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The most dangerous thing in the world

is someone who remembers.
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And I told myself it didn’t matter.

That it was nothing.

That if no one else saw it...

then maybe it wasn’t real.
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The abandoned shop smelled like wet dust and old fabric left too long in darkness. Even after what I thought had been two days inside it, the air still carried the stale scent of rotting cardboard and damp wood swollen from years of neglect. There were broken shelves near the front windows, pieces of cracked glass scattered across the floor beneath them, and a collapsed display rack leaning sideways against the wall like it had simply become too tired to remain standing. Nothing in the building looked violent. It looked forgotten. There was a difference. Violence left wounds behind. Forgetting erased the memory that something had ever mattered enough to destroy.

Ellie slept curled beneath one of the thin blankets we had dragged from the chambers. The blanket barely covered her legs now because she kept pulling it tighter around her shoulders in her sleep, as though cold traveled downward through her body instead of up. Every few minutes she shifted slightly against the hard floor and her stomach made small hollow noises that filled the silence of the shop more than they should have. Hunger became louder when there was nothing else left to hear.

I sat against the wall nearest the back room with the Book Of Witness open across my lap, trying to ignore the ache inside my own stomach while pale evening light filtered through the dirty front windows. I did not have a clock. I had no way to measure time properly anymore. But I had seen the sun disappear twice since we crawled out of the tunnels beneath the city and found the vent that led us here. That was enough to know we had stayed too long already.

The tunnels terrified me now in a different way than they had before. In the chambers they had represented escape, movement, possibility. Up here they represented the thing beneath everything, the hidden structure holding the city together while pretending not to exist. I could not stop thinking about how many walls those tunnels lived inside. How many homes rested above them. How many people slept peacefully while hollow darkness moved underneath their feet.

Ellie stirred beneath the blanket and opened her eyes slowly.

“Are we eating today?” she asked quietly.

Her voice still carried that softness that made every sentence sound careful, as though she expected words themselves to break if handled incorrectly.

I looked toward the front windows before answering, watching the fading sunlight sink lower beyond the abandoned buildings outside.

“Yes,” I said, though I had no idea how true the word actually was. “When it gets darker.”

Ellie nodded like that explanation was enough and rested her head back down without another question, but her hand remained pressed against her stomach.

I looked back toward the book.

The pages were heavier than normal paper, almost wax-like beneath my fingers, and the text had an odd perfection to it that bothered me more every time I reread it. The letters were too precise. Too clean. Even the aging of the pages felt manufactured somehow, as though someone wanted the book to appear older than it really was. The chambers had taught me that false things often survived longer than real ones.

I lowered my eyes to the passage I had been trying to understand for nearly an hour.

All things begin in stillness.

The unfinished are not punished.

They are guided to where stillness may be restored.

Movement is the language of resistance.

Stillness is the language of completion.

I read the words again slowly.

Then again.

The language should have confused me because it sounded abstract and ceremonial in the same way most Chapel writings did, but the problem was that I understood it too well now. The meanings no longer floated above my head the way they once had during sermons. They settled inside me heavily, attaching themselves to memories I wished would stop replaying.

Stillness.

The chambers were stillness.

Girls lined shoulder to shoulder beneath white lights. Hands folded in laps. Eyes lowered. Silence so complete you could hear someone swallow from the opposite side of the room. Days measured through obedience instead of time.

Movement is the language of resistance.

Rosalie fighting the guards. Women dragged through hallways. Girls punished for asking questions.

My fingers tightened around the page.

I suddenly realized why none of the sermons had ever sounded cruel to the people listening. The Chapel never described violence as violence. It described it as correction. Completion, guidance. The words covered everything like paint over mold.

And the people who noticed?

I glanced toward Ellie.

The people who noticed were below ground.

The thought settled inside my chest with such terrible clarity that I had to stop reading for a moment. I pressed the heel of my hand against my forehead and stared at the floorboards beneath me while dust drifted lazily through the dim light.

How many women had understood?

How many girls had started asking the wrong questions and disappeared quietly enough for nobody to speak about them afterward?

