
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


SAVING SANKO​​FA

[image: ]

––––––––

[image: ]


By​ Alberto J. Romero​




SAVING SANKOFA




Copyright © 2025 by Alberto J. Romero

All rights reserved.




No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,

or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical,

photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written

permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations

embodied in critical articles or reviews.




Cover concept and design by Alberto J. Romero.

Sankofa symbol based on the traditional Adinkra icon.




First edition




ISBN: 979-8-9940928-3-5



[image: ]







Philadelphia, PA]

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents


are either products of the author’s imagination or are used

fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead,

​events, or locales is coincidental.






Dedication


For my children, Ursula, Cordelia, and Dante—

thoughts of you inhabit every word I write.




For the thousands of scholars and hundreds of staff​

with whom I’ve had the honor to work with, 

​your spirit resides within these pages.
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​Prologue
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City News | Editorial Board

Public Money, Private Hands: For-profit charters rise as neighborhood schools are starved

Classrooms crack. Roofs leak. The fix we’re sold: a company with a shiny logo. Public money leaves. Private hands close over it. Local schools count paper and tape. Dashboards bloom. Closures follow.

New orders say what not to teach. Teachers flinch. Outside some campuses, ICE vans idle. Families reroute. Fear puts on a suit and smiles.

If this is “choice,” who is choosing? Who gets in? Who gets pushed out? Who gets paid? Show the receipts.

A public school is a promise, not a market. Kids are not customers. A block is not a segment.

Go back. Fetch the truth. Carry it forward.

Follow the money. Follow the power. One question remains: Who owns the schoolhouse

***
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A plastic-tub street beat snaps against the early morning air, bouncing off worn brick and graffiti-tagged walls. Ragged. Alive.

Each strike answers the last, call and response with the street itself.

It rises over empty sidewalks where trash cans stand like forgotten soldiers and blue recycling bins lean in slanted angles, waiting on a truck that never comes on time.

A black SUV weaves through streets cratered with potholes of memory. The windshield frames a city still half-asleep. Sidewalks glitter with broken glass; graffiti creeps across chain-link like vines in rebellion.

The radio crackles, then catches.

“Good morning to all you happy moms and dads, grandmas and grandpas...”

The opening riff of “ABC” pops through—bright, bouncy, daring the hour.

“That’s right, boys and girls, it’s back-to-school week! First week of the school year! Let’s throw one back for all the old heads getting set to drop their young ones off, one by one.”

SUV takes an Exit. Neighborhoods shift. Boarded windows multiply. People vanish. Silence settles.

A slow left. Double-park.

The music cuts mid-chorus. The quiet hangs.

The building ahead could’ve once been a monastery. Or a prison. Or just a school.

“Sankofa Charter School,” the driver mutters, lowering the window. “Grades Seventh through Twelfth.”

He taps a tablet. Scrolls. Doesn’t even blink.

“It’s been around for twenty years or more now. Started as some kinda research project—restorative philosophy with Afrocentric curriculum, ‘Know thyself,’ that sort of thing. Tried to blend cultures: little Jewish kids, Asian kids, Black kids, all in one pot. It bloomed for a minute, then it wilted. Limped through a few renewals. Don’t ask me how.”

Spits out into the morning again, but the scroll never breaks.

“Test scores in the gutter. Staff turnover’s a joke. Community support? Dead. Ripe for the taking.”

“Not so fast,” the passenger says, low and steady.

The driver glances over.

“These places don’t just roll over and die,” the passenger says. “There’s always some fight left in the old girl. We’ll be... strategic.”

“Start pulling staff? See who’s worth siphoning off?”

“No. Not this time.”

A moment of silence. 

“This time, we take the whole damn school.”

That stops the scrolling. The driver looks up.

“We got the nod from corporate,” the passenger continued. “Territory expansion’s on—one little charter at a time. By the time Sankofa’s test scores drop, their staff fractures, and their community stops caring, we make them an offer they can’t refuse. And if they do refuse? We shut them down.”

