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“An exhilarating space opera from master storyteller Kathy Tyers, Firebreak blends political intrigue, technology, faith, deft prose, and an incredible cast of characters to whisk readers away on the year’s most exciting sci-fi adventure. Readers, rejoice: Firebreak is Tyers’s triumphant return to the Firebird universe.”

—Tosca Lee, New York Times best-selling author of The Line Between

“Tyers creates science fiction with true heart and soul. Her characters drew me along on space voyages and planetary dangers, confronting me with universal questions and challenges that were amazingly relatable to this earthbound reader. Truly an extraordinary book, with powerful and deep thoughts, convicting and beautiful.”

—Sharon Hinck, Christy Award Hall of Fame author

“A glorious return to the Firebird universe! Compulsive and riveting, Firebreak is a powerful probe of loyalty to one’s beliefs, the power of love and faith, and a daring foray into what it means to be human—and inhuman. Kathy Tyers is a master storyteller, and this story has perfect pacing and utterly addictive characters. There is a reason Tyers is my writing hero—and this spells it out page by immersive page. Absolutely enthralling!”

—Ronie Kendig, award-winning author of The Droseran Saga

“Firebreak is a masterwork of science fiction. As a longtime fan of the Firebird series, it defied my expectations. The premise is fascinating and unique, the narrative is compelling and thoughtful, and the characters are well-drawn and lifelike. I enjoyed it from start to finish!”

—Kerry Nietz, award-winning author of Frayed and Amish Vampires in Space

“The Firebird series is one of a handful of grand space opera stories that spurred me to embrace my dream of writing science fiction. What a delight, then, to revisit Firebird herself, Sentinel Brennen Caldwell, and the same beloved cast of characters from Netaia and the Federate Worlds in this fantastic tale. Tyers’s heartfelt characters merge seamlessly with bold, effortless worldbuilding that brings this fictional universe to life. Firebreak is a breathtaking showdown between old traditions and a sinister new threat that could spell the end of human life as the galaxy knows it.”

—Steve Rzasa, award-winning author of The Face of the Deep and the Vincent Chen series

“Firebreak is a thrilling fusion of action, intrigue, and heartfelt emotion. With strong themes of spirituality, mercy, and grace, this story grips you from the first page and refuses to let go—whether you’re new to the Firebird series or a longtime fan.”
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Whether you grew up with Lady Firebird or recently met her, thank you for reading. This book is dedicated, gratefully, to every one of you, especially to those who were disappointed that Wind and Shadow wasn’t about Firebird and Brennen. You know who you are!
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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


The Firebird Interlude Trilogy can be read and, I hope, enjoyed, whether or not you have read the original Firebird series (or if it has been a few years!). Firebreak, in particular, is written as a stand-alone tale and point of entry. The Characters in Order of Appearance pages, right after the Table of Contents, will get you up to speed in a hurry.

On the other hand, if you would much rather read the full series in sequence, here is a hint: The Firebird Interlude Trilogy begins shortly after Book #3, Crown of Fire.
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CHARACTERS IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE


Second Commander Lady Firebird Mari Elsbeth Domita Angelo Caldwell: Her names and titles tell her story in Firebird, Fusion Fire, and Crown of Fire.

Second Commander: Her highest achieved rank in the Netaian Planetary Navy, now honorably discharged

Lady: Title given to extraneous heiresses (wastlings)

Firebird: The Angelo family traditionally gives their daughters avian names.

Mari: An incognito name she was given when taken prisoner by the Interstellar Federacy. Her husband Brennen, and only Brennen, continues to call her “Mari.”

Elsbeth: Given name, an old one in the Angelo family

Domita: Heir name given by the Netaian Electorate, signifying the “holy Power” of Indomitability

Angelo: Her surname by birth. House Angelo rules Netaia.

Caldwell: Her surname by marriage

Shelevah (Shel) Mattason: Firebird’s friend and bodyguard, a telepathic Sentinel. Formerly an instructor at the Sentinel College on Thyrica, she now lives with Firebird and Brennen.

Brennen Caldwell: Master Sentinel serving as Regional Battlefield Commander for the Interstellar Federacy. Married to Firebird, and they are raising twins. The Caldwell family is heir to ancient holy promises. Full name and rank: Master Sentinel General Brennen Daye Caldwell.

Kinnor Caldwell: Firebird and Brennen’s son, pushing three years old. Full name: Kinnor Irion Caldwell, middle-named for Firebird’s father. Considered “first conceived” on Netaia.

Kiel Caldwell: Firebird and Brennen’s son, pushing three years old. Full name: Kiel Labbah Caldwell, middle-named for Brennen’s father. First born from the womb.

Dara Caldwell: Brennen’s widowed mother. Her older son, Tarance, was murdered by the renegade Shuhr. Nicknames: Ahma-Dara (Mother Dara) and Zahma (Father’s mother).

Glin-Erris Coll: Diplomat serving the Interstellar Federacy. His aunt, Tierna Coll, heads the Federate Regional Council, headquartered on the world of Tallis.

Uri Harris: Brennen’s travel bodyguard, also a Sentinel. Has diplomatic experience. Military rank: Lieutenant Colonel.

First Marshal Devair Burkenhamn: Head of the Netaian Planetary Navy

First Lord Baron Bualin Erwin: Traditionalist head of one of Netaia’s noble houses, he has been consolidating financial control over the other houses. Powerful ceremonials director on behalf of Netaia’s holy Powers.

Grand Duke Daken Cellen Erwin: Bualin Erwin’s son, his father’s favorite

Prince Daithi Drake-Angelo: Prince by marriage to Carradee Angelo, Netaia’s former queen. Father of Netaia’s current queen, Rinnah Elsbeth Angelo.

Carradee Angelo: Firebird’s eldest sister, forced to abdicate during the regency crisis (see Esme Rogonin below). Having lost two little daughters to the Shuhr, she is glad to lead a quiet life without any formal title. Her infant daughter, Rinnah, is now queen.

Regent Kenhing: Bennett Drake, Prince Daithi’s brother, currently serving as “Regent Until the Majority of Her Majesty Queen Rinnah.” Officially Duke of Kenhing, he prefers that title.

