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ABSTRACT

We present the first systematic investigation of the morphological and timing properties offlares in GRBs observed
by Swift XRT. We consider a large sample drawn from all GRBs detected by Swift, INTEGRAL, and HETE-2 prior to
2006 January 31, which had an XRT follow-up and which showed significant flaring. Our sample of 33 GRBs includes
long and short, at low and high redshift, and a total of 69 flares. The strongest flares occur in the early phases, with a clear
anticorrelation between the flare peak intensity and the flare time of occurrence. Fitting each X-ray flare with a Gaussian
model, we find that the mean ratio of the width and peak time is (A#/¢) = 0.13 £ 0.10, albeit with a large scatter. Late
flares at times >2000 s have long durations, At > 300 s, and can be very energetic compared to the underlying con-
tinuum. We further investigated whether there is a clear link between the number of pulses detected in the prompt phase
by BAT and the number of X-ray flares detected by XRT, finding no correlation. However, we find that the distribution
of intensity ratios between successive BAT prompt pulses and that between successive XRT flares is the same, an
indication of a common origin for gamma-ray pulses and X-ray flares. All evidence indicates that flares are indeed
related to the workings of the central engine and, in the standard fireball scenario, originate from internal shocks rather
than external shocks. While all flares can be explained by long-lasting engine activity, 29/69 flares may also be ex-

plained by refreshed shocks. However, 10 can only be explained by prolonged activity of the central engine.

Subject headings: gamma rays: bursts — X-rays: bursts
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1. INTRODUCTION

The advent of Swift (Gehrels et al. 2004) has brought substantial
advances in our knowledge of GRBs, including the discovery of
the first afterglow (with a position known to several arcseconds
precision) of a short burst. Swiff also brought on the definition of a
possible third class of GRBs (Gehrels et al. 2006), the discovery
of a smooth transition between prompt and afterglow emission
(Tagliaferri et al. 2005; Vaughan et al. 2006; O’Brien et al. 2006),
and the definition of a canonical X-ray light curve (Nousek et al.
2006; O’Brien et al. 2006; Zhang et al. 2006). The latter includes a
steep early part (o<t~ with 3 < a <5, typically interpreted as
GRB high-latitude emission), a flat phase (0.5 < a; < 1, generally
interpreted as due to energy injection into the external shock), and
a last, steeper part (1 < a3 < 1.5, the only one observed by pre-
Swift X-ray instruments), with the predicted r ! decay. Sometimes,
a further steepening is detected after the normal decay phase, which
is consistent with a jet break (Zhang et al. 20006).

What may be the most surprising discovery is the presence of
flares in a large percentage of X-ray light curves. Flares had been
previously observed in GRB 970508 (Piro et al. 1999), GRB
011121, and GRB 011211 (Piro et al. 2005). Piro et al. (2005)
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suggested that the X-ray flares observed in the latter two events
were due to the onset of the afterglow, since the spectral param-
eters of these flares were consistent with those of their afterglow.
Starting from XRF 050406 (Burrows et al. 2005b; Romano et al.
2006b), GRB 050502B (Falcone et al. 2006), and GRB 050607
(Pagani et al. 2006), we have learned that flares can be consid-
erably energetic and that they are often characterized by large flux
variations. Indeed, the flare fluences can be up to 100% of the
prompt fluence and the flare fluxes, measured with respect to the
underlying continuum, A F/F, can vary in very short timescales
At/tpeak (AF/F ~ 6,500 and 25, At/tpeqc < 1, ~1, ~1 in XRF
050406, GRB 050502B, and GRB 050607, respectively, where
At measures the duration of the flare and f,c.x is measured with
respect to the trigger time). Furthermore, detailed spectral anal-
ysis has proven that these flares are spectrally harder than the
underlying continuum (Burrows et al. 2005b; Romano et al.
2006b; Falcone et al. 2006). In particular, they follow a hard-to-
soft evolution, which is reminiscent of the prompt emission (e.g.,
Ford et al. 1995). The spectra of the flares in GRB 050502B
(Falcone et al. 2006) are better fit by a Band function (Band et al.
1993; which is the standard fitting model for GRB prompt
emission) than by an absorbed power law (which usually suffices
for a standard afterglow). Very often multiple flares are observed
in the same light curve, with an underlying afterglow consistent
with having the same slope before and after the flare. Finally,
GRB 050724 (Barthelmy et al. 2005f; Campana et al. 2006) and
GRB 050904 (Cusumano et al. 2006) have demonstrated that flares
happen in short GRBs as well as long ones, at low and very high
redshift (the record being held by GRB 050904 at z = 6.29).
The picture that the early detections of flares have drawn was
described by Burrows et al. (2006) and Chincarini et al. (2006)
and references therein, and a few conclusions were derived, albeit
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based on a small sample of objects. The presence of an underlying
continuum consistent with the same slope before and after the flare
(GRB 050406, GRB 050502B) seems to rule out external-shock
models, since no trace of an energy injection can be found; the large
observed A F'/F cannot be produced by synchrotron self-Compton
in the reverse shocks; the very short timescales (At/tpecax < 1)
also generally rule out external shocks, unless very carefully bal-
anced conditions are met (e.g., Kobayashi et al. 2007); furthermore,
the flare spectral properties (harder than the underlying afterglow,
evolving from hard to soft) indicate a different physical mech-
anism from the afterglow, possibly the same as the prompt one.