A small smile that never reaches the eyes.

“We’ve got friends in high places now—friends who don’t answer to anyone in this zip code anyway.”

The SUV eases forward. On the back bumper, a sticker:

DOMINION CHARTER SCHOOLS.

That last line hangs in the air like exhaust:

Friends in high places...

A few yards behind, half-hidden by an old pickup truck stacked with busted chairs and bent lamps, a teacher stands with a milk crate in his hands, piled up as randomly as the vehicle he stands beside. .

Silent. Watching. Listening.

Knuckles pale against plastic. Jaw tight. Shoulders squared.

The beat from the street keeps echoing in his chest.

He has heard it all.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Part I
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​Panic at the Village
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The room, perhaps a computer lab, maybe a library, was dim and messy. Dust floated in slanted light. It was hard to tell if it came from years of neglect, the chaos of a new semester, or just the weight of a school well past its prime.

The furniture didn't match. Some of the chairs still bore the etched logos of long-dead charter networks. Sankofa had learned to survive by salvaging.

Cords tangled like weeds. Posters peeled. A Black Power fist, drawn in fading dry-erased, clung to a whiteboard. From beneath a nest of laptop chargers, a kente cloth runner peeked out. The air smelled like stale coffee and quiet despair.

Fourteen adults sat in a rough circle, some in chairs, others perched on crates. A single scholar sat beside their parent, clutching a spiral notebook to their chest, eyes wide, taking it all in.

Teacher One leaned forward. “I’m telling you. I know what I heard.”

The room didn’t explode. It spun. Emotionally. Rhythmically. Faces turned left, then right. Like a compass tilting toward magnetic truth.

Teacher Two flung their hands in the air. “We’re done! Might as well not even unpack. What for?! Our ass is out of here!”

Teacher Three followed, their voice heavy. “There is no god here anymore... Just budget cuts. Under-staffing. Neglect. Segregation. Poverty. And now? Hostile takeover.”

No shock in the faces surrounding them: just resignation, anger hollowed out.

Teacher Four leaned in. “Crying won’t change anything.”

But Teacher One pressed again. “The superintendent’s gotta be able to do something. He can do more than just collect checks; he can help us out! We can ask him!”

A bitter laugh cut through the room. “Yeah, right,” Teacher Four scoffed. "We all know about him. He'll show up after we've been taken over, act like he's in charge, make promises he can't keep"

Silence.

Teacher Three broke it. “We may as well hand over the keys already. Nothing’s gonna stop them from taking us over. Might as well just give up.”

Teacher Two nodded solemnly. “Seems a teacher’s only choice is to endure. We can’t defy the ones who really hold power.”

Teacher Two’s voice turned sharp. “When they arrive, we’ll greet them meekly and quietly hand over all our keys. We’ll beg them to leave us just enough to survive. ‘That’s all we ask,’ we’ll whisper, on our hands and knees.”

Then, from the left, clear and passionate: “Let’s get rid of them. Be rid of them all,” said the Administrative Assistant. “So they’ll never, never come here again.”

Teacher Four recoiled. “That’s crazy talk.”

The Assistant didn’t blink. “We’ve survived over twenty years and you want us to just fold now? No way I’m going down without a fight. Yebo?”

A few voices rose, uncertain, but present: “Yebo.”

The Assistant stepped forward. “We’ve figured out how to cherry-pick our students. How to push back on CEOs. How to break contracts with shady managing companies. How to fight back when the state sues us every other year, and you’re telling me we can’t handle measly old Dumb-Minion Charter Schools?! Come on!”

The Principal stood, hands raised like a referee. “Enough! This is no time to fight each other. We don’t have a chance against Dominion. And when we lose, they’ll gut us. No more health care, no more salaries, no more ‘home-away-from-home.’ Hell, some of you are squatting here when the students go home. We need to figure out how to work with them, or risk losing what little we already have!”

“I’ve had enough,” the Assistant snapped. “Better to risk it all than live like this: kill or be killed.”

