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Chapter One

“Dammit, Brady, not
again!”

“Hey, don’t look at me, I
didn’t write the code.”

“I know. Sorry.” Charity
grumbled as she furiously typed away on her keyboard. Barely a
month at her new position and she was running into a roadblock. She
would’ve thought there’d be better software considering the project
to which she’d been assigned was being funded by the government.
Also, her company didn’t hold back, usually purchasing top-notch
equipment and everything else that went along with it, regardless
of funding.

“Nothing worse than trying
to decipher information only to have your program misinterpret half
of it due to faulty code.”

“Tell me about it,”
Charity griped. As she worked, Brady, her co-worker hovered nearby,
slurping on his coffee. In the few weeks she’d come to know him, he
was a good co-worker and a damn smart guy, but admitted he’d rather
have her do what she was currently doing, as she was better at it.
That certainly made her preen like a peacock, given that
compliments regarding her work had been few and far between lately.
And she hated that she thought she needed them, but validation for
her work would be damn nice now and then, given it had become her
life.

Well, up until a few months
ago.

Charity felt more than lucky that
she’d been able to be reassigned to another position within her
company, SCoRe—Security Command Resources—landing her in Fort
Huachuca, Arizona. Although she still strived to give her all, she
now divided her efforts to include her niece, Leah. At six years of
age, the precocious young lady had suddenly become the center of
Charity’s world, given that her father, Charity’s brother, had
perished in a car accident only two months ago.

“So how ya liking the
desert compared to the hustle and bustle of D. C.?” Brady
asked.

Charity continued typing as she
answered. “I actually like it. I was tired of the city, the
humidity. The crime.”

Brady chuckled. “Yeah, I bet. I’ve
always lived out west, usually in small towns, and couldn’t imagine
making a city my home. Sierra Vista is the biggest place I’ve
lived, and it’s just big enough to offer plenty, while still small
enough that you don’t feel lost in the crowd.” After draining his
coffee cup, he continued. “How’s your niece doing?”

Charity stopped and looked up at the
man, the concern in his voice evident and appreciated. “She’s good.
Better than good, actually. Thanks for asking.”

Brady nodded. “Any time she needs a
play-date, or, you know, you need a break, just say the word.
Natalie would love it.” Natalie being his seven year old
daughter.

“I just got started with
this parenting gig, what makes you think I’d need a break already?”
Charity spoke with humor in her voice, disguising the uncertainty
she often felt when it came to raising her niece. With no other
living relatives, Charity had been named guardian of Leah, never
thinking that duty would actually be called upon. To say she’d had
a crash-course in parenting would be an understatement, but given
her niece’s amazing coping abilities and maturity, Charity felt
lucky.

“Well, it was a complete
turn-around from what your life was like, right? So, something
drastic like that can take a toll, and, you know, you need to be
around for the long-haul, so…”

“Brady, what are you
getting at?” She faced her co-worker and noticed him squirm
uncomfortably.

“Just that, I know about
your reputation for being hard-charging, laser-beam focused, and
barely a month of working with you has shown that, but sometimes
you need to make allowances for the unexpected—”

“As if this entire
situation isn’t the unexpected?”

Who expects your brother to die in a
car accident, suddenly putting you in charge of a child when all
you’d ever had to do was take care of yourself? It wasn’t as if
Charity was a self-absorbed person, she had just made her career
her focus, effectively putting all else aside. Unfortunately, that
had included her brother, and that thought never hurt so bad as it
did now.

“I know, I know, and you
seem to be doing a bang-up job, but just know you have help if you
need it. Some shoulders to lean on or ears to pull when you need
other adults to talk to. I know what it’s like to be the new kid in
town.”

Although Charity had yet to meet
Brady’s wife, Maggie, or his daughter, Natalie, she felt as if she
already knew them, given how often the man loved to talk about his
family. She just wasn’t ready to get all comfy-feely with
anyone.

“I appreciate it, Brady, I
really do, and I’ll keep all that in mind.” When he only nodded,
Charity went back to working on the software.

“I’m gonna grab some more
coffee. Can I get you anything?”

“No thanks.” When Charity
heard the door to their office close, she stopped her typing, hung
her head, and let out a sigh. She then stretched her neck while
taking several deep breaths, wondering how long she’d be able to
hold it together.

Had her life changed
drastically? For sure. Was she doing enough for her niece? Was
she being enough
for Leah? God, she hoped so, because if anyone needed some
normalization in their life, it was that child. First losing her
mother two years ago to cancer, then losing her father and learning
her only parent was going to be an aunt she’d barely come to know
in her six years of living.

A seven year age difference had
separated Charity and her brother, Jake, and he had worshipped his
older sister like no other. So when Charity decided to join the U.
S. Army and become an Intelligence Analyst, Jake swore he was going
to do the same when he got old enough. He did join the Army, but
ended up becoming a tech wizard assigned to NETCOM—the Network
Enterprise Technology Command at Ft. Huachuca.

