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The Hope

My hands trembled as I stared at the plastic stick. One line. Then another, fainter than the first, but still there, mocking me with its ambiguity. Was that a positive? Or am I just seeing things? I squinted, tilting my head. “Stupid dollar store tests,” I muttered under my breath, tossing it onto the growing pile on the bathroom counter. Three tests, three different brands, and three shades of maybe-pregnant.

“Still at it?” Storm's voice, warm and rumbling, filled the doorway. He leaned against the frame, arms crossed, his Saleh Army uniform making him look even broader than usual. He had that easy confidence that always calmed my swirling thoughts, at least a little.

“Yeah, still... maybe?” I gestured to the plastic graveyard. “They’re all saying something, but nothing definite. Useless.”

He chuckled, low and comforting. “You know, for someone who sees the invisible world, you’re putting a lot of faith in plastic and pee.”

I rolled my eyes, but a small smile tugged at my lips. Leave it to Storm to be both sarcastic and right. “Easy for you to say, Mr. Practical. You’re not the one with a potentially life-changing... life... growing inside you.” The word felt alien and terrifying, even though a part of me, a tiny fluttering bit, was already whispering ‘baby’.

He stepped closer, his dark eyes soft. “Meara Feather,” he said, using my full name, which he only did when he was serious. “Last night, when we were sitting on the porch, remember? I saw it. The shimmer of a new aura, right there, around your belly. A soft, gold light.”

My breath hitched. He had. I’d almost forgotten. Storm saw auras too, though his were clearer, stronger than mine. Mine were... cloudy, like looking through a frosted window sometimes. But last night, I’d been so caught up in the fear and the ‘what ifs’ that I’d pushed it to the back of my mind.

“You’re sure?” Even as the words left my mouth, a warmth bloomed in my chest, a sort of scared, fragile hope.

He cupped my face, his thumbs brushing my cheekbones. “Positive as the sun rising. You’re carrying our little one, Meara.” His Saleh accent, usually subtle, thickened with emotion when he spoke like this. It was beautiful.

Tears pricked at my eyes, a mix of relief and a fresh wave of panic. “Oh, Storm.” I leaned into his chest, the solid comfort of his embrace a much-needed anchor. “What are we going to do?”

“We?” He tilted my chin up, his dark eyes shining. “We’re going to be parents, Meara. Together. It’s going to be... an adventure.”

I managed a watery laugh. An adventure. That was one way to put it. “Adventure sounds terrifying right now.”

“Terrifyingly wonderful,” he corrected, kissing my forehead. “And we’ll figure it out. One step at a time.”

One step at a time. Right now, step one was telling Mom. And step two was... Dad. Dad was here. Visiting. With Cheyanna. Oh spirits, Cheyanna.

“They’re downstairs, aren’t they?” I asked, pulling back from Storm. My stomach twisted into a knot tighter than any I’d ever felt before, even before tests and auras.

Storm nodded, a hint of amusement in his eyes. “Shenandoah’s making fry bread. Fergus is... well, Fergus is being Fergus, fussing over your mom’s garden.”

Fergus being Fergus. Which meant probably lecturing Mom about the proper way to prune tomato plants, using some ancient Irish method that no one had asked for. Dad loved to lecture. Especially when things weren’t going according to some plan he’d made up in his head. And a pregnant daughter who wasn’t married yet, even if we were engaged, was definitely not on his plan. Traditional Irish Dad meets modern Cherokee daughter, with a dash of unexpected baby. This was going to be... a conversation.

“And Cheyanna?” I asked, bracing myself.

“Somewhere between the living room and the fridge. Probably making a commentary on everything.”

Wonderful. Just perfect.

I took a deep breath, trying to quell the rising tide of anxiety that threatened to drown me. “I need to tell Mom.”

Storm squeezed my hand. “We need to tell them. Together.”

“You’ll stay?” The thought of facing them alone made my knees weak.

“Always,” he promised, his eyes unwavering. He laced his fingers through mine. “Ready?”

Ready was a strong word. Let’s go with... resigned. “As I’ll ever be.”

We walked out of the bathroom, and the smell of frying dough hit me, usually comforting, today it felt... heavy. As we reached the living room, Cheyanna’s voice, loud and unfiltered, pierced the air.

“Mom, why are you putting so much sugar in the lemonade? It’s going to be, like, diabetes in a glass.”

Mom, Shenandoah, glanced up from the bowl of dough, a slight frown creasing her brow. “Cheyanna, please. Too much sugar is... not good. But a little... is treat.” She struggled for the English words, her Cherokee thoughts sometimes getting lost in translation. “Fergus likes sweet.”

Dad, perched on the edge of the porch swing, did like sweet. And he liked things done a certain way. He turned, his hazel eyes, a little like mine, but sharper, landed on me and Storm. A smile, warm and genuine, touched his lips. “Meara, love! Storm! Come sit, come sit. Shenandoah’s fry bread smells divine.”

He didn’t notice anything different. Not yet. But Mom... Mom’s dark eyes, so much like mine, but wiser, more knowing, lingered on me, a flicker of something unreadable crossing her face. Suspicion? She’d been giving me those looks for weeks now. Like she could smell the secret growing inside me.

Cheyanna, of course, had no filter. “Meara looks pale,” she announced, scrutinizing me like I was some sort of science experiment. “Are you sick?”

“Cheyanna!” Mom scolded gently, but her eyes were still on me, searching.

My heart pounded against my ribs. Okay, Meara. Deep breaths. Storm was right here. We could do this. One step at a time. But right now, all I felt was the weight of the secret, the fear of the unknown, and a desperate need to just... tell them. Rip off the bandaid. Because this slow burn of anxiety was going to set me on fire if I waited any longer. And the faint, gold aura around my belly, the one only Storm and I could see, pulsed with a life that was already starting to change everything.

I took a breath, steeling myself, and stepped fully into the room, Storm right beside me, his hand a warm anchor in mine. “Mom, Dad,” I started, my voice a little shaky. “Storm and I... we have something to tell you.”

Shenandoah stilled, her hands pausing their kneading of the dough. Her gaze sharpened, locking onto mine. Fergus remained oblivious, still admiring his tomato-pruning handiwork in the garden, only half-turned towards us. Cheyanna, however, was laser-focused, her head tilted, eyes narrowed with intense curiosity.

