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    To the young hearts who feel the weight of division—
may you be the hands that mend,
the voices that reconcile,
and the souls that prove faith unites what the world tries to break.
And to my teachers and companions who showed me that brotherhood and sisterhood are not found in sameness,
but in walking together toward Allah's light.
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Chapter 1 – Fractured Hallways
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“The believers are but brothers, so make settlement between your brothers.”

— Qur’an 49:10
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Yusuf Rahmani’s first glimpse of Starcrest Academy came through a rain-speckled bus window at dawn. The school’s limestone façade rose on a forested ridge like a medieval citadel refitted for the twenty-first century: twin clocktowers glinting with photovoltaic glass, ivy-clad balconies overlooking a quad of manicured turf, and an avenue of silver maples whose leaves already blushed crimson with early September. The architecture whispered tradition, but the wireless network and drone-drop mailboxes shouted innovation. Yusuf’s stomach, however, shouted something else entirely—equal parts homesickness, excitement, and an undercurrent of dread he could not quite name.

He pressed his forehead to the cool pane, watching the parking loop fill with sleek sedans, battered minivans, and one pickup truck sporting a Texas flag bumper sticker. Luggage trolleys squeaked over cobblestones. Parents hugged children with hurried warmth, then vanished into rideshares or conference calls. Yusuf’s mother had kissed him goodbye the previous evening outside their apartment in suburban Cincinnati, blinking back tears as she adjusted the collar of his navy blazer. “‘Bismillah,’” she’d whispered, “and don’t forget who you are, my lion.”

Who he was, Yusuf reflected, now seemed up for debate. At home he was the dependable oldest son, the one who could fold a week of laundry during a single Premier League match. But at Starcrest, where scholarships mingled with trust-fund tuition, he would be the new kid navigating hidden strata of privilege. He adjusted his backpack straps and swallowed the metallic tang of uncertainty.

The bus hissed to a halt beneath a portico engraved with the school motto—Per Fraternitatem, Potentia: Through Brotherhood, Strength. Yusuf chuckled at the irony; his acceptance packet had included an alumni magazine that chronicled decades of rivalry between dorms, clubs, and ethnic cliques. The article’s tone had been nostalgic, but the subtext was clear: Starcrest’s student body prized competition so fiercely that collaboration survived only in mottos and marketing brochures.
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The Maze of First Period

Registration unfolded like clockwork. Yusuf received a lanyard ID, color-coded campus map, and a slim slate tablet pre-loaded with syllabi. An orientation aide—junior year, freckles, ponytail—gave directions in rapid fire: “Left at the planetarium, second staircase up, follow blue floor stripe to science wing, you’ll smell the formaldehyde.” Yusuf thanked her, then promptly lost the floor stripe in a swirl of students decked in everything from varsity jackets to designer hoodies.

His homeroom felt both modern and monastic: whiteboard walls, ergonomic desks arrayed in a horseshoe, and tall lancet windows filtering gray light. A holographic display suspended over the teacher’s desk scrolled live updates of club sign-ups: Debate at seventy-three participants, Model UN forty-one, e-Sports already capped at one hundred. Yusuf scanned for something resembling an interfaith society, but the feed scrolled too quickly.

“Yo, seat’s free.” A lanky boy with curly hair patted the chair beside him. He wore headphones around his neck and a hoodie bearing the logo of the West-Wing Techs—a stylized gear super-imposed on a circuit board. Rumor pegged them as the coding elite, guardians of Starcrest’s prize-winning robotics program.

“Thanks. Yusuf.” He offered a handshake.

“Liam. Embedded systems geek. You game?”

“Game as in...”

“As in ‘Smash finals at lunch, come watch me wreck the leaderboard.’” Liam’s grin revealed a gap where a canine tooth should have been, giving him a mischievous air.

Yusuf chuckled, then caught movement near the door. A trio of seniors swaggered in wearing leather jackets with red embroidery that read South-Hall Riders. Yusuf recognized their emblem—a stylized motorcycle wheel with wings—from orientation slides warning about unauthorized motor-scooter races on campus roads. The leader, a broad-shouldered guy whose buzzcut accentuated a jagged eyebrow scar, scanned the room like a commander surveying troops. His gaze brushed over Yusuf and settled on Liam’s hoodie. A smirk flickered across his face before he turned away.

Liam exhaled audibly. “Great, Jase Butler in my A-block. Dude lives to troll anyone north of the equator line in the dorm layout.”

“Equator line?” Yusuf echoed.

Liam tapped his tablet, projecting a campus map. “Imaginary border. South-Hall folks—football, bikes, big on ‘tradition.’ West-Wing—stemheads like me. The two groups mixed once for a robotics pep-rally. Ended in a fire alarm and three suspensions.”

