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Chapter 1
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The wind whipped through Twiske’s black mane, a wild symphony as we raced through the pines of Ken-tah-ten. My heart hammered in rhythm with his hooves, a thrilling drumbeat against the quiet anticipation of the hunt. The older boys, brave enough to invite me, a girl, along, trailed behind, their ponies puffing to keep up with my Twiske. They grumbled good-naturedly about his speed, but I just grinned, letting the forest air steal the sound.

We’d been tracking a buck for hours, the air sharp and crisp, promising a good kill. I loved the hunt. It was in my blood, woven into the very fabric of my being. The thrill of the chase, the respect for the animal, the knowledge that we were providing for our village – it felt right, ancient, and powerful. I felt like I actually belonged to the world when I was out here, not just in the village but of the forest, the mountains, the very ground beneath Twiske’s hooves.

Finally, I spotted him. A magnificent stag, antlers branching like the arms of an ancient oak, grazing peacefully in a sun-dappled clearing. I signaled to the boys to hold back. Twiske moved like smoke, silent and sure-footed as I guided him through the undergrowth. My bow was strung, an arrow nocked, my breath held steady. This was it.

The shot was clean, true. The buck fell, and a wave of respect and gratitude washed over me, as it always did. The boys whooped and slapped me on the back as we approached the downed animal. “Clean shot, Sequoia!” “Like Raven’s arrow itself!” They praised me, and I felt a warmth spread through my chest, a pride that bloomed despite the usual shadow that clung to my days in the village.

It took all of us to haul the buck back. As we rode into the clearing where our village nestled, smoke curling warmly from the cooking fires, the usual sounds of daily life – women grinding corn, children laughing, men carving wood – faded as eyes turned to us. And to the buck, slung across Twiske’s broad back. It was a prize, a good hunt, and even my father, Chief Ravenheart, standing tall near the community fire pit, had to acknowledge that.

He watched as we unloaded the buck, the boys beaming, me trying to keep my expression neutral. But then his gaze locked on me, and the warmth in my chest began to curdle. “Sequoia,” he called, his voice carrying over the murmur of the village. “You led the hunt?”

I nodded, meeting his gaze squarely. “Yes, Father. It was a good hunt.” I knew what was coming. It always did.

“A good hunt for a boy,” he corrected, his voice hardening just slightly. “Not for the daughter of a chief.”

My jaw tightened. “Is it not food for the village? Does it not matter that it feeds our people, regardless of who brought it back?”

He stepped closer, his shadow falling over me. “It matters that you ride with boys, that you take on tasks meant for men. It matters that you are seen as... unbound. A chief’s daughter should be weaving, tending the fire, learning the ways of women.” His words were like stones, heavy and cold.

“But I am daughter of Ravenheart,” I retorted, my voice rising despite my best intentions. “And I am Cherokee! We are strong, we are skilled. Why must I be confined to hearth and home when I can hunt, when I can protect, when I am skilled at these things?”

“Strength and skill are not the only virtues,” he said, his voice low and dangerous now. “There is honor in tradition, in the ways of our ancestors. You dishonor them, and you dishonor me, by defying what is expected.”

“Expected by whom?” I challenged, anger flaring in my chest like a struck match. “By you? By whispers in the village? Is it dishonorable to provide for my people? Is it dishonorable to be strong and capable?”

His eyes flashed, dark and stormy like a raven’s before a squall. “It is dishonorable to be unruly. To be a wild thing when you should be...” He searched for the words, his frustration palpable. “...when you should be graceful, gentle, a woman of peace!”

Peace. The word grated on me. Peace felt like a cage, bars of expectation and tradition built around me. “Peace is not weakness, Father,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady, though my hands were clenched into fists at my sides. “But neither is strength violence. I am not violent. I hunt to feed, I ride to scout, I learn to fight to protect. Where is the dishonor in that?”

He turned away, dismissing me with a wave of his hand. “Enough. Take the deer to the butchering racks. Go help your mother. Perhaps some womanly tasks will temper this...wildness in you.” He stalked away, leaving me standing there, the cheers of the boys for the hunt now a hollow echo in my ears.

Later, when the heat of the argument had cooled to a simmering resentment, Tala, my younger sister, found me by the stream, Twiske nuzzling my shoulder as I washed the blood from my hands. His footsteps were soft, hesitant, as always.

“Sequoia,” she said, her voice gentle, like the rustle of leaves in a summer breeze. Tala was like that – soft, yielding, always seeking harmony. She was everything my father wanted me to be.

“He’s angry, isn’t he?” she asked, her eyes wide and troubled.

