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Chapter 1
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Brett Chapman broke through the surface of the water. He reached out a hand and touched the sleek side of the yacht. Moving silently through the dark night, the water lapping around his body, he made his way to the lower deck ladder of one of the world’s ultra-yachts. Unfortunately, the Million Dollar Baby was in trouble. Big trouble.

The yacht had been taken by pirates, the passengers and crew held as hostages. The captain had managed to send out a distress call before they were boarded. Brett’s unit had been called up soon after. He knew several of the guests. His mother had married into a wealthy and boisterous Greek family eighteen years ago. His life had never been the same. It had just been the two of them before, and now it seemed like there were hundreds of family members in his life. As they’d accepted his mom and him, she in turn had adopted all of them.

According to the intel several of his extended family were onboard.

With any luck his mother hadn’t heard the news yet. Or there would be hell to pay.

Brett had shipped out within hours of the distress call. The unknown at this point in time was who was behind the pirates – if anyone. This area of the ocean along the African coastline had seen much turmoil lately with similar attacks. It had calmed down somewhat in the last few months, but the captain had no business bringing the yacht into this area given the recent dangers.

He scaled the ladder onto the lower deck. This was one of the biggest models he’d ever seen. The deck offered a large park-like setting that opened to the ocean. He presumed there was some kind of security measure that closed off this area during a storm.

Security lights shone low on the walls of the deck. It was deserted too. Next on his list to search was the engine room. So far he hadn’t seen anyone – crew – or pirate. He took several minutes to reach his destination. There he quickly scoped out the gleaming room to realize it would take an engineer to handle this state of the art system, and none of the pirates were likely to be as technologically advanced as that – he hoped. With any luck the maintenance crew was still alive and capable of dealing with any issues in the yacht.

Using the blueprints he’d memorized, Brett moved quickly through the decks. As he cleared each floor he updated his team. He was set to meet Chase in four minutes, one deck up. As he arrived on the third floor he realized these smaller rooms were likely the crew’s living quarters. He did a quick sweep through the bedrooms. The first three were empty and as he approached the fourth he heard a sound that made his heart freeze.

A child’s cries of distress.

He went to open the door but found it locked from the inside. He tapped once and then tapped two more times. The door cracked opened and a terrified woman’s face peered out. He brushed her backwards and slipped into the room out of sight. And he choked back a shocked gasp.

Two little children were wrapped around the woman’s legs. He knew of them, but hadn’t met either yet. And he knew exactly how old they were. The boy, Jimmy, was four and the girl, Jennifer, was almost two.

Their mother, Ceci, was on the outside edge of that huge extended family his mother had married into. And the only woman he’d ever loved.

In his night gear he knew she couldn’t recognize him. And she had to be terrified of his weapons.

He held a finger up to his mouth and whispered, “It’s okay, Ceci. It’s me, Brett. You need to remain here with the children, and stay as quiet as you can be.”

She gasped in shock then her face lit up in relief and joy.

He squatted down to the boy and said in a low voice, “Jimmy, you have to be very, very quiet until I come back here and help you, and your mom, and sister off the boat, okay?”

The little boy sniffled, his eyes huge, lower lip trembling. But he straightened up and nodded. Good. At a single rap on the door, Brett moved quickly and without another word, he slipped into the hallway where Chase waited for him. As they moved away Chase said, “Twelve hostiles are on the top floor above us. All hostages are with them.”

“Weapons?”

“Machine guns and grenades, a few handguns. Nothing major.”

Brett snorted. It said much about the type of work they did that those weapons weren’t considered major.

Still, that was good news. He really didn’t like facing rocket launchers. All criminals appeared to have access to the latest and greatest. In close quarters like this, it was a recipe for disaster. Then again so were grenades.

In silence, he went to the main stairwell and slowly crept up one landing. When this went down it would happen fast. They needed to take out as many hostiles as they could to narrow the odds before the others found out they were onboard. Stealth was paramount.

Too many men with guns and happy trigger fingers.

And too many innocent people to get hurt.

Under the cover of darkness, they moved steadily through the ship. Just as they were reaching the next floor gunfire erupted at the other end.

They raced to the aft of the ship and the sound of returned fire. As they approached, a group of passengers raced down the staircase toward them screaming.

“Take them off the yacht,” Chase yelled to Brett.

