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​Introduction
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There were places in Canada where the roads narrowed into silence, where pine forests pressed close against the gravel shoulders, and entire communities could disappear behind fog, snow, and indifference. People in the cities liked to believe that law reached everywhere, that every missing person was eventually found, that every prayer spoken in private was harmless. But distance had a way of changing the truth. Isolation could turn rumor into scripture, fear into obedience, and desperate people into believers.

Detective Mara Voss had spent most of her career studying the damage people did to one another in the name of need: money, revenge, jealousy, and survival. Those motives were ugly but familiar. Faith was different. Faith dressed itself in purity. It offered comfort before it demanded sacrifice. It convinced people that cruelty was righteousness and murder was mercy. By the time the bodies surfaced, the true crime was often older, buried beneath months or years of persuasion.

When a bloodless corpse is discovered near a remote farming district in northern Ontario, Mara is pulled into an investigation that appears at first to be another rural homicide. But the trail leads her beyond ordinary violence, into a secluded commune known as the Covenant, where broken men and women have surrendered their names, their histories, and their will to a leader who promises deliverance from suffering. To outsiders, the group is merely devout. To those inside, salvation comes at a cost few can imagine, and even fewer survive.

As Mara pushes deeper into the community’s rituals, loyalties, and carefully controlled lies, she uncovers a pattern of disappearances, coerced confessions, and brutal acts carried out by hands that once seemed gentle. Each revelation forces her to confront a chilling possibility: the most dangerous people in the Covenant are not the fanatics who obey blindly, but the ordinary souls who know exactly what they are doing and choose belief over conscience anyway.

In the frozen quiet of the Canadian wilderness, where winter preserves secrets better than graves, Mara must race to expose a system built not only on fear but on longing the longing to belong, to be forgiven, to believe that suffering has meaning. And as the blood trail widens, she will discover that the Covenant’s greatest weapon is not violence. It is the story its followers tell themselves before they kill.
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​Prologue
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The first body was found by a boy looking for a lost calf.

Eli Mercer was fourteen, narrow-shouldered and red-cheeked from the October cold, his boots sinking into wet soil at the edge of his father’s pasture near Blackthorn Ridge, Ontario. Dawn had not fully broken yet. The world was all iron-gray sky and thin mist rising from the earth. He kept calling the calf’s name, though he knew animals didn’t answer that way. The sound of his own voice made him feel less alone.

Then he saw the shape in the ditch.

At first he thought it was a deer, maybe hit by a truck in the night and dragged by scavengers. He climbed over the fence, cursing at the barbed wire that snagged his jacket, and slid down the embankment. The smell hit him before the details did not rot, not yet, but something metallic and sour beneath the wet scent of leaves.

The man lay on his back among dead reeds, arms spread as if dropped from a height. His shirt had been opened. Symbols had been carved into his chest, precise and deliberate, crossing skin as pale as candle wax. There was almost no blood in the ditch. That was what Eli remembered later, when the police asked him again and again what he saw. There should have been blood everywhere, but the body looked washed out, emptied. Even the lips were white.

Eli stared for a long time before he understood he was looking at a human face. The eyes were open, clouded, and fixed on the sky.

He ran so hard he vomited beside the fence.

By noon, Blackthorn Ridge had become a knot of cruisers, yellow tape, and whispering neighbors gathered far enough away to pretend they respected the dead. Officers moved carefully around the ditch while a forensic photographer crouched beside the corpse, snapping pictures with gloved hands. The county coroner, a compact woman named Denise Arsenault, stood in silence for nearly a minute before speaking.

“Exsanguination,” she said quietly.

Constable Jamie Renaud frowned. “Out here?”

Denise straightened, eyes fixed on the carvings. “Maybe not out here. But he was drained. Most of it, anyway.”

Jamie looked up toward the road, where a line of locals watched from behind the tape. Farmers, shopkeepers, churchgoers. Faces he had known all his life. Faces suddenly eager for explanations.

“Do we know who he is?”

Denise pulled back part of the collar. “No wallet. No ID. But there’s an old scar here, surgical. And these marks...” She hesitated. “These weren’t done by someone improvising. They mean something.”

Jamie glanced at the symbols. They were unfamiliar, but their symmetry bothered him more than any random mutilation would have. This was not rage. Rage was messy. This looked ceremonial.