I sighed, running a hand through Twiske’s mane. “He always is, Tala. It’s not just today. It’s...me.”

She sat beside me on a mossy stone, her hands clasped in her lap. “He loves you, Sequoia. He just...he wants what he thinks is best for you. He wants to protect you.”

Protect me? By clipping my wings? By telling me I was less because I wasn’t...docile? “Protect me from what, Tala? From being myself?”

She shrugged, her shoulders small and delicate. “From...the world, maybe? It’s not always kind to women who are...different.”

“And you think I should just become what he wants? Fold myself into his mold and be...gentle and quiet and unseen?” The words tasted like ash in my mouth.

Tala’s gaze dropped to the stream, watching the water dance over the stones. “It would be easier,” she whispered. “For everyone.”

Easier. Maybe for her. Maybe for my father. But not for me. Not for the wild, untamed spirit that galloped within me, as strong and untamed as Twiske.

“Maybe,” I said, my voice flat. “But easy isn’t always right, Tala. And peace...peace bought with the sacrifice of who you are...that’s not peace at all. That’s just...surrender.”

She looked up then, her eyes meeting mine for just a moment, and I saw something flicker there. Something behind the gentle placidity, a spark of...yearning? A longing for something more than the quiet path laid out for her? It was gone in a heartbeat, replaced by her usual soft composure.

“Maybe you’re right,” she said softly, but her voice lacked conviction. “But maybe...maybe you could just try to meet him halfway? Just...try to be a little more...” She trailed off, unable to find the words.

“Traditional?” I finished for her, a bitter laugh escaping my lips. “Docile? Like you?”

She didn’t answer, but her silence was answer enough. Tala wanted peace, and she was willing to bend, to mold herself to fit the shape of it. And maybe in another world, I could have too. Maybe if I hadn’t been born with the wind in my blood and the fire in my heart, I could have been like her. But I wasn’t.

“There will be no peace, Tala,” I said, my voice low and sure. “Not between Father and me. Not unless one of us breaks.” And looking at the unyielding sky, the restless stream, the wild spirit of Twiske beside me, I knew it wouldn’t be me. The fight for who I was had just begun.
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IT WAS ONLY A FEW WEEKS later when I joined a band of our village warriors. The wind tousled my dark hair and Twiske’s mane as we crested the ridge, the familiar scent of pine and damp earth filling my nostrils. Below, the valley dipped into shadows, but to the east, a spot of a sickly orange glow was painted the horizon. Neo-Americans. Again. They were like a persistent rash, itching to spread back onto our lands, ignoring the ancient stones that marked the boundary of the Cherokee Nation, and the treaty forged after the Great Reconfiguration.

My heart hammered a war drum against my ribs. ‘Finally,’ it seemed to roar. For weeks, Chief Roan Eagle had been sending messengers, reporting increased Neo-American patrols, bold scouts venturing deeper than ever before. Father, Chief Ravenheart, had been pacing our lodge, his brow furrowed with worry, muttering about diplomacy and restraint. Restraint! While they sharpened their steel and smelled our fear? I scoffed inwardly, thinking about what Tala said before I ventured out.

"Are you sure about this, Sequoia?" Tala’s voice, soft as falling feathers, reached me from behind. She sat, her usual pale cheeks flushed with a mixture of apprehension and something I hesitantly recognized as excitement. Tala, my peacemaking sister, who usually flinched at raised voices, let alone the prospect of battle.

I glanced back at her, a grin tugging at my lips. “More sure than I’ve ever been of anything, Tala.” I nudged Twiske, and he eagerly descended the slope, his hooves surefooted on the rocky terrain. 

As we reached the clustered trees at the valley floor, the air crackled with anticipation. Warriors, faces painted with ochre and charcoal, stood in hushed groups, their hands resting on the hafts of their tomahawks and spears. The village war chief, Grey Fox, a man whose eyes held the wisdom of generations and the fire of a cornered wolf, nodded sharply at me. Respect, finally. Something Father rarely offered.

Then, a low rumble echoed through the trees, a sound that made even the war horses shift nervously. From the deeper shadows of the forest, Kana′tĭ emerged. My Kana′tĭ, my black panther. She moved with liquid grace, her eyes, like chips of obsidian, fixed on me. A low purr rumbled in her chest, a sound that vibrated through my own bones. She was bigger now, her muscles thick and powerful. A gift from the spirits, some villagers whispered. A wild beast, Father called her, another reason for his 

disapproval. But Kana′tĭ and I understood each other in a way I doubted anyone else ever would.

