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1
SAINT NICK

Zeck Morgan szt attentively on the front row of the little sanctuary of the Church of the Pure Chrigt in
Eden, North Carolina. He did not fidget, though he had two itches, one on hisfoot and one on his
eyebrow. He knew the eyebrow itch wasfrom afly that had landed there. The foot itch, too, probably,
though he did not look down to see whether anything was crawling there.

Hedid not look out the windows at the falling snow. He did not glance to lft or right, not evento
glare a the parents of the crying baby in the row behind him-it was for othersto judge whether it was
more important for the parentsto stay and hear the sermon, or leave and preserve the stillness of the
mesting.

Zeck was the minister’ s son, and he knew his duty.

Reverend Habit Morgan stood at the small pulpit-redlly an old dictionary stand picked up &t alibrary
sale. No doubt the dictionary that had once rested on it had been replaced by acomputer, just one more
sgn of the degradation of the human race, to worship the False God of Tamed Lightning. “ They think
because they have pulled the lightning from the sky and contained it in their machinesthey are gods now,
or the friends of gods. Do they not know that the only thing written by lightning isfire? Yea, | say unto
you, it isthefire of hell, and the godsthey have befriended are devilgl”

It had been one of Father’ s best sermons. He gave it when Zeck was three, but Zeck had not
forgotten aword of it. Zeck did not forget aword of anything. As soon as he knew what words were, he
remembered them.

But he did not tell Father that he remembered. Because when Mother redlized that he could repeat
whole sermonsword for word, shetold him, very quietly but very intensdy, “Thisisagresat gift that God
has given you, Zeck. But you must not show it to anyone, becauise some might think it comes from
Saan.”

“Doesit?" Zeck had asked. “Come from Satan?’

“Satan does not give good gifts,” said Mother. “ So it comesfrom God.”

“Then why would anyone think it comesfrom Satan?’

Her forehead frowned, though her lips kept their smile. Her lips ways smiled when she knew anyone
was looking. It was her duty asthe minister’ swife to show that the pure Chrigtian life made one happy.

“Some people are looking so hard to find Satan,” shefinally said, “that they see him even where he
ig’t”

Naturally, Zeck remembered this conversation word for word. So it wastherein hismind when he
was four, and Father said, “ There are those who will tell you that athing isfrom God, whenit’sredly
fromthedevil.”

“Why, Father?”’

“They are deceived,” said Father, “ by their own desire. They wish the world were a better place, so
they pretend that polluted things are pure, o they don’t have to fear them.”

Ever since then, Zeck had balanced these two conversations, for he knew that Mother was warning



him about Father, and Father was warning him about Mother.

It was impossible to choose between them. He did not want to choose.

Stll... henever let Father see his perfect memory. It was not alie, however. If Father ever asked him
to repest a conversation or asermon or anything at al, Zeck would do it, and honestly, showing that he
knew it word for word. But Father did not ask anybody anything, except when he asked God.

Which he had just done. Standing there at the pulpit, glaring out at the congregation, Father said,
“What about Santa Claus! Saint Nick! Is hethe samething as‘Old Nick’ ? Does he have anything to do
with Christ? Is our worship pure, when we havethis‘Old Saint Nick’ in our hearts? Isheredly jolly?
Does he laugh because he knows heisleading our children down to hell?’

He glared around the congregation asif waiting for an answer. And finally someone gave the only
answer that was appropriate for this point in the sermon:

“Brother Habit, we don’'t know. Would you ask God and tell uswhat he says?’

Whereupon Father roared out, “ God in heaven! Thou knowest our question! Tell us thine answer! We
thy children ask thee for bread, O Father! Do not give usa stone!”

Then he gripped the pul pit- the dictionary stand, which trembled under his hands- and continued
glaring upward. Zeck knew that when Father |looked upward like that, he did not see the roof beams or
the ceiling above them. He was staring into heaven, demanding that al those hurrying angels get out of his
way S0 his gaze could penetrate dl the way to God and demand his attention, because it was hisright.
Ask and it shdl be given, God had promised. Knock and it shall be opened! Well, Habit Morgan was
knocking and asking, and it was time for God to open and give. God could not break hisword- at least
not when Habit Morgan was holding himtoit.

But God took his own sweet time. Which was why Zeck was Sitting there on the front row, with
Mother and histhree younger siblings beside him, al perched on chairs so wobbly they showed the
dightest trace of movement. The other children were young, and their fidgets were forgiven. Zeck was
determined to be pure, and hiswobbly chair might have been made of stonefor dl the movement it
made.

When Father stared into heaven thislong it was atest. Maybe it was atest given by God, or maybe
Father had dready received his answer- received it perhaps the night before when he was writing this
sermon- and so the test was from him. Either way, Zeck would passthistest as he passed dl the tests
laid before him.

The long minutes dragged. Oneitch would fade, only to be replaced by another. Father ill stared into
heaven. Zeck ignored the swest trickling down his neck.

And behind him, somewhere among the seventy-three members of the congregation who had come
today (Zeck hadn’t counted them, he had only glanced, but as usud he immediately knew how many
there were), someone shifted in his seet. Someone coughed. It was the moment Father- or God- had
been waiting for.

Father’ s voice was only awhisper, but it carried through the room. “How can | hear the voice of the
Holy Spirit when | am surrounded by impurity?”

Zeck thought of quoting back to him his own sermon, given two years ago, when Zeck was only just
bardly four. “ Do you think that God cannot make his voice heard no matter what other noiseisgoing on
around you? If you are pure, then dl the tumult of the world is silence compared to the voice of God.”
But Zeck knew that to quote this now would bring down the rod of chastisement. Father was not really
asking aquestion. He was pointing out what everyone knew: that in al this congregation, only Habit
Morgan wasredly, truly pure. That'swhy God’ s answers cameto him, and only to him.

“Saint Nick isamask!” roared Father. “ Saint Nick isthe false beard and the false laugh worn by the
drunken servants of the God of frivolity. Dionysusis hisname! Bacchus! Revelry and debauchery! Greed
and covetousness are the gifts he indtills in the hearts of our children! O God, save us from the Satan of
Santal Keep our children’s eyes averted from hismalicious, predatory gaze! Do not seat our children
upon hislap to whisper their coveting into his stony ear! Heisan idol of idolatry! God knows what spirit
animates these idols and makes them laugh their ho, ho, whoredoms and abominations and braying

jackassery!”



Father wasin fineform. And now that he was bellowing the words of God, striding back and forth
acrossthe front of the sanctuary, Zeck could scratch the occasiond itch, aslong as he kept his gaze
locked on Father’ sface.

For an hour Father went on, telling stories of children who put their faith in Santa Claus, and parents
who lied to their children about Saint Nick and taught their children that al the stories of Chrigsmas were
myths- including the story of the Christ child. Telling stories of children who became atheists when Santa
did not bring them the gifts they coveted most.

“Saanisaliar every time! When Santaputsalie on thelips of parents, the seed of that lieisplanted in
the hearts of their children and when that seed comesto flower and bearsfruit, thefruit of that lieis
faithlessness. Y ou do not deserve the trust of your children when you liefor Satan!”

Then hisvoicefdl to awhisper. “Jolly old Saint Nicholas,” he hissed. “Lean your ear thisway. Don't
you tell asingle soul what I’'m going to say.” Then hisvoice roared out again. “Y es, your children whisper
their secret desiresto Satan and he will answer their prayers, not with the presents they seek, and
certainly not with the presence of God Immanuel! No, he will answer their prayerswith the ashesof Snin
their mouths, with the poison of atheilsm and unbelief in the plasma of their blood. He will drive out the
hemoglobin and replaceit with hdlish lugt!”

And so on. And so on.

In Zeck’ smind, the clock that kept perfect time went round the full forty minutes of the sermon. Father
never repeated himsdlf once, and yet he so never strayed from the single message. God' s message was
aways brief, Father said, but it took him many words to trand ate the pure wisdom of the Lord's
language into the poor English that mere mortals could understand.

And Father’ s sermons never ran over. He wrapped them up right in time. He was not aman who
talked just to hear himsdf talk. He labored hislabor and then he was done.

At the end of the sermon, there was a hymn and then Father called upon old Brother Verlin and told
him that God had seen him today and made his heart pure enough to pray. Verlin rose to hisfeet weeping
and could hardly get out the words of the prayer of blessing on the congregation, he was so moved at
being chosen for the firgt time since he confessed selling an old car of hisfor nearly twice what it was
worth, because the buyer had tempted him by offering even more for it. His sn was forgiven, more or
less. That' swhat it meant, for Brother Habit to cal on him to pray.

Then it was done. Zeck legpt to hisfeet and ran to hisfather and hugged him, ashe dways did, for it
felt to him when such asermon ended that some dust of light from heaven must linger gill on Father's
clothing, and if Zeck could embrace him tightly enough, it might rub off on him, so that he could beginto
become pure. Because heaven knew he was not pure now.

Father loved him a such times. Father’ s hands were gentle on his hair, his shoulder, his back; there
was no willow rod to draw blood out of hisshirt.

“Look, son,” said Father. “We have a stranger here in the House of the Lord.”

Zeck pulled freeto look at the door. Others had noticed the man, too, and stood looking at him, silent
until Habit Morgan declared him to be friend or foe. The stranger wore auniform, but it wasn't one that
Zeck had seen before- not the sheriff or adeputy, not afireman, not the state police.

“Welcometo the Church of the Pure Chrigt,” said Father. “I’m sorry you didn't arrive for the sermon.”

“I listened from outside,” said the man. “1 didn’t want to interrupt.”

“Thenyou did well,” said Father, “for you heard the word of God, and yet you listened with humility.”

“Areyou Reverend Habit Morgan?’ asked the man.

“I am,” said Father, “except we have no titles among us except Brother and Sigter. ‘ Reverend’
suggedtsthat I'm acertified minister, ahireling. No one certified me but God, for only God can teach his
pure doctrine, and only God can name hisministers. Nor am | hired, for the servants of God are dl equal
in hissght, and mugt al obey the admonition of God to Adam, to earn his bread by the sweat of hisface.
| farm aplot of ground. | aso drive atruck for United Parcel Service.”

“Forgive mefor using an unwelcometitle,” said the man. “In my ignorance, | meant only respect.”

But Zeck was a keen observer of human beings, and it seemed to him that the man had dready known
how Father felt about thetitle “reverend,” and he had used it deliberately.



Thiswaswrong. Thiswas apollution of the sanctuary. Zeck ran from Father to stand afew feet in
front of the man.

“If you tell the truth right now,” Zeck said boldly, fearing nothing that this man could do to him, “God
will forgive you for your lie and the sanctuary will be purified again.”

The congregation gasped. Not in surprise or dismay; they assumed that it was God speaking through
him at timeslikethis, though Zeck never claimed any such thing. He denied that God ever spoke through
him, and beyond that he could not control what they believed.

“Wheat liewasthat?" asked the man, amused.

“You know dl about us,” said Zeck. “ Y ou've studied our beliefs. Y ou’ ve studied everything about
Father. Y ou know that it'san offenseto cal him ‘reverend.” Y ou did it on purpose, and now you'relying
to pretend you meant respect.”

“You're correct,” said the man, still amused. “But what possible difference does it make?’

“It must have made a differenceto you,” said Zeck, “or you wouldn’'t have bothered to lie.”

By now Father stood behind him, and his hand on Zeck’ s head told him he had said enough and it was
Father’ sturn now.

“Out of the mouths of babes,” said Father to the stranger. “Y ou' ve come to uswith alie on your lips,
one which even achild could detect. Why are you here, and who sent you?’

“I was sent by the Internationa Fleet, and my purposeisto test thisboy to seeif heisqudified to
attend Battle Schoal.”

“Weare Chridtians, sr,” said Father. “God will protect usif that ishiswill. Wewill lift no hand against
our enemy.”

“I’m not hereto argue theology,” said the stranger. “I’m hereto carry out the law. Thereareno
exemptions because of therdigion of the parents.”

“What about for thereligion of the child?” asked Father.

“Children have no rdligion,” said the tranger. “ That' s why we take them young- before they have
been fully indoctrinated in any ideology.”

“ S0 you can indoctrinate them in yours,” said Fether.

“Exactly,” said the man.

Then the man reached out to Zeck. “Come with me, Zechariah Morgan. WEe ve set up the examination
inyour parents house.”

Zeck turned his back on the man.

“He does not choose to take your test,” said Father.

“Andyet,” said the man, “he will takeit, oneway or another.”

The congregation murmured &t that.

The man from the International Fleet looked around at them. “Our respongbility in the Internationd
Fleet isto protect the human race from the Formic invaders. We protect the whole human race- even
those who don’'t wish to be protected- and we draw upon the most brilliant minds of the human race and
train them for command- even those who do not wish to be trained. What if this boy were the most
brilliant of al, the commander that would lead usto victory where no other could succeed? Should
everyone dsein the human race die, just o you in this congregation can remain... pure?’

