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Raven had just come back from her little trip
“too far” up the Swirling River. She had survived the attack by the
forest bear because of her friends (that she called “sparkles”). As
Raven had walked aimlessly along into the deep woods, remembering
her grandpa that had died only the year before, she had played the
flute that he had given her for her fifth birthday. The music was
sweet and calming, helping her get over the loss of Poppy. That’s
what he wanted to be called by the grandkids, so they all did.

Poppy had said that the flute was magical,
but then he didn’t seem to believe her when she told him how it had
filled the air around her with twinkling lights. And, it seemed,
that those same little lights had kept her safe when she had
tripped, slipped, and fell head first towards a large boulder!

And now, she had been protected by them from
a bear! Totally and completely safe in a cocoon of little swirling
lights as the bear did his best to get to her. He had finally given
up, and wandered off.

As Raven arrived home, a little later than
usual, her father said he wanted to talk to her. And he wanted to
take a walk with her so that they would be alone.

Now I’m in for it! she thought. Dad
knows something, and I’ll have to explain everything and tell him
about the magic flute and he won’t believe me!

“Raven?” her dad questioned her, wondering
about the glassy eyed stare that she was giving him. He could tell
she was lost in thought once again. That seemed to be happening
more and more, and T-legen was worried about their daughter. His
wife, Bea-Kel had talked to him just yesterday about her.

“Um, yes dad?” she blurted out.

“Finish your dinner so we can go for our
walk,” T-legen said gruffly. Maybe a little too rough, for a tear
fell from Raven’s eye as she slowly ate her stew and bread.

When he noticed the expression on her face,
he changed his tone quickly.

“It’s ok, Raven. I just want to take a walk
with you and show you something.” A slight smile crept onto his
face, and she wiped her tear with her sleeve.

“Ok, dad,” She sniffed a little, not sure
what he wanted to show her.

She finally finished, knowing that she could
no longer delay the inevitable walk and talk anymore. Raven stood
up, and together they walked out the door.

“You know you are becoming quite a young
lady,” her father began kindly as they walked along.



Why is he being so sweet to me all of a
sudden? Come on, get to the point! Raven thought. T-legen
continued on.

“You are now almost as tall as your brothers,
and from what I have seen, smarter, faster, and even stronger than
some of them!” He sounded like he was boasting, and seemed to be so
proud of her for some reason.

Her father stopped and turned to face her. He
stood and put his hands gently on her shoulders. After sucking his
teeth in thought, T-legen told her what was on his mind.

“The lands of Arth are getting dangerous,
more so every day! Rumors have reached us, even here so far away,
that the evil lord N’atax has sent his hordes out from his castle
Axtalia! I don’t want you to go wandering alone anymore! Do you
understand me?”

Raven thought this over for a moment, and
actually she understood very well. Even though she was only eleven
years old, she had also heard whispers and rumors about the enemy.
But, after surviving the bear assault, she was confident that she
would be protected from any attacks. Still, he was her father, and
she loved him very much. At last, she answered.

“Yes, dad, I do understand. I promise not to
go off by myself anymore.” She was real good at keeping promises.
Like her promise to Poppy to never tell anyone about her magic
flute.

“Good. But there is more,” he said.

Oh boy, here it comes! Raven
thought.

“Follow me,” T-legen said, and he had a
strange joyful look on his face. “I have a gift for you.”

He led her down to the holding coral where
the family kept their horses. Raven had wondered if and when she
would learn to ride. All of her brothers had horses, and were
excellent horsemen. She could only guess that it would be a pony,
and was shocked when her dad brought out a beautiful black
stallion! Her heart leaped as the horse came right over to her and
nuzzled her neck. The horse was still young, but stood proudly by
his new master.

“It is time,” her father began. “You will
learn to be the best horse rider, and all of your brothers have
agreed to teach you. Learn well, and listen to them. Especially
Breeser and Loreno, for they are the most skilled in the entire
village. You will also begin learning hunting and fishing. You are
now of age to help your family put food on the table.” T-legen
smiled proudly at his daughter. Even though only eleven, she was a
striking beauty already.

“Can I ride him now?” Raven asked hopefully.
She already figured the answer would be no.

“Yes!” her father said, and her heart began
to pound with excitement.

“We have some riding blankets right here
waiting, and a set of reins. Kinda thought you would want to ride
him right away. But first, you have something you must do before
you mount your new horse!” T-legen said with a teasing laugh. She
scrunched up her eyebrows and tilted her head a little with a
questioning look on her face.

“And what is that?” she finally exhaled, for
she had held her breath, waiting for her dad’s answer.

“It’s a tradition in our family, and you must
participate, as all of your brothers have,” he taunted her
lovingly.

“Dad!” Raven exclaimed. A big smile crept
across his face, and she was instantly reminded of Poppy. Her
composure softened, and once again tears came to her dark gray
eyes. T-legen checked himself, and held his daughter gently.

“I was thinking about Poppy. Your smile
reminded me of him,” she answered.

“We all miss him, Ravendune. It is wonderful
to remember him, for he was a good and kind man. But, life goes on
for the rest of us.”

“I know,” she answered. “Now, what is it I
must do before I get to ride my horse?”

“You have to name your horse,” he whispered
softly into her ear.

“Night,” she said almost at once, for she had
decided on that name the moment she had seen him.

“Night?” questioned T-legen.

“Yes!” she cried. “For he is just like the
darkest night, with no moon.”

“Very well, then. Night it is.” And with
that, her dad threw on the blankets, adjusted the reins and then
turned and gave her a hand up.

Raven sat high and proud, and with a quick
flick of the reins, she was off at a slow trot. The two rode as
one, fluid in motion, and T-legen was amazed at the beauty and
grace of his daughter on Night the horse.

Is this really the first time she has
ridden a horse? he thought to himself.

And he just watched in awe as she turned the
slow trot into a full gallop. Her long black hair, which hung
almost to her waist, flowed beautifully in the breeze.

 


***

 


Through the next seven years Raven learned
all there was about horseback riding, hunting, and fishing. Her
brothers were flabbergasted as her skills outpaced even them. She
grew taller, and soon matched the height of her siblings. She was
smart, quick witted, and extremely capable when they took to
teaching her wrestling, hand to hand fighting, and sword play. Very
few in the entire village would have been able to match her in any
contest.

As the rumors and hints of the hordes of
N’atax increased, a new form of training was developed. It involved
tracking and hiding ones tracks. Again, Raven outshined all of
them. With the help of her friends, the sparkles, she was able to
defy anyone from following her. It didn’t matter whether she went
through the woods, across the open fields, or along the shores of
the Western Sea. And it didn’t matter if she walked or rode Night,
her glorious black stallion. Her tracks disappeared from behind
her, and all were baffled by her abilities.

So it was that one late spring day, just
before her eighteenth birthday, Raven set out with her six
brothers. This was to be one last practice before her big day. For
on the morrow, she was to prove herself with the Coming of Age
Ceremony. And even though she had seen her brothers go through it,
she was nervous. Quickly she galloped away towards the shores of
the Western Sea. Her brothers gave her a ten minute head start, and
then split into two groups. This was a new tactic that they had
come up with, and Raven wasn’t aware of it. Off the brothers went,
one group north of her visible trail, and the other group south of
it. It was late in the afternoon, and the sun would soon set

This would be the last day that any of them
would ride their horses for a long time. And one of them never
would ride again.
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