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Chapter 1: The Escape 
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The lantern light flickered across the wooden beams of the assembly hall, casting long shadows that twisted like the serpents in Elder Josiah's sermons. Eleanor sat on the back bench, her hands folded in her lap, fingers tracing the frayed edge of her woollen skirt. At twenty-two, she knew her place: silent, observant, a vessel for the Word. The air smelled of damp earth and the faint, acrid tang of the tallow candles that burned day and night in the communes heart. Around her, the faithful murmured prayers, their voices a low hum that blended with the wind rattling the shutters outside. 

She hadn't meant to stay so late. The women's circle had ended hours ago, but Eleanor lingered, drawn by the elders' private council that followed. It was forbidden, of course—women were to tend the hearths and the young, not eavesdrop on the men's deliberations. But the door had been ajar, just a crack, and the pull of curiosity, that quiet sin she wrestled with in the dark of her bunk, had won out. Now, pressed against the cold wall, she listened. 

Elder Josiah's voice rose, sharp as a whetstone on flint. "The tithes from the valley folk dwindle. If we do not act, the Lord will withhold His bounty." 

A murmur of agreement rippled through the circle of bearded men, their faces etched with the lines of unyielding faith. Eleanor shifted, her breath catching as footsteps approached the door. She froze, heart pounding against her ribs like a trapped bird. 

But it was only Elder Amos, his heavy boots thudding on the packed dirt floor. "The girl from the outer fields," he said, his tone low but carrying in the still air. "Eleanor's sister. She carries the mark of doubt. I saw her reading the forbidden pages—the ones we burned last harvest." 

Eleanor's stomach twisted. Her sister, Miriam? The one who braided wildflowers into her hair and whispered stories of the world beyond the fences? Miriam, who had taught Eleanor the shapes of clouds when their mother was too weary from the fields. 

"We cannot tolerate it," Josiah replied. "The purity of our flock demands sacrifice. She will be cast out at dawn, as the scriptures command." 

Cast out. The words hung in the air, heavier than the smoke from the lanterns. Eleanor pressed a hand to her mouth, stifling a gasp. Miriam, alone in the night, beyond the commune's barbed wire and watchful guards. The mountains loomed just there, a jagged wall of pine and stone that swallowed wanderers whole. No one returned from the wilds. The elders said it was God's judgment, the land reclaiming the impure. 

But it was worse. Elder Amos leaned in, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial rasp. "And the stores—we've hidden the surplus, as planned. When the valley comes begging, we'll demand twice the grain. The Lord favours the prepared." 

Betrayal. The word bloomed in Eleanor's mind, hot and unfamiliar. The commune was meant to be a beacon, a self-sufficient ark amid the godless chaos outside. They shared everything: the meagre harvests, the mended clothes, the endless prayers. Yet here were the elders, hoarding food while children grew thin, twisting scripture to line their own bellies. Miriam's doubt was no sin; it was clarity. 

The meeting broke with a final amen, chairs scraping as the men rose. Eleanor slipped out the side door, her bare feet silent on the frosted grass. The night air bit at her skin, carrying the scent of pine resin and distant rain. She ran to the women's dormitory, a low building of weathered logs where forty souls slept on straw pallets. Her bunk was in the corner, shared with three others, but tonight it felt like a cage. 

Miriam was already there, curled under a threadbare blanket, her face pale in the moonlight slanting through the cracks. "Ellie?" she whispered, sitting up. "What did you hear?" 

Eleanor knelt beside her, gripping her sister's hand. It was cold, trembling. "They're sending you away. At dawn." 

Miriam's eyes widened, but no tears came. She'd known, perhaps. The forbidden pages—scraps of old magazines smuggled from a trader's cart—had been her secret vice. Pictures of cities with towers scraping the sky, women in bright dresses laughing without shame. "I can't go," she said softly. "The mountains... they'll kill me." 

Eleanor's mind raced, a forbidden whirl of thoughts she couldn't silence. The rules pressed in: Obey the elders. Submit to God's will. Women did not question, did not flee. To do so was to invite eternal fire. But Miriam was all she had left since their parents' fever two winters past. And the elders' greed— that was the true sin, wasn't it? 

"I'll go with you," Eleanor blurted, the words tasting like ash. "We can slip out now, before they post the watch." 

Miriam shook her head. "You can't. You're pure. They chose you for the vow next spring—the union with the faithful." 