A black SUV rolled onto the shoulder and stopped behind the patrol cars. The woman who stepped out moved with the efficient calm of someone who had learned long ago not to waste energy on dread. Detective Mara Voss wore a dark overcoat over plain clothes, her auburn hair tied back, her expression unreadable behind a pair of tired eyes that had seen too many scenes like this and too few answers after them.

Jamie walked over as she approached the tape.

“You got here fast.”

“I was in Sudbury on another case.” Mara showed her badge to the deputy at the perimeter. “You said the victim was drained?”

“That’s what the coroner thinks.” Jamie lowered his voice. “And there are symbols carved into the chest.”

Mara said nothing. She ducked under the tape and made her way down the slope, careful with her footing. Denise looked up as she neared.

“Bad one,” the coroner said.

Mara crouched beside the body. The man was maybe mid-thirties, though death had erased some of that certainty. Hands rough with labor. Dirt under the nails. A ring-shaped tan line on the left hand, no ring. She studied the carvings without touching them.

“Any witnesses?”

“Just the farm boy who found him,” Jamie said from above. “Didn’t see a vehicle. Didn’t hear anything overnight.”

Mara leaned closer. Three symbols had been cut into the chest in a vertical line: a circle split by a downward stroke, an eye shape crossed through the center, and beneath them a shape like interlocking branches. Not random. Not decorative. Designed to be read by someone.

“Could be a gang thing?” Jamie offered.

“No,” Mara said.

She did not explain how she knew. She had worked enough murders to recognize the difference between a message meant to intimidate and one meant to consecrate. This body had not been discarded. It had been displayed.

She stood and scanned the road, the trees, and the distant fields. The air felt strangely still, as if the entire ridge were holding its breath.

“Who owns land beyond the south treeline?” she asked.

Jamie checked his notes. “Mostly abandoned lots. Crown land. Then farther in, maybe twelve kilometers, there’s an old agricultural settlement. Private property. Small commune, I guess. They call themselves the Covenant.”

Mara turned to him.

“What kind of commune?”

Jamie shrugged uneasily. “Religious, maybe. Mostly keep to themselves. Grow their own food. Sell preserves and produce at the seasonal market. No one’s had much trouble with them.”

“No one,” Mara repeated, “or no one reported trouble?”

Jamie didn’t answer right away.

A cold wind moved over the ditch, stirring the reeds around the dead man’s body. For one brief second, Mara had the irrational sense that the carved symbols were shifting under the gray light, rearranging themselves into something almost legible. She blinked, and the feeling passed.

Denise handed her a folded evidence sheet. “One more thing. We found wax residue on his wrists and ankles.”

“Candles?”

“Maybe. Or restraint. We’ll know more after the autopsy."

Mara looked again at the man’s open eyes. Empty, astonished, accusing. Somewhere in the trees, a raven called once, then went quiet.

She had seen ritual before. Usually it masked greed, abuse, or sadism. People liked costumes for their violence. They liked language that transformed appetite into destiny. But sometimes belief itself was the knife, sharpened slowly inside a closed world until everyone touched by it began to bleed.

“Jamie,” she said, still watching the body, “get me everything we have on that commune. Leadership, land records, complaints, missing persons, financials, all of it.”

“You really think this points there?”

Mara let the question linger. Beyond the treeline, the forest stretched north in dark, unbroken miles. Somewhere past it sat a hidden congregation with its own rules, its own truths, and perhaps its own dead.

“I think,” she said at last, “someone wanted this body found.”

She climbed back toward the road while uniforms parted to let her through. The whispers among the onlookers swelled as people recognized an outsider, recognized escalation, recognized the invisible moment when a local horror stopped belonging only to the town.

At the top of the ditch, Mara paused and looked once more toward the south treeline.

A small figure stood there between the pines.

Too far away to make out clearly. A woman, maybe. Or a thin man in dark clothing. Still as a fencepost, watching the scene unfold. Mara narrowed her eyes, and the figure slipped behind the trees without a sound.

“Did you see that?” she asked.

Jamie followed her gaze. “See what?”

But the treeline was empty now.