With a quick glance between them, the gunfire now heavy and hard, they split up. Chase went up to help while Brett kept moving the passengers down to the rescue boats.

As soon as he delivered them into the crew’s hands, they took over, leaving Brett free to race back down to where he’d found Ceci and the kids.

He knocked on the door hard and called, “Ceci, it’s me, open up.”

A gunshot fired through the door barely missing his head.

“Shit.” He didn’t have time for this. Moving back, he reached out from the side and gave a powerhouse kick, popping the door open. Bullets whistled through the open doorway. But he was already on the ground and lining up for the shot. The gunman stood in front of Ceci. She huddled behind him, the babies in her arms. There was the shot… He took it, dropping the gunmen to the floor, a bullet through the forehead. Brett jumped to his feet. “Ceci, let’s go now.”

He grabbed Jimmy in his arms, and ushered Ceci with Jennifer clutched in hers out the door, then he raced them down to the boats.

The gunfire ceased.

The silence ominous after so much noise.

He knew that could be good or really bad. Transferring the kids to the open arms of the crew, he gave Ceci a hard glance, noted the panic and fear in her eyes and said, “You’ll be safe here.”

At least he hoped so.

He raced back upstairs. Just as he was about to creep up over the last stairs he caught sight of a hostile hiding under a corner of one of the rowboats, a gun lining up towards Mason’s head.

Brett never even hesitated. He pulled the trigger. The pirate collapsed.

Mason turned, weapon in hand, instantly lining up on the new threat, saw Brett, saw the gunman, then gave a quick nod.

Brett snuck over to where Mason stood. “Are we in the clear?”

Mason whispered back, “Not yet. Waiting for Hawk.”

Chase frowned. That wasn’t good. That meant… He slipped back into his hiding place. It wasn’t a long wait. Two pirates marched Hawk into the center of the deck, semi-automatic rifles prodding him forward.

The pirates started yelling at the SEALs.

Chase didn’t understand the words – the language being one he wasn’t familiar with. But the gist of the meaning wasn’t hard to understand. They could all go to hell, and if they didn’t do it fast enough they were going to shoot Hawk.

That wasn’t going to happen. Brett ran through the blueprints in his mind and realized from the level below there were stairs that came up on the far side of the pirates. That’s how they’d marched Hawk up. And if he could get there fast enough it was how he’d get the drop on them. He quickly slipped down the stairs, crossed the deck, and snuck up that way. From his new vantage point, he could see his unit were all holding weapons trained on the hostiles. These guys didn’t care. They planned to shoot Hawk and go down in a hail of fire figuring their own lives were already forfeited.

Brett lined up a shot, waiting for them to give him an opportunity. The second man lowered his arm just a fraction – but it was enough. Hawk was out of the line of fire. Shots rang and the first man dropped. Brett shot the second one.

At the sound of gunfire behind him Hawk turned and said, “Thanks.”

Brett grinned. “Anytime.”

They did a full sweep of all the decks but didn’t flush out anymore gunmen. On that note all of the hostages were released back onto the yacht and the dead gunmen taken over to the boats. As far as he was concerned the gunmen could go into the water for the sharks. Thankfully it wasn’t his decision.

His concern was for Ceci. He headed down to the rescue boats to find her. One of the men said, “She won’t go back on the yacht. And so far, she’s refused to be checked over.” Brett walked across to sit down beside her and the kids. Both kids had their faces burrowed against her, and her arms were locked around them. He sat down beside her and gently rubbed her shoulder.

“Ceci, are you okay?”

She nodded, her gaze huge, wordless.

“It’s going to be okay. We got them all.”

“Good,” she whispered, glancing down at Jimmy who’d lifted his head to stare up at Brett.

Jimmy opened his mouth and said, “Did you kill them? Did you kill the bad men?”

Brett nodded. “All the bad men are gone. They can’t hurt you anymore.” Jimmy didn’t need to know the details – just needed to know the bogeymen were never coming back.

To Ceci he said, “Why don’t you want to return to the yacht?”

“I do not want to go back on there – or on any like it – ever again.” She shuddered. “You don’t know what it was like. The threats they made.” Her arms squeezed the two young children, clutching them close to her.

Brett looked down at the little boy. “Did they hurt the kids?”

Jimmy’s bottom lip trembled. “He pushed me.”

