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Chapter 1
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“Another milk run done, thank the Great Spirit,” I muttered, stretching my arms above my head and cracking my spine. The Feather, our beloved combat sub, was humming steadily on its return journey to Kanisa. Atlantic runs were always long and boring, but escorting the ‘Oceanique,’ a giant passenger and cargo carrier, had been... lucrative, to say the least.

“Lucrative is an understatement, Sequoia,” Meara chuckled from her co-commander station, those bright eyes of hers sparkling. “We’re talking enough to resupply the whole mess hall with those fancy imported coffee beans Jones keeps grumbling about.”

I grinned. Meara, my best friend ever since we saw each other through that damn laboratory mess, always had a way of reading my mind and mirroring my thoughts. Half-Cherokee on her mom’s side, and half-Irish on her dad’s, she was a whirlwind of sass and intuition, a stark contrast to my cynical calm. She had this uncanny ability to sense things, auras, spirits, whatever you wanted to call it. Sometimes it was spooky, sometimes it was incredibly useful, and Jones definitely rolled his eyes at it.

Dawson, our other co-commander, and her husband, shifted slightly in his seat, his dark Saleh features thoughtful. “It was a good haul,” he agreed, his voice quieter, more hesitant than Meara’s usual uninhibited confidence. “But they do pay well to protect that kind of passenger vessel. Still feel like we’re babysitting sometimes.”

“Babysitting rich tourists is what keeps the lights on, Dawson,” I said, leaning against the tactical console. “Don’t look a gift war canoe in the hull, as they say.” He just nodded, a small smile twitching at the corner of his mouth. Dawson, from the Saleh colonies like Marianna, was a brilliant navigator and strategist, but he sometimes lacked the swagger that came naturally to Meara. He was getting there though, growing into the role of co-commander steadily.

Jones, our senior chief, lumbered into the command center, his usual gruff expression firmly in place. “You three jawing away again? Alvarado’s probably bored to tears over in sonar.” Jones was a rock solid leader through and through. He and I had a strange connection; he was a former Neo American soldier, fed up with their way of doing things. We had an..interesting encounter that led to me helping him defect to the Colonies. What man, though: a voice like gravel and a heart of gold...buried under layers of skepticism. He was loyal to the Cherokee Nation and everyone on the Feather, but spirits and auras? Hogwash, in his book.

“Just admiring our paycheck prospects, Jones,” I said, winking at him.

He snorted. “Paychecks don’t win wars, Raven Girl. Training does.” He scanned the consoles, his eyes sharp despite his age. “Everything green?”

“Green as the forests back home,” Meara confirmed, tapping her display. “Smooth sailing all the way to Kanisa.”

Famous last words, right? Because not even five minutes later, Alvarado’s voice crackled over the comm system, a note of urgency in his usually semi-musical delivery. “Control, Sonar. Picking up a distress signal... faint. Sounds like a small vessel.”

Jones’s eyebrows shot up. “Distress signal? In this sector? Sonar, report.”

“Definitely a surface ship, Senior. Small freighter or... passenger transport, maybe. 14,000 yards, bearing 340. ‘Cardinal’ is the callsign. They’re taking on water, fast. Sounds bad.”

A shiver ran down my spine despite myself. ‘Cardinal.’ That was an old Cherokee clan name. My stomach clenched.

“Any identification?” Jones barked.

“Negative, Chief. Signal’s too weak to pull up detailed logs. But...” Alvarado paused, his voice dropping. “Control... I’m picking up... a lot of life signs. Human life signs. Could be fifty or more.”

Fifty. On a small stricken vessel? My gaze snapped to Meara, who was already pale despite her usual sun-kissed complexion. “Fifty... that’s a clan transport, coming back from the northern settlements,” she murmured, her eyes wide, unfocused, like she was seeing something we couldn’t. “I feel... chaos. Panic. They’re desperate.”

Jones’s gruffness intensified, a flinty edge to his voice. “Stricken vessel, unknown origin, fifty souls. Could be a trap, Alvarado. Could be bait.”

“Trap? How could it be a trap?” Dawson questioned, his hand instinctively going to the controls.

“It’s known that any Saleh military vessel within range of hearing a distress call is obligated to render aid. If they fail to do so, then..” he drew a finger across his throat which we all knew what that meant. “Neo-American treachery is thicker than swamp water, Dawson,” Jones growled. “Never trust those industrial devils.” 

