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      Ullin, the silver moon, was high in the sky when Kimi heard a gate creak. She shot up in her bed as she heard voices speaking in quiet tones. Horses whinnied and hoofbeats sounded, gradually disappearing into the distance.

      She leapt from her bed and ran to the window of her small bedroom. There, in the silver light of the moon, horsemen drove a herd of horses across the plains.

      She covered her mouth with her hand as she gazed through the window overlooking the corral where the family kept their best horses–the same animals that were now disappearing over the horizon.

      In her haste, Kimi tripped over her nightgown and crashed against her parents’ bedroom door. The door flew open and banged against the wall as she stumbled into their room.

      Gasping, she righted herself. “The…the horses have been stolen.”

      Her parents sat bolt upright in their bed. “Are you sure, Kimi?” her father called after her as she sprinted to her brothers’ room. He came out of his bedroom pulling on his traditional horselord leathers.

      Kimi grabbed her brothers and pulled them from their beds, not giving them a chance to get dressed.

      “Of course I’m sure. The gate creaked, then hoofbeats. I saw them galloping over the plains.”

      Eighteen-year-old Olias looked at his sister, a slight frown wrinkling his forehead. “Are you sure they didna jump the gate? Or break it? Did ya see any people?”

      Kimi stared at her brother. “I’m not that stupid, Oli. The gate was open. Unless the horses have developed hands, someone did it for them.”

      “By Zol’s balls.” Her elder brother, Yeldin, swore as he sprinted back to his room to get dressed.

      “The Wanderers!” Her father turned to her mother as she came out of the room they shared. “It must be one of the tribes of Wanderers, thieving scum that they are.”

      The family was one of several settled folk living close to The Barrier, the range of mountains that cut off the Western Plains from the rest of the continent of Khalram.

      Once, the Settlers had been Wanderers themselves, following the herds of wild horses that roamed the plains. Several generations ago, some of the people decided they could rear better horses if they had more control, so they settled in one place.

      There had been mistrust between the Wanderers and Settlers ever since.

      Kimi’s mother emerged from the bedroom. “It don’t matter who it is, Har. They’re getting farther away every minute.”

      “A Wanderer’s allus a thief. It’s bred into ’em,” her father lectured, as he strode down the stairs and out of the door. Looking back, he called, “Get dressed, and quick. Pick up your weapons and come wi’ me. We’ve some horses to get back.”

      Kimi ran to her room and dressed in leather trousers like her father’s, and a fringed leather jerkin. She opened a cupboard and took out a fleece-lined jacket. This she donned over her jerkin. Once dressed she rushed out with her brothers to join their parents at the corral.

      Her father was inspecting the gate as they approached. He stood and beckoned them to follow as he strode to a second corral. “You were right, Kimi. Someone let ’em out,” he called over his shoulder. “No sign of ’em breaking the gate. Let’s go after ’em.”

      The family caught five horses from a second corral, put bridles on them and leapt onto their backs.

      Kimi rode her piebald mare she named Magpie. She patted the horse’s neck. “We need to be quick, girl, if we’re to get your friends back. Pretend you’re the winter wind.”

      The Horselords did not use saddles. They considered the use of a saddle and bit to be an insult and enslavement of their beloved horses. The animals responded to reins attached to a noseband, as well as their riders’ knees.

      Kimi and her older brothers, alongside their parents, cantered westward across the plain following the tracks of their animals. They all carried bows, and the men were armed with knives.

      It was winter, and snow covered the ground. The thieves had taken around twenty of the family’s best animals and they left plenty of signs of their passing in the snow.

      After the family had ridden for a couple of miles the tracks split into three.

      Kimi’s father pulled his horse to a halt. “They want to confuse us so as we don’t know which way to go. We need to split up to find ’em.”

      Kimi’s mother pulled her horse nearer to her husband. “Don’t you think we’d be better off stayin’ together? We dunna know how many there are.” She glanced around her family. “There might be too many for two of us to take on alone.” She turned and looked at the three tracks. “P’raps we should go after one group and get those horses back. At least we’d have some of our stock.”

