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Prologue
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I never set out to be the greatest wizard on Earth. But what choice did I have? When you bury a name, the earth remembers. And when the earth remembers, someone always rises.

You erased our names. Sealed off the truth. Hoarded power in hidden rooms.

We were not meant to survive. We did. We were not meant to rise. We have.

And now you ask: by what right do I leave the world you built? Now that I’ve opened a door you cannot close, you want answers?

You should have asked that question before you made me.

You don’t want answers. You want permission. I’m not here to ask. I’m here to inform, and to warn.

We are leaving. And we are not coming back. What comes next is not yours to shape.

Only to endure.
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Chapter 1
Student of Questions
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Lecture had already started when Locke slipped through the door, breath fogging from the late-September rain. The room ran on fluorescent certainty: bullet points pinned to a slide, Dr. Gordon Mantel pacing in crisp, practiced loops. Row by row, students bent over laptops like crops in wind. In the third row, Nikki had a seat open, bag on the floor, binder in the chair to claim it, one eyebrow lifted at him like a warning. She slid the binder to her lap without looking up. He mouthed thanks. She answered with a sigh and a whisper. “You’re late. Again.”

“You still saved my place, though?”

She glared, then turned her attention forward.

“History,” Mantel said, “is the story of progress punctuated by necessary corrections. When we speak of liberty, we must situate it within the philosophy of consent. Social contracts bind, ethics arbitrate, and the state, in its mature form, guarantees...”

Locke’s hand rose before he could tell it not to.

“Yes, Mr. Allen?” Mantel did not hide the tiredness.

“If liberty relies on consent, whose consent was counted when consent was illegal to withhold?”

A few heads lifted. A chair leg squeaked against tile. Mantel set his marker down, as if to say fine, let us swat this fly. “Your question assumes a presentist frame. We measure the past by its own standards.”

“Do standards exempt harm when harm writes the standards?”

Soft laughter from the back. Someone muttered, “Here he go.”

“Mr. Allen,” Mantel said, “we are attending to frameworks, not grievances.”

“Do frameworks exist without the grievances that birthed them?”

The projector blinked, recovered, blinked again. A rectangle of light stuttered across the wall, as if reconsidering its duty. Nikki glanced at the ceiling, then at Locke. He kept his eyes on Mantel.

“History,” Mantel repeated, “moves toward enfranchisement, though imperfectly.”

“Who narrates the imperfection, and who pays for the edit?”

Movement across the aisle caught Locke’s attention. Esther tilted her head. Her notes were tidy, small numerals by each bullet. She studied him like a puzzle printed with too few numbers, solvable only if you saw the hidden symmetry.

Mantel pulled in a breath. “Let me continue. We are discussing the philosophical maturation of liberty, not litigating every misstep.”

“Is maturation a moral category or a rhetorical one?”

A chuckle flared, then died when Mantel turned. He smoothed the knot of his tie. “We will bracket that. Consent functions at the level of the polity. One must consider scale.”

“If scale justifies delay, how many bodies equal a reasonable timeline?”

Keyboard clacks slowed. Someone closed a laptop. The fluorescent tubes hummed louder, or maybe the room had gone quiet enough to hear the electricity work.

Mantel approached the whiteboard, marker uncapped like a scalpel. “In the eighteenth century, thinkers like Locke, John Locke, wrote within constraints we now reject. They nevertheless carved the path.”

“Can a path carved through a back break claim innocence?”

“Mr. Allen, please.” He tried for patience and found discipline instead. “This is not debate club.”

“Isn’t philosophy a debate with the dead about the living?”

Nikki’s pen tapped once, twice, then stopped. She leaned just close enough to murmur, “I have chosen you three times this week already and will choose you again, but you are burning through my margins.” Her thumb tracked a slow circle on the back of her phone. “They write people up for less. Please be careful.”

“Enough,” Mantel said. “We can hold multiple truths. We can condemn injustices while recognizing the arc.”

“Who bends the arc when the arc bends people?”

The marker snapped at the tip, a small, sharp crack that made two students jump. Mantel frowned at the felt nub, then dropped it in the bin like a bad idea.

He raised his chin. “Mr. Allen, you enjoy posing questions that shift the ground rather than clarify it. Questions are not, by themselves, a contribution.”

“Do answers contribute when they settle on sand?”

A boy in a hoodie tried to hide a grin. A girl near the window folded her arms and stared at Locke with a look that said say it but also do not make my grade suffer.

“Questions must move toward resolution,” Mantel said.

“Does resolution always serve truth, or does it sometimes serve comfort?”

Silence. The projector hiccuped again, the slide freezing on a sentence fragment: consent as... The cursor blinked in the corner like a metronome no one could keep time with. Mantel pressed a key; the machine refused obedience.

“Technology conspires against us.” He lowered the screen and pivoted to the board. “We will proceed without it.”

Locke’s hand stayed in the air. Mantel ignored it, sketched two columns: ideals and realities. Under ideals he wrote consent, liberty, progress. Under realities he wrote slavery, disenfranchisement, resistance. The room breathed easier when words appeared where they were supposed to.

“Philosophy articulates ideals so we can measure realities,” Mantel said. “We need the clean line to see the mess.”

“Do clean lines bleach the blood out of the picture?”

Mantel capped the new marker, slowly, this time. “Mr. Allen, why are you in this course?”

“Is the question asking for my major or my motive?”

“Both.”

“As a humanities major, should I enroll to learn, or to learn how learning learns people?”

Mantel pinched the bridge of his nose. “This is obstruction.”

“Is obstruction the word when the river refuses to flow where you have drawn it?”

A laugh, uncontained this time. Mantel looked toward it; the room stiffened.

He set the marker down with ceremony, palms flat on the desk. “Mr. Allen, if you cannot discipline your contributions, I will ask you to leave.”