“Something to tell us?” Fergus repeated, finally turning fully around, a sprig of something green dangling from his fingers. “Well then, out with it, love! Don’t keep us in suspense. Is Storm finally going to ask for your hand properly?” He winked at Storm, a hearty, jovial wink that usually made me smile. Today it just felt... pointed.

“Dad...” I started again, my palms suddenly clammy.

But Cheyanna, bless her blunt little heart, cut right to the chase. “Are you pregnant?

The question hung in the air, as sharp and clean as a knife. Everything went quiet. The birds in the trees outside seemed to hold their breath. Even the sizzle of the fry bread in the pan seemed to diminish.

My gaze flickered to Mom, then back to Dad. Fergus’s jovial smile faltered, replaced by a confused frown. Shenandoah’s expression remained unreadable, a mask of calm observation.

“Cheyanna!” Fergus exclaimed, a tinge of Irish bluster creeping into his voice. “That’s hardly polite! Don’t be putting ideas into the girl’s head.” But even as he said it, his eyes, too, were fixed on me, searching for an answer.

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. “Actually... Cheyanna’s right.”

The kitchen air thickened. Fergus blinked. Shenandoah’s lips parted slightly, her breath catching, almost imperceptibly. Cheyanna, true to form, just nodded, like she’d known it all along.

“Pregnant?” Fergus repeated, the word echoing in the relative silence. He looked from me to Storm, then back to me, his face slowly morphing from confusion to... something else. A slow dawning realization.

“Yes, Dad,” I said, my voice gaining a sliver of strength now that it was out in the open. “I’m pregnant.”

Silence again. A thick, heavy silence this time. I braced myself for the storm. Fergus was a man of tradition. He believed in things done in the right order. Marriage first, then babies. That was the Irish way, the proper way, as far as he was concerned.

Finally, Fergus spoke, his voice surprisingly quiet. “Pregnant. Well now.” He ran a hand through his thinning hair, then tugged at his earlobe, a nervous habit I knew well. He looked at Storm, a long, assessing look. “Storm. You and Meara... you are engaged, yes?”

“Yes, sir,” Storm replied, his voice steady and respectful. “We are.”

“Engaged,” Fergus repeated, nodding slowly. “Aye, engaged. That’s... something.” He still wasn’t meeting my eyes. He paced a few steps away, towards the porch railing, then back again, his brow furrowed deep.

“Fergus,” Shenandoah said softly, her voice a gentle balm in the tension. “Breathe.”

He stopped pacing, took a deep, shuddering breath, and finally, finally, looked at me. His blue eyes, usually bright and sharp, were soft, almost watery. “Meara, love,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “A grandbaby.”

And just like that, the dam broke. The lecture about tradition, the disapproval, the ‘I told you so’s’ - all of it seemed to evaporate, replaced by something else entirely. A kind of stunned, bewildered joy.

“A grandbaby,” he said again, a smile, hesitant at first but then widening, spreading across his face, chasing away the furrowed brow. “Lord above! A grandbaby!” He actually beamed, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners. He walked towards me, not with the lecturing stride I’d been expecting, but with a slightly unsteady, almost reverent step.

He reached out, his hand hovering uncertainly over my stomach, not quite touching. “Are you... are you sure, love? You’re sure about this?”

I nodded, tears welling up again, this time tears of relief. “Yes, Dad. I’m sure.”

He finally let his hand rest gently on my stomach, his touch surprisingly light. “Well, then.” He looked up at Storm, his smile widening further. “Storm, my boy! You sly dog! A grandbaby! Imagine that!” He clapped Storm on the shoulder, a hearty, back-thumping clap. “Though, mind you,” he added, his voice suddenly gruffer, a flicker of old Fergus returning, “you should have put a ring on her finger sooner! Marriage first, that’s the proper order of things! But... well... grandbabies are grandbabies, aren’t they?” He chuckled, shaking his head, a mix of mock-sternness and genuine delight in his eyes.

I let out a shaky breath, relief flooding through me, so potent it almost made me weak in the knees. Dad was... happy. Or at least, grandfather-happy.

Shenandoah finally spoke, her voice calm and grounded. “Meara, child.” She came towards me, her movements graceful and fluid. She took my hand, her dark eyes meeting mine, a deep, knowing warmth in them. “I... I did think something was changing. I felt it.” A small, gentle smile touched her lips. “This is good news, Meara. Very good.” There was no caution in her happiness now, only a deep, calm joy.

“See?” Cheyanna piped up, breaking the emotional moment with her usual bluntness. “Told you she looked pale.” She hopped off the counter, suddenly energized. “Does this mean I’m an aunt now? Can I pick out names? Can we paint the nursery purple? Because purple is, like, the best color for babies, right?”

“Cheyanna, slow down,” Shenandoah chuckled, a real, warm chuckle that filled the room with lightness I hadn’t felt in days. “You will be an aunt. And yes, you can help. But first,” she turned back to me, her eyes softening again, “we need to make sure Meara is well. My mother... you remember my mother, Meara?”

I nodded. Grandma Elisi. A Cherokee medicine woman, living deep in the mountains. I hadn't seen her in years, but I remembered the stories, the quiet strength that emanated from her.

“She has... ways,” Shenandoah continued, her voice dropping slightly, a hint of reverence in it. “Ways to ensure a healthy pregnancy, a smooth journey. Perhaps... perhaps we should go see her. For a blessing. And for... advice.”

My heart warmed at the suggestion. Grandma Elisi. The thought of connecting with that part of my heritage, of seeking guidance from her wisdom, felt right, grounding. Especially now, facing this huge, wonderful, terrifying change.

“That... that sounds good, Mom,” I said, a genuine smile finally breaking free. “That sounds really good.”

Storm squeezed my hand, his eyes meeting mine, a silent understanding passing between us. He knew how much this meant to me, how much connecting with my Cherokee roots meant, especially now, facing motherhood and the uncertainties ahead.

Fergus, still beaming, was already planning. “A grandbaby! We need to celebrate! Shenandoah, more of that fry bread! And let’s crack open that bottle of Irish Whiskey I brought. For a toast! To the happy parents-to-be!”

Cheyanna was already on her phone, presumably texting all her friends the breaking news of her impending aunt-hood.