      “Those’re our best animals.” Kimi’s father shifted his seat on his horse. “We need to get ’em all back. If we allow thieves to get even one, they’ll spread the word we’re easy and keep comin’ back till we’ve no horses left.”

      Kimi gripped her reins and her lips trembled. She made up her mind to speak. “Stop!” Her voice sounded loud in the silence of the night. “We can’t waste time arguing.”

      “She’s right.” Twenty-year-old Yeldin sidled his horse nearer to his sister. “We must get after ’em quick.”

      They took a vote and all three young people voted with their father and the group split into three.

      Kimi found herself with Yeldin. They followed one set of tracks to the southwest. The light dusting of snow made the passage easy to follow.

      “D’you know how many are in this lot?” Yeldin gazed at the tracks left by the passage of many horses.

      Of the siblings, Kimi was the best tracker despite being the youngest. She dismounted to study the prints left behind. “Nine or ten p’raps, but how many are ours and how many are ridden by the thieves…” She shrugged.

      Yeldin smiled at her. “Well, little sis, they took twenty horses. If each group has the same number, then there’ll be six or seven animals in each. That’d be no more’n three riders. We can take ’em on. Let’s get going.”

      Kimi’s stomach turned over as Yeldin mentioned taking on the thieves.

      Yeldin smiled, and Kimi knew he realised her fear. “You’ve got your bow. You can shoot from a distance. No need to get close.”

      They rode for two miles until they spotted movement on the horizon. “There they are,” Yeldin called from ahead. “I’ll circle in from the east and you approach from the west.”

      Kimi nodded, pulling Magpie around and galloping in the direction Yeldin indicated. Guiding her horse with her knees and heels she readied her bow, nocking an arrow as she rode.

      A small copse appeared. Kimi slowed her gallop as she rode past. She would round this small stand of trees and double back. By now she would be past where the thieves were and she and Yeldin would take them by surprise. True, there were only two of them, but surprise would give them the advantage.

      But she was not prepared for the three mounted warriors who came from the stand of trees.
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      She raised her bow and pointed it at one of the men. Her hand shook as she loosed the arrow.

      Her target managed to pull his horse to the side, but the arrow grazed his arm.

      “You little bitch.” He pulled the arrow from where it hung from his jerkin and flung it away then turned to a man sitting quietly on a horse close behind him. “Do something.”

      Kimi did not wait to find out what this man would do. She grabbed a second arrow from the quiver at her waist, nocked it and fired it in his direction.

      It missed.

      Her mouth went dry and she looked around. Where was Yeldin? Surely he should be here by now? She could not take on three men by herself.

      The man in the centre of the clearing chanted some words in a language Kimi did not understand. She tried to nock another arrow but felt as if she were moving through honey. Sounds became dulled. What was happening? She tried to scream, but it came out as a whimper.

      The voices of the warriors sounded as if they came from a great distance.

      “She won’t be able to move with that spell. It’s as if she’s wrapped up like a parcel.”

      Kimi moved her eyes to look at the speaker.

      A mage.

      Although dressed like the others, she knew because only a mage would be able to use magic, and nothing but magic could have wrapped her up in invisible bonds.

      “What d’you think we should do with her?”

      Kimi managed to turn her eyes to the voice. She saw a short man looking at her with a frown on his face.

      There was silence for a few seconds, then a third voice spoke. It was the man she had shot. “Leave her.” The voice had a harsh ring. “She can’t chase us if she can’t move.”

      “There’re wyverns ’round here.” The mage laughed. “I heard them calling. They’d relish a young girl like this. They might leave the horses alone if they’re full of girl.”

      Kimi went cold. She shivered. Tears sprang to her eyes. Wyverns were top predators. They were savage relatives of dragons. Humans could not tame them, even if they hatched and raised them from an egg, in captivity.

