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CODE NAME:


HACKER

By
SAWYER BENNETT


CHAPTER 1


Griffin

Even though the moon is at its fullest and brightest, there’s enough cloud cover for me to stand at the edge of the woods behind the woman’s house without being noticed. She lives about twenty miles north of the city of Pittsburgh in a little town called Cranberry.

I’ve learned a bit about her because I’ve been watching her for a few days. Her home is not modest. Cranberry is not as quaint as the name might infer, but affluent. Her house is a four-thousand-square-foot dwelling all done in gray brick with cream shutters and a manicured lawn. The suburban lifestyle is at odds with her day job, which I haven’t quite figured out yet. When I followed her to work, she disappeared into an abandoned warehouse in a rundown section of Pittsburgh where she stayed until the evening commute home.

She’s in her kitchen now, the window facing outward to her backyard. There’s a massive child’s playset in it that includes a slide, swings, fort, and a climbing wall. Her kid is too old for it, and he never uses it. He does like to tromp through the woods, though. His trail leads down to a tiny creek where he valiantly tries to fish, but he comes up empty-handed because he doesn’t know what he’s doing. He clearly needs someone to show him a thing or two.

I study the woman, wondering how someone so pretty ended up in such a bad mess. She’s petite, almost delicate, with exquisite bone structure. Her hair is so black it glints almost blue under the kitchen lighting. While the exact color of her eyes is not discernable from this distance, they are pale against the darkness of her hair. It makes her seem almost ethereal. Contrast that with the tattoos she has down her arms, and it adds an element of toughness in the way she holds herself. A steel spine is how I’d describe it.

She has tattoos in other places, too—ribs, legs, and back. I don’t know that from watching her, though.

It’s in the file back in my hotel room.

When I’d received it from my boss, it had been fairly thin and contained a photo that doesn’t remotely resemble the woman I see now. She was young, in her early twenties, with bleached-blond hair cut extremely short, but she has one of those faces made for that style. There had even been a diamond stud in her nose, a ring in her lip, and a barbell through an eyebrow.

Blue. Pale, icy blue is the actual color of her eyes. I can’t quite see them through the cover of night, but they’d been vivid in that photo.

It was a prison photo, no doubt, and right below was a list of the tattoos she had with more close-up photos attached. They were meant to be used to identify her.

I was given her name, which is Bebe Grimshaw—formally known as Brianna Belle Grimshaw—and told to find her. My boss had heard through his underground network of black-market contacts that she was in the Pittsburgh area. With a little digging, I’d found her through the real estate tax records here in Cranberry.

I’m not the kind of employee—thug, muscle, hired help, or whatever—who does a half-assed job. I fleshed out the file I’d been given with some research of my own. Turns out Bebe Grimshaw had more of a colorful past than I ever could have imagined.

About eight years ago, she pled guilty to cyber-espionage charges leveled against her by the federal government. Seems the little fairy waif is incredibly talented at hacking, and she’d managed to pilfer nuclear codes that were in turn going to be sold to the Chinese. While that makes her far more interesting than the suburban single mom of a young boy who lives with her mother, what really interests me was how she refused to name any of her co-conspirators and was the lone person to take the fall for the crime.

She was sentenced to thirty-five years in prison.

Most would wonder how in the hell she’s now living a quiet life in Cranberry, Pennsylvania, but I’m fairly sure I know the answer.

Given the things I’ve seen during the past two years of working for my boss, I’m going to take a pretty good guess he was involved in the nuclear-code hack.

As if thinking about the man procures him into reality, the phone in my pocket starts vibrating. I step several feet back into the tree line before turning my back on the Grimshaw home so the glow of my cell doesn’t catch Bebe’s interest while she finishes the dinner dishes.

The man’s name is programmed into my contacts as simply AB, which stands for Anatoly Bogachev. Despite his Russian heritage, he was raised in the Brighton Beach portion of Brooklyn and has no discernable trace of his motherland accent.

He wastes no time on pleasantries when I answer the phone. “Have you found her?”

Even though I’d located her three days ago, I lie. “Just today.”

“And?” he prompts.

“She’s in a small town called Cranberry, north of Pittsburgh.” I don’t offer anything more.

Anatoly is silent for a few moments, but his next words catch me by surprise. “Take her out.”

“Take her out?” I repeat.

“Yes, yes,” he exclaims impatiently. “Eliminate her.”

“When?”

“Now,” he snaps. “Get it done and return to New York.”

I grit my teeth. Sometimes, he’s like an overgrown child, despite the fact that we’re both thirty-five. “I need time to plan this so it’s done cleanly with no blowback on me and, more importantly, on you. I’ll need to watch her for a bit to get to know her patterns. Figure how I’m going to do it. Where to dispose of her.”

“Throw her in the fucking Allegheny River for all I care,” he growls. I can just envision him in his office right now, pacing back and forth in front of his desk, fists clenched and desperate for me to carry out his dirty work. I’ve come to know him well in the past two years.

I take in a breath before slowly letting it out. “I’m your man, Anatoly. I can do this, but you’ve got to give me the time to be clean about it. I’m not going to fucking prison over some chick who broke your heart, whom you now want offed.”

Anatoly snarls. “Watch it, Griffin.”

At my peril, I ignore his warning. Anatoly Bogachev is extremely volatile and dangerous. “I need at least a few weeks. She’s not going anywhere. I’m watching her closely. Once I have her all figured out, I’ll be able to take her out in the way that best protects us all.”

“Fine,” he mutters. “You have two weeks.”

“Thank you,” I reply softly, knowing he prefers to be addressed reverently to soothe his ego.

“And she didn’t break my heart,” he adds gruffly. “But she’s a dangerous liability, which is all you need to know.”

“I’ll handle it,” I assure him.

His reply is a quick disconnect of the phone.

The countdown starts.

♦

Leaning against the headboard of my hotel bed, I cross my hands over my stomach and ponder. It’s not hard to put things together. Anatoly wants Bebe Grimshaw dead. She got sent to prison for a thirty-five-year stretch around eight years ago for a crime, and she’d refused to name her co-conspirators. She’s now free long before she’d be eligible for parole, and I’ve yet to figure out how she accomplished that.

Anatoly knows she’s out of prison earlier than should be possible, and he doesn’t want her to have an attack of conscience.

But why is she in western Pennsylvania when her roots are in Ohio?

