after her, “so could I have a cup of tea?”

	“No.”

	Abyowith chuckled with the others. Gheralath brought the bread and tea, and a cup of hot water for Rakolio, who gave her such profuse thanks that she threatened to take a rolling pin to him. Abyowith sat with Kalitith, who’d become her friend during the search for the sarusk, and watched the rest arrive.

	Aliroth came in first. She had blond hair she wore in two long braids and pale skin that burned if she stayed in the sun. She talked continuously and was at that moment bending her partner’s ear with speculations on why the price of wheat was going up again. Delago, her partner, had a deep brown complexion with straight black hair he wore in a topknot. He was the biggest Stalker in girth and height, with a thunderous laugh. He could also move silently better than any of the others.

	Rakolio sat with them beside his partner, Selelath. She was darker than Delago and wore her black, kinked hair cut short. She was the best tracker of the Stalkers and had a withering humour that kept Rakolio’s worse witticisms in check.

	The other four Stalkers arrived together. Yelith — thin, graceful, with golden skin and dark red hair — was the daughter of a noble, and played cards better than Abyowith, whose brothers were card sharps. Her partner Quinlith was pale in skin and hair, of average height, stout, and from a family of rag-and-bone pickers. They got on better than anyone else in the Stalkers.

	Gorlofo — black skin and black hair in long braids down his back — spent any time not in the field in the library, unlike his partner Halogith, who preferred the racetrack and wrestling matches. She was as pale as Aliroth and almost as short as Rakolio, with a voice that filled the room.

	They were finishing lunch when Captain Marfolio arrived. He was a wiry man, with greying hair around his widow’s peak and sharp dark eyes that saw everything. The Stalkers rose to their feet, and Marfolio nodded at his squad. “Good day. Still haven’t paid your bill, Rakolio?”

	“This Eighthday,” Rakolio promised. “Right after we get paid.”

	“Please do. Everyone sit.” Marfolio said. “We have been without a lieutenant for the last year.”

	“I can’t believe he quit to join a merchant fleet,” grumped Halogith.

	“He quit to join the merchant’s son,” Gorlofo said. “Sailing the sea was just a perk.”

	“Whatever his reason” — Marfolio raised his voice to stop any more conversation — “we have been short a lieutenant and our numbers have been uneven. Today I am correcting that. Kalitith, stand up.”

	Kalitith’s eyebrows rose as she stood.

	“Congratulations.” Marfolio tossed her a silver token on a chain. “You are now the squad lieutenant.”

	“Uh . . .” Kalitith caught the token and stared at it, bemused. “Yes, Captain.”

	“Don’t be surprised. You earned it.”

	“Celebration at the Dark Hole,” declared Rakolio, over the applause. The Dark Hole was a bright, cheery public house with decent food and inexpensive beer, making it the Stalkers’ favourite drinking place. “First round on Kalitith!”

	“And speaking of promotions: Abyowith, stand up,” Captain Marfolio said. It took Abyowith a moment to realize he was serious. She rose, the movement slow and uncertain. Captain Marfolio continued: “Most Stalkers take a year before they become an assistant. Abyowith, luckily for her, had her Aunt Alysialith, who spent four years preparing her for the job. Also, the Lieutenant needs a partner.”

	He tossed another token, this one pewter, to Abyowith. She caught it with hands made clumsy with surprise.

	“Abyowith, you are promoted to Stalker’s Assistant, assigned to Kalitith. Your field training begins today. From now on, wear the token on your belt and carry your weapons with you. And don’t neglect your studies: I still want those tracks memorized end of next ninthday. Lakatio, you will take Kalitith’s position as my adjunct.”

	“Yes, Captain,” Lakatio said.

	“Rakolio, Selelath, Gorlofo, Halogith: There’s an outbreak of quislects in Bilithic.”

	The four Stalkers groaned in unison. Quislects were squirrel-sized miscreations — creatures created by magicians — that ate stone. The magician Lenivo had made them to eat the foundations of his enemies’ castles. After his death, they spread across the country. Fortunately, they only had a brood every twenty years, or there wouldn’t be a stone building left standing. Unfortunately, they liked to nest in muddy hollows and finding them was a wet, dirty job.

	 “Yes, I know,” Marfolio said. “You’ll have a squad of knights and squires to help. Locate the nest and turn the knights loose. Finish your lunches and off you go. Kalitith, Abyowith, follow me.”

	He led them outside, and Kalitith asked: “Captain, what’s happened?”

	“We have a body,” Marfolio said, “a city councillor found garrotted in his room. Door and shutters closed and locked. No
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