“Will leaving discipline the harm that invited the question?”

Nikki exhaled, audible, weary. She shifted the angle of her notebook as if re-shelving a thought. Esther’s pencil hovered, unmoving, her gaze on the space between Locke’s last question and Mantel’s jaw.

“Enough,” Mantel said again, softer. He leaned forward. “There are rules to discourse. We build knowledge atop shared premises. If you refuse premises, you refuse knowledge.”

“If a premise was purchased with someone else’s silence, does refusing it refuse knowledge or refuse theft?”

Something went colder in the air. Not a draft. More like the absence of a hum you had not noticed until it vanished. The lights steadied, too bright for an instant, then settled back.

Mantel stepped away from the desk as if the desk had moved. “Class,” he said, voice thinner now, “we are moving on.”

He turned to the board and wrote: Consent: Definition. His handwriting listed a little to the right. He wrote four numbered points and underlined each with care you use when control matters.

Locke lowered his hand. He wrote nothing. He listened, because he did not know how not to, and because listening also asked a kind of question. His foot tapped once, the quiet rhythm of a ring shout when the drums had been outlawed. He kept his face still. His questions sat on the desk between his palms like stones pulled from a river that kept its secrets by wearing everything smooth.

“Consent,” Mantel said, “is the agreement of the governed to the structures that shape their lives.”

“Is consent meaningful when refusal means hunger?”

It slipped out before he could tether it. A few students flinched toward the clock.

Mantel closed his eyes for a heartbeat. He opened them with an effort most people used for lifting furniture. “Mr. Allen. Please.”

“Does asking please make the asking just?”

He paused. Something like fatigue crossed Mantel’s face, honest and unbeautiful. “What do you want?”

Locke could answer that only with the truth he had: silence.

Mantel stared at him long enough for the room to realize no one would rescue them from the moment. Then he turned back to the board. “We will take a short break. Return in five minutes.”

Chairs scraped. Conversations detonated in low bursts. “Bro wild,” someone whispered. “He dead gonna get kicked out.” “He right, though.” “He extra.” Laughter that wanted to be brave. Silence that wanted not to be complicit. A boy who had asked him for notes last week caught Locke’s eye, then veered away. Two empty seats opened on either side of him and stayed open.

“Mr. Allen.” Mantel’s voice carried from behind the desk. “A word.”

Locke walked down the aisle. Esther passed him with a small nod, eyes holding him for a count and then moving to the door. Nikki leaned against the hall’s cinderblock, phone in hand, not looking at the screen.

“Ms. St. Clair. Close the door, please,” Mantel said.

“Would you prefer it closed?” Locke asked.

“I would.”

Esther left, shutting it behind her. The room felt larger with only two in it. The projector sat quiet. The board kept its lists. A clock ticked, a patient metronome.

“Sit,” Mantel said.

“Will standing make this shorter?”

“Sit.”

Locke sat in the front row, center seat. Mantel remained by the board as if the board granted jurisdiction.

“You like to unsettle things,” Mantel said.

“Do questions unsettle, or do they show where the ground never settled?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Do I?”

“You are intelligent,” Mantel said. “No one doubts this. But intelligence without discipline becomes spectacle.”

“Does discipline begin with silence?”

“It begins with form. With respect for the room. With the humility to let the scaffolding hold while we build.”

“Does scaffolding hold if it rests on bones?”

Mantel’s mouth tightened. He glanced at the clock and then at Locke. “I will be plain. If you continue to derail the lecture, I will remove you. The syllabus outlines expectations. You agreed to them.”

“Does agreement made under unequal power count as consent?”

“This is not a courtroom.”

“Is a classroom less serious than a courtroom?”

“It is different.”

“How?”

Mantel looked at the lists on the board. He wiped them clean and left faint ghosts of the words. He did not turn back immediately. When he did, some stiffness had left his shoulders.

“I have been teaching long enough to recognize a student who wants to learn and a student who wants to perform,” he said.

“Can a student want to learn and still refuse to pretend?”

“You think I am asking you to pretend.”

“Aren’t you? Isn’t this” his hands took in walls and ceiling “all a performance?”

“I am asking you to join the method.”

“What does joining require that I give up?”

“Constant provocation. The habit of questioning every premise in real time. It is not workable. Let the sequence build. Challenge once the frame exists.”

“Does a frame that excludes harm deserve to stand while we admire its joinery?”

The clock ticked. The air murmured in the vent. Mantel leaned against the desk and folded his arms. He looked, for a moment, tired in a way that had nothing to do with Locke.

“When I was your age,” he said, “I asked questions that irritated my teachers. I thought I was the only one brave enough to see the cracks. Then I learned the work is patience.”

“Does patience fix a crack or paint over it?”

“It gives time for the mortar.”

“Whose hands mix the mortar?”

“Mine. Yours. Everyone in the room. We mix it together.”

“Do we all get the same trowel?”

“You are clever,” Mantel said. He did not smile. “Cleverness is not the point.”

“What is the point?”

“Understanding.”

“What kind of understanding fears the question?”

“I do not fear your questions.”

“What do you fear?”

He did not answer at once. He looked toward the door as if he could see through it to the hall. “I fear that you will learn to enjoy breaking things more than you learn to build.”

“Can a builder trust a level that lies?”

“You see? You pull the rug and call that truth.”

“Do you want me to lie?”

“I want you to practice.”

“What practice do you want from me?”

“Ask fewer questions in the moment. Write them. Bring them to office hours. Let the lecture run its course. Engage in discussion when it is time.”

“Does truth keep office hours?”

“It keeps courtesy.”

“Does courtesy heal harm?”

“It keeps the room safe enough to work.”

“Safe for whom?”

