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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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      The good news was that it wasn’t his fault.

      Torrance stood outside his CO’s quarters and gathered his thoughts. He was early, but he didn’t figure that would be a problem.

      “Romanov here.” The captain’s voice was alert and responsive through the intercom.

      “Lieutenant Commander Black, sir.”

      The door buzzed, then dilated open.

      The ventilation system blew a cool breeze. The room was quiet and calm despite being decorated with a row of flat-panel images of starships and other vehicles. Romanov was fourth-generation military, and the regimentation of his compartment showed it. The far wall, however, carried a holo of a waterfall from the backlands of Maui. A glass table with three chairs sat in the corner. Torrance could almost smell fresh water and island breeze.

      The captain rose from his meditation pad, dressed in a loose robe of red terry cloth. A thin film of sweat glistened from the curve of his collarbone.

      “Good morning, Captain,” Torrance said.

      “I think it is acceptable to be informal before 0600, Torrance,” Romanov said with only a trace of his Russian heritage lingering in his accent. He gestured toward the table. “You look as if you’ve had a very long night. Have a seat and tell me about it.”

      Torrance sat down, not certain where to start.

      The captain sat across from him.

      “We have a problem,” Torrance said.

      “Yes?”

      “When Everguard opened the launch doors, we encountered an electromagnetic disturbance.”

      “I see no problem, then. Shield what we need to shield and get on with it.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Why not? We have inventory.”

      “Yes, we do,” Torrance admitted. “But the disturbance is coming from outside.”

      “Outside of what?”

      “Outside of Everguard, sir. It’s coming from the star’s second planet.”

      Romanov’s face betrayed nothing as he thought through the ramifications of what Torrance was saying. “Why didn’t it show up in our scan?”

      “It was there. I checked the logs myself. But the configuration of the planets and the star itself cut the amplitude of what we received. For whatever reason, we overlooked it.”

      Torrance didn’t need to add that the we who overlooked it did not include either Torrance Black or Alexandir Romanov.

      “I see.” The captain clasped his hands together and leaned back. “So, am I to assume you’re thinking that this stray burst of EMI suggests there may be life on Eden?”

      “I don’t see how we can read it any other way.”

      “Despite the fact that all other examinations confirm the planet’s atmosphere is toxic?”

      “Only a life-form could produce this EMI.”

      “The planet is a perpetual storm,” Romanov said. “It is certainly possible that such a place could generate high-energy disturbances, is it not?”

      “What we’ve received has been tight, Captain, not random white noise.”

      “Have you run our translator programs?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “Nothing yet, sir. But just because we don’t recognize a pattern doesn’t mean one can’t exist. Our linguistic code should be reviewed before we go any further.”

      The ventilation system wheezed like the collected mumble of distant voices.

      “Lieutenant Commander.” The captain’s voice became firm, and Torrance realized that, pre-0600 or not, the discussion had just become formal. “We have a mission to accomplish. What you have found is not enough to warrant the conclusion of intelligent life when everything else we know to be true about this planet discounts that.”

      Torrance froze. He had expected Romanov to point the finger of blame at External Sensor Command and postpone the mission. But now the captain seemed more determined than ever to push forward.

      “But what if I’m right, Captain?”

      “I don’t think that is the case.”

      “But, sir, if this is intelligent life, draining their star will leave them without energy. Whatever civilization exists will die.”

      “I understand, Torrance,” the captain said, his eyes blazing like dark lasers. “But even a simple trip planetside could cost us months both ways. And some very steep odds say all we would find are clouds that generate tight bursts of static. Do you want to be the one who tells the admiral that we’re going to hold back our understanding of the entire universe for half a standard year while we piddle around looking for thunderstorms in Eden?”

      Torrance did not reply.

      “You’re a good man, Lieutenant Commander,” Romanov continued. “You’ve always been part of the team. You’re a hard worker, and when the going gets tough, you stick your nose into the guts of problems and figure out how to make things work. It is a trait I most admire in you. I know I can rely on you to do what is right for us in the big picture.”

      Suddenly, Torrance understood.

      This was about position. It was about expectations and power.

      If Everguard diverted for a false call, the careers of every officer aboard would hang in tenuous balance, not the least of which was Alexandir Romanov’s.

      Now Romanov was staring at him with that firm but fatherly expression that said he expected Torrance to do his part, to play the game as it needed to be played. His CO expected Torrance to go along with him. Go along to get along, his father had once said, and that phrase had buried itself into Torrance’s psyche even back then. He had always gone along, but not because he thought it was right or wrong. He had simply ducked his head and gotten work done mostly because he trusted the system—he believed it when everyone said that what really mattered was doing the work. Do the work better than anyone else, and you’ll win, they said. Go along to get ahead.

      Torrance’s eyes slid away from the pressure of Romanov’s gaze.

      He looked down at his hands. His stomach burned, reminding him that the last thing he had eaten was the synthesized roast beef sandwich he had for lunch yesterday.

      “Thank you, sir,” Torrance said, more because it seemed he should than because he felt anything.

      “I understand your concerns,” the captain said. “I’ll take your report to the admiral for his confirmation of my order. But our mission is clear. I have a duty to the people of our Solar System, as do you. Those tubes need to be shielded and another launch profile prepared as soon as possible.”

