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      TO CHARLES BENJAMIN CARD
      

      YOU ARE ALWAYS LIGHT TO US,

      YOU SEE THROUGH ALL THE SHADOWS,

      AND WE HEAR YOUR STRONG VOICE

      SINGING IN OUR DREAMS.

   
      
      
Part One


      VOLUNTEERS

   
      
      1

      
      PETRA

      
      
         To:Chamrajnagar%sacredriver@ifcom.gov
         

         From: Locke%espinoza@polnet.gov

         Re: What are you doing to protect the children?

         Dear Admiral Chamrajnagar,

         I was given your idname by a mutual friend who once worked for you but now is a glorified dispatcher—I’m sure you know whom
            I mean. I realize that your primary responsibility now is not so much military as logistical, and your thoughts are turned
            to space rather than the political situation on Earth. After all, you decisively defeated the nationalist forces led by your
            predecessor in the League War, and that issue seems settled. The I.F. remains independent and for that we are all grateful.
         

         What no one seems to understand is that peace on Earth is merely a temporary illusion. Not only is Russia’s long-pent expansionism
            still a driving force, but also many other nations have aggressive designs on their neighbors. The forces of the Strategos
            are being disbanded, the Hegemony is rapidly losing all authority, and Earth is poised on the edge of cataclysm.
         

         The most powerful resource of any nation in the wars to come will be the children trained in Battle, Tactical, and Command
            School. While it is perfectly appropriate for these children to serve their native countries in future wars, it is inevitable
            that at least some nations that lack such I.F.-certified geniuses or who believe that rivals have more-gifted commanders will
            inevitably take preemptive action, either to secure that enemy resource for their own use or, in any event, to deny the enemy
            the use of that resource. In short, these children are in grave danger of being kidnapped or killed.
         

         I recognize that you have a hands-off policy toward events on Earth, but it was the I.F. that identified these children and trained them, thus making them targets. Whatever happens to these children,
            the I.F. has ultimate responsibility. It would go a long way toward protecting them if you were to issue an order placing
            these children under Fleet protection, warning any nation or group attempting to harm or interfere with them that they would
            face swift and harsh military retribution. Far from regarding this as interference in Earthside affairs, most nations would
            welcome this action, and, for whatever it is worth, you would have my complete support in all public forums.
         

         I hope you will act immediately. There is no time to waste.

         Respectfully,

         Locke

      

      
      Nothing looked right in Armenia when Petra Arkanian returned home. The mountains were dramatic, of course, but they had not
         really been part of her childhood experience. It was not until she got to Maralik that she began to see things that should
         mean something to her. Her father had met her in Yerevan while her mother remained at home with her eleven-year-old brother
         and the new baby—obviously conceived even before the population restrictions were relaxed when the war ended. They had no doubt watched Petra on television. Now,
         as the flivver took Petra and her father along the narrow streets, he began apologizing. “It won’t seem much to you, Pet,
         after seeing the world.”
      

      
      “They didn’t show us the world much, Papa. There were no windows in Battle School.”

      
      “I mean, the spaceport, and the capital, all the important people and wonderful buildings…”

      
      “I’m not disappointed, Papa.” She had to lie in order to reassure him. It was as if he had given her Maralik as a gift, and
         now was unsure whether she liked it. She didn’t know yet whether she would like it or not. She hadn’t liked Battle School,
         but she got used to it. There was no getting used to Eros, but she had endured it. How could she dislike a place like this,
         with open sky and people wandering wherever they wanted?
      

      
      Yet she was disappointed. For all her memories of Maralik were the memories of a five-year-old, looking up at tall buildings, across
         wide streets where large vehicles loomed and fled at alarming speeds. Now she was much older, beginning to come into her womanly
         height, and the cars were smaller, the streets downright narrow, and the buildings— designed to survive the next earthquake,
         as the old buildings had not—were squat. Not ugly—there was grace in them, given the eclectic styles that were somehow blended
         here, Turkish and Russian, Spanish and Riviera, and, most incredibly, Japanese. It was a marvel to see how they were still
         unified by the choice of colors, the closeness to the street, the almost uniform height as all strained against the legal
         maximums.
      

      
      She knew of all this because she had read about it on Eros as she and the other children sat out the League War. She had seen pictures on the nets. But nothing had prepared her for the fact that she had left here as a five-year-old and now was
         returning at fourteen.
      

      
      “What?” she said. For Father had spoken and she hadn’t understood him.

      
      “I asked if you wanted to stop for a candy before we went home, the way we used to.”

      
      Candy. How could she have forgotten the word for candy?

      
      Easily, that’s how. The only other Armenian in Battle School had been three years ahead of her and graduated to Tactical School,
         so they overlapped only for a few months. She had been seven when she got from Ground School to Battle School, and he was
         ten, leaving without ever having commanded an army. Was it any wonder that he didn’t want to jabber in Armenian to a little
         kid from home? So in effect she had gone without speaking Armenian for nine years. And the Armenian she had spoken then was
         a five-year-old’s language. It was so hard to speak it now, and harder still to understand it.
      

      
      How could she tell Father that it would help her greatly if he would speak to her in Fleet Common—English, in effect? He spoke
         it, of course—he and Mother had made a point of speaking English at home when she was little, so she would not be handicapped
         linguistically if she was taken into Battle School. In fact, as she thought about it, that was part of her problem. How often
         had Father actually called candy by the Armenian word? Whenever he let her walk with him through town and they stopped for
         candy, he would make her ask for it in English, and call each piece by its English name. It was absurd, really—why would she
         need to know, in Battle School, the English names of Armenian candies?
      

      
      “What are you laughing for?”

      
      “I seem to have lost my taste for candy while I was in space, Father. Though for old times’ sake, I hope you’ll have time to walk through town with me again. You won’t be as tall
         as you were the last time.”
      

      
      “No, nor will your hand be as small in mine.” He laughed, too. “We’ve been robbed of years that would be precious now, to
         have in memory.”
      

      
      “Yes,” said Petra. “But I was where I needed to be.”

      
      Or was I? I’m the one who broke first. I passed all the tests, until the test that mattered, and there I broke first. Ender
         comforted me by telling me he relied on me most and pushed me hardest, but he pushed us all and relied upon us all and I’m
         the one who broke. No one ever spoke of it; perhaps here on Earth not one living soul knew of it. But the others who had fought
         with her knew it. Until that moment when she fell asleep in the midst of combat, she had been one of the best. After that,
         though she never broke again, Ender also never trusted her again. The others watched over her, so that if she suddenly stopped
         commanding her ships, they could step in. She was sure that one of them had been designated, but never asked who. Dink? Bean?
         Bean, yes—whether Ender assigned him to do it or not, she knew Bean would be watching, ready to take over. She was not reliable.
         They did not trust her. She did not trust herself.
      

      
      Yet she would keep that secret from her family, as she kept it in talking to the prime minister and the press, to the Armenian
         military and the schoolchildren who had been assembled to meet the great Armenian hero of the Formic War. Armenia needed a
         hero. She was the only candidate out of this war. They had shown her how the online textbooks already listed her among the
         ten greatest Armenians of all time. Her picture, her biography, and quotations from Colonel Graff, from Major Anderson, from
         Mazer Rackham.
      