Mara said nothing. She slid her hands into her coat pockets and felt the familiar weight of the case settling over her, not as paperwork or procedure but as atmosphere, a pressure in the air, a sensation that she had stepped onto ground where reason would have to fight for every inch.

Behind her, the dead man lay in the ditch beneath the hard Canadian sky, marked for a purpose no one had yet named.

Ahead, deep in the wilderness, the Covenant was waiting.
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​Chapter 1: The Road to Blackthorn Ridge
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By the time Detective Mara Voss left the highway, the sky had turned the color of old steel, low and heavy over northern Ontario, and the road ahead seemed less like a route than a warning. Gravel cracked under the tires of her rented SUV as she steered onto the narrow concession road that led toward Blackthorn Ridge, a township so small it barely appeared on official maps and so isolated that even radio reception faded in and out between the trees. Northern Ontario was the sort of setting that lent itself naturally to mystery and rural crime fiction, with vast forests, cold weather, and communities separated by long distances, while real policing in rural and isolated Canadian areas often depends on stretched resources and geographic patience.

She drove with the window cracked despite the cold, letting the bite of the air keep her sharp. Pine, wet earth, decaying leaves. The scents came in waves, each one cleaner than the stale coffee smell trapped in the vehicle, but none of them eased the tension riding just behind her ribs.

The call from the regional office had been brief and flat. Male victim. Rural ditch. Chest carved. Suspected ritual elements. The local detachment requested major crimes support.

Ritual elements.

The phrase irritated her. It was the kind of language police used when they wanted to sound clinical about something they didn’t yet understand. In Mara’s experience, ritual usually meant one of two things: either the killer wanted attention, or they wanted meaning. Sometimes both. People built ceremonies around violence because ceremony made horror easier to justify. Light a candle, speak a prayer, carve a symbol, wear a mask. Suddenly the ugliest impulse a human being could act on began to resemble necessity.

Her phone buzzed in the cup holder. She tapped the speaker button without taking her eyes off the road.

“Voss.”

“Tell me you’re close,” said Jamie Renaud.

The constable sounded younger over the phone than he had on the call with dispatch, which was saying something. Early thirties, maybe younger. Rural posting. Steady voice trying hard not to shake.

“Ten minutes,” Mara said. “Scene still secure?”

“Yeah. We pushed the locals back again. The coroner's still here. Forensics is finishing the outer sweep.”

“Any ID on the victim?”

“Nothing confirmed. No wallet. No phone. No vehicle nearby.”

“Missing persons report?”

“Checking neighboring jurisdictions. Nothing solid yet.”

Mara turned around a bend where the forest opened briefly to reveal a field gone to weeds, silvered under the weak morning light. An abandoned barn leaned to one side as though tired of standing. “And the commune?”

A pause.

“You went right to that.”

“Answer the question.”

“It’s south of the ridge, deeper in. Private land. People around here call them the Covenant. They keep to themselves.”

“That tells me nothing.”

Another pause, then a quiet exhale. “They show up at market in Bell River sometimes. Homemade preserves, root vegetables, candles, soap. Polite. Strange, maybe, but polite. No official complaints worth anything.”

“Worth anything?”

“You know how it is. Rumors. Someone’s cousin says a relative joined and stopped calling home. Somebody else says they perform night ceremonies in the woods. Then you ask for dates, names, actual statements, and nobody wants to sign paper.”

Mara’s hand tightened slightly on the wheel. “That’s usually because they’re afraid.”

This time Jamie said nothing at all.

Ahead, yellow tape fluttered between two police cruisers parked crooked near a drainage ditch. Beyond them stood a knot of locals in jackets and work boots, arms crossed against the cold, their expressions carrying that familiar blend of curiosity and resentment. In small places, murder was never just murder. It was trespassing. It disturbed the comforting myth that evil belonged somewhere else.

Mara pulled over and stepped out, the chill catching instantly at the back of her neck. A raven circled once overhead, then glided toward the treeline.

Jamie Renaud met her at the tape. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and had the tired face of someone who hadn’t expected his week to become memorable. “Detective.”

“Constable.”

He ducked the tape for her. “Coroner’s waiting.”