The kitchen, moments ago thick with anxiety, was now buzzing with a new kind of energy. Excitement, anticipation, a touch of chaos, and underneath it all, a deep, grounding warmth. The smell of fry bread no longer felt heavy, but comforting, welcoming. The adventure, terrifyingly wonderful, was truly beginning. And we were going to face it, together, as a slightly unconventional, slightly chaotic, but undeniably loving family. One step at a time. And maybe, with a little bit of Cherokee wisdom to guide us along the way.
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The Name

The next morning dawned crisp and clear, the Gulf air carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, a welcome change from the usual salt tang. Excitement still thrummed in the house, a lighter vibration than the anxiety of the day before, but still ever-present. After a breakfast of slightly burnt but enthusiastically consumed fry bread, Shenandoah announced they would leave for the mountains. “Elisi lives a good distance inland now, further into the Nation’s heartland. It’s a ride, but worthwhile.”

Fergus, ever the pragmatist, started packing the carriage with provisions – blankets, water, more fry bread (naturally), and a suspicious-looking flask of ‘medicine’ he winked at Shenandoah about. Cheyanna bounced around, asking a million questions about Grandma Elisi, mostly focused on whether she could fly on a broom or talk to squirrels.

Storm and I mostly stayed quiet, observing the family bustle around us. His hand found mine amidst the controlled chaos, his fingers intertwining with mine, a silent reassurance. There was a shadow in his eyes though, a flicker of something I couldn’t quite name. I knew he was thinking about his unit, about the duty that always seemed to tug at him from the edges of our life. But for now, at least, the focus was on the new life growing within me, and on the wisdom of my Cherokee grandmother.

The ride was long, taking us away from the familiar foothills, and the landscape shifting to dense forests and rocky outcrops. The air grew cooler, thinner, smelling intensely of pine and damp leaves. The ancestral lands, even inland, were meticulously maintained, an extension of the Cherokee reverence for nature. We passed small settlements nestled amongst the trees, houses built of natural materials, blending seamlessly with their surroundings. It was a world away from the bustling coastal towns and the ever-present apprehension about Neo-American incursions.

As we climbed higher, the road narrowed, eventually turning into a winding dirt track. Shenandoah eased up the reigns, our horse navigating with a practiced ease that spoke of familiarity with these mountain paths. Finally, we rounded a bend, and there it was – a small cabin nestled in a clearing, smoke curling invitingly from its chimney. Around it, a vibrant garden spilled over with herbs and flowers, colors popping against the green backdrop of the forest. It felt like stepping into another world, ancient and peaceful.

Grandma Elisi was waiting on the porch, a small, sturdy figure with a face etched with the stories of time. Her silver hair was braided, interwoven with beads that caught the sunlight. Her dark eyes, sharp and bright, missed nothing. As we got out of the carriage, she watched us with a smile playing on her lips, a smile that held both warmth and a hint of playful amusement.

“Shenandoah,” she greeted my mother, her voice like warm gravel, rich and comforting. They embraced, a long, silent hug that spoke volumes of their bond. Then, her gaze turned to me. Her eyes, I realized, weren’t just dark, they seemed to shimmer with an inner light, almost like looking into pools of deep twilight.

“Meara,” she said, her voice softening. She reached out and took my hands, her touch surprisingly strong. “So, the little hummingbird has found its nest.” Her eyes crinkled at the corners, a genuine, joyful smile spreading across her face. It was like sunshine breaking through the trees.

She pulled me into a hug, and I breathed in the scent of woodsmoke and herbs that clung to her clothes, a fragrance that felt strangely familiar, like a long-forgotten memory surfacing. I felt a sense of calm settle over me, a grounding peace that I hadn’t realized I’d been craving.

“Come, come inside,” she said, ushering us into the cabin. It was small but cozy, filled with the comforting clutter of a life lived close to the land. Dried herbs hung from the rafters, woven baskets lined the walls, and the air was thick with the gentle aroma of simmering something on the hearth.

After settling in, with Cheyanna immediately captivated by a collection of colorful stones on a shelf, Grandma Elisi turned her attention back to me. “Let’s have a look at this little one then,” she said, her eyes twinkling. She gestured for me to sit on a woven mat near the fire.

She placed her hands on my stomach, her touch surprisingly light yet somehow deeply knowing. She closed her eyes for a moment, her brow furrowing slightly in concentration. The air in the cabin seemed to still, the only sound the crackling of the fire.

Finally, she opened her eyes, and her gaze met mine. “Things are good,” she said, her voice calm and reassuring. “The little spirit is strong, eager to be here. For now, all is well.” Relief washed over me, a tidal wave of it. I hadn’t realized how tightly wound I’d been, how much unspoken fear I’d been carrying.

But then, her smile softened, and a hint of seriousness entered her eyes. “But, Meara,” she continued, her voice gentle but firm, “your spirit is... frayed. Like a worn rope, stretched thin. You carry too much tension. Shenandoah tells me of your... condition.”

She nodded, acknowledging the unspoken knowledge of my high-risk status – a condition that made any pregnancy precarious even in the calmest of circumstances. “Stress is your enemy now, little hummingbird. More than ever. You must learn to let go of the worries that cling to you like burrs.”

She spent the next hour talking to me, not in medical terms, but in the language of spirit and nature. She spoke of the importance of balance, of finding stillness in the chaos, of listening to the whispers of the earth and the rhythm of my own body. She gave me a small pouch filled with dried herbs, instructing me to brew them into a tea each day. “To soothe your spirit and strengthen the little one within.” She showed me breathing exercises to calm my mind, and suggested daily walks in nature, absorbing the healing energy of the forest.

That evening, as the sun dipped behind the mountains, painting the sky in fiery hues, we sat on the porch, the air cool and crisp. Fergus, surprisingly subdued, was listening intently as Grandma Elisi told stories of the old ways, of the resilience of the Cherokee people, of the interconnectedness of all things. Cheyanna, nestled at her feet, was utterly spellbound.

Storm was quiet, watching me, his gaze thoughtful. I knew what was coming. The visit to Grandma Elisi, the gentle warnings about stress, the palpable sense of life’s fragility in this mountain sanctuary – it had all sharpened the edges of my fear for him.

The ride back home was quieter, the excitement of the previous day replaced by a reflective calm. As soon as we were back in our own small house, nestled amongst the familiar Tsisadu Yahula streets, and Cheyanna was safely distracted by video games, and Fergus was settling into his armchair with the evening news, I turned to Storm.