Although they both had careers in the
intelligence community, their assignments had never put them near
one another. Jake had spent his time in Arizona, whereas Charity
had served overseas before ending up in D. C. They had managed a
handful of visits with one another over the past six years, leaving
most of their communication dependent on phone calls, emails, and
Skype. Even after Charity’s separation from service, she had
remained in the D. C. area to take a job with a civilian company
that contracted with the government.

Her separation had been sooner than
she had planned, but as Brady had eluded to, life didn’t always go
according to plan.

Charity’s thoughts were
interrupted as the office door swung open. Looking up, expecting to
see Brady, she was surprised to see their project manager, Gary. He
rarely made an appearance outside his office, always calling
his subjects to
him when he needed to speak with them.

As much as Charity loved her job and
was grateful for the transfer, ensuring Leah had as little
disruption in her life as possible right now, Charity admitted to
almost despising Gary. He had made it clear from the start that her
presence was only tolerated due to the stellar recommendation from
her previous boss in D. C., and that boss’s assurances that she’d
always have a spot in his company.

Gary constantly questioned her work
and decisions. He’d often seek the opinion of Brady or another
male, given that Charity was the only female in their division.
Luckily she received nothing but support from her co-workers. Much
of Gary’s behavior reeked of chauvinism, irking Charity to no end.
He had yet to push the envelope into sexual harassment, but given
his current trend of barbs and actions, she figured it’d only be a
short matter of time.

If he thought his actions would push
her to leave or request another transfer, he had better think
again.

Charity was sadly used to such
behavior over the course of her life, especially during her service
career.

With changing times and viewpoints,
with women accomplishing more and more these days, she thought such
cavemen ideals were coming to an end. For as much progress as was
being made on the feminism front, with many men gladly viewing
women as equals across many spectrums, there were still those
Neanderthals like Gary who unfortunately saw and would probably
always see woman as the weaker sex.

Charity would make it clear that she
wouldn’t be bullied, belittled, or discriminated against. She
wouldn’t be prey.

As Gary entered, looking like he’d
rather be any place else but here, behind him was another gentleman
Charity didn’t know. Gary ushered him inside, and just as he was
about to close the door, Brady entered, giving Charity a puzzled
look. She had barely returned the look while raising her shoulders
in question when Gary spoke out.

“This is Christopher
Sands, from NETCOM, apparently he’s come to try to spirit you away,
Charity.” He sneered as he said her name, making Charity want to
punch him in the mouth. She tried to remain calm while her mind
immediately began to process his statement. Spirit me away? To where? By whose
orders? It certainly wouldn’t hurt her
feelings to never have to work with Gary again, but she truly
enjoyed her working relationship with Brady.

Christopher cleared his throat,
gaining Charity’s attention. “Good morning, Ms. Masters.” He
extended a hand for her to shake as she told him to please call her
Charity. He nodded as they shook. After he and Brady exchanged
introductions, Christopher linked his hands together in front of
his body, taking a relaxed stance. “I apologize for zero notice
regarding your transfer.”

Gary practically snorted, as if
apologizing to her wasn’t even necessary. He folded his arms across
his chest while rolling his eyes.

Charity noticed Christopher give Gary
a stern look. “I’d hate to keep you from other work, so if you need
to leave.” He gestured toward the door without saying more, only to
receive a glare from Gary as he puffed his chest.

“I haven’t signed off on
this transfer, so she’s still under my command.”

Charity lanced Gary with a
hardened stare of her own. “I separated from the service and am
under no one’s command. You may be my supervisor, but—”

“Charity,” Brady said
calmly.

She held Gary’s stare as his eyes
narrowed and his mouth started to open, ready to retort, she had no
doubt. But Christopher took up the conversation, keeping Gary from
making any further comment. Truth was, both Charity and Brady knew
more about the work being done in their division than Gary did, and
it obviously irked the man. How he had come to be in his position,
Charity couldn’t fathom. However, it appeared she wouldn’t need to
give it any more thought since she was leaving.

“Your sign-off wasn’t
necessary. Her expertise is needed elsewhere and your boss agreed.”
Christopher turned to Brady and offered a kind smile. “My only
apology is that you’ll have to do without.”

“Will I be getting her
back?” Brady asked, sending a wink Charity’s way.

Christopher chuckled. “Probably.
Eventually. Although I can’t give you a time frame.”

“Okay, well, Charity,”
Brady went to her, extending his hands as if asking for a good bye
hug. But just as she began to stand, Gary opened his foul
mouth.

“Yes, be sure to help the
cripple,” he mumbled.