“Yes,” said Father. And the congregation echoed him. “Yes. Yes”

“Wearetheleavenintheloaf,” said Father. “We are the sdt that must keep its savor, lest the whole
earth be destroyed. It isour purity that will persuade God to preserve this wicked generation, not your
violence”

The man laughed. “Y our purity against our violence.” His hand lashed out and he seized Zeck by the
collar of hisshirt and dragged him sharply backward, toward him. Before anyone could do more than
shout in protest, he had torn Zeck’ s shirt from his body and then whirled him around to show his scarred
back, with the freshest wounds still bright red, and the newest of al gtill beading with blood from this
sudden movement. “What about your violence? We don't raise our hands againgt children.”

“Don’'t you?’ said Father. “To spare therod isto spoil the child- God has told us how to make our
children pure from the moment they achieve accountability until they have mastered their own discipline. |



strike my son’ s body to teach his spirit to embrace the pure love of Christ. Y ou will teach him to hate his
enemies, so that it no longer matters whether hisbody isliving or dead, for his soul will be polluted and
God will pit him out of hismouth.”

The man threw Zeck’ s shirt in Father’ sface. “ Come back to your house and you' Il find us there with
your son, doing what the law requires.”

Zeck tore away from the man’ s grip. The man was holding him very tightly, but Zeck had agreet
advantage: He didn’t care how much it hurt to pull himsdf free. “I will not go with you,” said Zeck.

The man touched a smdll eectronic patch on his belt and immediately the door burst open and adozen
amed menfiledin.

“I will place your father under arrest,” said the man from the fleet. “And your mother. And anyonein
this congregation who resstss me.”

Mother came forward then, pushing her way past Father and severa others. “ Then you know nothing
about us,” said Mother. “We have no intention of resisting you. When a Roman demands acloak from
us, we give unto him our coat aso.” She pushed the two older girlstoward the man. “Test them al. Test
the youngest, too, if you can. She doesn’'t speak yet, but no doubt you have your ways.”

“WEe I be back for them, even though the two youngest areillegd. But not till they come of age.”

“You can stedl our son’sbody,” said Mother. “But you can never stedl hisheart. Train him al you
want. Teach him whatever you want. His heart is pure. He will recite your words back to you but he will
never, never believe them. He belongsto the Pure Christ, not to the human race.”

Zeck held himsdlf till, so he could not shudder as his body wanted to. Mother’ s boldnesswas rare,
and aways chancy. How would Father react to this? It was his place to speak, to act, to protect the
family and the church.

2
ENDER’S STOCKING

Peter Wiggin was supposed to spend the day at the Greensboro Public Library, working on aterm
paper, but he had lost interest in the project. It was two days before Christmas, a holiday that aways
depressed him. “Don’'t get me any gifts,” he said to his parentslast year. “ Put the money into mutual
fundsand giveit to mewhen | graduate.”

“Christmas drives the American economy,” Father said. “We haveto do our part.”

“It’ s not up to you what other people do and don't give you.”

Peter resented the contempt in her tone. “ And stroking his stocking and crying over it, that’ s supposed
to make anything better?’

“Youredly are apiece of work, Peter,” she said, pushing past him.

Hefollowed her into the kitchen. “1 bet they hang up stockings for them up in Battle School and fill
them with little toy spaceships that make cool shooting noises.”

“I"'m sure the Mudim and Hindu students will appreciate getting Christmas stockings,” said Mother.

“Whatever they do for Christmas, Mother, Ender isn't going to be missing us.”

“Just because you wouldn’t miss us doesn’t mean he doesn't.”

Herolled hiseyes. “ Of courseI’d missyou.”

Mother said nothing.

“I'm aperfectly normd kid. So’s Ender. HE |l be busy. He s getting along fine. HE' s adapting. People
adapt. To anything.”

Sheturned dowly, reached across and touched his chest, then hooked afinger through the neckline of
his shirt and drew him close. “Y ou never adapt,” she whispered, “to losing achild.”

“It'snot like he' sdead,” said Peter.

“It' sexactly likehe'sdead,” said Mother. “1 will never again see the boy who left here. I'll never see
him at age seven or nine or eeven. I’ [l have no memories of him at those ages, only what | canimagine.



That’ swhat the parents of dead children have. So until you actualy know something about what you' re
talking about, Peter- human fedings, for instance- why don’t you just shut up?’

“Merry Chrissmasto you too,” said Peter. He left the room.

His own bedroom, when he entered it, fdlt strange to him. Alien. Bare. There was nothing there that
expressed apersondity. That had been a conscious decison on his part- anything individua that he put
on display would give Vaentine an advantage in their endless duding. But at this moment, with Mother’'s
accusation of hisinhumanity il ringing in hisears, his bedroom looked so sterile that he hated the person
who would chooseto liveinit.

So he wandered back into the living room and reached into the box of Christmas stockings and pulled
out the whole stack. Mother had cross-stitched their names and an iconic picture on each stocking. His
own was a spaceship. Ender’ s stocking had a steam locomotive. But it was Ender in space, the little twit,
while Peter was stuck on land with the locomotives.

Peter thrust his hand down into Ender’ s stocking and started making it talk like ahand puppet. “I'm
Mommy’ s bestest boy and I’ ve been very very good.”

There was something in the toe of the stocking. Peter reached deeper into the sock, found it, and
pulled it out. It was just afive-dollar piece- anicke, as people had taken to calling them, though it was
supposedly ten timesthe value of that long disused coin.

“So you' ve taken to steding things out of other people’ s tockings?’ said Mother from the doorway .

Peter felt asembarrassed asif he had been caught in an actua crime. “The toe was heavy,” he said. “I
was seeing what it was.”

“It wasn't yours, whatever it was,” said Mother cheerily.

“I wasn't going to keep it,” said Peter. Though of course he would have done exactly that, on the
assumption that it had been forgotten and would never be missed.

But that was the stocking she had been holding and weeping over. She knew perfectly well the nickel
wasthere.

“You gill put stuff in his stocking every year,” he said, incredulous.

“Santafillsthe stockings,” said Mother. 1t has nothing to do with me.”

Peter shook his head. “Oh, Mother.”

“It has nothing to do with you,” said Mother. “Mind your business.”

“Thisismorbid,” said Peter. “Grieving for your hero-boy asif he were dead. He sfine. HE snot
goingto die, he' sin the most sterile, oversupervised school in the universe, and after hewinsthewar he's
going to come home amid cheers and confetti and give you abig hug.”

“Put back the five dollars,” said Mother.

“I will.”

“Whilel’mwatching.”

That stung. “Don’t you trust me, Mother?” asked Peter. He spoke in asarcagtically aggrieved voice,
to hide thefact that heredly was hurt.

“Not where Ender is concerned,” said Mother. “Or me, for that matter. The coinis Ender’s. It
shouldn’t have anybody’ sfingerprintson it but his”

“And Santa’'s,” said Peter.

“And Santa' s”

He dropped the coin down into the sock.

“Now put it away.”

“Y ou redize you're making it more and more tempting to set thisthing on fire,” said Peter.

“And you wonder why | don't trust you.”

“And you wonder why I’'m hostile and untrustworthy.”

“Doesn’'t it make you just thetiniest bit uncomfortable that | haveto wait until I’'m sure you' re not
going to be home before | can dlow mysdf to missmy little boy?’

3



THE DEVIL’SQUESTIONS

Zeck got into a hovercar with the man. There was one soldier driving; the rest of the soldiersgot into a
different vehicle, alarger one that looked dangerous.

“I’'m Captain Bridegan,” the soldier said.

“I don't care what your nameis,” said Zeck.

Captain Bridegan said nothing. Zeck said nothing.

They got to Zeck’ s house. The door was standing open. A woman was waiting inside, with papers
spread out on the kitchen table, dong with apile of blocks and other paraphernalia, including asmall
machine. She must have noticed Zeck looking at it because she touched it and explained, “It'sa
recorder. So other people can hear our session and evauate it later.”

Captured lightning, thought Zeck. Just another device used by Satan to snare the souls of men.

“My name,” shesaid, “isAgnesO Toole”

“Hedoesn’t care,” said Bridegan.

Zeck extended hishand. “1’m pleased to meet you, Agnes O’ Toole.” Didn’t Bridegan understand the
obligation of kindness and courtesy that all men owed to al women, since women’ s destiny wasto go
down into the valley of the shadow of death in order to bring more soulsinto the world to become
purified so they could serve God? Whét tragic ignorance.

“I'll wait out here,” said Bridegan. “If that’ sal right with Zeck, here.”

He seemed to be waiting for an answer.

“I don't care what you do,” said Zeck, not bothering to look at him. He was aman of violence, ashe
had aready proven, and so he was hopelessy impure. He had no authority in the eyes of God, and yet
he had seized Zeck by the shoulders asif he had aright. Only Father had aduty to purify Zeck’ sflesh;
no other had aright to touch him. “Hisfather beatshim,” said Bridegan. And then he left.

Agneslooked at him with raised eyebrows, but Zeck saw no need to explain. They had known about
the chastisement of the impure flesh before they came- how ese would Bridegan have known to take off
his shirt and show the marks? Bridegan and Agnes obvioudy wanted to use these scars somehow. Asif
they thought Zeck wanted to be comforted and protected.

From Father? From the instrument chosen by God to raise Zeck to manhood? Aswell might aman
raise his puny hand to prevent God from working hiswill in the world.

Agnes began the test. Whenever the questions dealt with something Zeck knew about, he answered
forthrightly, as hisfather had commanded him. But haf the questions were about things completely
outside Zeck’ s experience. Maybe they were about things on the vids, which Zeck had never watched in
hislife; maybe they were things from the nets, which Zeck only knew about because they were damnable
webs made of lightning, laid before the feet of foolish soulsto snare them and drag them down to hell.

Agnes manipulated the blocks and then had him answer questions about them. Zeck saw at once what
the purpose of the test was. So he reached over and took the blocks from her. Then he manipulated
them to show each and every example drawn on two dimensions on the paper. Except one. “Y ou can't
make this one with these blocks,” he said.

She put the blocks away.

The next test was entitled “Worldview Diagnostics: Fundamentalist Chrigtian Edition.” Since she
covered thistitle dmost instantly, it was obvious Zeck wasn't supposed to know what he was being
tested on.

She began with questions about the creation and Adam and Eve.

Zeck interrupted her, quoting Father. “The book of Genes's represents the best job that Moses could
do, explaining evolution to people who didn’t even know the Earth was round.”

“Y ou believe in evolution? Then what about Adam asthe first man?’

“Thename‘Adam’ means‘many,”” said Zeck. “ There were many malesin that troop of primates,
when God chose one of them and touched him with his Spirit and put the soul of aman insde. It was
Adam who firgt had language and named the other primates, the onesthat |ooked like him but were not



human because God had not given them human souls. Thusit says, ‘ And Adam gave namesto al cattle,
and to thefowl of theair, and to every beast of the field; but for Adam there was not found an help meet
for him.” What Moses origindly wrote was much smpler: * Adam named dl the beaststhat werenot in
the image of God. None of them could speak to him, so he was utterly aone.””

“Y ou know what God originaly wrote?” asked Agnes.

“Y ou think we' re fundamentalists,” said Zeck. “But we' re not. We' re Puritans. We know that God
can only teach uswhat we're prepared to understand. The Bible was written by men and women of
earlier times, and it holds only as much asthey were capable of understanding. We have agrester
knowledge of science, and so God can clarify and tell us more. He would be an unloving Father if he
insgsted on telling us only as much as humans could understand back in the infancy of our species.”

Sheleaned back in her chair. “ So then why doesyour father cal dectricity ‘lightning’ ?”

“Aren't they the samething?’ asked Zeck, trying to hide his contempt.

“Well, yes, of course, but-"

“So Father cdllsit ‘lightning’ to emphasi ze how dangerousit is, and how ephemerd,” said Zeck. “Y our
word ‘dectricity’ isalie, convincing you that because it runs through wires and shifts the on-off sate of
semiconductors, the lightning has been tamed and no longer poses adanger. But God saysthat itisin
your machinesthat lightning is at its most dangerous, for lightning that strikes you out of the sky can only
harm your body, while the lightning that has tamed you and trained you through the machines can sted
your soul.”

“So God speaksto your father,” said Agnes.

“As he speaksto dl men and women who purify themsalves enough to hear hisvoice.”

“Has God ever spoken to you?’

Zeck shook hishead. “I’'m not yet pure.”

“And that’ swhy your father whipsyou.”

“My father is God' singtrument in the purification of hischildren.”

“And you trust your father dwaysto do God' swill?’

“My father isthe purest man on Earth right now.”

“Y et you have never trusted him enough to let him know you have aword-for-word memory.”