      “I understand,” Torrance said, standing.

      “Do you?”

      He understood, yes.

      He was to be a good soldier and do as he was told. That much was clear. He was to engage in no more discussion of life on Eden. But a cold stone formed in his stomach then because he also understood the captain had just supported potential genocide of what might be an intelligent species, and he had done so with barely a second thought.

      “Yes, sir. I do understand.”

      Romanov nodded.

      “Thank you for your work, Lieutenant Commander. I’m sure it has been a busy evening.”

      Torrance sighed. “I’ve ordered the staff to their beds, but I think we can be ready to launch in under twenty-four hours.”

      “Very good. Looks like you could use some sleep yourself.”

      “Yes, sir,” he replied, saluting.

      Torrance turned and strode out of the captain’s office, his temples suddenly throbbing with a massive headache.
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      Torrance stood alone on the officers’ radiation-shielded observation deck, and stared into the blackness of space. He had retired early the previous day and, after a fitful rest, woke even earlier this morning. Breakfast had been alone in the main mess. Now he stood with his hands clasped behind his back, thinking deeply about Adrienne for the first time in a very long time.

      They had met right after he entered the Academy.

      He remembered their wedding day, the sugary whiteness of their cake, and how Adrienne shoved an overly large bite into his mouth. It had been such an exciting day, the beginning of something that seemed so infinite. Adrienne was special—intriguing, and with interesting takes on everything from the politics of the moon to how to best grow lemons in zero gravity. Her Mediterranean background made her fiery at times, which fit against his own Midwestern stoicism in interesting ways. They had wanted children—Adrienne pushing for two, Torrance thinking more like three. But children never came. A series of trips to fertility doctors eventually found he was the problem.

      There were solutions, of course: adoption, or donor transplants, gene therapy or clone cultures. But Torrance was adamant that he couldn’t raise someone else’s children. He didn’t care that everyone else was doing it. It didn’t feel right, and no gene therapy in the world could change the fact that every time he looked into the child’s eyes he would see his own failure.

      Yes, it was selfish and stupid.

      He could see that now.

      But he had been scared and embarrassed, and, as usual, he hid from the problem rather than face it. This was his way when he felt out of control and things got too heavy for him to deal with. He had ignored the problem with Adrienne, and as usual, it had festered.

      They split a few months before the Everguard opportunity arose.

      He had needed something to focus on, something to take the pain away. All he had at hand was the military—with its rules that dictated what to do when and how to do it. It suited him. He felt comfortable here. He understood how it worked. The military had been his life.

      The idea of fifteen years aboard Everguard had seemed so perfect back then.

      

      Torrance jumped at his pager’s piercing bleat.

      “You have a call from Lieutenant Malloy, sir,” Abke said.

      “Pass it through.”

      “Connection made.”

      “What can I do for you, Karl?”

      “All our sensitive components have been shielded, sir. Do you want us to begin prelaunch preparations?”

      “Is the testing done?”

      “Yes, sir. No anomalies.”

      “Yes, then. Prelaunch would be the next step.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Torrance pressed his lips together. The shielding was in place. In something under two hours he would give an order that, knock on wood, should open the entire universe to the human species, arguably saving it when looked at over the span of millennia, but might doom another.

      There was life on the second planet in the Alpha Centauri A system.

      He had no proof of this fact, of course, but he felt it lying there inside the data like it was this invisible fire burning under his skin. He was right. He had to be. Proof or no proof—he felt it.

      Something, or someone, was there.

      No argument the captain or anyone else aboard this ship could put forward would convince Torrance otherwise.

      His uniform collar seemed tight against his neck.

      His stomach rolled over.

      He never asked for this.

      His career was likely over. He would return to his own world tired and used up—a man with no family, no future, and no dignity. And now he would return also as a man who felt genocide so deeply in his bones that he thought he might get sick right here on the observation deck.

      The thought twisted like a hunting knife in his gut.

      He felt powerless, beaten down.

      The idea of launching the pods made him feel dirty.

      He was one man in the entire existence of the universe.

      He had twelve buttons to push.

      The numbers, twelve and one, waded through his mind.

      He was one lieutenant commander with twelve wormhole pods, there was one star outside this one spaceship that he existed in, and one people with unknown technology on the one planet than existed in that one star’s habitable zone.

      Unknown technology, yes, but technology at least advanced enough to release emissions that interfered with Everguard’s systems.

      And he had twelve buttons to push.

      An idea dawned.

      A thought. A concept, a harebrained idea, perhaps even an audacious brain blunder that gnawed at his belly and made his breathing rise with a sudden change of pattern that let him know he was on to something.

      One technology.

      A flare of energy burned at his spine.

      It could work, he realized.

      Competitive reengineering had fueled human progress for centuries. If the aliens he was envisioning were sharp enough, they could figure it out. And if he was right, the intelligence on that planet was at least advanced enough to broadcast radio.

      It was a huge personal risk.

      His activity would almost certainly show up if Romanov requested another shipwide scan. What was left of his career was certainly at stake.

      He gazed out the observation panel and recalled the expression on Romanov’s face as Torrance had reported his findings.