In this work we present the first comprehensive temporal anal-
ysis of all GRBs observed by the X-ray Telescope (XRT; Burrows
etal. 2005a)—both long and short, independently of whether they
are GRBs, X-ray rich GRBs (XRRs) or X-ray flashes (XRFs;
Heise et al. 2001) at low and high redshift—that showed flares in
their X-ray light curves. We assess whether the evidence for pro-
longed engine activity accumulated on the first observed flares
survives statistical investigation and discuss the case that flares
are indeed related to the workings of the central engine. We also
present the results of a cross-check analysis between X-ray flares
and pulses detected by the Burst Alert Telescope (BAT; Barthelmy
et al. 2005¢) in the gamma-ray prompt emission. A second paper
(Falcone et al. 2007) studies the same sample from the spectro-
scopic point of view, in a natural complement to this work.

This paper is organized as follows. In § 2 we describe our GRB
sample, and in § 3 the data reduction procedure; in § 4 we describe
our XRT data analysis, and in § 5 our cross-check analysis between
X-ray flares and pulses detected by BAT in the gamma-ray prompt
emission. In § 6 we present our main results, and in § 7 we discuss
our findings. Throughout this paper the quoted uncertainties are
given at 90% confidence level for one interesting parameter (i.e.,
Ax? = 2.71) unless otherwise stated. Times are referred to the
BAT trigger Ty, t = T — T, unless otherwise specified. The de-
cay and spectral indices are parameterized as F(v, f) o< t v,
where F,, (ergs cm 2 s~! Hz™!) is the monochromatic flux as a
function of time ¢ and frequency v; we alsouse I' = 3 + 1 as the
photon index, N(E) o< E-T (photons keV~! em™2s71).

2. SAMPLE DEFINITION

We considered all GRBs detected by Swifi, INTEGRAL, and
HETE-2 between the Swift launch and 2006 January 31 (119 events)
for which XRT obtained a position (99). We then examined all
light curves, searching for deviations from a power-law decay
with typical breaks (hereafter the underlying power-law contin-
uum) and excluded all light curves for which no large-scale de-
viations were found. We defer a detailed analysis of small-scale
and small-frequency deviations, sometimes referred to as “flick-
ering,” to a later paper.

None of the INTEGRAL- or HETE-2—triggered bursts showed
any flares, although we note that these bursts were observed by
XRT much later than the Swifi-triggered ones. As we discuss in
§ 4.4, where we investigate the sample biases in depth, we eval-
uate the completeness of our sample with a large set of simulations.
We established that our flare sample can be considered complete
with respect to faint flares only at late times (typically 103 s after
the trigger). In Table 1 we list all the GRBs that were selected for
the analysis, along with their redshifts (when available, i.e., for
nine of them), T99’s, and BAT fluences. This is what we refer to
as our “full” sample, consisting of 33 GRBs, on which we at-
tempted the timing analysis described in § 4. The light curves of
the full sample are shown in Figure 1.

Some light curves, however, were not fit for the full analysis.
For instance, although joint analysis of BAT and XRT data on
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GRB 050219A (Goad et al. 2006) showed a simultaneous flare
(hence its inclusion in our sample), the portion of the flare that
was observed with XRT was not long enough to fully characterize
it. In the same manner, a handful of events (GRB 050826, GRB
051016B, and GRB 060109), which are included in our full sam-
ple because they showed either low-signal late-time flares or a flat-
tening in the XRT light curve, were excluded from a full analysis
because of the low statistics obtained. All these special cases are
marked by an asterisk in Table 1. After these exclusions, we de-
fined our “restricted” sample, which consists of 30 GRBs on which
we succeeded in performing our full analysis.

We note that our restricted sample differs from the one of
Falcone et al. (2007) because of different requirements for the
analysis. As an example, for GRB 050820A Falcone et al.
(2007) could perform detailed spectroscopic analysis of the flare
portion observed by XRT, but our full timing analysis was not
applicable.

