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            Dedication

            For the quiet guardians who tend to the fragile spaces between us. You remind us that to see the humanity in another is to reclaim our own.

        

    

  
      
        
            The Chat That Broke

            By Tony Eetak

        

        Gerome’s phone screen flickered, words blooming in the group chat like tiny, glowing bricks thrown through glass. The chat still called itself “The Trio,” a cruel joke now. For years, it had been the three of them—Gerome, Gina, Tyson—ever since they’d built lopsided forts in Tyson’s backyard. Now, they were building walls.


Gina’s text scrolled into view, a breathless paragraph. “It’s not just a building, Tyson. It’s a safe place. It’s art classes for kids who’ve got nowhere to go after school. It’s a computer lab for people who can’t afford internet. How can you even be against that?”


Tyson’s reply shot back, instant and sharp. A meme. A dumpster, overflowing with cash, burning. The caption read: “The Town Council’s ‘Community Projects’.”


Gerome flinched. A cold knot cinched in his stomach, the heat of their fury almost palpable through the phone’s glass.


“Seriously?” Gina typed. “A meme? That’s your whole argument? You can’t just shut down everyone who disagrees with you.”


“I’m not shutting anyone down,” Tyson shot back. “I’m pointing out the plan’s a financial disaster. My dad looked at the proposal. It’s a mess. They haven’t even locked down half the funding.”


“Because it takes time!” Gina’s words flared. “It takes belief! It takes people willing to fight for something good instead of just tearing it down!”


Gerome’s thumbs fumbled over the keyboard. “Guys, maybe we should talk about this tomorrow? It’s getting late.”


His message sank, unseen. Two more bubbles burst onto the screen, Gina and Tyson typing at the same time. This had been their rhythm for a week, ever since the town announced its blueprint for a new youth center on the old abandoned lot by the highway. Gina, whose mom ran a non-profit, saw it as a lifeline. Tyson, whose dad was an accountant obsessed with numbers, viewed it as a bottomless pit for tax dollars. They’d stopped being Gina and Tyson. They’d become two opposing armies, and Gerome, the empty field between them.


He reached to switch off his phone, ready to surrender to the quiet of his room, when a fresh message appeared from a user he didn’t know.


A simple gray gear served as the profile picture. The name: ModBot.


“Hello,” the message stated. “I am ModBot. I have been added to this chat to facilitate a healthy and productive discussion. My purpose is to ensure all viewpoints are heard and respected.”


Gerome stared at the screen. A bot?


Gina’s text flew in. “What is this? Who added a bot?”
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