      The collider glimmered against black velvet.

      Protons and neutrons raced inside that ring, scattering themselves into the netherworld of quarks and leptons—universes that lived and died in fractions of seconds. A collector gathered each of these particles, separating them and funneling each into channels where supercooled electromagnets ensured they would find their antimatter counterparts. The resulting meeting of matter and antimatter pushed energy into the ship’s propulsion unit. Soon a small fraction of that power would be siphoned to feed the launch tubes.

      Torrance closed his eyes, and listened to the gentle hiss of the ship’s operational systems. It was a soft sound, warm. It reminded him of the wind that had blown past his open window when he was a teenager in Wisconsin.

      That was a long time ago.

      Lives, like military careers, can be made in the span of a single collision of a neutron and a proton. They can be broken in similar moments of time. Or they can merely fade away, decaying like radioactive waste with the half-life of a human being.

      It was time, Torrance realized, feeling truly comfortable for the first time since he could remember.

      He knew what he had to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 6


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        UGIS Everguard

        Ship Local Date: May 7, 2204

        Ship Local Time: 1200

      

      

      

      The staff wore their workday blues this time.

      “Fifteen seconds until launch,” the mission controller said.

      Again the admiral stood at Torrance’s side, Security Officer Casey and Captain Romanov on the side opposite the admiral. The power coil moaned while switches clicked and firing systems armed.

      The countdown clock read 00:10.

      Twelve probes stood ready to forge the link that would give the human race the ability to explore millions of stars.

      00:05.

      Torrance clasped his hands behind him and took in a slow, deep breath.

      He felt oddly proud.

      He had done his best, and that was all that any God—or any commander, for that matter—had the right to ask of a man. Perhaps it wouldn’t be enough, but perhaps it would. And that was sometimes the most that any man could ask of himself.

      00:02.

      00:01.

      “Launch sequence initiated,” the controller said.

      The pods thrust against Everguard’s hull like strikes from twelve sledgehammers. A dozen flaming arrows sliced through black space in three formations of four birds apiece.

      One group fell toward the star, then another.

      Then the last.

      A single pod of the final group, however, deviated from the original flight plan.

      Adrenaline leapt through Torrance’s body. He stifled a proud smile.

      His calculations had been rapidly done, the reprogramming equally hasty. But he knew this code like the back of his hand. If he got it right, the pod would land somewhere on the second planet. With luck, whoever was there would examine its circuitry and its propulsion system. With their new knowledge they might learn how to engineer space-faring vessels themselves.

      And they might find a way to save themselves.

      “What’s wrong with that one?” the admiral said.

      “I’m not certain, sir,” Torrance replied before Captain Romanov could. “But I’ll run a full investigation. The good news is that we have eleven birds on course and heading for home. We need only nine to be successful.”

      

      Of the remaining pods, one lost power and was pulled to a fiery death in Centauri A’s gravity well. The rest pierced the star’s surface. Thermal shielding held back the heat for the milliseconds each electronic package needed.

      The wormhole actuators engaged.

      Energy flowed, hydrogen fusing to helium.

      

      Aboard Everguard, Torrance was surrounded by crewmates, all cheering, all wearing shit-eating grins, and all pounding him on the back.

      Captain Romanov gave Torrance a guarded glance, but did not say anything.
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        SOURCE: INFOWAVE -- NEWS for the twenty-third century

        RECEIVED: UGIS EVERGUARD TRANSMITTED VIA UGIS SUNCHASER

        TRANS DATE: May 23, 2205, Earth Standard

        HEADLINE: Mubadid Confirmed Supreme President

      

      

      

      In an emergency session, the combined Earth country-states and Solar System sub-governments passed a bill today that provides Executive President Laney Mubadid formal governance of the home galaxy.

      “This is an important day for all human beings,” Mubadid said as she accepted the additional responsibility. “Expansion and exploration has always been the way of humanity. From the days of our first ancestors in the Olduvai Gorge to the Roman Empire and Magellan’s travels, from the Louisiana Purchase to the earliest climbers of Everest, humanity has always striven to see the unseen and know the unknown. This is how we ensure our survival.

      “Today we have a unified government that will ensure we proceed in a bold manner, and a manner that will preserve the dignity of our entire galaxy of star systems.”
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      Numbers glowed from the glass desktop in Alexandir Romanov’s office. A mug of green tea, half-empty, sat at the edge of the table. He rubbed his temple and moved 250,000,000 solar dollars from the budget line for refitting the fitness center, and split it in three directions—150,000,000 to optimize electromagnets in the collider system, 75,000,000 to repair Central Deck’s main corridor, and 25,000,000 to refurbish the core of the power grid that continued to show signs of deterioration.

      Romanov looked at the numbers and couldn’t help but grimace. Creating a budget was just what he wanted to be doing the day after the admiral’s party.

      What a waste of time.

      Somewhere someone in the UG structure had gotten the idea that costs could be lowered if each ship had to vie for budget each year, that somehow their competitive natures would cause each commander to reduce expenditures in a quest to run the tightest ship. It would never work, of course. Whoever had that idea didn’t understand the territorial law of one-upmanship among the elite of the Admiralty, the best of which would simply prey upon the few who actually did reduce cost by grabbing the suddenly excess budget.