      
      And from Ender Wiggin. “It was Petra who first stood up for me at risk to herself. It was Petra who trained me when no one else would. I owe everything I accomplished to her. And
         in the final campaign, in battle after battle she was the commander I relied upon.”
      

      
      Ender could not have known how those words would hurt. No doubt he meant to reassure her that he did rely upon her. But because
         she knew the truth, his words sounded like pity to her. They sounded like a kindly lie.
      

      
      And now she was home. Nowhere on Earth was she so much a stranger as here, because she ought to feel at home here, but she
         could not, for no one knew her here. They knew a bright little girl who was sent off amid tearful good-byes and brave words
         of love. They knew a hero who returned with the halo of victory around her every word and gesture. But they did not know and
         would never know the girl who broke under the strain and in the midst of battle simply… fell asleep. While her ships were
         lost, while real men died, she slept because her body could stay awake no more. That girl would remain hidden from all eyes.
      

      
      And from all eyes would be hidden also the girl who watched every move of the boys around her, evaluating their abilities,
         guessing at their intentions, determined to take any advantage she could get, refusing to bow to any of them. Here she was
         supposed to become a child again—an older one, but a child nonetheless. A dependent.
      

      
      After nine years of fierce watchfulness, it would be restful to turn over her life to others, wouldn’t it?

      
      “Your mother wanted to come. But she was afraid to come.” He chuckled as if this were amusing. “Do you understand?”

      
      “No,” said Petra.

      
      “Not afraid of you,” said Father. “Of her firstborn daughter she could never be afraid. But the cameras. The politicians. The crowds. She is a woman of the kitchen. Not a woman of the market. Do you understand?”
      

      
      She understood the Armenian easily enough, if that’s what he was asking, because he had caught on, he was speaking in simple
         language and separating his words a little so she would not get lost in the stream of conversation. She was grateful for this,
         but also embarrassed that it was so obvious she needed such help.
      

      
      What she did not understand was a fear of crowds that could keep a mother from coming to meet her daughter after nine years.

      
      Petra knew that it was not the crowds or the cameras that Mother was afraid of. It was Petra herself. The lost five-year-old
         who would never be five again, who had had her first period with the help of a Fleet nurse, whose mother had never bent over
         her homework with her, or taught her how to cook. No, wait. She had baked pies with her mother. She had helped roll out the
         dough. Thinking back, she could see that her mother had not actually let her do anything that mattered. But to Petra it had
         seemed that she was the one baking. That her mother trusted her.
      

      
      That turned her thoughts to the way Ender had coddled her at the end, pretending to trust her as before but actually keeping
         control.
      

      
      And because that was an unbearable thought, Petra looked out the window of the flivver. “Are we in the part of town where
         I used to play?”
      

      
      “Not yet,” said Father. “But nearly. Maralik is still not such a large town.”

      
      “It all seems new to me,” said Petra.

      
      “But it isn’t. It never changes. Only the architecture. There are Armenians all over the world, but only because they were
         forced to leave to save their lives. By nature, Armenians stay at home. The hills are the womb, and we have no desire to be born.” He chuckled at his joke.
      

      
      Had he always chuckled like that? It sounded to Petra less like amusement than like nervousness. Mother was not the only one
         afraid of her.
      

      
      At last the flivver reached home. And here at last she recognized where she was. It was small and shabby compared to what
         she had remembered, but in truth she had not even thought of the place in many years. It stopped haunting her dreams by the
         time she was ten. But now, coming home again, it all returned to her, the tears she had shed in those first weeks and months
         in Ground School, and again when she left Earth and went up to Battle School. This was what she had yearned for, and at last
         she was here again, she had it back… and knew that she no longer needed it, no longer really wanted it. The nervous man
         in the car beside her was not the tall god who had led her through the streets of Maralik so proudly. And the woman waiting
         inside the house would not be the goddess from whom came warm food and a cool hand on her forehead when she was sick.
      

      
      But she had nowhere else to go.

      
      Her mother was standing at the window as Petra emerged from the flivver. Father palmed the scanner to accept the charges.
         Petra raised a hand and gave a small wave to her mother, a shy smile that quickly grew into a grin. Her mother smiled back
         and gave her own small wave in reply. Petra took her father’s hand and walked with him to the house.
      

      
      The door opened as they approached. It was Stefan, her brother. She would not have known him from her memories of a two-year-old,
         still creased with baby fat. And he, of course, did not know her at all. He beamed the way the children from the school group
         had beamed at her, thrilled to meet a celebrity but not really aware of her as a person. He was her brother, though, and so she hugged him and he hugged her back. “You’re really Petra!” he said.
      

      
      “You’re really Stefan!” she answered. Then she turned to her mother. She was still standing at the window, looking out.

      
      “Mother?”

      
      The woman turned, tears streaking her cheeks. “I’m so glad to see you, Petra,” she said.

      
      But she made no move to come to Petra, or even to reach out to her.

      
      “But you’re still looking for the little girl who left nine years ago,” said Petra.

      
      Mother burst into tears, and now she reached out her arms and Petra strode to her, to be enfolded in her embrace. “You’re
         a woman now,” said Mother. “I don’t know you, but I love you.”
      

      
      “I love you too, Mother,” said Petra. And was pleased to realize that it was true.

      
      They had about an hour, the four of them—five, once the baby woke up. Petra shunted aside their questions—“Oh, everything
         about me has already been published or broadcast. It’s you that I want to hear about”—and learned that her father was still editing textbooks and supervising translations, and her
         mother was still the shepherd of the neighborhood, watching out for everyone, bringing food when someone was sick, taking
         care of children while parents ran errands, and providing lunch for any child who showed up. “I remember once that Mother
         and I had lunch alone, just the two of us,” Stefan joked. “We didn’t know what to say, and there was so much food left over.”
      

      
      “It was already that way when I was little,” Petra said. “I remember being so proud of how the other kids loved my mother.
         And so jealous of the way she loved them!”
      

      
      “Never as much as I loved my own girl and boy,” said Mother. “But I do love children, I admit it, every one of them is precious in the sight of God, every one of them is welcome
         in my house.”
      

      
      “Oh, I’ve known a few you wouldn’t love,” said Petra.

      
      “Maybe,” said Mother, not wishing to argue, but plainly not believing that there could be such a child.

      
      The baby gurgled and Mother lifted her shirt to tuck the baby to her breast.

      
      “Did I slurp so noisily?” asked Petra.

      
      “Not really,” said Mother.

      
      “Oh, tell the truth,” said Father. “She woke the neighbors.”

      
      “So I was a glutton.”

      
      “No, merely a barbarian,” said Father. “No table manners.”

      
      Petra decided to ask the delicate question boldly and have done with it. “The baby was born only a month after the population
         restrictions were lifted.”
      

      
      Father and Mother looked at each other, Mother with a beatific expression, Father with a wince. “Yes, well, we missed you.
         We wanted another little girl.”
      

      
      “You would have lost your job,” said Petra.