      She closed her eyes to squeeze back the tears. Wyverns stung their prey to immobilise it. Then they tore it apart while it was still alive.

      The scream she tried to give came out as a squeak. The mage’s spell made it impossible for her to make much sound. She struggled, but in vain. Her muscles would not obey her.

      The short man spoke again. “No! How old d’you think she is? Sixteen? Stealin’ horses, yes. Murderin’ a young girl’s another thing altogether.”

      “Kassilla’s tits, Coly. Wouldn’t be murder. The wyverns’ll see to that.” The man with the harsh voice laughed.

      Kimi struggled. Her breath came rapidly and she felt herself trembling.

      I don’t want to end up as wyvern food.

      The mage who cast the spell that wrapped her up so securely, said, “The spell won’t last long, you know. We must decide what to do with her, and quick.”

      Ah! Maybe if they argue about my fate long enough, the spell’ll wear off and I can escape.

      “We should take her with us. The chief’ll decide,” Coly said.

      The man whom she hit with her arrow dragged her from her horse. He bound her hands and feet then flung her face down across the animal’s back.

      He was not gentle.

      All she could see was the ground below Magpie’s hooves.

      He took a rope and tied her hands to her feet, passing the rope under the horse’s belly.

      Laughing, he slapped her rump, hard. “That’ll teach you to fire an arrow at me.”

      Kimi’s tears fell as she contemplated her fate. These men were not going to kill her. At least not yet. Would the chief decide to hold her as a hostage for ransom? That was not the tribes’ way. They came and took what they wanted. Horses mainly. The tribes did not use money and they measured their wealth by the number and quality of their animals.

      Coly took her horse’s reins and the three men mounted their animals and cantered to the west.

      Kimi bounced up and down on Magpie’s back. Her hands hurt from the rope as it chafed her wrists with the joggling. As they rode, the jarring of her stomach on the horse’s back hurt, too.

      I’ll have bruises everywhere from this.

      She felt sick. Her heart beat fast and her palms grew damp with sweat. Her stomach hurt from the bouncing. She tried to be brave. Feeling sorry for herself would not help, but fear filled her. These were tribal men, after all. Thieves and violent people.

      Yeldin’ll notice I’ve gone and bring Papa. There are only three men in this group. The family will be able to take on three.

      Kimi’s fear subsided a little, but it reappeared a few moments later.

      How many are there altogether? They’ve taken twenty horses and split into three groups, and this group has three men and seven horses.

      Kimi frowned as she tried to estimate the number of the raiders.

      If they split into equal groups, the total will be around nine or ten men.

      Her musings came to an end when someone dragged her from her horse. She landed in a heap, the breath knocked out of her.

      The man untied her feet so she could stand.

      Kimi glanced around.

      A tall man strode towards her. His almost black hair hung in lank locks to his shoulders, kept from his eyes by a band around his forehead. He wore leather trousers and jacket, similar to Kimi’s. In fact, all the Horselords–Settlers and Wanderers alike–wore similar attire.

      His face had a tattoo on it like that of a large wild cat–lynx or lion; Kimi could not make out which. She concluded that someone had done it a long time ago, and it had faded.

      This is the chief, then. I think their chiefs have tattooed faces.

      “Who’s this?” The chief’s voice boomed over the sounds of the camp.

      “She’s a Settler,” one of her captors replied. “She came after us so we ambushed her and brought her here.”

      The tall man circled Kimi, looking her up and down as if she were a piece of horseflesh. “Why bring her back here? You could have disposed of her. She’s only a girl.” He took a breath and gazed towards the horizon. A frown creased his brow. He nodded as if coming to a conclusion. “Not much to look at. Plain face, and small. Still, she’s got nice eyes, and lovely, thick, brown hair.” He lifted a lock as he spoke. “She’ll do, although I’m not sure how she’ll bear children.”