While Charity barely held back a
growl, wanting to rip into him, both Brady and Christopher came to
her defense.

Brady gave him a confused stare. “What
the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“That’ll be enough from
you,” Christopher added. “Should Charity decide to file a complaint
regarding your belligerent behavior, I, and no doubt Brady as well,
will certainly back her up.”

“You better believe it,”
Brady replied, as if he had no concern whatsoever that he still had
to work under Gary’s so-called leadership.

Charity stood and faced off with her
soon-to-be ex-boss. “I am neither crippled, nor handicapped, nor
any other derogatory word you like to throw around. And given the
chance, I’m positive I would run circles around your ass any given
day. It was neither a privilege nor an honor working anywhere in
your vicinity, and I most certainly will be lodging a complaint
regarding not only your crass comments, but your lack of leadership
which often bogs down timely deadlines.” She reveled in seeing
Gary’s face blanch before turning to Brady, giving him a hug. “I’ll
certainly miss working with you, so don’t lose my number.” She
pulled back and smiled at him. “Leah and I could both use a play
date soon.

“You got it. Good luck
with, well, with whatever you’re going to be working on
next.”

Charity nodded then turned to the man
who appeared to be her new supervisor. “Do you need me at this
exact moment, because I was just in the middle of rewriting code
for a program Brady needs in order to finish his
project?”

Before Christopher could answer, Brady
interjected. “Hey, Charity, I got it. You don’t need to stick
around here with, uh, around here when you’re needed
elsewhere.”

“I’ll certainly stay long
enough to finish this code I started, which won’t take more than
another thirty minutes.”

“Your commitment is
commendable, Charity,” Christopher said. “Given your
circumstances.”

“Yeah, well, Brady isn’t
an asshole.”

Gary, who had remained through the
entire exchange, huffed and finally stormed out of the room. The
door hadn’t even had a chance to close before the other men
smothered their laughter.

“You got
cojones, Masters,” Brady
said.

“What I’ve got is a
spine.”

“That, too,” Christopher
supplied. “Why on earth would that man consider you a cripple? Has
he not seen your record, even after your accident?”

Charity wasn’t surprised that
Christopher was aware of her background, given his employ with
NETCOM and the security clearance needed to be in that division.
All civilian personnel on base were subject to background checks,
and her service records were easily accessible by someone in his
position.

Her only question was, just how high
was his clearance, and how deep into her records had he been able
to go?

“Accident?” Brady
asked.

While Charity had certainly liked her
co-worker, her entire past wasn’t something she readily talked
about. And given the fact that she always wore slacks in his
presence, he wouldn’t know about her prosthetic leg.

Charity bent slightly at the waist and
lifted her pant leg, revealing the artificial limb that was
expertly fitted for her right leg.

“Wow, jeez, I had no
idea.” Brady met her gaze with something akin to wonder in his
eyes.

“And that’s the idea,” she
easily returned, smiling at him. She smoothed down her slacks and
straightened. “I was caught in a blast while on assignment overseas
about five years ago, had to undergo an AKA—above-knee
amputation—which determined my separation from service.”

“Yet even after her
recovery,” Christopher said, taking up the explanation, “she
continued to astound with not only her charitable work, but with
her competitions as a para-athlete.”

Charity couldn’t help but squirm under
the praise. Sure, she was proud of her accomplishments, and certain
praise was nice to hear. Wasn’t she just grumbling to herself
earlier about wanting some kudos for her work? But this made her
uncomfortable, being told how wonderful or noble she was, simply by
doing something she loved and believed in.

“Yeah? That’s great,
Charity. How come you never told me?”

She snorted with laughter. “Not really
a conversation starter. I’m surprised you hadn’t looked me up to
get all the details about my life.”

“Pfft, I’m rarely on
social media. I don’t need to internet to tell me what I need to
know about a person. I like to make my own decisions after meeting
them.”

“Well, thanks for that.
Let me get this code finished so you’re good to go,
okay?”

“All right, but don’t
think I’m not gonna want to hear all about you during our play
date.” He winked at her causing her to erupt with more
laughter.

“Sure, sure.” She then
turned to Christopher. “When and where should I report?”

“There’s a meeting
scheduled for this afternoon at three.” He went on to tell her
where the meeting would be held on base, and that it shouldn’t take
more than an hour.

“Good, because Leah’s got
soccer practice at four and I usually like to be there for her. I
guess that’s something I’m hoping won’t change.”

“We’ll discuss the project
and schedule, but I’m sure we can accommodate.”

“Thank you. See you this
afternoon.”

Christopher nodded and
departed.

“Alrighty then, let’s do
this,” she said, rubbing her hands together. Brady chuckled as
Charity settled back into her chair. She’d finish the code and be
done here. With plenty of time before this afternoon’s meeting, the
thought of going for a run brightened her mood.
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