Yusuf absorbed this in silence. Cliques were nothing new; even his public high school split along sports, arts, and AP tracks. But the undercurrent here felt sharper, like steel beneath silk. When the bell chimed, Ms. Hilton strode in—a brisk woman with silver bob and the posture of a fencing coach. She launched into syllabus overview: British literature from Chaucer to Zadie Smith, weekly Socratic seminars, and a midterm essay on “culture as mirror.” Yusuf scribbled notes, glancing occasionally at Liam, who alternated between doodling gears and scrolling source code on his tablet.
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Lunchtime Fault-Lines

By noon the rain had cleared. Yusuf followed the crowd into the glass-roofed Commons, four stories tall with mezzanine balconies and kinetic sculptures powered by solar updrafts. Aromas collided: spicy ramen from the international counter, pepperoni pizza, and something unmistakably fishy near the vegan station. Yusuf queued for a lamb shawarma wrap, grateful Starcrest respected halal dietary needs.

Tray in hand, he hunted for a seat. Sections of the dining hall seemed staked like territories: Riders occupied tables near the arcade corner; Techs clustered by charging stations; an artsy crowd lounged on beanbags under a hanging garden. Yusuf spotted Liam waving him over to a table half-full of laptop-toting students. He navigated between chairs but paused when a shouted insult sliced the clamor.

“Maybe if you could code a win, you wouldn’t need to steal ours!” The voice belonged to Jase Butler, now standing atop a bench, pointing at a bespectacled Tech who clutched a trophy plate inscribed Robotics Regionals. Around Jase clustered Riders in letterman jackets; across from them, Techs stood defensively, some raising phones to record.

“That’s McArthur Cup property!” barked a Tech girl with neon-green streaks in her hair. “We earned it last year, Butler. Hands off.”

“But it was displayed in the common trophy case,” Jase countered, hopping down. He held the silver plate aloft like a wrestling belt. “Open to public admiration—or repossession!”

Yusuf felt tension crackle like static. Students nearby abandoned lunches to circle the confrontation. Someone started a chant—“Techs! Techs!”—while Riders pounded tables rhythmically. Liam muttered, “Not again,” and set down his stylus.

The bespectacled Tech lunged; Jase dodged, smirking. A shawarma wrap launched like a projectile, smacking an innocent sophomore in the back. Trays clattered. A hush sucked the air as fists poised mid-air.

Yusuf’s heartbeat thumped in his ears. Scenes flashed: his younger brother’s face when Yusuf broke up a playground fight; his mother’s reminder to be rahmah, mercy, wherever he traveled. He recalled the verse his father recited the night before departure—“The believers are but brothers...”*If ever there was a test of that verse, this cafeteria was it.

He inhaled, stepped between the factions, and raised both palms. “Stop!”

Dozens of eyes swung to him, some surprised, others irritated. Yusuf projected his voice—softer than Jase’s bravado yet edged with resolve. “It’s the first day. Are we really writing the whole semester in someone else’s blood?”

Murmurs. Jase’s scarred eyebrow twitched. “Who’s the scholarship newbie preaching kumbaya?”

Yusuf ignored the taunt. He addressed the Tech holding the trophy. “Set it down. Prove you respect the prize more than your pride.” The Tech hesitated, then placed the plate onto a tabletop with a clink.

Yusuf turned to Jase. “Return it after classes. Or keep it and prove you’re afraid to compete this year.”

Jase’s nostrils flared. He scanned the crowd—gauging audience reaction, Yusuf guessed. Pride fought pragmatism behind his eyes. Finally he flipped the plate toward Yusuf. The silver disc spun, caught sunlight, and wobbled to rest at Yusuf’s feet.

“Enjoy polishing it,” Jase sneered. He motioned to his crew, retreating. The Techs exhaled sighs of relief but shot wary looks at Yusuf as though unsure whether to thank him. Liam broke the spell by clapping loudly. “Rahmani with the interception!”

Yusuf shrugged, heart still pounding. “Better save your applause for regionals.”

A teacher arrived, breathless, after the commotion had diffused. She surveyed the scene—plates overturned, but no punches thrown—and radioed maintenance for cleanup. Students drifted back to tables, conversation buzzing. Yusuf set the trophy onto a central shelf and finally slid into a seat beside Liam. His shawarma had gone cold.
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Test of Intentions

That evening, dorm corridors echoed with recaps of the “Lunch-room Stand-Off.” Some exaggerated Yusuf’s role, adding imaginary quotes or claiming he summoned security. In South Hall a rumor painted him as undercover administration, while West Wing circles speculated he’d studied conflict resolution at a United Nations camp. Yusuf cringed at both distortions. He retreated to the campus chapel
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Midnight Reflections
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