Valora Erwin: Bualin Erwin’s daughter and heiress

Duchess Esme Rogonin: New head of House Rogonin, one of Netaia’s powerful noble families. Esme inherited headship upon the death of her father, Muirnen Rogonin, who served Netaia as regent and tried to make that status permanent by cooperating with the renegade Shuhr. He committed suicide rather than face prosecution.

Freda Tomma: The Electorate’s token common-class representative, head of the Ice Miners’ Guild

Prince Tel Tellai: Prince by marriage to the middle Angelo sister, Phoena. Phoena defected to the evil Shuhr, hoping to replace Carradee on the throne, and died at Three Zed.

Lieutenant Lord Leon Parkai: Young sensors technician at Citangelo Base, formerly a wastling, now an Inquirer on the Holy Path

Dodis Gering: Daken Erwin’s manservant

Count Farring Rogonin, Count Kelsen Rogonin, Lady Diamond Rogonin: Duchess Esme Rogonin’s younger siblings

Sentinel Dassah Cowan: Head of palace security

Paudan and Jess: Prince Tel’s bodyguard-manservant, and his chauffeur

Arafel and Tsebee Hadarah: Shuhr sisters
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Firebird Caldwell leaned toward the starry wall display. “What in the Whorl is that?”

Sentinel Major Shelevah Mattason stood next to her, arms crossed. Gray-eyed with a strongly cleft chin, Shel couldn’t help looking down on Firebird. She was a head taller.

Mounted in the Caldwell home’s underground safe room, advanced instrumentation linked them with Regional Command down in Castille city. Firebird and her husband, Brennen, had one of the few homes on the Regional headquarters world with an authorized DeepScan watching post. On this meter-square monitor, a crosshatched image of space shimmered faintly.

Something odd was approaching the Federate Whorl of star systems, traveling out of the vast, empty spaces between galactic arms. Astronomers had tracked it for months, predicting that it might actually graze the Whorl. Whatever it was, it seemed to be heading almost directly for Firebird’s distant home world, Netaia. Roughly moon-sized, the zone resisted scanning, as if other energies simply ceased to exist in its proximity.

But it did not warp space. It was not a black hole.

The freshest data was several days old, due to the enormous distances. Still, Firebird had followed daily updates. It was good to be distracted from her recent bureaucratic failures. Four years ago, Federate calendar, she’d been a Netaian fighter pilot, desperate to die heroically. Instead of honorable death, she’d been captured.

By Brennen.

For good.

So she ought to be accomplishing something besides motherhood, right?

Pushing a long strand of auburn hair back over her shoulder, she eyed the odd blur on the DeepScan image. It could be harmless. But she was a defender, with the warrior’s calling to protect her people. “Netaia’s a long way out there,” she murmured.

Shel pocketed her interlink in slim blue shipboards. “Yes, and you can stop worrying about home security for another ten days. That’s my job, anyway.” Doubling as bodyguard and household staff, Shel had felt more like a friend than an employee since that last frightful trip back to Netaia.

Firebird’s former home world might be in danger, or it could be ground zero for a marvelous new discovery, and the Netaian regent had recently asked her and Brennen to return in order to introduce their twin sons—toddlers, now—to the noble Electors.

She tapped a foot on the duracrete floor. Netaia was too distant for casual travel. If only she were closer to home—

No, she told herself firmly. Wherever Brennen was, that was home, and this world of Tallis was where she had belonged for the last two years. Federate calendar.

Two foot-taps later, she felt Brennen’s unmistakable presence on the pair bond that joined them. He’d come home for the evening. In this soundproofed safe room, she hadn’t heard him brake the cirrus jet.

She glanced out through the safe room’s heavy metal door and spotted him striding toward them through the training area. With him came the telepathic sense of wholeness, strength, and satisfaction, his emotions balancing hers beneath all feeling and thought. Hastily she adjusted her emotional state. She’d had disappointing news today. She didn’t want to welcome him home with a sense of frustration.

Trim, with piercing blue eyes, and still wearing his midnight-blue uniform, he stepped close and wrapped both arms around her shoulders. “Mari,” he said. It was the incognito name he’d given her after Federate forces took her prisoner.

And there was no deceiving her psi-gifted bond mate. Plainly, he offered comfort. Leaning into his embrace, she shut her eyes and let him smooth her concerns. She was no telepath, but together, they were strong. They’d saved each other in battle and ambush and assassination attempts. A tendril of his unspoken epsilon presence reached deep, assuring and soothing. As a particularly gifted Sentinel, he would sense the pleasure he gave her. It was the tender circle of pair-bonded marriage, fully healed after its temporary breaking.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

The mental touch dissipated, his body shifted, and he turned to Shel. “Regular security check?”

“All family systems are operational, including the eps-proof locks.”

Family. Firebird’s own patched-together little family. Looking toward the future, not noble martyrdom. Together. “Have they said anything today about that odd energy zone approaching Netaia?” she asked.

His arms loosened as Shel drew away, and a shift of focus tickled the Brennen-place deep in her mind. “No new observations,” he said, “but a new speculation. A radiation echo from some supernova out between the galactic arms.”

“It couldn’t be related to the Shuhr, could it? Something out of Three Zed?”

“Mikuhr,” he softly corrected her. He’d sat on the committee to rename that conquered world.

“Mikuhr. Right.” It was a prison planet now, holding only a remnant of villainous Shuhr. Thanks to Firebird and Brennen’s close-formation attack and a supernatural geologic catastrophe, the threat Three Zed posed the Federacy was considered ended, and the world had received a new official name. Its few survivors, many of them untrained children, deserved a chance to start over.

Firebird and Brennen were growing into new roles for the Federacy, too, although Brennen had sacrificed a portion of his abilities, while Firebird carried an ugly scar over her collarbone.

And in her mind, the Shuhr world would always be Three Zed. Promoted to Battlefield Director for this Federate region, as only the second Sentinel in Federate history to hold such a high post, Brenn’s number one priority was making sure that miserable volcanic world never again became a battlefield. “The blockade is holding,” he said. “Mikuhr is quiet.”

Shel walked toward the room’s heavy exit door. “I’ll leave you two,” she said. “Dara and I have a surprise for you.” Her footsteps receded toward the home’s central lift.

Brennen’s emotions shifted back to the deep concern that Firebird had felt on the pair bond as he held her. “So,” he said. “Today was your deadline. I’m thinking you didn’t hear from the Bishdan government.”