The ditch sloped steeper than it had looked from the road, muddy from last night’s rain. Mara descended carefully, boots slipping once before she found stable ground among the reeds. The body lay exactly where the preliminary photos had suggested: supine, arms slightly spread, head tilted to the right. Mid-thirties. Work-worn hands. Cheap jeans. Flannel shirt cut open from sternum to abdomen.

And the carvings.

They were cleaner than she had expected. Three symbols in a neat vertical line down the chest, etched with enough control that the edges remained distinct despite postmortem swelling. Whoever had done this had taken time. Taken pride.

Denise Arsenault, the coroner, glanced up from her notes. “You’re Voss.”

“I am.”

Denise nodded toward the body. “No obvious defensive wounds. Ligature impressions on wrists and ankles. Wax residue present. Blood loss is extreme, but I won’t confirm full exsanguination until autopsy.”

Mara crouched near the victim’s head. The skin had the drained, paper-gray look of something emptied out from the inside. “Cause of death?”

“Too early. Could be blood loss. Could be something before that. There’s bruising at the jawline and behind the ears. He may have been restrained for a while.”

“Any trace around the scene?”

“Forensics found transfer prints in the mud, partial only. At least two tread patterns near the ditch, both compromised by responders before full perimeter lock.” Denise did not bother hiding her annoyance.

Jamie shifted behind Mara. “When we arrived, half the township was already gathering.”

“That happens when people treat police tape like a theater rope,” Denise said.

Mara ignored them both and studied the victim’s face. The eyes were open, clouded, fixed on nothing. Fear lingered strangely in some bodies. Not as expression exactly, but in the aftermath of it, in the way the muscles held memory longer than the mind did.

“Anything in the mouth?” Mara asked.

Denise blinked. “Why?”

“Instinct.”

The coroner crouched, gloved hands steady as she tilted the jaw and parted the lips. She frowned. “There’s residue.”

“What kind?”

“Dark. Could be ash. Could be soil.” She looked at Mara. “You’ve seen this before?”

“Not this exact version.”

But she had seen devotion staged as a method. She had seen killers create little liturgies for themselves, rules that transformed panic into purpose. A man in Winnipeg who bathed his victims because he believed cleanliness prepared souls for judgment. A mother in Saskatoon who wrapped dead animals around the bodies of runaway teens because she thought God would recognize sacrifice in layers. Evil rarely thought of itself as evil. It preferred revelation.

She stood and looked toward the treeline. Pines massed thickly beyond the road, their trunks black with dampness. Somewhere past them sat the Covenant, hidden on its own acreage, perhaps already discussing this moment over breakfast in low, reverent voices.

“Tell me about the victim,” she said.

Jamie consulted his notebook. “White male, approximately thirty-five to forty. Calluses suggest manual labor. No ID. One old surgical scar near the collarbone. Wedding tan line, no ring.”

“Locals recognize him?”

“Not so far.”

“Then he’s either passing through or someone made sure he’d be hard to place.”

Denise rose, closing her kit. “I’d favor the second. His clothes are generic enough to disappear in. No labels from local suppliers, nothing personalized, no receipts.”

Mara nodded once. “Body dump?”

“Possible,” Denise said. “But the positioning matters. If you wanted him hidden, there are easier places in these woods.”

That much was obvious. The body had been left where a farmer, hunter, or school bus driver might spot it. Which meant the discovery was part of the act, not an interruption of it.

She climbed back up to the shoulder and let her gaze travel across the assembled faces beyond the tape. They looked away when she met their eyes. A woman with a grocery tote. An old man in a seed-company cap. Two teenage boys pretending not to be frightened. A priest, maybe, or just someone dressed dark enough to resemble one.

Then she saw a girl no older than sixteen standing apart from the others near a mailbox post. Her blond hair was tucked under a wool cap, but a strand had come loose and whipped across her mouth in the wind. She wasn’t watching the body. She was watching Mara.

Not curious. Measuring.

Mara crossed toward her before Jamie could object. The girl shifted her weight but didn’t leave.

“You from around here?” Mara asked.

The girl glanced toward the others and then back. “Everyone is from around here.”

“Name?”

“Rebecca.”

“Last name?”

A small hesitation. “Why?”

“Because I asked.”

“Beaumont.”

Mara filed it away. “Did you know the victim?”

Rebecca looked past her toward the ditch. “No.”

“Did you see anything last night?”