I think about her actions over the last few days of tailing her. I rode my Harley down from New York because the weather was gorgeous for the end of September, but I’ve since rented a car. The pipes on my Harley are far too loud to be inconspicuous.

One thing I’ve noticed is how wary Bebe is. It’s obvious by how she’s always scanning her surroundings when she’s out and about. She takes different routes into the city when she goes to work, and she carries a gun in her purse. Through her windows, I’ve watched her take it out in the evenings before she goes to bed. She carries it upstairs long after her mom and son have gone to bed, and I imagine she puts it under her pillow or by her nightstand.

She’s scared of someone coming after her.

I’m betting that someone is Anatoly.

But still… how the fuck did she get out of prison? Her crime was serious. Yet, here she is, living a free life before paying her dues.

And what in the hell does she do for a living?

That first day I followed her into the city, I was shocked when she drove deeper into the seedier part until she’d finally pulled into an underground parking deck of an abandoned warehouse.

Except… it wasn’t abandoned. There was a box near the rolling steel gate she’d peered into, which I’m sure it scanned her eyes. If that’s the case, she’s once again involved with some high-tech shit. Possibly another hacker group?

Anatoly runs a criminal syndicate loosely known as Kobaloi. His family backing is the Russian mob, but over the years—because he’s smart as fuck—he moved more into black-hat crime. It’s a means of hacking individuals and organizations for monetary profit. It’s far more lucrative than mob work, which basically squeezes lessers to funnel riches up the food chain and launder money. I’m one of a handful of hired muscle he uses for any job he can think of, but mainly for protection.

Mob politics are extremely dangerous, and there are plenty of people who hate Anatoly.

My mind returns to that warehouse. I nab my laptop, which is next to me on the mattress, and boot it up. Google is my friend, and I start to navigate its murky waters of information.

It takes me about an hour of deep diving and testing hunches before I’m able to find out who probably owns the building. It’s buried under three layers of corporate ownership, but I eventually come up with the name Joslyn Meyers.

Of course, everyone who’s anyone knows who she is. She’s an incredibly talented actress and singer who boasts multiple awards. I suppose there could be an argument that the warehouse is actually a secret recording studio or something, but I immediately dismiss the idea. No way it would be protected with security that involves a retinal scan. Music isn’t that valuable.

I dive back into Google to read more news articles. A few more queries reveal Joslyn Meyers is now married to a man named Kynan McGrath, and there’s a wealth of information about him. British, former Royal Marine, and current owner of Jameson Force Security—a huge private contract security company. Looks like it originated in Vegas, and it’s now headquartered in Pittsburgh. The website is sleek, but it’s too vague to give me the answers I need. Some well-worded crap about high-end security services, but the lack of true information makes me believe what they do is very much under the radar. Most likely contract work doing stuff for our government that it just can’t do because of political constraint.

Regardless, this makes a bit more sense. Presumably, Bebe now hacks for the good guys. At least that’s my guess given her skill level. Let’s face it, she’s no dummy if she was able to hack American nuclear codes.

That means she’s probably more protected than I originally thought. I get why she’s wary, too.

I’m relieved Anatoly gave me two weeks. This isn’t something I can rush into.

I put the laptop aside, then lace my hands together behind my head. Staring at the ceiling, I consider the few places Bebe visited over the past few days—to and from work, to the grocery store, and to her son’s school to pick him up. Each day after school, she takes him to the park to toss a football. It’s sweet to watch them together. The kid is clearly her world now.

As far as I can tell, it’s my only entry point to get closer to her.

The kid, I mean.

I decide to hit up the park tomorrow afternoon to figure out how close I can get to them.


CHAPTER 2


Bebe

“Aaron,” I call from the kitchen, but I angle my voice toward the entryway into the hall which will hopefully carry up the stairs. “Let’s go. We’re going to be late for school.”

“You need to install an intercom system,” my mom suggests from where she sits at the kitchen table with a cup of tea.

“I’m not paying money to have an intercom system installed,” I grumble. “Not when I have a perfectly good set of vocal cords.”

“He plays music in his room.” Picking up her cup, she looks at me over the rim, as if that makes what she says more authoritative. “He can’t hear you.”

“Aaron,” I yell louder. My mom winces. Shrugging, I shove the turkey sandwich I’d made for my son into a plastic baggie and toss it in his lunch box. At the ripe old age of ten, he insisted he could no longer carry a superhero lunch box to school and requested a plain black insulated bag from LL Bean. My child is growing up. I missed way too much of his childhood, having spent the superhero years in prison.

Turning to the fridge to grab an apple to throw in, I ask my mom, “And you’re sure you don’t need me to take you to the doctor?”

“I’m totally fine,” she replies with a dismissive wave before taking a delicate sip of tea. “Besides… it’s just a routine visit.”

It might just be a regular doctor’s appointment, but I’ve missed a lot of years with my mom, too. While I was serving my sentence in a high-security prison in Fort Worth, Texas, my mom struggled to raise Aaron for me while battling diabetes in its worse form. She couldn’t work and it took her years to qualify for social security, during which she and Aaron both suffered from not having enough money to do much more than subsist.

“Okay,” I say, but then I give her my own pointed look. “If you change your mind, you just need to call me. I’ll need about forty-five minutes lead time, but I can get back to take you.”

“Stop fussing,” she says with a stern expression, but there’s a great deal of affection in her voice. She understands I need to do this for a while. I feel like I have so much to compensate for, even though my mother has never once blamed me for the mess I landed myself in or for the disadvantage it cast upon my son.

She’s always loved me unconditionally. It’s made all the difference in my ability to integrate into a somewhat normal life.

“Fine,” I drawl, smiling cheekily. “I’ll stop fussing.” But then I take a deep breath and bellow, “Aaron… come on. We’re late.”

“He can’t hear you,” she says again with a sage look of wisdom. “He’s listening to his music.”

With a sigh of frustration, I toss the apple in his lunch bag and stomp out of the kitchen while grumbling, “Never should have bought a house this size anyway. We only need half this much space. He’d be able to hear me then.”