Her words struck him like ablow. She was absolutely right. Zeck had heeded Mother and never let
Father see hisunnatural ability. And why? Not because Zeck was afraid. Because Mother was afraid.
He had taken her faithlessnessinside himsdlf asif it were his own, and so Father could not purify him.
Could never purify him, because he had been deceiving Father for dl these years.

Heroseto hisfeset.

“Where are you going?’ asked Agnes.

“To Father.”

“Totel him about your phenomena memory?” she asked pleasantly.

Zeck had no reason to tell her anything, and so hedidn't.

Bridegan was waiting in the other room, blocking the door. “No sir,” hesaid. “ Y ou're going
nowhere.”

Zeck went back into the kitchen and sat back down at the table. *'Y ou' re taking me into space, aren't
you,” hesad.

“Yes, Zeck,” shesaid. “You are one of the best we' ve ever tested.”

“I'll gowith you. But I'll never fight for you,” hesaid. “ Taking meisawadte of time.”

“Never isalong time,” shesaid.

“Youthink that if you teke mefar enough from Earth, I'll forget about God.”

“Not forget,” shesad. " Perhapsyou'll transform your understanding.”

“Don’t you understand how dangerous | am?” said Zeck.

“We're actudly counting on that,” she said.

“Not dangerous asasoldier,” hesaid. “If 1 go with you, it will be asateacher. I'll help the other
children in your Battle School seethat God does not want them to kill their enemies.”

“Oh, we' re not worried about you converting the other kids,” said Agnes.



“Y ou should be,” said Zeck. “ The word of God has power unto salvation, and no power on earth or
inhel can gand againgt it.”

She shook her head. “I might worry,” shesaid. “ If you were pure. But you' re not. So what power will
you have to convert anybody?’ She piled up the test booklets and stuffed them in the briefcase with the
blocks and therecorder. “1 haveit on tape,” she said loudly, for Bridegan to hear. “He said, ‘I’ll go with
you.”

Bridegan came into the kitchen. “Welcome to Battle Schoal, soldier.”

Zeck did not answer. Hewas il reding from what she had said. How can | convert anyone, when
I’'m il impure mysdf?

“I haveto talk to Father,” said Zeck.

“Not achance,” said Agnes. “It’ stheimpure Zechariah Morgan that we want. Not the pure one who
confessed everything to hisfather. Besides, we don't have time to wait for another set of lash woundsto
Bridegan laughed harshly. “If that bastard raises his hand against thisboy one moretime, I'll blast it

off.” Zeck whirled on him, filled with rage. “ Then what would that make you?’

Bridegan only kept on laughing. “It would make mewhat I’ ve dways been- abloody-minded soldier.
My job is defending the helpless againgt the crudl. That’ swhat we re doing, fighting the Formics- and it's
what I’d be doing if | took off your father’ s hands up to the elbows.”

In reply, Zeck recited from the book of Danidl. ““ A stone was cut out without hands, which smote the
image upon hisfeet that were of iron and clay, and brake them in pieces.”

“Without hands. A nest trick,” said Bridegan.

“And the stone that smote the image became a great mountain, and filled the whole earth,”” said Zeck.

“He s got the whole King James version by heart,” said Agnes.

“And in the days of these kings,” recited Zeck, “‘ shall the God of heaven set up akingdom, which
shall never be destroyed: and the kingdom shall not be left to other people, but it shall break in pieces
and consume dl these kingdoms, and it shall stand for ever.”

“They’regoing to love him up in Battle School,” said Bridegan.

So Zeck spent that Christmasin space, heading up to the station that housed Battle School. He did
nothing to cause disturbance, obeyed every order he was given. When hislaunch group first went into the
Battle Room, Zeck learned to fly just like al the others. He even pointed hiswegpon at targets that were
assigned.

It took quite awhile before anyone noticed that Zeck never actualy hit anybody with hisweapon. In
every battle, he was zero for zero. Statigtically, he was the worst soldier in the history of the school. In
vain did the teachers point out that it was just agame.

“*Neither shal they learn war any more,” quoted Zeck in return. “1 will not offend God by learning
war.” They could take him into space, they could make him wear the uniform, they could force himinto
the Battle Room, but they couldn’t make him shoot.

It took many months, and they still wouldn't send him home, but at least they |eft him alone. He
bel onged to an army, he practiced with them, but on every battle report, he was listed with zero
effectiveness. There was no soldier in the school prouder of his record.

4
SINTERKLAASEVE

Dink Meeker watched as Ender Wiggin came through the door into Rat Army’ s barracks. Asusud,
Rosen was near the entrance, and he immediately launched into his“1 Rose de Nose, Jewboy
extraordinaire’ routine. It was how Rosen wrapped himsdlf in the military reputation of Isradl, even
though Rosen wasn't Israeli and he dso wasn't a particularly good commander.

Not abad one, either. Rat Army wasin second placein the standings. But how much of that was



Rosen, and how much was the fact that Rosen relied so heavily on Dink’ stoon- which Dink had trained?

Dink was the better commander, and he knew it- he had been offered Rat Army and Rosen only got it
when Dink turned down the promotion. Nobody knew that, of course, except Dink and Colond Graff
and whatever other teachers might have known. There was no reason to tdll it- it would only weaken
Rosen and aso make Dink ook like a braggart or afool, depending on whether people believed his
clam. So hemadeno clam.

Thiswas Rosen’s show. Let him write the script.

“That’ sthe great Ender Wiggin?’ asked Hip. His name was short for Filippus, and, like Dink, hewas
Dutch. He was dso very young and had yet to do anything impressive. It had to gal ayoung kid like FHip
that Ender Wiggin had been placed into the Battle Room early and then rose to the very top of the
gandingsamost ingtantly.

“I told you,” said Dink, “he's number one because his commander wouldn’t et him shoot his wespon.
So when hefindly did it- disobeying his commander, | might add- he got thisincrediblekill ratio. It'sa
fluke of how they keep the Sats.”

“Kuso,” said Flip. “If Ender’ s such abig nothing, why did you go out of your way to get himin your
toon?’

So somebody had overheard Dink ask Rosen to assign Ender to his toon, and word had spread.
“Because | needed somebody smdler than you,” said Dink.

“And you' ve been watching him. I" ve seen you. Watching him.”

It was easy to forget sometimesthat every kid in this place was brilliant. Observant. Clear memory
and sharp andyticd skills. Even the oneswho were il too timid to have done much of anything. Not a
good place for doing anything surreptitious.

“E,” said Dink. “I think he’ sgot something.”

“What'shegot that | don’t got?’

“Command of English grammar,” said Dink.

“Everybody talkslikethat,” said Hip.

“Everybody’ sasheep,” said Dink. “I’m getting out of here.” Momentslater, Dink pushed past Rosen
and Ender and |eft the room.

Hedidn't want to talk to Ender right away. Because this genius kid probably remembered the first
timethey met. In abathroom, right after Ender was put in Sdamander Army’ suniform, hisfirst day inthe
game. Dink had seen how smdl he was and said something like, “He's so small he could walk between
my legswithout touching my balls” It didn’t mean anything, and one of hisfriends had immediately said,
“Cause you got none, Dink, that’ swhy,” so it’snot like Dink had scored any points.

But it was a stupid thing to say, which wasfine; you could be stupid around new kids. Except it had
been Ender Wiggin, and Dink now knew that this kid was something else, someone important, and he
deserved better. Dink wanted to be the guy who knew right away what Ender Wiggin was. Instead, he'd
been the idiot who made a stupid joke about how short Ender was.

Short? Ender was smdll because he was young. It was amark of brilliance, to be brought to Béttle
School ayear younger than other kids. And then he was advanced to Salamander Army while dl the rest
of hislaunch group were sill in basic. So he wasredlly under age. And therefore small. So what kind of
idiot would mock the kid for being smarter than anybody else?

Oh, suck it up, oomay, he told himsalf. What does it matter what Wiggin thinks of you? Y our jobisto
train him. To make up for the weeks he wasted in Bonzo Madrid’ s stupid Salamander Army and help
thiskid become what he's supposed to become.

Not that Wiggin had redlly wasted the time. The kid had been running practice sessonsfor launchies
and other rgjects during free time, and Dink had come and watched. Wiggin was doing new things.
Movesthat Dink had never seen before. They had possibilities. So Dink was going to use those
techniquesin histoon. Give Wiggin achance to see hisideas played out in combat in the Battle Room.

I’m not Bonzo. I’'m not Rosen. Having a soldier under me who' s better than | am, smarter, more
inventive, doesn’t threaten me. | learn from everybody. | help everybody. It’'s about the only way | can
be rebelliousin this place- they chose usfor our ambition and they prod usto be competitive. So | don't



compete. | cooperate.

Dink was gtting in the game room, watching the other players- he had beaten dl the gamesin the
room, SO he had nothing Ieft to prove- when Wiggin found him. If Wiggin remembered Dink’ sfirst dumb
joke about his height, Wiggin didn’t show it. Instead, Dink let him know which of Rosen’ srulesand
orders he had to obey, and which he didn’t. He dso let him know that Dink wouldn’t be playing power
gameswith him- he was going to get Ender into the battles from the sart, pushing him, givinghim a
chanceto learn and grow.

Wiggin clearly understood what Dink was doing for him. He left, satisfied.

There smy contribution to the surviva of the human race, thought Dink. I’ m not what grest
commanders are made of. But | know agreat commander when | see one, and | can help get him ready.
That’ sgood enough for me. | can take this stupid, ineffective school and accomplish something that
actudly might help uswin thiswar. Something redl.

Not this stupid make-bdlieve. Battle School! It was children’ s games, but structured by adultsin order
to manipulate the children. But what did it have to do with the redl war?Y ou riseto the top of the
standings, you besat everybody, and then what? Did you kill asingle Bugger? Save asingle human life?
No. You just go on to the next school and start over as nothing again. Was there any evidence that Battle
School accomplished anything?

Sure, the graduates ended up filling important positions throughout the fleet. But then, Battle School
only admitskidsthat are brilliant in thefirst place, so they would have been command materid aready.
Was there any evidence that Battle School made a difference?

I could have been home in Holland, walking by the North Sea. Watching it pound against the shore,
trying to wash over and sweep away the dikes, the idands, and cover theland with ocean, asit used to
be, before humans sarted their foolish terraforming experiment.

Dink remembered reading- back on Earth, when he could read what he wanted- the silly claim that the
Great Wall of Chinawas the only human artifact that could be seen from space. In fact the claim wasn't
even true- a least not from geosynchronous orbit or higher. Thewadl didn’t even cast enough of a
shadow to be seen.

No, the human artifact that could be seen from space, that showed up in picture after picture without
exciting any comment a al, was Holland. It should have been nothing but barrier idandswith wide
sdtwater sounds behind them. Instead, because the Dutch built their dikes and pumped out the salt water
and purified the soil, it was land. Lush, green land- visible from space.

But nobody recognized it as ahuman artifact. It wasjust land. It grew plants and fed dairy cattle and
held houses and highways, just like any other land. But we did it. We Dutch. And when the sealevels
rose, we raised our dikes higher and made them thicker and stronger, and nobody thought, Wow, ook
at the Dutch, they created the largest human artifact on Earth, and they’re still making it, athousand
years later.

| could have been homein Holland until they were actualy ready to have me do something redl. As
red astheland behind the dikes.

Free time was over. Dink went to practice. Then he ate with the rest of Rat Army- complete with the
ritual of pretending that &l their food was rat food. Dink noticed how Wiggin observed and seemed to
enjoy the game- but didn’t take part. He stayed doof, watching.

That's something el se we have in common.

Something else? Why had he thought of it that way? What was thefirst thing they had in common, that
made it so sanding aloof was something else?

Oh, that’ sright. | dmost forgot. We' re the smartest kidsin the room.

Dink slently laughed a himsdlf with perfect scorn. Right, I'm not competitive. | know I’ m not the best-
but without even thinking about it, | assumethat I'm therefore second best. What an eemo.

Dink went to the library and studied awhile. He hoped that Petrawould come by, but she didn’t.
Instead of talking to her- the only other kid he knew who shared his contempt for the system- he actually
finished hisassgnments. It was history, so it mattered that he do well.

He got back to the barracks alittle early. Maybe he’ d deep. Maybe play some game on his desk.



Maybe there’ d be somebody in atakative mood and Dink would have a conversation. No plans. He
refused to care.

Flip wasthere, too. Already getting undressed for bed. But instead of putting his shoesin his locker
with the rest of hisuniform and hisflash suit and the few other possessonsakid could havein Béttle
School, he had st his shoes down on the floor near the foot of his bed, toes ouit.

Therewas something familiar about it.

Flip looked at him and smiled wanly and rolled his eyes. Then he swung up onto his bed and started
reading something on his desk, scrolling through what must be homework, because now and then he'd
run hisfinger across some section of thetext to highlight it.

The shoes. Thiswas December fifth. It was Sinterklaas Eve. Flip was Dutch, so of course he had set
out his shoes.