Neo America. Just the name left a bitter taste in my mouth. Those remnants of the old USA, huddled in their polluted Northeast, still clinging to their outdated technology and re-expansionist dreams. They hated the Cherokee Nation, hated our harmony with the land, hated our existence in what they still considered ‘their’ territory.

“But Jones,” Meara insisted, her voice urgent. “I feel... I feel their fear. They’re Cherokee, Jones. I know it.” She touched her temple, her brow furrowed. “They’re... a clan. Families. Children.”

Jones’s jaw tightened. He hated when Meara brought her ‘feelings’ into tactical assessments. He was a facts-and-figures man. But loyalty, Cherokee loyalty, ran deep in his veins. He weighed the information, his gaze flicking between Alvarado’s report and Meara’s frantic expression.

“Fifty souls,” he repeated, his voice softer now, the gruffness edged with a hint of worry. He looked at me. “Raven Girl, get a tactical read on our ETA to the Cardinal, and the surrounding area. Lady Fischer,” he turned to our medic, Marianna, who had appeared at the sound of alarm, her dark eyes concerned, “prep a med team for surface rescue. Eric, Cassie,” he pointed to two young sailors who were hovering near the command center, eager to prove themselves. “You’re with us. Boat detail. Now move!”

Chaos erupted, but it was controlled chaos, the practiced movements of a well-oiled crew responding to an emergency. I punched in commands, bringing up holographic schematics of the area, calculating possible threats, Neo-American patrol routes, anything that screamed ‘trap.’

“Jones, their previous trajectory indicates they’re just outside our usual patrol zone, and were heading... northwest, towards the Saleh coast,” I reported, my fingers flying across the console. “No immediate naval threats detected within a hundred kilometer radius. But... there’s a known Neo-American scouting outpost about two hundred nautical miles southeast. Cuba.”

“Too close for comfort,” Jones muttered. “Still... fifty Cherokee lives...” He looked at Meara again, his eyes searching hers. “You’re sure, Meara? No... illusions? No... whispers in the wind?”

Meara’s expression was resolute. “As sure as I am that the sun will rise, Jones. They are Cherokee. And they are in mortal danger.”

Jones let out a heavy sigh, a sound like air hissing from a pressure valve. “Alright then. We go. But we go in hard and fast. No heroics, understand? If it smells like a trap, we pull out. Raven Girl, you’re with me. Lady Fischer, Eric, Cassie – grab your gear. Let’s get those boats ready.”

My heart pounded, adrenaline surging. Rescue mission. For Cherokee people. Even if it smelled fishy, we had to try. “Aye, Senior,” I said, grabbing my tactical vest and sidearm. “Let’s go get our people home.”

As we moved towards the small boat bay, the hum of the Feather shifting as we began our ascent, I couldn't shake the knot of unease in my gut. Jones was right to be suspicious. Neo America was a festering wound on this continent, and they would exploit any weakness, any act of compassion, to gain an advantage. But Meara's conviction was unwavering. And deep down, beneath the cynicism and tactical calculations, a flicker of hope ignited within me. Hope that this wasn't a trap. Hope that we could save them. Hope that for once, something good could come out of the murky depths of the Gulf. We were surfacing into the unknown, and I was ready to fight, to protect, to do whatever it took to bring those fifty souls back to safety. Even if it meant facing the ghosts of the Old World and the shadows of Neo America head-on.
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The salt spray stung my face, but I barely noticed. “Faster, Cassie, faster!” I yelled over the roar of the motor, pushing my own throttle wider. The small motorboat bucked and leaped across the choppy waves of the Gulf. Behind me, Marianna’s boat bounced along, and to my right, Jones grumbled something unintelligible, his boat a dark silhouette against the gray horizon. Eric, the other young sailor, was further back, but keeping pace. Five little gnats buzzing towards a dying bird. That’s what we were, five motorboats launched from the Feather, racing towards the Cardinal.

“Damn Neo-American torpedoes,” I muttered under my breath, the familiar bile rising in my throat. Neo America. They could rot in their industrial wasteland for all I cared.

My comms crackled. It was Meara’s voice, calm and steady even through the static. “Quoia, What’s your status?”

“Closing on the Cardinal now, Feather Girl. Visual confirms torpedo damage, listing badly. Multiple life rafts launched, but... things are rough out here.” The waves were kicking up, and the wind howled like Coyote himself was laughing at our misfortune.

