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    To the young hearts who wonder if their voices matter—
may you know that every act of courage, every prayer whispered in faith,
and every step you take toward justice becomes a light on someone's horizon.
And to all who labor quietly for the good of their communities—
this story is for you.
May you find strength in God's promises, and hope that endures beyond the storm.
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Chapter 1 — The Line on the Map
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The chalk line wasn’t straight. It wobbled where the asphalt buckled over tree roots and widened where the spray can sputtered. A twelve-inch symbol dragged across a block of Eastbank, it wove around a pothole like a river eel and came to rest against the curb in front of Grandma Tran’s duplex. Someone had stamped a fluorescent orange “X” on the stoop, like a math problem left unsolved. Across the street, the river flashed through gaps in the cottonwoods—silver coins tossed by a stubborn sun.

Riley Tran stood with her heel against the chalk, as if her sneaker could scuff it away. The paint felt like an insult to the cracked concrete she’d jumped rope on as a kid. She should have been at practice, counting breath in sets of four, but Coach had told her to rest the ankle until the weekend, and now the universe seemed to be resting the whole neighborhood for demolition.

“Rolling,” said Micah Alvarez, lifting his camera, the small mirrorless he treated like a pet. The lens looked past Riley to the cluster of residents gathered in low conversation, some clutching city-issued pamphlets with diagrams on their covers: Proposed Floodwall Expansion—Revised Line. The glossy paper showed a tidy dot-and-dash cutting through houses like a polite knife.

“Please don’t,” Riley murmured.

Micah lowered the camera a fraction. “I’m shooting crowd atmosphere, not you.”

“It’s still... today.”

“It’s news,” he said, and offered a half-smile that used to be charming before the last two years sanded the warmth off it. He shifted his weight, the camera back up. “Ms. Donnelly,” he called gently to an older woman in a cardigan patterned with roses. “Would you be okay telling me what that mark on your porch means to you?”

She glanced down the street, as though the orange X might hear. “Means my Joey’s baby won’t learn to ride her trike here,” she said, voice steady as a hymn sung too many times. “Means the city wants our memories to float away.”

Micah nodded, eyes narrowed, filming. “Thank you,” he said when she finished, soft enough that the microphone barely caught it.

A wind came off the river with a damp smell—algae and cold iron—pushing hair into faces and flipping pamphlet corners. The city liaison, a man with a neat beard and a baseball cap embroidered with the municipal seal, stood on the tailgate of a white pickup and raised a megaphone. “We’re going to answer questions,” he said. “I understand this is difficult. The revised line follows the latest hydrological models, and we’re prioritizing safety.”

“Whose safety?” called a voice from the crowd.

“Everyone’s,” the liaison said quickly. “We’re here to listen.”

Micah zoomed in, catching the man’s throat swallow. Riley watched the lens like it was an eye of judgment. It scared her sometimes, the way a camera could make a moment permanent, while paint on concrete tried to do the same. She checked her phone: 4:07. Pastor Lena had texted earlier: Youth devo at 5—short one, promise. You coming? There was a heart, then the anchor emoji. Riley had stared at that anchor and wondered what it could hold against a river, a council, and a budget.

“Rye,” her grandmother said, appearing at Riley’s elbow as if she’d been drawn by a magnet. The older woman wore a cardigan of her own, not roses but little sailboats the color of blueberry jam. For a second Riley saw her as she’d been when Riley was nine: kneeling on the living room carpet with a roll of quarters and a stack of quarter wrappers, teaching her how to twist paper just tight enough but not too tight. “You don’t have to stand on it.” Grandma nodded at the chalk.

Riley stepped off, shame warming her cheeks. “It’s like if I move my foot, I’m agreeing,” she said.

“You can agree and disagree at the same time,” Grandma said. “Agree that water rises. Disagree that people are numbers.” She patted Riley’s wrist, then tucked the pamphlet deeper into her tote bag as though hiding it could keep the plan from unfolding. “I’m making dumplings at six. Invite your friends.”

“Practice,” Riley said automatically, then caught herself. The silent morning runs were the closest thing she had to prayer lately—rhythm, breath, a passing of thoughts like fence posts—but her ankle had protested last Saturday and Coach had sent her home. “I’ll ask.”

