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      This entire series grew out of a short story I wrote during a stint at the Writers of the Future Workshop. I guess you could say it’s had quite the birthing process.

      That short story was originally titled “Stealing the Sun”—sound familiar?—and was picked up the first place I sent it, which happened to be Analog, edited by Stan Schmidt. Dr. Schmidt added a coda to his acceptance letter—basically asking to see what happens next.

      This was cool because, you see, I hadn’t really thought about that. But we chatted about a few things, and ideas popped and out came “The Taranth Stone,” which I was terribly pleased with because (1) I loved it, (2) it got me an original Kelly Freas cover…which is cooler than cool, and (3) some folks at CompuServe decided they liked it well enough to give it one of their HOMer awards. Of course, a third short story, “Parchment in Glass,” followed, after which Stan said, “Okay, now go write the novel.”

      Which I proceeded to do.

      And do again.

      And, working with agents and other folks, do yet again.

      But it wasn’t working, you know?

      I kept coming back to this story for years, constantly trying to cram it together. The short stories all work. Just tweak this or rethink that, and the novel will be good, right? But every time I plugged it in, it just didn’t feel right.

      Two years ago, when I had just finished publishing The Saga of The God-Touched Mage and I was thinking about what my next project should be, I looked at Stealing the Sun and got that itch again. The story would sneak into my brain in the quiet moments, and my fingers would long for the keyboard.

      But this time was different. Because I had just come off a series, I was finally thinking along the idea of plotting more complex stories, and finally—after all these cycles—I understood how these short stories were supposed to go together.

      This thing isn’t a book, it’s a series!

      Holy cows! That’s it!

      I would like to say that at this point, the entire thing just fell together, but that would be a lie. Yes, it all kind of worked, but while piecing the series together I realized why things weren’t working when I tried to make this into one book.

      The five books that now comprise Stealing the Sun tell a story that sprawls across a bunch of light years and, despite being set in a world that is discovering faster-than-light travel, gives a reasonable glance at the relativistic nature of space travel. Space is a pretty big place, of course, and when you tell a space-based story set in a “realistic” setting—whatever “realistic” means when you’re talking two hundred years out, anyway—a lot of things happen on their own. And they take time. And time moves as time moves.

      I found I had to replot the plot, so to speak.

      Figure out precisely what went where.

      So, in the end it went like this …

      The original short story shows up in book 1, pretty much as you might expect, with only limited changes.

      Fans of “The Taranth Stone” are going to have to wait until book 3 to get a real glimpse into its depths.

      And that third story?

      Well, the events told in those pages are now spread across the books in ways that wouldn’t have worked in the past when I was trying to cram it all into a single place.

      So, yeah.

      It’s been a strange process putting this one together, but it’s been worth it.

      I really love this piece…er…these five pieces.

      I hope you do, too.

      

      Ron Collins

      August 2016
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      Alpha Centauri A was chosen for a few very simple reasons. First, it was close, a mere 4.3 light-years from Earth. Second, it was a G2-type star similar enough to the sun that data taken directly from Sol could be used in software models without complex conversions.

      The most important factor, though, was greed.

      Each star in the Alpha Centauri system had adequate fusion material to support the new Star Drive propulsion systems, but Centauri A was the largest of the three, with a mass ten times that of Proxima and 20 percent greater than Centauri B. The supply of resources in A would last that much longer.

      In the end, this was the factor that doomed the star to an accelerated death.
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        UGIS Everguard

        Ship Local Date: May 5, 2204

        Ship Local Time: 1425

      

      

      

      Lieutenant Commander Torrance Black stood on the gunmetal runway that circled Everguard’s pod engineering assembly area. The rail was cold against his grip. Machinery ozone seeped through the deck’s grate and hung in the open space like acrid memories, unchangeable and vaguely distant.

      Everything appeared to be on plan.

      Each tube bay stood open, the collection forming a perfectly spaced row of a dozen chambers, their three-meter spans empty, pristinely round, and gleaming with stainless steel beauty. The wormhole pods that went into these tubes were the size of G-class riders—thirty meters tip to tip with rounded cross sections that fit into circular launch tubes. Rugged brown thermal material gave them a stark, utilitarian appearance in the brightly lit assembly area. Each end of the pods was capped with conical black boots of heat-treated alloy, banded with a titanium-steel composite fashioned in the zero-g environment of Aldrin Station.