      
      “Not right away,” said Father.

      
      “Armenian officials have always been a little slow about enforcing those laws,” said Mother.

      
      “But eventually, you could have lost everything.”

      
      “No,” said Mother. “When you left, we lost half of everything. Children are everything. The rest is… nothing.”

      
      Stefan laughed. “Except when I’m hungry. Food is something!”

      
      “You’re always hungry,” said Father.

      
      “Food is always something,” said Stefan.

      
      They laughed, but Petra could see that Stefan had had no illusions about what the birth of this child would have meant. “It’s
         a good thing we won the war.”
      

      
      “Better than losing it,” said Stefan.
      

      
      “It’s nice to have the baby and obey the law, too,” said Mother.

      
      “But you didn’t get your little girl.”

      
      “No,” said Father. “We got our David.”

      
      “We didn’t need a little girl after all,” said Mother. “We got you back.”

      
      Not really, thought Petra. And not for long. Four years, maybe fewer, and I’ll be off to university. And you won’t miss me
         by then, because you’ll know that I’m not the little girl you love, just this bloody-handed veteran of a nasty military school
         that turned out to have real battles to fight.
      

      
      After the first hour, neighbors and cousins and friends from Father’s work began dropping by, and it was not until after midnight
         that Father had to announce that tomorrow was not a national holiday and he needed to have some sleep before work. It took yet another hour to shoo everyone out of the house, and by then all Petra wanted was to curl up
         in bed and hide from the world for at least a week.
      

      
      But by the end of the next day, she knew she had to get out of the house. She didn’t fit into the routines. Mother loved her,
         yes, but her life centered around the baby and the neighborhood, and while she kept trying to engage Petra in conversation,
         Petra could see that she was a distraction, that it would be a relief for Mother when Petra went to school during the day
         as Stefan did, returning only at the scheduled time. Petra understood, and that night announced that she wanted to register
         for school and begin class the next day.
      

      
      “Actually,” said Father, “the people from the I.F. said that you could probably go right on to university.”

      
      “I’m fourteen,” said Petra. “And there are serious gaps in my education.”

      
      “She never even heard of Dog,” said Stefan.

      
      “What?” said Father. “What dog?”
      

      
      “Dog,” said Stefan. “The zip orchestra. You know.”

      
      “Very famous group,” said Mother. “If you heard them, you’d take the car in for major repairs.”

      
      “Oh, that Dog,” said Father. “I hardly think that’s the education Petra was talking about.”
      

      
      “Actually, it is,” said Petra.

      
      “It’s like she’s from another planet,” said Stefan. “Last night I realized she never heard of anybody.”
      

      
      “I am from another planet. Or, properly speaking, asteroid.”
      

      
      “Of course,” said Mother. “You need to join your generation.”

      
      Petra smiled, but inwardly she winced. Her generation? She had no generation, except the few thousand kids who had once been
         in Battle School, and now were scattered over the surface of the Earth, trying to find out where they belonged in a world
         at peace.
      

      
      School would not be easy, Petra soon discovered. There were no courses in military history and military strategy. The mathematics
         was pathetic compared to what she had mastered in Battle School, but with literature and grammar she was downright backward:
         Her knowledge of Armenian was indeed childish, and while she was fluent in the version of English spoken in Battle School—including
         the slang that the kids used there—she had little knowledge of the rules of grammar and no understanding at all of the mixed
         Armenian and English slang that the kids used with each other at school.
      

      
      Everyone was very nice to her, of course—the most popular girls immediately took possession of her, and the teachers treated
         her like a celebrity. Petra allowed herself to be led around and shown everything, and studied the chatter of her new friends very carefully, so she could learn the slang and hear how school English and Armenian were nuanced.
         She knew that soon enough the popular girls would tire of her—especially when they realized how bluntly outspoken Petra was,
         a trait that she had no intention of changing. Petra was quite used to the fact that people who cared about the social hierarchy
         usually ended up hating her and, if they were wise, fearing her, since pretensions didn’t last long in her presence. She would
         find her real friends over the next few weeks—if, in fact, there were any here who would value her for what she was. It didn’t
         matter. All the friendships here, all the social concerns, seemed so trivial to her. There was nothing at stake here, except
         each student’s own social life and academic future, and what did that matter? Petra’s previous schooling had all been conducted
         in the shadow of war, with the fate of humanity riding on the outcome of her studies and the quality of her skills. Now, what
         did it matter? She would read Armenian literature because she wanted to learn Armenian, not because she thought it actually
         mattered what some expatriate like Saroyan thought about the lives of children in a long-lost era of a far-off country.
      

      
      The only part of school that she truly loved was physical education. To have sky over her head as she ran, to have the track
         lie flat before her, to be able to run and run for the sheer joy of it and without a clock ticking out her allotted time for
         aerobic exercise—such a luxury. She could not compete, physically, with most of the other girls. It would take time for her
         body to reconstruct itself for high gravity, for despite the great pains that the I.F. went to to make sure that soldiers’
         bodies did not deteriorate too much during long months and years in space, nothing trained you for living on a planet’s surface
         except living there. But Petra didn’t care that she was one of the last to complete every race, that she couldn’t leap even
         the lowest hurdle. It felt good simply to run freely, and her weakness gave her goals to meet. She would be competitive soon
         enough. That was one of the aspects of her innate personality that had taken her to Battle School in the first place—that
         she had no particular interest in competition because she always started from the assumption that, if it mattered, she would
         find a way to win.
      

      
      And so she settled in to her new life. Within weeks she was fluent in Armenian and had mastered the local slang. As she had
         expected, the popular girls dropped her in about the same amount of time, and a few weeks later, the brainy girls had cooled
         toward her as well. It was among the rebels and misfits that she found her friends, and soon she had a circle of confidants
         and co-conspirators that she called her “jeesh,” Battle School slang for close friends, a private army. Not that she was the
         commander or anything, but they were all loyal to each other and amused at the antics of the teachers and the other students,
         and when a school counselor called her in to tell her that the administration was growing concerned about the fact that Petra
         seemed to be associating with an antisocial element in school, she knew that she was truly at home in Maralik.
      

      
      Then one day she came home from school to find the front door locked. She carried no house key—no one did in their neighborhood
         because no one locked up, or even, in good weather, closed their doors. She could hear the baby crying inside the house, so
         instead of making her mother come to the front door to let her in, she walked around back and came into the kitchen to find
         that her mother was tied to a chair, gagged, her eyes wide and frantic with fear.
      

      
      Before Petra had time to react, a hypostick was slapped against her arm and, without ever seeing who had done it, she slipped
         into darkness.
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      BEAN

      
      
         To: Locke%espinoza@polnet.gov From: Chamrajnagar%%@ifcom.gov
         

         Re: Do not write to me again

         Mr. Peter Wiggin,

         Did you really think I would not have the resources to know who you are? You may be the author of the “Locke Proposal,” giving
            you a reputation as a peacemaker, but you are also partly responsible for the world’s present instability by your jingoist
            use of your sister’s identity as Demosthenes. I have no illusions about your motives.
         

