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      Have you ever had one of those days where you had everything planned out, and you were getting things checked off the to-do list right and left? One of those days when the moon and planets were lined up and everything was flowing like clockwork (to mix a couple metaphors), when life is just humming along in perfect lock-step...and then something happened that changed everything?

      You know what I mean, right?

      A day when you think it’s all coming together, and then next thing you know, you get a fender bender and everything stops.

      That’s kind of what happened on this series and with this book.

      I mean, when I originally envisioned Stealing the Sun, it was supposed to end at six books, and book six was due to be published in mid-2017. I was writing along, doing wonderfully, and then I had this fender bender. Or maybe I should say the water heater burst and I suddenly got a pool in my basement. Whatever. The main thing here is that after I “finished” this book the first time, I knew it wasn’t right.

      I didn’t like it.

      So I went back and worked on it for another month, just trying to wedge things in to make the whole thing work like I knew it could.

      Silly me.

      The problem, it turned out, was that I was trying to tell at least two stories in one book. I can say this is true because immediately upon thinking about it this way, I lopped off the last third of the work, and realized that the story that remained was a stand-alone story. This means I’ve got seven books in the series, not six.

      Aside number one: When I told her this revelation, my lovely daughter Brigid, who is a better writer than I am and who clearly knows me too well, just sighed, looked at me kindly, and said, “This seems to happen to you a lot.”

      Aside number two: I think Brigid said what she said because the same dynamic happened with my fantasy series Saga of the God-Touched Mage, which was supposed to be seven episodes, and wound up being eight.

      Anyway.

      You get the idea.

      

      Perhaps as a result of all this, Starcrash, it turns out, may be my favorite single volume I’ve written in any series. I loved returning to Eden. I loved thinking about the social structures of the place, and I enjoyed getting back into the characters, which I did in a much stronger way during this last rewrite than I had in the first effort. This book is about them, after all. It’s about the effort it takes to survive and about exactly what it means to survive. It’s about love, and relationships, and what it means to be close to someone. It’s about what societies do to exist, what we expect from leaders, and how things happen for reasons that can make sense and not make sense at all.

      Or, at least that’s what I think it’s about.

      If, however, there’s one thing I’ve learned from listening to other people talk about my stories, it’s that you guys are going to take something away from it that will be unique to you.

      That’s totally cool with me, of course.

      At the end of the day, I’m proud of this book. I’m happy to have taken the extra time, though I admit it was painful at moments.

      Now I’m on to book seven, which I expect to be the last.

      Unless something changes along the way.

      I’ve heard that happens to me a lot.

      

      Ron Collins

      September 2017
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      “I’m going to miss Lelo,” Ezi said.

      Brada Waganat, son of Baraq, stood at the window and pressed one six-fingered fist into his opposite palm. The sweltering pressure coated him like a blanket. His robes stuck to his skin, and his exposed back plates glistened with perspiration. Eldoro, the greater heat, was near the horizon. Tiny Katon was still blazing brightly though, and still high in the sky, still chasing her brother as she had even in the time before the clouds began to disappear. The skies were clear most heats now. In a way, Brada felt kinship with Katon. She was a match to his own work: small and easy to ignore until her cover was thrown off, but then glaring and bright, impossible to dismiss.

      Outside the window, quadars gathered, accompanied by the usual ring of observers the Families always sent when he announced a public conversation. This was good. The Families needed to be aware of what was happening here for his plan to come to fruition. They needed to know the scope of hedgie resistance so they could make the right decisions.

      Still, anxiety made Baraq wring his hands.

      This speech would be the culmination of everything they had worked for.

      Ezi put her hand on his arm. The crest over her primaries widened and her central dilated. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, starting. “You don’t deserve to be ignored like that.” He knit his fingers together and gave an unconscious grimace.

      “It’s all right,” she replied. “The time before a talk is always the worst.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Don’t worry. You’ll be brilliant, as always.”

      He returned his gaze to the crowd, giving a neutral click from the back of his throat that he immediately regretted as being too dismissive. “I hope you’re right,” he said.

      “Of course I’m right.”