But as I make my way up the staircase, I know that given the choice to buy this house or a smaller one, I would have gone with this one. I wanted Aaron and my mom to have a nice place to live, especially given the hell I’d put them through. I needed to compensate for being gone for seven long years. When I’d been sentenced to prison, Aaron was three years old. I’ll never know how hard it was for him because I couldn’t bear to consider it. My mother diligently brought him out to visit me in Texas as much as she could, but money was tight so it wasn’t often enough. It was usually managed through the generosity of family members who pooled their funds so my mom and son could make the long drive out there from Ohio. Beyond that, I had to make do with phone calls to try to develop whatever type of relationship I could with my son in that capacity. Once he’d started reading and writing, we’d communicated through letters, but that had been a horrible way to have a mother-son relationship.

I’m lucky though. My son is the most amazing kid in the entire world. He’s bright and wise beyond his years, but he’s empathetic to the terrible situation I’d placed myself in.

Yes, it’d been beyond reprehensible I got involved in black-hat hacking to begin with. I shouldn’t have turned to crime to help make ends meet while struggling as a new mom, a college dropout, while also trying to help take care of a sick mother at the same time.

But then I was in too deep. The things they asked me to do became more complex, which meant the risk was way too great. When I tried to back away, I was reminded all too clearly I was going nowhere. I belonged to them forever. The insurance policy they had to make me stay and be a good little hacker was my son, Aaron. The threat was laid out all nice and clean… I was to do as I was told or Aaron would die.

It was that simple.

The only way I could get myself out of the situation was to get caught. I was tasked with hacking our government’s complex framework to steal nuclear codes. It was the hack of all hacks, and I made myself into a legend while simultaneously dooming my life. I was not about to let our nuclear codes get away from me. I couldn’t—in good conscience—put people’s lives at risk like that. Besides… I love my country.

So, I intentionally got caught. My hope was if I went to prison, I’d at least be out of the clutches of the organization I worked for while Aaron and my mom would be free of my sins.

I should have been destroyed when I was handed a thirty-five-year prison sentence, but I couldn’t be. The relief I’d felt over not having to worry about Aaron’s life being at risk anymore had been too great. It made it easy to do my time with a clean conscience.

Pausing after I make my way to the top of the staircase, I glance over the railing at the living room. I bought new furniture and pretty artwork before we moved in, wanting to make this a real home for Aaron. It’s crazy that just six months ago, I was in prison and receiving a surprise visit from Kynan McGrath.

Oh, the ego he had, striding into that meeting room to offer me a job. I thought he was fucking nuts, but damn if I didn’t walk out of the prison with him that day.

A free woman and an official employee of Jameson Force Security.

The power Kynan commands with the U.S. government is slightly terrifying. I suppose he’s done so much great work for them that he can pretty much name any price. In my instance, he wanted one of the best hackers in the world to work for him, which is how I’m now free and living in a four-hundred-thousand-dollar house I never could have afforded—not even in my wildest dreams—without having met Kynan McGrath.

Needless to say, Jameson pays me extremely well for my talents, which are now white and pure as snow.

I move down the short catwalk to the hall, which branches off. The master suite, which is mine, is to the right. Aaron and my mom’s rooms, along with a bonus room over the two-car garage, are to the left.

I knock on Aaron’s door, waiting for him to answer. Music blares on the other side, but he somehow hears me. In just a moment, the door swings open to reveal a cheerily smiling Aaron, his backpack slung over his shoulder.

He looks nothing like his father, who I can barely recall an image of. I got pregnant with Aaron my sophomore year of college while at MIT, and his father hadn’t stuck around even to the second trimester. I tried to keep him updated as best I could after Aaron was born, but he wasn’t interested in being a dad.

When I got sent to prison, I was terrified his dad would try to come back into the picture, but no… he was happy with my mom having full custody. Even though my heart bleeds over Aaron not having a father who’s interested in him, I’m glad he’s all mine.

Well, me and my mom’s. She’s as much his parent as I am, I suppose.

“Hey, kiddo,” I say, reaching out to tousle his hair. “We need to work out a better system than me yelling up the stairs for you to get a move on and you not hearing me.”

“What do you suggest?” he asks, his eyes dancing.

“Perhaps turn your music down, keep your door open, and your ears on high alert for any important messages from your old mom,” I say sternly.

He just snickers and leans in—yes, he’s as tall as I am—to kiss my cheek. “Sure thing, Mom.”

I completely melt because first… he’s a ten-year-old boy, so I’d expect legitimate sass. At least an eye roll. Hell, I wronged him so horribly by getting sent away to prison. It’d be completely understandable if he disobeyed me and blamed it on his shaky upbringing.

But my kid doesn’t do that. He responds in such an affectionate, easygoing way that I sometimes think he’s the real adult and I’m the child in this relationship. Aaron is such a love bug… he’s the one who ends up treating me with kid gloves because he hates I’ve also suffered.

He moves past me to bound down the steps. I catch up with him in the kitchen just as he’s bending to kiss his grandma on the cheek as well. I should be jealous of their tight relationship, but I can’t be. I’m far too grateful they had each other to lean on in the years I was away. The bond between them was essential to their survival.

“What do you two feel like for dinner tonight?” I ask as I move to the coffee pot to fill up my travel mug. Aaron plops at the table, then starts wolfing down a quick bowl of cereal.

“I can handle dinner,” my mom says as she stands, nabbing her teacup.

I automatically reach for it. “I’ll make you another cup.”

My mom ambles over, her flowered housecoat worn and well-loved. She moves right into me, puts a hand to my face, and says, “Stop trying to do everything, Bebe. You have nothing to prove.”

God, she’s so wrong about that. I have so much to prove, especially that I deserve this second chance at life. I need to be the best mom and daughter, and the best employee for Kynan.

But now is not the time to argue, because we are late. Smiling, I step around her to grab my purse. “Come on, Aaron. We’ve got to go.”

He packs one more huge bite of cereal in his mouth before grabbing the box of Captain Crunch, intent on taking it with us. I’m okay with that, especially because he’s still hungry. Smiling, he dips to give my mom a goodbye kiss.

“Think we can hit the park today?” Aaron asks as we head through the mudroom into the garage.

I wince because it’s hard to get out of work early enough to take him to the park. I’d have to leave no later than four. While Kynan wouldn’t care because I work from home as well—most evenings after everyone goes to bed, actually—I’d still feel guilty about it.

But not as guilty as I’d feel about not taking Aaron. He’s trying out for a recreation football league next week, so he needs as much opportunity as he can to practice.