      His staff wore fresh whites. Their voices echoed with professional bearing in the open expanse. A computer reported the status of the automated routine controlling the launch sequence.

      “I want these tubes loaded by 1800 hours, folks,” he barked with what even he realized was too much vinegar.

      “We’ll make it, LC,” Malloy replied with a quick salute.

      Torrance returned the gesture halfheartedly, then stepped into his glass-enclosed office. Malloy was the chief operations officer on this assignment, and trustworthy enough to keep things on track by himself. Torrance settled into his chair, sighed, and stared through a holographic image of the wormhole pod’s internal guts.

      LC.

      Lieutenant commander.

      The title echoed in his mind.

      That was the thing about rank in the military.

      Everyone understood what it meant. Rank labeled a man. It stayed with him. It would not be long before the promotion list was made public—not long before everyone knew where Torrance stood.

      He would change the world today. As chief launch engineer, he would release a dozen wormhole pods that would burrow into Alpha Centauri A. Their external shells would burn away inside the star’s core, and if at least nine of the twelve systems made it to the target point, they would rend space and create the far end of a wormhole. Raw hydrogen and helium would flow to the other side, where fellow crew members would latch these extradimensional warps to the back end of starships.

      Then the universe would be open for the first time.

      Faster-than-light travel.

      Sirius for breakfast, the Aldebaran double star for dinner.

      It would change everything, even the name of the command he worked for. From the moment the pods took hold, Solar Command, the United Government’s chief projection of force, would be reborn as Interstellar Command. Everguard—complete with 2,158 crew members and their families, and a soon-to-be obsolete propulsion system—was the first cruiser to carry the United Government Interstellar Ship (UGIS) designation, but it would not be the last.

      He supposed he should feel something appropriate.

      But Kip Levitt, the ship’s propulsion officer, and a man Torrance had gone to school with so many years ago, had been promoted to full commander today.

      Torrance had not.

      And it didn’t take a lifer to know that when a person in the chain of command is passed over for promotion, their career, for all effective purposes, is over.

      

      “You have a call from Ensign Yarrow,” Abke said. The comm light flashed on his desktop.

      “Pass it through,” he replied.

      ABKE was an acronym for Autonomic Bioprocessing Knowledge Engine, the quantum-linked, microbiotic processing intelligence that operated the United Government’s solar-system-wide network. Like every other system aboard Everguard, this mission represented its first test as an interstellar device. Not surprisingly, it had passed with full colors. Quantum entanglement was his generation’s relativity, tested at every turn, passing every test.

      An ensign’s face filled his primary view screen. “All the tubes are loaded, sir. Power system is charged, and final prognostics are running.”

      “Thank you,” Torrance replied. “We are on hold until the admiral arrives.”

      “Aye, sir, I’ll tell Lieutenant Malloy.”

      The display changed back to the software circuitry Torrance had been working with before the call. He pressed a control pad to access the propulsion system. Green numbers read three-hundred-plus terra electron volts. A collider ringed the ship at a radius of five kilometers. Outside the observation panel, light from Centauri A made the ring gleam like a silver slash against the velvet blackness of space.

      Torrance grimaced with something akin to jealousy.

      The particles inside the ring were lucky. Their fate was revealed on a time scale of picoseconds.

      He sighed.

      Every member of the pod team had filled other jobs during the first leg of the journey, and would be reassigned to them during the trip home. Lieutenant Karl Malloy—his chief operations officer, for example—was a navigation system support specialist, second class, a job that amounted to gathering and processing data from the shipboard controllers to make sure they were still working. When Torrance wasn’t launching probes he was the chief service engineer responsible for resolving problems with anything from fried communications systems to stopped-up toilets.

      Not exactly glamorous.

      But then, that could be said about his entire career.

      He had never been one to seek limelight—not like Levitt, anyway. He hadn’t been a zero-grav football hero at the academy or a leading officer candidate. He didn’t grab control in survival school in times of emergency. Instead, Torrance faced difficult times by separating himself, filling his thoughts with code or whatever technical issue happened to raise its head that day. Hell, the entire Everguard mission was really just another case of burying his head in the sand.