Her spirits sank, despite her effort. Firebird was attempting to create and lead a new Federate cultural exchange. It would be glorious to knit all these worlds together by sending musicians and other artists on interworld tours, sharing their different cultures while emphasizing humanity’s common dreams and hopes. Over the past two years, she’d sent proposals to twenty worlds’ cultural ministries, hoping that her governmental analysis studies would guide her.

Here on Tallis, there’d been enough movement to warrant hiring an aide. But no real progress in any other planetary system. Not even on the world she once called home. Even within the cooperative Interstellar Federacy, it all came down to funding.

“No,” she said simply. “Bishda didn’t respond.”

Another wash of deep acceptance flooded her, and she sent Brennen a grateful smile. Firebird Mari Elsbeth Domita Angelo Caldwell loathed failure. She hated it with a passion so strong that only Brenn could possibly understand. As an intelligence officer, he’d been deep in her mind immediately after her capture.

She pulled a deep breath. “I always thought I could do anything I set my mind to. Plainly, I’m not an organizer. I always despised bureaucrats. Now I am one. It’s hard work.”

“It subjects us to other people’s judgments. I know.” He sank down on a wooden stool next to the safe room’s stack of folded cots and clasped his hands between his knees. His dark uniform tunic looked startlingly blue against the dull gray duracrete wall. Light from the security display glinted off the star on his shoulder.

There were eight points on that star again. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight. Here, truly, she had a reason to smile. He’d been terribly psi-disabled when the Shuhr captured him. Although he never might regain the extraordinary abilities he once wielded, he’d gotten back enough epsilon-energy strength and abilities to be ranked as a Master Sentinel once more.

Firebird shut her eyes and declared, “Sometimes, when I’m trying to talk sense into some stingy governmental committee, I find myself wishing for a good, honest fight against a real enemy.”

When she looked again, intense blue eyes pierced her defenses. “Be careful what you wish for, Mari. Not all your enemies will end up loving you.”

“I know.” For Brenn, keeping the peace and maintaining public boredom—making his own position look superfluous—constituted a splendid success.

Still, she meant it. A real fight—

On second thought, no. She didn’t, and she knew Brennen well enough to know that he would not have tried to steer her thoughts. Only her feelings, and only by letting her share his emotions via the pair bond. He controlled himself uncannily well, thanks to years of Sentinel training and intelligence work.

In that moment, she sensed an odd quiver in him. He squelched it instantly.

“What?” she demanded.

“Business.” He glanced aside. “Regional matters.”

And she was not invited to trespass there. She’d been military. She understood need-to-know. She caught a whiff of dinner through the vent duct and let the topic drop.

Brennen must have smelled it too. “Dakma!” he exclaimed. “Ahma and Shel cooked Thyrian again.”

To Firebird, who was not raised on a world nearly covered by ocean, it simply smelled like fish. Still, it cheered her to sense his delight. “Then let’s go up,” she said. “The boys have asked for you all day.”
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Brennen followed her to the lift, carefully stepping around the training room’s black floor mats while maintaining that affective control. As the eldest Caldwell heir, heir to prophecies older by centuries than the Interstellar Federacy itself, he’d been privileged to hear the holy Voice now and then. It did not usually bring good news.

This time, apparently, he only had to arrange a few things: transport, escort, etc. Why should this be important to the Holy One, important enough to call him once more? Unless it had to do with that odd spatial phenomenon slowly approaching Netaia.

He leaned against the back wall as the lift rose. The ground-level subfloor seemed to sink. From uplevel came an aroma from his childhood and the roar of another generation of small boys at play.

Perhaps they should answer the Netaian regent’s call and bring the twins. Apparently, despite genetic confirmation, some of her kinfolk still didn’t believe that an Angelo heiress had birthed two sons. They were the first male children in that family for more than a century. Meeting the twins in person was a very Netaian request from the Netaian nobles. A military escort would be in order, of course.

He stepped off the lift and headed into a spacious living area, toward a litter of colorful toys and his sweet sons, fresh heirs to the Caldwell family’s holy promises. Cautiously, he dispersed the epsilon-static shields that protected him from constantly sensing others’ emotions. He mentally touched each of the boys.

There was no sign of epsilon-power activity in either of them. Not yet.

Good.

He flung his arms wide.
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Firebird paused just off the lift as Brennen hurried in. The house’s main level had broad glasteel windows providing a view across the open spaces she loved down into Castille, capital city of this Federate region. Castille’s MaxSec tower shone like a lighthouse beacon over a rippling city sea. Much closer, that scent of cooking fish emanated from the house’s full kitchen.

Her nearer son steered his black-and-silver jet-scoot toward Brennen. Curly, darkening auburn hair and a sharply pointed chin: This was Kinnor, whose small throat and lungs filled the house with joyful noise. He did a pretty fair imitation of Brenn’s cirrus-class racing jet. “Ahpa’s home,” he shouted.

Kneeling, she blocked his path. “Intercept!” she sang.

Kinnor’s brother Kiel reached Brennen from the other side. Chortling at the game, Kinnor steered around Firebird and roared on. Brennen sat down, cradling Kiel on his lap. Tumbling over them both and shoving the scoot aside, Kinnor joined a three-way embrace. Kin also tried to seize a child-sized scanbook reader out of Kiel’s hands.

“No, Kinnor,” Shel called out of the kitchen.

Kin stopped mid-reach and raised his dark eyebrows at Brennen instead of Shel, probably sensing a fatherly reprimand. Already, Brennen could speak to them subvocally. Kinnor reached away from the scanbook and squeezed Brennen instead.

Little Kiel shoved the reader almost into Brennen’s face. Firebird saw a screen full of animal images, some real and some make believe. Kiel pointed down at a three-dimensional bird and spoke. “Kiel, Ahpa?”

Firebird’s heart flooded joyfully.

Ahpa. Father.

Family.

Raised by palace staff, Firebird had had no close family except her eldest sister, Carradee. No bond at all with their mother, the queen. Their father had died young, possibly her middle sister Phoena’s second victim, after the “accidental” death of the second-born sister. Now, Firebird’s chief battle was parenting without a loving example to fall back on. Wrangling almost-three-year-old twins gave her an intense daily workout too. Sometimes, she imagined it would be easier to die for them than to teach them to honor each other and herself. They already adored their father.