“For the community. For the learning we say we do.”

“Does the community include the people outside this room whose bodies paid for the word consent?”

Mantel closed his eyes. He opened them and looked older. “You think I do not know. I teach this precisely because I know. I am not your enemy.”

“Are you my ally?”

“I could be, if you let me.”

“What would letting you look like?”

“Trust that I am not trying to erase what you care about. Take the sequence. Then push where it can bear weight.”

“Will you name the places that cannot bear weight?”

“No. That is your work. And mine. After the frame stands.”

“Does a frame that falls harm the people under it?”

He let out a breath. The projector fan clicked once. The clock stuttered and caught up. He studied Locke as if choosing a path inside his own argument.

“You are at an institution. Institutions have rules. I do not write them all. I enforce some. I bend others when I can. If you force every room into a trial, you will lose more than you win.”

“Do you want me to win?”

“I want you to learn how to last.”

“Does lasting require shrinking?”

“It requires choosing.”

“What should I choose?”

“In class, fewer interruptions. After class, more depth. Ask the right question at the right time and people will listen.”

“Will the right time arrive if the wrong harm continues?”

“You will make yourself lonely.”

“The room pretends a line climbs while it steps on names. I am already lonely.”

Mantel really looked at him then. The anger had faded. A wary respect took its place, the kind you give to a flame near dry wood.

“What do you want from me today that I can actually give?” he asked.

“Will you tell the room that consent without the possibility of refusal means hunger or jail?”

“In those words?”

“In any words that do not hide the point.”

“I can say that consent requires meaningful refusal. I have said it before.”

“Will you say it today?”

“Yes.”

“Will you let one question stand in the room each class without reading it as rebellion?”

“If you choose it carefully. If you let the others wait.”

“Will you teach me how to choose?”

“Come to office hours. Bring the questions. We will sort them and find the one that moves the work.”

“Will you hold me to that?”

“I will.”

“Will you hold yourself to the thing you promised to say?”

“I will,” he said again. Firm, not brittle. “And if you decide to make every session a battleground, I will write you up and remove you. That is also true.” He tapped the corner of a thin blue form on his desk without looking at it. “If I file it today, it goes to the chair.”

“Does truth welcome its own cost?”

“Class will resume in two minutes. Tell Ms. Carter we are fine.”

“Will you call me Mr. Allen when things tighten and Locke when they open?”

“Would you prefer that?”

“Would your choice tell me where we stand?”

He did not answer. He straightened his tie and walked toward the door.

“Locke,” he said at the threshold. “Choose your one for today. Make it worthy.”

“Will you hear it?”

“I will try.”

He opened the door. Nikki slid her phone into her bag. Her eyes moved from Mantel’s face to Locke’s.

“We are fine,” Mantel said.

“Are we?” Nikki asked.

“Yes. Seats, please.”

Students returned with the sound of fabric and rubber and plastic. Esther slipped back into her chair. She met Locke’s eyes for a second. He did not know what she saw. He knew that she counted.

He opened to a blank page. He wrote the word consent in small letters, drew a box around it, wrote refusal beside it, and shaded the space between. He listened as Mantel cleared his throat and reset the lecture. He felt the rhythm in his chest again, two short, one long, then a rest. He rested.

When class resumed, Mantel kept his word. He wrote the sentence on the board without hedging: Consent requires the real possibility of refusal. He spoke it aloud and left the air alone.

Locke chose one. “Who decides what counts as real?”

Mantel let it stand. He did not answer. He asked for readings. He moved to the next slide. The question stayed in the room like a note the walls could still hear.

The hour ended. Chairs scraped and sleeves rustled. The corridor took them in, bright with wet light from the windows. A boy in a hoodie said, “You got him to say it.” A girl near the door said, “Don’t make it about you next time,” then softened it with, “I mean... keep it smart.” Two others walked past without meeting his eyes.

Nikki waited just outside, shoulder to the brick, watching traffic more than him. “One question. That felt right.”

“Did it keep me in the room?”

“It kept you in this one.” She started walking. He fell in beside her. “And eat before class. Your questions sound like coffee.”

“Do questions need food?”

“Your brain does.” She stopped at the stairwell and looked him over like she was measuring for a suit. “Pick your moments. You have the whole semester.”

“Do semesters teach patience?”

“They punish drama.” Her mouth tugged, not quite a smile. “Go breathe before your next thing.” She kept her eyes on the flow of students. “Don’t make me choose between you and the room. A conduct mark follows you.”

Esther approached from the side hall, notebooks hugged to her chest. She paused within the triangle of space the three of them made without trying.

“You kept it to one,” she said. “Good.”

“Did it count?”

“It held.” She glanced at Nikki. “Will he listen if you tell him to eat?”

“He will if you tell him it’s math.”

“It is maths.” Esther looked back at Locke. “Leave rests between your questions. The rests matter.”

“Do they make the pattern, too?”

“They make the pattern audible.” She shifted her notebooks. “You have office hours?”

“Do I look like I use them?”

“You will if you want your one question to land.” She hesitated, then added, “And mind doors. Patterns open them, ent?”

“Doors to what?” Nikki asked.

“To more rooms,” Esther said. “Not all rooms return you to the one you left.”

“Do you walk through them?” Locke asked.

“When they are mine.” She gave a small nod and headed for the stairs, steps even, notebooks steady.

Nikki watched her go. “She precise.”

“Is precision safety?”

“Is anything safe?” She pushed the exit bar. Rain made a fine spray on the glass. “Text me if Mantel emails you.”

“Will you answer if I ask you what to say?”

“I will tell you what not to say.” She held the door a beat longer. “Go call your mom. Then go eat. Then go to your next class and be boring for fifty minutes.”