Pure. The word had always been a comfort, a shield. Eleanor had never known a man's touch, never even wondered beyond the vague warnings of temptation. Her days were spent in prayer, weaving, and tending the herb garden. Sinful thoughts were the devil's whisper, to be confessed and scourged. But tonight, doubt clawed at her like thorns. 

"I won't let them take you alone." Eleanor's voice steadied, surprising even herself. She pulled a small burlap sack from under her bunk—the one she used for foraging. Into it went her few treasures: a flint striker, a tin cup, a heel of cornbread wrapped in cloth. Her hands moved quickly, mechanically, as if someone else directed them. 

Miriam watched, then nodded once. "The north path. Through the birch grove. It's the least guarded." 

They waited until the dormitory snores deepened, the wind masking their steps. Eleanor glanced back once at the hall, its lanterns still glowing like watchful eyes. The commune sprawled in the valley below the mountains, a cluster of cabins ringed by fences and fields. Beyond lay the unknown: roads of black tar, machines that roared like beasts, people who lived without God. The elders called it the Fallen World, a pit of vice where souls bartered their salvation for fleeting pleasures. Eleanor had believed them. She still did, in the pit of her stomach. 

The birch grove was a silvered maze under the moon, trunks slender and pale as ghosts. Thorns snagged at Eleanor's skirt, drawing beads of blood on her calves. Miriam led, her steps sure despite the fear etching her face. "Keep low," she breathed. "The watch changes at midnight." 

They reached the fence—a tangle of wire and posts that hummed with the elders' warnings of intruders and demons alike. Miriam produced a pair of cutters, pilfered from the tool shed days ago. The snip of metal echoed too loudly in the quiet, and Eleanor flinched, waiting for shouts. But only the wind answered. 

Through the gap they crawled, wire scraping skin, and then they were out. Free. The word felt wrong, tainted. Eleanor's chest tightened with the weight of her rebellion. She was breaking every rule: fleeing without permission, abandoning her duties, defying the elders' divine authority. Sin upon sin, each one a lash on her soul. What if God turned His face from her forever? What if the wilds were punishment, not escape? 

Miriam took her hand, pulling her toward the treeline. "We head up the ridge. There's a shepherd's trail—old, but it leads to the pass." 

The mountains rose like a black wave, pines whispering secrets in the gusts. Eleanor's feet, shod only in thin leather slippers, ached on the rocky path. The air grew thinner, colder, biting through her shawl. She clutched the sack to her chest, its meagre contents a poor armour against the night. 

Hours blurred into a haze of ascent. Miriam spoke little, her breath coming in sharp bursts. "We'll find a cabin, or berries. The Lord provides for the faithful." 

But Eleanor saw the strain in her sister's eyes, the way her steps faltered. Dawn was a grey promise on the horizon when Miriam stopped, leaning against a boulder. "Ellie... I can't. My chest—it burns." 

Eleanor dropped to her knees, pressing a hand to Miriam's forehead. Hot, too hot. The fever from the forbidden pages? Or the weight of their flight? Panic surged, hot and unfamiliar. "Rest here. I'll get water." 

She scrambled down to a trickle of stream, filling the tin cup with icy flow. But when she returned, Miriam's eyes were glassy. "Go on without me," she whispered. "Find the world. For both of us." 

"No." The refusal tore from Eleanor's throat. She couldn't leave her here, exposed to wolves or the elders' pursuit. But Miriam's grip slackened, her body going limp against the stone. 

Tears blurred Eleanor's vision as she gathered dry twigs, striking the flint until sparks caught. A small fire, against all rules—fire was for the hearths, not the wilds. But Miriam needed warmth. Eleanor draped her shawl over her sister, humming the lullaby their mother once sang, the one about angels watching over the lost. 

The sun crested, painting the peaks gold, but the light brought no comfort. Hoofbeats echoed from below—riders, searching. The elders. Eleanor's innocence was shattered in that moment; she saw the commune not as a sanctuary, but as a trap woven from lies and fear. 

She couldn't stay. With shaking hands, she banked the fire and shouldered the sack. "I'll come back," she lied to the still form. "With help." 

The trail steepened, rocks skittering underfoot. Eleanor's lungs burned, her mind a storm of what-ifs. What lay beyond the pass? Demons in metal chariots? Or just emptiness? The rules she'd lived by—modesty, obedience, purity—felt like chains snapping one by one. She was a virgin in body, but her thoughts raced ahead, sinful and wild. 

Clouds gathered as noon passed, the sky darkening to slate. The first drops fell, cold and relentless, soaking her clothes. She pressed on, the path vanishing into mud and scree. Thunder rumbled, a divine anger that made her flinch. Lightning cracked, illuminating the void below—a sheer drop into fog-shrouded valleys. 

