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For the readers, the runners, and those in the waiting room at the rheumatologist.
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CHARLIE


OK, we all know Mondays can feel like a marathon, but today feels more like a full-out sprint. Limping through the unrelenting Florida heat with my arms full of sandwiches is not how I imagined my first day as the executive assistant to Oliver Hawkins, CEO of FIRE – the world’s biggest organizer of extreme endurance sporting events.

My first challenge as Oliver’s assistant: lunch.

A meeting got rescheduled that would prevent the entire C-Suite from having lunch and it’s my job to make sure the plates keep spinning. I should excel at this. I’ve been an elite athlete my whole life. Blood, sweat, and tears are part of the equation. Required. But that’s not who I am anymore.

My days of actual races are gone. Getting back to the office in time is the closest I’ll get to race pace nowadays.

Trying to jog back toward FIRE’s headquarters in these low heels and a pencil skirt, I promise myself I’m focusing on my new dream. FIRE groupies from around the world would jump at the chance to have this job, this access to Oliver. I’ve seen the FIRE logo on bumper stickers, next to 26.2 and 140.6 ovals. I’ve seen it on calf tattoos and finisher shirts at run meets. And now I’ll get to help make these epic events happen. It’s enough. More than enough. It has to be.

The blazing sun reflects off the shiny glass skyscraper on the edge of Tampa Bay. Don’t sweat on the sandwiches, Charlie! I scold myself. The box in my arms is in the direct splatter zone; at least the bag on my elbow is safe. Although it keeps smacking against my thighs as I bobble, which is annoying.

The first day at a new job feels like the first day of school. New outfit. New supplies. Where do the cool kids sit for lunch?

I hustle as best as I can from the parking garage, juggling kale Caeser salad wraps and quinoa burritos. Rushing toward the door, I grab the long metal handle and pull. Ouch, hot! I yank it again. Nothing.

Oh crap. My badge! In all the chaos of collecting orders, I must have forgotten my ID badge on my desk. Sweat pools under my arms, drips down my lower back. Every place I do not want it. It’s bad enough these sandwiches are wilting as I melt into a puddle. I could reach into my purse for my phone to call Shauna from HR, but I need both hands to manage this load. I would have to put the box of sandwiches on the ground and, while they are wrapped, I don’t think that’s for the best.

Being locked out on my first day, with famished executives waiting for me to feed them, is a nightmare. Hungry CEOs are not happy ones.

I reach for the handle with my index finger one more time. The door doesn’t budge.

Come on, universe. Let someone – anyone – walk toward the front door right now. I let out a grunt of frustration and throw my head back, looking to the cloudless sky for some kind of assistance. Imploring the universe for help is surely the first sign of heatstroke.

And then, like a mirage, I spot someone walking toward me.

I adjust the glasses that slide down my nose by brushing them against my shoulder.

Help! I will him to come closer.

The man is tall and lean. He strides toward me like a hero in the midday sun. The broad shoulders, the dark hair, those forearms. Is he about to save the day and then sweep me off my feet?

The embroidered ballcap reading navy and his Annapolis T-shirt suggest he’s an officer, so not a real-life knight but close enough. My shoulders relax, the tightness in my throat eases.

I flash him my most earnest smile, hoping I don’t appear too sweaty or gross. Then again, I’d take this very attractive stranger’s pity if it got me inside.

“Would you mind giving me a little help?”

He stops a few feet away and his eyes scan my face. I fidget under the scrutiny of his gaze.

A strange expression crosses his face before he responds. His thick eyebrows pinch together, a thought he is keeping to himself.

He does not return my friendly tone or smile. His face is stone: his chiseled jaw, his unwavering scowl. The only movement he makes is to purse his lips slightly as his gaze narrows on me.

“I forgot my badge,” I explain with a nervous laugh. His expression remains inscrutable.

His gaze turns into a sneer, his words clipped and direct: “I don’t think so.”

The debonair but disagreeable stranger, now directly in front of me, takes a deep inhale. Is he smelling me? No, wait. It’s the sandwiches! Why is he smelling the friggin’ sandwiches?

He shakes his head. “We have a strict no-guest policy.” Again, the man assesses me with his deep brown eyes. I’d think he was checking me out if he wasn’t so confrontational. He’s sizing me up as if I’m here to attack the office with turkey on rye.

“I work here, I just need help opening the door,” I tell him as politely as I can, but my patience is thinning. “If you could pl—”

He cuts me off. “No, you don’t. I work here and I know everyone in this office.” The man reaches into his bag and grabs his key card. Key card! The ticket to air-conditioning!

“Look, it’s my first day and I’m really in a jam.” I roll back my shoulders, channeling all the confidence that I have left and hoping he’ll remember some time in his life when he needed a helping hand. “I’d really appreciate it if—”

No such luck. He interrupts me again. “Nice try,” he says with a wink. A wink! As if this is some game to him.