3. DATA REDUCTION

The XRT data were first processed by the Swift Data Center at
the NASA Goddard Space Flight Center (GSFC) into level 1 pro-
ducts (event lists). Then they were further processed with the
XRTDAS (ver. 1.7.1) software package, written by the ASI Sci-
ence Data Center (ASDC) and distributed within FTOOLS to
produce the final cleaned event lists. In particular, we ran the task
xrtpipeline (ver. 0.9.9) applying calibration and standard fil-
tering and screening criteria. An on-board event threshold of
~0.2 keV was applied to the central pixel of each event, which
has been proven to reduce most of the background due to either
the bright Earth limb or the CCD dark current (which depends on
the CCD temperature).

The GRBs in our sample were observed with different modes,
which were automatically chosen depending on source count
rates, to minimize pile-up in the data (Hill et al. 2004). For
the GRBs observed during the calibration phase, however, the
data were mainly collected in photon counting (PC) mode, and
pile-up was often present in the early data. Furthermore, for a
few especially bright GRBs (which were observed after the photo-
diode [PD] mode was discontinued due to a micrometeorite hit
on the CCD) the windowed time (WT) data were piled up as
well. Generally, WT data were extracted in a rectangular 40 x
20 pixel region centered on the GRB (source region), unless pile-
up was present. To account for this effect, the WT data were
extracted in a rectangular 40 x 20 pixel region with a region ex-
cluded from its center. The size of the exclusion region was de-
termined following the procedures illustrated in Romano et al.
(2006a). To account for the background, WT events were also
extracted within a rectangular box (40 x 20 pixels) far from back-
ground sources.

The PC data were generally extracted from a circular region
with a 30 pixel radius. Exceptions were made for bright sources,
which required a >30 pixel radius, and for faint sources, which
required a smaller radius in order to maintain a high signal-to-
noise ratio (S/N). When the PC data suffered from pile-up, we
extracted the source events in an annulus with a 30 pixel outer
radius and an inner radius depending on the degree of pile-up as
determined via the point-spread function (PSF)-fitting method
illustrated in Vaughan et al. (2006). PC background data were also
extracted in a source-free circular region.

For our analysis we selected XRT grades 0—12 and 0-2 for PC
and WT data, respectively (according to Swift nomenclature;
Burrows et al. 2005a). To calculate the PSF losses, ancillary
response files were generated with the task xrtmkarf within
FTOOLS, and they account for different extraction regions and



No. 2, 2007 GRB X-RAY FLARES: TEMPORAL PROPERTIES AND MORPHOLOGY
TABLE 1
GRB XRT LicHT-CURVE SAMPLE
Too BAT Fluence®
GRB Name® Redshift (s) (ergs cm‘z) Reference Redshift Reference BAT Notes
M 2) 3) 4) (%) (6) @)

050406.................. 541 9.0 x 1078 1 XRF
050421 ..o 103 £+ 2 (1.8 £ 0.7) x 1077 2
050502B... 17.5 £ 0.2 (8.0 + 1.0) x 1077 3
050607.. 26.5 89 +12)x 1077 4
050712.. . 48 + 2 1.8 x 107 5
050713A..ccouece.. 70 £ 10 (9.1 £ 0.6) x 107°¢ 6
050714B............... 55.0 (6.5 + 1.4) x 1077 7 XRF
050716..c.coecueenee. 69 & 1 (83 +13)x107° 8
050724 0.258 341 (6.3 £ 1.0) x 1077 9 10 Short
050726.. 30. 43+£07) x10°° 11
050730.. 3.967 155 + 20 (4.4 +0.4) x 10°° 12 13
050801.. . 20 + 3 44 +£1.0)x 1077 14
050802........oec.... 13£2 28 +03)x107° 15
050803.......cooece.. 0.422 85 + 10 39 +£03)x10°° 16 17
050814.......ooee. 654 (2.17 £ 0.36) x 107 18
050819.......cooec... 36 + 4 42 +0.8) x 1077 19
050820A... 2.612 26 £2 (19 +£02)x 107 20 21
050822.. 102 + 2 (34 £03)x107° 22
050826*°... . 35+ 8 43 +0.7) x 1077 23
050904.................. 6.29 225 £+ 10 (54 +£02)x107° 24 25
050908.................. 3.3437 20 42 (5.1 £ 0.5) x 1077 26 27
050915A............... 53 +£3 (8.8 &+ 0.9) x 1077 28
050916.................. 90 + 10 (11 £04) x 107° 29
050922B... 80 £ 10 (1.8 £ 0.3) x 10° 30
051016B*¢ 0.936 4.0+ 0.1 1.7+ 0.2) x 1077 31 32
051117A... . 140 + 10 (4.6 £ 0.16) x 107¢ 33
051210.....coeeen. 14402 83+ 14)x1078 34 Short
051227 oo, 8.0+ 0.2 2.3 +£0.3)x 1077 35
060108.................. 144 +1 3.7+ 0.4) x 1077 36
060109%°............... 116 £ 3 (6.4 + 1.0) x 1077 37
060111A................ 13£1 (1.18 £ 0.05) x 107 38
060115.................. 3.53 142+ 5 (1.8+02)x 107 39 40
060124".............. 2.296 32142 (1.40 + 0.03) x 1073 41 42