Tonight, Sinterklaas- Sint Nikolaas, patron saint of children- would come from hishomein Spain, with
Black Peter carrying hisbag of presents, and listen through the chimneys of the houses throughout
Holland, checking to seeif children were quarreling or disobedient. If the children were good, then they
would knock on the door and, when it was opened, fling candy into the house. Children would rush out
the door and find presents left in baskets- or in their shoes, |eft by the front door.

And Hip had st his shoes out on Sinterklaas Eve.

For some reason, Dink found his eyes clouding with tears. Thiswas stupid. Y es, he missed home-
missed hisfather’ s house near the strand. But Sinterklaas was for little children, not for him. Not for a
childin Battle School.

But Battle School is nothing, right? | should be home. And if | were home, I’d be helping to make
Sinterklaas Day for the younger children. If there had been any younger children in our house,

Without redlly deciding to do it, Dink took out his desk and started to write.

His shoeswill sit and gather moss
Without a gift from Snterklaas

For when a soldier cannot cross

The battle room without a loss

Then why should Snterklaas equip

A kid who cannot fly with zip

But crawlsinstead just like a drip

Of rain on glass, not like a ship

That flies through space: | speak of Flip.

It wasn't agreat poem, of course, but the whole idea of Sinterklaas poems was that they made fun of
the recipient of the gift without giving offense. The lamer the poem, the more it made fun of the giver of
the gift rather than the target of the rhyme. Flip still got teased about the fact that when hefirst was
assigned to Rat Army, acouple of times he had bad launches from thewall of Battle Room and ended up
floating like afeather across the room, a perfect target for the enemy.

Dink would have written the verse in Dutch, but it was adying language, and Dink didn’t know if he
spokeit well enough to actualy useit for poem-writing. Nor was he sure Flip could read a Dutch poem,
not if there were any unusud wordsin it. Netherlands was just too close to Britain. The BBC had made
the Dutch bilingud ; the European Community had made them mostly anglophone.

The poem was done, but there was no way to extrude printed paper from adesk. Ah well, the night
was young. Dink put it in the print queue and got up from bed to wander the corridors, desk tucked
under hisarm. He' d pick up the poem before the printer room closed, and he' d also search for
something that might serve as agift.

In the end he found no gift, but he did add two linesto the poem:

If Piet gives you a gift today,
You'll find it on your breakfast tray.



It'snot asif therewere alot of things availableto the kidsin Battle School. Their only gameswerein
their desks or in the game room; their only sport wasin the Battle Room. Desks and uniforms, what else
did they need to own?

Thishit of paper, thought Dink. That’swhat he'll have in the morning.

It was dark in the barracks, and most kids were adeep, though afew ill worked on their desks, or
played some stupid game. Didn'’t they know the teachers did psychologica analysis on them based on
the games they played? Maybe they just didn’t care. Dink sometimes didn’t care either, and played. But
not tonight. Tonight he was serioudy pissed off. And he didn’t even know why.

Yeshedid. Hip was getting something from Sinterklaas- and Dink wasn't. He should have. Dad
would have made sure he got something from Black Fiet’ s bag. Dink would have hunted dl over the
housefor it on Sinterklaas morning until he findly found it in some perverse hiding place.

I’'m homesick. That'sal. Isn't that what the stupid counselor told him?Y ou’ re homesick- get over it.
The other kids do, said the counsdlor.

But they don't, thought Dink. They just hideit. From each other, from themsdlves.

The remarkable thing about Flip was that tonight he didn’t hideit.

Flip was aready adeep. Dink folded the paper and dipped it into one of the shoes.

Stupid greedy kid. Leaving out both shoes.

But of coursethat wasn'tit at al. If he had left only one shoe, that would have been proof positive of
what he was doing. Someone might have guessed and then Flip would have been mocked mercilesdy for
being so homesick and childish. So... both shoes. Deniability. Not Sinterklaas Day at dll- | just left my
shoes by the side of my bed.

Dink crawled into his own bed and lay there for alittle while, filled with a degp and unaccountable
sadness. It wasn't homesickness, not really. It was the fact that Dink was no longer the child; now he
was the one who helped Sinterklaas do hisjob. Of course the old saint couldn’t get from Spain to Battle
Schooal, not in the ship he used. Somebody had to help him out.

Dink was being, not the child, but the dad. He would never be the child again.

5
SINTERKLAASDAY

Zeck saw the shoes. He saw Dink put something into the shoe in the darkness, when most kids were
adeep. But it meant nothing to him, except that these two Dutch boys were doing something weird.

Zeck wasn't in Dink’ stoon. He wasn't redly in any toon. Because nobody wanted him, and it
wouldn't matter if they had. Zeck didn’t play.

Which madeit al the more remarkable that Rat Army wasin second place- they won their battleswith
one less active soldier than anybody dse.

At first Rosen had threatened him and tried to take away privileges- even medls- but Zeck smply
ignored him, like he ignored other kids who shoved him and jostled him in the corridors. Whet did he
care? Their physicd brutdity, mild asit might be, showed what kind of people they were- theimpurity of
their souls- because they rgjoiced in violence,

Genesis, chapter Six, verse thirteen: “And God said unto Noah, The end of all flesh is come before me;
for the earth isfilled with violence through them; and, behold, | will destroy them with the earth.”

Didn’t they understand that it was the violence of the human race that had caused God to send the
Buggersto attack the Earth? This became obvious to Zeck as he was forced to watch the vids of the
Scouring of China What could the Buggers represent, except the destroying angel? A flood the first time,
and now fire, just aswas prophesied.

So the proper response was to forswear violence and become peaceful, rejecting war. Instead, they
sacrificed their children to theidolatrous god of war, taking them from their families and thrusting them up



hereinto the hot metal arms of Moloch, where they would be trained to give themselves over entirely to
violence.

Jostlemedl you want. It will purify me and makeyou filthier.

Now, though, nobody bothered with Zeck. He wasignored. Not pointedly- if he asked a question,
people answered. Scornfully, perhaps, but what was that to Zeck? Scorn was merdly pity mingled with
hate, and hate was pride mixed with fear. They feared him because he was different, and so they hated
him, and so their pity- the touch of godlinessthat remained in them- was turned to scorn. A virtue made
filthy by pride.

By morning he had forgotten al about Flip’s shoes and the paper that Dink had put into one of them
the night before.

But then he saw Dink step out of the food line with afull tray, and walk back to hand thetray to Flip.

Hip smiled, then laughed and rolled his eyes.

Zeck remembered the shoes then. He walked over and looked at the tray.

It was pancakes this morning, and on the top pancake, everything had been cut awvay except abig
letter “F.” Apparently, this had some significance to the two Dutch boys that completely escaped Zeck.
But then, alot of things escaped him. Hisfather had kept him sheltered from the world, and so he did not
know many of the things most of the other children knew. He was proud of hisignorance. It wasamark
of hispurity.

Thistime, though, there was something about this that seemed wrong to him. Asif theletter “F’ inthe
pancake was some kind of conspiracy. What did it stand for? A bad word in Common? That was too
easy, and besides, they weren't laughing like that- it wasn't wicked laughter. It was... sad laughter.

Sad laughter. It was hard to make sense of it, but Zeck knew that he was right. The F was funny, but it
aso made them sad.

He asked one of the other boys. “What’ swith the F Dink carved into FHip's pancake?’

The other kid shrugged. “They’re Dutch,” he said, asif that accounted for any weirdness about them.

Zeck took that solitary clue- which he had already known, of course- and took it to his desk
immediately after breskfast. He searched first for “Netherlands F.” Nothing that made sense. Then afew
more combinations, but it was “ Dutch shoes’ that brought him to Sinterklaas Day, December sixth, and
al the customs associated withit.

Hedidn’t go to class. He went to Hip’' stidily made bed and unmadeit till he found, under the sheet
and next to the mattress, Dink’ s poem.

Zeck memorized it, put it back, and remade the bed- for it would be wrong to put Fip at risk of
getting ademerit that he did not deserve. Then he went to Colond Graff’ s office.

“1 don’t remember sending for you,” said Colond Graff.

“Youdidn't,” said Zeck.

“If you have a problem, take it to your counselor. Who' s assigned to you?’ But Zeck knew at once
that it wasn't that Graff couldn’t remember the counsalor’ s name- he smply had no ideawho Zeck was.

“I'm Zeck Morgan,” he said. “I’m a spectator in Rat Army.”

“Oh,” said Graff, nodding. “Y ou. Have you reconsidered your vow of nonviolence?’

“Nosr,” said Zeck. “I'm here to ask you aquestion.”

“And you couldn’'t have asked somebody €l se?’

“Everybody e'sewasbusy,” said Zeck. Immediately he repented of the remark, because of course he
hadn’t even tried anybody ese, and he only said thisin order to hurt Graff’ sfedlings by implying he was
useless and had no work to do. “ That waswrong of meto say that,” said Zeck, “and | ask your
forgiveness”

“What' syour question,” said Graff impatiently, looking away.

“When you informed me that nonviolence was not an option here, you said it was because my motive
isrdigious, and thereisno religion in Béttle Schoal.”

“No open observance of rdligion,” said Graff. “Or we d have classes congtantly being interrupted by
Mudims praying and every seventh day- not the same seventh day, mind you- we' d have Christians and
Mudims and Jews cdlebrating one Sabbath or another. Not to mention the Macumbaritua of sacrificing



chickens. Icons and statues of saints and little Buddhas and ancestral shrinesand all kinds of other things
would clutter up the place. Soit’sall banned. Period. So please get to classbefore | haveto giveyou a
demerit.”

“That was not my question,” said Zeck. “1 would not have come here to ask you a question whose
answer you had aready told me.”

“Then why did you bring up- Never mind, what’ s your question?’

“If religious observance is banned, then why does Battle School tolerate the commemoration of the
day of Saint Nicholas?’

“Wedon't,” said Graff.

“And yet you did,” said Zeck.

“Nowedidn't.”

“It was commemorated.”

“Would you please get to the point? Are you lodging acomplaint? Did one of the teachers make some
remark?’

“Filippus Rietveld put out his shoesfor Saint Nicholas. Dink Meeker put a Sinterklaas poem in the
shoe and then gave Hip apancake carved with theinitia ‘F An edibleinitid isatraditional trest on
Sinterklaas Day. Which istoday, December sixth.”

Graff sat down and leaned back in his chair. “A Sinterklaas poem?’

Zeck recited it.

Graff smiled and chuckled alittle.

“So you think it’ sfunny when they have their religious observance, but my religious observanceis
banned.”

“It wasapoem in ashoe. | give you permission to write al the poems you want and insert them into
peopl€e swearing gppardl.”

“Poemsin shoes are not my religious observance. Mineisto contribute asmall part to peace on
Eath.”

“Y ou're not even on Earth.”

“I would be, if I hadn’t been kidnapped and endaved to the service of Mammon,” said Zeck mildly.

Y ou’ ve been here dmost ayear, thought Graff, and you' re still singing the same tune. Doesn't peer
pressure have any effect on you?

“If these Dutch Chrigtians have their Saint Nicholas Day, then the Mudims should have Ramadan and
the Jews should have the Feast of Tabernaclesand | should be ableto live the gospd of love and peace.”

“Why are you even bothering with this?’ said Graff. “Theonly thing | can dois punish them for a
rather sweet gesture. It will make people hate you more.”

“Y ou mean you intend to tell them who reported them?”

“No, Zeck. | know how you operate. You'll tell them yoursdlf, so they’ll be angry and people will
persecute you and that will make you fed more purified.”

For aman who didn’t recognize him when he camein, Graff certainly knew alot about him. Hisface
wasn't known, but hisideas were. Zeck’ s persstencein hisfaith was making animpresson.

“If Battle School bans my religion becauseit forbidsdl religion, then al religion should be forbidden,
ar”

“I know that,” said Graff. “I aso know you' re an insufferable twit.”

“I believe that remark falls under the topic of * The commander’ sresponsibility to build morae, isthat
correct, Sir?” asked Zeck.

“And that remark falls under the category of ‘Y ou won't get out of Battle School by being a
gmartass,’” sad Graff.

“Better a smartass than an insufferable twit, Sir,” said Zeck.

“Get out of my office.”

An hour later, Flip and Dink had been caled in and reprimanded and the poem confiscated.
“Aren’t you going to take his shoes, sir?’ asked Dink. “ And I’'m sure we can recover hisinitial when



he shitsit out. I'll reshgpeit for you so there sno mistaking it, Sir.”

Graff said nothing, except to send them back to class. He knew that word of thiswould circulate
throughout Battle Schoal. But if he hadn’t doneit, then Zeck would have made sure that word of how
this*“religious observance” had been tolerated would spread, and then there really would be anightmare
of kids demanding their holidays.