      He raised the ridge over his central, but said nothing.

      “You’ll be brilliant because they believe in what you are saying,” Ezi added. “They won’t let you be anything else.”

      “They believe in what we are saying,” Brada replied.

      Ezi gave a pleased click. “Inclusion will get you everywhere,” she said.

      A grin played across Brada’s lips. “I think I’ve heard that somewhere before,” he said.

      Breeze stirred the gauze covering the window.

      Esgarat City was busy.

      Electrified motor carts rolled along pathways that had been cut haphazardly around buildings below, and the sounds of “progress” echoed across the distance. Even here, far up in the preparation room, the air smelled of baked rock and the sharp residue from builders across the pavilion. A heaviness draped the city now, a heaviness that hadn’t been there when he was a whelpling.

      Brada gave a series of nostalgic clicks from deep in his throat.

      “Thank you,” he finally said to Ezi. “I hope we don’t let them down.”

      “You’ve said it yourself, Brada. They see the world changing around them. They see burning rain and the melting mountains. Feel the heat that makes it hard to breathe. The diseases that eat their skin. True quadarti see the world is killing us, and they watch as the Families and council pretend this is normal so they can stay focused on their currencies. They know something must be done.”

      He clicked again, this time warmer.

      The quadars gathered below were energetic and vibrant, mostly young.

      They wore colors the Families would consider garish or distasteful. Given the time, most of these quadars were risking an array of punishments to be here. As a Waganat, Brada understood the concept of Family well. There were businesses to run. Idle hands led to empty stomachs.

      Ezi put her hand on his shoulder.

      They had been pair-mated for nearly two full years.

      Brada was who the public thought of when the topic of the Orange Ring came about. He was young and he had a certain charisma to him. He could think quickly and turn a phrase when debating. Arguments came to him in ways that they didn’t for Ezi, and the people following him spoke of his energy and his passion. But they had built this group together, grown it from nothing into one of the most controversial clubs in the Esgarat. Ezi was a master tactician, and a brilliant organizer. Many of his best phrases were actually created inside Ezi’s mind and refined over time by the two of them. She was part philosopher, part politician. Together they were far stronger than either one was apart.

      It didn’t hurt that she was also intensely attractive to him. He liked the vivid nature of her central and the slope of her neck as it disappeared into the collar of the robes he most certainly planned to remove from her later this evening. Standing beside him, she smelled good.

      Outside, the quadars were stirring.

      “Look at them, Brada,” Ezi said, motioning toward the audience and getting on to business in the way only Ezi could. “All these quadars. Here for you. Quadars from the Families, as well as the hedgies. They understand that the whole of Esgarat is bigger than them.”

      Brada took them in.

      Ezi was good at this, he thought—pointing out certain facts of a situation that had relevance. He hadn’t really planned for this kind of response, hadn’t even considered the endgame at all. When they first started, these hedgies were their only audience, the poorest of quadars born to independent and lesser families. None of them were aligned to claims, and no hedgie family had lease-right to any product or service, hence they had no bargaining power except as a supplier of labor. When they first started, all Brada was really trying to do was to get quadars to think.

      Now, though, Ezi was right.

      The concept of quadars being stronger if they threw off the Family Rubrics of Commerce, which said only those in the ranking Families could carry decisions and own properties, spoke to the younger generation. The new ideas of fairness that Brada and Ezi had planted in their midst had taken root.

      Now it was time for it to bear fruit.

      He put his arm around her waist. “Do they understand what’s coming?” he said.

      She set her face in a fatalistic expression. “We’ve told them.”

      He chuffed from the back of his throat.

      She was right about this, but it was easier for her. She didn’t come from the strongest of the Families. She didn’t truly understand the depths to which the lead Families, like his own Waganats, would go in order to maintain the order.

      “Fair enough, I suppose.” He reached to the stand where his mask lay.

      Lelo’s mask, anyway.

      It was a Shensi, the traditional covering of the philosopher, intended to separate pure thought from the person thinking it. Brada had made it himself when he first took the name, back when he was a school whelp. Formed of clay and fired in a mountain kiln, its surface was smooth and clean, painted the color of desert rock.