Micah finished filming Ms. Donnelly and turned to the pickup. The liaison was pointing at a colored map in a binder while three men in mirrored sunglasses nodded, faces unreadable. “It’s a line,” the liaison insisted. “It’s not a verdict.”

Riley saw Micah’s jaw tense, the way it did when he wanted to cut someone’s sentence into a headline. She moved toward him. “Careful,” she said, trying to sound like a friend instead of a warning. He flicked her a look, then panned across the crowd. Kids leaned against bikes. A dog whined. Someone cried quietly behind the screen of a hand.

“Do you ever wish it was a hurricane or something?” Micah asked suddenly, as if remarking on the weather. “A clear villain. No meetings. Just—” He lifted his free hand and chopped it through the air.

“No,” Riley said. “I wish it was a math test. At least then you can study.”

“You can study a budget,” he said.

“You can pray,” she said, and he rolled his eyes—not hard, just enough to say that subject was a bruise he didn’t want touched.

They wandered toward the curb, a little island of asphalt between two worlds: the calm of late afternoon and the storm of a zoning revision. The chalk line angled across their shadows. On the river, a barge pushed past, laboring, a low engine hum.

“Are you going to the devo?” she asked, because some conversations have to start sideways.

“Pastor Lena texted me too,” he said. “I think she keeps forgetting I’m the youth group’s resident heretic.”

“She doesn’t forget,” Riley said. “She just doesn’t give up.”

He laughed once, a dry sound. “You go. Take notes. I’ll get b-roll. Then maybe I’ll drop in at the end and eat the cookies.”

“You’re predictable,” Riley said, relieved to find the script of their friendship still printed on her bones. “Save me a snickerdoodle.”

He saluted with the camera. “On it.”

They parted at the corner, Micah angling toward the bridge for a wide shot, Riley toward the church two blocks inland. As she walked, she passed the mural on the side of Tran’s Market, the convenience store her grandparents had kept for thirty years. It showed kids with fishing poles and a mother balancing grocery bags, all moving toward a horizon where sun met river. Her grandpa had stood under that mural the day it was finished, hands on hips, grin carved into his cheeks. He’d said, “Hope is a direction,” and tapped her on the forehead. “Keep walking that way.”

Inside the church, the fellowship hall smelled like coffee and last week’s lasagna. Folding chairs formed a loose circle. Ten kids scattered among them, some sprawled, some perched. A whiteboard held a verse in block letters:

We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure. —Hebrews 6:19

Pastor Lena stood at the coffee urn with a mug that said Best Aunt. She wore sneakers with rainbow laces and a blazer like she had just stepped out of an important meeting or was ready to host one. “Rye!” she said, hands wide. “How’s the ankle?”

“Warm and annoyed,” Riley said. “The doctor says ice and patience.”

“Ah, the classic sanctification plan,” Pastor Lena said. “Grab a chair. We’re short today.”

Short was a joke. Short never applied to anything that mattered. Riley slid into a chair and pressed her phone face down into her pocket, willing herself to stay present. She watched as Lena moved to the whiteboard and tapped the verse with a marker.

“Anchor,” Lena said. “What’s it for?”

“Boats,” said Theo from behind a drum of pretzels. “Fishing metaphors. Pastors love those.”

“For keeping still,” said June, who had a habit of answering questions the way a lab report would. “For resisting drift.”

“For decoration,” someone else muttered. “My aunt has one on a keychain.”

“Fair,” Lena said. “But the writer of Hebrews didn’t have Hobby Lobby. He had storms and people who wanted to give up. He had a temple curtain that had been torn and a group of believers who asked, ‘Now what?’ Anchors are for when currents pull you somewhere you don’t mean to go.”

Riley thought of the chalk line and the liaison’s voice echoing off brick. She thought of the way fear can feel like a current, a quiet tug until you realize your feet no longer touch the ground.

Lena glanced around the circle, eyes bright but not pushy. “What’s tugging this week? Where do you feel the drift?”

“Grades,” someone said.

“Everything,” someone else said, and there was honest laughter.

Riley swallowed. “They moved the floodwall line,” she said, her voice smaller than she meant. “It cuts through Eastbank now. The X is on my grandma’s steps.”

Heads turned. June’s eyebrows climbed. “Seriously?”

“Seriously,” Riley said. “There’s a hearing in two weeks.”

“Do they relocate families?” Theo asked.

“They have a plan,” Riley said. “It’s mostly boxes and vouchers and giving you six weeks to become someone else.”