It was inevitable. The two recusants, Zeck and Dink, both of whom refused to cooperate with the
program here, were bound to become dlies. Not that they knew they were dlied. But in fact they were-
they were deliberately stressing the system in order to try to makeit collapse.

Widll, | won't let you, dear genius children. Because nobody gives arat’s ass about Sinterklaas Day,
or about Chrigtian nonviolence. When you go to war- which iswhere you’ ve gone, bdieveit or not, Dink
and Zeckthen childish things are put away. In the face of athreat to the surviva of the species, dl these
planetsdetrividities are put asde until the criss passes.

And it has not passed, whatever you little twits might think about it.

6
HOLY WAR

Dink left Graff’ s office seething. “If they can’t see the difference between praying eight timesaday and
putting apoem in ashoeonceayear...”

“It was agreat poem,” said Hlip.

“It wasdumb,” said Dink.

“Wasn't that the point? It was a great dumb poem. | just fed bad | didn’t write onefor you.”

“I didn’t put out my shoes.”

Flip sighed. “I'm sorry | did that. | wasjust feding homesick. | didn’t think anybody would do
anything abouit it.”

“Sorry.”

“We're both so very very sorry,” said Hip. “ Except that we' re not sorry at al.”

“No, we'renot,” said Dink.

“Infact, it' skind of fun to get in trouble for keeping Sinterklaas Day. |magine what would happen if
we celebrated Chrisimas.”

“Wdl,” said Dink, “we ve till got nineteen days.”

“Right,” said Hip.

By the time they got back to Rat Army barracks, it was obvious that the story was aready known.
Everybody fdl slent when Dink and Flip stood in the doorway.

“Stupid,” said Rosen.

“Thanks,” said Dink. “ That means so much, coming from you.”

“Since when did you get religion?’ Rosen demanded. “Why make some kind of holy war out of it?’

“Itwasn't religious,” said Dink. “It was Dutch.”

“Wadl, eemo, you be Rat Army now, not Dutch.”

“Inthree months| won't bein Rat Army,” said Dink. “But I'll be Dutch until | die.”

“Nations don’t matter up here,” said one of the other boys.

“Reigions neither,” said another.

“Well it'sobviousreligion does matter,” said Flip, “or we wouldn't have been caled in and
reprimanded for cutting a pancakeinto an‘F and writing afunny poem and sticking it in ashoe.”

Dink looked down the long corridor, which curved upward toward the end. Zeck, who dept at the
very back of the barracks, couldn’t even be seen from the door.

“He snot here,” said Rosen.

“Who?’

“Zeck,” said Rosen. “He camein and told us what he’ d done, and then he left.”



“ Anybody know where he goes when he takes off by himsaf?” asked Dink.

“Why?" said Rosen. “Y ou planning to dap him around alittle? | can't dlow that.”

“1 want to talk to him,” said Dink.

“Oh, talk,” said Rosen.

“When | say talk, | meantak,” said Dink.

“I don't want to talk to him,” said Hip. “ Stupid prig.”

“Hejust wantsto get out of Battle School,” said Dink.

“If weput it to avote,” said one of the other boys, “he’ d be gone in asecond. What awaste of
Space.
“A vote,” sad Hip. “What amilitary idea.”

“Go gtick your finger in adike,” the boy answvered.

“So now we're anti-Dutch,” said Dink.

“They can't hdpit if they ill beievein SantaClaus,” sad an American kid.

“Sinterklaas,” said Dink. “Livesin Spain, not the North Pole. Has afriend who carries his bag- Black
Pet.”

“Friend?’ said akid from South Africa. “Black Piet soundslikeadaveto me”

Rosen sghed. “It' sardief when Chrigtians are fighting each other instead of daughtering Jews.”

That was when Ender Wiggin joined the discussion for thefirgt time. “Isn’'t thisexactly what therules
are supposed to prevent? People sniping at each other because of religion or nationdity?”

“And yet we' redoing it anyway,” said the American kid.

“Aren’'t we up hereto save the human race?’ asked Dink. “Humans have religions and nationalities.
And customs. Why can’t we be humanstoo?’

Wiggin didn’t answer.

“Makesno sensefor usto live like Buggers,” said Dink. “ They don’t celebrate Sinterklaas Day,
ather.”

“Part of being human,” said Wiggin, “isto massacre each other from time to time. So maybetill we
best the Formics we should try not to be so very very human.”

“And maybe,” said Dink, “soldiersfight for what they care about, and what they care about istheir
familiesand their traditions and their faith and their nation- the very stuff they don't dlow usto have
here”

“Maybe we fight so we can get back home and find al that Stuff till there, waiting for us,” said Wiggin.

“Maybe none of usarefighting at al,” said Hip. “It'snot like anything we do hereisred.”

“I'll tell you what’sredl,” said Dink. “1 was Sinterklaas s helper last night.” Then he grinned.

“So you'refindly admitting you'rean éf,” said the American kid, grinning back.

“How many Dutch kids are therein Battle School 7 said Dink. “ Sinterklaasis definitely aminority
culturd icon, right? Nothing like Santa Claus, right?’

Rosen kicked Dink lightly on the shin. “What do you think you' re doing, Dink?’

“Santa Clausisn’'t areligious figure, either. Nobody praysto Santa Claus. It'san American thing.”

“Canadian too,” said another kid.

“Anglophone Canadian,” said another. “ PapaNod for some of us.”

“Father Chrismas,” said a Brit.

“See? Not Chrigtian, national,” said Dink. “It'sonething to siflerdigious expresson. But to try to
erase nationdity- the wholefleet isthick with nationd loydties. They don’'t make Dutch admirals pretend
not to be Dutch. They wouldn't stand for it.”

“Therearen’t any Dutch admiras,” said the Brit.

It wasn't that Dink let idiotic comments like this make him angry. He didn’t want to hit anybody. He
didn’t want to raise his voice. But till, there was this deep defiance that could not be ignored. He had to
do something that other people wouldn't like. Even though he knew it would cause trouble and
accomplish nothing & al, he was going to do it, and it was going to start right now.

“They were able to stifle our Dutch holiday because there are so few of us,” said Dink. “But it’ stime
for ustoinsst on expressng our nationa cultureslike any other soldiersin the International Fleet.



Chrissmasisaholy day for Chrigtians, but Santa Clausis a secular figure. Nobody praysto Saint
Nicholas”

“Littlekidsdo,” said the American, but he was laughing.

“Santa Claus, Father Christmas, Papa Nodl, Sinterklaas, they may have begun with a Christian feast
day, but they’ re nationd now, and people with no religion at all till celebrate the holiday. It' sthe day of
gift-giving, right? December twenty-fifth, whether you' re abdieving Christian or not. They can kegp us
from being rdigious, but they can’t stop us from giving gifts on Santa Claus day.”

Some of them were laughing. Some were thinking.

“Y ou're going to get in such deep doodoo,” said one.

“E,” said Dink. “But then, that’ swhere| live dl thetime anyway.”

“Don'teventry it.”

Dink looked up to see who had spoken so angrily. Zeck.

“I think we aready know where you stand,” said Dink. “In the name of Christ | forbid you to bring
Satan into this place.”

All the amiles disgppeared. Everyonefd| slent.

“You know, don’'t you, Zeck,” said Dink, “that you just guaranteed that I’ Il have support for my little
Santa Claus movement.”

Zeck seemed genuindy frightened. But not of Dink. “Don'’t bring this curse down on your own heads.”

“I don't believein curses, | only believein blessings,” said Dink. “And | sureashell don't believeI’ll
be cursed because | give presents to people in the name of Santa Claus.”

Zeck glanced around and seemed to be trying to calm himself. “ Religious observances are forbidden
for everybody.”

“And yet you observe your religion dl thetime,” said Dink. “ Every time you don't fire your wegponin
the Battle Room, you're doing it. So if you oppose our little Santa Claus revolution, eemo, then we want
to seeyou firing that gun and taking people out. Otherwise you' re aflaming hypocrite. A fraud. A pious
fake A liar.” Dink wasin hisface now. Close enough to make some of the other kids uncomfortable.

“Back off, Dink,” one of them muttered. Who? Wiggin, of course. Great, a peacemaker. Again, Dink
fdlt defiance swdl upindde him.

“What are you going to do?’ said Zeck softly. “Hit me? I’ m three years younger than you.”

“No,” said Dink. “I’m going to blessyou.”

He set hishand inthe air just over Zeck’ s head. As Dink expected, Zeck stood there without flinching.
That was what Zeck was best at: taking whatever anybody dished out without even trying to get away.

“I bless you with the spirit of SantaClaus,” said Dink. “1 bless you with compassion and generosity.
With the irresistible impul se to make other people happy. And you know what else? | blessyou with the
humility to redlize that you aren’t any better than the rest of usin the eyes of God.”

“Y ou know nothing about God,” said Zeck.

“I' know more than you do,” said Dink. “BecauseI’m not filled with hate.”

“Neither am|,” said Zeck.

“No,” murmured another boy. “Y ou're filled with kuso.”

“Toguro,” said another, laughing.

“I blessyou,” said Dink, “with love. Believe me, Zeck, it’ll be such ashock to you, when you finaly
fed it, that it might just kill you. Then you can go talk to God yourself and find out where you screwed
up.”

Dink turned around and faced the bulk of Rat Army. “1 don’t know about you, but I’ m playing Santa
Clausthisyear. We don't own anything up here, so gift-giving isn't exactly easy. Can't get on the nets
and order stuff to be shipped up here, dl gift-wrapped. But gifts don’t have to be toys and stuff. What |
gave Hip here, the gift that got usin so much trouble, was a poem.”

“Oh how swest,” said the Brit. “A love poem?’

In answer, Flip recited it. Blushing, of course, because the joke was on him. But dso loving it-
because the joke was on him.

Dink could seethat alot of them thought it was cool to have atoon leader write asatirical poem about



oneof hissoldiers. It redly was agift.

“And just to prove that we aren't celebrating actual Christmas,” said Dink, “let’sjust give each other
whatever giftswethink of on any day at al in December. It can be Hanukkah. It can be... hell, it can be
Sinterklaas Day, can't it? The day is il young.”

“If Dink would give usdl agift,” intoned the Jamaican kid, “that would give our heartsallift.”

“Oh how sweet,” said the Brit.

“Crazy Tom thinks everything’'s sweet,” said the Canadian, “except for Tom’s own mold-covered
feet.” Mogt of them laughed.

“Was that supposed to be a present?’ said Crazy Tom. “Father Christmas is doing a substandard job
thisyear.”

“It would be pleasant to get apresent,” said Wiggin. Everybody laughed alittle. Wiggin went on, “It
would be better to get aletter.”

Only afew people chuckled at that. Then they were all quiet.

“That’stheonly gift | want,” said Wiggin softly. “A letter from home. If you can give methat, I'm with
youl.
“I can't,” said Dink, now just as serious as Wiggin. “ They’ ve cut us off from everything. The best | can
doisthis. At homeyou know your family’ s doing Santa stuff. Hanging up stockings, right? You're
American, right?’

Wiggin nodded.

“Hang up your stocking thisyear, Wiggin, and you'll get somethinginit.”

“Cod,” sad Crazy Tom, the Brit.

“I don’'t know what it isyet,” said Dink, “but it'll be there.”

“It won't redly befrom them,” said Wiggin.

“No, itwon't,” said Dink. “It'll befrom Santa Claus.” He grinned.

Wiggin shook hishead. “Don’t doit, Dink,” he said. “1t’ s not worth the troubleit’ll cause.”

“What trouble? It'll build morde.”

“We're hereto study war,” said Wiggin.

Zeck whispered: “ Study war no more.”

“Areyou gill here, Zeck?’ said Dink, then pointedly turned hisback on him. “We' re hereto build an
army, Wiggin. A group of men who work together as one. Not a bunch of kids hammered down by
teachers who think they can erase ten thousand years of human history and culture by making arule.”

Wiggin looked away and said, sadly, “ Do what you want, Dink.”

“| dwaysdo,” answered Dink.

“Theonly gift that God respects,” said Zeck, “is abroken heart and a contrite spirit.”

A lot of kids groaned at that, but Dink gave Zeck one last look. “ And when were you ever contrite?’

“Contrition,” said Zeck, “isagift | giveto God, not to you.” Only then did Zeck walk away, back
toward his bed, where he' d be hidden behind the curvature of the barracks room.

-
STOCKINGS

Rat Army was only asmall percentage of the population of Battle School, but word spread quickly.
The other armies began picking it up as ajoke. Someone would pick up some scrap of |eftover food and
drop it on someone else' smed tray, saying, “ Thereyou are, from Santawith love.” And everybody at
the table would laugh.

But even asajoke, it was a gift, wasn't it? Santa Clauswas giving giftsall over Battle School within
days.

It was more than just gifts. It was stockings. Nobody could say who started it, but after awhileit
seemed that the giving of every gift was accompanied by a stocking. Rolled up, hidden insde something



else, but always a stocking. Nobody hung the stocking up in hopes of getting it filled, of course. It was
the other way around- the stockings were being given as part of the gift.