         It is outrageous of you to suggest that I jeopardize the neutrality of the International Fleet in order to take control of
            children who have completed their military service with the I.F. If you attempt to manipulate public opinion to force me to do so, I will expose your identity as both Locke
            and Demosthenes.
         

         I have changed my idname and have informed our mutual friend that he is not to attempt to relay communication between you
            and me again. The only comfort you are entitled to take from my letter is this: The I.F. will not interfere with those trying
            to assert hegemony over other nations and peoples—not even you.
         

         Chamrajnagar

      

      
      The disappearance of Petra Arkanian from her home in Armenia was worldwide news. The headlines were full of accusations hurled
         by Armenia against Turkey, Azerbaijan, and every other Turkish-speaking nation, and the stiff or fiery denials and counter-accusations
         that came in reply. There were the tearful interviews with her mother, the only witness, who was sure the kidnappers were
         Azerbaijani. “I know the language, I know the accent, and that’s who took my little girl!”
      

      
      Bean was with his family on the second day of their vacation at the beach on the island of Ithaca, but this was Petra, and
         he read the nets and watched the vids avidly, along with his brother, Nikolai. They both reached the same conclusion right
         away. “It wasn’t any of the Turkish nations,” Nikolai announced to their parents. “That’s obvious.”
      

      
      Father, who had been working in government for many years, agreed. “Real Turks would have made sure to speak only Russian.”

      
      “Or Armenian,” said Nikolai.

      
      “No Turk speaks Armenian,” said Mother. She was right, of course, since real Turks would never deign to learn it, and those
         in Turkish countries who did speak Armenian were, by definition, not really Turks and would never be trusted with a delicate
         assignment like kidnapping a military genius.
      

      
      “So who was it?” said Father. “Agents provocateurs, trying to start a war?”

      
      “My bet is on the Armenian government,” said Nikolai. “Put her in charge of their military.”

      
      “Why kidnap her when they could employ her openly?” asked Father.

      
      “Taking her out of school openly,” said Nikolai, “would be an announcement of Armenia’s military intentions. It might provoke
         preemptive actions by surrounding Turkey or Azerbaijan.”
      

      
      There was superficial plausibility in what Nikolai was saying, but Bean knew better. He had already foreseen this possibility
         back when all the militarily gifted children were still in space. At that time the main danger had come from the Polemarch,
         and Bean wrote an anonymous letter to a couple of opinion leaders on Earth, Locke and Demosthenes, urging them to get all
         the Battle School children back to Earth so they couldn’t be seized or killed by the Polemarch’s forces in the League War.
         The warning had worked, but now that the League War was over, too many governments had begun to think and act complacently,
         as if the world now had peace instead of a fragile ceasefire. Bean’s original analysis still held. It was Russia that was behind the Polemarch’s coup attempt in the League War, and it was likely to be
         Russia that was behind the kidnapping of Petra Arkanian.
      

      
      Still, he didn’t have any hard evidence of this and knew of no way to get it—now that he wasn’t inside a Fleet installation,
         he had no access to military computer systems. So he kept his skepticism to himself, and made a joke out of it. “I don’t know,
         Nikolai,” he said. “Since staging this kidnapping is having an even more destabilizing effect, I’d have to say that if she was taken by her own government, it proves they really really need her, because it was a deeply dumb thing to do.”
      

      
      “If they’re not dumb,” said Father, “who did it?”
      

      
      “Somebody who’s ambitious to fight and win wars and smart enough to know they need a brilliant commander,” said Bean. “And
         either big enough or invisible enough or far enough away from Armenia not to care about the consequences of kidnapping her.
         In fact, I’ll bet that whoever took her would be perfectly delighted if war broke out in the Caucasus.”
      

      
      “So you think it’s some large and powerful nation close by?” asked Father. Of course, there was only one large and powerful
         nation close to Armenia.
      

      
      “Could be, but there’s no telling,” said Bean. “Anybody who needs a commander like Petra wants a world in turmoil. Enough
         turmoil, and anybody might emerge on top. Plenty of sides to play off against each other.” And now that Bean had said it,
         he began to believe it. Just because Russia was the most aggressive nation before the League War didn’t mean that other nations
         weren’t going to get into the game.
      

      
      “In a world in chaos,” said Nikolai, “the army with the best commander wins.”

      
      “If you want to find the kidnapper, look for the country that talks most about peace and conciliation,” said Bean, playing
         with the idea and saying whatever came to mind.
      

      
      “You’re too cynical,” said Nikolai. “Some who talk about peace and conciliation merely want peace and conciliation.”

      
      “You watch—the nations that offer to arbitrate are the ones that think they should rule the world, and this is just one more
         move in the game.”
      

      
      Father laughed. “Don’t read too much into that,” he said. “Most of the nations that are always offering to arbitrate are trying to recover lost status, not gain new power.
         France. America. Japan. They’re always meddling just because they used to have the power to back it up and they haven’t caught
         on yet that they don’t anymore.”
      

      
      Bean smiled. “You never know, do you, Papa. The very fact that you dismiss the possibility that they could be the kidnappers
         makes me regard them as all the more likely candidates.”
      

      
      Nikolai laughed and agreed.

      
      “That’s the problem with having two Battle School graduates in the house,” said Father. “You think because you understand
         military thinking that you understand political thinking, too.”
      

      
      “It’s all maneuver and avoiding battle until you have overwhelming superiority,” said Bean.

      
      “But it’s also about the will to power,” said Father. “And even if individuals in America and France and Japan have the will
         to power, the people don’t. Their leaders will never get them moving. You have to look at nations on the make. Aggressive
         peoples who think they have a grievance, who think they’re undervalued. Belligerent, snappish.”
      

      
      “A whole nation of belligerent, snappish people?” asked Nikolai.

      
      “Sounds like Athens,” said Bean.
      

      
      “A nation that takes that attitude toward other nations,” said Father. “Several self-consciously Islamic nations have the
         character to make such a play, but they’d never kidnap a Christian girl to lead their armies.”
      

      
      “They might kidnap her to prevent her own nation from using her,” said Nikolai. “Which brings us back to Armenia’s neighbors.”

      
      “It’s an interesting puzzle,” said Bean, “which we can figure out later, after we get to wherever we’re going.”

      
      Father and Nikolai looked at him as if he were crazy. “Going?” asked Father.

      
      It was Mother who understood. “They’re kidnapping Battle School graduates. Not just that, but a member of Ender’s team from
         the actual battles.”
      

      
      “And one of the best,” said Bean.

      
      Father was skeptical. “One incident doesn’t make a pattern.”

      
      “Let’s not wait to see who’s next,” said Mother. “I’d rather feel silly later for overreacting than grieve because we dismissed
         the possibility.”
      

      
      “Give it a few days,” said Father. “It will all blow over.”

      
      “We’ve already given it six hours,” said Bean. “If the kidnappers are patient, they won’t strike again for months. But if
         they’re impatient, they’re already in motion against all their other targets. For all we know, the only reason Nikolai and
         I aren’t in the bag already is because we threw off their plans by going on vacation.”
      