      He rose from his upholstered chair and stepped around the curved surface of his desk to enter the main assembly area. At the same moment, the far doors dilated and Admiral Robert Hatch entered the bay with a full escort of petty officers and assistants, including Torrance’s CO, Captain Alexandir Romanov, and Government Security Officer Malcolm Casey.

      “Admiral on the floor,” Torrance shouted briskly, and presented a stiff-backed salute.

      “As you were,” the admiral replied.

      Hatch was an older man with brown hair that showed gray at the razor line of his nonexistent sideburns. His green eyes sparkled, and he walked with an efficient stride that spoke of attention to detail and purpose of mind. “What is our status, Lieutenant Commander?”

      “Green for launch, sir.”

      “That’s very good. Your team is a credit to the service, Torrance.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Torrance replied, glancing toward Captain Romanov.

      Romanov smiled. “Indeed they are.”

      The captain’s presence burned against Torrance’s mind. Indeed they are. What bullshit. Without doubt it had been Romanov, a rigid, by-the-book-at-all-costs leader, who allowed the promotion billet to pass Torrance by.

      Torrance held his tongue and, instead, admired the admiral’s calm.

      This was an important day for Hatch.

      Once the pods were launched and the wormholes stabilized, the admiral would accept a position on the United Government’s advisory council for the exploration of space. Mess hall rumors said Interstellar Command would use him as a PR lever at a time when it could cost trillions to build a proper Star Drive spacecraft. As such, the first formal Star Drive mission would rendezvous with Everguard in only a few days, and Hatch would shuttle off to Earth, leaving Romanov to command the seven-and-a-half-year return flight.

      Technically it was possible to shuttle every member of the crew off Everguard in such a fashion if the UG wanted to. But it was actually cheaper to pay a crew to return the ship than it was to run the number of Star Drive missions it would take to do the job—and the fact was that Everguard would stand as a museum piece, and a symbol. Obsolete or not, no one wanted to cast her adrift.

      Torrance gave the final authorization for “Go Launch,” and watched his staff work. It helped him take his mind off the idea of Romanov at the helm.

      The crew checked each status display, and inspected the firing assemblies, safety releases, and guidance systems. They closed the hatches of each tube, leaving a dozen anodized black disks evenly spaced along the curved wall, an image that made Torrance think of rounds in an old Remington Colt.

      Power surged inside the launch system.

      Twelve external launch doors dilated open with the recognizable groan of hydraulic pressure.

      “Ten seconds to engage,” a recorded voice echoed the readout that hung on the wall.

      The room fell to an awkward silence.

      The electric essence of tension wrapped itself around him, and his spine tingled with the idea that his entire life was tied up in these twelve wormhole pods. Without realizing why, Torrance wondered about his mother and father. With the time it took message traffic to travel from Earth to Everguard, it was possible they were no longer even alive.

      The digital readout showed 00:07.

      Power coils whined as they sucked energy from the collider.

      Torrance recalled years at the academy, his first posting under Captain Jao. Torrance had worked through the ranks, receiving solid commendations at every posting. But opportunities for advancement at LC were limited, and Romanov was by-the-book.

      Five seconds.

      Everguard traveled at nearly six-tenths the speed of light, which including acceleration and braking, translated into what was roughly a fifteen-local-year round-trip. By the time they returned home, the effects of time dilation meant the rest of the world would have aged an additional three years beyond that. Eighteen years, total for them. For the first time in a long while, he thought of Adrienne.

      Three seconds.

      Software controllers ran on optical processors.

      He would be forty-one standard years old when he arrived home.

      Two.

      His investments would likely have doubled twice—not that there had been much left after the divorce, but it should be enough to get by on for a while. At least that was something.

      One.

      “Launch initiated, sir.”

      The compartment held its breath. Silence echoed where there should have been thunder.

      “What’s wrong?” the admiral asked.

      “I have no idea, sir,” Torrance replied, his heart growing cold. “But the pods are not away.”
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        UGIS Everguard

        Ship Local Date: May 6, 2204

        Ship Local Time: 0125

      

      

      

      “We’re not getting anywhere, sir,” the technician said.

      “And your point would be?” Torrance snapped back.

      The tech just sat there, stammering while nothing came out.