“Do you have a casualty estimate?” Dawson asked, his voice laced with a worry that always softened his Saleh accent. 

“Too early to tell. We’ll assess on arrival and start evac.” I switched to Cherokee. “Tsalagi ale, Meara. Di-da-do-hi-lv-i We’ll need all hands on deck when we get back. Fifty souls on the Cardinal, remember.”

“Do-na-da-go-hv-i, Sequoia. Be safe.” Meara’s voice was warm, even over the comms. She could probably feel the tension crackling off me like static electricity. 

We reached the Cardinal, and the sight made my stomach clench. It wasn’t just listing badly; it was practically nose-diving into the churning waves. Life rafts bobbed precariously, filled with people huddled against the cold spray. Screams and cries carried on the wind, a heartbreaking cacophony of fear and pain.

“Right, ladies, gentlemen,” Jones barked, his gruff voice cutting through the chaos. “Lady Fischer, you’re with me and Raven Girl on triage. Eric, Cassie, start ferrying survivors to the rafts. Move, move, move!” He might be a grumpy old bear, but Jones knew how to take command when it mattered. No time for spiritual mumbo jumbo or philosophical debates. Just action.

We pulled alongside a raft, and the reality of the situation hit me full force. Faces, young and old, etched with terror. Some limbs twisted at unnatural angles. Blood staining the choppy water. And the Cherokee language, thick with the accents of the inland tribes, pleading, weeping, calling for help.

My Cherokee, thank the spirits, was fluent after years of being away. Now, every word was a lifeline. “Osiyo! Tsi-s-gv-wi-s-gi! Donadagohv’i!” Greetings! We are here to help! Be strong!” I spoke in rapid Cherokee, reassuring the terrified survivors, directing the walking wounded, and pointing Marianna towards the worst cases.

Marianna was a whirlwind of efficiency. Her Saleh accent was soft, her touch gentle, but her movements were precise and decisive. Bandages, splints, pain suppressants – she worked like a machine, murmuring calming words in Saleh as she patched up wounds. She might not speak Cherokee, but her compassion spoke volumes.

We loaded the motorboats with as many as we dared, each trip a desperate gamble against the sinking ship and the rising waves. I translated instructions, answered frantic questions, and tried to keep everyone calm, my sarcasm dialed down to a low simmer. This wasn't the time for jokes. This was survival.

“Wind Dancer is trapped in the engine room!” a young man shouted in Cherokee, his voice cracking with panic. “His leg is broken! He can’t move!”

Gods! Wind Dancer. The clan leader. Old, wise, respected. We couldn’t leave him.

Jones didn’t hesitate. “Eric, with me. We’re going in.” He didn’t wait for confirmation, just jumped onto the Cardinal’s tilting deck, Eric right behind him. They disappeared inside the deck hatch, the groaning of stressed metal echoing around us.

The minutes stretched into an eternity. Marianna and I kept working, loading rafts, treating injuries, trying to ignore the ominous creaking and groaning from the dying ship. Cassie, bless her heart, was pale but unflinching, ferrying survivors back and forth with grim determination.

Then, just when I thought my lungs would burst from holding my breath, Jones and Eric reappeared, practically dragging Wind Dancer between them. The old man was pale and grimacing, his leg obviously in bad shape, but alive. They got him into my boat, and we were the last to leave.

As we pulled away from the Cardinal, the ship gave one final, shuddering groan, and then plunged beneath the waves with a deafening roar, taking everything left on board with it. The waves surged, then calmed, leaving only churning water and the ghosts of what had been.

Back on the Feather, the mess deck was a scene of controlled chaos. Marianna and able volunteers from the crew worked tirelessly, tending to the injured. Meara and Dawson were directing the recovery efforts, their faces grim but resolute. Our cooks, bless their souls, did so well in quickly preparing soups and bread. The rescued survivors were wrapped in thermal blankets, drinking hot tea, their eyes still wide with shock.

I found Jones in the back of the room, nursing a mug of something strong and dark. He looked older than his years, his face etched with lines of worry and anger.

“They all made it, Jones,” I said, sinking into the seat opposite him. “Wind Dancer too. Broken leg, but stable.”

He grunted, taking a long swig of his drink. “Good. Damn good. But... fifty souls almost lost, Raven Girl. Fifty lives put at risk by those Neo-American bastards.”