“Storm,” I began, my voice barely a whisper, “Grandma Elisi... she made me think. About... everything.”

He nodded, his gaze steady. He knew where this was going.

“This baby...” I placed a hand on my barely-there bump. “This baby is everything to me. To us. And... and knowing it’s high-risk, knowing how fragile things are... Storm, I’m scared.”

He came to me then, pulling me close, holding me tight. “I know, Meara. I know.”

“And your work... Special Forces... it’s dangerous. So dangerous. I can’t... I can’t bear the thought of you...” My voice choked, tears welling up.

He held me tighter, stroking my hair. “Meara, listen to me.” He pulled back slightly, looking into my eyes, his own serious and filled with a deep tenderness. “I know. I know it’s dangerous. But... it’s what I do. It’s who I am.”

“But you promised,” I whispered, the words catching in my throat. “You promised you’d leave. After one more mission.”

His jaw tightened slightly. “Meara...” He hesitated, then sighed, a deep, resigned sound. “I know I said that. And I meant it. But... things are complicated. The contract...”

He looked away for a moment, then back at me, his eyes filled with a conflict I could see tearing at him. “The truth is... Meara... I’m already contracted. It’s... it’s locked in. I can’t just walk away now. Not without... consequences. Serious consequences.”

My heart plummeted. “Contracted? But... you said... you promised just one more, then you’d be done.”

“I did,” he said, his voice low, regretful. “And I meant to make it just one more. But the timing... it’s... it’s bad. The contract was finalized before... before we knew about the baby. Before everything.”

“But why are you doing this?” My voice was softer now, tinged with a plea. “Why the special forces? Why now?”

He squeezed my hands, his gaze intense. “Remember Chester?”

The name hit me like a punch to the gut. Chester. A Saleh city-colony, not too far down the Atlantic coast, not too far from the border of Neo America. Four years ago was the Global Exchange Complex bombing. A Neo American terrorist attack that had killed hundreds, including families, children. I’d been thirteen, barely more than a kid myself. I remembered the news reports, the raw grief that had gripped the Saleh Colonies and native nations. The cold, simmering anger directed north towards Neo America.

“Of course, I remember Chester,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. “Everyone remembers Chester.”

“My uncle, Omar... he was there,” Storm said, his voice low and rough. “He was just picking up supplies for his shop. Gone. Just like that.” His eyes were dark pools of pain and something else, something harder. “And they got away with it, Meara. Neo America... they sent soldiers across the border, ‘rogue elements’ they called them. Inciting violence, stirring up trouble in our colonies. They think they can bully us, push us around because we’re governed by the Native Alliance now.”

He took my hands again, his grip firm. “But Meara, please believe me. It is just one mission. The last one. I swear it to you. And then... then I’m done. I’ll leave the Special Forces. For good. For you. For our baby. I promise.”

He looked at me, his eyes pleading for understanding, for trust. And despite the fear that coiled in my stomach, despite the knot of anxiety tightening in my chest, I saw the sincerity in his gaze. I saw the love, the determination to make this right, somehow, even amidst the impossible choices.

“One mission, Storm?” I whispered, my voice trembling. “Just one?”

He nodded, his eyes locking onto mine. “Just one, Meara. And then... then I’m coming home. For good.

“You promise.”

“I promise,” he said, his gaze unwavering. “One mission. Then I’m done. I’m going to be here, right here, with you and Quinn.” The name again, spoken with such tenderness, it warmed me from the inside out.

Quinn. It sounded right. Strong, but gentle. Like hope blooming in the middle of a storm. Like the promise of a new day after a long night. It was Irish, from my dad’s side, a name that meant ‘wise’ or ‘chief’. And it felt connected to the Cherokee side too, in a way I couldn’t quite explain, like a river flowing through both parts of me.

“Quinn,” I repeated, tasting the name on my tongue. “I like it. Quinn Abernathy.” A tiny smile touched my lips. “It has a good ring to it.”

He grinned, his own smile finally reaching his eyes. “Quinn Feather,” he corrected gently. “Don’t forget your name, Meara Feather.”

I leaned into him, the tension slowly easing from my shoulders. The anxiety was still there, a low hum beneath the surface, but it was quieter now. He was still going to go. He was still going to face danger. But he was also promising to come back. He was promising a future. And maybe, that promise, that name – Quinn – was enough to hold onto, enough to see us through. Maybe Quinn, our little Quinn, would be the strongest warrior of us all, born into a world that needed her strength, and born into a love that would protect her fiercely, always.
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The Mission

The flickering holographic images of old Earth danced across Storm’s face, highlighting the sharp angles of his Saleh cheekbones, the dark intensity of his eyes. He was completely absorbed in the historical drama, something about ancient Rome, empires rising and falling. Honestly, I found it a bit melodramatic, but being nestled against his side, the weight of his arm around me warm and comforting, was enough entertainment on its own. My own gaze was drawn to the soft glow of his aura. It was always a shifting kaleidoscope of blues and greens when he was relaxed, with streaks of fiery orange when his sarcasm flared – thankfully the orange was muted tonight.

“Honestly,” he muttered at the screen, a hint of that orange sparking around his temples. “All that for power? Seems a bit... much.”

I chuckled, pressing a hand to my slightly rounded stomach. A flutter, subtle as butterfly wings, brushed my palm. “Says the man who just became a strike team leader.”

He turned his head, a slow smile spreading across his face. His aura shifted, the green deepening, tinged with gold, a color I associated with happiness in him. “That’s for duty, Meara Feather. Not power.”

“Duty, power, semantics,” I teased, playfully bumping my shoulder against his. My Cherokee grandmother would have chuckled at our banter. She always said my Irish side gave me a sharp tongue, while my Cherokee side gave me the wisdom to know when to use it... or maybe when to hold back. Tonight, I just wanted to enjoy the quiet. Anxiety, a constant unwelcome guest these days, was surprisingly subdued, content to just hum in the background instead of screeching warnings. Maybe it was the calming energy of Storm, maybe the herbal tea Elisi brewed for me, maybe just the temporary peace. Whatever it was, I savored it.

We settled back into silence, the movie washing over us. It was a rare night off for Storm. Being a strike team leader was demanding, even in the relatively peaceful Saleh Colonies. Neo America, to the north, was a festering sore of resentment, always itching to lash out.