He stepped into the damp air. The hallway noise thinned behind him. He felt for his phone, thumb already moving toward her name.

Outside, the rain had thinned to a fine lace. The walkway shone. Students moved in small knots, voices low, backpacks heavy. Locke stepped off the path and found the quiet between two oaks. He tapped the name labeled Mama.

She answered on the second ring. “You in class?”

“Can you talk for a minute?”

“For my son? I can always talk. You breathing?”

“Would you hear something that might not fit neat?”

“I raised you. Go on.”

“Do you ever feel a room close around a word like it has hands?”

“What word squeezed you today?”

“Consent. Does it mean anything if refusal means hunger?”

“You asking the right kind of trouble.”

“Is it trouble if the trouble already happened and the question only points?”

“Who you pointing at, baby?”

“Do you want names or the shape?”

“Give me the shape first.”

“Does a clean line count as clean if it climbs by stepping on names and calls that progress?”

“You want me to say no so you can breathe?”

“Would naming it no help me stop asking?”

“You think you can stop?”

“Do you?”

She laughed, not unkind. “Did you eat?”

“Does tea count?”

“You know it doesn’t.”

“Will you believe me if I say I will later?”

“I will believe you if you send me a picture of a plate after.”

“Will a bowl qualify?”

“If something green is in it.”

“Does pesto count?”

“You trying jokes on your mama now?”

“Would you rather I cry?”

“I would rather you do both sometimes.”

“Do you ever wonder if the world broke on purpose?”

“Who would you say did the breaking?”

“Would it be careless to say men with books and pens and keys to doors?”

“Keys to doors, hmm. You always had a way with pictures. Where your feet right now?”

“Under trees. Can you hear the leaves?”

“I can hear the space in your voice. You outside. You pacing?”

“Does pacing count as prayer if your mouth stays shut?”

“Who told you prayer needs your mouth?”

“Did Grammie?”

“She said prayer is the body remembering who made it. You remember how she used to hum?”

“I hear it now. Do you?”

“I do. Two short notes, one long, then the breath. Always that. You hearing it?”

“Is it strange that I counted the same rhythm in my questions today?”

“Who counted it with you?”

“A classmate. Esther St. Clair. Does it matter that she called it a pattern that opens doors?”

“What door you standing in front of, Locke Wallace Allen?”

“Do you want the honest answer?”

“I only want that.”

“Does the door look like a mouth that swallows or like a road that frees, depending on where you stand?”

“Where you standing?”

“Am I allowed to say both?”

“You are your mother’s son.”

“Do you think I am making enemies I don’t need?”

“You mean your professor?”

“Would you believe me if I said he asked me to choose one question and make it worthy?”

“Did you say you would?”

“Would you be disappointed if I said yes and afraid if I said no?”

“I would be proud either way if you tell the truth and keep your softness.”

“Does softness survive in rooms built on hard lines?”

“Who told you softness means weakness? Softness is how bread feeds you. Softness is a bed after a long day. Softness is what lets bones knit after a break. You see me soft?”

“Do you want me to say yes out loud?”

“You better.”

“Yes. Do you want to know what I want?”

“Tell me.”

“Do you think it is possible to ask and not get pushed out of the room?”

“Who taught you that staying in the room is the only way to change it?”

“Is there another way?”

“There always is. But you at school. Use the room while you have it. Let some questions ripen.”

“Do questions ripen if harm keeps rotting?”

“What fruit rushes because your hunger loud? Some fruit still needs sun. You can eat the green ones, but they fight your stomach.”

“Do you want me patient?”

“I want you steady.”

“Can steady include a sharp edge?”

“Knives get dull if you slam them against stone all day. Keep it sharp. Use the right board. Find the angle. You know this.”

“Do I know enough?”

“Do you breathe?”

“Do you ever worry I will drown in what I am trying to name?”

“I worry about you crossing streets with your head in a book. I worry about you forgetting to eat. I do not worry about your mind. God gave you that voice. He will teach you when to sing and when to hum.”

“Does He teach with silence?”

“He loves silence. That is where you can hear Him.”

“Do you think the world was meant to break like this, or did someone make it so?”

She did not answer at once. He heard a kettle click and the small sounds of a kitchen that knew his childhood. When she spoke, her voice came low and even.

“Some things crack because they are clay. Some things are cracked by hands that want power more than people. God mends what belongs to Him. People must mend what they broke. Do you hear me?”

“Will you say it one more time so it sticks?”

“God mends what belongs to Him. People must mend what they broke.”

“Will that be enough?”

“Not yet. Enough comes with others. Who you got there besides your questions?”

“Do you remember Nikki?”

“The girl who keeps saving you a seat.”

“Do you trust a girl who saves a seat even when she rolls her eyes?”

“Do you trust her?”

“Can a yes be grateful and terrified at once?”

“That’s called being your age.”

“Will you pray for me?”

“Already did. Will again when I hang up. You going back in?”

“Would you be mad if I said yes?”

“I would be mad if you ran. Go on. Take your one question. Make it kind and sharp. Then send me a picture of a plate with something green.”

“Will cilantro count?”

“Only if you chew it.”

He smiled. “Will you be there if I call later?”

“Where you think I go? Go on, boy.”

“Do you know I love you?”

“I do. Do you know I love you more?”

“Can more be measured?”

“In this case, no.”

They let the quiet hold for a breath. He listened to her hum, two short, one long, then the rest. He let it settle in his chest.

“Go on,” she said. “Class waiting.”

“Will you hum again tonight?”

“Only if you eat.”

“Deal.”

They hung up. The rain had almost stopped. He slipped the phone into his pocket and turned toward the building. The walk back felt like a line he could carry without letting it carry him.