Who wouldn’t?

“That’s right,” Brennen said, drawing her thoughts back to the present. “Kiel.”

Kinnor remounted his jet-scoot and roared away. Firebird fingered the little bird-of-prey medallion that hung on a fine chain around her throat. Brennen had given it to her years ago, a remembrance of his own childhood. Its wings swept back almost to touch each other. She’d worn the adjustable chain long today. “Kiel, like you,” she told her quieter son. “A fierce hunting bird.”

“Like you, Ahma?” Kiel widened his sapphire-blue eyes.

“That’s right. I was named for a fierce bird too.” Her whole family had bird names. It was an ancient tradition. Someday the boys would probably call it ridiculous.

Kinnor circled back and butted his father’s knee with the jet-scoot’s nose. “Fly me, Ahpa. Please?”

Brennen raised and flexed a hand, eyeing Kinnor mock-sternly for several seconds. Brennen could play as only a Sentinel could, but his kinetic powers had been the last to heal after his disablement at Three Zed, and each time a Sentinel used his epsilon powers, those abilities aged slightly. Eventually came the dreaded, shieldless waning.

Abruptly Kin’s jet-scoot did a pushback, rose off the wood floor, and then—plainly directed by Brennen’s hand—it arched upward toward the broad window, a meter in the air. Kinnor shrieked joyfully and clung to the scoot’s little control yoke.

Firebird glanced back at the lounger, close to the kitchen. Silvered hair pulled back in a bun, Dara Dickin Caldwell returned her glance with a wink. Brennen’s mother had lived in a spiritual retreat center for two years, driven there by the Shuhr’s murder of Brenn’s elder brother. She’d joined them here on Tallis—temporarily, they’d all agreed. She’d proved adaptable, respectful, and helpful. So far, no one wanted to conclude her “temporary” stay.

Kinnor landed in front of Brennen and Kiel and demanded, “Again, Ahpa. Again!”

Nearly three, but still such a two-year-old.

“Come now,” Shel called from the dining room through a transparent, decorative firebay. Dancing artificial flames inside the bay’s chamber distorted Firebird’s view of Shel’s tall, muscular body.

Still mounted on his jet-scoot, Kinnor careened around the firebay out of sight. Firebird eyed the colorful chaos of toys, reminded herself that put-away time came after dinner, and scrambled to her feet. Brennen also stood, carrying his square-chinned son on his hip. The resemblance was actually uncanny. Sometimes, Firebird wondered if Kiel carried her chromosomes at all.

Brennen had hinted, lately, that perhaps their family was incomplete. He would love to raise a daughter—“another red-haired woman to love,” he’d teased.

Her pregnancy memories did not tempt her to repeat the experience anytime soon, even if she didn’t carry twins the next time. On the other hand, she loved Kinnor and Kiel so fiercely that sometimes it hurt.

Mayhem prevailed over dinner. The boys were now big enough for repulsor chairs. Rocking side to side, bumping the adults’ stationary chairs, was the newest twin game. Brenn, Ahma-Dara, and Shel—born Thyrian, all of them—obviously relished the spiced main dish. Firebird found it tasty, but she needed the pair bond to really enjoy one more variation on fish.

A few minutes into the meal, Brennen sent Ahma-Dara a long, significant glance. Firebird straightened, startled. Subvocal communication in front of the non-gifted was considered rude, but she decided to ignore it. After all, they were a mother and son who genuinely loved each other, and they both treated her with absolute respect.

Still, when she caught them at it a second time, and then a third—with visible changes of facial expression—she frowned at Brennen and said in a warning singsong, “I’m right here.”

He nodded slightly and glanced toward the master room. We’ll speak privately, she understood, and the meaningful glances stopped.

Patience wasn’t her strong suit, but this looked like a good chance to practice it, and it wasn’t long before she joined Brennen in private. Apparently, she’d left the music on when she followed Shel around on the security check. She was glad. Soft, classical Netaian winds and strings always helped her feel grounded on this relatively new world.

She lowered the volume with a wave. Blue-and-green tapestry drapes framed another glasteel window in here, and her artfully hand-carved clairsa—the Netaian small harp, her last treasure from home—stood on a pedestal behind a waist-high, twin-proof barrier. Its curving upper arch, shaped from a rare reddish Netaian wood, carried a design of intertwined knots. Half a decade ago, she’d been almost professional on the instrument. These days, she mostly used it for lullabies.

She kicked off her shoes, took a seat on a simple wooden side chair, and demanded, “All right. What was that?”

He sat down on the foot of the bed and ran a hand over his pale-russet hair. “As it happens,” he said, “the one Federate world where I have not made an official inspection in my new capacity is Netaia.”

After centuries of isolation, her home world had finally voted to join the Federacy. She waited for him to continue.

He stretched down and pulled off a boot. “It’s been assumed that I already have a working relationship with your Marshal Burkenhamn, and that the inspection could wait for him to complete remilitarization.”

“And coincidentally,” she suggested, “Netaia is being approached by something the physicists haven’t explained.” She eyed him. “Or is this for me? For the cultural exchange? Even if I could get there in person, I’m not sure what I could accomplish. Or,” she wondered aloud, “is it for the boys? Are we changing our minds about Regent Kenhing’s invitation?”

He addressed the other boot and leaned back, flexing his feet. “Getting one other world to commit to your program could initiate momentum. As you’ve said.”

She drew a deep, frustrated breath. “We’ve had this conversation. I’m not exactly comfortable subjecting Kiel and Kin to the Netaian insanity that almost sacrificed me.”

“I understand.” He looked down at the longweave carpet, then back at the door they’d closed behind them. Obviously, he was waiting for her to think past her first reaction.

The music changed key, and she knew that he had correctly focused on his responsibilities, as well as her cultural exchange. Until she could establish that program, all her glories were in the past. She even wondered if, in the Mighty Singer’s eternal plans, she’d been spared for a cross-cultural purpose. Spared from her wastling destiny, to die young after her sister’s children secured the succession. Spared, too, in space-and-atmosphere battlefields over Veroh and Three Zed.

She eyed Brennen again, guessing that this had to do with that quiver she’d felt down in the safe room. “Tell me.”

He half smiled. “I heard the Voice again. One word. Go.”