      
      “Or else,” said Nikolai, “our being here on this island gives them the perfect opportunity.”

      
      “Father,” said Mother, “why don’t you call for some protection?”

      
      Father hesitated.

      
      Bean understood why. The political game was a delicate one, and anything Father did right now could have repercussions throughout
         his career. “You won’t be perceived as asking for special privileges for yourself,” said Bean. “Nikolai and I are a precious
         national resource. I believe the prime minister is on record as saying that several times. Letting Athens know where we are
         and suggesting they protect us and get us out of here is a good idea.”
      

      
      Father got on the cellphone.

      
      He got only a System Busy response.

      
      “That’s it,” said Bean. “There’s no way the phone system can be too busy here on Ithaca. We need a boat.”

      
      “An airplane,” said Mother.

      
      “A boat,” said Nikolai. “And not a rental. They’re probably waiting for us to put ourselves in their hands, so there won’t
         be a struggle.”
      

      
      “Several of the nearby houses have boats,” said Father. “But we don’t know these people.”

      
      “They know us,” said Nikolai. “Especially Bean. We are war heroes, you know.”
      

      
      “But any house around here could be the very one from which they’re watching us,” said Father. “If they’re watching us. We can’t trust anybody.”
      

      
      “Let’s get in our bathing suits,” said Bean, “and walk to the beach and then wander as far as we can before we cut inland
         and find somebody with a boat.”
      

      
      Since no one had a better plan, they put it into action at once. Within two minutes they were out the door, carrying no wallets
         or purses, though Father and Mother slipped a few identification papers and credit cards into their suits. Bean and Nikolai
         laughed and teased each other as usual, and Mother and Father held hands and talked quietly, smiling at their sons…as usual. No sign of alarm. Nothing to cause anyone watching to spring into action.
      

      
      They were only about a quarter mile up the beach when they heard an explosion—loud, as if it were close, and the shockwave
         made them stumble. Mother fell. Father helped her up as Bean and Nikolai looked back.
      

      
      “Maybe it’s not our house,” said Nikolai.

      
      “Let’s not go back and check,” said Bean.

      
      They began to jog up the beach, matching their speed to Mother, who was limping a little from having skinned one knee and
         twisted the other when she fell. “Go on ahead,” she said.
      

      
      “Mother,” said Nikolai, “taking you is the same as taking us, because we’d do whatever they wanted to get you back.”

      
      “They don’t want to take us,” said Bean. “Petra they wanted to use. Me they want dead.”

      
      “No,” said Mother. “He’s right,” said Father. “You don’t blow up a house in order to kidnap the occupants.”

      
      “But we don’t know it was our house!” Mother insisted.

      
      “Mother,” said Bean. “It’s basic strategy. Any resource you can’t get control of, you destroy so your enemy can’t have it.”

      
      “What enemy?” Mother said. “Greece has no enemies!”

      
      “When somebody wants to rule the world,” said Nikolai, “eventually everyone is his enemy.”

      
      “I think we should run faster,” said Mother.

      
      They did.

      
      As they ran, Bean thought through what Mother had said. Nikolai’s answer was right, of course, but Bean couldn’t help but
         wonder: Greece might have no enemies, but I have. Somewhere in this world, Achilles is alive. Supposedly he’s in custody, a prisoner because he is mentally ill, because
         he has murdered again and again. Graff promised that he would never be set free. But Graff was court-martialed—exonerated, yes,
         but retired from the military. He’s now Minister of Colonization, no longer in a position to keep his promise about Achilles.
         And if there’s one thing Achilles wants, it’s me, dead.
      

      
      Kidnapping Petra, that’s something Achilles would think of. And if he was in a position to cause that to happen—if some government or group was listening to him—then it would have been a simple enough matter for him to get
         the same people to kill Bean.
      

      
      Or would Achilles insist on being there in person?

      
      Probably not. Achilles was not a sadist. He killed with his own hands when he needed to, but would never put himself at risk.
         Killing from a distance would actually be preferable. Using other hands to do his work.
      

      
      Who else would want Bean dead? Any other enemy would seek to capture him. His test scores from Battle School were a matter
         of public record since Graff’s trial. The military in every nation knew that he was the kid who in many ways had topped Ender
         himself. He would be the one most desired. He would also be the one most feared, if he were on the other side in a war. Any
         of them might kill him if they knew they couldn’t take him. But they would try to take him first. Only Achilles would prefer
         his death.
      

      
      But he said nothing of this to his family. His fears about Achilles would sound too paranoid. He wasn’t sure whether he believed
         them himself. And yet, as he ran along the beach with his family, he grew more certain with every step that whoever had kidnapped
         Petra was in some way under Achilles’ influence.
      

      
      They heard the rotors of helicopters before they saw them, and Nikolai’s reaction was instantaneous. “Inland now!” he shouted. They scrambled for the nearest wooden stairway leading up the cliff from the beach.
      

      
      They were only halfway up before the choppers came into view. There was no point in trying to hide. One of the choppers set
         down on the beach below them, the other on the bluff above.
      

      
      “Down is easier than up,” said Father. “And the choppers do have Greek military insignia.”

      
      What Bean didn’t point out, because everyone knew it, was that Greece was part of the New Warsaw Pact, and it was quite possible
         that Greek military craft might be acting under Russian command.
      

      
      In silence they walked back down the stairs. Hope and despair and fear tugged at them by turns.

      
      The soldiers who spilled out of the chopper were wearing Greek Army uniforms.

      
      “At least they’re not trying to pretend they’re Turks,” said Nikolai.

      
      “But how would the Greek Army know to come rescue us?” said Mother. “The explosion was only a few minutes ago.”

      
      The answer came quickly enough, once they got to the beach. A colonel who Father knew slightly came to meet them, saluting
         them. No, saluting Bean, with the respect due to a veteran of the Formic War.
      

      
      “I bring you greetings from General Thrakos,” said the colonel. “He would have come himself, but there was no time to waste
         when the warning came.”
      

      
      “Colonel Dekanos, we think our sons might be in danger,” said Father.

      
      “We realized that the moment word came of the kidnapping of Petra Arkanian,” said Dekanos. “But you weren’t at home and it
         took a few hours to find out where you were.”
      

      
      “We heard an explosion,” said Mother.
      

      
      “If you had been inside the house,” said Dekanos, “you’d be as dead as the people in the surrounding houses. The army is securing
         the area. Fifteen choppers were sent up to search for you—we hoped—or, if you were dead, the perpetrators. I have already
         reported to Athens that you are alive and well.”
      

      
      “They were jamming the cellphone,” said Father.

      
      “Whoever did this has a very effective organization,” said Dekanos. “Nine other children, it turns out, were taken within
         hours of Petra Arkanian.”
      

      
      “Who?” demanded Bean.

      
      “I don’t know the names yet,” said Dekanos. “Only the count.”

      
      “Were any of the others simply killed?” asked Bean.

      
      “No,” said Dekanos. “Not that I’ve heard, anyway.”

      
      “Then why did they blow up our house?” Mother demanded.

      
      “If we knew why,” said Dekanos, “we’d know who. And vice-versa.”