      The glass boards flickered with displays of the launch system’s microcircuitry and software execution paths.

      The air in Pod Engineering was warm and stale, a feeling that reminded Torrance of late nights in the electronics laboratory back in his college days, but not in a good way. He didn’t like the omnipresent blanket of maudlin disappointment that pressed over him whenever he looked back to times when the future was still the future, but, like it or not, he had been doing just that all day.

      It made him brain-dead.

      Everything about today made him brain-dead.

      The staff was tired, too. Their mission-day whites hung from their bodies like whipped flags in dead wind. Every nook and corner of the place smelled of day-old sweat.

      “I’m sorry,” Torrance said. He rubbed cheeks that were plastic with fatigue. “I’m just like you folks, though—really frustrated, and heading toward mad as hell. Romanov wants a personal report at 0600, and I’ll admit I don’t have a clue about what to tell him. I apologize for snapping, all right?”

      The staff all nodded.

      Lieutenant Malloy spoke up with a grin. “Maybe Romanov would like to come down and check it out personally. Maybe take a little ride in the tube.” His eyebrow raised in mock anticipation, his left hand rose in a flying motion, and he made a whooshing sound. “We could probably arrange a close-up inspection.”

      The team chuckled, and the room loosened noticeably.

      Malloy had a knack for saying the right thing at the right time.

      The image of Romanov drifting out into space from a derelict launch tube made everyone smile.

      Torrance took a deep breath.

      “We’ve been over everything three times. If the problem was on board, we’d have found it by now.”

      “What do you mean, LC?”

      “Maybe the answer isn’t here. Maybe it’s something outside.”

      “Like what?”

      Torrance scratched the stubble on his cheek. “I don’t know. How about we run the full spectrum of sensor scans again, okay?”

      “Did that hours ago, sir,” Malloy replied.

      Torrance shrugged. “Maybe we missed something.”

      Malloy nodded. “Okay, LC. We’ll do it.”

      The crew stood to get to work.

      “When you finish the scan,” Torrance said, “I want everyone to turn in for the night, all right?”

      

      An hour later, Torrance was at External Sensor Command. The scan had completed fifteen minutes ago, and now he was discussing the results with Silvio Nivead, one of the ship’s several signal processing specialists.

      “You’re kidding me, right?” Torrance said.

      Nivead looked up at Torrance with his dark eyes ringed in folds of sepia skin, and his balding head gleaming in the lab’s bright light. “You know I don’t kid about these kinds of things,” he replied in a clipped accent that was at least part Portuguese despite having grown up primarily in Lunar province.

      Torrance knew no such thing.

      Nivead had been with the service since the days of optical processors and multidimensional atomic storage systems. At one point or another he had probably worked on every important galactic surveying team that had been put together in the twenty years prior to Everguard’s flight. As bright and experienced as he was, however, there was a reason Nivead was still working second shift—and that reason was an attitude as thick as mayonnaise.

      Silvio expected people to think like him, only less quickly. He had no patience when they didn’t conform to his frame of mind, and a hair trigger when it came to letting them know about it. He was legendary for making it known he came from an old-school family, multilingual and rigid in their adherence to a doctrine that was equal parts perfection and self-reliance. When you worked with Silvio Nivead you knew two things: the product would be good, and you would not escape unscathed.

      So, yes, it was actually just like Silvio Nivead to kid about such a thing.

      “The pattern is all over the place,” Nivead said. “But the signal itself is cohesive at just under seven hundred kilohertz.”

      “Microwave radio?”

      “On the low end, but yessiree, Lieutenant Commander, I can report to you with great certainty that these are most definitely radio wavelengths.”

      Torrance absorbed Silvio’s sarcasm without comment.

      “Where’s it coming from?” Torrance asked.

      “Got me, boss-man.”

      “Would that signal be enough to interfere with the launch?”

      “They could pitch a bit of crosstalk if the traces get close enough.” Silvio pursed his thick lips, the bottom one protruding in a way that reminded Torrance of his grandfather. “It would take a lucky strike, but odder things have happened. Science is like that, you know, LC?”

      “Yes,” Torrance snapped. “I know a little about science.”

      Nivead looked like a cat in sunshine, and Torrance was immediately mad at himself.