“It was them, wasn’t it?” I asked, already knowing the answer. Deep down, we all knew. Who else would attack a passenger ship in broad daylight, miles from any declared war zone?

Jones slammed his mug down on the table, making the metal rattle. “It was calculated, Sequoia. Precise. Too professional for some random pirate attack. This was... targeted.”

He looked up at me, his eyes hard. “Reminds me of someone I knew, back in the old days. Before... before everything went to hell. Neo-American soldier. Name of Mark Corn. Cold as ice, and damn good at his job. Heard he went special ops. Torpedoes like that... that's his kind of work.”

A chill ran down my spine. Mark Corn. A ghost from Jones’s past, a phantom of Neo-American aggression. “Wait,” I said, looking to make sure Meara couldn’t hear, “Wasn’t that the guy you said that shot Storm, at.. the lab?”

Jones nodded grimly, “The very same.”

I had to control myself to not punch something, “That bastard.” If Jones was right... if this was targeted... then the attack on the Cardinal wasn't just a random act of violence. It was a message. A warning. And we, the Cherokee Nation, were the intended recipients.

The salt spray might be washed off, the survivors safe and recovering. But the taste of the sea, bitter and dangerous, lingered in the air, a taste of something far more menacing to come.
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The salt spray had barely dried on the Feather’s hull before we were docking in Kanisa Harbor. “Another successful milk run,” I muttered, mostly to myself, as I checked the tactical readout one last time. Nothing lurking in the shallows. Good. ‘Milk run’ was our sarcastic ship slang for escorting merchant vessels for the Colonial Navy. Usually boring, but today’s milk came with added cream – or rather, a boatload of shaken-up Cherokee refugees.

“Quoia, please secure the perimeter,” Dawson’s voice cut through the controlled chaos of the sub. Just his voice, calm and steady. He was efficient, and usually about as emotionally expressive as a rock. Which, honestly, most days, was exactly what I needed. Meara, on the other hand... well, Meara felt enough for the both of us, and then some.

I snapped a salute, even though he couldn’t see it, and headed to my station. ‘Perimeter’ in Kanisa Harbor meant making sure no stray fishing skiffs got too close, and generally looking intimidating in our sleek, black combat sub. The real action was many nautical miles away, or so they kept telling us. Fighting Neo-American scum was apparently a privilege reserved for the 'real' navy ships. Me? I got to play glorified babysitter. Still, better babysitting than dealing with those industrial grease-monkeys from Neo America. Just the thought of them, those land-grabbing, tree-butchering bastards, made my teeth clench.

When the boarding ramp swung over, and settled on the pier, the rescued tribe started to disembark. Fifty souls: men, women, kids clinging to their parents like baby opossums. They were all shades of weary and relieved, but there was a resilience in their eyes that I recognized. Cherokee blood ran strong, even when circumstances tried to drown it.

Meara was already down there, on the dock, practically vibrating with energy. Co-Commander Feather, all smiles and sunshine – a stark contrast to Dawson’s quiet competence. They were an odd pair, those two, but they somehow made it work. Meara met each kid coming off the ramp with a hug and a word in Cherokee. She knew all their names already, apparently spending the entire transit below decks playing hand games and telling stories. Those kids, in turn, were wrapped around her like vines, calling her ‘Meea’ with bright, trusting eyes.

I watched from the conning tower as the last of the refugees were helped off the Feather. Meara lingered, kneeling down, her dark braid falling over her shoulder as she talked to a little girl with pigtails. The girl’s lower lip trembled as Meara hugged her one last time and pressed something small and shiny into her hand. Probably one of those polished stones she always carried around. Meara had a soft spot the size of Alaska for kids. Especially after... well, after everything.

As the tribe was led away by harbor officials, Meara turned back to the sub, her smile gone. Her eyes were bright, too bright. She blinked rapidly as she walked back on board, her usual bouncy step replaced by a heavy tread.

“They’re good kids, Quoia,” she said, her voice a little thick. She leaned against the sail, staring at the empty dock, her arms wrapped around herself. “Real good kids.”

“Yeah, they seemed alright,” I shrugged, trying to sound nonchalant. Emotions weren't really my forte, especially not big, messy ones like grief. “Glad we could help.”

Dawson came up behind her, placing a hand awkwardly on her shoulder. “They are safe now, Meara. We got them here safely.”