Storm sighed as he draped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me closer. “You okay, love?” he murmured, his voice a warm rumble against my ear. “You’re awfully quiet.”

I managed a smile. “Just thinking about... everything.” Everything being a swirling vortex of hormones, morning sickness (which was really all-day-sickness), the weight of knowing we were bringing a child into this fractured world, and oh yeah, the constant hum of anxiety that buzzed beneath my skin like a trapped hornet. Seeing auras and spirits was cool, most of the time. Anxiety, not so much.

A crisp tone cut through the gentle hum of our evening. Storm reached for his comm-unit on the small table, his relaxed posture instantly stiffening. “Commander Elkhorn,” he said, his voice professional and devoid of the earlier playfulness. I watched the aura around him shift from a soft, warm green to a sharper, more focused blue-white. Mission mode.

He listened intently, his gaze fixed on some point beyond the holoscreen. I could only catch snippets of the conversation – “border patrol... Neo-American lab... Towering Pines area...” – but the tension in the air was palpable. My own anxiety flared, a familiar tightening in my chest. Whatever this was, it wasn’t good.

Then, I heard it. A word, a name, dropped by the Commander. “Tsula,” he said, and something in Storm’s expression changed. He went completely still, his breath catching almost imperceptibly. He repeated the word, a question in his voice, “Tsula?”

Commander Elkhorn’s voice, tinny from the comm, confirmed it. “Yes, Tsula. Code name for Sequoia. We believe she’s being held there, along with others. Your mission is to lead your strike team to infiltrate the lab and extract them, if possible. Intelligence suggests minimal Neo-American military presence, but expect resistance from lab security. Be advised, this is a high-risk operation, Abernathy.”

Storm’s jaw tightened. “Understood, Commander. We’ll prepare immediately.” He ended the call, dropping his hand to his lap, staring at the comm-unit as if it held the secrets of the universe.

“Storm?” I asked softly, my voice barely above a whisper. My heart was pounding against my ribs, a frantic drumbeat against the quiet evening. I knew that look in his eyes. It was the look he got before he went out on patrol, before things got dangerous.

He turned to me, his gaze softening, but still holding that hard edge of focus. “Meara,” he started, then paused, choosing his words carefully. “That mission... it’s...complicated.”

“Tsula,” I said, the name a strange weight on my tongue. “Sequoia’s code name?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Only she and her sister know it. It’s...it’s a Cherokee word. Means ‘fox’.”

A shiver ran down my spine, a cold contrast to the warm flutter in my belly. Sequoia. A native name. A Cherokee word. My Cherokee blood stirred, a deep, ancient resonance.

He saw the question in my eyes. “Towering Pines is a small village, up in the mountains,” he explained. “Cherokee territory, but close to the Neo-American border. Apparently, Neo-Americans have been... active in the Ken-ta-ten area. Capturing people.” His voice hardened with barely suppressed anger. “Taking natives for... experiments. My guess? Genetic engineering, trying to understand our connection to the land, our... gifts.”

My aura sight. Grandmother Elisi’s medicine. The spirits of our ancestors that whispered on the wind. Gifts that Neo America, in their twisted, industrialized world, would try to dissect and weaponize. The thought made my stomach churn, worse than any morning sickness.

“Storm,” I said, my voice stronger now, despite the tremble in my hands. “You have to go.”

He looked at me, surprised. “Meara, are you...?”

“I know you have to,” I repeated, cutting him off. “It’s Sequoia. And others. Native people. Captured by those... those vultures.” My protective instincts, heightened by pregnancy hormones and generations of Cherokee fierceness, were kicking in hard.

He reached out, taking my hands in his. His palms were warm and steady, a grounding presence against my rising panic. “I know it’s dangerous, Meara. And with... with everything...” He gestured towards my stomach, his eyes filled with worry.

“Elisi told me to reduce stress,” I reminded him, a wry smile touching my lips. “But she also taught me about duty. About protecting our people. Go, Storm. Bring them back.” My voice wavered, but the conviction was there, solid and unwavering. “Bring this...Sequoia home.”

As if summoned by my words, a knock sounded at the door. Storm frowned, glancing at the chronometer on the wall. Too late for visitors.

He opened the door, and a young teenage girl stood there, her breath ragged, her dark eyes wide with desperation. She was small, maybe fifteen, with long, black hair pulled back in a practical braid. She wore simple, homespun clothes, and her aura pulsed with a frantic energy, a chaotic mix of fear and determination.

My breath hitched. She was Cherokee, I could feel it in my bones. The air around her shimmered with a familiar, earthy energy, the same energy that hummed in Grandmother Elisi’s garden, in the ancient stones of our mountain villages.

She looked at Storm, then her gaze landed on me. “Are you... are you Storm and Meara Feather?” she asked, her voice trembling slightly.

Storm nodded, stepping aside to let her in. “We are. Who are you?”

“I’m Tala,” she said, her voice gaining strength. “Tala from Towering Pines.” She took a deep breath, her gaze locking with Storm’s. “My sister... Sequoia... she’s Tsula. You got the call, didn’t you? You’re going to save her?”

Storm’s expression softened, a deep empathy in his eyes. “We are, Tala,” he said, his voice firm and reassuring. “We are going to bring your sister home.”

Tala’s shoulders slumped with relief, a wave of emotion washing over her aura, calming the frantic edges, revealing a core of fierce resilience. I saw the bond between sisters, the unbreakable thread that tied them together, and understood, with a pang of my own worry and a surge of fierce protectiveness for the life growing inside me, that we had no choice. Storm had to go. And I, despite my fear, despite my anxiety, had to stand strong, for him, for Tala, for Sequoia, for our future, for the Cherokee Nation, and for the precious life within me. The fight for our people, for our way of life, for our very souls, it seemed, was never truly over. And tonight, it was Storm’s turn to stand on the front lines. And mine to stand beside him, even from afar, with all the strength and hope and fierce love that I could muster.
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The damp night air hung heavy with the scent of salt and river mud, a familiar smell in Tsisadu Yahula. Fireflies blinked like fallen stars around the docks, their gentle light doing little to pierce the gloom cast by the warehouses lining the riverbank. I shivered, pulling my shawl tighter around my shoulders, even though it wasn't truly cold. It was the anxiety, that knot of fear that always tightened in my stomach, especially now, with the little one tucked away inside me.

