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    To everyone who chooses peace when the world shouts division.
To the students, friends, and mentors who believe listening is an act of courage,
and truth told with grace can still heal.
May this story remind you that unity is not sameness—
it's the sacred rhythm of hearts choosing faith, mercy,
and one another, again and again.
"Let us not grow weary in doing good,
for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up." — Galatians 6:9
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Chapter 1 — The Spark and the Split
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The rumor account always posted after last period, as if malice kept a bell schedule.

Maya was still stacking SD cards in the yearbook room when her phone pulsed with the notification: HarborChat: New post by @HarborViewz. She almost ignored it. The account was a rotating door of “tea” and “exposés,” blurry videos and comments threaded like kindling. But the caption caught her eye: “Vandal caught on camera. Recognize him?”

She tapped.

A grainy still, taken in the dark behind the science wing. A hooded figure stood by a brick wall scrawled with fresh silver paint. The face was smudged by motion blur, but the jawline and haircut were painfully familiar. The post circled an area of the image and zoomed in until the pixels looked like sugar. A tag under the photo read: #Noah? Then, a poll: Is it him? ✅ Yes ❌ No

Maya’s stomach dropped. She knew that haircut because she had sheared it last Saturday behind the school during the service day, laughing while she spread a drop cloth and clipped away stray curls. Noah had wanted a “clean start” look for his new job at the marina. Her hands remembered the weight of the clippers, the way the afternoon sun made his eyes squint. She knew the cut; she did not know the person in that photo.

The comments were already loading like falling dominoes.

Looks like him to me tbh.

Check the ear, same little nick.

Noah always hated Dr. Brewer’s class.

Maya’s fingers hovered uselessly above the glass. She set the phone face down and willed the room to be louder than the noise outside of it—the hum of the old computer, the soft click of the ceiling fan. A poster above the whiteboard said Tell the story true; she had taped it there as a dare to herself when she took on editor last fall. Her eyes slid to the framed verse Talia had lettered for her in navy brush-strokes: “Speak the truth with your neighbor, for we are members one of another.” Ephesians 4:25. Truth as neighbor love, not weapon.

“Everything okay?” Zeke said from the doorway. He was early for once, skateboard tucked under his arm, a laptop bag slung across his back like a parachute pack.

Maya turned the phone over and flicked it toward him, a tiny nudge of catastrophe. He scanned the post, jaw tightening. “Oh, come on.”

“I know,” Maya said. “It’s not him.”

“You can’t tell from this,” Zeke said, eyes narrowing. He pulled his laptop out and woke it up like it was a sleeping dragon. “Whoever posted this compressed the life out of the image. We could pull the original, maybe. Or at least show how unreliable it is.”

Maya knew that look: Zeke the fixer, the person you wanted in a glitch storm, hands moving faster than worry. “Should we comment?” she asked. “Say it’s... not verified?”

He didn’t answer. He was already typing into a terminal window, code swimming across black. “First step—let’s pull the EXIF data. If they didn’t strip it, we might get timestamp, device model. Maybe even location.”

Maya’s phone buzzed again. A text from Talia: You seeing HarborChat?? Then, almost immediately: Noah sat behind me in orchestra. He just ran out.

Maya stood, the room tilting a little. “We should find him.”

Zeke looked up from the glow. “And do what, exactly?”

“Tell him we’re with him. That we’ll figure it out.” The idea felt like stepping onto a moving walkway. “Ephesians 4:25,” she added, nodding to the wall. “Truth-telling as neighbor-love. The first part is truth. The second part is neighbor.”

Zeke swiveled his screen so she could see what looked like a spreadsheet of numbers. “Truth means we don’t amplify garbage. If we wade into the comments now we feed the fire. Better to prove the post is nonsense, then drop a thread with receipts.”

“We can also go to him,” Maya said. “Receipts are not comfort.”

Before they could resolve it, the door pushed open and a boy Maya didn’t know stepped in, apologizing even as he crossed the threshold. “Sorry—I was told yearbook has a card reader? Mine is acting...” He trailed off when he saw their faces.

“The rumor account,” Maya said, hands struggling for rest. “Sorry. It’s not... we’re mid-something.”

“Oh.” He winced like someone bracing at a loud noise. “I’m Rowan. New. We moved from three towns up. I was going to join the photo section, but I can wait.”

“No, don’t go,” Maya said, grateful for the interruption’s weight shift. “We can... Zeke, can you—?”