I swung off Twiske, the leather of my tunic creaking, and Kana′tĭ nudged my hand with her massive head. I scratched behind her ears, feeling the sleek fur under my fingers. “Stay close, friend,” I murmured. “There might be a chase later.”

Grey Fox stepped forward. “Sequoia Ravenheart,” he rumbled, his voice carrying authority. “Your father wishes you to remain in the village.”

My jaw tightened. Of course he did. He wanted me weaving baskets, grinding corn, docile and silent. He wanted me to disappear into the mold of the “perfect Cherokee woman” he envisioned, a woman who bowed to tradition without question, who spoke only when spoken to, who certainly didn’t ride into battle with a panther at her side.

I met Grey Fox’s gaze directly, ignoring the flutter of unease that the mention of my father brought. “My father may be Chief of the village, but this land is Cherokee. And I am Cherokee. I will fight for it.” My voice rang with a conviction that surprised even me.

Grey Fox’s lips curved into a small, approving smile. “Then welcome, daughter of Ravenheart. Your spirit is needed.”

The battle was swift and decisive. The Neo-Americans, expecting an easy push into our territory, were met with a ferocity they hadn't anticipated. We exploded from the trees, a whirlwind of tomahawks and spears, the war cries of our warriors echoing through the valley. Twiske was a black storm beneath me, weaving through the chaos with a dancer's agility. I felt the thrill of the fight surge through me, the raw power of adrenaline coursing in my veins. This was where I belonged, not confined to the stifling lodge, not lectured on obedience and tradition. This, the raw, untamed world, was my element.

And then there was Kana′tĭ. She moved through the fray like a shadow of death, a blur of black fur and flashing teeth. The Neo-American soldiers, clad in their clumsy metal vehicles and wielding their loud, cumbersome rifles, scattered before her in terror. Their men screamed and bolted. I saw one man, his face contorted in pure panic, drop his rifle and stumble backwards, eyes wide with disbelief as Kana′tĭ stalked towards him. It wasn’t just the panther's ferocity, it was the sheer unexpectedness of it. They weren’t prepared for magic, for the wild heart of the land answering our call.

Within an hour, it was over. The Neo-Americans, routed and demoralized, retreated back across the border, leaving behind a trail of discarded weapons and fallen comrades. Victory was ours. A resounding victory.

We returned to the village to cheers and celebration. The air thrummed with exhilaration, drums beat a triumphant rhythm, and the smell of roasting meat filled the air. Warriors slapped me on the back, women offered me water and smiles. Even Tala’s timid face glowed with pride.

But as I dismounted Twiske in the village clearing, I saw him. Father. Standing stiffly by the communal fire, his face a mask of thunder. The celebrations seemed to dim around him, the cheers receding into a muted hum.

He strode towards me, his eyes fixed on mine, burning with a cold fury that had nothing to do with the victory we had just won. Kana′tĭ, sensing his displeasure, pressed against my leg, a low growl rumbling in his throat.

“Sequoia,” Father’s voice was low, dangerously controlled. “You disobeyed me.”

I straightened my spine, meeting his gaze without flinching. “I fought for our land, Father. We won.” I gestured towards the cheering villagers, the overflowing tables of food. “Look at the victory!”

He waved a dismissive hand, as if brushing away a bothersome fly. “Victory means nothing if it is bought with disobedience. I forbade you to go. I told you to remain in the village and learn the ways of a woman, a Cherokee woman of tradition, not a wild...” he struggled to find a word, “...a wild thing.” His eyes flickered to Kana′tĭ, then back to me, disgust etched on his face.

My joy crumbled. Defeat washed over me even in the midst of triumph. “But Father...” Tala began, stepping forward, her voice pleading.

He cut her off with a sharp look. “Silence, Tala. This is between me and Sequoia.” He turned back to me, his voice hardening. “Your spirit is unruly, Sequoia. Untamed. It needs... shaping. Tomorrow, you will leave for the Hearth of Tradition.”

The Hearth of Tradition. A religious training school nestled deep in the mountains, a place where young women were taught the ancient ways, the sacred dances, and the virtues of humility and obedience. A place where free spirits went to be broken, or so the whispers went. It was meant to be an honor, a path to becoming a respected elder, a spiritual leader within the community. But for me, it sounded like a gilded cage.

“No,” I said, the word escaping my lips before I could stop it.

Father’s eyes narrowed. “No?” he repeated, his voice laced with disbelief.

“I will not go,” I said, my voice gaining strength, fueled by a sudden, desperate surge of rebellion. “I am not meant for silent prayers and weaving circles. I am meant to ride, to fight, to protect our land. I am Cherokee, Father, just like you, but my path is not yours to decide.”