I’m not good at helping him. He wants to be a quarterback, and he needs someone to throw to. My job is to catch the ball, which I am only able to do about twenty percent of the time. The other eighty I’m running to retrieve it as it bounces away from me. But then I return it and let him toss me another. I’m basically a ball-return girl, but hey… it’s what he wants. Besides, I owe him all the time in the world.

“Sure thing, kiddo,” I say with a smile, waiting for him to precede me out the door. He moves around to get into the passenger side of my little Hyundai crossover. “I’ll be home around four-thirty or so. Make sure your homework is done, then we’ll hit the park for about an hour before dinner. Sound good?”

“Sounds like you’re the best, Mom,” he replies. Again, I’m hit with a sweeping wave of love for my child that is so deep, I wonder how in the hell I deserve the right to call myself his mother.

♦

I head up to the fourth floor of the Jameson Force Security offices, which houses a communal kitchen and living area. Joslyn had sent a text to the entire staff to say she had homemade cinnamon rolls for everyone. Since I was so busy rushing around, I forgot to eat breakfast.

There are only two people in the kitchen area… Kynan McGrath, our esteemed leader, and his secretary, Anna Tate.

Actually, secretary isn’t quite the word I’d use for Anna. She came to work for Kynan under horrible circumstances. Jimmy, her husband, was killed a little over three months ago on a hostage rescue mission gone wrong. Anna had been pregnant with their first child at the time.

What started out as her hanging around headquarters wanting information and answers slowly turned into her taking over some of the duties Joslyn performed for Kynan. Little stuff at first… like picking up dry cleaning or putting postage on the outgoing mail. Joslyn has her own career as a famous singer and actress, which she’s had on the back burner, and it seemed like the right time to get someone in to help Kynan in an administrative capacity.

After little Avery was born a month after Jimmy’s death, Anna took time off to spend time with her daughter. She’s originally from the Pittsburgh area and has a supportive family, but when it came time to figure out her life, she’d decided she wanted to do more at Jameson.

In a blink, her maternity leave was over. Since that time, Anna had managed Kynan’s schedule while providing him whatever support he needed.

“Hey, Anna,” I say brightly as I round the counter on a mission to reach the pan of rolls on the stove.

“Hey, Bebe,” she replies softly, not even bothering to glance up from the iPad she’s currently studying as Kynan peeks over her shoulder.

“Hi, Bebe,” Kynan drawls in an exaggerated manner, pointing out I’ve yet to acknowledge the man who signs my paychecks.

I grin, roll in hand, then move to the coffee pot. “What’s up, boss man?”

Kynan winks before pointing over Anna’s shoulder to her iPad. “That’s the one I want.”

“Really?” she asks, her nose wrinkling. Clearly, their tastes don’t match on whatever it is.

“Really,” he replies sternly. He backs away from her, then heads to the elevator, clearly a man with places to be. “And I don’t pay you to question my choices, just to carry out my wishes.”

Anna snaps off a smart salute. “Aye-aye, El Capitan.”

“Smart-ass,” he replies affectionately before disappearing into the elevator.

“What’s he buying?” I ask. Already chewing the bite I couldn’t resist taking, I move over to a stool at the counter to finish eating and to enjoy another cup of coffee before I start my workday.

“A briefcase,” she replies, tapping her stylus to the screen. “And he chose the most hideous design, too.”

Chuckling, I consider getting up from my perch to see the damage, but then I’m sidetracked by the sound of a door opening and closing.

The fourth floor, in addition to housing the kitchen and living areas, also has five personal apartments for any employees that are looking for a housing perk. The only ones currently taking advantage are Cage Murdock and Merrit Gables, both of whom relocated here from the Vegas office. It’s Cage who appears in the kitchen from the hallway.

“Morning,” he says tersely, heading for the coffee pot. Anna and I offer greetings back.

“What’s on your agenda this week?” I ask.

Cage tenses slightly, his gaze moving over to Anna as he answers. “Heading to Al Hasakah tomorrow, so I’m packing today.”

Anna doesn’t even lift her head, which says this isn’t news to her. Cage flicks his gaze to me. “We have a lead.”

Finally, Anna gives a wan smile at Cage as she rises from the stool, tucking her iPad under her arm. “You’ll be careful?”

“Always,” he assures her, his voice almost reverent.

Speculatively, I watch Anna move over to Cage. He bends readily to accept her hug. It’s a tight one, Anna squeezing around his neck as he pats her on the back.

When she releases him, she turns to me. “See you around, Bebe.”

“Later,” I say.

Cage is at the kitchen island, halfway through one of three cinnamon rolls he piled on his plate. When Anna disappears into the elevator, I pointedly study him. He must feel the weight of my gaze because he finally looks my way. “What?”

“Do you and Anna have something going on?” I ask.

I don’t need him to speak to get my answer. His horrified expression tells me I read that wrong. “God, no. What the hell, Bebe? She’s just a friend. Practically a family member, really, just like everyone here. She just lost her husband, and—”

I hold my hands up. “I’m sorry for asking. Don’t get so defensive. It’s not like there would be anything wrong with it if it were true.”

“Well, we don’t,” he reiterates sharply before returning to his breakfast. His voice drops slightly. “But… we have become good friends. I think she’s just extra grateful I’m going back.”

“Back” would be to Syria. I knew we’d had some leads on finding Malik Fournier. He’s our teammate who has been missing since the FUBAR mission that killed Anna’s husband, Jimmy, and one of our other members, Sal Mezzina.

“You going by yourself?” I ask as he digs into his second roll.

He shakes his head. “Small team. We’re going in black as the government wouldn’t sanction us.”

He means this is black ops and off the books. “Why aren’t we getting government support?”

Cage chews his roll. After he swallows, he wipes his mouth with a paper towel. “It’s not just that we aren’t getting support, but we’ve also been told we can’t go in to look for him.”

I blink in surprise. We do a lot of work for the government. We’re one of, if not the, most trusted of their contractors. “But why not?”

He shrugs. “No clue. Probably because it’s such a political mess over there. They don’t want to risk any more U.S. citizens.”

I scoff, the noise rumbling and deep. “As if we’d leave him behind. Surely they realize that.”

“Oh, I’m sure they do. But none of us give a shit what the government says. We’re not leaving Malik behind.”

Amen to that. “Well, you’ve got the full support of us back here. Dozer and I will have a close eye on you.”

“Of course you will,” he replies with a grin.