? GRBs with number in italic were considered for their behavior, but did not offer sufficiently high statistics to allow full analysis (see § 2).

° Drawn from refined BAT GCN Circulars in the 15-150 keV band.

¢ A low-signal late-time flare is observed and no analysis was performed.

4A flattening in the XRT light curve is observed starting from ¢ ~ 200 s and lasting through the first SAA data gap. A fit with a Gaussian
centered at ¢ ~ 650 s provides a significantly worse fit than a combination of power laws; hence, this event was not included in the restricted
sample.

© A flattening in the XRT light curve is observed starting from # ~ 103 s and lasting through the first SAA data gap.

' As reported in Romano et al. (2006a) a separate fit was performed to the prompt and the afterglow parts of the X-ray light curve. Here we do
not consider the spikes in the prompt.

RErErRENCES.—(1) Krimm et al. 2005b; (2) Sakamoto et al. 2005a; (3) Cummings et al. 2005b ; (4) Retter et al. 2005; (5) Markwardt et al. 2005a;
(6) Palmer et al. 2005c; (7) Tueller et al. 2005a; (8) Barthelmy et al. 2005b; (9) Prochaska et al. 2005b; (10) Krimm et al. 2005a; (11) Barthelmy et al.
2005d; (12) Chen et al. 2005; (13) Markwardt et al. 2005c¢; (14) Sakamoto et al. 2005c¢; (15) Palmer et al. 2005a; (16) Bloom et al. 2005; (17) Parsons et al.
2005; (18) Tueller et al. 2005b ; (19) Barthelmy et al. 2005c; (20) Prochaska et al. 2005a; (21) Cummings et al. 2005a; (22) Hullinger et al. 2005a;
(23) Markwardt et al. 2005b ; (24) Haislip et al. 2006; (25) Sakamoto et al. 2005b; (26) Fugazza et al. 2005; (27) Sato et al. 2005b; (28) Barthelmy et al.
2005a; (29) Fenimore et al. 2005; (30) Hullinger et al. 2005¢; (31) Soderberg et al. 2005 ; (32) Barbier et al. 2005; (33) Palmer et al. 2005b; (34) Sato et al.
2005a; (35) Hullinger et al. 2005b ; (36) Sakamoto et al. 2006; (37) Palmer et al. 2006; (38) Sato et al. 2006; (39) Piranomonte et al. 2006; (40) Barbier

et al. 2006; (41) Mirabal & Halpern 2006; (42) Romano et al. 2006a.

PSF corrections. We used the latest spectral redistribution ma-
trices in the Calibration Database maintained by HEASARC.

From both WT and PC data, light curves were created in the
0.2—10 keV energy band using a criterion of a minimum of
20 source counts per bin and a dynamical subtraction of the back-
ground. Therefore, in our sample each light curve was background-
subtracted, and corrected for pile-up, vignetting, exposure, and
PSF losses.

4. DATA ANALYSIS

The first goal of this work was to obtain a quantitative assess-
ment of flare characteristics. We thus set to measure statistical

parameters such as the ratio of the flare duration to the time of
occurrence At/t, the power-law decay slope g, the decay to rise
ratio Aty /Atyise, the flare energetics, and the flare to burst flux
ratio. Different approaches suited the data best, depending on the
flare statistics, as we outline below.

4.1. At/t from Gaussian Fits

The simplest analytical characterization of the flare morphol-
ogy is obtained by adopting a multiply broken power law to model
the underlying continuum and a number of Gaussians to model the
superposed flares. We adopted the following laws for the con-
tinuum: (1) simple power law: F(¢f) = Kt~*'; (2) broken power
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TABLE 3
Fits To THE XRT FLARES: GAussiaNs, PoweErR Laws, AND EXPONENTIALS