He put his hand on the next classroom door, counted two short breaths and one long, and went in. He arrived late enough that the room had already found its level. Nikki had a seat open. She did not look up as she slid her binder to her lap. He sat. The lecturer talked about nothing that asked to be a battle. A student slid her bag to the aisle edge as he passed and did not pull it back. He felt the space people make when they have decided to wait and see. He took out his notebook but rather that writing, he listened. He waited for the moment the room could bear.

His hand rose, almost gently, like a note returning to its home.
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Chapter 2
Call and Response
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The projector flickered awake, humming like it needed convincing. Mantel adjusted his tie, cleared his throat, and spoke with the weight of someone who believed he was unveiling a revelation.

“This semester your major assignment will be collective. Not an essay or a midterm. A simulation. You will design a habitat on Mars.”

A ripple moved through the rows. Chairs shifted. Someone whispered Mars? Someone else laughed. A boy in a leather jacket stretched like he had been waiting all class for something worth staying awake for. Two girls, one in Bantu knots, the other in cornrows, leaned toward each other, already sketching circles on a notepad between them.

Mantel pressed on, pacing like he was shepherding a flock. “The task is not simply technical. It is philosophical. To live together on Mars, you must answer what liberty requires when survival leaves no room for waste. Consent, law, order: these are not abstractions. They become oxygen, water, food.” He paused, let the words settle, then tapped the board with his marker. “If refusal means hunger, then your system has failed. If dissent means exile, then your liberty is hollow.”

Around Locke, the room stirred. Students were not bent over laptops now; they were lifting their heads, eyes lit with equal parts curiosity and calculation. Some were already strategizing who to partner with. Others leaned back, letting the moment wash without commitment. Voices lifted in little bursts that braided together.

“Do we get a budget or just vibes?”

“Am I supposed to know chemistry today?”

“Bring your own oxygen, sis.”

“Black people on Mars? We built Earth first.”

“Somebody tag NASA.”

“Nah, NASA broke.”

“Who bringing plantains?”

“Can we get Wi-Fi on Mars?”

“You don’t need Wi-Fi. You need heat.”

“You need a job.”

“You need Jesus.”

Laughter chased the last one and then faded. Locke let the noise pour through him. His eyes roamed the space the way his questions did, restless, searching for edges. He saw the different registers of attention: a row of seniors in matching line jackets of black and gold, whispering about engineering friends they could recruit; two freshmen sketching in pencil, one shading a dome, the other adding stick figures inside; a girl with gold hoops tapping her nails on her keyboard in rhythm, already Googling “Mars colony failures.”

Hairstyles braided history. Jordans and loafers. Hoodies and blazers. Laughter curled into side-eyes that carried whole sentences. The hum of fluorescent lights mixed with the low bass leaking from someone’s earbuds in the back. Excellence on display, and Locke felt the atmosphere as much as he heard Mantel.

The professor stopped at the center, looking out over the sea of faces. His voice softened, but the cadence sharpened, the way preachers did when they leaned in. “This project will not be graded on fantasy. You must root it in research, design, and reason. Mars is a canvas for the question: what kind of society do we make when the slate is blank and survival depends on each other?”

A hush followed. Not silence, that collective shift when students knew the game had changed. Locke felt it in his chest, the rhythm again: two short beats, one long, then a rest. He did not raise his hand. Not yet.

Mantel capped his marker. “Groups of five or six. Pick them now. I will circulate a sign-up sheet. Projects will be due in stages, with presentations at semester’s end.”

The spell broke. Chairs scraped, voices rose. A girl in a crimson hoodie called across the aisle, “Yo, Malik, come through.” Two frat brothers bumped fists. Someone tried to claim a teammate with a backpack grab and got swatted away. A tenor voice near the back started a quiet call, “Mars, Mars,” and a little chorus answered under their breath, “We go far, far,” then dissolved into laughter.

“Y’all take this seriously.”

“I am serious. I am the mayor.”

“You are not the mayor.”

“Who put you in charge?”

“Me. I did.”

Locke stayed seated. He had questions forming, sharp and bright, but no one wanted to start a group with questions.

At the front, Nikki stood. Tall, dark, and thin, her binder under one arm. The slam on the desk sliced through chatter, her straight teeth catching light when she spoke. She did not raise her voice. She did not need to.

“Listen up,” she said. “I am not chasing people around. We are doing this clean. Whiteboard, names, roles, done. Deadlines are in the syllabus. Do not play.”

A few students rolled their eyes but drifted toward the board. Someone muttered, “Yes, ma’am,” and someone else said, “Go off, Admin,” half teasing, half grateful that somebody had taken the wheel. Nikki wrote her name at the top corner, block letters neat enough to pass for print.

Locke stayed where he was, tapping his pencil to the rhythm in his chest. Nikki glanced up, caught him.

“You,” she said, pointing the marker like an accusation. “I know you will talk circles until the deadline passes. Get over here before I regret it.”

He stood, slow enough to show he had not been summoned but chosen. The grin that tugged at the corner of her mouth said she was not fooled.

“You still saved me a place.”

“I save people from themselves,” she shot back. “That’s different.” She wrote his name under hers in smaller letters.

He leaned on the desk. “What role are you assigning me?”

“One question per meeting,” she said, without missing a beat. “You burn through it, you bring snacks.”

“What kind of snacks make consent real?”

Her look could have melted plastic. “That’s two questions already.”

Laughter nearby, not unkind. On the far side of the room a quartet argued about who got to be in charge of water. A girl with butterfly clips in her hair said, “I am agriculture, do not fight me,” while her friend shouted back, “You killed a succulent last week.” Somewhere behind them, a boy said, “We going to Mars with vibes and audacity,” and his friend answered, “And a space heater.”