The girl’s face stayed still, but her fingers tightened around the strap of a canvas satchel. “People hear things in the woods all the time. Coyotes. Trucks. Branches.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

Rebecca met her eyes. Her voice lowered. “You should be careful where you go asking questions.”

Jamie appeared at Mara’s shoulder. “Rebecca, maybe head home.”

“I’m only trying to help,” the girl said, but the sentence came out oddly flat, like something recited rather than meant.

“Who told you I should be careful?” Mara asked.

Rebecca’s gaze slid toward the south treeline for the briefest second. “Nobody has to tell you. Some places know when they’re being hunted.”

Before Mara could press her further, an older woman from the crowd called sharply, “Rebecca!”

The girl stepped back at once. Whatever composure she had cracked just enough for fear to show through. She turned and walked quickly toward a rusted pickup parked down the road, where the woman waited with a pinched, furious face.

“You know her?” Mara asked Jamie.

He watched the truck pull away. “Family farms east of Bell River. Churchgoing. Quiet. Harmless.”

“Harmless people don’t warn homicide detectives in coded sentences.”

Jamie rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Around here, people talk strange when they’re scared.”

Mara looked again toward the forest. “Good. Then let’s find out what scares them.”

By early afternoon the sky had begun spitting a thin, icy rain that turned the roadside dirt to slick clay. Mara took over a cramped interview room in the Blackthorn Ridge detachment, if the converted municipal building deserved so formal a name. The place smelled of paper dust, burnt coffee, and damp wool. A faded map of the district hung crooked behind the desk, red pins marking farms, service roads, and winter closures. South of the ridge, a large area of private land had been circled in black marker.

THE COVENANT AGRICULTURAL FELLOWSHIP, the annotation read in block letters.

She stared at the circle while Jamie set down a stack of folders. “Property records, tax files, and a few old incident logs. Not much.”

“Who owns it?”

“Legally? A nonprofit religious trust registered out of Thunder Bay six years ago. Before that, the land belonged to a bankrupt cattle operation.”

“Leader?”

He flipped open the top folder. “Gabriel St. Arnaud. Fifty-two. Born in Quebec. Former lay preacher, maybe. Hard to pin down. He’s not convicted of anything. A couple of noise complaints, one allegation of unlawful confinement from four years back, but the complainant withdrew.”

“Former member?”

“Supposedly.”

“Name?”

“Sylvia Kemp.”

“Where is she now?”

Jamie gave a helpless little shrug. “Unknown.”

Mara took the photograph clipped to St. Arnaud’s file. He was handsome in the way certain dangerous men often were: silver beginning at the temples, clear eyes, a composed mouth, and an expression humble enough to look trustworthy and proud enough to demand surrender. He wore plain work clothes, not robes, not the costume of a prophet. That, more than anything, made Mara wary. People followed uniforms. They worshipped ordinary faces.

“What’s his pitch?” she asked.

Jamie leaned against the filing cabinet. “Depends who you ask. Some say he preaches purification through labor and separation from corrupt society. Some say he takes in addicts, drifters, abused spouses, people with nowhere else to go.”

“And then?”

“And then they stay.”

The rain tapped harder against the window. Mara opened another file: supply permits, market stall applications, transport waivers, and livestock records. On paper the Covenant looked boring. Agricultural outputs. Candle sales. Seasonal produce. It was almost elegant, the way banality shielded suspicion.

“Any children on site?”

“Unknown,” Jamie said. “No school registrations tied to the property, but that doesn’t mean much if they homeschool or keep people off books.”

“Banking?”

“Minimal visible activity. Donations. Small business revenue.”

“Firearms?”

“No registered weapons under St. Arnaud’s name.”

“That means nothing in the bush.”

Jamie gave a humorless smile. “You’re adapting fast.”

Mara laid the photo down. “What about church affiliations? Diocese complaints? Social workers? Health visits?”

“Spotty. They avoid institutions.”

“Of course they do.”

She moved to the map, studying the service roads branching like cracked veins into the forest. One access route into the commune. Two old logging roads nearby, one marked impassable in winter. A creek cutting behind the property line. Plenty of ways in. Plenty more ways to disappear someone.