The city above us suddenly felt less real than the chambers had.

I looked down at the page again and forced myself to continue reading despite the growing pressure in my chest. The next paragraphs became denser, filled with phrases that folded back into themselves so strangely that I often had to reread entire sections before I understood where one idea ended and another began.

Correction is not violence when received willingly.

The guided body does not fear completion.

Resistance creates fracture.

Fracture creates suffering.

I reread the final line three separate times. Not because I did not understand it.

Because I did.

And once I understood it, I could no longer pretend the Chapel believed it was doing evil things. That realization frightened me more than anything else had so far. Cruel people could sometimes be reasoned with because they understood they were cruel. But people who believed they were righteous could justify anything.

Outside, the light dimmed further.

I lifted my eyes toward the windows again and saw the sky slowly darkening between the skeletal remains of abandoned buildings across the street. Most of this part of the city looked half-decayed, untouched by the perfection downtown pretended to maintain. Broken signs hung from rusted poles. Windows remained shattered for years. Entire apartment blocks stood empty like forgotten teeth rotting at the edge of something healthier.

The city hid its decay carefully.

Just like everything else. Ellie sat up again suddenly, rubbing her eyes.

“My stomach hurts,” she whispered.

The words pushed me back into reality.

I closed the book carefully and rested it beside me while forcing myself to stand despite the weakness in my legs. Hunger made every movement feel slightly detached from my body, like I was operating myself from somewhere farther away than normal.

“It’s almost dark,” I told her.

Ellie looked toward the windows nervously. “You’re really going outside?”

I hesitated.

Not because I had not already decided.

Because hearing the question aloud made the danger feel immediate.

Before the chambers, I had walked through downtown hundreds of times without fear. I knew the streets. The stores. The broadcasts playing across building glass every evening. I knew where people gathered after church hours and which grocery stores stayed open latest. But now every memory felt poisoned by everything I had learned underneath the city. I no longer knew how to exist naturally inside the world above ground because the world above ground no longer looked natural to me.

Still, Ellie was hungry.

And hunger eventually became louder than fear.

I pulled the thin brown coat tighter around myself while standing near the shattered mirror hanging crooked beside the back room doorway. The coat still carried the faint sterile smell of the chambers no matter how many days passed. Some scents refused to leave fabric completely. They settled deep inside the threads and waited. The sleeves hung slightly too long over my hands, and the material itself was rough against my skin from repeated washing long before it ever reached me. Nothing in the chambers had belonged to anyone personally. Clothing was distributed the same way food was distributed. Measured, controlled and temporary.

I stared at my reflection only briefly.

My face looked thinner than I remembered. Not dramatically. Just enough that my cheekbones showed sharper beneath the weak evening light spilling through the broken front windows. My hair had grown unevenly during my time below ground, and now I pulled most of it forward to partially hide my face the way I had seen frightened women do in the chambers when guards walked too closely past them.

The habit disturbed me after I noticed it.

Fear traveled between people quietly. Sometimes you learned survival without realizing you were learning it.

Ellie sat cross-legged near the blankets watching me carefully.

“You don’t have to go,” she said softly, though her stomach betrayed her again almost immediately with a hollow sound that made both of us pretend not to notice it.

“We need food.”

“You could wait until tomorrow.”

“No,” I answered too quickly.

Tomorrow felt dangerous in a way I could not explain aloud. Every hour we stayed trapped inside the shop without supplies made us weaker. More desperate. Desperate people made mistakes, and mistakes were how the Chapel found unfinished things and dragged them back below.

I crouched in front of Ellie and lowered my voice.

“You stay here no matter what happens, alright?”

Ellie nodded immediately.

“Don’t go near the windows. Don’t leave the shop. If you hear something outside, you stay quiet.”

Again she nodded.

For a second she looked younger than she actually was, and I suddenly felt the full weight of what had happened the moment I pulled her through those tunnels with me. She had nobody else now. No one above us even knew she existed down there beneath the city except the people who helped keep the chambers running. If I disappeared, Ellie disappeared with me.

The realization settled heavily inside my chest.