      He ran his hand through close-cropped hair, then down along the roughness of his chin. All business, he thought. That’s how you had to deal with guys like Silvio Nivead. He was usually better about keeping Silvio from getting the better of him, but he was so tired now. He should have followed his own orders and hit the rack, but his mind was running loops he couldn’t stop.

      Given the way the last twenty-four standard hours had gone, it would be just his luck that stray emissions from a randomly emitting interstellar radio source would crap on his launch.

      “What could have caused signals like that?" Torrance finally said.

      The whites of Silvio’s eyes grew wide enough that he looked like a cartoon character. “You’re gonna have to tell me, boss-man. I’m just a data hack.”

      “Has the star been active?” Torrance replied.

      Silvio looked like he was going to say something, but instead the tech just punched up the star system’s frequency spectrum and let it run on a twenty-four-hour compression.

      Yes, Torrance thought.

      All business.

      Silvio stared at the display as he paged through density images.

      The three stars—Centauri A, Centauri B, and Proxima (which the crew had taken to calling the little red dwarf)—collected together to make the boot of the Earth’s constellation Centaurus. A, also known as Rigel Kent, was the biggest, and brightest. Torrance stared at the same data Silvio did, noting the readout of the star’s power density and rotational speed, 22.62 days. The star was nearing the portion of its orbit that took it farthest away from its closest sibling, Centauri B.

      “We’ve got a little something something going on here,” Silvio said, pointing to a holo display of the star. “But its density in the seven hundred K range is flat as a board. Can’t see the star had much to do with anything.”

      “What else is out there?”

      Silvio leaned back and laced his hands behind his head. “Gee, I don’t know, boss. Standard background radiation from Centauri B. Proxima. The planets. Then there’s the fun stuff from deep space. And if we hit the rotor-scan system we’ll get all those beautiful pictures from the galaxies.”

      “Proxima is too far away to worry about.”

      Silvio’s grin faded a nano-lumen.

      “Eyeballing that signal strength,” he said, “I would bet my left pinky that B’s too far away, too.”

      “Can you run a frequency scan, just to be sure?”

      “It's technically possible.”

      Torrance tilted his head at the analyst to say his official patience was almost gone.

      “What?" Silvio said. "You don’t trust me?”

      “Your word is good as gold, Sil. But Romanov is on my ass right now and I can’t afford to miss this.”

      “Always a bigger fish, eh, LC?” Silvio gave a sage grin.

      “Can you run the scan?”

      “Your wish is my command, Squanto.” He turned to his station and issued the proper commands to carry out Torrance’s request.

      “Squanto?” Torrance said, hoping his annoyance wasn’t showing.

      Nivead’s grin grew deeper, but he just shrugged.

      “Why Squanto?”

      “I don’t know. It just sounds right on you.”

      Torrance turned back to his own station.

      Oh, to have that kind of courage, he thought. There were advantages to being more like Silvio. Just do your job, do it very well, and let whatever happens flow by like so much river flotsam. He wondered if Silvio had been born this way or if he had just crossed a “don’t give a shit” line somewhere along the way of his career.

      If so, maybe someday Torrance could cross that line, too.

      In the meantime, he needed to look at the radio data coming from the planets.

      “Abke,” he said, “I need access to data file A-Planet-1.”

      “File available.”

      

      The holographic image of a brown-and-black planet rotated slowly over the desktop. Data defining its mass, density, orbit, and ecliptic tilt displayed beside the image.

      It was the innermost of the system’s planets, and carried the official handle of Apple, named in the days after the second planet had been dubbed Eden. But while the computer labeled it by that formal title (as well as the usual stream of alphanumeric gibberish the scientific world worked under), everyone aboard knew the rock as Alpha-Alpha, the first planet in the Alpha Centauri A system. It was immediately shortened to “Alfalfa.”

      All total the Centauri A system included five planets: Alpha, Eden, Gamma, Delta, and Epsilon (which the crew has also dubbed as “Mata Hari,” because its orbit was large enough that some thought it was likely to jump ship and become a satellite in the Centauri B system).

      “Please map infrared data, Abke,” Torrance said.