Center Gaussian Width Norm EwW Too
GRB (s) (s) (counts Sil) AF/F (s) Qg1 (s) Atfall/Atrise At/t?
M @ 3 @ ®) (©) @) ®) ©) (10)
050406........orvvenneee. 21173 17.9+23 4.6%12 7.71 686 184.0 1.520 0.882
050421 ..o 11+ 17401 1901290 12.35
15413 6.2147 47175 0.84 . . . . e
050502B........coc...... 7194} 100+! 88.0113 38.55 127,320 6.3 + 0.38 523.6 1.450 1352
33,400+4150 630012500 0.012+5:90¢ 0.28 o .
74,60012400 26,700725% 0.027+0:9% 1.57 432,630  4.67 £0.34 .
050607......ovvveveereen. 33018 36.1733 158134 21.84 1813 3.39 +0.24 266.5 1.610 0.798
0507121 245,733 31,1730 73412 1.37 o .
486.175% 16.7%54 74702 5.10 165 2.87 + 0.41
914122 99122 1.07047 6.35 . . o . .
050713A e 112.2*5¢ 59193 171547 19.77 190 2.92 £ 0.25 49.5 3.070 0.445
173.47}¢ 16.329 23.5724 3.97 94 3.14£02 82.9 2.790 0.494
399.8729 233731 24.97343 8.27
126.213% 10.8%13 55671 7.26 . . . . .
050714B...cocvvvernnenn. 39978 52471 44708 69.86 2313 32+£043 3448 3.410 0.928
050716 cccrmerreernane. 1752 48712 9.011¢ 0.48 240 0.51 £ 0.24 622.0 4.750 3.514
382+ 16.3+72 3.8+19 0.57 383 2.13 + 0.51 482.9 2.700 1.283
050724 275%3 30.618¢ 7.2+ 1.35 84 252 +0.5
32718 12.7783 31500 1.58 67 443 £0.8
(5.773%); 10 (1.9793; 10* 0.030+5:004 1199 737,109  3.13 £0.19 112365 1.720 2.045
050726...ccoereeennnen. 16873 8.2%%] 315072 0.46 8 3.7+£12 33.0 0.492 0.199
273*% 27.0%51 6.671 1.57 126 3.5+ 053 122.0 1.120 0.446
050730....comrrvereene 132713 327124 8.3192 1.33 . .
234.2127 14.5%5 53199 1.00 43 49 + 1.1
4365113 38.572% 9.079¢ 2.02 370
685.872% 23.8532 519708 1.32 224
742 10 3.0 0.78
45304110 4081 33° 0.86192¢ 0.37 350
10,22072% 84713, 0.877912 1.34 1897
12182.9 383.2 0.4 0.87
050801....conrrverneene 284148 5078 1.0799 0.91 . . . . .
050802.... 46413 100735 2.14+046 225 159 2.54 £035 926.3 5.300 2.327
050803.....corvverneene 332118 29122 0.8%9:2 0.85 65 1.7+08
604 189.2 1.00 4.05 357 31+12
1201 164.2 0.67 2.66 404 1.3£32
050814........oovveernnnn. 229077 300413 0.12582 1.30 .
050819 17747, 13.971% 21408 0.67 8
050820A.......c.ooounnnn. 24119 9.5703 231.01%3 77.45 .. .
050822 142.7+12 15.2719 547131 1.09 59 434 £0.17 .
241.8%17 124717 15.5%33 1.50 129 2.78 £0.17 110.3 1.280 0.459
465.7H16 49.0723 43,5714 29.89 6851 5.06 + 0.18 328.0 0.630 0.708
050904.......ovveerneee. 449+4 45.9+43 20.7412 2.22 401 452 +£0.32
97633 6373 1.0%93 0.62 162
1267438 82139 1.1+4 1.23 364
7110%159 7911190 1.6%01 88.46
16,68073% 31904210 0.77:0:% 292.29
31,5001729 7150782 031795 166.67 . .
050908........rrveeennee. 146+18 2372 2174033 1.72 88 P . . .
425+18 45+13 2.4+ 6.29 1132 2.36 £ 0.11 295.6 2.660 0.727
050915A c..ccveeennnne. 10772 15.5%5¢ 12213 13.36 43 3.35 £ 0.38
050916....conrvvernnnn. 18,750734 4301210 02701 25.22 130,717
21,460175 222075% 0.170%3 14.34 e o . e .
050922B........cnc.cn. 37542 9.2121 23.073 0.97 221 1.66 + 0.33 175.4 1.330 0.466
490*% 37.71% 6.711 0.69 410 e 254.7 2.020 0.508
858110 12349 22.072 14.64 14,336 6.76 + 0.42 464.9 1.420 0.572
OST117A oo 13213 4874 10275 3.23 27 2.72+046 331.9 2.5 2.192
376118 203433 47+% 3.01 195 .
955+7 697¢ 297} 3.41 395 3.51+0.28
111073 5074 2712 3.51 1201
134173 4373 4913 7.21 . 603.4 8.060 0.453
151675 13547 30712 4.78 .. 6.6 + 4.0
051210..ccrrreeennnee. 13413 10.4%57 4747 1.18 16 4.05 £ 0.57 49.2 0.490 0.360
216.2 63.1 0.62 0.53
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TABLE 3 — Continued