      Metaphorically, the mask set him apart from his worldly being.

      He wore it in school pavilions and alley corners, then slowly over the cycle he found himself at small gatherings held in homes and at informal sessions of committee. He met Ezi at one of these sessions. She was beautiful and passionate. She understood his message, often understood it more deeply than even he did. She helped him see what he felt, and helped him put what he felt into words others could understand.

      The real Lelo had been an underling of Shensi, who was the namesake of the mask, and Brada admitted he felt a certain connection to the past when he wore it. Pragmatically, it hid his identity, and let him speak freely and without the burden of Family, council, or churches. It protected him from direct retaliation from established power. Hedgies had always made the bulk of the quadarti. As such, they always had the capability of making their interests heard, but no one had ever brought them together before, no one had given them the tools to make their voices clear.

      Until Brada-as-Lelo, that is.

      He turned the mask over in his hands.

      Wearing it, Brada Waganat, a member of one of the most powerful Families across the whole of the Esgarat, had found the glue to bind masses of the quadarti together, regardless of Family lineage.

      He had changed everything.

      With this speech, he would change them again—or further, anyway.

      The plan called for him to lay out steps to the future.

      To list how these quadars would take control over their lives.

      It called for broader control of production, and doing something to find the cause of the rotting disease that suddenly had quadars wasting away to die in the streets. It called for forcing the Families to examine how the quadarti might use mountain caves for emergency safety zones and driving them to use their technology for greater good rather than commerce.

      “Together,” he would say, “we can free ourselves of the powers being lorded over us.”

      With this speech he would lay out the process of what he hoped would be a peaceful transition of power from relatively few Families to the large numbers of quadarti, each with a role.

      But, despite the numbers at his disposal, it would not be so simple.

      This is why, when this speech ended, he would pull the Shensi away, and reveal exactly who “Lelo” was.

      It was this revelation that he hoped would turn the tide—showing by his own example that the Families could work on the side of common good.

      Ezi ran her hand up his arm.

      “I’m proud of you,” she said. “I know I argued at first, but you were right. The new quadarti order needs to be based on truth. They need to know their leader was once a Waganat.”

      “The voice of the people is not a face,” Brada quoted Shensi.

      “But sometimes the face matters.”

      He clicked in warm agreement. Showing a Waganat was ready to give up control would cement the quadars around him. It would give him leadership of the revolution.

      “I will miss Lelo, too,” he said. “Is the motor cart ready?”

      “Yes,” Ezi replied. “We will ensure you can exit when the talk is finished.”

      He pulled back the gauzy drape one more time.

      The gathering was complete. In the distance Family security was waiting, too, which made him happy. Bad judgment leads to rash decisions, he thought as he took them in. If violence was to be avoided, the Families needed to know what was happening.

      He pressed the Shensi to his face.

      It felt odd there, the edges riding over his cheek and along his jawline. A familiar sense of claustrophobia came over him. He drew one more cleansing breath and shook out his arms. The moment picked up an essence of precision.

      “All right,” he said. “Let’s get to work.”
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      Torrance Black gave a violent shiver as he came awake.

      The profound coldness of the shuttle compartment was like a blanket of ice over his entire body. His face felt stiff and brittle.

      The pilot seat pressed hard against his shoulders. The small of his back burned and his entire body ached. Moving anything was like being stabbed from all directions at once.

      He lay still and let the world around him come into focus.

      The smell was stale and metallic. The sound of an engine firing from far away rumbled through the shuttle’s framework, but otherwise the cockpit was silent. The control panels flickered with a steady stream of green and blue. Stars gleamed from outside the viewing screen.

      Torrance raised himself up, and his leg burned with electric pain.

      He cursed and fell back to the headrest, panting hard.

      His ankle—Holy Mother of God, moving like that had his ankle burning like a goddamned sonofabitch.

      And his thigh.

      Crap.

      His memory snapped into place.