      
      They were belted into their seats. The chopper rose from the beach—but not very high. By now the other choppers were ranged
         around them and above them. Flying escort.
      

      
      “Ground troops are continuing the search for the perpetrators,” said Dekanos. “But your survival is our highest priority.”

      
      “We appreciate that,” said Mother.

      
      But Bean was not all that appreciative. The Greek military would, of course, put them in hiding and protect them carefully.
         But no matter what they did, the one thing they could not do was conceal the knowledge of his location from the Greek government
         itself. And the Greek government had been part of the Russia-dominated Warsaw Pact for generations now, since before the Formic
         War. Therefore Achilles—if it was Achilles, if it was Russia he worked for, if, if—would be able to find out where they were. Bean knew that
         it was not enough for him to be in protection. He had to be in true concealment, where no government could find him, where
         no one but himself would know who he was.
      

      
      The trouble was, he was not only still a child, he was a famous child. Between his youth and his celebrity, it would be almost
         impossible for him to move unnoticed through the world. He would have to have help. So for the time being, he had to remain
         in military custody and simply hope that it would take him less time to get away than it would take Achilles to get to him.
      

      
      If it was Achilles.
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      MESSAGE IN A BOTTLE

      
      
         To: Carlotta%agape@vatican.net/ orders/sisters/ind
         

         From: Graff%pilgrimage@colmin.gov

         Re: Danger

         I have no idea where you are and that’s good, because I believe you are in grave danger, and the harder it is to find you,
            the better.
         

         Since I’m no longer with the I.F., I’m not kept abreast of things there. But the news is full of the kidnapping of most of
            the children who served with Ender in Command School. That could have been done by anybody, there is no shortage of nations
            or groups that might conceive and carry out such a project. What you may not know is that there was no attempt to kidnap one
            of them. From a friend of mine I have learned that the beach house in Ithaca where Bean and his family were vacationing was simply blown up—with so much force that
            the neighboring houses were also flattened and everyone in them killed. Bean and his family had already escaped and are under
            the protection of the Greek military. Supposedly this is a secret, in hopes that the assassins will think they succeeded,
            but in fact, like most governments, Greece leaks like a colander, and the assassins probably already know more than I do about
            where Bean is.
         

         There is only one person on Earth who would prefer Bean dead.

         That means that the people who got Achilles out of that mental hospital are not just using him—he is making, or at least influencing,
            their decisions to fit his private agenda. The danger to you is grave. The danger to Bean, more so. He must go into deep hiding,
            and he cannot go alone. To save his life and yours, the only thing I can think of is to get both of you off planet. We are
            within months of launching our first colony ships. If I am the only one to know your real identities, we can keep you safe until launch. But we must get Bean out of Greece as
            quickly as possible. Are you with me?
         

         Do not tell me where you are. We will work out how to meet.

      

      
      How stupid did they think she was?

      
      It took Petra only about half an hour to realize that these people weren’t Turkish. Not that she was some kind of expert on
         language, but they’d be babbling along and every now and then out would pop a word of Russian. She didn’t understand Russian
         either, except for a few loan words in Armenian, and Azerbaijani had loan words like that, too, but the thing is, when you
         say a Russian loan word in Armenian, you give it an Armenian pronunciation. These clowns would switch to an easy, native-sounding
         Russian accent when they hit those words. She would have to have been a gibbon in the slow-learner class not to realize that
         the Turkish pose was just that, a pose.
      

      
      So when she decided she’d learned all she could with her eyes closed, listening, she spoke up in Fleet Common. “Aren’t we
         across the Caucasus yet? When do I get to pee?”
      

      
      Someone said an expletive.

      
      “No, pee,” she answered. She opened her eyes and blinked. She was on the floor of some ground vehicle. She started to sit
         up.
      

      
      A man pushed her back down with his foot.

      
      “Oh, that’s clever. Keep me out of sight as we coast along the tarmac, but how will you get me into the airplane without anyone seeing? You want me to come out walking and acting normal so nobody gets all excited, right?”
      

      
      “You’ll act that way when we tell you to or we’ll kill you,” said the man with the heavy foot.

      
      “If you had the authority to kill me, I’d be dead back in Maralik.” She started to rise again. Again the foot pushed her back
         down.
      

      
      “Listen carefully,” she said. “I’ve been kidnapped because somebody wants me to plan a war for them. That means I’m going
         to be meeting with the top brass. They’re not stupid enough to think they’ll get anything decent from me without my willing
         cooperation. That’s why they wouldn’t let you kill my mother. So when I tell them that I won’t do anything for them until
         I have your balls in a paper bag, how long do you think it will take them to decide what’s more important to them? My brain
         or your balls?”
      

      
      “We do have the authority to kill you.”
      

      
      It took her only moments to decide why such authority might have been given to morons like these. “Only if I’m in imminent
         danger of being rescued. Then they’d rather have me dead than let somebody else get the use of me. Let’s see you make a case
         for that here on the runway at the Gyuniri airport.”
      

      
      A different rude word this time.

      
      Somebody spurted out a sentence of Russian. She caught the gist of it from the intonation and the bitter laughter afterward.
         “They warned you she was a genius.”
      

      
      Genius, hell. If she was so smart, why hadn’t she anticipated the possibility that somebody would make a grab for the kids
         who won the war? And it had to be kids, not just her, because she was too far down the list for somebody outside Armenia to
         make her their only choice. When the front door was locked, she should have run for the cops instead of puttering around to the back door. And that was another stupid thing they did, locking the front door. In Russia you had to
         lock your doors, they probably thought that was normal. They should have done better research. Not that it helped her now,
         of course. Except that she knew they weren’t all that careful and they weren’t all that bright. Anybody can kidnap someone
         who’s taking no precautions.
      

      
      “So Russia makes her play for world domination, is that it?” she asked.

      
      “Shut up,” said the man in the seat in front of her.

      
      “I don’t speak Russian, you know, and I won’t learn.”

      
      “You don’t have to,” said a woman.

      
      “Isn’t that ironic?” said Petra. “Russia plans to take over the world, but they have to speak English to do it.”

      
      The foot on her belly pressed down harder.

      
      “Remember your balls in a bag,” she said.

      
      A moment, and then the foot let up.

      
      She sat up, and this time no one pushed her down.

      
      “Untape me so I can get myself up on the seat. Come on! My arms hurt in this position! Haven’t you learned anything since
         the days of the KGB? Unconscious people don’t have to have their circulation cut off. Fourteen-year-old Armenian girls can
         probably be overpowered quite easily by big strong Russian goons.”
      

      
      By now the tape was off and she was sitting beside Heavy-foot and a guy who never looked at her, just kept watching out the
         left window, then the right, then the left again. “So this is Gyuniri airport?”
      

      
      “What, you don’t recognize it?”

      
      “I’ve never been here before. When would I? I’ve only taken two airplane trips in my life, one out of Yerevan when I was five,
         and the other coming back, nine years later.”
      

      
      “She knew it was Gyuniri because it’s the closest airport that doesn’t fly commercial jets,” said the woman. She spoke without any tone in her voice—not contempt, not deference. Just…
         flat.
      