And the recipient of the stocking found away to wesr it, whether it fit or not. Dangling from adeeve.
On afoot, but not matched with the other sock. Inside aflash suit. Sticking out of a pocket. Just for a
day, the sock was worn, and then it was given back. It was the stocking more than the words now that
sad, Thisisfrom Santa Claus.

The stockings were needed, because what were the gifts? A few were poems, written on paper. Some
of them were food scraps. Asthe days passed, however, more and more of the gifts took the form of
favors. Tutoring. Extra practice timein the Battle Room. A bed that was aready made when somebody
came back from the showers. Showing somebody how to get to ahidden leve in one of the video
games.

Even when it wasn't atangible gift, there was the stocking to makeiit redl.

Father was right, thought Zeck. The parents of these children put the lie of Santain their hearts, and
now it bearsfruits. Liars, al of them, giving gifts as homage to the Father of Lies. Zeck could hear his
father’ svoicein hismemory: “Hewill answer their prayers with the ashes of snintheir mouths, with the
poison of atheism and unbelief in the plasmaof their blood.” These children were not believers- notin
Christ, and not in Santa Claus. They knew they served alie. If only they could see that when you do
charity in the name of Satan it turnsto sin. The devil cannot do good.

Zeck tried to go see Colond Graff, but he was stopped by aMarine in the corridor. “Do you have an
gppointment with the commandant of Battle School 7’

“No, gr,” said Zeck.

“Then whatever you have to say, say it to your counsdlor. Or one of the teachers.”

The teachers were no help. Few of them would talk to him anymore. They'd say, “Isthis about
algebra? No? Then tdll it to somebody ese, Zeck.” The words of Christ had long since worn out their
welcomein thisplace.

The counsdor did listen- or at least sat in aroom with him while he talked. But it came to nothing.

“So what you' re telling meisthat the other students are being kind to each other, and you want it
stopped.”

“They'redoing it in the name of Santa Claus.”

“What, exactly, has anyone done to you- in the name of Santa Claus?’

“Nothing to me, personally, but-"

“So you' re complaining because they’ re being kind to other people and not to you?’

“Becauseit’sin the name of-"

“SantaClaus, | see. Do you believein Santa Claus, Zeck?’

“What do you mean?’

“Bdievein Santa Claus. Do you think there sredlly ajolly fat guy in ared suit who brings gifts?’

“No.”

“So Santa Clausisn't part of your religion.”

“That' s exactly my point. It's part of their rdigion.”

“I'veasked. They say itisn't religion at al. That Santa Clausis merely aculturd figure shared by many
of the cultures of Earth.”

“It' spart of Chrisgmas,” indsted Zeck.

“And you don't believein Chrismas.”

“Not the way most people celebrateit, no.”

“What do you believein?’

“I believe Jesus Christ was born, probably not in December at al anyway, and he grew up to bethe
Savior of theworld.”

“No Santa Claus.”

“No.”

“So Santa Clausisn't part of Christmas.”

“Of course he' s part of Christmas,” said Zeck. “For most people.”



“Just not for you.”

Zeck nodded.

“All right, I'll talk about thisto my superiors,” said the counsdlor. “Do you want to know what | think?
| think they’ re going to tdl meit’ sjust afad, and they’ re going to let it run itself out.”

“In other words, they’ re going to let them keep doing it aslong as they want.”

“They're children, Zeck. Not many of them are astenacious asyou. They'll loseinterest init and it will
go away. Have patience. Patienceisn't againgt your religion, isit?’

“I refuse to take offense at your sarcasm.”

“| wasn't being sarcadtic.”

“I can seethat you adso are atrue son to the Father of Lies.” And Zeck got up and l€ft.

“I’'m glad you didn't take offense,” the counsdlor called after him.

There would be no recourse to authority, obvioudy. Not directly, anyway.

Instead, Zeck went to severa of the Arab students, pointing out that the authorities were dlowing a
Christian custom to be openly practiced. From thefirst few, he heard the standard litany: “1dam has
renounced rivalry between rdigions. What they do istheir business.”

But Zeck wasfindly ableto get arise out of aPakistani kid in Bee Army. Not that Ahmed said
anything positive. In fact, he looked completely uninterested, even hostile. Y et Zeck knew that he had
struck anerve. “They say Santa Clausisn't religious. He' snationd. But in your country, isthere any
difference? |s Muhammead-”

Ahmed held up one hand and looked away. “It isnot for you to say the prophet’s name.”

“I'm not comparing him to Santa Claus, of course,” said Zeck. Though in fact Zeck had heard his
father cal Muhammad “ Satan’ simitation of aprophet,” which would make Santa and Muhammad pretty
well pardld.

“Y ou have said enough,” said Ahmed. “I’m done with you.”

Zeck knew that Ahmed had gotten along well enough in Battle School. Their home countries were
powerlessto ingst on religious privileges, so the children in Battle School had been granted exemptions
from the obligations of Mudimsto pray. But what would he do now that the Christians were getting their
Santa Claus? Pakistan had been formed as a Mudim country. There was no digtinction between what
was nationa and what was Mudim.

It gpparently took Ahmed two daysto organize things, especialy because it wasimpossible to
ascertain at any given time which earthside time zone they werein- or directly above- and therefore what
timesthey should pray. They couldn’t even find out what time it was in Meccaand use that schedule.

So Ahmed and other Mudlim students apparently worked it out so that they would pray during times
when they were not in class, and would continue to use the exemption for those students who werein an
actud bettle at aprayer time.

The result was ademonstration of piety at breskfast. At firgt it seemed only ahdf-dozen Mudims
were involved, the students prostrating themsel ves and facing- not Mecca, which would have been
impossible- but to portside, which faced the sun.

But once the praying began, other Mudim students took note and at first afew, then more and more,
joined in the praying. Zeck sat at the table, eating without conversation with his supposed comradesin
Rat Army. He pretended not to notice or care, but he was delighted. Because Dink grasped the meaning
amost at once. The prayer was aMudim response to Dink’ s Santa Claus campaign. There was no way
the commandant could ignore this.

“So maybeit’ sagood thing,” Dink murmured to Fip, who was sitting next to him.

Zeck knew it was not agood thing. Mudims had renounced terrorism many years ago, after the
disastrous Sunni-Shiite war, and had even reconciled with Isragl and made common economic cause. But
everyone knew how much resentment till seethed within the Mudim world, with many Mudimsbdieving
they were treated unfairly by the Hegemony. Everyone knew of theimams and ayatollahswho claimed,
loudly, that what was needed was not a secular Hegemony, but a Cdiph to unify the world in worship of
God. “When we live by Sharia, God will protect us from these monsters. When God sendsawarning,
we arewiseto listen. Instead, we do the opposite, and God will not protect us when we arein rebellion



agang him.”

It was language Zeck understood. Apart from their religious delusions, they had the courage of their
faith. They were not afraid to speak up. And they had numbers enough to force peopleto listen to them.
They would be heard by those who had long since stopped even pretending to listen to Zeck.

The next prayer time was at the end of lunch. The Mudims had spread the word, and all those who
intended to pray lingered in the mess hall. Zeck had dready heard that the same thing happened in the
commanders mess at breskfast, but now most of the Mudim commanders had come into the main mess
hal tojoin their soldiersin prayer.

Colond Graff cameinto the mess hal just before the announced time of prayer.

“Religious observance in Battle School isforbidden,” he said loudly. “Mudims have been granted an
exemption from the requirement of daily prayers. So any Mudim student who ingsts on apublic display
of religiousrituaswill be disciplined, and any commanders or toon leaders who take part will
immediately and permanently losetheir rank.”

Graff had dready turned to leave when Ahmed cdled out, “What about Santa Claus?’

“Asfar as| know,” said Gréff, “thereis no religious ritua associated with Santa Claus, and Santa
Claus has not been sighted here in Battle Schoal.”

“Double standard!” shouted Ahmed, and severa others echoed him.

Graff ignored him and left the mess hall.

The door had not closed when two dozen Marines came through the door and stationed themselves
around the room.

When the timefor prayer came, Ahmed and severa othersimmediately prosirated themsalves.
Marines came to them, forced them to their feet, and handcuffed them. The Marine lieutenant looked
around the room. “Anyone els?’

One more soldier lay down to pray; he was also handcuffed. No one el se defied them. Five Mudims
were taken from the room. Not roughly, but not al that gently, ether.

Zeck turned his attention back to hisfood.

“This makes you happy, doesn't it?” whispered Dink. Zeck turned ablank face toward him.

“Youdidthis” said Dink softly.

“I'maChrigtian. | don't tell Mudimswhen to pray.” Zeck regretted speaking as soon as hefinished.
He should have remained silent.

“You'renot agood liar, Zeck,” said Dink. And now he was talking loud enough that the rest of the
table could hear. “Don’'t get mewrong, | think it’sone of your best points- you' re used to telling the
truth, so you never learned the kill of telling lies”

“I don'tlie)” said Zeck.

“Y our words wereliterally true, I'm sure. Our Mudim friends did not consult you on the timetable. But
asan answer to my accusation that you did this, it was such a patheticaly obviouslie. A dodge. If you
redly had nothing to do with it, you wouldn’t have needed adodge. Y ou answered like someone with
something to hide”

Thistime Zeck said nothing.

“Y ou think thiswill help your chances of getting out of Battle School. Maybe you even think it will
disrupt Battle School and hurt the war effort- which makes you atraitor, from one point of view, or a
hero of Chrigtianity, from another. But you won't stop thiswar, and you won'’t hurt Battle School in the
long run. Y ou want to know what you reglly accomplished? Someday thiswar will end. If we win, then
we Il dl go home. Thekidsin thisschool are the brightest military minds of our generation. They’ Il be
running thingsin country after country. Ahmed- someday he' Il be Pakistan. And you just guaranteed that
he will hate theidea of trying to live with non-Mudimsin peace. In other words, you just started awar
thirty or forty yearsfrom now.”

“Or ten,” said Wiggin.

“Ahmed will till be pretty young inten years,” said Flip, chuckling alittle,

Zeck hadn't thought of what this might lead to back on Earth. But what did Dink know? He couldn’t
predict the future. “I didn’t start promoting Santa Claus,” said Zeck, meeting Dink’ s gaze.



“No, you just reported alittle private joke between two Dutch kids and made abig dedl out of it,”
sad Dink.

8
PEACE

The Santa Claus thing was over. Dink didn’t imagine that he controlled it anymore- it had grown way
past him now. But when the Mudim kids were arrested in the mess hall, it stopped being agame. It
stopped being just away to tweak the nose of authority. There were real consequences, and as Zeck
had pointed out, they were more Dink’ sfault than anyonedse's.

So Dink asked dl hisfriendsto ask everybody they knew to stop doing the stocking thing. To stop
giving giftsthat had anything to do with Santa Claus.

And, within aday, it stopped.

He thought that would be the end of it.

But it wasn't the end. Because of Zeck.

Nothing Zeck did, of course. Zeck was Zeck, completely unchanged. Zeck didn’t do anything in
practice except fly around, and he didn’t do anything in battle except take up space. But he went to
class, he did his schoolwork, he turned in his assgnments.

And everybody ignored him. They always had. But not likethis.

Before, they had ignored him in akind of tolerant, dmaost grudgingly respectful way: He sanidiot, but
at least he' s consitent.

Now they ignored him in apointed way. They didn’t even bother teasing him or jostling him. Hejust
didn't exigt. If hetried to speak to anybody, they turned away. Dink saw it, and it made him fed bad. But
Zeck had brought it on himself. It’'sone thing to be an outsider because you' re different. 1t' s another thing
to get other people in trouble for your own selfish reasons. And that’ s what Zeck had done. He didn’t
care about the no-religion rule- he violated it al thetime himsdlf. He just used Dink’ s Sinterklaas present
to Flip asameans of making alame point with the commandant.

So | was childish too, thought Dink. I knew when to stop. He didn’t.

Not my fault.

And yet Dink couldn’t stop observing him. Just glances. Judt. .. noticing. He had read allittle bit about
primate behavior, as part of the theory of group loyaties. He knew how chimps and baboons that were
shut out of their troop behaved, what happened to them. Depression. Self-destruction. Before, Zeck had
seemed to thrive onisolation. Now that the isolation was complete, he wasn't thriving anymore.

Helooked drawn. He would start walking in some direction and then just stop. Then go again, but
dowly. Hedidn't eat much. Thingsweren't going well for him.

And if therewas one thing Dink knew, it was that the counselors and teachers weren’t worth a bucket
of hog snot when it cameto actudly helping akid with red problems. They had their agenda- what they
wanted to make each kid do. But if it was clear the kid wouldn’t do it, then they lost interest. The way
they had lost interest in Dink. Even if Zeck asked for help, they wouldn’t giveit. And Zeck wouldn't ask.