“Get me everyone who has left the Covenant in the last six years,” she said. “Voluntarily or otherwise. Also missing persons in Ontario, Manitoba, and Quebec with any link to religious groups, communes, or family estrangement.”

“That’s a lot.”

“It’s a start.”

Jamie hesitated. “You really think this body leads there.”

Mara turned from the map. “No. I think whoever staged that body wanted us to look there.”

He frowned. “That’s different?”

“Very.”

The room went quiet except for the rain.

Because if the Covenant had killed the man and wanted to frighten the township, that was one kind of case. But if someone had killed the man in order to point police at the Covenant either to expose them, punish them, or provoke them, that was another. Faith communities built on control often became volatile under scrutiny. Pressure created fractures. Fractures created bodies.

Jamie seemed to arrive at the same thought a second later. “You think walking onto that property could trigger something.”

“I think if St. Arnaud is as influential as people say, he won’t see police presence as investigation. He’ll see it as invasion.” Mara picked up her coat. “And men like that turn invasion into prophecy.”

“You’re going now?”

She checked the wall clock. 3:17 p.m. Enough daylight left to see the road in. Not enough to waste. “We knock before dark.”

Jamie straightened. “You want a team?”

“I want two uniforms outside the perimeter road, no sirens, no theatrics. You and I go in first.”

“That’s not exactly procedure.”

“Neither is waiting while a possible witness gets buried under fresh concrete or scripture.” She paused at the door. “Bring body cam if the Crown asks later. Keep it off unless I say otherwise.”

He snatched his parka from the chair and followed her out.

The rain had thinned to mist by the time they left the detachment. Blackthorn Ridge looked smaller now, reduced by weather into a handful of dull roofs, a gas station, a church steeple, and a town office no one trusted. As they passed the general store, Mara saw curtains twitch in an upstairs window. Word was already moving. It always moved faster than police.

South of town, the road narrowed to a rutted track lined with cedar and pine. The deeper they drove, the quieter the world became. No houses. No passing traffic. Just the repetitive hiss of tires over wet gravel and the occasional skeleton of an old sign half-swallowed by brush.

Then the gate appeared.

It stood open between two rough-hewn posts, each carved with the same branching symbol found on the dead man’s chest.

Jamie swore under his breath.

Beyond the gate, the road curved gently through the trees toward a cluster of distant buildings where smoke rose in thin white streams against the darkening sky.

Mara slowed the vehicle but did not stop. Her pulse had settled into that familiar cold rhythm she trusted more than adrenaline. The moment before entry was always the cleanest part of an investigation. Possibility is still wider than damage. Questions not yet contaminated by lies.

At the edge of the property, a wooden sign emerged from the mist.

"WELCOME," it read.

BENEATH SUFFERING LIES THE DOOR.

Mara looked at the carved symbol below the words and felt the case shift, not into certainty, but into shape.

Whatever waited inside the Covenant, it had already begun speaking to her.

And it was speaking in blood.
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​Chapter 2: The Shepherd of Suffering
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The road into the Covenant bent through the pines like a trail cut by intent rather than use, narrow and disciplined, the gravel newly laid in places where the earth had softened. Mara drove slowly, headlights washing over cedar trunks, split-rail fencing, and modest wooden markers bearing scripture-like phrases burned into varnished boards. Ontario’s rural policing landscape stretches across immense territory through detachments and scattered communities, and the province’s scale and isolation make remote enclaves plausible places for people to slip outside ordinary public scrutiny.

Jamie sat beside her in silence for the first minute after they passed the open gate. Then he shifted and muttered, “This place gives me a bad feeling.”

Mara kept her eyes on the road. “That’s because it wants to.”

He glanced over. “Places can want things now?”

“Groups can. Leaders can. Architecture can.” She nodded toward the markers lining the drive. “Every detail here is meant to prepare visitors before they meet anyone. First the gate. Then the slogans. Then the trees keep you blind until the last second. It’s theater.”

Up ahead, the forest opened all at once.

The Covenant sat in a shallow clearing ringed by dark spruce and cedar, as if the wilderness itself had stepped back to make room for it. There were more structures than Mara expected: a large central meeting hall built of weathered timber; three long bunkhouse-style residences; a machine shed; greenhouses glowing faintly from inside; a smokehouse; a workshop; two barns; and
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