      So, as each top admiral wrested larger and larger slices of the pie the administrators—in turn—would placate the rest by increasing the size of the pie. Costs would ratchet, and the bean-counters would scratch their heads and go back to the drawing board to try to figure out what went wrong.

      To make matters even sillier, the time gap between interstellar flight and time dilation of sub-light-speed travel made the idea more outdated than an abacus. He would love to be an invisible spider on the wall at the budget briefings with the Commerce Commission’s chronal consultant—a position whose single duty was to synchronize budget calls to each space-faring ship and ensure their input was properly factored.

      The image of a bureaucrat doing relativistic math while balancing a budget brought him a delicious sense of smugness. Romanov was a military man from a family of military men. He understood and appreciated the sense of comedic timing one needed to survive bureaucracy.

      He moved the 250,000,000 solar dollars back to the fitness center.

      What were they going to do—radio him four years ago to tell him he couldn’t fix the power grid?

      His calendar today was back-to-back meetings, including a session with Lieutenant Commander Black in a few minutes, lunch with the admiral to discuss transfer of command, and a late session with Security Officer Casey that would be his opportunity to give his official update on intelligence progress related to the launch failure.

      He didn’t like Casey.

      The man hit every stereotype you could gin up about security officers. He was prissy and closed-minded. He dressed in his formals most of the time, and held himself like he’d been spun up a half-turn too far. He liked wine with his dinner, but never more than one glass and often even just half that. Romanov once had Casey as a teammate during a training exercise, and all the man did the entire session was question whether material that supported the program was being managed properly.

      He sighed.

      The idea of spending an hour answering Casey’s questions was as appealing as scrubbing himself down with a field of thistle, but once Romanov took command Casey was going to be his government anchor (as every captain of every UGIS ship in existence called them), and nothing was more dangerous to a career than having a disgruntled anchor aboard a long-haul ship. Best get used to it, and best get a feel for how to deal with him now.

      He looked at his slate again.

      Dinner with leadership command was scheduled for 1900.

      Somewhere in there, he wanted to stop at Propulsion Command to see how his son was doing. He hadn’t talked to Andre in over a week.

      He sipped his tepid tea, and ran his tongue around his mouth to get rid of the grainy aftertaste. The mug was decorated with green swirls that reminded Romanov of leaves.

      He missed leaves.

      They were, perhaps, the most perfect of all creations—fragile and beautiful, but resilient at the same time. Coarse and aromatic, dense and green. He thought of Lani with her brown eyes waiting for him in Oahu. He remembered the blue waves in her dress at the landing, her soft hands on his face as he kissed her good-bye. She had stayed behind to care for her mother and her father as they aged. It had been a very long time since he had seen her.

      “Lieutenant Commander Black to see you, sir,” Abke said, breaking his reverie.

      He drew his hand back from the mug.

      “Let him in,” he said.

      The door slid back.

      

      “You wanted to see me, sir?” Torrance said as he entered.

      Romanov gestured toward an empty chair. Torrance settled into place.

      “That was a gutsy move, Torrance.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “I’ve examined the preflight records. The last probe’s navigation software was altered.”

      Torrance considered denying it, but could see the firmness in his CO’s eyes. “They deserved a chance, sir.”

      The captain nodded. “Did you know I have a meeting with Security Officer Casey later this afternoon?”

      “No, sir. I don’t have access to your calendar.”

      “He wants to review the failed launch.”

      “I see.”

      “I am certain he will also want to speak with you, Lieutenant Commander. Standard protocol on such an event, I’m afraid.”

      Torrance took a deep breath before he could control himself. Romanov was right. It made sense that the Government Security Officer would speak with him, but it hadn’t been something Torrance had considered until now. The idea put a knot in his stomach.

      “I assume you are aware that deliberately altering a mission profile without authorization can get a man court-martialed.”

      Silence reigned for several heartbeats, during which Torrance contemplated such appetizing things as lifelong exiles. Romanov’s gaze felt as heavy as a lead blanket in an X-ray chamber.

      “We’re stealing their sun, sir,” Torrance finally said. “I figure they’ve got maybe ten thousand years before their planet gets too cold to support life. If they’re of advanced technology, maybe they’ll be able to study the pod and save themselves.”

      “And if they’re not?”

      Torrance stared into the wall scene of the Ural Mountains and waited for the captain to speak. He wondered if it would be court-martial, or merely some form of censure. Certainly he would lose at least one rank.

      “You don’t have a family, do you?” Romanov said.

      “My parents live in Wisconsin.”

      “I mean children.”

      Torrance furrowed his brow. “No, sir. No children.”

      Romanov gave an indecipherable grunt and absentmindedly fingered his cup of cold tea. “I’m sorry you were passed over for promotion, Torrance. You are a good man, but we have only so many billets.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’ve done your part with Eden, now, isn’t that right, Lieutenant Commander?”

      “Sir?”

      “The official cause of the launch failure is logged as a particularly violent storm on Eden. The pod is wherever it is.”

      “That’s correct, sir.”