“Oh.” It was almost a squeak. The Angelo family’s only faith had been reliance on the so-called holy Powers. These attributes had been appropriated by the ten noble families to control Netaia’s wealth, but those days were over. Firebird served the Eternal Speaker now, the Mighty Singer she had learned to love. Hearing his holy Voice was the rarest of privileges. Even among Brennen’s gifted people, only he and high-priestly Shamarr Dickin had the gift of hearing it clearly. So far, the holy Voice had only called him into deadly peril.

“Just . . . go?” she asked with a little shiver. “No explanation?”

Another slight nod. “That is his way.”

True. The Mighty Singer left him to work out the details. “So what was that between you and Ahma-Dara, back at the table?”

He looked and felt slightly embarrassed. “I asked if she’d come along and take care of the boys, so that we could travel a bit once we’re there. Visit old friends, like Prince Tel. Spend a few days at your old residence.”

“She’s willing?”

“She’s curious. After all the tri-D images she studied when I’d married a Netaian princess . . .” He trailed off with a teasing smile.

“Don’t call me that.” She threw a small blue pillow.

He caught it midair with a flick of two fingers. It hovered a moment between them before tumbling onto the carpet, and his broad smile mirrored the way she felt. He’d suffered a terrible loss of abilities two years ago, and he’d worked hard to get his kinetics again.

“I’m not sure I’m ready to take them into possible danger,” she said. On the other hand, Brennen probably believed he could protect them better than anyone else. He was probably right. Again.

She rocked the wooden chair. Maybe this time, the Mighty Singer simply was grounding them in their new administrative roles. Or possibly, she would get that wish: a good, honest fight against a real enemy. She still had several enemies among the noble Electors, to say nothing of the chance that a few of the renegade Shuhr might have made it off Three Zed.

Still, even establishing better cross-cultural relations among Federate worlds seemed too small—too minor—to warrant a holy call. Likelier, this pertained to the mystery approaching the Whorl from deep space. In that case, she was not at all sure she wanted to bring Kinnor and Kiel.

But to see home again . . . her former home, so distant . . .

“I will arrange the military inspection and our travel,” Brennen told her. “You can go ahead with your culture-exchange plans. This could be our last easy opportunity to get back to Netaia in person.”

She nodded soberly. He was leaving their greatest parental concern unspoken. His kindred’s capacity for mental gifts could become discernible as early as age three, and there was a significant chance that one or both boys had inherited a dangerous mutation that had arisen in Firebird’s family, a family that—to everyone’s surprise—also had a touch of psi-gifted ancestry.

He folded his hands around one knee. “I think you can convince more of the Electors if they see that you care enough to meet face-to-face and present our sons.” She heard paternal pride in his voice. “You do have allies there. If,” he stressed, “you believe you should go.” She felt an odd amusement in him. “Anyway, it was a holy call. I don’t refuse those. I can’t. You of all people wouldn’t resist out of fear.”

“Not on my own behalf. I will not endanger Kinnor and Kiel. What else did your mother have to say?”

“She also feels it is important. But she did have two conditions.”

“Oh?”

“She does not want to sleep in the palace.”

Firebird laughed. “That should be easy. What else?”

The Brennen-place in her heart and mind focused on a lower, sadder note. “While we are off Tallis,” he said, “Ahma wishes to visit the sanctuary world. To meet her granddaughter.”

Firebird met his eyes, answering his melancholy with her own sympathy. Over a year ago, the cruel Shuhr had tried to entrap Brennen by cloning his skin cells to create a child who was genetically his daughter. Although he’d played no role in that little girl’s conception, he had saved her life, along with the victimized Shuhr mother.

“I understand,” Firebird said softly. “I would like to meet her, too.” She pushed up out of the chair and waved off the music. “Very well. We are going back to Netaia.”


[image: 2: Netaia (mezzo piano, somewhat softly)]


The Tallis-Netaia run took nineteen days via governmental transport. The twins adapted well to travel after hard acceleration eased off, and they didn’t seem to mind the odd, vibrational sensation of slip-state, traveling with every atom of their bodies turned sideways to normal space so the transport could exceed light speed.

A passenger from the diplomatic corps had also accepted Brennen’s offer of free transportation, graciously tolerating the twins’ soprano arguments and enthusiastic sing-alongs. Brennen often extended his privileges to cultivate goodwill for the Sentinel kindred. Sentinels were respected but feared, and Brennen was going to be the first Sentinel to serve on the Federate High Command someday. Firebird just knew it. He set ambition aside when need arose, but someday, all the Whorl would honor him. If that was pride, transferred to him instead of herself, so be it.

Anyway, Ahma-Dara agreed with her.

Cued by the pilot to take accel/decel seats in the forward lounge, she harnessed in for the long-awaited transition back into normal space. She’d taken an aisle seat so that Ahma-Dara—with Kiel double-harnessed on her lap—could see out the viewport on their left. This way, if Kiel had the same fears he’d experienced during launch, Dara could gently put him into the Sentinels’ tardema-sleep.

Moments after they secured themselves and locked down their seats, a small portion of the bulkhead next to Dara seemed to dissolve. Delighted, Firebird gazed past her into a rounded rectangle of light and dark chaos. Here in quasi-orthogonal space, star-pricks turned to kaleidoscopic streaks. They wove and blended in pale-pastel shades, predominantly blue.

Ahma-Dara sighed. Her professional work as a psi-medical nurse had not required much spaceflight. She’d only traveled back and forth to Sanctuary.

“Ooh!” Kiel scattered handprints on the viewport. “Zahma, look!”

Ahma-Dara—“Ahpa’s Ahma” had proved unpronounceable, so she became “Zahma”—smilingly added a fingerprint.

“Secure your harnesses,” the pilot’s voice chanted from overhead. “Drop point in thirty seconds, mark.”

“It is beautiful,” Firebird breathed.

Behind her, Brenn answered, “Truly,” while Kinnor exclaimed, “Wow, wow, wow!”

This was a multiplied delight, all of them experiencing drop point together. Across the wide aisle to Firebird’s right, Shel sat with Brennen’s own Sentinel bodyguard, his second cousin, Lieutenant Colonel Uri Harris. Rather aristocratic and raised in political circles, Uri had befriended the diplomatic passenger during their passage—Glin-Erris Coll, nephew of the Regional Council’s elegant Head.