Rowan’s eyes flicked to the poster and then to her phone. “Is it bad?”

“Someone’s accusing our friend of vandalism,” Zeke said in the tone of someone narrating a science experiment. “With a blurry picture. And a poll.”

“A poll,” Rowan repeated, as if trying on a sweater that didn’t fit. “So we’re crowdsourcing guilt now.”

Maya almost laughed and found out she could not. “Feels like it.”

Rowan set his backpack down slowly. “I’ve seen this before. It... doesn’t end on its own.”

Talia burst in next—hair escaping its braid, violin case thumping against her leg. “He’s with Coach,” she said, breathless. “Not our Coach—like, the study hall monitor Coach. You know, the retired guy. Noah’s face is—he didn’t even say anything. He just shook his head and kept shaking it.”

Maya blinked away the sting building behind her eyes. “Okay,” she said, as if organizing shelves. “Okay. We need a plan.”

“Step one,” Zeke said, tapping the keys again. “Find what we can about the post. Step two, tell everyone to stop sharing.”

“Step one,” Talia said, gentler but not softer, “pray.”

It quieted them like a hand laid over a ringing bell. For a beat no one spoke. Zeke glanced at Talia, then at the verse. He didn’t argue.

“Right,” Maya said. “Yes. Pray first.”

They stood in a misshapen circle in the yearbook room—Rowan with his hands awkwardly folded like a kid at a new church, Zeke still half-turned to the laptop, Talia’s voice steadying the air. “Lord,” she said, “You are the truth. You see Noah, you know the truth about this post, and You love us more than we can measure. Help us do what is right, to speak truth as love, not as a sledgehammer. Protect Noah’s heart. Make us brave and careful. Amen.”

“Amen,” Rowan echoed, surprising himself.

When they sat again, the air felt different—not lighter, but lined with something firm.

“Okay,” Maya said. “Now we plan.”

Zeke put the laptop between them. “Image was posted via a screen recording, not a direct upload. EXIF is stripped. It’s like they filmed their phone with another phone. But the wall in the background—see that crack? It’s the science wing, north side. And the timestamp from the post’s server shows 9:14 p.m. last night.”

“Noah was at the marina till ten,” Talia said. “He texted our group chat at nine thirty a picture of a bucket of screws and a corny ‘screw this shift’ joke.”

“Good,” Maya said, and started to outline a thread in her head: Timeline. Witness. Alibi. “We can gather verifiable points and ask @HarborViewz to remove the post with corrections. And we can ask people to stop sharing.”

Rowan ran a finger against the edge of the desk, thinking. “If you go at the account directly—call them out—you’ll give them the drama they want. They’ll screenshot your DMs and frame it as censorship.” He paused. “I’m not saying do nothing. I’m saying right away our tone needs to be... careful.”

Zeke made a face. “We can thread the needle. Facts only, no adjectives.” He glanced at Maya. “You’re the editor. Write it like a corrections column.”

Maya opened the yearbook Google Drive and clicked a new doc. The cursor blinked at the top of the empty page with a demand to be sane. The title she typed was boring for a reason: Regarding the Post About Noah – Verified Facts.

She started to list what they knew, under headings:

1. Location: north science wing.

2. Time of post: 8:02 a.m. today.

3. Claimed incident time: Not specified.

4. Noah’s documented whereabouts last night: work schedule screenshot (9 p.m.–10 p.m.), group chat photo at 9:30 p.m., text from his supervisor at 10:05 p.m.: thanks for staying late.

“Don’t post his work schedule,” Rowan said, gentle but firm. “That’s privacy. You can reference that verification exists without exposing him.”

“Right,” Maya said, backspacing. “We’ll ask his permission for anything specific.”

Talia sat on the table edge. “We need to go to Noah. Ask what he wants. He may not want us doing a big counter-post. Sometimes a person just wants to breathe.”

The room split along a hairline they hadn’t seen before. Zeke’s impatience tapped as a rhythm under his keystrokes. “If we don’t say anything, the lie travels. Standing back while a lie travels isn’t kindness; it’s negligence.”

“And if we swing too hard, we crush him while trying to defend him,” Talia said. Her voice wasn’t floating; it carried the weight of a choir lifting one note. “We’re Christians, not a PR firm.”

Rowan looked at both of them as if measuring their differences against an invisible map. “What if we make both moves at once—small, careful steps. One: check facts without shouting. Two: go to Noah.”