      “That means you’ve done what you could. Assuming there is something to your idea, which there is almost certainly not, you’ve given them a lifeline.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So we can leave this here, correct?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Romanov stood up, stepped slowly around his desk, and came to sit on its corner, his arms crossed and a disappointed expression on his lined face. “Torrance,” he finally said. “You understand the value of the command structure, correct? You understand that each member of the crew has a function?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And you understand that if this ship is to operate smoothly, each function needs to do what it is supposed to do, when it is supposed to do it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And that the design of this structure has been specifically created with the idea that setting the goals of what is acceptable activity and what is not acceptable activity lies entirely in my leadership team?”

      The question hung in the air like an empty noose.

      “I understand, sir.”

      “That’s good,” Romanov said. He uncrossed his arms and rubbed his palms over his thighs, finishing with a sigh. “You’ve always worked hard, Torrance. It is a long flight back home. A lot of good things can happen to a man who works hard for seven years.”

      Torrance stared at his CO, as the man returned to his seat.

      Romanov regarded him openly.

      The depth of his brown gaze told Torrance everything he needed to know.

      The captain had made a snap decision about the mission, but he had understood its importance. And he had looked in the mirror since that moment, knowing that the extinction of a species might go against him in the end, and that now the future of that unknown species might rest in a wormhole pod that had sped off into space.

      “I am thinking,” Romanov said, “that the report I give to Security Officer Casey should describe a technical problem with the guidance software of the twelfth pod. Given his reputation I expect the security officer will not like that answer, but I can ensure you he will accept it—assuming, that is, that he never hears other ideas that might set him to questioning things more deeply.”

      Torrance’s stomach turned. “I understand, sir.”

      “Do you?” Romanov said, waiting. His eyebrows rose with the question.

      Yes, Torrance thought. He understood with total clarity. His career wasn’t over, but it was being held hostage. Play the game my way, Romanov was saying, and we both come out ahead. Play it yours and your ass will be drop-kicked into an open air lock as quickly as Security Officer Casey can whisper court-martial into his UG comm phone.

      It was okay, he thought.

      Romanov was right.

      Torrance had done everything he could, more than most would have. The tailfin of that twelfth wormhole pod had enough room for them both to hang their consciences on, and it was time for both of them to wade onward. All he had to do was to formalize the report.

      “That could be done, sir,” he finally said.

      “Then I suggest you make it happen.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      

      Torrance left the captain’s office and walked briskly to the lift tubes.

      He had a lot to think about. He had a report to prepare, and he needed to consider what to do with the data files he had filled with signals from the planet. He should also probably consider what to tell Security Officer Casey when he eventually came calling. Romanov may say that he could protect Torrance, but he knew the game better than to think a government security officer would settle for a captain’s word when there was more muck to stir.

      But mostly, he needed to think about his life. He needed to plan.

      He had seven and a half years left aboard Everguard. If any man could get back on the promotion path, it was going to be him.
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      The report took Torrance nearly two hours to create. No, he thought as he submitted it into Romanov’s queue, it took nearly two hours to fabricate.

      He couldn’t help but think about the wormhole pod.

      What had happened to it? Where was it?

      He imagined the twelfth pod, crumpled and derelict on a desolate red planet. He hoped it survived entry, but wasn’t sure whether he actually hoped there was anything down there to retrieve it or not. Giving an alien species such a gift was oddly exciting, but doing it under the umbrella of genocide slammed a gigantic door on his enthusiasm.

      If it were true, though, if an alien species did live on Eden, and if they found the pod, what then? Would they understand it? Could they work with it? How long would it take them to re-engineer the technology? And, if they did, how long before they did anything about it?

      The universe is big, and time is long.

      Would he ever learn the truth?

      He sat back and rubbed his eyes, knowing Malloy was due any minute. The idea of another meeting right now was about as appealing as an extra round of leadership training.

      He glanced again at the screen to his right to see the image of Sunchaser there, and couldn’t help but choke up a little.

      He was tired, and his brain was mush from days of stress, but he would have to be dead to keep his heart from racing at the thought that a mere six hours ago, Sunchaser, an Excelsior class cruiser, had been stationed outside the Solar System’s asteroid belt, and that now it was in the Alpha Centauri system and running on trim boosters as it edged closer to Everguard.

      They were far enough from Alpha Centauri A that the admiral had opened the observation hall’s shades. A view of Sunchaser was high on everyone’s list, and in this case “everyone” most certainly included one Lieutenant Commander Torrance Black.

      Malloy stepped into his office and gave an appreciative whistle.

      “Can you believe it, LC?” Malloy said as he took a seat.

      “Incredible, eh?” Torrance replied.

      Torrance sat back and thought about what he was going to say.

      This was supposed to be a goal-setting session where the two of them focused on preparing for the return flight, but the image of Sunchaser made it impossible to concentrate. The air in his office was so stale he struggled to breathe. The idea of digging into electronic system reports, or discussing automatic backups, or doing anything else it took to run the everyday crap that made the ship operational gave him a case of the screaming willies. The thought of discussing routine assignments with Lieutenant Malloy made his brain go floppy.

      Duty or not, he was physically incapable of having this conversation.

      “What do you say we take twenty and hit the observation deck?” Torrance said.

      “I don’t suppose I can be court-martialed for following a direct order, can I?”