Parent One’s voice was barely a whisper: “We’ll have to beg. On our hands and knees.”

Their child looked up at them with confusion and fear, then turned to look around the room, as if searching for someone to believe in.

That set the Dean off. “Beg? What company agrees to that?! Have you forgotten how low we already had to stoop for the little we have now?”

The Assistant took a breath. Held it. Then: “We should go see Sister Mama. Let her decide what to do. Yebo?”

This time, the response came strong. From everyone. “Yebo!”

Teacher One leaned back, letting the echo of solidarity settle into his spine.

Across the circle, the scholar’s eyes stayed locked on him.

His hand closed into a quiet fist, steady now, keeping time.

Click. Click. Click.
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​Call to Arms
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Small room. Warm. Cluttered with life.

Sunlight through faded curtains. A rugged kitchen table, thick, scarred, and unmovable, anchored the space like an altar.

Sister Mama sat at the head, eyes closed, face unreadable. Patterns stitched from every continent layered her patched cloth. Skin olive and ageless. She was all ages. She was all things. She was Sankofa.

Click. Click. Click. Knitting needles moving with quiet resolve.

Around the table sat the Principal and the Administrative Assistant.

Beneath the stillness, tension coiled.

“Bargain with them?!” the Assistant snapped. “You give the wolf your leg, he’ll come back for your arms. You reason with them now, they’ll be back in the autumn just the same.”

“But what if we lose?” the Principal asked.

“Then we’re no worse off! Without our school, we’re doomed anyway.”

Click. Click. Click.

Sister Mama didn’t open her eyes.

“We fight.” She said.

The Principal blinked.

“What?! With what?! We’re teachers, not miracle workers.”

“Nonsense.” Still knitting.

“Then we’ll hire us some miracle workers.”

“Whoever heard of such a thing?”

“We’ll hire entrepreneurs. Next best thing.”

The needles stopped.

Milk-white eyes opened.

“I saw it with my own eyes,” she said, voice wrapped in memory. “When the school my child attended years ago was turned over to a management company... well, we fled here instead. But the only school in that district that survived on its own was the one that had hired entrepreneurs.”

She leaned back. Let the silence breathe.

“They turned that school around in a matter of months. Revenue up. The community rallied. The district backed off.”

A pause. A breath. A stitch of history pulled tight.

“Then the internet bubble burst, and the school slid back into its old habits. But by then, it was lost in the mix, free to exist.”

Eyes closed again. Click. Click. Click.

The Principal paced.

“How do we pay entrepreneurs when we barely have enough for ourselves? With hardly any veteran teachers and some long-term subs and rookies.”

The Assistant stood.

“Then we’ll make do with less. Cut pay. Stretch checks. Reduce health care. We have to try, or we’re dead. We owe it to the kids.”

“Show me an entrepreneur who’d work for scraps,” the Principal said.

Sister Mama’s voice lowered.

“Even bears come down from the mountains when they’re hungry enough.”

That landed. They both sat.

“We’ll make do on millet,” she added.

“Stubborn as hell, entrepreneurs,” the Principal muttered. “Who would work here for a bowl of rice?”

The needles stopped again.

Chin lifted.

“Then find hungry ones. Builders. Coders. Healers.”

“Yebo?”

The answer came, sharp, unified:

“Yebo!”

Bite of the thread. Pull. Tie.

The knot held.
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​Fish Out of Water
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The convention center lobby gleamed—glass railings, chrome trim, ambition polished to a high shine.

Light ricocheted off walls, windows, faces.

Every step echoed. Every voice bounced.

Teacher One, the Administrative Assistant, and the Principal stood just inside the entrance, hunched over a creased flyer. Their pantsuits didn’t quite belong—shoulders slouched, lapels curled, like borrowed promises.

The Principal squinted, reading aloud:

“ENTREPALOOZA 2024 – Three-Day Extravaganza Entrepreneur Showcase. Experience the culture. Interactive demos. Over 300 startups. Network with executives and angels. Pitch your big idea. Join us all weekend.”