His voice was gentle, but it sounded... distant. Practical. Like he was stating a fact more than offering comfort. Meara stiffened slightly under his touch, then sighed, the tension leaving her shoulders.

“I know, Dawson,” she said, leaning her head against his side. “I know.”
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Chapter 2
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The hum of the Feather was my lullaby. A low, constant thrum that vibrated through the deck plating and right into my bones. Down here in the control room, buried deep beneath the Gulf’s surface, it was always the same. No sunlight, no wind, just the steady pulse of our combat sub and the green glow of the monitors.

“You hearin’ this crap, Jones?” Omar’s voice, thick with his usual Tex-Mex drawl, cut through the low hum. He was leaning over Jones’s shoulder, both of them staring at a comms screen I couldn’t quite see from my tactical station. Omar was our lead secretary, more muscle than pen-pusher if you asked me, and fiercely loyal to Saleh.

Jones grunted, that deep rumble that meant he was chewing on something he didn’t like the taste of. “Neo-American chatter mostly. Picked it up from their nets, leaking all over the place.”

I swiveled in my chair, pushing back from the tactical console. “Let me guess,” I drawled, keeping the sarcasm sharp, “they’re singing our praises for taking out that missile-laden rust bucket, the Sharun?”

Jones finally turned, his weathered face grim under the control room lights. “Hardly. They’re calling it a massacre. Unarmed trading vessel, they say. Peaceful run.” He spat the last words like they tasted like battery acid. Four years ago, Jones deserted Neo America, leaving his rank and his unit to join us. That took guts. He wouldn't tolerate their lies.

My blood pressure ticked up a notch. “Unarmed? They’re still spewing that shit? Last I checked, ‘Missile Strike Kanisa’ wasn’t on any trader’s itinerary.” I pushed off my station and crossed the small control room, joining them at the comms table. Omar made way for me, his dark eyes mirroring my own anger.

The screen was a mess of garbled text and intercepted radio snippets. Neo-American propaganda, slickly packaged and designed to worm its way into people’s heads. ‘Tragic incident,’ ‘Colonial aggression,’ ‘Unprovoked attack’ – the usual garbage.

“They’re trying to paint Dawson as a... what was it? ‘Attempted parricide,’ that’s the fancy word they used,” Omar snorted. “Like he went all Oedipus on his folks.”

I scoffed. “Dawson saved Kanisa. Saved everyone here. His parents chose their side when they set course towards our capital with missiles big enough to vaporize half the city, and torpedoes enough to sink half our fleet.” Loyalty was everything in Saleh, and Dawson had proven his beyond any doubt. He’d made the hardest damn choice imaginable.

A hand landed softly on my shoulder, firm and warm. Meara. She moved like smoke, silent and sudden. Her dark eyes, a startling contrast to her dark Cherokee hair, scanned the screen, then met mine. “Trouble brewing?”

“Neo-American bs,” I said, gesturing to the comms display. “They’re trying to spin the Sharun incident, again. Whispering poison about Dawson.”

Meara’s jaw tightened. Compassionate, yeah, but also tougher than forged steel when needed. “They’re predictable. Always trying to divide us.” She glanced at Jones and Omar. “How bad is it?”

Jones grunted again. “Bad enough they’re getting traction. Some folks here in Saleh are starting to... question. Whispers in the markets, holler-nets buzzing.”

“Question what?” Dawson’s voice, calm and steady, cut in from the doorway to the co-commander’s quarters. He didn’t need to ask what we were looking at; the tension in the room was thick enough to taste.

Meara gestured him over. “Neo-Americans are working overtime to make us look like monsters, Babe. Saying the Sharun was peaceful and unarmed.”

Dawson’s jaw tightened, but his voice remained level. “Those fuckin’ liars. They always were.” 

We all did a double take; Dawson was hardly one to use such vocabulary. I knew then he felt quite strongly.

Julian, our Norwegian navigator, leaned back from his station, his blond hair catching the green glow of his consoles. “The timing is deliberate. Just after we rescue a Cherokee clan, when everyone sees us as heroes, then comes the counter-point. Classic Neo-American tactic – sow discord when you can’t win on the battlefield.” Julian, with his immigrant’s perspective, often saw things with a clarity we locals sometimes missed. He’d come to Saleh seeking freedom, and he guarded it fiercely.
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