Firebird turned back to the viewport, not wanting to miss a moment. The dancing swarm of sky streaks wriggled and whirled. Maybe the Mighty Singer perceived space and time like this. She imagined a choir of Bright Ones, his holy messengers, singing praises in complex harmonies like the visual array beyond their viewport. A line from one of the Adorations sprang into her mind. Holy, three times holy!

“Ten seconds,” the pilot’s voice rang through the lounge. “All passengers, assume and maintain a relaxed position. This is important for your comfort.”

And didn’t she know it. Back at the NPN Academy, cadets had done drop point while bracing themselves. Just once. She’d ached for days.

She imagined herself as an invertebrate. At least this wouldn’t be as violent as combat drop point.

“Three. Two. Mark.”

She fell against her flight harness. In a fighter, the harnesses hadn’t been anywhere near this plush. Kiel grunted softly, but he seemed calmer this time.

The pressure ended. Finally able to turn her head and look out again, she smiled. Their pilot would have left slip-state in a zone precisely charted for this maneuver. The star streaks focused into familiar pinpoints and Netaia’s largest moon.

“Ah.” Ahma-Dara’s voice rose and fell as if she were singing. “Amazing.”

The craft rotated for its decel orbits. The magnificent arc of Firebird’s homeworld filled the viewport. She tried to twist her body, stretching her harness. “Look, Kiel,” she said. “Here’s where Ahma was born.”

He stared out the viewport, rapt. Learning, always learning.

At the planet’s far north, Arctica glimmered white on the dayside and then dark, icy gray-blue under starlight. Within moments, they circled back into daylight, and she made out the long shadows of the mountainous North Reach at sunset. This far north, might she spot rocky Hunter Height in the Aerie Range? No, here came the sea again. Looking out and aft, she spotted the slender nose of their military escort ship. Another memory surged: dropping slip-shields over Federate Veroh, harnessed snugly into the fightercraft in which she intended to die.

She’d been so proud, so very proud.

Giving her head a shake, she touched her broad armrest. What had happened while they traveled incommunicado in slip-state? At the top of the little screen that appeared, her sister Carradee’s message took priority. She offered palace accommodation in Phoena’s old rooms, as before. Their request for on-base housing had also been accepted, details to follow.

On the pair bond came a pulse of attentive concern. Brenn would fill her in, depending on his messages’ security levels. Patience, she reminded herself, looking down again. It might be an update on that mysterious energy zone.

Prince Tel, her sister Phoena’s widower, confirmed that her presence was expected at an emergency Electoral meeting this very afternoon. The boys would not be presented until a later date. Also, her legal counsel—the aged and courageous Solicitor Merriam—sent greetings.

She straightened and stretched her back. Fortunately, the governmental transport was so comfortable, including a gradual shift of their day-cycles to Citangelo time, that she felt rested enough to face the noble Electors. They had probably never read the cultural exchange proposal she sent a year ago. She would present it again, in person, this very day. Then, she could show the boys where she’d grown up. And, maybe, the Holy One would show Brenn why he was called.

The transport kept dropping, decelerating toward the North Continent’s eastern shore. Kinnor emitted an occasional whoop, and Brennen’s subvocal buzz of concentration remained strong. They swooped out over vast Middlesea and the blue-and-white swirl of an ocean storm.

Hearing a soft cabin-wide click of unlocking seat swivels, she turned hers aisle-ward. Brennen already sat facing Uri and Shel, leaving Kinnor to gape outward from the window seat. Wordlessly, Brennen passed her his secure interlink.

Priority-One alert, she read. To General Caldwell, B.D., via DeepScan.

DeepScan still was the only way to outrun faster-than-light messenger ships with information. Precious few places used it, including Regional Command back on Tallis. She read rapidly. Apparently, while their transport traveled in slip-state, that mysterious energy zone had resolved, on Federate scans, into a single unidentified spacecraft with uncannily powerful energy shields.

Regional Command had also picked up a garbled transmission. Brennen played it for her. It sounded like a synthesized female voice. “Distress, please . . . delegation to . . . low on power . . . ation.”

She raised her eyes to Brennen’s. “A ship in distress?” she asked. “From out of the dust zone—maybe even across the void in another arm? Are they even human?” Instantly, she wished she hadn’t asked that last question. On Netaia, children inhaled a fear of imaginary non-humans with the very air they breathed.

“They use human language,” he said gently. “And we never have seen any sign that the Holy One created other intelligent life.”

It made sense. All Firebird’s life, she’d heard rumors that other human settlers had survived outside the known, settled Whorl, an area rich with G-class stars. A peaceful society might have sent out an exploratory craft.

Across the aisle, Uri’s and Shel’s faces also looked serious. Plainly, Brennen had already communicated subvocally with them.

“Just one ship.” Uri’s voice had a cultured lilt. “That’s no menace.”

“Not yet,” Firebird suggested. “But what was that about unusually powerful shielding? Something more advanced than our technology, something that made one ship look like . . . like a mysterious energy zone?”

Brennen raised a dark eyebrow.

Maybe Netaia was threatened, after all.

She shot off a prayer. So, is this why you called him? A shiver danced across her shoulders. The Mighty One cared for all people. She’d sung that dozens of times. All people. That had to include mysterious arrivals.

Shel glanced aft, toward the diplomatic guest. Ambassador Glin-Erris Coll still sat staring out his viewport. Firebird couldn’t blame him. “They could be refugees on a generation ship,” Shel speculated, “or a war party setting a trap. Either way, we appear to have a first contact.”

“Regional Command’s going to full alert on Tallis,” Brennen said, “and they’ve notified the High at Elysia. I’m to focus Netaia’s long-range scanners along a particular vector, but I suspect that’s already been done.”

And undoubtedly, this meant setting her exchange program aside. Trying to sound cheerful, she said, “I guess we’re headed to the base, not the palace.”

Brenn lifted a hand. “I’ll send you on to Carradee as soon as we pay our respects to Marshal Burkenhamn. Refreshing your mission is one of our immediate priorities, and you are expected.”

Glory, she loved this man. “But once Netaia’s on board,” she declared, “I’ll be with you on this new discovery. Whether we’re on diplomacy or defense.”