      The image of the surface changed to swirling patterns—orange, white, and yellow on the side closest to the star, cooling to darker shades of blue on the far side. Alfalfa had an eight-hour day and no atmosphere, resulting in a surface that passed thermal radiation straight through to deep space. A jagged blue-and-black network indicated the topography of the planet. It was highly cratered, and at this resolution its deep crevasses and heavily ridged scars were clearly visible, but nothing there seemed relevant to his problem.

      “Infrared data is fifty-eight percent actual, forty-two percent derived,” Abke said. “Would you like to see raw data only?”

      Everguard wasn’t in the best position to pick up data from the planet, so Abke was extrapolating.

      “No. Give me radar, please. Multiple scans from five hundred to nine hundred kilohertz. Focus on seven hundred. Twenty-four-hour repeating loop.”

      He scanned the result, but still didn’t see anything relevant.

      Story of his life, really.

      Despite skills that were always solid and respected, nothing seemed to ever quite work out for him. At the end of the day, he had always been just a talented grunt. Which is the message Alfalfa’s display seemed to be whispering to him. Nothing here for you, it said. Go back to your basic engineering and leave the important findings to the anointed guys, like Kip Levitt.

      He remembered a night with his dad—a man who had always worked hard, but was happy making a simple living that consisted of things like fixing plumbing or installing air quality systems in Mrs. Krespah’s ventilation ducts. Torrance was a third-year student on that night, and was studying the differential calculus needed to understand the lab simulations of planetary origins, but things hadn’t been working out right. It was late, like it was now, and Torrance was feeling drained and quite a bit less than competent.

      “You don’t got to work like that,” his dad had said. “They won’t let you win, anyway.”

      “It’s not like that,” Torrance had replied.

      His dad had shrugged.

      Torrance remembered every nuance of that shrug now.

      It would have been fine if he had just left it there, but his dad never was the kind to leave such a thing lay, and he was a man who had even less patience for theorists than he did for managers.

      “You’re no Einstein, you know?” he said in his sleepy Midwestern tone.

      The phrase, and all that it carried, echoed in Torrance’s mind as he looked at the readout. You’re no Einstein. Of course he wasn’t. But, there had to be something more to him than this. There should be more to life than fixing toilets and replacing sound systems, and…

      And, you know, guys like Kip Levitt aren’t exactly Albert Einstein, either.

      He cleared his head.

      He had work to do, and the fact that he was letting the memory of his father and the aura of Kip Levitt keep him from doing it just pissed him off that much more.

      “Let’s do the same for file A-Planet-2, please.”

      The projection flickered, and a model of Eden replaced Alfalfa.

      It was larger than the first planet.

      Eden was nearly the size of Earth, with a five-degree tilt and a weak magnetic field offset seven degrees from its polar rotation. The image provided was in the optical spectrum, hence showed nothing beyond the striated but gauzy ball of orange-yellow haze that was the planet’s sulfuric ionosphere.

      “Infrared, please, Abke.”

      The planet turned a pinkish orange, almost uniform in aspect, bleeding to purple at the outer edge of its circumference. Eden was similar to Venus in that its dense cloud cover served to distribute heat globally, resulting in a temperature that probably didn’t vary by more than a few degrees between night and day or even up through its atmospheric altitude.

      Right now the graph showed 52.7 degrees on the Celsius scale, 127 degrees Fahrenheit. Quite balmy.

      “Radar, please. Same parameters as with A-1.”

      The image changed to reveal the lower hemisphere as a cracked and crevassed wasteland, not as cratered as Apple, presumably because the dense atmosphere ate up smaller meteors that would normally have impacted the surface otherwise. In an odd way the digitized landscape reminded Torrance of his training camp on Europa—Eden’s surface could be the hellish twin to Europa’s icy badlands. Eden’s northern hemisphere was also desolate, but scarred with a massive ring of raised ridges tall enough to register green on the topographical image.

      The entire surface was covered in flows that told the geologists that the surface had been constantly reconfiguring itself as a result of the planet’s volcanism and rapid geological activity. He tried to gauge the size of one massive area of the roughed-up land. It was maybe the size of Olympus Mons—say six hundred kilometers across—and the fact that this feature was so prominent in the light of the rest of the planet’s relatively flat surface suggested to some that it had been created by a single huge impact that threw material into the atmosphere and dumped it there as if it was one big shovelful.