He swipes his badge and opens the door slightly, blocking me easily. Crisp cool air wafts out of the building. I want to swoon into it.

I think he is about to pull the door closed behind him when he stops. Oh, maybe he is going to help me after all!? Instead, he asks, “Who is this food delivery for?”

“Oliver Hawkins,” I reply.

The man in front of me laughs. A sharp bark of delight at my answer. I clam up before I can clarify – again – that this isn’t a delivery, and I have a lunch to set up because my job is on the line. My new start. The first day of the rest of my life, in fact.

“I’m running late,” he says with a scoff. “Tell the Order to try harder next time.”

He pulls the door closed behind him, hard, leaving me in the broiling sun.

The order? I triple-checked the order. I just forgot my badge! 

My mouth drops open as I see him saunter through the lobby. Panic swells, rising from my toes, my back, and up to my throat. I wouldn’t be this freaked out if I hadn’t thought help had arrived.

Don’t cry, I remind myself again. I am a grown woman, goddammit, I am not going to cry on my first day. But when I’m angry, I cry. And I am fuming. The nerve of that guy!

What do you call a knight-in-shining armor who turns out to be a villain?

My new coworker, apparently.

One tiny tear manages to escape, and I tell myself it’s just sweat.
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DECLAN


The Order has really outdone themselves this time.

“What. The. Hell?!” I hear the annoyingly attractive – and now more than a little exasperated – young woman shout from the other side of the glass doors. I cast one discreet backward glance. She is glaring at me like I have ten different heads.

It would be just like the Order to send an operative right here to the head office to weasel their way in and get intel. It’s already clear they have one mole within our organization; with a second set of eyes and ears, who knows what they could accomplish.

An attack on Oliver or any of our other operatives. Hack our network. Plant a listening device. More of the sabotage that we’ve been dealing with for the past six months.

Fresh off a red-eye flight from Helsinki, I nearly let exhaustion cloud my judgment at the sight of her damsel-in-distress act, arms full of sandwiches and a large bag hanging off one elbow. With her chocolate brown hair pulled up, some ends sticking out, and frazzled by the humidity, she looked eminently kissable. Not to mention those toned legs . . .

Enough, Declan.

I shouldn’t think the worst of people. But an attractive young woman who looks exactly my type, standing outside the FIRE headquarters?

Six months ago, I would have trusted a pretty face and a plausible story.

Now I know better.

The gym attendant, an amiable guy named Brian, waves at me when I enter. “Hey, man, it’s a little late for you to be in here.” He’s right. I’m usually finishing up a punishing training ride when he arrives for the day. My gaze flits to the stationary bike.

“Red-eye got in late. Just gonna hop in the shower.” If my flight had arrived on time, I would have gone home, knocked out at least thirty to forty miles, showered, eaten a real breakfast, and then come into the office. Instead, I have barely enough time to clean up before the meeting, and I do not have time for chit-chat.

Starting to clean down the equipment, Brian says, “Bummer. Where did you go?”

Great. First a turbulent all-night flight, now this.

“Helsinki.” My reply is terse, hoping he’ll get the message. I’ll take turbulence over small talk any day of the week.

Brian cocks his eyebrow. “Business or pleasure?” he asks, not getting the message at all.

Definitely not pleasure. My mood sours further. I haven’t had a vacation in two years, and dating requires too much of a time commitment. Even if there was someone I wanted to make time for, the risk isn’t worth it.

I tell him the truth: “Business.” But not the whole truth. “We’re hosting our first ultra-marathon in Finland. Athletes will finish under the midnight sun on the longest day of the year.”

Brian already knows I work for FIRE. Has asked me a few times about upcoming events that he swears he is going to sign up for. He seems like an alright guy, and I have a dossier on him that proves he isn’t connected to the Order. Still, I generally don’t trust people who ask so many questions, not in my current line of work.

Brian moves on to cleaning the next treadmill. “Well, I bet it was a lot cooler there than it is here,” he says.

I nod, signaling the conversation is over, and head toward the men’s locker room.

The shower stall at the end of the row is open and I set down my duffel bag. I’ll re-wear the wrinkled clothes I wore at meetings this weekend.

As I take off my faded Annapolis T-shirt, my phone pings. 

I glance at the notification.


Oliver Hawkins

Crisis in Kandy. Mostly under control now.



My shoulders deflate. We can’t go a full twenty-four hours without an international incident to resolve. I shake my head.

Then my phone rings. It’s Oliver, impatient for a response to his message. “Great work with the peace talks this weekend,” he says without so much as a hello.