Mantel arrived at Nikki’s table, glasses slipped a fraction down his nose, tie a little crooked from the pacing. He skimmed their board, checked the sheet. “Two names. That will not suffice. The rest of the class has chosen. Default assignments begin now.”

Groans rose as stragglers were clustered together. Mantel added names to Nikki’s column, his marker strokes decisive. “Morales. St. Clair. Washington.”

Locke’s pencil stilled. He knew them. Ché Morales. He had argued with him in office hours about whether soil could be called alive. Esther St. Clair. He had watched her build a prototype weeks before anyone else finished their outline. Washington. Quiet Pierce Washington, the one whose worksheets carried domes and tunnels sketched in the margins, whole ecosystems hidden where answers should be.

Now all their names lived under Nikki’s square box, written in Mantel’s tidy hand. Locke looked from the board to the rows of students. Coincidence, maybe. But the rhythm in his chest quickened. “Do default groups choose themselves or does someone else choose for them?”

Nikki did not look up from her binder. “You want to survive this. Write it down. You can philosophize later.”

The fan above them hummed, steady and uneven at once: two short, one long, then the rest. Ché leaned back in his chair, perpetual shadow along his jaw and a faint smile tugging at his mouth. Light, but not high yellow. “Mars, huh. Soil is not going to like that.”

Locke turned, pencil still in hand. “Can soil forgive?”

Ché’s eyebrows lifted. He did not laugh. “Depends how you treat it. Earth remembers.”

“Here we go,” Nikki muttered, writing tasks into her planner. “Two philosophers, one planet. Kill me now.”

From the next row a boy stage-whispered, “There he go with the dirt,” and his friend said, “It’s called soil, dummy,” and the first boy said, “That’s what I said,” and Ché did not look at either of them. His attention stayed on the work.

Esther’s voice cut clean through. “Better one planet than none.” Her small frame bent over her notebook, short enough that her feet did not quite touch the floor. She had already drawn a neat grid, dividing columns into resources, structures, failures, repair. Her handwriting leaned forward like it wanted to finish the semester today.

Locke leaned over to look. “You always start with the broken things?”

She did not glance up. “Broken things deserve better.”

Someone behind them said, “Black girl magic,” under their breath, maybe as a joke, maybe as praise they did not know how to give. Esther capped her pen and turned just enough to meet the eyes in the row behind. “It is not magic,” she said, calm. “It’s work.”

“Say that then,” a girl added, not softly, and Nikki snapped her binder shut.

“And management,” Nikki said. “Don’t forget that part.”

Pierce had been quiet through it all, big in the way of someone raised lifting sacks of concrete and handling heavy machinery. He was sketching on the back of the handout. Lines arched into domes, curved into tunnels. When Locke leaned close, he saw a whole system shaded in graphite. Airlocks. Crops. Water lines. A walkway that doubled as a heat sink. A note in the corner about pressure differentials.

“Is this possible?” Locke asked.

Pierce’s pencil paused. His mouth worked around the word before it came, soft and halting. “Y-yes.”

Across the aisle someone whistled low, not at him, at the drawing. “He built the whole city in pencil.”

“Quiet one different,” another voice said.

“Y’all better put him on the slides,” someone else added.

Nikki did not miss the stutter. She also did not let the silence stretch. “Then it is his role. He draws, we build. Done.”

A boy from the back called out, “What team is taking defense, I am not getting eaten by Martians,” and from somewhere near the window a girl said, “We are the Martians,” and a chorus of “period” rose and fell like a quick tide.

Locke felt the rhythm clip his ribs again. He kept his pencil still. He did not spend his question.

Nikki squinted at his blank page. “You are exhausting,” she said. Then, softer, like she hated admitting it, “But maybe useful.”

“Where do we start?”

She flipped her planner closed. “Shut up and write, Locke. That is our start.”

The bell tone cut through, and the room scattered. Chairs scraped. Backpacks swung. Voices rose in a dozen registers that braided into one long hallway sound.

“Who got the makerspace plug?”

“Text me your email.”

“Y’all are not serious.”

“I am extremely serious.”

“Do not put me with him.”

“I’m not with you.”

“Black on Mars, baby,” someone sang, off key and proud.

Ché slung his bag over one shoulder, still half smiling. “La tierra siempre cobra,” he said on his way past. The earth always collects.

Esther tucked her notebook against her chest, columns tidy as spine. “Meetings only work if everyone shows,” she said. “Patterns do not wait for excuses.”

Pierce hovered near the doorway, sketch folded in his hand. When Locke caught his eye, he lifted the page just enough to show the dome again. “C-class... later.” He slipped out, shoulders squared against the hallway noise.

Nikki zipped her binder. “That’s our team. God help us.”

Locke fell into step beside her. “Do default groups hum before they sing?”

She gave him a sideways look. “You have one question left. Save it.”

They moved with the stream. The corridor pulled them forward. The hum of fluorescent lights trailed behind. Two short. One long. Then the rest. Locke matched his breath to it and let the room’s call fade into a quieter answer he could carry.
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Chapter 3
Soil and Silence
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They met in the greenhouse because Nikki said, “If we’re building a world, we start where worlds start. No shortcuts.” The glass house sweated against a sky rinsed clean by last night’s rain. Inside, basil threw its green into the air like a promise, and damp potting mix held the smell of something thinking without words.

Locke leaned against a bench, eyeing the dirt like it should confess something. Ché arrived first, unpacking a jar and a scoop, laying tools like a field medic. Idly scratching his cheek stubble, he muttered, “La tierra habla,” more to the leaves than to them. “If you give her mouth.”

“So,” Locke said, “why can’t we just plant seeds in Martian dirt? Throw water on it, hope for the best?”

Ché almost laughed. “Because Mars don’t have dirt. It has regolith. Dust ground fine as glass shards. No organic matter. No worms, no microbes. Nothing that breathes back.”