God, I hope he finds Malik. We have no clue at this point if he’s alive or dead, but even if he’s dead, we can’t leave him behind. At least Anna got to bury Jimmy and Sal’s family got to say their goodbyes when their bodies were brought back.

“She seems to be doing well,” I muse. I pick up my coffee to take a sip, my thoughts returning to the young mother who lost so much so early.

“Anna’s strong,” Cage replies, and there’s no hiding the hint of pride in his voice. They must indeed be close for him to feel that way, but I take his word there’s nothing romantic between them. I tend to believe him as Cage isn’t the settling-down type, but he’s one of those guys who could have a good friendship with a female for sure.

I nod, deciding to switch the subject. It feels too much like gossiping, and that’s just not me. My general curiosity has been appeased.

“I need you to stop by R&D sometime today. I’ve got some new satellite phones I can send with you. The GPS tech in it is off the hook. I can follow you in real-time regardless if the phone is on or off, and with new satellite relay, there won’t be reporting delay.”

“Sure thing,” he replies.

We finish our breakfast in silence, then I head back to the elevator. Our new Research and Development division is housed in the sub-basement level, and Kynan has spent a ton of money to give Dozer and me our dream facility. It officially opened last month. I love hiding down there trying to figure out better ways to communicate with and protect our guys. It’s what I would have been doing with my life—had I stayed the course at MIT and not ruined my entire life over the prospect of easy money.

There’s no solace in knowing the extra money was not for me, but to take care of Aaron and my mom. The fact is I turned my life to shit by choosing the wrong path.

The only thing I can do now is try to be the best at what I do for my coworkers and my family, while hoping it’s enough to earn me some type of redemption before I die.


CHAPTER 3


Bebe

Aaron’s going to be tall like his dad, but everything else about him is all me, even down to the way he frowns. His combination of blue-black hair and pale blue eyes means I’m going to be beating the girls back soon.

Or maybe it will be boys.

Don’t know, don’t care, as long as he’s healthy and happy. Of course I want him to fall in love, but not any time soon. For now, I’m happy being one of two strong loves in his life.

Whether it’s due to his age or the fact he’s happy to have me solidly back in his life, Aaron doesn’t mind spontaneous acts of affection from me. So I loop my arm over his shoulders as we saunter over to one of the grassy areas of the park not currently occupied by other people. It’s the last week of September and the first full week of fall, but the grass is lush and green. It’s still incredibly warm in the western Pennsylvania area and today it’s in the mid-eighties. I know we’ll treasure this weather for as long as we can take it.

“How was school today?” I ask.

“It was good,” he replies casually, never one to roll his eyes at my invasive questions or act too old to indulge his mom about her curiosities. People always remark what a great kid Aaron is, but then immediately warn me puberty will change that at some point.

I don’t necessarily believe that. Maybe I’m being naive, but I also believe parenthood is an adventure. Coming from a place just six months ago where I never thought I’d have hands-on experience in raising my kid, I’m relishing every upcoming change.

“Grandma is cooking spaghetti tonight,” I say, which is our favorite meal my mom makes. We’ll eat until we’re sick and groaning from the discomfort.

I stop walking, having reached a spacious spot of grass. Aaron doesn’t hesitate, just keeps going. We’ve tossed the football plenty over the last few weeks, and it’s our routine. He does glance over his shoulder with a grin. “Bet I can eat more than you.”

I know he can, but I take the bet. “Five dollars.”

“You’re on,” he calls before trotting a few feet away from me.

Aaron turns, positions his fingers around the laces, and cocks the football. I spread my legs a little, preparing for its flight into my arms.

It sails toward me, and I have to run a few feet to the left to make the catch. Of course, I am the most unathletic person in the world, so it falls through my hands. I was nowhere even close to catching the damn thing. It hits the ground, tumbles away from me and I run after it like an idiot as Aaron laughs.

I bend, grab the football, and turn quickly to fling it back to Aaron. Of course, it barely covers the distance he just threw it and comes up too short for him to catch. Easily scooping it from the ground, he continues jogging up to me.

“Okay, Mom… you have to hold it like this before you throw it,” he explains, then I get a lesson on proper throwing technique. He’s explained it to me on no less than four other occasions, but I listen attentively, hoping to glean new information that will make me a little bit better. He hands the ball to me, then starts to trot backward. “Now… try it again.”

I place my hand as he instructed and cock my arm back, but, before I can throw, movement to my left catches my eye.

Glancing at a park bench situated just adjacent to a cement pathway running alongside the grassy area, I have to restrain myself from my jaw dropping. Plopping down with a book in hand is perhaps one of the best-looking men I’ve ever seen in my life.

I mean… he’s probably not for every woman, but he totally pushes my buttons. For one thing, he’s big. For some reason, despite my tiny size, I’ve always loved an intimidating size. He’s tall and built with thickly muscled arms that are tattooed all the way down, encased under a tight black t-shirt. His long hair is in a low ponytail at the nape of his neck. By the length, it’s probably to his shoulders. Best of all, he’s got a beard that’s sweetly kept and trimmed and full, generous lips.

He stretches out his long legs, which are clad in faded jeans and sturdy biker boots and crosses them at the ankles. Leaning back, he starts reading a thick paperback, which makes him even more attractive.

“Mom,” Aaron calls. “Throw the ball.”

I shake my head, my face flushing, when the man’s head starts to raise in response to Aaron’s voice. Spinning toward my son, I disregard everything he just taught me and fling the ball so hard I almost throw my shoulder out.

Aaron starts laughing as it sails over his head, then takes off running after it. I refuse to turn back to the gorgeous, biker-looking dude while hoping to hell his book is more interesting than my horribly awkward attempt to play football with my kid.

I mentally kick myself for caring about something like that. A cute—okay, phenomenally gorgeous—man is of no significance to me. I’ve been given a new lease on life, so my focus and energy must go toward Aaron and my mom. It’s the only way I can be remotely deserving of this second chance.

Except, a little voice in the back of my head whispers, you deserve something for yourself, too.

I squash it, because it’s not true. I don’t deserve anything more than the beauty of my family, which I’ve thankfully been returned to.

Aaron nabs the ball from the ground, cuts a few feet to the left, and notches his arm back. He lets it go, just a little to my right this time, which forces me to chase it. I move for it, determined not to let it hit the ground again. Sadly, I’m a day late and a dollar short. I come nowhere close to making the catch. When it thuds against the turf, it does a wonky bounce and tumbles end over end, right toward the man.