      Universe Three, a terrorist organization headed by Deidra Francis, had been using Icarus, the Star Drive Ship they originally hijacked from the United Government, to place a wormhole gate into the heart of Alpha Centauri A. That wormhole was to be connected to a black hole.

      If Icarus had been successful, that black hole would drain the star.

      He wasn’t a good enough physicist to know if the pull would be able to slow this shuttle down or not, but he knew that if it was actually set, the black hole would destroy every Star Drive spaceship Interstellar Command had attached to the star. That was the U3 plan, after all. Block the United Government’s ability to travel the galaxy by cutting off the flow of Star Drive fuel.

      He had tried to stop them.

      Yes. That’s what had happened.

      Alpha Centauri A was behind him now, Eden ahead.

      Had he succeeded?

      Had he managed to keep them from planting the wormhole?

      All he could remember with certainty was that a guard had shot his foot as he ran through the docking bay, and that he had crawled all the way to the shuttle he was piloting now.

      His gut twisted up with the memory of wormhole pods launching just before an explosion ripped Icarus to shreds. It didn’t matter that the crew inside were Universe Three. After Everguard, the idea of any spacecraft tearing itself up would always leave him with visceral memories of being trapped on a dead carcass. Fear filled him, and for a moment he thought he smelled smoke and heard warning sirens blaring.

      He shivered again, the specifics of his situation becoming clearer.

      Torrance was alone, adrift in one of Icarus’s shuttles, headed toward a planet that most scientists said was lifeless. If he had kept the U3 pods from creating the black hole, he still stood a chance, but if the wormhole was set and Interstellar Command was confined to the Solar System, only Universe Three would have the resources it would take to rescue to him. The third possibility, that he had disrupted things enough to simply break the wormhole gate, didn’t seem much better, but at least it would mean Interstellar Command could jump to get him.

      Assuming they knew he was here, anyway.

      And assuming he lived through whatever was going to happen next.

      At best it would be almost two weeks before he would arrive at Eden, which meant he needed to ration his resources. Then, even if he somehow survived entry into the planet’s atmosphere, and even if that atmosphere could somehow support him, no one would know he was here until they received his radio message—which, given the speed of light, would be something more than four years from now. The chances of surviving on a wild planet were small to begin with, and that was before taking into account that most scientists he knew said that Eden was desolate and most likely poisonous.

      It all added up to say Torrance Black was a dead man.

      Christ.

      Just north of seventy standards and this was how he was going to go.

      Poetic justice, he supposed. He pursed his lips.

      “All right,” he said out loud. “One problem at a time.”

      As he sat there, small bits of his ancient survival school training leaked into his mind. It was silly to worry about anything he couldn’t control. That’s what they said anyway, though nothing seemed particularly silly to Torrance right now.

      “Let’s get to Eden before we get to worrying about anything else,” he said to himself.

      He looked at the command panel.

      “Abke,” he said. “Any chance we can turn up the heat?”

      “Of course, sir,” the computer assistant replied. “The current thermal rating has been set to reduce power draw.”

      “I need it warmer.”

      “Setting?”

      “Let’s start at eighteen Celsius. We’ll see how we’re doing then.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      A scan of his instruments showed he was off-course. Nothing he couldn’t correct. He took a preliminary assessment of the burns along his leg. His thigh was reddish and raw, with clear liquid seeping at the edges.

      Clear was good, right?

      Fibers from his pants were embedded in the wound, though.

      He couldn’t remember if he was supposed to leave them there or pick them out to avoid infection. Probably best to get them out, but the thought of picking around in his wound made him nauseous.

      Regardless, he needed to do some disinfecting. No walk in the air lock, either way.

      The ankle was better news. A laser blast had cauterized a hole between the Achilles tendon and the bone.

      He was damned lucky. Both of these wounds would hurt like hell, and he may not walk right later on if he didn’t get the ankle done properly, but he thought he would heal if he kept everything clean.

      The first…umm…pressing matter…however, was that he now realized he needed to pee. The rest could come along on its own time, but you gotta go when you gotta go.

      The lavatory was across the cabin.

      Torrance unclipped his belt and let microgravity lift him from the chair.

      Thank God for zero-g, he thought for the first time in a while.