“Diplomacy, I hope,” Uri said. He too glanced aft, toward the ambassador. Once again, Firebird spotted Uri’s resemblance to his cousin Brennen in their fine cheekbones.

Brennen glanced at her. “Now, Mari, please excuse us.” He leaned toward Uri and Shel.

There was nothing rude about their subvocalizing this time. She imagined Brennen bringing his impressive communication, discernment, and command skills into a first contact. During these months at Regional Command, he had definitely grown into the higher level of authority.

Warmed by the thought, she brought her seat back around. They were dropping over an uninhabited part of the North Continent, keeping the boom and roar of their re-entry away from cities. Judging by the clumps of wild filomen trees in full orange bloom, it was springtime below.

Netaia. Lush and beautiful, a masterpiece of terraforming. Its resources were estimated at almost a quarter of the Federacy’s.

“Ahma?” Kiel pointed out the view panel. “What’s that bare stripe down in the trees?”

Leaning in over Dara and Kiel, she glimpsed what he’d seen. “That’s a firebreak, Kiel. Some trees are cut down to protect the rest of the forest—or people’s homes—if there’s ever a dangerous fire.”

“Oh,” he said. Always observing. What would he grow up to be? Did she dare hope that there on his grandmother’s lap sat Boh-Dabar, the promised Word to Come, who would renew all worlds, and who was prophesied to be born into Brennen’s family?

For now, she must simply treat him as a serene, intelligent child.

They cruised over another cloudbank. The transport’s shadow shrank and re-grew crazily. Behind her, Kinnor whooped again.

They would buckle back in soon. The civilian spaceport, where they would touch down, adjoined the Planetary Naval base.
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To Firebird’s delight, the on-base quarters they were offered adjoined the spacious home of First Marshal Devair Burkenhamn and his wife Norann. “Our children are grown and gone,” Norann sent to Firebird’s interlink. “I would love to hear young voices again.” Dara, Kiel, and Kinnor went there directly. Meanwhile, Firebird and Brennen headed for the three-level military headquarters building.

A black-haired young woman wearing a second major’s single ruby on each side of her cobalt-blue collar escorted Firebird, Brennen, Uri, and Shel to the circular command and control center. Its instrument walls, mostly darkened or shrouded, surrounded a tall tri-D well, and it had an odd odor. Abruptly Firebird realized that after breathing cleansed shipboard air for nineteen days, she was catching normal scents of cleaning chemicals, subtronics, and the staff of controllers and techs. Soon, she would stop noticing. She’d been honorably discharged from Netaian military service at Brennen’s request, but obviously, the alert level was low. First Marshal Burkenhamn was still allowing her access to this secure area. The tall, muscular marshal also greeted her by her highest-achieved rank, Second Commander, which put a warm glow in her middle. The silver fringe of the big man’s hair had not thinned or receded from the last time she saw him.

The mysterious arrival was immediately discussed, but even the marshal had little more information than Brennen’s communiqué, which was probably several days old.

Netaia did have current scanning data. “Probably about two days out.” Marshal Burkenhamn tapped the transparent tri-D well at the room’s center. Inside that two-meter-wide cylinder, she saw the familiar green spheres of Netaia and its eleven companion worlds, surrounded by the silver dots of satellites and deep-space modules, and the gold pinpoints of friendly cross-space ships. A single red bogey hovered north-spinward of the Netaian system, well beyond two semitransparent, concentric globes indicating distances from the home world. “There’s time to mount the personal rendezvous that they seem to be requesting, but just barely.” The marshal’s clipped-vowel Netaian accent sounded both strange and delightfully familiar to Firebird. “Long-range comm would be easier, but they’re not responding to requests for more information. There was an ebb in that remarkable energy shielding when they sent the distress call, but the shields are back up again. Apparently, that shielding is what we picked up months ago.”

Firebird glanced back over her shoulder. Their young escort had lingered behind a seated sensors tech, not far behind Brennen. Uri and Shel also hung back, next to the guarded double doors. The Netaian major called, “Their FTL drive could be quite different from ours too.”

“They seem to speak Old Colonial,” Firebird observed. “Maybe they monitored our transmissions and broadcasts as they approached.”

Brennen gazed into the tri-D well. “They claim to be in distress, but we must always consider the possibility that this is a ruse. We should send senior representatives. I shall certainly volunteer. We also traveled with—”

Marshal Burkenhamn turned toward him. “You can’t, General. The Federacy has invested too much in you now. You’ve got the authority to do pretty much whatever else you like, but not the authority to risk your life in potentially precarious situations.”

Firebird bristled and backstepped away from the tri-D well. “That would be a very silly waste of our most gifted individual.”

Brennen raised a hand. “I’m afraid he’s right.” He saluted the marshal.

“Sirs?” called the sensors tech. “You’ll want to see this.” The tech wore Carolinian khaki. This really was a Federate installation now, mostly manned by Netaians in cobalt blue, but also staffed by soldiers from other worlds.

Firebird sent Brennen a We’ll talk later look and fell silent as they and the marshal hustled toward a large, square subtronics board. A tri-dimensional image filled this too.

The Carolinian tech pointed at the center screen. Immediately, a smaller zone magnified, with a greenish blur at one edge.

“Subspace detail,” the marshal said. “There appears to be something else coming on behind the bogey that dropped out of slip-state.”

Brennen frowned slightly. “It looks to be just slower than the point ship. Very loose formation. Makes sense if they’re losing power.”

Firebird considered the image. “I see two more objects. Not very many, are there?”

“Too early to tell,” Sensors insisted.

Whatever was coming, this seemed suspicious. Firebird stared at the image. There could be still more of them behind these three.

Marshal Burkenhamn rested both of his large hands on the sensors desk surface. On the pair bond, Brennen felt so alert that it was getting hard to concentrate. “Could that be an . . .” She caught herself before speaking. Invasion fleet? A decoy, asking for assistance? These senior officers would have more accurate guesses, and she didn’t wish to sound foolish.

Brennen straightened and addressed her by rank. This was going to be an order, whether or not he phrased it that way. “Commander Caldwell, I’m sending you on to the palace. We need to clear the room of non-active duty personnel. Take Shel, and I’ll see you at the Electoral meeting.”