“Shit,” I mutter. Watching in horror, I realize the man has been watching us when he easily bends to scoop the ball up with one hand before it bounces off his kick-ass, steel-toed boot.

As I reluctantly walk toward him to retrieve the ball, he puts his book down and stands. Up close, he’s way taller than I thought, towering more than a foot above me. His eyes—and wow, they’re green—are sparkling with amusement. He only spares me a glance before he turns to Aaron and gracefully launches the ball. It hits Aaron square in the chest in the most perfect of passes.

“Sorry about that,” I murmur, but my words fall on deaf ears. To my disgruntlement, Aaron is overjoyed at having someone who can actually get him the ball. Without even asking if it’s okay or worrying about infringing on the man’s time, Aaron lobs it right back to him.

Smiling as he makes the easy catch, the man calls. “Loosen your grip up slightly. It will help your spiral.”

“Okay,” Aaron replies eagerly, waiting for the man to throw the ball back.

I stand there, completely ignored, as this stranger intrudes upon my time with my son—while doing much better than I ever could.

I silently seethe, even though I try to be charmed that’s he’s helping my son. He’s even giving him good advice about technique, which is something I could never do.

“I’m Griffin, by the way,” the man says in a deep, rumbly voice, sounding as if he’s amused by me.

He peruses me with his lips curved upward.

“I can give you some lessons, too,” he suggests. And damn it… I ignore the tremor moving up my spine at that unintended, completely innocent, yet somehow suggestive offer.

“Um… no thank you,” I mutter.

Griffin shrugs, but he continues tossing the ball with my kid.

“Got a name?” he asks after a particularly spectacular pass.

I jolt at the request, the wariness I’d forgotten to have over the last ten minutes or so rushing over me. I don’t talk to strangers. I’m not interested in men or dating or anything that requires polishing off my trust-building skills.

Still, I find myself answering. “Bebe.”

“That’s an interesting name,” he remarks. “And what about your kid?”

“Aaron,” I reply, but he promptly ignores me to yell new instructions. “Now, Aaron, I want you to run deep a few paces, cut left, and really take off.”

“Got it,” my son calls enthusiastically. I watch in amazement as he sort of jukes an invisible opponent, cuts left, and takes off on those gangly legs of his. When he looks over his shoulder, he’s easily able to catch the ball. Aaron shouts with glee, spikes the ball into the ground, and does a dance resembling the funky chicken.

I bust out laughing, my head tipped back and my hands going to my belly.

Griffin shifts my way, and I shiver when he says, “That’s a beautiful laugh.”

I sober instantly. “Are you flirting with me?”

“Apparently very poorly if you have to ask,” he replies with a wink.

And damn it… I am charmed. I’m also equally pissed because it makes me want to talk to him. Shooting him a glare I don’t really mean, I petulantly ask, “So what… are you like a football star or something who just hangs in parks and waits until a woman comes along to showcase your skills?”

Griffin laughs, and it’s deep, booming, and infectious. I can’t help but smile.

“Now that’s funny,” he says with good humor. “And to answer your question, I played football in high school and was okay at it. And on a whim, I took my bike out today because the weather is fabulous. I came to the park to read a little.”

Bike?

I scan the parking lot on the other side of the path, spotting a sexy Harley Davidson in a flat black.

Damn it. Another button pushed.

“Well, thank you for taking the time to give Aaron some instruction,” I feel compelled to say. “He’s trying out for the rec team soon, and I don’t have the skills you do to help him. So this has been great.”

“Sure,” he replies easily. Aaron tosses him the ball, and I get unduly sidetracked by the muscles flexing in his arm as he catches it.

Griffin regards me with an earnestly hopeful expression. “Would you let me take you and Aaron out for an ice cream after we finish tossing the ball?”

My entire body flushes with mortification when I realize I’m being asked on a date. Sure, he’s included Aaron, but I can tell by his appraising eyes it’s really about me.

I love and hate it at the same time, because I haven’t been asked out in over ten years. For seven of those years, I was in prison. The three prior, I was busy being a mom and a master criminal.

“Actually, my mom’s cooking dinner. We have to be going soon to make it.” Then I decide to turn him off, thinking it’s the best way to shut him down. “We live with my mom, actually.”

His expression softens. “That’s cool. I love my mom to death, and I wished I lived closer to her.”

Damn it.

“Here’s another suggestion,” he continues. “How about you let your mom feed Aaron tonight, and I’ll take you out to dinner.”

Okay, perhaps what he’d offered before wasn’t actually a date, but this most certainly would be.

“Um… well,” I stammer. “It’s um… spaghetti night. My mom’s gone to a lot of work, and it’s my favorite.”

He hesitates before giving a slight nod of understanding. “I can see that would be important. And you don’t know me well enough to invite me to your house for a home-cooked meal, so how about you let me take you to dinner tomorrow night?”

Gah… why does he have to be so charming on top of fantastically gorgeous? “Um… you see… the problem with that is—”

“Hey,” Aaron exclaims as he comes barreling toward us. My face burns with the knowledge we’ve been soundly ignoring him. “Are you going to throw the ball again?”

Griffin smiles at my kid, sticking his hand out to shake. “I’m Griffin, by the way. You’ve got some natural talent, kid.”

“Thanks,” Aaron replies with a deep blush. He shakes Griffin’s hand like a man, and I realize my kid just grew up a little on me.

I use this moment to make our break. “Honey… you need to thank Griffin—”

“It’s Griff, actually,” he butts in. “My friends all call me Griff.”

I ignore the pointed remark, which says he very much wants to be my friend, but I’m betting in ways that aren’t rooted in friendship. I hate it makes butterflies zoom in my belly.

Inclining my head in acknowledgment, I turn my attention to Aaron. “Thank Griff for helping you out, but we really need to head home. Grandma will be expecting us soon for dinner.”

“Thanks, Griff,” Aaron says with a big grin. “That was awesome.”

“Be glad to help you anytime, kid.”

“Tomorrow?” Aaron blurts out.

“No… wait,” I exclaim, realizing if I don’t shut this down, this man will stay in our life. I truly don’t want that.

“Sure,” Griff replies, sliding a well-intentioned smirk my way. “How about ten AM? Your mom can sit her pretty butt on that bench over there and read a book. I’ll toss the ball around with you for a while.”