He stared at me, his face rigid with anger, then slowly shook his head. “You are a disappointment, Sequoia. A wild branch that refuses to be pruned.”

I said nothing, my heart aching with the chasm that had opened between us. I saw Tala watching, her eyes filled with a mixture of fear and a flicker of... admiration? Perhaps she envied my rebellion, even as she feared its consequences.

Yet, the next morning, under a sky the color of bruised plums, I stood before the Hearth of Tradition. Stone walls rose around a courtyard, ancient trees draped with moss stood sentinel, and the air hummed with a quiet, almost oppressive serenity. A woman with eyes as deep and still as mountain pools greeted me, her voice gentle but firm. “Welcome, Sequoia Ravenheart. Here, you will find peace and purpose.”

Peace. Purpose. Words that felt empty and hollow in my ears. As I followed her through the heavy wooden gates, my gaze 

kept drifting back to the forest, a dark, whispering invitation at the edge of the clearing.

The courtyard was quiet, filled with the murmur of chanted prayers and the soft rustle of robes. Inside the main hall, young women, faces serene and downcast, kneeled in rows, their voices rising in a slow, rhythmic hymn. It was beautiful, in a way, but it felt suffocating. Like being wrapped in layers of soft wool, so warm it steals your breath.

My heart clenched. This was not for me. This gentle conformity, this hushed piety. My spirit craved the wind, the thunder of hooves, the wild, untamed heart of the forest.

As the woman showed me to my small, sparsely furnished cell, I made my decision. It was a quiet rebellion, a silent act of defiance, but it was mine. While she spoke of schedules and rituals, of prayers and lessons, my mind raced, charting an escape.

That night, under the cloak of a moonless sky, I slipped out of the Hearth of Tradition. The stone walls loomed dark and silent, but the gates, thankfully, were unguarded. Kana′tĭ, who had been strangely subdued since our arrival, seemed to sense my intent. She was waiting for me at the edge of the clearing, a shadow amongst shadows.

I mounted her bareback, her warm fur comforting against my skin. We turned our backs on the Hearth of Tradition, on the expectations and constraints, and plunged into the embrace of the forest. The air was cool and damp, carrying the scent of pine and wild earth. Freedom. It tasted sharp and exhilarating on my tongue.

Behind me, in the distance, the quiet hymns of the Hearth of Tradition drifted on the wind. But ahead, stretched the vast, whispering wilderness of the ancient Shaconage Mountains. My wilderness. And I knew, with a certainty that settled deep in my bones, that this was where I was meant to be. My father might call me a wild branch, but the forest... the forest called me home. And Kana′tĭ and I were finally, truly, free.
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Chapter 2
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Leaves swirled around Kana′tĭ’s paws as we galloped away from the Hearth of Tradition, leaving behind the scent of incense and the suffocating whispers of piety. It was supposed to be a place to connect with the Great Spirit, they said. A place to learn the old ways. But for me, it felt like a cage, gilded maybe, but a cage nonetheless. My father, bless his well-meaning but stubborn heart, thought it would “settle” me, make me the kind of woman he envisioned – quiet, respectful, rooted in tradition. He didn’t understand the wildfire that burned in my blood, the yearning for something more than weaving baskets and chanting ancient prayers. He called it rebellion. I called it living.

Tsisadu Yahula, Rabbit Valley, rose out of the valley floor like a promise. The air smelled of woodsmoke and something sweet, maybe baking bread. It was bustling, noisy, alive. Kana′tĭ and I had weathered the journey well. I ventured into the heart of the town, my pouch of coins feeling lighter than my spirit felt free.

Luck, or maybe the spirits were finally smiling on me, landed me a job at ‘The Rusty Mug’, a tavern nestled in a cobbled side street. Fig, the owner, a woman with laughter lines crinkling around her bright eyes and a braid as thick as my arm, took one look at me and said, “You’ve got fire in you, girl. You’ll fit right in.” Liam, the other bartender, introduced himself with a shy smile and hands that looked more accustomed to handling metal than mugs.

The first few weeks were a blur of learning drink orders, wiping down counters, and dodging drunken advances with a sharp elbow and a sharper tongue. I was good at it, surprisingly. The chaos of the bar was a welcome balm to the stifling order of Hearth of Tradition. And then there were Fig and Liam. They became my unexpected anchor in this new, unfamiliar place.

One particularly busy evening, the air thick with the smell of spilled ale and roasted nuts, Liam was carefully polishing glasses, his brow furrowed in concentration. Fig was expertly juggling orders, her voice a calming presence amidst the clamor. I was restocking the shelves, my mind drifting to home, to Tala, to the inevitable storm that awaited me when my father finally realized I was gone.