She understood. The weight of this higher level of command had fallen on him with his promotion. “They offered us Phoena’s suite again,” she told him. “I’ll see if I can snatch a moment with Carradee. What would you think of spending one night there?” After all, it had been her home for twenty Netaian years.

“Yes.” His kiss was only a distracted peck, but he broke uniform protocol to give it.

She saluted both men. Shel stepped into position behind her.

“We have a government groundcar for you,” the Netaian aide said. “Follow me.”
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Brennen watched Mari and Shel pass the door guards. Mari’s stride was brisk and determined on the floor tiles, and to his satisfaction, the guards saluted her. Still, he felt strangely disappointed. Marshal Burkenhamn had accurately quoted standard procedure, which he disliked but understood. He’d already risked himself more than a senior officer ought. Friend or foe approaching, his job would be here on the ground.

He turned back to the glowing tri-D well and the massive marshal. Somehow, this man had squeezed into a tagwing fightercraft. Did he too miss the adrenaline rush of battle-speed flight?

“So,” Brennen said, “these strangers seem to be requesting a delegation. We came with a member of the diplomatic corps.” Thank you, Holy One. “We must send effective communicators, to see if they actually need our help.”

Marshal Burkenhamn stared into the well. “Yes.”

“My right hand, Lieutenant Colonel Uri Harris, has mind-access specialist training. Sending him will ensure a truthful exchange.” Brennen glanced around the command center again. Netaia had been demilitarized as a punitive measure after they invaded Federate Veroh. He’d ordered Netaia’s full remilitarization, and he did like and respect Marshal Burkenhamn. The rebuilt base’s tech upgrades also looked excellent.

They studied the blurred zone, now appearing in the well as a double-lobed red cloud behind the red bogey. Brennen wished he could will it to focus. Subspace was hard to interpret. “Shielding,” he said, “is purely defensive. What kind of weapons do these people usually need to defend against?” On his orders, an experimental second escort craft had shadowed their civilian transport to Netaia. It was already hangared and shrouded in a secure area, and he’d seen no sign of its arrival on the sensors, which was good. He had mentioned it to no one here but Uri and Shel, and they were both under Sentinel voice-command not to speak of it. Even within Regional Command, Sentinels protected some information.

Keeping military secrets from Mari was among his more difficult jobs.

“We need to be ready,” the marshal declared.

Brennen straightened his back. “We don’t need to be hasty,” he said, “but yes, we need to be ready. The Ituri and Carolinian navies are close. I can request additional defense.” How long might it take backup to arrive? Netaia’s splendid isolation made it vulnerable. He did a mental calculation and did not like the rough answer: upward of two ten-day dekia, even utilizing the FTL Messenger service.

“We still don’t know these are hostiles.” Marshal Burkenhamn pointed at the blurred red cloud. “But in a best-case scenario, this second group could also need refuel. Also, that shielding must require an insane amount of fuel.”

“Yes.” Brennen faced his subordinate. “Marshal, for this official inspection, I want to observe how quickly you can bring the Netaian Planetary Navy to full combat readiness.”

First Marshal Burkenhamn saluted crisply. “You may start timing us now.” He strode to the comm station and started giving call-up orders.

Brennen eyed the red bogey. Holy One, these too are people of your creation. Give us the wisdom to keep from making them enemies, if they need our help.

[image: * * *]

Firebird stepped out of the government groundcar onto the palace’s long, white front portico, feeling weirdly vulnerable here without Brennen at her side. Shel already stood at the back of the car, probably glad to be working guard duty instead of serving as household staff. Two red-collared House Guards, sworn to protect the Angelo family, backed away from their pillars to open the tall east-wing doors.

It had been so long! Her mother, the queen, had died during the Veroh war. Her elder sister, Phoena, died at the hands of the Shuhr, and so did her eldest sister Carradee’s firstborn daughters, Iarlet and Kessaree. The former regent had forced Carradee to abdicate in favor of a third child, still unborn at that time. Until Carradee birthed a fourth child, Firebird stood first in line to the Netaian throne . . . not that the noble Electors would ever give it to her, and not that she wanted it. She had a new life. With Brennen.

Pausing, she let the citrus scent of blooming fayya trees call up a cascade of memory: Academy studies, music lessons, learning to fly, and games with other wastlings, always watching over their shoulders for the other noble houses’ heirs with hazing on their minds.

After savoring the trees’ scent a few moments longer, and admiring a row of scarlet-and-gold marit blossoms along the white marble façade, she stepped into the old familiar foyer. High overhead, five ancient chandeliers still shed pale golden light on the walls’ ornate moldings. Centered at pride of place, on a florally carved leta-wood easel, stood a new portrait of former Queen Carradee, cradling a somber infant in Angelo-scarlet velvette, her tiny chest crossed by a gold sash that she might have actually worn for ten seconds. Little Queen Rinnah Elsbeth also wore a miniature crown, probably painted in by the artist who’d made the infant seem to glow with a faint scarlet light. Nicely done, Firebird observed, feeling slightly disrespectful for having arrived in a loose gray traveling suit.

So many memories—but so many victories since she left Netaia. She had no intention of staying. Shaking tension from her shoulders, she glanced left. Across the foyer’s white marble floor loomed the Electoral chamber’s golden double doors, framed by scarlet-and-gold liveried Redjackets in their weird half gloves. These Electoral Police had haunted every wastling’s nightmares. Heir limitation was outlawed now, thanks to the Federacy. They never would inject her with Tactol again.

“My lady?” A tall man, whose midsection strained the white cummerbund of a palace servitor, strutted toward her and bowed. She answered his bow with a proper nod. How quickly palace formality came back, and how disappointing not to be met by her old friend Paskel. “I shall take you to see Her Majesty,” the new man said.

“Thank you.” She resisted the urge to ask what happened to Paskel. She had little time before the Electoral meeting. Hopefully, Paskel had been released from servitor status to low-common class, or even into Netaia’s high-common majority. “Please have my luggage taken up to our accommodations.” He signaled another servitor, who stood in the shadows.

Firebird and Shel followed the tall man past another pair of House Guards, up a curving stair and down a long, marble-walled hallway. They passed, on their right, the familiar door of her childhood rooms. Old habits and a jab of homesickness almost steered her inside. At Phoena’s former apartment, Shel left her to run a security check on the rooms where they planned to stay the night. The servitor stayed with Shel.
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