      
      “Whose bright idea was this? Because captive generals don’t strategize all that well.”

      
      “First, why in the world do you think anyone would tell us?” said the woman. “Second, why don’t you shut up and find things
         out when they matter?”
      

      
      “Because I’m a cheerful, talkative extrovert who likes to make friends,” said Petra.

      
      “You’re a bossy, nosy introvert who likes to piss people off,” said the woman.

      
      “Oh, you actually did some research.”

      
      “No, just observation.” So she did have a sense of humor. Maybe.

      
      “You’d better just pray you can get over the Caucasus before you have to answer to the Armenian Air Force.”

      
      Heavy-foot made a derisory noise, proving that he didn’t recognize irony when he heard it.

      
      “Of course, you’ll probably have only a small plane, and we’ll probably fly out over the Black Sea. Which means that I.F.
         satellites will know exactly where I am.”
      

      
      “You’re not I.F. personnel anymore,” said the woman.

      
      “Meaning they don’t care what happens to you,” said Heavy-foot.

      
      By now they had pulled to a stop beside a small plane. “A jet, I’m impressed,” said Petra. “Does it have any weaponry? Or
         is it just wired with explosives so that if the Armenian Air Force does start to force you down, you can blow me up and the
         whole plane with me?”
      

      
      “Do we have to tie you again?” asked the woman.

      
      “That would look really good to the people in the control tower.”

      
      “Get her out,” said the woman.
      

      
      Stupidly, the men on both sides of her opened their doors and got out, leaving her a choice of exits. So she chose Heavy-foot
         because she knew he was stupid, whereas the other man was anyone’s guess. And, yes, he truly was stupid, because he held her
         by only one arm as he used his other hand to close the door. So she lurched to one side as if she had stumbled, drawing him
         off balance, and then, still using his grip to support her weight, she did a double kick, one in the groin and one in the
         knee. She landed solidly both times, and he let go of her very nicely before falling to the ground, writhing, one hand clutching
         his crotch and the other trying to slide his kneecap back around to the front of his knee.
      

      
      Did they think she’d forgotten all her hand-to-hand unarmed combat training? Hadn’t she warned him that she’d have his balls
         in a bag?
      

      
      She made a good run for it, and she was feeling pretty good about how much speed she had picked up during her months of running
         at school, until she realized that they weren’t following her. And that meant they knew they didn’t have to.
      

      
      No sooner had she noticed this than she felt something sharp pierce the skin over her right shoulder blade. She had time to
         slow down but not to stop before she collapsed into unconsciousness again.
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      This time they kept her drugged until they reached their destination, and since she never saw any scenery except the walls
         of what seemed to be an underground bunker, she had no guesses about where they might have taken her. Somewhere in Russia,
         that’s all. And from the soreness of the bruises on her arms and legs and neck and the scrapes on her knees and palms and nose, she guessed that they hadn’t been too careful with her. The price she paid for being a bossy,
         nosy introvert. Or maybe it was the part about pissing people off.
      

      
      She lay on her bunk until a doctor came in and treated her scrapes with a special no-anesthetic blend of alcohol and acid,
         or so it seemed. “Was that just in case it didn’t hurt enough?” she asked.
      

      
      The doctor didn’t answer. Apparently they had warned the woman what happened to those who spoke to her.

      
      “The guy I kicked in the balls, did they have to amputate them?”

      
      Still no answer. Not even a trace of amusement. Could this possibly be the one educated person in Russia who didn’t speak
         Common?
      

      
      Meals were brought to her, lights went on and off, but no one came to speak to her and she was not allowed out of her room.
         She heard nothing through the heavy doors, and it became clear that her punishment for her misbehavior on the trip was going
         to be solitary confinement for a while.
      

      
      She resolved not to beg for mercy. Indeed, once it became clear to her that she was in isolation, she accepted it and isolated
         herself still further, neither speaking nor responding to the people who came and went. They never tried to speak to her,
         either, so the silence of her world was complete.
      

      
      They did not understand how self-contained she was. How her mind could show her more than mere reality ever could. She could
         recall memories by the sheaf, by the bale. Whole conversations. And then new versions of those conversations, in which she
         was actually able to say the clever things that she only really thought of later.
      

      
      She could even relive every moment of the battles on Eros. Especially the battle where she fell asleep in the middle. How tired she was. How she struggled frantically to stay awake. How she could feel her mind being so sluggish that
         she began to forget where she was, and why, and even who she was.
      

      
      To escape from this endlessly repeating scene, she tried to think of other things. Her parents, her little brother. She could
         remember everything they had said and done since she returned, but after a while the only memories that mattered to her were
         the early ones from before Battle School. Memories she had suppressed for nine years, as best she could. All the promises
         of the family life that was lost to her. The good-bye when her mother wept and let her go. Her father’s hand as he led her
         to the car. That hand had always meant that she was safe, before. But this time that hand led her to a place where she never
         felt safe again. She knew she had chosen to go— but she was only a child, and she knew that this was what was expected of
         her. That she should not succumb to the temptation to run to her weeping mother and cling to her and say no, I won’t do it,
         let someone else become a soldier, I want to stay here and bake with Mama and play mother to my own little dolls. Not go off
         into space where I can learn how to kill strange and terrible creatures—and, by the way, humans as well, who trusted me and
         then I fell … a … sleep.
      

      
      Being alone with her memories was not all that happy for her.

      
      She tried fasting, simply ignoring the food they brought her, the liquids too, nothing by mouth. She expected someone to speak
         to her then, to cajole. But no. The doctor came in, slapped an injection into her arm, and when she woke up her hand was sore
         where the IV had been and she realized that there was no point in refusing to eat.
      

      
      She hadn’t thought to keep a calendar at first, but after the IV she did keep a calendar on her own body, pressing a fingernail into her wrist until it bled. Seven days on the left wrist,
         then switch to the right, and all she had to remember in her head was the number of weeks.
      

      
      Except she didn’t bother going for three. She realized that they were going to outwait her because, after all, they had the
         others they had kidnapped, and no doubt some of them were cooperating, so it was perfectly all right with them if she stayed
         in her cell and got farther and farther behind so that when she finally did emerge, she’d be the worst of them at whatever
         it was they were doing.
      

      
      Fine, what did she care? She was never going to help them anyway.

      
      But if she was to have any chance to get free of these people and this place, she had to be out of this room and into a place
         where she could earn enough trust to be able to get free.
      

      
      Trust. They’d expect her to lie, they’d expect her to plot. Therefore she had to be as convincing as possible. Her long time
         in solitary was a help, of course—everyone knew that isolation caused untold mental pressures. Another thing that helped was
         that it was undoubtedly known to them by now, from the other children, that she was the first one who broke under pressure
         during the battles on Eros. So they would be predisposed to believe a breakdown now.
      