Storm was a whirlwind of motion, even in the darkness. His dark Saleh features, usually relaxed and smiling for me, were set in a grim line. He barked orders in rapid Saleh to his team, seven figures bustling around the long, flat-bottomed boat bobbing gently against the dock. They were a mix of men and women, their faces painted with dark streaks for night camouflage, weapons slung across their chests. Warriors. My Storm, leading them.

“You’re going to catch a chill, little bird,” Storm said, his voice softer now, as he came to stand beside me. He wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me close. His warmth was a small comfort against the icy fingers of my worry. “And you know pregnant Cherokee women are supposed to be resting and eating pickles, not lurking around docks like lovesick ghosts.”

I leaned into him, breathing in the familiar scent of river water and something else, something sharp and metallic, that spoke of weapons and danger. “Maybe if you weren’t leaving me to face mountains of pickles alone, I wouldn’t be so lovesick,” I retorted, trying for sassy, even though my voice wobbled a little.

He chuckled, a low rumble in his chest that vibrated against me. “Ah, there’s my Meara. See? You’ll survive a few nights without me. Probably even enjoy the peace and quiet.” His tone was light, but his eyes, when I looked up at him, held a seriousness that mirrored my own fear.

“Storm,” I started, the word catching in my throat. “This... this laboratory...”

“Neo American scum,” he spat, the sarcasm vanishing, replaced by a hard edge. “They think they can just cross into our territory, snatch our people, and... and experiment on them like animals.” He shook his head, anger radiating off him in waves. “Tala’s message... about her sister, and then what we uncovered... it’s been happening for months. Dozens, maybe more. From our villages, from the colonies...”

The Saleh Colonies. Places like Lavendale and Kanisa, all along the Gulf coast. Safe havens for the families that had chosen to live alongside the Cherokee, even under our governance. People who wanted peace, unlike the fanatics festering in Neo America to the north. Neo America, with their twisted flags and hateful slogans about ‘purifying’ the land. They hated us, the Cherokee, and other nations, for rising again, for building a nation of our own in the ashes of what America had become. They hated the Saleh people for being our allies. They hated anyone who wasn’t like them.

“Tala’s brave,” I said, 

“Brave and desperate,” Storm agreed. “Her sister, Sequoia, is just a year older than you. Can you imagine?” He squeezed my hand, his thumb tracing circles on my knuckles.

Imagine? I didn’t have to. Anxiety tightened its grip in my chest, making it hard to breathe. Images flashed through my mind: white coats, cold steel, pain... I closed my eyes, forcing myself to focus on Storm’s presence beside me, on the baby kicking faintly beneath my hand. I had to be strong, for both of them. And for Storm.

“You have to bring them back, Storm,” I whispered, my voice thick with emotion. “All of them. Please.”

He turned my face towards him, his dark eyes searching mine. “I swear to you, Meara Feather, I will bring back every person we can find in that hellhole. That is my promise.” He leaned down, his lips brushing against my forehead, then my temple, then finally finding my mouth.

The kiss was fierce, urgent, a desperate tangle of need and goodbye. It was a kiss that spoke of fear and love, of hope and the unknown. It was a kiss that tasted of salt tears and whispered promises, of the weight of his mission and the lightness of the life growing within me. It was a kiss that tried to say everything we couldn't put into words.

When we finally broke apart, breathless, the world seemed a little less dark, a little less frightening, even if just for a moment.

“Be safe,” I breathed, my voice barely a whisper.

He smiled, a real smile, just for me. “Always.” Then he kissed me again, quickly, softly, before turning back to his team.

“Alright, let’s move!” he called out, his voice regaining its sharp edge. They were ready. The engines of the boat sputtered to life, shaking the dock beneath my feet. The team climbed aboard, their movements precise and practiced. Storm was the last to step into the boat, turning back to look at me one last time. He raised a hand in a silent salute. I mirrored the gesture, tears blurring my vision.

The boat pulled away from the dock, its low rumble echoing across the water. It turned, heading downstream, towards the darkness that swallowed the river and the secrets it carried. I watched until the white stern light of the boat disappeared around a bend, leaving me alone on the dock, wrapped in the damp night air and the heavy weight of waiting. Praying to the old spirits, to anyone who would listen, to bring Storm back to me, safe, and with the others. Please, bring them all home.
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Chapter 4
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The Return

The dawn was just breaking, painting the sky in streaks of bruised purple and watery orange. Even with the chill air biting at my cheeks, I was pacing the length of the dock, wrapped in my thickest shawl. Tsisadu Yahula was beautiful at this hour, the Beloved Woman’s River shimmering like liquid silver, the distant Blue Ridge Mountains still cloaked in shadow. But beauty wasn't what filled my mind right now. It was Storm.

He was supposed to be back. Today. He’d promised. He’d even teased me, that cocky little grin of his flashing in my memory, “Don’t go missing me too much, Meara Feather. I’ll be back before you can say ‘lightning strike’.” Lightning strike. Storm. It was so like him, that dramatic flair. He could be such a show-off, but underneath it all, he was... well, he was Storm. My Storm. My fiancé. And the father of the little flutter of life growing inside me, a precious, fragile thing I couldn't wait to share with him soon.

My stomach twisted with that familiar knot of anxiety. It had been with me my whole life, this little gremlin in my gut, whispering worries. But usually, Storm could calm it. Just his voice, his hand in mine, would chase the shadows away. Now, though, the shadow felt bigger, darker, more insistent. I told myself it was just the pregnancy hormones messing with me, making me extra sensitive. Logic said his mission, rescuing captives from those Neo-American monsters, was dangerous. Of course, it was taking a little longer than planned. Special forces stuff is never easy, right?

But still... dawn was here. And no Storm.

Then, I saw it, a faint outline against the lightening horizon, the familiar shape of the Saleh Army patrol boat. Relief flooded through me, so potent it almost buckled my knees. He was back. He was safe. I smoothed down my shawl, trying to tame my wild, half-Irish curls, a nervous habit Storm always laughed at. “You’re beautiful just as you are, Little Bird,” he’d say, and kiss the tip of my nose.

The boat glided closer, the rhythmic churn of the engine growing louder. I could make out figures on deck now, the dark uniforms of Storm’s strike team. My heart hammered in my chest, anticipation bubbling like champagne. I scanned the faces, searching, searching... Where was he?