      The idea made Torrance grin. He loved those kinds of analogies. They were silly, but powerful enough that he could create the image of Hercules or some kind of Greek god with a shovel bent over the planet.

      Suddenly a white flare rose and fell from just outside that raised zone.

      Torrance blinked. Had he imagined that?

      “Can you back up, please?”

      “Beginning now, sir,” Abke replied.

      A blurry flare flashed again at an edge of the mountainous rim.

      “Forward,” he said.

      The flare came again. It was large—as big as his thumb on the model, which would translate to a hundred kilometers on Eden’s surface. Torrance watched further. More flares burst, all originating from roughly the same place.

      “I need more detail around those flashes, please, Abke.”

      “None available.”

      “Looks like you got a helluva storm there, LC,” Nivead said as he guided his chair over to take a closer look.

      “Yeah,” Torrance replied. The file showed another flash, this time flickering before fading. “Abke, please cut the frequency band to a fifty-kilohertz range centered at seven hundred. Put it on a time loop from hour twelve to hour sixteen.”

      The image continued its sporadic flaring.

      “Man-oh-man,” Silvio said. His chair groaned as he lay back. “Reminds me of the big ol’ dust busters on Mars. Those things whipped up, and you just dug in and waited. But if you could find a safe place, they could light up the sky and it was like the good Lord hisself was paintin’ a picture.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Don’t believe me?”

      Torrance pointed to the image. “These flashes are too stationary to be a storm, don’t you think?”

      Nivead shrugged. “I seen storms sit down for a good while, LC. And Eden’s got more than her share of cloud cover.”

      Torrance pursed his lips, and kept his eyes on the image.

      It was a fact that dense clouds could distort this kind of signal, but he felt something deeper here and he had been around long enough that he knew he would hate himself forever if he didn’t follow up on this.

      “Let it run forward, please, Abke.”

      The stream of flares continued for some time, then came a single large burst. He waited several more minutes, but it didn’t come back.

      “Guess it’s done raining,” Silvio said.

      Torrance replayed the sequence.

      The flares rose and fell in yellow, white, and orange, beautiful in their own right. It was static, though, its source not moving. It could be a storm, he supposed. But it really wasn’t like any storm he had ever seen. It looked more like one of the radio towers he had fiddled with when he was a kid putting together com protocols for larks.

      The idea hit him cold.

      Scientists had studied the Alpha Centauri system for decades prior to Everguard’s launch. They listened for signals and imaged the entire system with deep-space telescopes. They scanned with radio interferometers, looking for the telltale wobble or the flickering dimness that identified planets. It was Mars’s Kochi Station that announced the discovery of three planets orbiting A and two circling B. Only the second planet from Centauri A, however, was inside the zone where liquid water—and thereby intelligent life—was possible.

      Scientists dubbed the planet Eden.

      Closer study, however, soon determined it to be anything but a paradise.

      Despite the existence of oxygen and the hint of carbon-based amino acids that some scientists still considered bio-tags for prospective life, the outer shell of the planet’s atmosphere was a horrific mixture of methane, carbon dioxide, and sulfuric acid that had combined to create a runaway greenhouse effect similar to that of Venus. Models also suggested that the extreme tidal forces of the Alpha Centauri tri-star system were heating the planet’s core, and would make for a volcanic world with stormy weather patterns that continually raged across the surface.

      The search for intelligent life, the scientists said, would have to dig deeper into the universe.

      But now Torrance wondered.

      The atmospheric shell was poisonous, yes, but it was still just a blanket. No one had really looked for what could be happening on the surface or even below it.

      Could this signal be from an intelligent source?

      “Abke,” Torrance said. “Can you run this file through primary and secondary linguistic recognition routines?”

      “Process initiated,” Abke replied. “Estimated to complete in two minutes.”

      “Linguistics?” Silvio said. “You think the storm is talking to us?”

      Torrance started to reply, then saw Silvio’s crazy grin. “Sure, Silvio,” he finally said. “I think it’s ordering a pizza.”

      Silvio slapped his thigh and gave a laugh.

      “Ordering a pizza. That’s a good one, LC.”

      Torrance turned back to the workstation. It had been a very long day, but even if he hit the rack now, Torrance knew he would never get to sleep.

      He cracked his knuckles, waiting for Abke to finish.
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