“No life at all?”

“None you’d want near roots, and it’s laced with perchlorates. Salts that choke plants. Toxic to humans, too. On Earth we rinse it away with rain. Mars doesn’t rinse.”

Locke frowned at the jar. “So we’d be planting in poison.”

“Sí. Poison and silence.”

Esther slid along the aisle with all the noise of a creeping mouse.

“You like not being seen until you need to be,” Nikki observed.

Esther grinned and crouched by the bench, pencil already in her hand. “No microbial community. No structure. No cycle. A system with inputs but no loops.”

Locke raised his brows. “And you fix that how? Fertilizer?”

Ché shook his head. “Fertilizer is food. We need neighbors. Soil is alive because billions of microbes work together, breaking waste down, sharing nutrients, trading gases. Without them, roots starve.”

“Can we bring the microbes with us?”

“We can. Some survive if you give them a home, but on Mars they’ll need help.” He pulled a packet of mustard green seeds from his satchel, tapped it against his palm. “Some plants clean soils. Mustard pulls heavy metals. Sweet potatoes grow deep and tolerate stress. My mamá used mustard to cleanse our yard before we could plant tomatoes. Abuela said the greens were medicine for land and for us.”

Locke leaned in. “So what if a plant carried the microbes inside it? Like... engineered to do the cleaning while it grew?”

That got Esther’s head up. She made a small mark in her margin, neat as a star. Ché studied Locke for a long moment, the smile thin but real. “Now you’re speaking research. Scientists already test bacteria that eat perchlorates. Pairing them with roots, maybe possible. Maybe dangerous.”

Nikki snapped her binder open. “Fine. While you two dream, I’ll keep us on schedule. We’ll need soil inputs, water recycling, structural plans, and fail-safes. Assignments by the end of this hour.”

Pierce ducked through the doorway last, broad enough to make the glass tremble when he misjudged a frame. He carried a flat of empty seed trays and a folded sheet of graph paper inked with arcs that looked like quiet intentions. Raised beds. Mesh supports. He didn’t say a word, just penciled arrows where water would run.

Locke stood with his hands in his pockets and his questions under his tongue. He felt the rhythm again, two short, one long, then the rest, settling just under his ribs like a metronome the plants could hear.

Ché popped the lid on the mason jar. A strip of indicator dye taped to the inside wall quivered above a slurry of soil and water. He tore open a tiny packet and shook powder into the mix. “Respiration. Bacteria breathe, we catch it in color.”

“Do we call that life,” Locke asked, “or work that pretends at life?”

Nikki pointed the pen at him without looking up. “You get one.”

Ché answered, voice softer now. “Depends if it greets you back.”

“Is naming life a limit or a promise?”

She sighed. “That’s the one.”

Ché smiled without showing teeth. “He can have two if he holds the jar. Quietly.”

Locke took the glass. Cold slid into his palms. The dye strip in the jar trembled. Two short flickers, one long, then a pause. Esther wrote it down without a word.

“Textbook says,” Ché went on, “soil is mineral particles plus organic matter plus air plus water plus organisms. Abuela says, ‘La tierra está viva si te responde.’ The earth is alive if it answers you.”

“Does a greeting require language?”

“Language isn’t only words.” Ché pulled a hand scoop from his satchel, pinched a sample of potting mix, and rubbed it between finger and thumb. “Texture speaks. Smell speaks. The way water moves through a profile. Eso te dice.”

Pierce had already crouched by a steel table and laid his graph paper flat. His pencil traced a dome cross-section with beds stepped like amphitheater seating. He added arrows for air circulation, a thin line for condensate return. The seed trays became stand-ins for modules, six across, four deep, each labeled with a code that only he could read.

Esther watched the dye strip with a stillness that was almost reverence. “Two flickers, then one longer. Rest.” She tapped a tiny tally in her margin. “Repeats.”

Nikki glanced up. “Like his heartbeat when he’s about to start a riot.”

“Do rhythms govern life or does life write rhythms to carry itself?”

Nikki looked at him like he was a cat testing the counter. “You’re on credit.”

Ché set out pH strips, a squeeze bottle, a sieve stack. He moved with the economy of someone who loved a field more than a lab. “This mix will behave on Earth. Mars won’t,” he lifted a finger, “we aren’t making dirt, sino; we’re teaching dust to host.”

“Can dust be discipled?” Locke said it without meaning to smile.

“Everything learns,” Ché said. “Or fails.”

“What is your major, anyway? How do you know all this?”

“Finally, a practical question,” Ché said. “Biology. Botany, and ag science on the side. But my real learning? My abuela was a curandera and mi mamá taught me brujería.”

The door banged open. A grad TA in a lab coat wrestled a tray of seedlings through the frame, earbuds hanging loose, badge swinging like a badge was enough. He stopped when he heard Ché’s last word. “Brujería?” He barked a laugh. “That’s cute. Crystals and candles. Science doesn’t care about folk tales.”

Ché’s jaw tightened. He went back to his sieve as if the soil grains deserved more respect than the boy. “People think dirt is stupid because it holds their weight.”

“It’s methodology,” Esther said evenly, not looking up from her notes. “He’s describing microbial consortia.”

The TA snorted. “Consortia. Right. Science doesn’t care about incense either.”

Nikki snapped her binder shut with a crack that made the basil leaves tremble. “Scheduled use of the greenhouse. Check the board. If you’ve got seedlings, keep walking.”

He leaned on the doorframe, smirk curling. “I’m just saying: you can’t mix spells and science. You lose credibility before you start.”

“Cabrón, I have three peer-reviewed articles on soil respiration and two women who taught me where textbooks lie. I can speak in any room.”

The smirk faltered.