Teacher One ran a hand over his scalp. “This has gotta be the place. If we don’t find someone here, we’re done.”

The Assistant scanned the flow of humanity: crypto bros in matching hoodies, a woman hauling a 3D printer, a guy in a VR headset walking straight into a ficus.

“All right,” the Assistant said. “Three days, three nights. No cavalry’s coming. Just us.”

They started pacing, thinking aloud. “We rotate. One works the booths. The others hit sidewalks, cafés, hotel lobbies—whatever’s nearby. Eyes and ears open.”

A breath. “We’re counting on a miracle.”

Teacher One gave a dry laugh. “And if that doesn’t work, we hit the after-hours: beer joints, happy hours, wherever the hustle spills over.”

The Principal nodded. “Next day, we switch. Same plan. Sooner or later, someone’s gotta bite.”

They split—scouts before a battle.

Down on the expo floor, the Principal moved through aisles of banners and buzzwords. Digital demos blinked and beeped. The air snapped with pitchmen and popups.

She straightened her blouse, smoothed her hair, tried to match the rhythm.

“I’m part of an independent charter network,” she began to a man in red-rimmed glasses. “Looking for partners to help us—”

He was gone before she finished.

Again. And again.

Elbows. Shoulders. Brush-offs.

At one booth she caught herself smiling too wide, speaking someone else’s language without any of their conviction. She stopped mid-pitch. Walked away.

Upstairs, near a pamphlet rack, the Assistant pretended to browse while watching the current—crisp sneakers, ironic T-shirts, wireless earbuds. A generation fluent in apps and exits.

They spotted a man leaning against the wall, not pitching or performing—just observing. Grounded. Maybe approachable.

A phone buzzed. He turned away, answering as he walked. Gone.

Outside by the revolving door, Teacher One flicked a lighter. Slow drag. This felt more like his world—street corners, smoke breaks, the blur between hustle and truth.

He tossed charm and half-pitches into the stream.

“You look like someone who’s been underestimated before—”

SLAP!

Her palm caught his cheek.

She stormed off. Smoke curled from his lip.

Later, in the hotel lobby, the Assistant slumped on a padded bench, lanyard twisted. Eyes on the ceiling, as if waiting for it to fall. The Principal appeared, empty-handed.

“No luck?”

She shook her head. “They don’t even see us.”

They regrouped on the sidewalk. ENTREPALOOZA crowds flowed past—laughing, loud, oblivious.

Teacher One rubbed his cheek. “That one was my fault.”

The Principal shrugged. “They already have everything they need.”

The Assistant’s voice rasped. “This place is a madhouse.”

The last wave brushed by.

“What was the name of that bar again?”

“The Han Axe,” Teacher One said.

No one laughed.
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​Thunk
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Thunk.

An axe splits the target, dead center.

Cheers erupt.

Burly Hipster strolls up, yanks his weapon free, and returns to his beer without a word. Flannel strains across his back. Beard thick as folklore. Eyes half-lidded, like the world can’t make him blink.

Around him, The Han Axe roars.

The bar is packed, half-lit and fully drunk. Convention-goers from ENTREPALOOZA spill in, buzzing on startup energy, novelty pitches, optimism that burns out before Monday.

Springsteen’s “From Small Things” wrestles with laughter, glassware, bartender shouts.

Thunk.

Thunk.

Cheers. Laughter. Chaos.

At the bar, Teacher One, the Principal, and the Assistant hunch over half-warm beers, barely speaking.

“Can you imagine how much that dude’s making?” Teacher One nods toward the bullseye.

The Principal blinks. “What dude?”

Thunk.

“That dude,” Teacher One says, lifting his chin. “The genius who put axes in a bar.”

The Assistant rolls his eyes. Teacher One keeps going.

“Picture the pitch: ‘Pack a wooden room with drunk people, hand them weapons, charge by the hour.’”

Thunk. More cheers.

“That’s what we need at Sankofa,” the Assistant mutters.

The Principal frowns. “Axes at school?”