I stood before I could think about it longer.

The sky outside had darkened into deep blue now, and the city lights farther downtown glowed faintly between rows of abandoned buildings. I moved toward the shop entrance slowly, avoiding the broken glass scattered across the floorboards.

Every step toward the door tightened something inside my stomach.

By the time my hand touched the handle, my throat had gone dry.

I paused there longer than I should have.

The chambers had trained me to fear open space. I understood that now. Underground, every hallway narrowed your movement into something predictable. Every room had boundaries. Rules. Structure. Above ground there were too many directions a threat could come from at once.

I finally forced the door open just enough to slip outside.

Cold evening air hit my face immediately.

Not recycled air. Not filtered air humming through vents somewhere behind white walls. Real air carrying traces of rainwater, rust, smoke, distant traffic and something metallic lingering beneath it all. The sensation almost made me dizzy.

I pulled the coat tighter around myself and lowered my head before starting down the street.

The abandoned district stretched around me in uneasy silence. Empty apartment windows stared downward like blind eyes. Streetlights flickered inconsistently overhead, some fully dead while others buzzed faintly with weak electricity. A bicycle lay rusting near the curb several buildings away, half swallowed by weeds pushing through cracked pavement.

I walked quickly but tried not to look hurried.

That balance became harder the farther I moved from the shop.

Every shadow felt occupied. Every distant sound sharpened my nerves. Somewhere far away I heard the low mechanical hum of transit rails moving through the city, followed by the muffled echo of a broadcast voice too distant to understand clearly.

Though I had walked these streets before countless times, everything felt rearranged now. Not physically. Mentally. Knowledge had changed the shape of the city more effectively than destruction ever could.

I passed several abandoned storefronts before reaching the edge of the downtown district, where the decay suddenly disappeared almost unnaturally. Buildings became cleaner. Glass brighter, sidewalks smoother. Digital displays glowed softly against polished architecture, projecting advertisements for prayer gatherings, public guidance programs and smiling families dressed in muted neutral colors beneath the Witness symbol.

Before the chambers, I never would have noticed how artificial everything looked.

Now I could not stop noticing it.

The grocery store ahead of me looked less like a place where people bought food and more like the set of a carefully staged performance. Bright produce displays sat arranged too perfectly beneath warm lighting. Shelves aligned with impossible precision. Every employee visible through the windows moved calmly and efficiently like they were rehearsing normal behavior instead of living it naturally.

Even the customers looked organized.

Nobody spoke loudly.

Nobody moved quickly.

Nobody disrupted anything.

Stillness.

The word entered my head immediately.

Movement is the language of resistance.

I lowered my eyes and walked inside before my fear could stop me.

Warm air wrapped around me instantly alongside the overwhelming smell of fresh bread, cleaned floors and artificial citrus pumped through the ventilation system. The brightness hurt my eyes after days spent underground and inside abandoned darkness.

Nobody stopped me. Nobody even greeted me. But I still felt watched immediately.

I moved toward the produce section first because it required the least thought. Fruit could be carried easily. Hidden easily. And for now Ellie needed anything at all in her stomach more than she needed a proper meal.

I grabbed several apples first, then oranges, placing them carefully into my coat pockets while trying to appear casual. My hands shook slightly as I moved.

Not too much.

Just enough for me to notice.

I reached for bananas next and suddenly froze.

Money.

The realization hit me so abruptly it almost felt physical.

I had no money.

Not even enough for one piece of fruit.

The chambers had erased entire practical parts of existing from my mind because survival below ground depended entirely on obedience, not currency. Food appeared when permitted. Water appeared when permitted. Time existed only when permitted.

I stood motionless beside the fruit display staring down at my empty hands while panic began climbing slowly into my throat.

Of course I had no money.

Of course I could not just walk into a store after vanishing for over a year and buy food normally like nothing had happened.

My breathing became uneven.

I suddenly became hyperaware of everything around me at once. The sound of shopping carts rolling across polished floors. Quiet conversations several aisles away. The security mirror mounted high in the corner above produce. The employee stocking shelves near the refrigerators. The cameras.