Center Gaussian Width Norm EW Too
GRB (s) (s) (counts s~1) AFIF (s) Al (s) At/ Atyise At/t?
M @ 3) 4 ®) (©) Y ®) © (10)
051227, 124.2 10.5 5.15 0.88 2.05 £ 0.5
060108.........cooonnnen. 304134 447130 0.3918 1.83 25 . . .
060111A .....cenee.. 957} 22.8721 67.67%7 165.51 73 3.53 +£ 039 144.4 0.800 1.405
167} 18.4+29 347421 7.78 54 45+ 12 120.7 1.230 0.719
280! 20.6"17 85.01%5 2.11 931 6.51 + 0.4 177.5 2.430 0.620
060115 ccmmrrevrnnns 432+19 80+ 191+ 2.53 144.2

* Using At = 1y (the time defined in terms of / = 0.05; § 4.3) and ¢ = fpeax-

® GRB 050712 and GRB 050908 have a first flare that quite likely is part of the prompt emission. In addition the decay does not show a very high statistics.

At /Atyise, At/t (cols. [8]-[10]), while Figure 7 shows the dis-
tributions of Atgy/Atsge.

4.4. Selection Effects

As stated above, our ability to measure statistical quantities
from the light curves critically depends on both the discrete sam-
pling of the light curves and the actual intensity of the flares with
respect to the continuum beneath them. In this section we present
our considerations on the biases that may affect our analysis and
their effect on our results. One of the first difficulties comes from
the blending of flares, which causes the EW, A¢, and At/t to be
overestimated. Our result of low At/¢ is thus an upper limit on the
intrinsic sharpness of flares.

4.4.1. Time Resolution and Low-Earth Orbit Biases

The time resolution of our observations, which decreases
logarithmically during the XRT afterglow follow-up, is the first
critical factor. Typically, at the beginning of the XRT light curve
the sampling is quite good, but if the flare duration is of the or-
der of the time it takes it to fade, then it will not be possible to
recognize it as such, and it will be interpreted as a steep power
law instead. This was often observed in the early XRT light curves,
as reported by Tagliaferri et al. (2005) and O’Brien et al. (2006), and
it is partially related to the short but significant time (usually >60 s)
it takes Swift to repoint to the GRB. On the other hand, at the end
of the XRT light curve, the sampling also degrades because of
the long integration required to achieve sufficient S/N, so that
flares shorter than the integration time are smeared out, and con-
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Fic. 2.—Distribution of the peak times of the flares in excess of the canonical
XRT light curve. The times are referred to the trigger time and are not corrected for
redshift. [See the electronic edition of the Journal for a color version of this figure.]

sequently, except for the brightest ones, their resulting average
count rate drops below the detection threshold.

Due to Swift’s low-earth orbit, the data are not collected in a
continuous way but in portions of an orbit that last less than an
hour. This is illustrated in Figure 8 (leff), which represents the
distribution of the observing times relative to the BAT trigger of
all the light curves in our sample. For each observation of the
light curve, we estimated the time, which we refer to as bin time
(BT), within which the counts were accumulated in order to
have a S/N > 3. Fort > 10* s the BT will generally include data
from consecutive orbits. In Figure 8 (right) we show the time
resolution (BT) as a function of the time since the BAT trigger,
as well as the curve that corresponds to BT/t = 0.1 and lies above
the large majority of the data. It indicates that the instrumental
resolution BT/t = (At/t)g/n—3 18 in most cases significantly bet-
ter than Az/t ~ 0.1 and is often even better than 0.01. In other
words, our data are not biased against Az/t < 0.1.