      When he was a kid, he enjoyed flying through the middle of rooms and corridors, but time had made him far too serious for anything like that now. Zero-g—or, really, the mix and match between artificial gravity and zero-g—was a pain in the butt that seemed to exist mostly just to make it hard to get around. Telomere extensions be damned, life was too short to mess with these kinds of things.

      Now, however, the lack of gravitational force meant he could move through the cockpit without putting extra pressure on his leg.

      Even so, the motion of pushing off from the seat brought him pain, and the momentum of catching himself at the end of his “flight” brought him a sharp suck of pain.

      He hung there, shivering in the cold and muttering sonofabitch, sonofabitch, sonofabitch until the pain faded, then he proceeded.

      The lavatory consisted of a vacuum stool and a urine containment device.

      Torrance did his business, then still shivering, found blankets in the passenger compartment and returned to the pilot seat.

      He strapped himself down, put the blanket over his good leg, and examined his burns again.

      The emergency kit behind the second seat had scissors, gauze, and antiseptic spray. A canister of PlastiSkin would be useful after he healed a bit.

      He prepped the scissors with alcohol, then stared at his open wound. The fibers sat there, glistening in his flesh as if silently taunting him.

      “Enough kicking the can down the road,” he said.

      Then he gritted his teeth and began to dig the debris out.

      It was like holding a hot branding iron against his own leg.

      He screamed as he pulled fibers away, first calling himself every name in the book and a few more he made up on the spot, then talking himself back down. As time passed, his vision wavered and his jaws ached from clenching. When he finished, Torrance rinsed the wound with a tube of water, a process no less painful than the extraction, but considerably shorter. Finally, he hit his entire leg with antiseptic.

      Panting and sweating, he lay back to rest.

      He was exhausted.

      His throat was raw and ragged. Even in zero-g, his arms weighed a ton.

      He should be hungry, he thought, but the pain was still too much to leave any desire to eat. The only good news was that the compartment was warmer now.

      He closed his eyes and soon found himself drifting on gray waves of unconsciousness.
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      When he woke the next time, Torrance was hungry.

      The shuttle had been designed to serve as a quick transfer vehicle, which meant it had no kitchen service beyond a freeze-dry bin the crew could use to throw a few energy cakes or fruit sticks into. He got lucky and found a small stash of sandwiches in the bin. Not many, but Academy survival school had drilled into him the idea that a person can survive on minimal food. What was there should last until he made the planet if he was cautious.

      More pressing was his need for water.

      The juice and water dispensers were operational, though both would run dry earlier than he wanted. He would have to be stingy.

      Torrance pulled out a sandwich and tore the package open. It was dry, some kind of composite protein, but he was happy for it.

      He went back to the pilot seat and tweaked the navigation parameters, then checked fuel and power levels. He should make the planet with room to spare on the energy envelop he had left, so he bumped the heating system again. Assuming the automated routines for atmospheric entry were any good, he now needed to prepare to survive on the planet’s surface for as long as he could. At least it made sense that he should plan to survive since planning for the alternative scenario was essentially finished.

      He laughed at himself for that thought.

      “All these years and you finally become a comedian,” he said aloud. “Or maybe you’re just insane, eh?”

      Who said a man who talked to himself was sane as long as no one answered? He didn’t know, but then, what the hell did it matter? You deal with what you have. He was going to have to get used to being alone.

      The air-lock bay contained a locker with three EVA suits folded and stored one atop the other. A boxful of water tubes sat in a cubby, count of twenty-four. Better than nothing.

      The suits were all orange, and all tight-fitting.

      Just the idea of pulling one over his damaged leg made him want to barf.

      “Heal faster,” he said to his leg.

      The leg didn’t respond.

      “Score one for sanity,” he said.

      Clear helmets lined a shelf above the suits, each held in place by connectors that fed data to active nano-displays that coated their insides. Two of their air systems were full, the third was down a quarter. Combined they should last something beyond a standard day outside the vessel. It wasn’t much, but at least he might see what was around if it came to that.

      It hit him then that these air systems may well hold his last day of life.