Brett reached out and touched the little boy’s cheek gently. “The bogeymen won’t hurt you anymore.”

The little boy nodded his head. “My name’s Jimmy.”

Brett smiled and held out his hand. “And I’m Brett. I knew your mom a few years ago.”

Jimmy brightened. “You’re one of the good guys?”

The little girl beside him pulled her head out from against her mom’s shoulders to stare up at him. “Hi.” As soon as the word was out of her mouth she shoved her thumb in.

Brett’s heart melted. “Yes, I’m definitely one of the good guys. No more bad guys here now.” He crouched lower brushing a blonde ringlet back off her face. “Hi to you too.”

Her thumb popped out, and she gave him a toothy grin as she tried to stand up on her mom’s knee. Ceci hugged her tight.

“How did you come to be on the yacht?” Brett asked.

“We were supposed to come for just a few days to get away.” She waved her arm aimlessly in the air. “To have a break. A holiday.”

“Do you know all of these people?”

“No,” she said with a note of defeat in her voice. “But Jason Turner was coming. And he was allowed to bring a friend so he asked me to come.”

That made sense. Jason Turner was part of Ceci’s extended family and therefore part of Brett’s. He also thought Jason might’ve been Jimmy Senior’s best friend. Only Jimmy had been killed in Iraq several years ago. As he looked down at the little girl, he realized he probably never had a chance to even see his own daughter.

“They’re beautiful,” he said to Ceci. “Jimmy would be very proud of you and of them.”

Ceci’s eyes filled with tears, her lower lip trembled in a movement all too similar to her children. “Oh, I don’t think so,” she whispered. “I put them in danger. How is that anything to be proud of?”

“This is not your fault,” he said. “I don’t know why it was sailing in these waters or how it came to the attention of the pirates, but yachts scream money and the pirates are desperate. However, it’s over. You can all go home and get back to your normal lives.”

She smiled mistily up at him and said, “Thanks to you.”

He straightened and looked back toward the huge yacht. “Not just me. I come as part of a team.”

“Thank your team for me, will you?”

He hopped onto the yacht, turned back and waved. “I will. You take care of those kids and yourself.”

The zodiac in which she was sitting slowly pulled away and headed toward shore. Onboard was one injured passenger and Ceci with her kids. As he watched the churning wake streak out across the water he had to wonder if he would ever see Ceci again.


Chapter 2
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“Mommy, when can I go outside?”

“Not right now. We’ll go later.” As if. Ceci stood staring down at her son, wondering what had happened to her life. Getting away from the yacht had seemed like such a life-changing event. Until everyone realized her passport and those of her children were missing along with her purse. Hence her current residence at the US Embassy in Somalia until her new paperwork arrived. That was where the crew from the rescue ship had brought her. The injured passenger from the yacht had been taken to the hospital.

She was stuck here for the foreseeable future until the damn paperwork could be taken care of. Who knew such delays could occur? Jason had called several times checking up on her. He’d been considerate and pushy in a back and forth way. As if he’d had expectations and having missed out was angling for more. It was only through the phone calls that she’d realized how badly she’d misread the situation. She was not interested. Not like that. Not with him.

Jimmy started crying.

“I promise we’ll go out in a few minutes.” But she’d said that over and over.

So often he no longer believed her. Then again, she wasn’t a good liar. And even worse at saying no. Look at Jason, he still didn’t get it. It wasn’t fair of her to not want to be with Jason because of pirates, but it was the last thing she wanted to be reminded of. Then again she hadn’t encouraged him to think they were heading in that direction. She liked him fine – but as a friend. She winced. He’d be upset at that phrase.

She’d married a soldier fully prepared for him to go to war and maybe not come home one day. It was only when she lost Jimmy that she realized she hadn’t been prepared at all. She hadn’t faced the reality of what life without him meant. The emotional devastation not only for herself but also for the kids. The financial responsibilities were a separate reality check altogether.

The pirates had just brought it all back again. Even worse, it had placed her children in danger. And somehow Jason was to blame. In her head, she knew that was wrong. It made no sense. He’d been trying to help her out, hoping to give her a bit of a break. And she’d been so excited hanging out on the yacht. Why the hell had she assumed they’d have a lovely week away without a romantic entanglement? She’d been desperate for a bit of fun. When the opportunity had presented itself she’d jumped at the chance. She was such an idiot.