They were helping someone off the boat first. A young woman, Cherokee by the looks of her, probably one of the rescued. She looked shaky, pale, but she was walking on her own, supported by two soldiers. Then another woman, and another, and then three men. Six of them in total, just like they were supposed to rescue. Six rescued souls. That was good. That was...

But where was Storm?

My eyes darted back to the boat, searching frantically. And then I saw them. Four soldiers, moving slowly, carefully. Their faces were grim, set, and they were carrying something... someone. A figure draped in a dark green tarp, too still, too limp.

My breath hitched in my throat. No. No, no, no.

I stumbled forward, my legs suddenly heavy and unresponsive. The soldiers reached the dock, gently lowering their burden onto the wooden planks. They peeled back the tarp, and the world tilted sideways.

It was him. It was Storm. But... not my Storm. Not laughing, not teasing, not alive. His skin was ashen, his dark eyes closed, his beautiful, strong face slack and lifeless. There was a dark stain blooming on his uniform, just above his heart, spreading like a malevolent flower.

A strangled sound escaped my lips, a sound that was half sob, half scream. I lurched forward, collapsing beside him, reaching out a trembling hand to touch his cold cheek. “Storm?” I whispered, my voice cracking. “Storm, wake up. This isn’t funny. Storm!”

The young Cherokee woman, the first one off the boat, stepped towards me. Sequoia. I remembered seeing her photo in the briefing files. Sequoia Ravenheart. Her eyes were red-rimmed, filled with a sorrow that mirrored my own.

“Meara...” she said softly, her voice thick with unshed tears. “Meara, I’m so sorry.”

“Sorry?” The word ripped from my throat, raw and ragged. “Sorry? Sorry for what? For bringing him home like this? Like... like he’s trash?” My voice rose, cracking with hysteria. “Where is he? Where is Storm? This isn’t him! He’s... he’s just sleeping. Wake him up! Wake him up!”

Sequoia knelt beside me, her hand hovering hesitantly over my arm. “Meara, he... he was shot. At the lab. We were getting away, and they... they shot him.” Her voice broke, tears finally spilling down her cheeks. “I... I tried to stop the bleeding. I really did. I held pressure, I used my shawl, I... I...”

“You?” I rounded on her, my grief twisting into a white-hot rage. “You tried? You let him die! You were there! Why didn’t you save him? He was your rescuer! He risked everything to save you and you just... you just let him bleed to death?”

My words were too venomous, cruel, fueled by a pain so sharp it felt like shards of glass in my chest, and I regret them now. 

Sequoia recoiled, her eyes widening with hurt. “Meara, it wasn’t like that. It happened so fast. The bullet... it hit him bad. I did everything I could, I swear. We all did.”

“Everything you could?” I spat the words at her, tears blurring my vision. “Everything? Obviously not enough, was it? Obviously, you weren’t good enough, weren’t fast enough, weren’t strong enough to save him! He was Storm! He was... he was everything!”

My breath hitched, sobs wracking my body. I couldn’t bear to look at Storm’s still face, but I couldn’t look away either. This couldn’t be real. This had to be some horrible nightmare. Storm couldn’t be gone. Not my Storm. Not now. Not ever.

Sequoia’s face crumpled. She didn’t argue, didn’t defend herself. She just sat there, shoulders shaking, her grief mingling with the raw anger I was lashing out. And maybe, somewhere in the swirling storm of my emotions, a tiny voice whispered that it wasn’t her fault, that it wasn’t fair to blame her. But the voice was too small, too weak, drowned out by the roaring pain in my heart.

I couldn’t stay there. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t feel anything but this crushing, suffocating grief. I pushed myself to my feet, stumbling away from Storm’s body, away from Sequoia, away from the accusing stares of the strike team, away from the dawning day that suddenly felt so cold and empty.

“Meara!” I heard Sequoia call after me, but I didn’t stop. I ran, blindly, desperately, back towards town, back towards the house we were supposed to build together, back towards a future that had just been ripped away, leaving nothing but ashes and the hollow ache of a world without Storm. And for the first time, the little flutter of life inside me felt less like a promise, and more like a cruel, unbearable weight.

––––––––
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The scent of bergamot and old leather still clung to his pillow, even after all this time. I pressed my face into it, breathing in the ghost of Storm, willing myself to feel him there, solid and warm like he always was. But there was only the cold silk and the hollow ache in my chest that had become a constant companion. Quinn’s absence was a fresh wound, raw and stinging. Six months she’d been growing, a little flutter of hope in the storm of my grief, and now...nothing. Just emptiness mirroring the space Storm had left behind.

The heavy curtains Mom put up after... after everything... did their job. My room was a cave, a perfect reflection of the hollowness inside me. Even my aura, which usually pulsed with a rainbow of colors, felt dull, muted. I could still see them, of course, the faint shimmering outlines of everything, the residual energy clinging to my old stuffed rabbit, the faintest whisper of light around my own hand, but it was all weak, like a dying ember. Even the spirits seemed to be giving me space, their usual whispers and rustles silent for once. Maybe they knew to leave me alone. Maybe even they were tired of my grief.

Why? That’s the question that clawed at my throat, suffocating me worse than the darkness. Why would the Great Spirit do this? Why take both of them? Storm, my Storm, gone in a flash of gunfire and heroism I hadn’t asked for. Quinn... my tiny Quinn, who I’d only just started to dream about, a little spirit of sunshine... gone too. Just... gone. Like smoke in the wind.

The silence of my room was broken by a soft knock. I didn’t answer, but the door creaked open anyway. Mom. Her aura was a swirling mix of blues and greens, worry and... something else, a kind of muted strength I envied right now. She carried a tray, the scent of ginger and lemon tea drifting in, battling the stale air of my self-imposed prison.

“Meara-girl,” she said softly, her Cherokee accent thick and comforting, even when her English stumbled. “I bring... tea. And... small food?” She peeked at me from under her dark bangs, her eyes, so like mine, filled with a pain I knew mirrored my own.

I managed a nod, pushing myself up against the headboard. My throat felt like sandpaper. “Thanks, Momma.” My voice sounded rusty, unused.

She placed the tray on my bedside table, carefully arranging the steaming mug and a small plate with sliced oranges and a couple of corn cakes. “You... you not eat for days, eh? Need... need strength.” She fumbled for the right words, a familiar struggle that always tugged at my heart. English was her third language, Cherokee first, then Spanish from the years she and Dad... before. Sometimes words just slipped away from her like water through her fingers.