Oh no, you don’t buddy. I’m not about to have you force me into something I don’t want.

“Grandma can bring you since I have to work,” I tell Aaron, which isn’t true, but I’m not going to let Griff one-up me. Shooting a simpering smile at Griff, I say, “I’m sure you two will have a great time without me, and my mom loves to watch Aaron play.”

Challenge flashes in Griff’s eyes, and my belly gets the butterfly zoomies again.

Griff leans slightly toward my son. “I know your mom is probably not going to like this, because she’s doing her best to resist me, but I happen to have three tickets to the Steelers game on Sunday afternoon. Would you and your mom like to come with me?”

My eyes widen at his audacity, even as I vaguely hear Aaron hooting and hollering over this offer, jumping up and down like a mad man with excitement. Griff gives me a triumphant look.

“That was low,” I hiss, but I can’t hold back the tiny smile threatening to break free. That was well played, and I could never deny my son the opportunity to see a professional football game. He hasn’t been to one before, and he’s adopted the Steelers as his favorite team now that we’ve moved here permanently.

“We’ll meet you at the stadium,” I say, cutting off any attempt he might make to try to pick us up.

“Fair enough,” Griff says, then tosses the ball to Aaron. Giving him a soft clap on his shoulder, Griff bends to look him in the eye. “You did really great today. I’ll show you some new stuff tomorrow, okay?”

“Yeah,” Aaron blurts out, his eyes sparkling with glee. “That would be great, Griff.”

Griff gives him one last smile before shooting me a wink. “See you Sunday, Bebe.”

I glare at him. Inside, though, I might admit to smiling a tiny bit.


CHAPTER 4


Griffin

Attending a professional football game at Heinz Field is definitely an experience I won’t regret. I’m a Bills’ fan myself, but I’ve always had great respect for the Steelers. While the game has been great, it’s been even better watching a ten-year-old who can’t contain his excitement. Aaron repetitively jumps up and down in his seat, once prompting someone a few rows back to yell for him to sit down. I turned in that general direction, eyes scanning for the fuckwad who would steal a little kid’s joy and leveled a murderous glare around at the people. No one said another word after that.

The clock ticks down the last few seconds of the half, and a horn blares to call the end of the play. I reach into my wallet, pull out forty bucks, and hand it to Aaron, who is sitting in between Bebe and me. “Go grab us some food and drinks, kid.”

Aaron snatches the money, then starts to push past his mom. Grabbing him by the collar of his shirt, I give him a playful tug. “Hey… see what your mom wants first.”

Aaron gives me a sheepish grin, then looks down at her. “What do you want?”

“Hot dog,” she replies. “And a diet coke.”

“Sure thing.” Aaron starts to move past his mom. As an afterthought, he glances over his shoulder. “What do you want, Griff?”

“Same. And get whatever you want, obviously.”

“Thanks,” he calls before darting into the aisle, thrilled at the freedom to be on a mission on his own inside Heinz Field.

Bebe’s gaze follows him as he moves with the crowd up the cement stairs leading to the main concourse where the food stalls are located. I move over, plopping into the seat Aaron had vacated as his placement there was clearly strategic. It made it hard to talk to her during the game, so I figure I’ve got a good fifteen to twenty minutes while Aaron is getting food.

“Having a good time?” I ask.

She casts one last, “worried mother” glance at Aaron before bringing her eyes to mine. Her smile is genuine. “Of course I am, but, more importantly… Aaron’s having the time of his life. I really can’t thank you enough.”

“He’s a good kid,” I say truthfully. I like being as honest as I can, when I can, and no doubt… her son is a pleasure to be around. “And he has some talent.”

“Really?” she asks hopefully, her expression going soft and wistful. “He’s nervous about tryouts.”

“He’ll be fine,” I assure her. Her gaze doesn’t linger. It drops to her lap where she twists her fingers with agitation.

I make her jumpy… I can tell.

“So, what is it you do for a living, Bebe?” I ask to get her talking. I need to figure out as much as I can about her, and the clock is ticking down on Anatoly’s demand.

She freezes, her eyes darting to me in what I think is panic, but then her features smooth out just as quickly. “I’m in IT.”

“Computers, huh?” I give her an encouraging smile so she’ll continue. I would love to find out what she does inside that abandoned warehouse.

“More like low-level computer repair,” she replies with a jittery laugh. “Just a strip mall computer store, you know?”

No, I don’t know, Bebe. That’s a definite lie because I know you don’t work in a strip mall.

“How about you?” she asks.

My lie comes more easily since I’ve given it some thought. I need to be as non-threatening as I can. “I’m a lineman for the power company. Just relocated to Cranberry about a month ago.”

“Why Cranberry?” she asks. While I’d like the attention to be on her instead of me, I know the easiest way to get her to open up is to make her comfortable.

“I’m originally from upstate New York,” I say, another truth. Always best to keep it as real as possible. “My parents had a small dairy farm. Not really a city guy. I figured Cranberry was close enough to the Burgh for my work needs, but it still gives me that country feeling.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” she murmurs.

“So, is Aaron’s dad not in the picture?” I’ve been genuinely curious about this. I couldn’t find anything in the news articles I’d read, but there were hardly any mentions of Bebe having a kid, either. Guess that wasn’t newsworthy compared to the crimes she was charged with.

Bebe shakes her head. “Never has been. Just been me, and well… my mom has done so much for Aaron. For both of us.”

Yeah… raised your kid for seven years while you were in prison.

And even as the thought comes to mind, I realize I don’t have an ounce of negative judgment for Bebe. What little bit I’ve come to know and observe, I almost feel sympathetic to whatever it is she was doing. I have no idea what drives people to commit the crimes they do, but, in Bebe’s instance, I almost have the feeling she was probably naively lured into a bad situation.

Now, I have no proof. Maybe that’s why what is left of my conscience is telling me to give her the benefit of the doubt.

Not that it will make a difference in how this will turn out, but still… there’s something about her that deeply intrigues me, well beyond the information I need to collect per Anatoly’s request.

“For what it’s worth,” I say sincerely, “I think you’ve done a great job raising that boy on your own.”

Again, her gaze drops to her lap. “My mom helped a great deal.”

“Still.” I pause, forcing her to look at me. “He’s a good kid who clearly adores his mother. That means something.”

Bebe blushes, scanning the field that’s empty except for the media personnel on the sidelines.