What I told Brian was true. I was traveling for business, but the ultra-marathon planning meeting and permit application was a cover for a top-secret meeting between warring world leaders and military officials to hammer out the final details of a peace treaty. When you have the right contacts in every major city in the world, you can get a lot done.

“I’m glad it’s finished,” I respond, careful to manage how much information I reveal while in a public place. I didn’t see anyone from the other offices in the gym on my way in, but I can’t be too careful. “Oh, and we are all clear to use Senate Square for the race village.” I slip between topics seamlessly. Secret missions to race operations in a second.

I was surprised when I first learned about FIRE’s clandestine arm. It makes sense, though. Sport brings people together. It tears down borders in an instant. When you stand on the start line, when you’re gassed mid-course, when you’re giving it everything you have to get to the finish, it isn’t about the flag on your arm. What your government is or isn’t doing to help. These venues are the best way we can get meaningful peace on paper, to stop evil masquerading as capitalism.

This past weekend was all conference rooms, handshakes, and civilized discussions. Much calmer than my other recent missions.

“Excellent,” Oliver replies. “Let’s get the team up to speed at the Monday meeting. We had to bump it. You’re on your way in?”

A meeting first thing after a delayed red-eye across the Atlantic? I’d rather chew glass.

“Yep, just got to the office,” I tell him, stifling a groan. “I’m about to shower. Then I’ll hop upstairs.”

I expect him to hang up, but he adds, “Charlie, my new assistant, started this morning. I’ll do intros at the meeting.”

Right, another new assistant is starting today. Oliver didn’t have the team interview this one. I can’t say I blame him entirely. After what happened six months ago, we’re all on edge. Oliver wants to bring in his own guy to manage his schedule, I get it. He needs someone he can trust. That he doesn’t entirely trust me to vet this new assistant still stings.

“Great,” is all I manage in response. 

Oliver disconnects the line.

I shake off the feeling that things will never be the way they were before. Back when Oliver still trusted the team, when he had no reason not to. When I had no reason not to.

I finish undressing and step into the freezing water, opting for a cold shower to shock my system. I will the ice-cold water to wash away the sinking feeling that I’m always one step behind.

Wake up, Declan. I need to stay sharp, stay alert. 

I’ll never let my guard down again.






3

CHARLIE


“You have no idea how much you are my hero,” I tell my favorite new coworker, Ana, as she helps me carry the sandwiches from the elevator into FIRE’s lobby. “I can’t believe I forgot my badge.” 

Ana shrugs, scanning us into the office. “Happens to the best of us.” She’s about my age, wearing fitted black jeans with a floral-print silk button-down, her long dark brown beachy waves effortless and glam at the same time. “Shauna said you needed some staff gear, but let’s get the suits their lunches first.”

That’s right. During my tour of the office, Shauna told me to link up with Ana Alonso in merchandise.

“That would be fantastic.” A smile instantly spreads across my face as we cross the threshold. My skin prickles. I could blame the goosebumps dotting my skin on the air-conditioning, but I know that isn’t it. “I don’t think I’ll ever get over the cool factor here,” I breathe.

Ana laughs and flashes me a smile. “That’s why we all stay. The hours are long, other sports pay better, but you’ll never have a cooler business on your résumé than this one.” Ana explains what I already know. What I’m already feeling. The array of Emmys, ESPYs, and other awards filling the built-in glass bookshelves to the left of the entrance is only part of it.

We head toward the executive conference room past a TV screen in the lobby playing the same promotional video on repeat. Finish-line smiles flash to the sound of drums beating a resounding conclusion. Athletes of all ages, races, and abilities celebrating. A voiceover accompanies the music, reciting the company motto, the words spoken at the start line of every race:

The race is not given to the swift, says the familiar voice as images of pro triathletes and ultra-marathoners pop up on screen. Nor valor to the brave. Runners jump for joy, falling to their knees at the finish line, exhausted and euphoric.

But to those who, the voice continues, a drumbeat punctuating each word, Endure. To. The. End!

The final four words remain on screen before the company logo appears beneath them. The letters of ‘FIRE’ morph into two friends lifting their arms in between two mountains, symbolizing one challenge accomplished and another on the horizon.

“So, did you move here for the job?” Ana asks, drawing my attention back from the video.

“Yes!” I say, a little too eager to please. “From Oregon.”

“Oh my gosh, we did an open-water swim on the Oregon coast last year and it was so beautiful!” Ana gushes, and I can’t help but think about what my first event as FIRE staff will be.

The entire office is adorned with inspirational quotes on the walls, along with high-quality finish-line photos. A mosaic of vintage race bibs and finisher medals screams endurance-athlete culture.

In the conference room, Ana helps me set up the beverages and sandwiches on the back table, which is much easier than anticipated with an extra set of hands.