4.4.2. Biases in the Sample Definition Criteria

In order to evaluate the completeness of our sample we tested
the sample definition criteria against selection effects by means
of simulations. First of all, for each flare in our sample, we eval-
uated S/N as the ratio between the fluence of the flare and the
continuum calculated in the time interval [— 1o, +10], where o is
the Gaussian width. The minimum detected S/N is 5. Then, to
simulate our procedure, we first calculated the median continuum
light curve from the whole data sample. This median light curve
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Fic. 3.—Distribution of the ratio of the flare duration vs. the time of occur-
rence At/t, obtained fitting the flares with Gaussian models (§ 4.1), where At is
the width of the Gaussian and ¢ is the Gaussian peak time. This ratio is indepen-
dent of redshift. [See the electronic edition of the Journal for a color version of
this figure.]
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X-ray flares —+—
y-ray pulses ---©--

Log(peak;, {/peak;)

10° 10* 10°
Quiescent time (s)

Fic. 11.—Ratio between the peaks of two successive events for both X-ray
flares (crosses) and gamma-ray pulses (circles), as a function of the quiescent
time between the two events. The solid line shows the mean value, —0.157, when
the two points with the lowest ratio are ignored; dashed lines show the 1 o re-
gion. The outliers are GRB 050724 (log peak;, ;/peak; ~ 10~%) and GRB 050502B
(log peak; ,;/peak; ~ 107%).

accurate description, in many instances an exponential rise fol-
lowed by a power-law decay or power-law rise followed by a
power-law decay is required to produce good fits.

2. Flares are observed in all kinds of GRBs: long (32 GRBs)
and short (2 GRBs), high-energy—peaked or XRFs (32 vs. 2);
they are found both in early and in late XRT light curves.

3. The equivalent widths of our sample, which measure the
flare fluence in terms of the underlying continuum, range between
8and 7; 10°s.

4. The distribution of the ratio At/¢, as defined by the width
and peak of the Gaussians flare models, yields (Az/f) = 0.13+
0.10. Our simulations show that our time resolution allows us to
sample flares that may have At/ < 0.1, so that the above values
are not the result of the biases in our sample or our fitting proce-
dures. Our simulations also show that there are no sharp (small
At/t) flares at large times.

5. The decay slopes o range between 1.3 and 6.8, and gen-
erally agree with the curvature effect.

6. The ratios of decay and rise times range between 0.5 and 8.
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Fic. 12.—Distribution of the ratio between the peaks of two successive events:
X-ray flares (cross-hatched), gamma-ray pulses (shaded ), both classes (open). [See
the electronic edition of the Journal for a color version of this figure.)

Vol. 671

1000.00 T T T T

100.00

10.00

1.00

Peak Intensity (Count Rate)

0.10

0.01 L L L =
100x10 © 1x10° 10x10°3 100x10 ®

Time since BAT trigger (s)

Fic. 13.—Gaussian peaks of the flares as a function of time. The solid line is
the best fit, while the dashed lines correspond to 95% confidence limits. [See the
electronic edition of the Journal for a color version of this figure.]

7. Correlations are found between
a) tpeax and peak intensity (strong);
b) EW and #pcak (very strong);
¢) ag and ¢ (poor);
d) Atpy/Atyise and 7o (tentative).

8. We do not find any clear correlation between the number of
gamma-ray pulses and the number of X-ray flares. One cannot
infer anything about the number of X-ray flares from the number
of gamma-ray pulses and vice versa. We also conclude that the
relation between successive pulses and between successive flares
is the same: in particular, on average the next event has a peak
1079157 ~ 0.7 times as high as the preceding, while the scatter is
between 0.3 and 1.8. This is a piece of evidence pointing to a com-
mon origin for gamma-ray pulses and X-ray flares.

7. DISCUSSION

The analysis of the flares in the present sample, together with
the revisiting of the canonical XRT light curve (Chincarini et al.
2005; Nousek et al. 2006; O’Brien et al. 2006; Zhang et al. 20006),
makes it clear that the onset of the XRT observation corresponds
to the late tail of the prompt emission as defined in the current
model. Flares are often observed in the early XRT light curves.
Their slopes do not conflict with the curvature effect limit; they
simply need a different interpretation and a proper location of 7
(Liang et al. 2006).
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Similar reasoning explains the decay slope of the flares. We have
seen, in agreement with the finding of Liang et al. (2006), that the
decay slope is very sensitive to the definition of T and that if
this is located at the beginning of the flares, we are within the
constraint of the curvature effect. This essentially means that
the shock, after reaching the maximum luminosity, is not fed any-
more and fades out. Some of the uncertain or critical cases of flares
may be due to the presence of blends. Blends and superposed
miniflares are indeed very common, and we can observe them very
clearly in all those cases in which the statistics are very good.
Although the analysis may be affected in part by this contamina-
tion, the results remain robust. Indeed, the contamination makes
our results even more robust, since the detection of unseen blends
would make the selected T large, thus decreasing the measured
slope and width of the flares.

We also considered the possibility of a correlation between the
characteristics of the prompt emission as observed by BAT and
the frequency offlares detected by XRT. We found no correlation.
This simply means that the flares are random events and are not
related to the way the prompt emission develops in time. For
instance, there could be an initial flickering, due to the collision
of highly relativistic shells followed by random flare events due
to the collision of slower residual pellets, as discussed below. The
contamination to our sample due to the fact that some of the early
XRT flares are the tail of the late prompt emission does not change
this result. However, this needs to be further investigated using a
larger statistical sample.