Lost. The word settled like ice in her veins. The sack grew heavy, the cornbread sodden. Her teeth chattered, fingers numb. Hypothermia, the elders had warned in tales of the damned— the slow thief that stole warmth and will. Eleanor's steps faltered, vision blurring. She sank to her knees in the downpour, the storm's howl drowning her sobs. 

Alone. Utterly, vulnerably alone. The mountains closed in, indifferent to her pleas. And in the heart of the tempest, Eleanor wondered if this was judgment after all—or the first true breath of freedom. 
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Chapter 2: The Stranger 
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Rain lashed the mountainside like a whip, turning the trail into a river of mud. Jax Harlan trudged upward, his pack heavy with fresh pelts from the lower valleys. At thirty-four, he'd learned to read the storms in the way the pines bent and the air thickened with ozone. This one had rolled in fast, fiercer than most, the kind that buried trails under avalanches of sleet. He pulled his hood lower, the waxed canvas slick against his beard, and cursed under his breath. Another hour to the cabin, maybe two if the wind kept shoving him back. 

His boot caught on something soft amid the rocks. Not a root, not a branch. Jax knelt, wiping water from his eyes. There, curled against a boulder, was a figure. Small, drenched, shivering violently. A woman, by the look of the soaked skirt, was tangled around her legs. No coat, no proper gear. Just a threadbare shawl and what might have been a sack clutched to her chest like a shield. 

"Hey," he called, voice rough from disuse. No response. He touched her shoulder, felt the chill of her skin through the wet fabric. Alive, but barely. Her lips were blue, eyelids fluttering in half-conscious delirium. Hypothermia had her good. Jax scanned the ridge—no tracks, no sign of others. Who the hell hiked this high without sense? Tourists sometimes strayed, but not in this weather, not dressed like she was from another century. 

No time for questions. He slung his pack tighter, then scooped her up. She was light, fragile as a fawn, her head lolling against his chest. Her breath came in shallow puffs against his neck, warm enough to remind him she wasn't gone yet. Jax adjusted his grip, one arm under her knees, the other supporting her back. The storm howled approval, or mockery, as he pushed on. His cabin lay another mile up, tucked in a hollow where the wind lost its bite. He'd built it himself after leaving the service—logs from the slope, a stone hearth, solar panels hidden under the eaves. Off-grid, off the map. The way he liked it. 

The path blurred underfoot, rocks slick as glass. Her weight pulled at his shoulder, but he didn't slow. Special forces training kicked in: assess, adapt, endure. She'd make it, or she wouldn't. Simple as that. By the time the cabin's outline emerged through the sheets of rain—a squat shape of timber and tin roof—his arms burned. He kicked the door open, the hinges groaning, and carried her inside. 

The fire was banked low, embers glowing in the grate. Jax laid her on the bearskin rug by the hearth, then stoked the flames with split oak. Heat bloomed, chasing the damp from the air. He stripped off his outer layers, hanging them on hooks by the door, then turned to her. Her clothes clung like a second skin, no good for warmth. With quick, efficient movements, he peeled away the sodden skirt and blouse, wrapping her in a wool blanket from the linen chest. Modest, he told himself. Necessary. Her skin was pale, mottled with cold, but unmarked by the wilds—no fresh cuts, no animal scratches. Who was she? 

He brewed strong tea on the woodstove, the scent of herbs filling the small space. The cabin was sparse: a table hewn from pine, two chairs, shelves of jars and tools. A rifle above the mantel, maps pinned to the walls. No photos, no reminders of the life he'd left behind. Wars in deserts too far from here, orders that twisted men into ghosts. Guiding was better—rich folks paying to rough it for a weekend, then back to their cities. Solitary now, mostly. Suited him. 

She stirred as the tea steeped, a soft moan escaping her lips. Jax knelt beside her, lifting her head gently to press the mug to her mouth. Warmth first, then questions. Her eyes snapped open, wild and dark, locking onto his face. She jerked back, the blanket slipping, her body coiling like a spring. 

"Easy," he said, voice low. "You're safe. Drink this." 

She scrambled away, pressing against the wall, eyes wide with terror. Her hair, dark and tangled, framed a face that might have been pretty under the grime—high cheekbones, full lips now chapped. But fear made her look younger, smaller. "Who... where am I?" Her voice was a whisper, accented strangely, like she'd learned English from books. 

"My place. Found you on the ridge
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