“Not axes. The spirit.”

They lean in.

“Take something broken and make it work. Take something wild and stupid and make it sing.”

Thunk.

“I used to believe the ‘crisis means opportunity’ myth,” the Assistant says. A dry laugh. “Working with our Asian families at Sankofa cured that. Total myth. But still... I want to believe it—somewhere inside a catastrophe, there’s a blueprint for reinvention.”

Behind them, Springsteen croons,

“From small things, mama, big things one day come...”

Teacher One jumps in, falsetto:

“Yeah, from small things, mama!”

The Assistant waves a hand, half dismissive, half approving. “Not quite what I meant. Close.”

“I was singing,” Teacher One shrugs.

Thunk. Another bullseye.

Burly Hipster raises his beer and nods to no one.

A shout cuts through the noise. A door swings wide. “Out back!”

Half the bar turns, then empties.

The trio tosses crumpled bills and follow the rush.

Outside, a crowd packs the mouth of a narrow alley. Pale streetlight washed across cracked concrete. People jostle for a view.

Teacher One, the Principal, and the Assistant press forward, elbow to elbow with strangers who don’t care who they are.

There, kneeling on the pavement: a man. Beside him, an imam.

Portable clippers buzz steady. Locks fall, slow as ash. The air shifts—less haircut, more calling.

No one speaks. Not even Burly Hipster, axe in hand.

The kneeling man does not flinch. Something is being unmade, or made new.

The Assistant says nothing, but the awe behind their eyes gives itself away.
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​The First Candidate
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Outside The Han Axe, the sidewalk erupts into silence. Dozens gather in a crooked crescent at the mouth of a narrow alley. Beer breath mixes with the sour reek of garbage and rain on brick. Bar lights flicker across worried faces and low-held phones that record without aim.

Teacher One elbows forward. “What’s going on?”

A woman near the front does not look away. “Some guy snatched a little kid. Dragged him down the alley.”

Metal scrapes in the dark. A blade whispers on a scalp. Time slows. A scream rips the night. High. Ragged. Feral. The crowd freezes. Then settles. Waiting. Helpless.

A skateboard clatters. A teen coasts in, kicks the board up clean, stares, steps aside.

Burly Hipster lifts an axe to his shoulder with one calm toss. Eyes forward.

Another scream. Closer. Axe in hand, he crouches, reading the ground.

Teacher One leans toward the woman again. “Has anyone called the cops?”

She shakes her head fast. “No. No cops. They might shoot someone. We don’t even know who the guy is. He could be homeless. He could be unstable. We know the kid’s mom. She’s from Cambodia and undocumented. If ICE shows up...” Her voice thins.

A new shriek rips the air. Everyone flinches.

Teacher One lowers his voice. “What about the guy getting his head shaved? What’s his deal?”

A man nearby points. “Stranger. Told the mom to get rice. Asked an imam for a shave. That’s all I got.”

The kneeling man sits now. Hands on his knees. Dreadlocks gathered loose like a history lesson.

The imam steps in with a quiet nod. No announcement. No sermon. He slides a brown paper sleeve from his palm. He unwraps a single-edge razor. He wipes it once with alcohol. A clean cloth over the shoulder. A plastic bag opens on the floor. Waiting.

“You sure?” the imam asks.

“I’m sure.”

A small blessing, too soft to catch. The edge meets the first lock. The blade catches, then slides. He nicks the base and saws close. The dread falls into the bag. Another. And another. Each one makes the private sound hair makes when it forgets a head.

The imam settles his bisht over the man’s shoulders. Prayer beads in his hand. His own kufi placed on the new skin. No words. Only purpose.

The man stands. Still. Silent.

Another scream from the alley. Then nothing. The crowd holds its breath.

The mother bursts through, breathless and shaking, a paper plate in her hands. Two rice balls balance like an offering. She passes them to the bald man. She swallows a sob as her child’s cries bounce off wet brick. He takes the plate. The crowd parts for him like tide. He moves forward. Slow. Certain. Inevitable. They follow at a distance.