      Kimi’s eyes opened wide as she realised what this man was saying. Something snapped in the girl’s mind and she aimed a kick at the tall man. “I’m not a mare to be put to the stallion.” Her eyes blazed.

      The watching men laughed.

      The tall man slapped her across her face making her eyes water. He turned to a young man who was looking the stolen horses over. “Mickid, come here.”

      Mikid trotted to where Kimi and the chief stood.

      Kimi saw a likeness between him and the tall man and concluded the younger one was his son.

      “What do you think of this girl?” the chief said.

      The younger man circled her and looked her up and down as his father had done. “She’s very plain and a bit small. Not very interesting.” He turned away to return to the horses.

      His father frowned. “She’s new blood. We need it in the tribe. Women should be obedient to their menfolk. This one will quickly understand that.” He looked at his leg where Kimi had aimed her kick. “If they’re too soft they might produce weak boys.” He narrowed his eyes and nodded. “We need new blood to produce strong warriors. We can soon knock sense into them. I like this girl. You will marry her.”

      He stalked off leaving the young men staring at Kimi.

      Mickid stopped. He glared after his father for a few seconds with narrowed eyes, and hands clenched into fists. He turned to one of the men and told him to take Kimi to a tent and make sure she could not escape.

      She found some courage from somewhere deep inside. “No!”

      Her heart pounded. She was only sixteen and a Settler. He was one of the Wanderers. They hated the Settlers. He would treat her badly because of that. She thrashed in the bindings that still held her wrists and arms, but it was no use. She was trapped here and she was to marry this young man.

      Kimi looked around as a warrior grabbed her. He squeezed her arm and she winced.

      Perhaps she would be able to find a way out if she could escape her bonds. She looked around to get her bearings in the eventuality of an escape presenting itself.

      Painted tents of leather ringed an open area where a fire burned. Two men stirred a cauldron hanging over it.

      The thieves had hobbled the riding horses. They grazed whatever grass they could find, pawing the snow to clear it. Four men kept the stolen animals from escaping.

      Kimi realised her estimate had not been far wrong. There were ten men in the raiding party.

      It was no use. She could not fight them. Her only chance of escape would be by stealth.

      The man who had been told to take her to a tent pulled on her bound arms. He was not gentle. “Kasilla’s tits, girl. Keep still or it’ll be worse for you.”

      She struggled, but she was not strong enough to break the grip of the man holding her.

      He thrust her into a tent and tied her to the central pole by her wrists.

      Once he left, Kimi fought her bonds but failed to loosen them. Struggling chafed her wrists more on the ropes tying her to the tent pole.

      After several minutes, the tent flap opened and the chief’s son entered. “What’s your name?” He curled his lip as he looked at her.

      Kimi made no reply but turned away.

      Mickid grabbed her chin and turned her head towards him. “Answer me when I speak to you.”

      Kimi spat in his face and received a blow across her cheek for her insult.

      “How dare you!” He hit her again.

      Her eyes watered, but she blinked. She would not let this man know he had made her cry.

      As he wiped the spittle from his cheek, the young man scowled. “We’ve got your best horses. And you. So we’ll leave in the morning.” He wrinkled his nose and drew away from her a little. “My father says we must be married. That won’t happen before we get far away, back to our own territory—the territory of the Prowling Lynx.” He drew himself up, looking down his nose. “I’ll have my tattoos done to show I’m the son of the chief and the next chief. Then we’ll be married.”

      As he approached the tent flap he turned. “You’re not what I’d have chosen. You’re not pretty at all.” He sneered. “There’re plenty of beautiful women in the tribe who would jump at the chance to marry me.” He grinned, taunting her. “Still, my father says I must marry you, so I’ll do so. We need fresh blood in the tribe. Those other women will still be anxious to be my lovers.”

      His laugh was menacing, ringing in her ears as he left her alone to consider her fate.

      Kimi could not help it. She tried not to, but tears pooled in her eyes. Try as she might, they overflowed and dripped from her chin onto the tent floor.
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