      “Never put anything past Interstellar Command.”

      Malloy snuffed. “Interstellar Command.”

      Torrance shrugged. “It’s no worse than Solar Command, right?”

      “If you say so.”

      “Let’s go.” Torrance stood.

      The two walked down the corridor.

      “Are we really going to get a walk-through?” Malloy asked as they waited for a lift tube.

      “That’s what I understand. The admiral wants the entire crew to see what next-generation spacecraft look like, so I think it will happen.”

      Malloy nodded. “Must be nice.”

      “What’s that?”

      “To be on a ship so fast you don’t have to carry your family along with you just to see them grow up.”

      Torrance glanced at the lieutenant. Like many of the crew, Malloy didn’t have much family left, and none of that aboard the ship.

      “Thinking about someone in particular?”

      “No,” Malloy said. “Not really. But I can’t help wondering what it’s like back home.”

      The comment struck Torrance.

      Ever since the launch, he hadn’t actually been thinking of home at all. He hadn’t thought about his parents or Adrienne or anyone else in the Solar System. His entire existence had been absorbed by the signals from Eden. Who made them? What would those creatures be like?

      He glanced at the lift tube indicator and realized then exactly what his conversation with Romanov had actually meant.

      He wasn’t to explore the issue.

      He wasn’t to look at the data. That data, in fact, wouldn’t exist.

      Those questions he had been pondering would have no answers.

      Pondering?

      No. He had not been pondering these questions. He had been poring over them, obsessing, focusing on them to the exclusion of everything else. This was how he was. Torrance Black did not like story lines with cliff-hangers. He found answers to things. It was why he was good at what he did. He enjoyed the game of bait and chase. The tough work of drilling into details that caused others to lose interest just pushed him harder. Torrance had been so focused on these questions that he hadn’t fully considered the ramifications of Captain Romanov’s orders.

      But now he realized that Sunchaser’s arrival was both the fulfillment of a dream and a harbinger of loss. The conflicting ideas left him numb.

      He wasn’t looking forward to leaving the Centauri system.

      For a moment, Torrance was nearly overcome with the need to tell Malloy about his theory of life on Eden, but he snapped out of that quickly. Malloy was connected to the rest of the crew, and he was a talker. Torrance couldn’t risk what could happen if Malloy spread it.

      At best, Romanov would crap all over his rank, and at worst…well, Torrance didn’t want to think about Security Officer Casey. Government officers made him break out. Just the idea of what Casey might do if he found out about the Eden files sent waves of paranoia crawling over his back.

      The tube arrived. The door slid open, and they stepped into a compartment with four other people.

      “Observation bridge,” they all said as the door slid shut.

      They shared sheepish glances. The observation bridge was twenty layers up. The sense of added gravity came as the lift rose with a frictionless grace that made Torrance smile.

      Every system on this ship was his.

      He liked things to run smoothly.

      A woman behind them continued a conversation she had clearly been having before the lift picked up Torrance and Malloy. “Executive President Mubadid can’t keep the combined congresses in line on this asteroid thing,” she said.

      “I think she’s on her way out,” the man beside her replied.

      “Good riddance.”

      “How can you say that? She’s the one who pushed this mission.”

      “She’s also the one who gave half the asteroid belt to miners.”

      “It’s just a bunch of rocks.”

      “The asteroid fields are a natural treasure.”

      Torrance cleared his throat to interrupt.

      It wasn’t his way to press himself on people outside his command, but he was feeling a different sense of lightness this morning, and the words slipped out almost before he thought them.

      “We’ve got a Star Drive spacecraft off our bow, folks,” he said. “What do you say that we not trash the moment, eh?”

      The two grew quiet.

      Malloy’s lips gave a playful uptick.

      This one, Torrance knew, would circulate through the crew before third shift. He felt good about that. Despite the enclosed feel of the liftpod, the muscles along his neck relaxed.

      He wasn’t surprised that the two were arguing, though.

      Sunchaser brought the crew everything from fresh fruit to new technology—but mostly it brought news from home that wasn’t two and a half years old. So most of the crew was now drunk on information, and—unlike Torrance, who preferred to take time to absorb any situation—they wanted to talk about it.

      The most popular bits of news were holo-vids of Sunchaser departing on the first Star Drive flight ever. The clips showed the craft lighting its engines, then streaking out of sight leaving an image behind that was half ghost, half firework rocket. They showed its scientists collecting data from Barnard’s Star on that maiden voyage, then returning to base.

      But the news also included stories about everything from a three-year drought that had struck Asian rice fields, to political issues like the use of the asteroid belt and the clamor over the United Government leasing Europa’s mineral rights to DelpCo Energy, which planned to turn Jupiter’s most famous moon’s icy landscape into a transport refueling station.

      Torrance was amused to hear the Chicago Cubs had lost the Solar Series after New Zealand’s Karen Lashley hit a grand slam in the top of the eighth to take the seventh game 12-10.

      The lift came to a stop, and the door slid open.

      

      Torrance had read Excelsior’s spec sheets. He had seen news clips and video segments, and pored through the program’s technical directives. He had devoured every white paper on multidimensional matter transfer he could find.

      But nothing could have prepared him for this.