From above it would look like a ship breaking ice. One man carves a path through cracked brick and garbage bins. He carries only stillness and rice.

At the end of the alley, a weathered shack leans on rusted hinges. He raises a hand and knocks.

Crash. The inside erupts. Screams. Guttural growls. Chaos. He does not flinch.

“As-salaamu alaikum,” he says. Low. Steady.

Only sobbing answers.

“As-salaamu alaikum. I come in peace.”

A voice fires back. Sharp. Wild. “Don’t come in. I’m warning you.”

“I’m not coming in,” he says, gentle. “I mean you no harm. I am only a visitor. I bring food. The child must be hungry.”

He crouches and lifts the plate. The rice glows in his hands.

“Here,” he says, picking one up. “This one is for you.”

“Throw it in,” the voice screams.

“All right.” He tosses it through the crack. He picks up the second.

In the space between heartbeats he slips through the door. Fast as breath.

Gasps ripple. The second rice ball has not hit the floor before the door slams. A beat. The shack explodes.

Silence holds.

A man flies out. Ragdoll limbs. Wild flail. Blood streaked across his forehead. He drops like laundry. The crowd surges, then stops.

A bystander kneels, checks a pulse, grins wide. “You got knocked the fuck out.” Relief breaks like weather. Laughter. Applause. Phones flare. Someone calls an ambulance. The mother scoops her child and melts into the crowd.

Burly Hipster plants his boots by the body. Axe down. Witness. Guard.

The bald man steps out. Quiet as before. He returns the kufi. Then the beads. Then the bisht. Each gesture careful. Final. The imam accepts them. He dresses again. No fanfare.

Teacher One turns to the others. No one speaks.

They know. They have found one.
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​The Recruitment
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The alley smelled of wet brick and frying oil. Street light caught just the edges of their faces.

Bald Man doesn’t linger, his head now bare, the prayer beads gone. Footsteps measured and quiet. He turns up the alley, away from the crowd.

The Assistant speaks first. “Yes. Let’s talk to him. Before he disappears.”

The others nod and move.

But someone is faster.

Skateboard Guy rolls past the trio, his board whispering over pavement, and steps into place beside Bald Man, stopping him, not with a word but with presence alone.

“Man,” he breathes, wide-eyed. “That was sick. I’ve never seen anybody move like that in real life. Where did you train?”

He’s electric with awe, half reverent, half childlike joy.

“Can you train me?” he asks. “Like for real. Old school. I could be your disciple. What do you say?” Then, without thinking, he drops to one knee, head bowed. Not a joke. Not a stunt. Just a kid pledging himself. “Please... Sensei.”

Sensei blinks, calm as dusk. “First, get off your knees.”

The kid pops up, spring-loaded.

“We’ll walk and talk,” Sensei says. “I’m at a loss. You think too highly of me.”

“No, sir,” the kid says, matching his pace. “I’ve seen you in the park, early mornings, studying, silent. I asked around. They say you’re a Bushido master, that you’ve read The Art of War front to back. Lived it, maybe.”

“They say you don’t always serve, but when you do? It’s righteous. Sometimes it’s teaching. Sometimes... action. That’s why I came asking,” the kid says.

Sensei rubs the smooth dome of his head.

“There’s nothing special about me,” Sensei replies. “I’ve seen my share of fights, sure, but always from the losing side. That’s about the shape of it.”

“That doesn’t scare me.”

“It should. I forbid it. I’ve got no money, no home, no place to carry a follower. I am, in your words... a Ronin.”

“Then I’ll be your Ronin’s shadow,” the kid says.

“Go on,” Sensei snaps. “Back to your life. There’s no future with me.”

But before another step is taken, a shape barrels forward.

Axel pushes past the three staff members without a word, axe still in hand, the handle wrapped in bright, mismatched tape. He plants himself in the path, steel across his shoulder, watching.

Skateboard Guy stands his ground. “Can I help you?”

No answer.