“You seem... distant tonight, Sequoia,” Fig said, her gaze sharp despite the friendly tone. “Everything alright?”

I shrugged, picking at a loose thread on my apron. “Just thinking about... family.”

Liam paused his glass polishing, a faint blush rising on his cheeks. “Family can be... complicated, can’t it?” he mumbled, then surprised me by continuing, “My dad... he wants me to take over the family smithy, of course. Strong, manly work, he calls it. But... well, I like to knit.” He said it as if confessing a terrible secret.

I raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “Knit?”

He nodded, his blush deepening. “Yeah. Scarves, blankets... even socks. It... calms me.” He glanced around nervously, as if expecting his father to materialize from the shadows and drag him away.

Fig chuckled, a warm, comforting sound. “Liam makes the coziest blankets you’ve ever felt. Don’t let him fool you, they’re practically magic.” She winked at him. “My family... they’re all about tradition too. Farming, mostly. They expected me to marry a farmer, raise a dozen kids, tend the fields. But... well, here I am, brewing my own beer and running a tavern.” She grinned, gesturing around at the bustling bar. “Took some time for them to accept it, a lot of shouting matches and slammed doors, but eventually... they saw I was happy. That was all that mattered, really.”

Their words settled around me, a comforting blanket of understanding. They knew what it was like, this push and pull between duty and desire, between family and self. It wasn’t just me. I wasn't alone in this rebellion.

The shift ended late, the last patrons stumbling out into the cool night air. Fig clapped me on the shoulder, her smile weary but kind. “Go get some rest, Sequoia. Tomorrow we’ll do it all again.”

As I stepped out of the tavern, the night air crisp and clean, a figure emerged from the shadows across the street. Small, hesitant, yet undeniably familiar. Tala.

My heart clenched. I hadn’t expected her to come. To find me.

“Tsula?” Her voice was soft, tentative, just like I remembered. She was the only one who called me “fox.”

“Tala,” I breathed, shock and a strange mix of guilt and relief washing over me.

She rushed forward, wrapping me in a tight hug. It was years’ worth of unspoken words and pent-up emotions squeezed into that embrace. When she pulled back, her eyes were brimming with tears, but there was a flicker of something else in them too, something... stronger.

“Father is... well, you can imagine,” she said, her voice trembling slightly. “He’s furious. But... but he’s also... worried. He misses you.”

I scoffed, crossing my arms. “Misses his obedient daughter, you mean. The one who’ll sit quietly and do as she’s told?”

Tala shook her head. “No, Sequoia. He... he’s just scared. He doesn’t understand why you’re... like this.”

“Like this?” I repeated, my voice hardening. “Like what, Tala? Like someone who wants to live her own life? Like someone who refuses to be confined by his outdated expectations?”

We walked to a nearby diner, the only place still open at this hour. The warm, greasy smell of late-night food filled the air. We ordered coffee and sat in a booth bathed in the soft glow of a flickering neon sign.

Tala’s usual timidity seemed to have sharpened into something more resolute tonight. Maybe seeing me, seeing my defiance in person, had ignited something within her.

“He’s... lost, Sequoia,” she said, her voice low. “He lost Mother so young. He thinks he’s protecting us. He thinks these traditions, these rules, are the only way to keep us safe, to keep us... Cherokee.”

“But they’re suffocating,” I argued, frustration rising again. “They’re not who I am, Tala. They’re not who you could be either, if you weren’t so afraid.” The words stung, even to my own ears, but I couldn’t hold them back.

Tala flinched, but didn’t back down. “Maybe... maybe you’re right. Maybe I am afraid. But... running away isn’t the answer, Sequoia. It just... hurts him more. And... and you’re hurting yourself too, aren’t you? Living like this, always looking over your shoulder.”

Her words hit home, a truth I had been trying to ignore. The freedom of Tsisadu Yahula came with a constant undercurrent of anxiety, a knowledge that it was temporary, that my past would eventually catch up to me.

“He wants you to come back,” Tala continued, her voice softening. “He... he said he’s willing to listen. To... to try to understand. He said... he said he misses your laughter. That the house feels empty without you arguing with him.” A small smile touched her lips. “He even asked about Twiske.”

I looked at her, really looked at her. At her earnest eyes, at the hope flickering within them. She wasn’t just asking me to go back for Father’s sake. She was asking me to go back for hers, for our family, for the chance to build a bridge instead of burning it all down.

Maybe... maybe she was right. Running away was easy. Facing him, facing my fears, facing the possibility of building something new, something that honored both tradition and my own spirit... that was the truly brave thing to do.
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