      If he survived the trip and the entry into Eden’s atmosphere, and if he managed to land the shuttle, there was a reasonable chance that he would die on its surface when the air in those systems gave out.

      He didn’t know how to feel about that. Oddly lucky in a way. Maybe.

      Some people lived their entire lives without learning the truths they sought, but assuming he landed safely, at least he might get a day on the surface of Eden, which meant he might learn for certain what was there. On the other hand, knowing he was on borrowed time sucked major balls. The conflict between fear and hope set his mind into contortions that would have made a circus act proud.

      “Stop it,” he said, feeling stupid. “Focus.”

      He picked his way further through the locker.

      A utility box held a rebreather. That would make for another day or so. The exchanger was clean, so maybe longer.

      He gathered blankets, a flashlight, and a tool set.

      The emergency kit came off its hinges, and inside he found more water tubes and a set of hand tools.

      Suddenly tired, he bundled everything into a single package, then practiced slinging it across one shoulder, making sure the loop was big enough to deal with the added bulk of an EVA suit. He practiced a few times, but in zero-g he wasn’t able to get a feel for its real bulk. Still, he was happy.

      It felt good to be doing something.

      When he was finished, he stowed the bundle under the right-hand seat, checked his coordinates, then sat back in the pilot seat, scanning his leg and willing it to heal.

      Whether he was really ready or not depended a lot on how well those wounds healed.

      “Take a chance, right?” he heard himself say as he drifted off.

      As far as he knew, he didn’t respond.
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      “Abke?” Torrance said to the shuttle’s computer.

      It felt strange talking to Abke now. Where was this creature he was interacting with? What was its foundation? He thought about its code, the processors it looped its logic through. He wondered how it actually thought, considered again its learning algorithms. Could it feel? Did it have emotions? The questions seemed to highlight his isolation. They made him feel exactly how alone he was.

      “Sir?”

      “Do you have the topographics of Eden available?”

      “No records are tagged such.”

      Having studied every piece of data taken from Eden for more than a quarter century, Torrance knew the planet’s topography like the back of his hand. He also knew roughly where the energy bursts that delayed that fateful first launch of wormhole pods had come from, and he knew the coordinates he had sent the wormhole pod to.

      Those facts alone determined his entry target.

      “All right. Please run radar scans of the planet over the next twenty-one standard hours to ensure we get reads across an entire day. We’ll need those to plot a proper course to our final landing location.”

      “Commence now?”

      “Please do. Once the scans are complete, please search the result for a ring of mountains in the northern hemisphere. There’s a huge peak at the southernmost lip of the ring. Please devise a proper set of navigation instructions to arrive at a point just south of that position and let me know when I can review them.”

      That location should be relatively flat.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He nodded. “Thank you, Abke.”

      

      “The scan is complete, sir,” Abke said the next day. “The calculation for reentry is on holo.”

      The display was of poor resolution but it showed the massive ring of mountains, a recommended point of entry, and a calculation for the predicted location of final touchdown. Though Torrance was no navigation specialist, the plan seemed to land them, within fairly gross tolerances, right where the radio signals he discovered had originated from. Still, he examined it for longer than truly necessary.

      It made him miss Marisa that much more. This would have been right up her alley. It made him think of Kitchell, too. Thomas would have given his right arm to see this.

      “Would you like to alter the trajectory?” Abke asked.

      “No,” he said. “Please run this profile every day as we approach. Update the parameters to optimize appropriately.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      

      The days progressed.

      As the planet grew larger in the displays, Torrance found himself with nothing much to do. Though he had gotten a lot of practice at it over his lifetime, he had never been very good at waiting.

      It didn’t help that the shuttle’s cockpit was such a confined space.

      He wanted a place to exercise his leg as it healed. A treadmill, perhaps, or given the zero-g environment it would have had to be a centrifugal station. Instead, he used stretches and isometrics to work the leg as best he could. Still, the healing process seemed glacially slow. “You’re getting too old,” he complained to himself more than once. He found a nook behind the second seat that let him press his back up against a flat wall and his feet onto the seat. It still hurt like a bitch, but at least he could build a little muscle.