Despite knowing how futileit was, Dink tried anyway. He went to Graff and tried to explain what was
happening to Zeck.

“Interesting theory,” said Graff. “He' s being shunned, you think.”

“I' know.”

“But not by you?’

“I’vetried to talk to him a couple of times, he shuts me out.”

“So he' sshunning you.”

“But everybody ese isshunning him.”

“Dink,” said Graff, “ego to absolvo.”

“Whatever you might think,” said Dink, “that was't Dutch.”



“It was Latin. From the Catholic confessiond. | absolve you of your sin.”

“I'm not Cathalic.”

“I'mnot apriest.”

“Y ou don’t have the power to absolve anybody from anything.”

“But it was worth atry. Go back to your barracks, Dink. Zeck isnot your problem.”

“Why don’t you just send him back home?’ asked Dink. “He' s never going to be anything in this
army. He sa Chrigtian, not asoldier. Why can't you let him go home and be a Chrigtian?’

Graff leaned back in hischair. “Okay, | know what you' re going to say,” said Dink.

“You do?

“The samething everybody awayssays. If | let him doit, then | haveto let everybody elsedoiit.”

“Redly?’

“If Zeck’ snoncompliance or whatever it is gets him sent home, then pretty soon you' Il have alot more
kids being noncompliant. So they can go home, too.”

“Would you be one of those?’ asked Graff.

“I think your school isawaste of time,” said Dink. “But | believeinthewar. I'm not apacifigt, I'm just
anti-incompetence.”

“But you see, | wasn't going to make that argument,” said Graff. “Because | dready know the answer.
If the only way akid can go homeisacting like Zeck and being treated like Zeck, there’ snot akid in this
school who'd doiit.”

“Y ou don’t know that.”

“Butl do,” sad Graff. “Remember, you were al tested and observed. Not just for logic, memory,
gpatia relationships, verbd ability, but aso character attributes. Quick decison-making. Ability to grasp
the whole of asituation. The ability to get along well with other people.”

“So how the hell did Zeck get herein thefirst place?’

“Zeck isbrilliant a getting along with people,” said Graff. “When he wantsto.”

Dink didn’t believeit.

“Zeck can handle even megal omaniacal sociopaths and keep them from harming other people. HE sa
natura peacemaker in ahuman community, Dink. It' s his best gift.”

“That'sjust kuso,” said Dink. “ Everybody hated him right from the start.”

“Because he wanted you to. He' s getting exactly what he wants, right now. Including you coming here
to talk to me. All exactly what he wants.”

“1 don’t think s0,” said Dink.

“That's because you don’t know the thing that | was debating with myself about telling you.”

“Sotdl me”

“No,” said Graff. “The sde arguing for discretion won, and | won't tell.”

Dink ignored the obfuscation. Graff wanted him to beg. Instead, Dink thought about what Graff had
said about Zeck’ s abilities. Had Zeck somehow been playing him? Him and everybody else?

“Why?’ asked Dink. “Why would he deliberately aienate everybody?’

“Because hobody hated him enough,” said Graff. “ He needed to be so hated that we gave up on him
and sent him home.”

“I think you give him credit for more plansthan he actudly has,” said Dink. “He didn’t know what
would happen.”

“I didn’t say his plan was conscious. He just wants to go home. He believes he has to go home.”

“Why?"

“I can't tell you.”

“Why not?’

“Because| can't trust you.”

“If | say | won't repest astory, | won't repest it.”

“Oh, | know you can be discrest. | just don’t think | can trust you to do the job that needs doing.”

“And what job isthat?’

“Hedling Zeck Morgan.”



“I tried. Hewon't let me near him.”

“I' know,” said Graff. “ So the thing you want to know, I’m going to tell to someone else. Someone
who is aso discreet. Someone who can hed him.”

Dink thought about that for afew moments.

“Ender Wiggin.”

“That’ syour nominee?’ asked Graff.

“No,” said Dink. “He syours. Y ou think he can do anything.”

Graff smiled alittle MonaLisasmile, if Mona Lisahad been apudgy colond.

“I hope he can,” said Dink. “Should | send himto you?’

“I'll bet you,” said Graff, “that Ender never needsto cometo meat al.”

“He'll just know what to do without being told.”

“He'll act like Ender Wiggin, and in the process he' Il find out what he needs to know from Zeck
himsdf.”

“Wiggin doesn't talk to Zeck either.”

“Y ou mean that you haven’t seen himtalk to Zeck.”

Dink nodded. “ Okay, that’swhat | mean.”

“Givehimtime,” sad Graff.

Dink got up from hischair.

“I haven't dismissed you, soldier.”

Dink stopped and saluted. “ Permission to leave your office and return to my barracks to continue
feding like acomplete shit, gr.”

“Denied,” said Graff. “Oh, you can fed like whatever you want, that’ s not my business. But your effort
on behaf of Zeck has been duly noted.”

“I didn’t come here for acommendation.”

“And you're not getting one. All you' re getting from thisis my good opinion of your character. I’ snot
easly won, but once won, my good opinionishard to lose. It'saburden you'll have to carry with you for
sometime. Learn to livewith it. Now get out of here, soldier.”

9
WIGGIN

Zeck came upon Wiggin at one of the elevator wells. It wasn't one much used by students- it was out
of the norma lanes of traffic, and mostly teachers used it, when it was used a al. Zeck used it precisely
for that reason. He could wait in line a the busier eevatorsfor along time, but somehow he never got to
the front of theline until everyone ese had gone. That was usudly fine with Zeck, but at medltime, when
everyone was headed for the same destination, it was the difference between a hot meal with alot of
choices and a colder one with dmost no choices I ft.

So therewas Wiggin, sitting with his back to thewall, gripping hisleft leg so tightly that his head rested
on hisown knee. He was obvioudy in pain.

Zeck amost walked past him. What did he owe any of these people?

Then he remembered the Samaritan who stopped for the injured man- and the priest and the Levite
who didn’t. “ Something wrong?’ asked Zeck.

“Thinking about something and didn’t watch where | was stepping,” said Wiggin through gritted teeth.
“Bruise? Broken kin?’

“Twisted ankle,” said Wiggin.

“Swollen?’

“I don’'t know yet,” said Wiggin. “When | moveit, it throbs.”

“Bring your other leg up so | can compare ankles.”

Wiggin did. Zeck pulled his shoes and socks off, despite the way Wiggin winced when he moved his



left foot. The bare ankleslooked exactly dike, asfar as he could tell. “Doesn’'t look swollen.”

“Good,” saidd Wiggin. “Then | guess|’m okay.” He reached out and grabbed Zeck’ s upper arm and
began to pull himself up.

“I’'mnot afire pole,” said Zeck. “Let me help you up instead of just grabbing my arm.”

“Sure, sorry,” said Wiggin.

In amoment, Wiggin was up and wincing as hetried to walk off theinjury. “Owie owie owie,” he
breathed, in aparody of asuffering toddler. Then he gave Zeck atiny smile. “ Thanks.”

“Don’'t mention it,” said Zeck. “Now what did you want to talk to me about?’

Wiggin smiled alittle more broadly. “1 don’t know,” he said. No attempt to deny that thiswhole thing
had been staged to have an opportunity to talk. “I just know that whatever your planis, it’ sworking too
well oritisn't working at dl.”

“I don't have aplan,” said Zeck. “| just want to go home.”

“Weadl want to go home,” said Wiggin. “But we also want other things. Honor. Victory. Savethe
world. Prove you can do something hard. Y ou don’t care about anything except getting out of here, no
matter what it costs.”

“That’sright.”

“So, why? And don’t tell me you’ re homesick. We dl cried for mommy and daddy our first few nights
here, and then we stopped. If there’ sanybody here tough enough to take alittle homesickness, it’s you.”

“So now you' remy counselor? Forget it, Wiggin.”

“What areyou afraid of 7’ asked Wiggin.

“Nothing,” said Zeck.

“Kuso,” said Wiggin.

“Now I’'m supposed to pour out my heart to you, isthat it? Because you asked what | was afraid of,
and that shows me how insightful you are, and | tell you al my deepest fears, and you make me fed
better, and then we're lifelong friends and | decide to become agood soldier to please you.”

“Youdon't eat,” said Wiggin. “Humans can't livein the kind of isolation you' reliving in. | think you're
goingtodie. If your body doesn’t die, your soul will.”

“Forgive me for pointing out the obvious, but you don’t believe in souls.”

“Forgive mefor pointing out the obvious,” said Wiggin, “but you don’t know squat about whet |
believe. | have religious parentstoo.”

“Having religious parents says nothing about what you bdieve.”

“But nobody hereisreligious without religious parents,” said Wiggin. “Come on, how old were you
when they took you? Six? Seven?’

“I hear you werefive.”

“And now we' re so much older. Y ou're eight now?’

“Almog nine”

“But we' re so mature.”

“They picked us because we have amental age much higher than the norm.”

“I haverdigious parents,” said Wiggin. “Unfortunately not the same rdigion, which caused alittle
conflict. For instance, my mother doesn't believe in infant baptism and my father does, so my father
thinks I’ m baptized and my mother doesn’'t.”

Zeck winced alittle at the idea. *Y ou can’t have a strong marriage when the parents don’t share the
samefaith.”

“Wel, my parents do their best,” said Wiggin. “And | bet your parents don’t agree on everything.”

Zeck shrugged.

“I bet they don’t agree on you.”

Zeck turned away. “Thisis completely none of your business.”

“I bet your mother was glad you went into space. To get you away from your father. That’s how much
they disagreeonreligion.”

Zeck turned around to face him, furious now. “What did those bunduckstell you about me? They have
noright.”



“Nobody told me anything,” said Wiggin. “It’' s you, oomay. Back when people were il talking to
you, when you first cameinto Rat Army, it wasdways, Y our father this, your father that.”

“You only just joined Rat yoursdlf.”

“Peopletak outsdetheir amies,” said Wiggin. “And | listen. Alwaysyour father. Like your father was
some kind of prophet. And | thought, | bet his mother’ sglad heisn’t under hisfather’ sinfluence
anymore.”

“My mother wants me to respect my father.”

“Shejust does't want you to live with him. He beat you, didn’t he?’

Zeck shoved Wiggin. Before he even thought of doing it, there was his hand, shoving the kid away.

“Comeon,” said Wiggin. “Y ou shower. People seethe scars. I’ ve seen the scars.”

“It was purification. There’'sno way apagan like you would understand that.”

“Purification of what?’ asked Wiggin. “Y ou were the perfect son.”

“Graff’ s been feeding you information from their observation of me, hasn't hel That’sillegd!”

“Comeon, Zeck. | know you. If you decide something’ sright, then that’ sthe thing you'll do, no
matter what it costsyou. Y ou believein your father. Whatever he says, you'll do. So what have you
done wrong that makes it so you need dl this purification?”

Zeck didn’t answer. He just closed down. Refused to listen. He let hismind go off somewhere dse.
To the place where it ways went when Father purified him. So he wouldn’t scream. So hewouldn’t fed
anythingat dl.

“Thereitis” said Wiggin. “That’ sthe Zeck he made you into. The Zeck who isn't redlly here. Doesn't
redly exig.”

Zeck heard him without hearing.

“And that’ swhy you haveto get home,” said Wiggin. “Because without you there, he'll haveto find
somebody e seto purify, won't he? Do you have abrother? A sster? Some other kid in the
congregation?’

“He never touched any other kid,” murmured Zeck. “I’m theimpure one.”

“Oh, | know. It'syour mother, isn't it? Do you think he'll try to purify your mother?’

At Wiggin'scue, Zeck started thinking about his mother. And not just any picture of her. It was his
mother saying to him, “ Satan does not give good gifts. So your good gift comes from God.”

And then Father, saying, “ There are those who will tel you that athing isfrom God, when it' sredly
from the devil.”

Zeck had asked him why.

“They are deceived by their own desire,” Father had said. “ They wish the world were a better place,
s0 they pretend that polluted things are pure, so they don’t have to fear them.”

He couldn’t let Father know what Mother had said, because it was so impure of her. Can't let Father
know.

If hewhips Mother I'll kill him.

The thought struck him with such force he gasped and sumbled against thewall.

If hewhips Mather I’ll kill him.

Wiggin was il there, talking. “Zeck, what' swrong?” Wiggin touched him. Touched hisarm. The
forearm.

Zeck couldn’t help himsdlf. He yanked hisarm away, but that wasn't enough. He lashed out with his
right leg and kicked Wiggin in the shin. Then shoved him backward. Wiggin fell againgt thewall, thento
the floor. Helooked helpless. Zeck was o filled with rage at him that he couldn’t containiit. It was dl the
weeks of isolation. It was dl hisfear for hismother. Sheredly wasn't pure. He should hate her for it. But
heloved her. That made him evil. That made him deserve dl the purification Father ever gave him-
because he loved someone asimpure as Mother.