Maya’s pen had started a margin list: Pray first. Check facts. She paused, then wrote on the next line: Assume dignity. She underlined assume twice. “That’s our order,” she said. “Pray, check, assume.”

“Assume dignity means what?” Zeke asked—not dismissive, curious.

“That we treat everyone in the story—Noah, the anonymous poster, the commenters—as image-bearers,” Maya said. “It means not making them our villains to make us the heroes of this correction.” She swallowed and thought of how easily she had scrolled and judged before. “And it means we don’t share the post, not even to dunk on it.”

“Fine,” Zeke said. “I can live with that. But we still need to put something out.”

“First, we go to Noah,” Talia repeated, as if sticking a landing.

They found him in the little office off the library where Coach Hale kept extra calculators and a jar of peppermints. Noah sat in a chair too small for the size of his shame, hoodie cords tangled in his fingers. Coach Hale, who did not mind being called Coach even though he now coached exactly nothing, was a patient mountain behind the desk.

“Hey,” Maya said softly, stopping in the doorway to be invited. “Can we come in?”

Noah’s smile was a thin thing that couldn’t hold itself up. “I don’t want a scene.”

“Then we’ll make a very polite, quiet scene,” Talia said, and somehow he laughed.

They squeezed into the room. Maya explained, carefully, what they were doing—Zeke checking technicals, Maya drafting a factual correction, them all wanting his okay to share specific things.

Noah looked at the peppermint jar. “I didn’t do it,” he said, and the way he used up that little sentence made Maya want to grab a broom and sweep the air of accusation. “We were fixing the marina railing,” he said. “They’ve got me on closing shifts this month. Ask Mr. Bianchi.”

“We will,” Maya said. “If you’re okay with it.”

“Yeah.” He swallowed. “You can also show the picture I posted to the group last night. The... screw joke.” He flushed. “It was dumb.”

“It was excellent wordplay,” Talia said. “We will defend it in court.”

Coach Hale leaned forward, elbows on his desk. “You kids being here? That’s something. But I’ll be plain: this account isn’t a toy anymore. This is harm.” He chewed on the end of his glasses. “You tell me what your plan is, and I’ll stand behind you if it’s not going to ignite a bigger mess.”

“Pray first,” Talia said.

“Check facts,” Zeke added.

“Assume dignity,” Maya finished.

Coach’s eyebrow rose. “That doesn’t sound like high school. In a good way.”

They prayed there again, a shorter version with peppermint in the air, and when they left, Noah’s shoulders had dropped a fraction, like a tent pole finally set at the right angle.

Back in the yearbook room they split tasks. Talia messaged a few adults she trusted—Ms. Bennett, the social studies teacher with the calm eyes; Pastor Alvarez, who ran the after-school reading program; Mrs. Kim from the PTA who had quietly funded a bus pass for a kid last semester. “If we post something measured,” she wrote, “will you help us hold the line—no pile-ons, no ad hominem, just asking for removal and posting verified facts?”

Zeke opened three tabs and a shared doc called HarborViewz—Response Guidelines. “We respond exactly one time,” he said, “with a thread that does not link the original post. We describe the content without reproducing it. We cite our sources, but redact anything sensitive. And we ask for removal based on verified inaccuracy.”

Rowan sat across from Maya and watched her fingers hover over the keys again. “May I offer a sentence?” he asked.

“Please.”

He pointed toward the verse on the wall like he was pointing toward a compass. “Start with why. We’re sharing this because truth is how we love our neighbor, and because harm spreads when we stay silent. Then your facts. Then a clear ask.”

Maya nodded and typed. The words arranged themselves like a simple table set for a necessary conversation. The draft read:

We care about the truth because we care about people.

A post today claims to identify a classmate as responsible for vandalism.

Here are verifiable facts:

The image is not original; it’s a screen recording of a screen. The metadata is stripped and the resolution is degraded.

The post does not state the time the vandalism occurred.

The identified student was scheduled at work last night from 9–10 p.m., confirmed by his supervisor. A photo he shared at 9:30 p.m. in a group chat corroborates that timeline.

We ask @HarborViewz to remove the post and share a correction. We ask our classmates to avoid sharing unverified claims about real people. We will provide any necessary information privately to protect individuals’ privacy.

“Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor.” (Ephesians 4:25)

Rowan gave a small approving nod. “Simple. Human.”

Zeke added a short explainer about deepfakes and compression artifacts in plain language, the way he did when he ran workshops for
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