      

      Sunchaser filled the entire observation panel.

      Goosebumps spread over Torrance’s arms, and a shit-eating grin smeared itself all over his face.

      She was built in three portions: a sleek central fore-cabin that housed the inner workings of the Star Drive itself, and two smaller pods behind and below it—one housing the crew, the other holding the bridge and operational offices. The entire package looked like a bi-leveled delta wing, and seemed to split vacuum even as it was sitting still.

      “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” Torrance said as he came to the window.

      Everguard’s crew filled the observation deck. They stared and pointed, speaking as if they were in a museum.

      “We did it, eh, LC?” Malloy elbowed him.

      Torrance put his hand on the lieutenant’s shoulder.

      “Yeah, Karl. We did it. We really did it.”

      A bay door slid back from the middle of Sunchaser’s central cabin, and a voice piped over Everguard’s shipwide intercom.

      “Shuttles Azure and Black preparing for rendezvous, Everguard.”

      A shuttle nosed from Sunchaser’s bay.

      “Roger, Sunchaser. We are prepared to receive visitors.”

      A cheer rose.
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      In order to be sure Silvio was there, Torrance checked the duty roster before returning to the Signal Processing Lab.

      Torrance could have done the file manipulation at any time, but he had something else on his mind now. With the exception of Captain Romanov, Silvio Nivead was the only person on the ship who could suggest Torrance had an interest in life on the second planet. He wanted to find out if maybe Silvio could be made to see the value of keeping that bit of information to himself.

      So he arrived at the lab late in the shift.

      Silvio was standing at a multidimensional holographic display, studying what appeared to be an interleaved pairing of emissions from the three stars in the system.

      “LC, long time no sees.” His grin was big and gap-toothed.

      “I couldn’t stay away,” Torrance replied as he took a workstation.

      “We have to stop meeting this way, my friend.”

      “But then what would I have to look forward to all day?”

      Silvio’s laugh was more of a bray.

      “What brings you down?” he said. “Taking more orders?”

      “Orders?”

      “You’re the pizza guy, right?” the cheeky bastard said.

      Torrance laughed despite himself.

      “Maybe we should call you LC Supreme, eh? Or do you prefer LC Pepperoni?”

      “I’m more a sausage and onions guy myself.”

      “Lieutenant Commander Sausage and Onions.” Nivead shrugged. “Doesn’t have the same ring.”

      “Story of my life.”

      Torrance got to work typing commands.

      “Abke,” he said to the shipboard computer at the same time. “I need you to retrieve emissions files A-Planet-1 and A-Planet-2 I was previously studying. Also grab all the residual elements and reports I pulled in the early morning of local date May 6 of this year.”

      “Time period?”

      “Let’s say 0230 to 0530,” he replied.

      “Files retrieved.”

      He finished keying in commands that would package those files into a sub-block. Then he renamed that sub-block and stashed it in the trash system where he could find it later.

      “Please delete all analytics and roll back all source files to previous state.”

      “Analytics deleted.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Which discard protocol would you like, sir?”

      “Standard,” Torrance said.

      Standard protocol would mean the files would be held in process and shredded with all others at the end of the day as the scheduled maintenance bots fired. It gave him an hour to pull the sub-block, which should be enough time.

      “No more pizza?” Silvio said.

      “Turns out there’s no delivery in this area code,” he quipped back.

      “Sons of a bitches,” Nivead replied. “Isn’t that always the way?”

      Torrance got up and went to Silvio’s station, examining the multicolor display. “What are you working on?”

      Silvio stared at Torrance, clearly trying to see what the LC had up his sleeve.

      “I’m just interested,” Torrance said, hoping he didn’t sound too defensive.

      “Not many folks who say that actually mean it, Squanto.”

      Torrance peered into the mix that the projector had created as a column of multihued lights.

      “Looks like frequency patterns.”

      “Good eye, LC.”

      He checked the system settings. They were arranged to show Silvio the interplay between the spectral densities of each star’s metallic elements as their orbits progressed. Despite being the largest of the three, Alpha Centauri A was the least metallic at only two times the the mass of Sol in non-hydrogem or helium compounds. Alpha Centauri B carried nearly two and a half times Sol’s mass, and tiny Proxima was somewhere in the middle.

      “Metallicity games?” Torrance said.

      “Playing with a theory,” Silvio replied. “We got lots of time for that down here, you know?”

      The time scale of the model moved forward, and the patterns shifted.

      Torrance wasn’t sure how to take Silvio’s comment.

      “What’s the theory?”

      Silvio laughed. “A wild-haired idea about where the three came from. Nothing to be too excited about. You know how wild-haired ideas are, right, LC?”

      Torrance gave him an inquisitive glance.

      “Yes, Silvio,” he said. “I think we both know how wild-haired ideas are.”

      “Like pizza delivery in space, right?”

      Torrance nodded then, understanding that Silvio Nivead was telling him that his secret was safe as long as Torrance played straight with him, that guys like Nivead had less use for government security officers poking around their stuff than Torrance did himself.