And for some reason, with al of thisrage and fear, Zeck threw himsalf down on Wiggin and
pummeled him in the chest and stomach.

“Stopit!” cried Wiggin, trying to turn away from him. “What do you think you' re doing, purifying
me?”



Zeck stopped and looked at his own hands. Looked at Wiggin' s body, lying there helpless. The very
hel plessness of him, hiswormlike, fetal pose, infuriated Zeck. He knew from classwhat thiswas. It was
blood lugt. It wasthe anima fever that took asoldier over and made him strong beyond his strength.

It was what Father must have fdlt, purifying him. The smaler body, helpless, complete subject to his
will. It filled acertain kind of man with rage that had to tear into its prey. That had to inflict pain, break
the skin, draw blood and tears and screaming from the victim.

It was something dark and evil. If anything was from Satan, this was.

“I thought you were a pacifist,” said Wiggin softly.

Zeck could hear hisfather going on and on about peace, how the servants of God did not go to war.

“‘Beat your swordsinto ploughshares,” murmured Zeck, echoing hisfather quoting Micah and Isaiah,
ashedid dl thetime.

“Bible quotations,” said Wiggin, uncurling himsdf. Now helay flat on the ground. Completely opento
any blows Zeck might try to land. But the rage was disspating now. Zeck didn’t want to hit him. Or
rather, he wanted to hit him, but not more than he wanted not to hit him.

“Try thisone,” said Wiggin. “‘ Think not that | am come to send peace on earth: | came not to send
peace, but asword.” ”

“Don’t argue scripture with me,” said Zeck. “1 know them dl.”

“But you only believein the ones your father liked. Why do you think your father aways quoted the
ones about hating war and rejecting violence, when he beat you the way he did? Sounds like he was
trying to talk himsdlf out of what he found in hisown heart.”

“Y ou don’'t know my father.” Zeck hissed out the words through atight throat. He could hit thiskid
again. He could. But hewouldn’t. At least he wouldn't if the kid would just shut up.

“I know what | just saw,” said Wiggin. “That rage. Y ou weren't pulling your punches. That hurt.”

“Sorry,” said Zeck. “But shut up now, please.”

“Oh, just because it hurt doesn’t mean I’m afraid of you. Y ou know one of thereasons | was glad to
leave home? Because my brother threatened to kill me, and even though | know he probably didn’t mean
it, my gutsdidn’t know that. My guts churned al the time. With fear. Because my brother liked to hurt
me. | don't think that’ s your father, though. | think your father hated what he did to you. And that’ swhy
he preached peace.”

“He preached peace because that’ swhat Christ preached,” said Zeck. He meant to say it with fervor
and intengity. But the words sounded lame even as he said them.

“*The Lord ismy strength and song,” quoted Wiggin. “* And heis become my salvation.”

“Exodusfifteen,” said Zeck. “It'sMoses. Old Testament. It does’t gpply.”

““Heismy God, and | will prepare him an habitation; my father’s God, and | will exat him.”

“What are you doing with the King James verson anyway?’ said Zeck. “Did you learn these scriptures
just to argue with me?’

“Yes” sad Wiggin. “You know the next verse.”

“*TheLord isaman of war,”” said Zeck. “* Jehovah ishisname.””

“The King Jamesverson just says ‘the Lord,” “ said Wiggin.

“But that’ swhat it means when the Bible putsit in small caps like that. They'rejust avoiding putting
down the name of God.”

“TheLordisaman of war,” said Wiggin. “But if your dad quoted that, then he' d have no reason to
try to control thisbloodlust thing. This berzerker rage. HE d kill you. Soit’sredly agood thing, isn't it,
that heignored Jesus and Moses talking about how God is about war and peace. Because he loved you
50 much that he'd build haf hisreligion up likeawal to keegp him from killing you.”

“Stay out of my family,” whispered Zeck.

“Heloved you,” said Wiggin. “But you wereright to be afraid of him.”

“Don’'t make me hurt you,” said Zeck.

“I’m not worried about you,” said Wiggin. “Y ou' re twice the man your father is. Now that you' ve
seen the violence inside you, you can contral it. Y ou won't hit mefor telling you the truth.”

“Nothing that you' ve said istrue.”



“Zeck,” said Wiggin. “1t were better for him that amillstone were hanged about his neck, and he cast
into the seg, than that he should offend one of theselittle ones.” Did your father quote that very much?’

He wanted to kill Wiggin. He also wanted to cry. He didn't do ether. “He quoted it all thetime.”

“ And then he took you out and made al those scars on your back.”

“l wasn't pure.”

“No, he wasn't pure. He wasn't.”

“Some people are looking so hard to find Satan that they see him even where heisn't!” cried Zeck.

“I don’'t remember that from the Bible.”

It wasn't the Bible. It was Mother. He couldn’t say that.

“I’'m not surewhat you're saying,” said Wiggin. “That I'm finding Satan where heisn’t?| don’t think
0. | think aman who whipsalittle kid and then blamesthe kid for it, | think that’ s exactly where Satan
lives”

The urgeto cry was apparently going to win. Zeck could hardly get the words out. “I haveto go
home.”

“And do what?" asked Wiggin. “ Stand between your mother and father until your father finaly loses
control and killsyou?’

“If that’ swhat it takes!”

“Y ou know my biggest fear?’ said Wiggin.

“I don't care about your fear,” said Zeck.

“Asmuch as| hate my brother, what I’'m afraid of isthat I'm just like him.”

“I don’'t hate my father.”

“You'reterrified of him,” said Wiggin, “and you should be. But | think what you' reredly planning to
do when you go homeiskill the old son of abitch.”

“No I’'mnot!” cried Zeck. The ragefilled him again, and he couldn’t stop himself from lashing out, but
at least he amed hisblows at the wall and the floor, not a Wiggin. So it hurt only Zeck’ s own hands and
amsand ebows. Only himsdlf.

“If helaid one hand on your mother-" said Wiggin.

“I"Il ill him!” Then Zeck hurled himsdlf backward, threw himslf to the floor away from Wiggin and
beat on the floor and kept beating on it till the skin of the palm of hisleft hand broke open and bled. And
even then, he only stopped because Wiggin took hold of hiswrist. Held it and then put somethingin his
palm and closed Zeck’ sfist around it.

“Y ou’ ve done enough bleeding,” said Wiggin. “In my opinion, anyway.”

“Don't tell,” whispered Zeck. “Don't tel anybody.”

“Y ou haven't done anything wrong,” said Wiggin, “except try to get home to protect your mother.
Because you know your father is crazy and dangerous.”

“Just likeme,” said Zeck.

“No,” said Wiggin. “The opposite of you. Because you controlled it. Y ou stopped yourself from
besting the little kid. Even when he deliberately provoked you. Y our father couldn’t stop himsdlf from
beating you- even when you did absolutely nothing wrong et al. You are not dike.”

“Therage,” said Zeck.

“Oneof the soldierly virtues,” said Wiggin. “Turn it on the Buggersinstead of on yoursdf or your
father. And especidly instead of me.”

“I don't believeinwar.”

“Not many soldiersdo,” said Wiggin. “Y ou could get killed doing that stuff. But you train to fight well,
so that when awar does come, you can win and come home and find everything safe.”

“There snothing safe at home.”

“I bet that things are fine at home,” said Wiggin. “ Because, see, with you not there, your mother
does't have any reason to stay with your father, does she? So | think she' snot going to put up with any
more crap from him. Don’t you think so? She can’t be weak. If she were weak, she could never have
produced somebody as tough as you. Y ou couldn’t have gotten your toughness from your father- he
doesn't have much, if he can’'t even keep himself from doing what he did. So your toughness comesfrom



her, right? She'll leave him if he raises hishand againgt her. She doesn't have to stay to look out for you
anymore.”

It was as much the tone of Wiggin' s voice as the words he said that calmed him. Zeck pulled his body
together, rolled himsdf up into adtting position. “1 keep expecting to see some teacher rush down the
corridor demanding to know what’ sgoing on.”

“I don't think so,” said Wiggin. “1 think they know exactly what’ s going on- probably watching it on a
holo somewhere- and maybe they’ re keeping any other kids from coming along hereto see. But they’re
going to let uswork it out on our own.”

“Work what out?” said Zeck. “I got no quarrel with you.”

“You had aquarrd with everybody who stood between you and going home.”

“I il hate this place. | want to get out of here.”

“Welcometo the club,” said Wiggin. “Look, we re missing lunch. Y ou can do what you want, but I’'m
goingto go eat.”

“You dill planning to limp on thet |eft ankle?

“Yes,” said Wiggin. “ After you kicked me? 1 won't haveto act.”

“Chest okay? | didn’'t break any ribs, did 17’

“Y ou sure have an inflated opinion of your own strength,” said Wiggin.

Then he stepped into the evator and held the bar asit drifted upward, carrying him dong withit.

Zeck sat there awhile longer, looking at nothing, thinking about what just happened. Hewasn't sureif
anything had been decided. Zeck till hated Battle School. And everybody in Battle School hated him.
And now he hated hisfather and didn’t believe in hisfather’ s phony pacifism. Wiggin had pretty much
convinced him that hisfather was no prophet. Hell, Zeck had known it dl ong. But believingin his
father’ s spiritudity wasthe only way he could keep himself from hating him and fearing him. The only way
he could bear it. Now he didn’t have to bear it anymore. Wiggin wasright. Mother was free, now that
shedidn’'t haveto look out for Zeck.

He unclenched hisfist and saw what Wiggin had stuffed into it to stanch the bleeding. One of his
socks, covered in blood.

10
GRACE

Dink saw how Wiggin walked with hisfood tray and knew something waswrong. And it wasn't just
because histray was double-loaded. Who was he getting lunch for? Didn’t matter- what mattered was
that Wiggin wasin pain. Dink pulled out the chair besde him.

“What happened?’ he asked as soon as Wiggin sat down.

“Got lunch for Zeck,” said Wiggin.

“1 mean what happened to you,” said Dink.

“Happened?’ Wiggin'svoicewasall innocence, but hiseyes, lasering in a Dink’ s eyes, weretelling
him to back off.

“Suit yoursdlf,” said Dink. “Keep your dandruff to yoursdlf for dl | care”

The conversation at the table flowed around them after that. Dink joined in now and then, but he
noticed that Wiggin just ate, and that he was careful about how he breathed. Something had injured his
chest. Broken rib? No, morelikely abruise. And he' d been favoring one leg when he walked. Trying not
to show it, but favoring it dl the same. And he was saving lunch for Zeck. They’ d had afight. The pacifist
and the genius? Fighting each other? That was stupid. But what e se could it have been? Who esebut a
pacifist would attack somebody aslittle as Wiggin?

Half the soldiers were gone from the table by the time Zeck camein. The food line had aready closed
down, but Wiggin saw him and stood up and waved him over. He was dow raising his hand to wave,
though, what with hischest hurting and dl.



Zeck approached. “ Got lunch for you,” said Wiggin, stepping away from his chair so that Zeck could
gtinit.

The other kids at the table were obvioudy poising themsdavesto leave if Zeck sat down there.

“No, I'm not hungry,” said Zeck.

Had he been crying? No. And what was with hishand? He kept it in afist, but Dink could see that it
had been injured. That there had been blood.

“I just wanted to give you something,” said Zeck.

Helaid a stocking down on the table beside Wiggin'stray.

“Sorry it'swet,” said Zeck. “I had towash it.”

“Toguro,” said Wiggin. “Now st and eat.” He dmost pushed Zeck down into the chair.

It was the stocking that did it. Wiggin had given Zeck a gift- a Santa Claus gift, of dl things- and Zeck
had accepted it. Now Wiggin stood with his hands on Zeck’ s shoulders, staring at each of the other Rat
Army soldiersin turn, asif he was daring them to stand up and go.

Dink knew that if he got up, the others would too. But he didn’t get up, and the others stayed.

“So I've got thispoem,” said Dink. “It redly sucks, but sometimes you just gotta say it to get it out of
your system.”

“We vejud eaten, Dink,” said Flip. “ Couldn’t you wait till our food is digested?’

“No, thiswill be good for you,” said Dink. “Y our food’ sturning to shit right now, and thiswill help.”

That got him alaugh, which bought him enough time to finish coming up with the rhymes he needed.

“What do you do with Zeck?

You want to break his neck.

But | warn you not to try

Cause Zeck' stoo stubborn to die.”

Aspoemsgo, it was pretty weak. But asasymbol of Dink’ s decison that Zeck should be given
another chance, well, it did the job. Between Wiggin's stocking and Dink’ s poem, Zeck had returned to
his previous status: barely tolerated.

Dink looked up a Wiggin, who was still standing behind Zeck- who now seemed to be eating with
some appetite.

“Merry Chrisgmas,” Dink mouthed silently.

Wiggin smiled.