Now she found it hard to even step outside these very nice accommodations to walk around the supposedly safe property. She didn’t want to be here. Her kids didn’t want to be here.

Even worse it was getting harder to keep these fears hidden. All the well-meaning family was crowding in on her mental space asking why she wasn’t out enjoying the experience. Pretty soon she was going to have to admit she was terrified to go outside. And yet she was in the US Embassy – as safe as she could get.

Why was it she couldn’t have the opposite reaction? Shouldn’t she be going out and enjoying every day knowing she’d been given a second chance? But it had happened so fast, so out of the blue that she found herself looking for the boogeyman around every corner.

And then there was Brett.

Seeing him had brought up a ton of other conflicting emotions from before Jimmy. They’d been an item once. Years ago. She’d broken off their relationship, dating several other men before meeting Jimmy. The man she’d ended up marrying.

But she’d loved Brett first.

She sat down in the living room, the kids at her feet playing with Lego blocks, wondering how her life had gone so wrong. Brett also represented trauma in her past. Yet it didn’t feel that way now. She’d regretted breaking up with him soon after. There’d been desperation in her actions when she’d hooked up with Jimmy. As if afraid life was passing her by and all the good guys were gone. Foolish – she wasn’t even thirty yet.

When she’d met Jimmy her life had changed, and she’d known that was exactly what she wanted. But as she looked back it wasn’t that she’d wanted Jimmy as much as she’d wanted to settle down.

Now look at her.

She was a widow with two kids, and Brett looked to be the same as he always was. Actually, better. There was a dangerous edge to him now that was damn sexy. And he’d packed a punch before. Too bad. She’d lost her bikini body after having kids. She never regretted having them, but at times it was hard to see herself as a sexy woman and not just a mother.

She leaned back against the couch and closed her eyes. She just wanted to sleep. To have the world go away. Instead, the phone rang. An insistent chime she couldn’t ignore.

She wasn’t going to answer it. But it rang and it rang and it rang.

“Mom, the phone,” Jimmy said as he leaned against her knee and stared up at her. Even she could see the worry in his eyes. She reached down and pulled him into her arms and hugged him close. “I know, baby. It’s probably just another reporter. I don’t want anything more to do with them.”

That had been her excuse every time.

“Reporters yucky,” he said. He let her squeeze him for another quick second before he squirmed out of her arms and slid down to the floor back to his Legos.

If only her life was that easy.

She sat down on the floor to help him build a truck.

A hard knock on her door interrupted the idyllic haven she’d formed. The harsh sound sent shock waves through her system. The children immediately started crying. A response to her fearful reaction more than at the visitor.

“It’s okay, guys. It’s snack time.”

Immediately the tears dried up and the kids raced to the door. She’d ordered food to their room for every meal after the first day. The kids knew the system well.

She felt a little bit guilty because she knew she hadn’t ordered anything. But if it stopped them from being afraid then she was all for the little white lies of life.

She peered through the peephole. And froze. It was Brett.

Shocked, her forehead dropped against the door.

“Open the door, Ceci.” His tone was calm, quiet, and determined.

Shit. He’d never let her walk away from this. She opened the door. “Wow, what you doing here?”

“How long did you think you were going to be able to hide?” he asked her, his gaze carefully assessing her.

She frowned at him. Not sure exactly how he’d found out, she said cautiously, “I’m not hiding at all.”

“My mother phoned.” That’s all he said. He leaned against the door jamb and crossed his arms over his chest, apparently unconcerned at the turmoil in her heart.

“Your mother?” Damn that woman. She was the most caring, loving, interfering woman Ceci had ever met. But she was also determined to manipulate the family, extended as well, as far as she could reach. She didn’t understand boundaries. Hell, she blasted through every one she came to as if they weren’t there. Especially if it was for your own good. “I’m sure it must have been nice to talk to her.”

Brett walked in. She glared at him. “You could wait until you are invited.”

“And that would be when hell froze over.” He stopped and stared at the pile of Legos on the floor then back at the two little kids wrapped around her legs. She watched as he immediately sat cross-legged on the floor and in a calm and quiet voice said, “Hi guys, remember me? Of course, I’m not wearing my night gear right now, but I’m the man that carried you to the boat.”

Jimmy’s face brightened up cautiously. Jennifer’s thumb immediately went into her mouth.

“I’m one of the good guys, remember?” Brett said with an easy smile.