“I’m not hungry,” I mumbled, staring at the tea. It looked good, smelled good, but the thought of swallowing anything felt like a monumental effort.

Mom sat on the edge of my bed, the mattress dipping under her weight. She didn't push the food. She just sat, her presence a warm, silent comfort in the suffocating dark. I could see the worry radiating off her in faint blue waves, a steady pulse of maternal anxiety. It made my chest ache. I knew I was hurting her too, with my silence and my withdrawal.

“Sequoia... she came by. Yesterday.” Mom said quietly, her gaze fixed on her hands in her lap.

Sequoia. The girl Storm had saved. The girl he died saving. My stomach clenched, a fresh wave of grief washing over me. Sequoia had been there, holding Storm, trying to staunch the bleeding with shaking hands, all the way back to the city. She'd seen him take his last breath. She was a hero too, in her own way. But all I felt was a raw, aching jealousy. She had been with him. I hadn’t.

“She... she said... Storm... he...” Mom trailed off, her voice thick with emotion. She didn't need to finish the sentence. I knew what Storm had done. I knew he’d been brave, selfless. That was Storm. Always putting others first, with that sarcastic grin and heart of gold. He’d been excited, too, about leading his special forces team. Finally, a chance to really make a difference, to protect our people from the Neo-American threats creeping closer to the Saleh Colonies.

He’d told me, his dark eyes shining in the lamplight, “Gotta keep our people safe, Meara Feather. Especially you and... and the little one.” He’d put a hand on my stomach then, a gentle touch that still sent phantom shivers through me. “Gotta make sure Quinn grows up in a world worth living in.”

And he was gone. Just like that. Snuffed out like a candle in the wind.

“She... she said he was... laughing. Even when... even then.” Mom finally whispered, her voice cracking.

Laughing? Storm? Even when he was dying? That sounded like him. Always finding the humor, even in the darkness. A bitter smile touched my lips, a ghost of the sass he loved to tease out of me. He’d probably cracked a joke about Neo-American aim or something. Anything to keep the fear away.

“She said... she sorry, Meara. So sorry.” Mom reached out, her hand covering mine. Her skin was warm, calloused from years of working the earth, grounding me in a way I desperately needed.

“I know, Momma.” My voice was barely a whisper. “It’s not her fault.” It wasn't Sequoia’s fault. It wasn't even Storm’s fault, not really. He’d been doing what he believed was right, protecting his people, protecting us. But whose fault was it then? The Neo-Americans, with their hateful ideology and their guns? The Great Spirit, for allowing it all to happen?

Anger, hot and sharp, flared within me. It was easier than the crushing sadness, at least for a moment. Why did He let this happen? Why give us back our land, after all those years of pain and forced relocation, only to bring new pain? The Great Redistribution, seventy-five years ago, after the solar flare fried their technology and their lies... it had felt like a miracle. The UN finally recognizing the Cherokee Nation's claim to our ancestral lands, returning us to the heart of our people, to Tsisadu Yahula, here where, what was it? Knoxbourough? Whatever it was, used to be. We built a new life, in harmony with nature, governing the Saleh Colonies, helping those who wanted to live in peace, even the former Americans who’d become our allies.

We’d thought we were safe. We’d thought the old hatreds were fading. But Neo America, that festering wound to the north... they hadn’t forgotten. They still clung to their anger, their prejudice, their insatiable hunger for power. And Storm had paid the price for their hate. Quinn had paid the price. And me... I was left in the darkness, picking up the shattered pieces of my life, wondering if I’d ever see the light again.

Mom squeezed my hand, her thumb rubbing gentle circles on my skin. “You... you eat little bit, eh? For... for Quinn. For Storm.”

I looked at the tea, the steam curling upwards like a silent prayer. Maybe. Maybe for them. Maybe just to prove to myself I could still do something, anything, besides just... exist in this hollow shell.

“Okay, Momma.” I finally said, my voice still rough but a little stronger. “Just... just a little bit.”

She smiled, a small, fragile thing, but a smile nonetheless. And as she got up to adjust the curtains, letting just a sliver of light peek through, I knew, deep down, that even in the darkest caves, a tiny spark of hope could still flicker. It was weak, barely there, but maybe... just maybe... it was enough to start.
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Chapter 5
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The Visitor

They said time healed. Lies. Time just stretched out the ache, made it thinner, maybe, but just as sharp. And the anger? That was a hot coal in my chest, keeping me burning.

I was staring blindly at the dust motes dancing in the sunbeams when I heard footsteps on the gravel path. Heavy, but hesitant. My heart clenched in my chest. It couldn’t be... but then I saw her.

Sequoia.

Just her name was a spike of bitterness on my tongue. Sequoia. The girl Storm had saved. The girl he’d died saving. She stood at the edge of the yard, a slender figure against the backdrop of blooming azaleas. Older than I remembered, or maybe it was just the weight in her young face. Her hair, the color of blackbirds’ wings, was braided down her back, and she wore simple clothes, dark blue cotton, almost Cherokee Army issue. But it was the hesitation in her stance, the way she shifted her weight, that made my stomach churn.

“What do you want?” My voice was sharper than I intended, cracking on the last word. I hadn’t spoken much these past months. Mostly whispers to Storm’s picture, pleas to Quinn’s memory.

Sequoia flinched, just a little, but it was enough to make the coal in my chest flare hotter. “Meara,” she said, her voice soft, like the rustle of leaves. “I wanted to... to talk to you.”

“Talk?” I scoffed. “What’s there to talk about? Storm’s dead. My baby’s gone. And you’re here.” The accusation hung heavy in the air between us.

She didn’t back down, though. She stepped closer, slowly, like approaching a wounded animal. “Please, Meara. Just for a moment.”

I wanted to slam the door in her face. I wanted to scream at her, to make her feel even a fraction of the agony that was ripping me apart. But something in her eyes, something... weary, stopped me. Against my will, I found myself nodding, grudgingly. “Fine. Say what you have to say and then leave.”

She climbed the porch steps, her boots silent on the wood. She didn’t sit, didn’t even get close to the swing. She just stood there, looking down at her hands clasped in front of her. The silence stretched, punctuated only by the creak of the swing and the distant call of a mockingbird.
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