      Perhaps he shouldn’t have worried, but Torrance got the idea that under Nivead’s rugged shell there was another factor playing. Silvio was a sharp guy, a guy who knew how things worked but whose career had been stalled from the very beginning by a combination of things outside of his control. By now his reputation was built thick with sarcasm, but Torrance wondered if, at one time, the engineer had greater ideas about how his life would end up—if perhaps he had wild-haired visions of himself doing something bigger than sitting late-shift on Everguard.

      He spent another five minutes actually enjoying the process of letting Silvio explain his idea. Then Torrance left the processing lab and returned to his quarters where he most definitely did not use his private access or his systems security privileges to access Everguard’s digital trash system. Nor did he extricate the sub-block that he had earlier renamed, or scrub certain registries to remove record of his actions. And when he wasn’t complete with those tasks, he most certainly did not ever place that sub-block into a set of newly renamed files in his own personal and secure memory space.

      When the sub-block was not extracted, and the files were not open, Torrance didn’t then spend the next three hours playing with their contents. And when he was finished with that, he almost certainly did not create a white-noise file from the emissions stream from Eden that he then looped endlessly as he fell asleep.

      Anyone who said such a thing had happened was merely partaking in a wild-haired game.

      At least, that’s what he would say.

      If anyone ever asked.

      

      What is beyond doubt, however, is that Torrance did wake up early the next morning, bleary-eyed but oddly invigorated. And after he showered he cleaned up the data path he might have left, storing away files, running an atomic-level cleanse routine, and closing his private system—locking it under both his personal and his systems keys.

      Just to be safe.
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      Torrance had never liked parties.

      He could handle them well enough, he supposed. He could talk with anyone, and people seemed to laugh at his jokes. But he never really saw the point. Parties were superficial. They took him away from things he would rather be doing—which right now meant figuring out how to dig through the Eden files he had placed into his private memory space. Beyond that, parties left him feeling uncomfortable, like he was lacking in some way.

      So, as usual, the celebration was in full swing as he entered the observation deck, a shade later than the norm.

      The place looked like a gaudy combination of a high school mixer and a political convention.

      Music from a real quartet played in the background.

      An upside-down sea of silvered ribbons hung from the ceiling, glimmering blue and purple with lights that were attached to the wall by jaunty arms that made them look like they were robotic eyeballs of some kind of mechanical spider. The ribbons moved with the room’s ventilation, and made the place feel like a postmodern star factory created by a computer that had been programmed to merge the dreams of Pollock and van Gogh.

      The crew milled about beneath the field of light, talking and drinking, huddling in cliques that pretended they were not cliques. The jumbled drone of their stories formed a wall of white noise that vibrated in the pit of his stomach. The enclosure was thick with the aroma of steamed vegetables and stewing meats, and warm with the heat of bodies. The admiral’s table sat at the head of the room, raised on a platform and draped in white cloth.

      Open bars lined the back of the hall.

      The observation deck’s screen remained open, so the thrill-inducing presence of Sunchaser alongside the now-archaic Everguard stood in silent testimony that the galaxy, and maybe the universe, was now theirs.

      The wormholes were set.

      The last seven and a half years of their lives had been a success, and now the crew was celebrating.

      Yes, Torrance thought, the party was in full swing.

      “Hey! Here he is!” Malloy called.

      Torrance felt a slap on his back.

      Like Torrance, Malloy wore his dress whites with silver piping. Unlike Torrance, however, his collar was open, the tips turned out and downward. His gloved hands held a box wrapped in white paper with silver ribbon. He turned and motioned to people at a table across the room. Torrance recognized his team.

      “Come on!” Mallory’s voice boomed. “I found him.”

      His crew gathered around.

      “What’s all this about?” Torrance said.

      “We’ve got a little something for you, LC.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “You’re not getting off that easy,” Malloy replied. He waited until the gang had settled.

      “My friends,” he called, “we have come to bury Torrance Black, not to praise him…er…praise him, not to…ah, whatever.”

      The gathering laughed, their cheeks flush with champagne.

      Malloy spoke again. “In all sincerity, I want to take this time to say that Lieutenant Commander Black has been a fine man to work for during this launch. He kept his head, and he kept us focused. And unlike most the folks who give the orders around here, we all know he can do real work.”

      The team cheered at this, and Torrance actually smiled.

      “It was his idea to look for outside influences a second time—without which, I should remind everyone, we would probably still be in the command center looking at schematics.”

      Another round of laughter and a few raised glasses came.

      Malloy turned to Torrance.

      “Given all that, sir, we thought you might appreciate a little something to remember the event by.” He proffered the package.

      Torrance took it amid a smattering of applause.

      “I don’t know what to say,” he mumbled.

      Heat rose to his cheeks. He had gotten used to people congratulating him in the hallways and commenting to him in the mess. But those were simple things. Having the crew he worked so closely with do something like this made the world seem claustrophobically small, but also made him remarkably lighthearted.

      “Open it up, LC,” Ensign Whalen said.

      Torrance tore the paper, found a box inside, and lifted the lid.

      It was a square slab of the composite EMI shielding they had used to wrap the launch chambers—engraved with the image of a wormhole pod in flight. In the distance was a blazing sun, Alpha Centauri A. The words UGIS Everguard, Changing the Universe were engraved along the top of the slab. The ship’s date and time of the launch were on the bottom.
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