Axel circles them, his gaze locked on Sensei, sizing him up.

“You got something to say?” the kid presses.

“Stay out of it, little chick,” Axel mutters. “You think you’re some kinda samurai now?”

Sensei’s voice slips in like smoke. “Are you samurai?”

A flicker, the faintest trace of amusement.

Axel lifts his chin. “Damn right I am. Or at least, I played one in a startup pitch.”

A beat. “You too, huh... Sensei?”

“I wonder,” Sensei says.

Silence hums between them.

Axel sees no fear, no bravado, just calm.

He snorts, turns, walks off. Axe slung. No fanfare.

“Who the hell was that?” the kid mutters.

“Leave him be,” Sensei replies.

Then Teacher One steps forward and drops to one knee. The Assistant follows, then the Principal, three educators kneeling in silence before the man who claimed to be nothing special.

“Sensei,” the Assistant says quietly.

The others nod. A joke turned gospel; a title born half in jest now rings with reverence. Something sacred has slipped through the cracks.

From deep in the old shack, a thunk.
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​For a Bowl of Rice
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The back room of The Han Axe is alive. Noise, heat, hustle. Post-convention entrepreneurs huddle in boozy, half-leaning circles, arguing over pitch decks, trading crypto dreams for cold fries. Dice roll; laptops glow. Bonnie Tyler’s “Holding Out for a Hero” blasts from the jukebox, just enough to keep hearts pounding.

Some play chess. Some debate markets. At the biggest table, a D&D session roars, dice bouncing like hailstones. DM presides, hoodie up, voice booming like a campfire bard with a business degree.

A carnival of ideas and ego.

At the quietest table: five sit. Skates. The three staff members. Sensei. Before him, a plain bowl of rice, steam curling in lazy spirals beside a cooling cup of tea, untouched but present, as if waiting for a decision.

“I’m telling you, it’s impossible,” Sensei says, shaking his head slowly.

“Sir...” Teacher One begins.

“Sensei, we could fight them with our wit!” Skates jumps in.

Sensei cuts his gaze over. “This isn’t a game. Not the kind you’re used to.”

From the D&D table: Clatter. Cheers. Someone rolls big.

The Principal leans forward, voice low. “Dominion looks like dashboards and suits. But they’ve been gutting schools for years. They know how to close you down and make you say thank you for it.”

Sensei mutters, more to himself: “Defense is harder than offense.”

He turns to the table. “Your students. Are they strong?”

“Oh yes, sir!” Teacher One answers quickly.

Then to the Principal. “And the teachers?”

The Principal smirks. “Some.”

Sensei nods slowly. “Your mission matters. Your school has history. But it’s grown tired. You’ve let it decay.”

“We can still turn it around,” Skates insists. “I wasn’t in school that long ago. I know what doesn’t work.”

Sensei sighs. “Two isn’t enough.”

The kid’s face lights up. Inclusion.

“We’ll need five. Maybe six more. People with vision. With something to prove. Fighters. Creators. Not martyrs.”

Another cheer from the D&D table. “Crit!” someone calls.

Then a pause.

“Can we afford that many?” Teacher One asks quietly.

“Sister Mama said four,” the Principal mutters.

“Maybe we can do it with three,” the Assistant offers.

But Sensei holds up a hand. “Wait,” he says. Sitting back. “I never said I’d do it.”

He looks down at the table. The rice steams faintly, like breath from another world. Cooling tea beside it.

“It’s not easy finding people willing to fight for a bowl of rice and minimal health care,” he says. “That’s not exactly a draw.”

He rubs the crown of his head, voice low. “And I’m tired. Too old for this.”

A lull settles over the table. The jukebox clicks; a new song queues up. A low pulse slides under the noise, like a current waiting to break the surface.

Then a voice booms from the D&D table: “I’m glad I wasn’t born to be a teacher.”

The room stills and leans in.

“Even a dog’s got a better life.”

Laughter. Cringe. A chorus of “Daaamn!”

“Why don’t you watch your mouth?” Skates snaps.