Jennifer smiled at him. The thumb came out and she toddled closer, her arms out. He scooped her up and gave her a quick hug. Then he perched her on one knee. Not to be outdone Jimmy raced over and sat down on the other.

Ceci watched in amazement at the easy acceptance of the stranger in their midst.

Brett smiled at him. “I came to see if you guys were doing okay?”

“We want to go outside,” Jimmy said in a teary voice, having no idea he just broke a dam wide open.

“That’s a great idea. I’m sure your mother has shown you the playground in the backyard. Maybe we can go down there.” He raised that gaze and pinned her in place.

Immediately she crossed her arms over her chest and started chewing on her bottom lip. And here she’d been hoping to keep things quiet a little bit longer.

Jennifer shook her head. “Mommy says no.”

Brett uncrossed his legs and stood up with both of the kids still in his arms. They both squealed and clutched at him.

“Well I think we can fix that right now,” he said laughing. But there was a note of steel in his voice and she…

Ceci didn’t dare raise her gaze. She couldn’t.

“Ceci, let’s grab shoes and coats and get these kids out to the playground.”

Both kids squealed and tried to squirm out of his arms. He set them down and they ran for shoes and coats.

Ceci shook her head in a quiet desperation and said, “No, not today. We’re not going outside today.”

“Or any day?” Brett stood in front of her, and she realized she hadn’t fooled him one bit. Brett was bound and determined to force her outside. Damn his mother anyway.

Completely overruling her, he had the children dressed and standing at the front door in minutes. When she protested, he placed a finger across her lips and shoved her arms into a vest. He opened the apartment door, pulled out a pair of slip on shoes and dropped them in front of her.

“Put them on.” He stood implacable in front of her. No threat, but absolutely determined she was going to do as he willed.

Trembling she stepped into the footwear and stood before them. He wasn’t going to carry her out.

And there was no way she was going outside any other way.
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Brett had no idea what was going on inside her head, but it was obvious she’d become terrified of the outside world. And that had to stop now. It wasn’t healthy. For her or the kids. She obviously hadn’t recovered from the hijacking.

“We’re doing this for the kids,” he said, watching the stiffness leave her slight frame. “They need fresh air. They can’t stay cooped up inside all the time regardless of what you want.”

She wasn’t really fighting going out, but she wasn’t exactly giving her okay either. He pushed her out into the hallway, dragged out the stroller he’d found in the closet and set Jennifer in to buckle her up. Tucking his arm through Ceci’s, he walked the family toward the park.

Whether she wanted to or not they were going outside.

Beside him, Ceci walked like a robot, not looking around but staring straight ahead. She didn’t pull her arm away from him, but neither did she actively hold his.

Whether she hated him or not wasn’t the issue right now. She needed to get out of this prison she’d created for herself.

“Any word on when you’ll get your passports?”

She shook her head. “No,” she muttered. “I never thought I’d be in an embassy for a week.”

At least she was talking to him. “It won’t be much longer.”

“Then why haven’t we gotten them yet?” she asked. “Jason and the others made it back to the US safe and sound.”

“You left your documentation on the ship. Did anyone try to find them?”

“The pirates took my purse. No idea where they put it.” She shook her head. “This is just a comedy of errors.” She turned to glare at him. “And there’s nothing funny about it.”

“There’s something odd in the paperwork for the children,” he said. “I checked with some of the people I know in the embassy. It’s what they are trying to fix.”

“That’s the same line of garbage I got when trying to get death benefits after Jimmy died.” She shrugged. “I think governments just like to make things difficult.”

“You left the country without anything to prove the children were yours.”

“It never occurred to me. They said I didn’t need anything but our passports. I had those.”

“Is Jimmy listed as the father on the birth certificates?”

“He’s listed on the registration papers I sent in. I never did get copies of their birth certificates, so I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Who knew something simple could turn out to be so difficult.”

“It’s not that they are doubting that the children are yours or that you’re an American citizen because they can prove that part, but they need to have a paper trail. They are expediting the paperwork to get that accomplished.”

She snorted. “Expediting, right. I’ve been here a week already, remember?”

“Part of the reason for the delay is the national holiday. Two of them. One in each country. Not everyone lives on your time.”

“I just want to go home,” she muttered.

“It’s only a few more days.”

“Says you.”
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          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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