      
      She began to cry. It wasn’t hard. There were plenty of real tears pent up in her. But she shaped those emotions, made it into
         a whimpering cry that went on and on and on. Her nose filled with mucus, but she did not blow it. Her eyes streamed with tears
         but she did not wipe them. Her pillow got soaked with tears and covered with snot but she did not evade the wet place. Instead
         she rolled her hair right through it as she turned over, did it again and again until her hair was matted with mucus and her face stiff with it. She made sure her crying did not get more desperate—let no one think she was trying
         to get attention. She toyed with the idea of falling silent when anyone came into the room, but decided against it—she figured
         it would be more convincing to be oblivious to other people’s coming and going.
      

      
      It worked. Someone came in after a day of this and slapped her with another injection. And this time when she woke up, she
         was in a hospital bed with a window that showed a cloudless northern sky. And sitting by her bed was Dink Meeker.
      

      
      “Ho Dink,” she said.

      
      “Ho Petra. You pasted these conchos over real good.”

      
      “One does what one can for the cause,” she said. “Who else?”

      
      “You’re the last to come out of solitary. They got the whole team from Eros, Petra. Except Ender, of course. And Bean.”

      
      “He’s not in solitary?”

      
      “No, they didn’t keep it a secret who was still in the box. We thought you made a pretty fine showing.”

      
      “Who was second-longest?”

      
      “Nobody cares. We were all out in the first week. You lasted five.”

      
      So it had been two and a half weeks before she started her calendar.

      
      “Because I’m the stupid one.”

      
      “ ‘Stubborn’ is the right word.”

      
      “Know where we are?”

      
      “Russia.”

      
      “I meant where in Russia.”

      
      “Far from any borders, they assure us.”

      
      “What are our resources?”

      
      “Very thick walls. No tools. Constant observation. They weigh our bodily wastes, I’m not kidding.”
      

      
      “What have they got us doing?”

      
      “Like a really dumbed-down Battle School. We put up with it for a long time till Fly Molo finally gave up and when one of
         the teachers was quoting one of Von Clausewitz’s stupider generalizations, Fly continued the quotation, sentence after sentence,
         paragraph after paragraph, and the rest of us joined in as best we could—I mean, nobody has a memory like Fly, but we do OK—and
         they finally got the idea that we could teach the stupid classes to them. So now it’s just… war games.”
      

      
      “Again? You think they’re going to spring it on us later that the games are real?”

      
      “No, this is just planning stuff. Strategy for a war between Russia and Turkmenistan. Russia and an alliance between Turkmenistan,
         Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, and Turkey. War with the United States and Canada. War with the old NATO alliance except Germany.
         War with Germany. On and on. China. India. Really stupid stuff, too, like between Brazil and Peru, which makes no sense but
         maybe they were testing our compliance or something.”
      

      
      “All this in five weeks?”

      
      “Three weeks of kuso classes, and then two weeks of war games. When we finish our plan, see, they run it on the computer to
         show us how it went. Someday they’re going to catch on that the only way to do this that isn’t a waste of time is to have
         one of us making the plan for the opponent as well.”
      

      
      “My guess is you just told them.”

      
      “I’ve told them before but they’re hard to persuade. Typical military types. Makes you understand why the whole concept of
         Battle School was developed in the first place. If the war had been up to adults, there’d be Buggers at every breakfast table in the world by now.”
      

      
      “But they are listening?”
      

      
      “I think they record it all and play it back at slow speeds to see if we’re passing messages subvocally.”

      
      Petra smiled.

      
      “So why did you finally decide to cooperate?” he asked.

      
      She shrugged. “I don’t think I decided.”

      
      “Hey, they don’t pull you out of the room until you express really sincere interest in being a good, compliant little kid.”

      
      She shook her head. “I don’t think I did that.”

      
      “Yeah, well, whatever you did, you were the last of Ender’s jeesh to break, kid.”

      
      A short buzzer sounded.

      
      “Time’s up,” said Dink. He got up, leaned over, kissed her brow, and left the room.

      [image: image]

      
      Six weeks later, Petra was actually enjoying the life. By complying with the kids’ demands, their captors had finally come
         up with some decent equipment. Software that allowed them very realistic head-to-head strategic and tactical wargaming. Access
         to the nets so they could do decent research into terrains and capabilities so their wargaming had some realism—though they
         knew every message they sent was censored, because of the number of messages that were rejected for one obscure reason or
         another. They enjoyed each other’s company, exercised together, and by all appearances seemed to be completely happy and compliant
         Russian commanders.
      

      
      Yet Petra knew, as they all knew, that every one of them was faking. Holding back. Making dumb mistakes which, if they were made in combat, would lead to gaps that a clever enemy could exploit. Maybe their captors realized this, and maybe
         they didn’t. At least it made them all feel better, though they never spoke of it. But since they were all doing it, and cooperating
         by not exposing those weaknesses by exploiting them in the games, they could only assume that everyone felt the same about
         it.
      

      
      They chatted comfortably about a lot of things—their disdain for their captors, memories of Ground School, Battle School,
         Command School. And, of course, Ender. He was out of the reach of these bastards, so they made sure to mention him a lot,
         to talk about how the I.F. was bound to use him to counter all these foolish plans the Russians were making. They knew they
         were blowing smoke, that the I.F. wouldn’t do anything, they even said so. But still, Ender was there, the ultimate trump
         card.
      

      
      Till the day one of the erstwhile teachers told them that a colony ship had gone, with Ender and his sister Valentine aboard.

      
      “I didn’t even know he had a sister,” said Hot Soup.

      
      No one said anything, but they all knew that this was impossible. They had all known Ender had a sister. But… whatever Hot
         Soup was doing, they’d play along and see what the game was.
      

      
      “No matter what they tell us, one thing we know,” said Hot Soup. “Wiggin is still with us.”

      
      Again, they weren’t sure what he meant by this. After the briefest pause, though, Shen clapped his hand to his chest and cried
         out, “In our hearts forever.”
      

      
      “Yes,” said Hot Soup. “Ender is in our hearts.”

      
      Just the tiniest extra emphasis on the name “Ender.”

      
      But he had said Wiggin before.

      
      And before that, he had called attention to the fact that they all knew Ender had a sister. They also knew that Ender had a brother. Back on Eros, while Ender was in bed recovering
         from his breakdown after finding out the battles had been real, Mazer Rackham had told them some things about Ender. And Bean
         had told them more, as they were trapped together while the League War played itself out. They had listened as Bean expounded
         on what Ender’s brother and sister meant to him, that the reason Ender had been born at all during the days of the two-child
         law was because his brother and sister were so brilliant, but the brother was too dangerously aggressive and the sister too
         passively compliant. How Bean knew all this he wouldn’t tell, but the information was indelibly planted in their memories,
         tied as it was with those tense days after their victory over the Formics and before the defeat of the Polemarch in his attempt
         to take over the I.F.
      

      
      So when Hot Soup said “Wiggin is still with us,” he had not been referring to Ender or Valentine, because they most assuredly
         were not “with us.”
      

      
      Peter, that was the brother’s name. Peter Wiggin. Hot Soup was telling them that he was one whose mind was perhaps as brilliant
         as Ender’s, and he was still on Earth. Maybe, if they could somehow contact him on the outside, he would ally himself with
         his brother’s battle companions. Maybe he could find a way to get them free.
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