      Other times he watched movies, and skimmed books.

      He played games.

      He checked his pack, and continually tried to scavenge the ship.

      He wrote stream-of-conscious journal entries.

      Torrance thought about assignments he had been given, about his girls, about the day he proposed to Adrienne, and the day he proposed to Marisa and was turned down in the best way possible. He thought about the thousands of other times he had been anxious or frustrated. None of them compared to this. He ate small bits of sandwiches and the remains of a chocolate bar he found in a storage bin. He drank stale water and staler juice. He wondered whether Universe Three’s wormhole pods hit their target or not.

      Each day he cleaned his ankle and his thigh, pleased that the seepage congealed and the burns had healed up to the point his skin was a crinkly crepe. It made him think of Marisa and her skin treatments after she had been burned on Everguard. His pain paled in comparison to what she had suffered.

      And, finally, he thought about the big picture of his life.

      He had been a good man, hadn’t he?

      He did his best, anyway. He helped raise two amazing kids, even if he was really just inept at it when the final tally registered. He worked hard. Tried to do the right things in situations where the right things were both unclear and hard. Those things had to account for something, didn’t they?

      Something was missing, though.

      Torrance felt a hole inside him as certainly as if it had been carved from his chest.

      He felt small.

      At first he thought he was just tired, just worn down by events. But that wasn’t it. Sitting here alone forced him to face himself, and the fact was that looking at who he was made Torrance feel inadequate. He had been a part of so many of the most important events that happened across the Solar System and beyond, but he had been a cog. Just a wheel. A guy, doing his job.

      He worked under the surface to nudge things rather than standing tall for things he thought were particularly right.

      The realization cut into his gut.

      “Take a chance,” young Thomas Kitchell would say. And Torrance would go along, using that phrase at times to give himself permission to do things he normally wouldn’t. But the fact was that Torrance had never really taken a chance, had he? He used that phrase to help him slide up to the very edge of the cliff, and sometimes even to put a toe over the edge. But he had never truly jumped. Never truly made a decision that put himself on the line when faced with power.

      He had never been all-in against a force big enough to crush him.

      Torrance Black had commanded system teams and negotiated deals for the United Government. He had managed science, and jockeyed with corporate leaders, military brass, and elite scientists, but he had never set the agenda. He had never taken control of anything he hadn’t already been given. And that left him feeling like he was nothing but a piece of some big machine, one of a hundred gears, meaningless really.

      Ultimately replaceable. Eminently useless.

      Maybe this was why the planet was so important to him.

      Something about this planet, orbiting a dying star all alone in the darkness of space, ignored by the rest of the cosmos, spoke to his heart.

      He didn’t need anyone to tell him how psycho that sounded, but it was true that Eden had latched itself to him the moment he launched the first wormhole pods. He had risked and essentially lost his family, his military career, and his professional reputation trying to save this planet throughout various parts of his life.

      Now, here he was.

      He found himself checking the clock and calculating trajectories constantly.

      The nav system was showing progress every day. The fuel gauges dropped.

      He knew the cabin must stink of him, but his nose seemed oblivious now.

      If he played with the radio just right, sometimes he could find thin threads of broadcasts from the Solar System that came through in several languages. Once he picked up Portuguese. He knew just enough of the language to get by at cocktail parties but without physical communication methods to aid interpretation, the show quickly eluded him. He listened to the voice until he lost the signal anyway.

      Was this what Magellan felt as he traversed the Earth? Lewis and Clark? Vasco da Gama? Maybe the first humans that walked across the Bering Straits?

      “No,” he answered himself aloud. “You’re no explorer.”

      Torrance was just a guy in a space shuttle. At best he was on a rescue mission, at best he would die bringing a life-form a message. But more likely—far more likely—he was just a poor sop in a doomed lifeboat riding a current to a desolate and uncharted island.
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      “Nearing entry point, sir. Shall I prepare a flight plan?”

      “Please do,” Torrance replied.

      While he could handle routine piloting, he didn’t want to bring a shuttle through a foreign atmosphere by hand. Best let Abke handle it.