Silence draped the circle for a breath. June set her pretzel down. “I hate that sentence.”

“I hate the sentence on the flyer,” Riley said. “It says, ‘In the interest of community safety.’ Like we’re not the community.”

“Maybe they don’t mean it that way,” Theo said carefully.

“Maybe they don’t mean anything,” Riley said, heat rising. “Maybe they’re tired and they want the river to stop ruining their math.”

Lena nodded, slow, absorbing. “And the anchor?”

Riley let out a breath. “I don’t know. I don’t want a verse that says ‘feel better.’ I want... I want God to be heavier than city hall.”

“Good,” Lena said, smiling like someone who’d heard the right wrong answer. “Hope is not a scented candle. It isn’t naive optimism. It’s trust in a Person who entered storms and didn’t sink. An anchor doesn’t remove waves; it holds you in place while you decide where to turn the bow.”

June lifted a hand, tentative. “So we hold and act?”

“Exactly,” Lena said. “Faith is not a shrug. Faith is a posture that lets you move in the right direction, not wherever the current flings you. Two weeks is time. What can we do?”

Riley had come to sit and be mad, not to plan. But an idea unrolled in her mind the way the chalk line had unrolled on the street, only this line cut through fog instead of homes. She saw Micah’s lens catching Ms. Donnelly’s cardigan roses and the way the liaison’s throat bobbed. She saw the mural at Tran’s, her grandpa’s finger tapping her brow.

“Facts and faces,” she said before she could second-guess it. “We keep hearing models and money. We could—” She looked at June, then Theo. “We could make a story booth. Record people. Collect actual data and actual names. Then present both at the hearing.”

June’s eyes lit like the time she got permission to wire a mobile charging station for the youth retreat. “We could map addresses, estimate taxable value, compare to the movable gate option. I might even be able to borrow a sound panel kit from the AV club to set up a decent booth in the fellowship hall.”

Theo sat forward, pretzels forgotten. “And we can run a childcare corner during recording hours, so parents can talk without chasing toddlers. We can bake cookies.” He grinned at his own priorities.

“In the interest of community safety,” June said, and the circle made the murmuring sound that happens when anger finds a task and becomes energy.

Lena capped her marker. “Okay,” she said, “but first—prayer. Not the ‘God, bless this thing we just decided to do without you’ kind. The ‘God, we’re scared and you are good’ kind. Anchor first, action next.”

They prayed in a circle that didn’t bind but steadied. Riley said nothing out loud, but inside she shaped words. Lord, I want You heavier than the city. I want Your mercy to weigh enough to make common sense bend. Also, please make my ankle stop being dramatic.

When the amen slipped into air, the room felt less like a waiting area and more like a workshop. June was already listing supplies on her phone. Theo texted a friend about spare foam squares for soundproofing. Lena drafted a permission form in her head—Riley could see it in the way the pastor’s lips moved like she was writing without a pen.

Riley checked the time. They had twenty minutes before the hall would be invaded by the church quilting guild. She stood, ankle twinging, and wondered if hope could come in a limp. The door from the parking lot opened, bringing in a gust of river-cool air and Micah, camera slung at his side, a smudge of chalk dust on his sleeve.

“I smelled cookies,” he said, then paused at the circle, reading faces like headlines. “What did I miss?”

“An anchor,” Theo said, tossing him a snickerdoodle. “And an idea.”

Micah bit the cookie, chewed, lifted an eyebrow. “I like the second word,” he said around crumbs. “Pitch it.”

Riley told him, words gathering speed. “We put the booth by the coffee so people feel less scared. We have a map on the wall with pins—residents who want to be contacted about the hearing. We record three-minute stories with consent, plus basic facts. We cut a short film. We make printouts for the council. If they see the numbers and the faces, maybe they won’t call it just a line.”

Micah wiped sugar off his lip with the back of his hand, eyes sharpening with interest. “If we do this, we do it right,” he said. “No scare music. No selective edits to make a point. We earn trust.”

“Yes,” Riley said, grateful for his instinct for integrity even when he dressed it in stubborn. “We make truth heavier than rumor.”

He considered, chewing’s rhythm slowing as thought took over. “I can pull the school’s lav mics,” he said. “Coach Harmon owes me after I filmed the pep rally without making the trombones sound like ducks.”

June made a face
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