Furthermore, we have shown that our analysis is not affected
by bias in the detection of high-intensity late flares and that such
flares never show a peak of intensity as strong as those observed
in the early flares. On the other hand, due to their rather long dura-
tion, these flares are also very energetic.

Most of the indications we have so far seem to lead toward an
activity that is very similar to that of the prompt emission, with
flares that are superposed on a very standard light curve. This has
been observed both in long and short bursts.

In light of the calculations of Ioka et al. (2005) we calculated
AF/F and At/t values from our flare sample and plotted them
over the kinematically allowed regions for afterglow variabilities,
as shown in Figure 16. Ioka et al. (2005) distinguish between four
cases: (1) dips, arising from nonuniformity on the emitting surface
induced, e.g., by density fluctuations (eq. [4] in Ioka et al. 2005);
(2) bumps due to density fluctuations (Wang & Loeb 2000; Lazzati
etal. 2002; Dai & Lu 2002) (eq. [7] in Ioka et al. 2005); (3) bumps

3

log (AF/F)

(<) Burags)

(d) Bymps)

M FTEETTRT] FERRTRRATE ANRRERRET ARRRRRRRTE ARRRRRRATY FRRRURAAT]

TN T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T

log (At/t)

Fig. 16.—Scatter plot of AF/F—At/t values calculated on our flare samples
on the kinematically allowed regions for afterglow variabilities according to Ioka
et al. (2005). Data are drawn from Tables 2 and 3. We used the FWHM of the
Gaussians as At, the Gaussian peak time for 7, while the ratio of the peak flux over
the underlying continuum flux (AF/F) was calculated using the best-fit models.
The four limits plotted are based on (a) eq. (4) in Ioka et al. (2005) for dips (shown
on axis), (b) eq. (7) in Ioka et al. (2005) for bumps due to density fluctuations (on
axis), (¢) At > ¢ for bumps due to patchy shells, and (d) At > /4 for bumps due
to refreshed shocks. According to Ioka et al. (2005) when many regions fluctuate
simultaneously, limits @ and b are replaced by eqs. (A1) and (A2) in Ioka et al.
(2005), respectively. The off-axis cases (viewing angle 6, ~ v~!/2 = Af, where
Ad is the half-angular size of the variable region) are shown by dashed lines.

due to patchy shells (Mészaros et al. 1998; Kumar & Piran 2000a),
for which At > ¢; (4) bumps due to refreshed shocks (Rees &
Meészaros 1998; Panaitescu et al. 1998; Kumar & Piran 2000b), for
which At > t/4.

Our findings are consistent with the conclusion of Zhang et al.
(2006) and Lazzati & Perna (2007), the latter based on a preliminary
presentation of our data set in Chincarini (2007); i.e., a sizable
fraction of the flares cannot be related to the external shock
mechanisms.’

In particular, only one point (corresponding to a flare in GRB
051117A) lies in the region of Az > ¢, where flares are consistent
with the patchy shells model. Only three points (including the
early flare of GRB 050502B) lie in the region of flares that can be
caused by ambient density fluctuations. Only 29/69 points lie in
the region that describes flares due to refreshed shocks, although
we note that in a few specific cases, e.g., GRB 050713 A (Guetta
et al. 2007) and GRB 050730 (Perri et al. 2007), the refreshed-
shock model is preferred. Finally, among the rest, 10/69 can only
be due to internal shocks.

Perna et al. (2006) proposed that X-ray flares are due to accre-
tion of a fragmented disk. Due to viscous evolution, blobs far
from the central black hole take longer to be accreted and are
therefore more spread out when accretion occurs. The accre-
tion rate is correspondingly lower. This naturally gives a peak
luminosity—flare epoch anticorrelation, as has been revealed by
the data. This same merit could be retained if a magnetic barrier

® We note that recently Dermer (2007) argued that strong X-ray flares may be
also reproduced within the external shock model if the blast wave is assumed to
sweep density clouds with an angular extension less than the relativistic beaming
angle 1/T". The simulated light curves in the logarithmic space are, however, gen-
erally broad with a wide, flat peak, in contrast to the observed sharply peaking
flare light curves. It is also not straightforward within the model to explain the
“coincidence” of T at the beginnings of many flares (Liang et al. 2006), which is
naturally accounted for within the internal emission model by assuming that the
rapid decay following the peak is due to the curvature effect.
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modulates a continuous accretion flow near the black hole at dif-
ferent epochs (Proga & Zhang 2006).
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