      The automated navigation procedure put the craft into a controlled descent, dropping velocity in staggered decrements to let the shuttle fall through the band of ultralow-density hydrogen and helium that existed in Eden’s outermost region. Technically, the shuttle had been in the planet’s atmosphere for the past thirty minutes, but the air density here was only a molecule or two per cubic kilometer at best.

      Things would get dicey soon enough, though. The denser edges of the planet’s stratosphere loomed.

      He rubbed the scraggly beard that had grown over his face. Hunger pangs grabbed at his gut, but his heart raced too fast for him to worry about eating right now.

      Torrance selected an EVA suit.

      If he survived the descent, the suit would keep him alive—for a while, anyway. Scans of the planet estimated its surface temps to run very high, over 40˚C, maybe as high as 45˚–50˚C, too high for a human to function for very long without a steady source of water even if he could breathe the air. The suit’s environmental controls would keep him cool, though. His air would probably run out before his battery, though it would be close.

      The skin on his leg was still shiny and hairless, but it was healed enough to manage getting the suit on. Just to be safe, he hit it with a blast of PlastiSkin from the emergency kit, and a pad ripped from a blanket. He pulled the suit over it, gritting his teeth against pain that wasn’t as bad as he expected. A minute later he sat on the pilot seat wearing a full suit and carrying a clear pressure helmet.

      He ate a full sandwich from the freeze-dry. It was something similar to peanut butter. When he finished, he slipped the remaining three into emergency pockets along the suit’s legs, then donned his helmet, engaged the EVA system, and gripped the pilot seat.

      It was time.

      “Engage the reentry routine, Abke.”

      Abke enabled the heat shields. They grated with a metallic groan as they crawled over the portholes and view screens to clunk into place. Vibrations came as the spacecraft rubbed the planet’s atmosphere. The sensations were comforting, actually. He visualized the components working together and imagined deflectors adjusting while the retro trims tweaked their vectors in response to Abke’s course corrections. He recalled the air handling system’s circuit diagrams, felt pressure nozzles monitoring the shuttle’s dwindling oxygen cache.

      Power supplies, thermal systems, air scrubbers, navigation systems: A spaceship was a beautiful thing, especially when you understood how each of their systems fed off every other system, how every part of a spaceship depended on every other part. A craft like this couldn’t live for long unless every part of it was healthy.

      His scalp itched and he smelled the reek of peanut butter inside his helmet.

      The sound of his breathing felt very close.

      Trim boosters fired like rumbling thunder as the shuttle entered the thicker ranges of Eden’s presence. Numbers changed on the nav panel. A hiss sounded like the summer rain did when he was a kid in Wisconsin, but grew and grew until it was more like the sizzling of hot oil.

      The shuttle lurched left and right, up and down.

      His muscles clenched, and pain seared his half-healed leg. His stomach got twisted up, and he may have screamed. Metal squealed under sudden pressure. The cockpit rumbled and bumped. Red lights flashed with reverse reflections in his faceplate. A coppery taste came to his mouth.

      The shuttle’s silhouette spun on the holo display.

      “Abke?” he called.

      Something was wrong.

      He didn’t know what it was, but this wasn’t right.

      His feet and legs bounced in their restraints as the entire ship shuddered and shook.

      “What’s happening, Abke?”

      Still nothing.

      He didn’t have time to deal with the computer system now, though.

      The damned thing was coming apart. He overrode Abke instinctively, grabbing the yoke to take control. Only his good foot found its pedal.

      He twisted the yoke to bring yaw into bearing.

      Pitch came up.

      The shuttle dipped and rolled before he got his other leg into position.

      The yoke twisted from his grip.

      Something exploded at the back of the craft, and suddenly he was spinning in violent circles.

      He yanked the yoke back and pulled up. The shuttle responded but the reaction ripped the controls from his hands. Breathing felt like an iron band had been wrapped around his chest. Then the craft bottomed out with a slam, and a pressure that threw him against the back of the seat as if he was at the bottom of the world’s angriest roller coaster.
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