The player, DM himself, just shrugs. “I’m just being real. You sorry for them? Really?”

Sensei turns, slowly and smoothly. “Yes.”

DM leans back, flashing a grin. “Then help them. But you won’t. None of you do.”

He points with a greasy D20.

“You’re a DM in name only, Dungeon Master, right? More like cynic. Gatekeeper,” Sensei says.

Skates stands halfway, fire in his chest. “Don’t,” Sensei warns.

“Yeah, stop,” DM sneers. “Drink up. You want to know what your heroes have been surviving on?”

He points again, this time to the staff. “One beer. One sandwich. Two nights straight.”

Sensei looks down. The bowl of rice. Still warm. Still waiting.

He picks it up and holds it like something sacred.

“To you,” he says, nodding to the Principal. “I accept your sacrifice.”

The beat throbs; no one speaks.

Then the Assistant stands. The Assistant’s voice catches. The Assistant pushes through it.

“If you only knew what even the least of you could do for a child desperate for something, anything other than what they see on the news.”

“They’re the forgotten. The jokes. But in our school? They still believe in something.”

He steps forward, one foot in conviction, one in exhaustion.

“This is your chance. To test your ideas. To build something with your own hands. It won’t be glamorous. But it will be real.”

He pauses. “We offer what we have. One meal. Basic coverage. The rest? That’s on you.”

The room freezes around his words, still as a prayer. Even the dice lie silent.

Then Teacher One stands and turns slowly. His voice carries: like a bard calling from a distant age.

“A great king from the north,” he declares, “comes to ask for help.”

Murmurs ripple through the room. Laughter, uncertain, respectful.

No one mocks. No one moves.

It begins.
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The pub smells like hot grease and wood polish. Regulars hunch over laptops, dice, half-drunk pints.

“A great king from the north,” Teacher One proclaims, standing tall among beer mugs and abandoned laptops. His voice carries: exaggerated, reverent, larger than the room.

He paces, slowly circling a nearby table. A few heads turn; one D&D player leans back in his chair, intrigued.

“His kingdom is under attack. Their village... destroyed.”

He spins dramatically and retraces his steps.

“They are menaced by an ancient evil. A terror with no name. A terror that must not be named.” He approaches the D&D table now, stage-born, electric, feeding on attention, owning it.

“Look at them,” he says, pointing to the Principal and the Assistant. “What thing could affect them so?”

He pauses. “The name cannot be said,” he whispers. “It dominates all.”

Teacher One raises his hand like a prophet casting lots. “I call for the Angel of Death. I call for the bones. I call for warriors; the call goes out!” He reaches across the D&D table, lifts a worn die, and rolls it slowly across the surface. “Seven,” he intones. “Seven!” Cheers erupt.

“Just like the Seven Samurai!” he shouts. “That’s all we need! Seven fighters of spirit, of skill, of soul!” He turns, wild-eyed, arms wide. “Three meals a day! Free health care! No need to thank Obama! Get it while it lasts!”

Laughter spreads like wildfire. The room cracks open.

“C’mon, you apes!” he roars. “Do you all want to live forever?!”

Santigold’s “Unstoppable” surges, in perfect sync with the room’s rise.

In the corner, Sensei looks up. A small smile appears, earned. He rubs his scalp like a monk considering battle. “I will be the first man,” he says. The room erupts.

Skates, grip tape flaking from his board, jumps to his feet. “I will be the second man!”

Across the table, a woman in a hoodie and thick glasses doesn’t even look up. “I will be the first woman,” she mutters, thumbs still on her phone. More cheers.

From the D&D table, the loudmouth DM grins. “What the heck,” he says. “I loved The Thirteenth Warrior.” He rises dramatically, puffing his chest. “I will be... Antonio Banderas!” The room explodes: laughter, drinks raised, dice clinking, and feet pounding.

Then, from the shadows, a tall man emerges, pint in hand, foam sloshing. His shirt is patterned with gold triangles, the print catching the light. “I will be the next man!” he shouts.
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