Locke tilted his head, eyes narrowing. “Does truth stop being truth when it comes with an accent?”

The TA opened his mouth. Pierce, who had been silent, slid his lattice forward across the steel bench. A clean cross-section sketched, measurements notations neat. He set the real lattice, cut from the seed tray, on top of two inverted pots. Pressed his wide hand against it. The mesh flexed, held, did not break.

“W-works,” Pierce said softly.

The room tilted. The TA looked at the lattice, then at them, then scoffed weaker than before. “Whatever. Don’t burn the place down.” He shoved past, tray rattling. At the door he paused, muttered just loud enough to sting: “Some rooms don’t open for people who waste time on stories. Some doors stay closed.”

The door swung shut behind him.

Silence. Then Nikki exhaled through her teeth. “First rule of survival? Don’t waste energy on people who want you to fail. We’ve got enough problems without him.”

Esther wrote one last mark in her margin, crisp. “Patterns don’t wait for excuses.”

Ché muttered, half-prayer, half-warning. “Todo se paga. Everything gets paid for.”

Pierce lifted his pencil, hesitated, then tapped the corner of his plan. “G-g-grow beds... raised. Less c-compaction. R-r-root zones stay...oxygenated.” He slid the paper toward Ché and Nikki, eyes on the graphite arcs rather than on faces.

Nikki anchored the corner with her pen cap. “Materials?”

“R-recycled... HDPE. Layered mesh. Light. Strong.”

Ché nodded. “Drainage fabric under. Leachate return to reservoir. We can keep an aerobic profile.”

“Is keeping breath in soil the same as keeping breath in people?” Locke asked.

“It’s more unforgiving,” Ché said. “People forgive. Microbes just die.”

Locke turned the jar in his hands. The dye strip flickered again, two quick, one long, then the rest, like the soil itself had listened and chosen a side.

“Sequence,” Nikki said, pen back in hand. “We need a week-by-week. Ché, you own substrate design and microbial inoculation specs. Esther, you audit failure points: water, oxygen, contamination vectors, and map redundancies. Pierce, prototype the raised bed module: dimensions, materials, assembly steps. I’ll build the project plan and dependencies. Locke, you—”

“Ask one,” Locke said.

“—write the operating constraints as questions we must prove false. If the questions survive, the design fails. I want them pinned above the workstation.”

“Can questions serve like bolts?”

“If you choose them right they hold.”

The greenhouse fan kicked on with a sound like distant surf. Leaves shivered; air moved. Ché set the sieve stack and poured a scoop of mix into the top. “Texture triangle. We want a range in particle size for water holding and aeration. Mars regolith gives sand and silt analogs, but no crumbs. No aggregates. That’s community structure,” he added, glancing at Locke. “Little houses for little lives.”

“Do houses become homes only when someone names them?” Locke asked.

Ché’s mouth tilted. “Now you’re just showing off.”

The dye leaned, quick-quick, long, then rest, obedient as tide. Locke felt the urge to say door and didn’t. He watched Pierce test a second lattice, this one thicker at the edges, stiffer through the span. He watched Esther match a breath to the jar and write down the difference between hearing and counting. He watched Ché rub soil to powder and nod to a memory that didn’t need a citation.

“Sequence by noon,” Nikki said, snapping them back into time. “Supplies list by tomorrow. We meet here again in two days, same hour. If you can’t come, send a proxy who does more than smile.”

Pierce folded his plan along two creases and slid it into the back of his notebook like it was something alive and skittish. “I c-can build a... quarter-scale b-bed by then,” he said. “If I can get... scrap mesh.”

“Email Facilities,” Nikki said. “CC me. They answer faster when a CC looks official.”

Ché capped the jar and handed it to Locke. “Keep this,” he said. “Watch it tonight. If it stops breathing, add a teaspoon of compost and sing to it.”

Locke lifted an eyebrow.

“Half-joking,” Ché said. “Half.”

“Does half a joke still teach?”

“If you let it.”

They stood in the wet light for a second longer than was practical. The fan hushed. The basil smelled like a promise kept. Outside, the path shone like a line someone could walk without being swallowed.

Nikki flipped her notebook closed. “We’re not faking Earth on Mars. We’re apprenticing to it.”

“Who’s the master?” Locke asked.

Ché answered, voice low. “La tierra.”

Esther added, “And the pattern.”

Pierce touched the edge of his sketch. “A-and the build.”

Nikki pointed at the door. “Then move.”

They filed out, the jar warm now in Locke’s hands, the dye strip steady between beats. He heard the rhythm again, two short, one long, then the rest, and for a moment it felt less like a question and more like an answer learning how to breathe.

Locke carried the jar out with both hands, careful as if it might spill more than liquid. The others scattered into the afternoon, Nikki already texting, Ché humming a tune that sounded older than language, Esther writing even as she walked, Pierce folding his plan tight against his chest like scripture.

Locke veered toward the oaks that framed the science quad. He set the jar on the grass, crouched, and watched. The strip leaned, two quick flickers, one long, then a pause. The same rhythm he’d heard in class, the same one his mother once hummed while shelling beans.

“Are you following me?” he whispered, though he knew jars didn’t answer.

He pressed his palm against the glass anyway. The soil was cool, but not dead. The breath inside it matched his own.

Across the quad, construction clattered. A crew unloaded steel beams, the ring of hammer against scaffold carrying through the air. Locke spotted Pierce at the edge of the site, sleeves rolled, hands tracing arcs in space the same way he had in graphite. Even from a distance, the motions looked like sketches becoming structure.

Locke glanced at the jar, then back at Pierce. Soil and silence. Breath and build.

He tucked the jar into his backpack, zipped it shut, and started across the grass. The rhythm followed, two short, one long, then the rest, like a door knocking from the inside.
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