Had they always used this many cameras?

Sweat gathered against the back of my neck beneath my hair.

I reached for another orange only to make myself look occupied when a voice beside me suddenly said:

“Are you alright, young lady?”

Every muscle in my body locked instantly.

The woman standing near me looked ordinary enough. Middle-aged. Soft-faced. Dark coat buttoned neatly to her throat. One hand rested lightly on the handle of her shopping cart while concern spread across her features.

“You seem to be in distress,” she continued gently.

For one horrifying second it felt like hours had passed instead of moments.

My mind immediately betrayed me with the memory of Rebecca smiling politely before delivering me to Elder Whitmore.

I forced myself to answer.

“I’m fine,” I said quietly. “Just having a tough time picking which fruits I want.”

The excuse sounded weak even to me.

The woman smiled faintly anyway.

“It’s far too late for a girl your age to be out here,” she said. “You must have prayer work you should be doing. Does your mother know you’re here?”

Mother.

The word hit something sharp inside me. Not because I missed Rebecca. Because I suddenly realized I no longer believed any woman was simply a mother anymore.

Any of them could be Keepers.

Any of them could be watching.

The woman took a small step closer.

And instead of continuing the conversation politely the way I once would have, I turned and walked away. Slow at first. Controlled. My heart hammering so violently I thought she might hear it.

Behind me the woman kept talking.

“You shouldn’t wander downtown alone-”

I moved faster.

“Excuse me-”

Her cart wheels squeaked suddenly behind me.

She was following me.

The sound of the cart wheels behind me nearly sent me into a panic before I realized she had abandoned the cart entirely.

I glanced back once.

The woman was walking after me now with empty hands, her expression still carrying that same strange concern that somehow frightened me more than anger would have.

“You shouldn’t be out alone,” she called again. “Do you need help?”

Help.

The word barely meant anything anymore.

I turned sharply into the next aisle before she could get closer, nearly colliding with a display of boxed cereal stacked in perfect rows from floor to ceiling. My breathing had become uneven now, shallow enough that my chest hurt with every inhale. The grocery store suddenly felt too bright, too open, too visible. Every aisle stretched endlessly beneath white overhead lights while soft music played somewhere above me through hidden speakers.

I moved faster. Not running yet.

But close.

The woman’s footsteps followed.

“I’m only trying to make sure you’re alright.”

Her voice sounded genuine. That terrified me more. Rebecca’s voice used to sound genuine too.

I turned another corner quickly, nearly slipping against the polished floor, and found myself in an emptier aisle lined with cleaning supplies and paper goods. No customers. No employees. Just towering shelves and the buzzing sound of fluorescent lighting overhead.

My heart hammered painfully against my ribs. The woman’s footsteps grew closer behind me.

Then survival overtook fear.

I ran.

Not toward the front immediately. First deeper into the aisle so the shelves blocked me from view. Then around the end display and sharply toward the store entrance while clutching the fruit hidden inside my coat. Somewhere during the panic I grabbed a magazine from a rack near the checkout lanes without even thinking about it, shoving it beneath my arm as I moved.

Voices rose behind me.

Not shouting.

Confused.

“Hey-”

“There she is-”

I pushed through the front doors and cold evening air struck me so hard it almost knocked the breath from my lungs.

Then I was outside.

Running.

The city blurred around me beneath streaks of artificial light reflecting across glass buildings and wet pavement. My shoes slapped against the sidewalk while my lungs burned almost immediately from weakness and hunger. I kept expecting hands to grab me from behind or alarms to begin screaming across the city, but nothing happened except the sound of my own frantic breathing filling my ears.

I turned down side streets quickly, moving farther from downtown with every block.

Only once I reached the abandoned district again did I slow slightly, though my legs still trembled beneath me. The streets here were darker and emptier, broken windows reflecting weak light from distant towers downtown. Somewhere metal clanged softly in the wind. Somewhere else water dripped steadily into a flooded alley.

I pressed one hand against the wall of an abandoned laundromat and forced myself to breathe slower.
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