“I’m wondering what it’s going to take to get you to go out to dinner with me.” Once again, her eyes snap to mine. Her mouth parts, a tiny gasp escaping as if she’s completely shocked by my request.

I have to wonder just how naïve she is, because I’ve learned she’s not a dummy. Bebe is incredibly smart, so any confusion on her part must be because she’s been out of the dating game for so long.

I press my advantage. “Come on, Bebe. Put me out of my misery. I’d love if you’d accept a simple dinner invitation.”

“But… but… I don’t even know your last name.”

“Stoltz,” I say. Another lie.

“But—”

“Just say yes,” I encourage in a low voice. “If you don’t want me to pick you up at your house, we can agree to meet at a restaurant.”

“But,” she says again, so I shore up my resolve to keep the pressure up. However, she immediately backpedals. “Wait… you know what,” she breathes heavily, giving what appears to be a self-chastising shake of her head. Her eyes meet mine, clear and determined. “Yes… I’ll have dinner with you. But I would like to meet you at the restaurant.”

“Tomorrow night?” I don’t want to give her any time to change her mind.

“Sure,” she replies. “I just have to make sure Aaron’s set up for the night and has his homework done. But I can meet you any time after seven.”

I lean in toward her, giving her shoulder a playful bump with mine. “Now that makes me very happy indeed, Bebe ‘I-don’t-even-know-your-last-name’.”

Also a lie. I know it well.

She laughs. “Grimshaw. It’s Bebe Grimshaw.”

Grinning, I tease. “Going to tell me what Bebe stands for?”

“Not until I see how much I like you after the first date.” Her eyes dance with playfulness.

♦

When Anatoly gave me two weeks to handle his problem, I made quick work of renting a furnished apartment in Cranberry. I certainly had no clue at the time whether I’d need the cover, but it was a good preemptive move.

It’s a small one-bedroom, and it came fully furnished. While I have no plans or even hopes Bebe will ever come here, I can explain the lack of personal mementos as having just moved here and have yet to unpack or something.

For now, it’s just as comfortable as the hotel I’d been staying in, and Anatoly never balks at my expenditures. While he may be grumbling because I asked for extra time to complete his task, he knows I’ve always been trustworthy and I don’t ask for unnecessary things. If Bebe decides to check me out—and let’s face it, she has the abilities—I want to make sure I appear legit.

I unlock my new apartment door, balancing a bag of groceries under one arm. After the football game, I said goodbye to Aaron and Bebe after programming her number into my phone and promising to call to arrange our dinner date. I then set off on some errands, which included not only the grocery store, but also the car rental agency to extend my lease for another two weeks on the off chance I need to surreptitiously follow Bebe again. She’s already seen my bike.

Finally, I went to the mall and splurged on some nicer clothes for dinner tomorrow night. While I get the distinct impression Bebe doesn’t care about trappings like that, I feel like I should try in case I’m wrong. Nicer clothes for me mean jeans that aren’t so faded and threadbare as well as a black button-up shirt versus my standard t-shirt or Henley I normally wear for comfort.

I move into the apartment, locking the door behind me. After I take a moment to unload my groceries, I head into the small living room.

Deciding to preempt the inevitable call that should be coming soon, I call Anatoly to update him. It always soothes his anxiety when I provide him information before he asks.

He answers on the second ring. “Talk to me, Griff.”

“Spent some time with Bebe Grimshaw this afternoon,” I say.

“You actually talked to her?” he asks incredulously. “Or you killed her?”

“Talked to her,” I clarify, ignoring his grunt of disappointment.

“And what did you learn?”

“Not a lot just yet. She’s a little closed off. I’m having dinner with her tomorrow.”

Anatoly barks a laugh. “Dinner? Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Relax,” I say in a low voice. “You want to learn whatever you can, this is the way to do it.”

“Can’t believe you’re fucking dating the target,” he mutters petulantly. “I don’t want this to drag on.”

I roll my eyes. Despite being the kingpin in a massive criminal enterprise, Anatoly can act like a child at times. “Just hang tight. She’s settled into a new life here. She’s not going anywhere. From what I can tell, she’s working a very nondescript job in a strip mall. My gut says she’s flying way under the radar, and she just wants to live a peaceful life.”

Not sure why I feel the need to say that or why I blatantly lied about where she works. I know nothing I can say will ever assure Anatoly enough to call off my mission.

“She’s feeling secure in her life,” I say. Another lie, but I’m adept at making them up when needed. “She’s not looking over her shoulder. Kind of just keeps her head down, goes to work, and comes home.”

“What about her kid?” Anatoly asks, and I jolt. “I remember she had a kid, right?”

I have to be careful I don’t reveal the entirety of the information I’d found researching Bebe. Anatoly tells me what I need to know, and he expects me to do what he asks without further question.

I play stupid. “I haven’t seen a kid yet. She hasn’t mentioned one. I’ll find out, though.”

“You do that,” he replies, and there’s no mistaking his sinister tone. I expect if he wants Aaron dead for some reason, he’ll ask me to take care of it, too.

For now, though, he merely says, “Keep me updated.”

Anatoly disconnects the call, and I lean back into my couch cushions with a sigh. This is definitely getting more complicated than I had originally considered.


CHAPTER 5


Bebe

The Research and Development division at Jameson Force Security is sort of what I’d envisioned for my career back when I was an undergraduate at MIT and before I got lured to the dark forces of black-hat hacking. To work in a lab with the smartest minds, developing the most miraculous of inventions, and watching them be used for the forces of good.

Yes, I am in my dream career right now. Just as I often don’t believe I’m fortunate enough to have my son back, I often wonder how I got to be so lucky to land this.

Currently, I’m working on an artificial intelligence module that can help guide and predict outcomes based on patterns we put in. We’re tweaking the speech synthesis, so our AI—who we’ve weirdly named Bob—can recognize unlabeled words and phrases, as well as categorize them. Bob, therefore, can listen in on our meetings as we plan and develop missions, make hypotheses, and render opinions on outcomes.

Of course, it’s still in the early days and we’d never trust Bob in making any decisions, but we’ve been testing his theories against our own. So far, he’s a pretty smart dude.

The motion-sensored sliding glass door swishes open, and Dozer walks through. When I said I envisioned working with the brightest, Dozer fits that description. He has an IQ of 170, and Kynan stole him from NASA. Dozer is one of those types
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          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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