“OK,” she says, “time to do a little spin.” She eyes me up and down. “Shauna didn’t know what sizes to grab for your staff gear.” The downside of being hired directly by the CEO without going through the standard process: Oliver never thought to ask my size. What will my new colleagues think when they learn it’s my family connection that secured me this job?

Turning in a circle, I admit, “I feel like one of those hot dogs left to roast all day at the gas station.”

She laughs at my joke. “Ha! But you look like a cute hot dog.”

I wiggle my eyebrows and roll my eyes, accepting her compliment. “Any chance you can get me a polo shirt in the next fifteen minutes, so I don’t have to wear this sweaty button-down at the meeting?” I ask and gesture at my shirt: rumpled, wrinkled, and beginning to stink.

“Fifteen? I can do better than that. You’re about my size and we’ve got one full set of staff gear left in the merch closet that should fit.” Ana winks. “Wait here. I’ll be back in five.” After that horrible interaction at the front door with Mr. Meanie, I think maybe I’ve made my first friend.

It hits me for the umpteenth time today. I work for FIRE! The butterflies have redoubled their efforts. Damn, this is so cool!

While I wait for Ana to return with a clean shirt, I fish my phone from my purse and check my email. Shauna already got my phone synced with the FIRE cloud. Sure enough, there’s a cascade of calendar revisions for Oliver that I’ve been copied on. Meeting requests for Oliver with local sports officials in different cities around the world. There’s an invitation from the head of the World Games Organizing Committee – I’ll wait to respond on that one. I need to have my head right.

The final request is from the prime minister of Luxembourg. Wow, I guess our ultra-cycling race there is a big deal if the head of the entire country is asking for a meeting with Oliver.

My rapidly expanding to-do list is coming together in my mind as Ana rushes back in. She hands me a forest-green polo embroidered with the FIRE logo. “Here you go.”

“You have saved me again!” I tell Ana. “I seriously owe you.” 

“First round is on you for happy hour,” she says as we part ways at the conference-room door.

“You bet. Thank you, thank you!” I say and walk-run to the bathroom to change into the new top.

A quick glance in the mirror and it’s not a completely mismatched outfit. I can make this work. I feel the seconds counting down to my first meeting with the executive team as I undo my ponytail and finger-comb my hair.

I pop by my desk to lock my sweaty blouse in the bottom drawer so any odor doesn’t escape. My smile falters as I spot the second large feature at my desk. The quote in bold forest-green block letters on the wall behind my chair. It’s not personal, I tell myself. There are quotes all over the office.

Quitters never earn a line in the history books.

I can’t help but bristle. As if I were destined to end up here, to sit as Exhibit A proving this quote to be true.

I shake the thought from my mind because I have no time for self-pity. It’s like I’m staring down a race clock again. I decide that the rest of today will be better. No more run-ins with judgmental douchebags, I hope.

Checking the time, I make a beeline for the break room to mix Oliver’s requisite shake before the meeting.

“Charlotte, is everything OK?” Shauna from HR sidles up next to me and continues walking with me toward the break room. It’s weird to be called by my legal name, but, of course, it’s on all the paperwork she had me sign: NDA, Healthcare, retirement savings, and other benefit registrations.

“Exec meeting starts in three minutes,” I tell her. “And I’ll need every second to whip up Oliver’s shake.”

Shauna is about ten years older than me, with an impeccable tan, blond highlights, a bright tropical-print pantsuit, and an even brighter smile. “Run, walk, or crawl,” she says and points at the quote on the wall leading to the company kitchen with a knowing smile.

This is the official rule for crossing the finish line at any FIRE event. While elite athletes like my dad can win his age group, many sign up just to do the thing, to finish before the race cut-off. Finishing at all is a huge accomplishment.

We both laugh, and I’m relieved by her generosity.

“Do you need a coffee?” Shauna offers. “You must be exhausted with the time change from the West Coast.”

“You’re so kind. I’ll be good,” I demur, not wanting to explain I don’t drink coffee unless it is a half-caf iced latte, so really one-eighth caf in the entire mug. I worry it sounds too high-maintenance. Although my radical shift in diet is high-maintenance, the head of HR doesn’t need to know that on Day One.

“Let me show you what you need for Oliver’s shake,” she says. It’s strange how everyone here calls him Oliver – so formal – when to me he’s always been Uncle Ollie. I watch Shauna pull out the items needed for his protein and collagen shake, committing their location to memory.

When the blender finishes groaning, I pour the concoction into a glass with the FIRE logo etched on it – the liquid matches both the consistency and color of a murky mud pie.

I’m about to walk-run out of the break room when a woman in three-inch heels, their soles crimson, click-clacks imperiously toward the water cooler. Her flowing raven tresses fall perfectly across her shoulders. Her outfit is impeccable, her cheekbones high and sharp. She makes quite an entrance.

The woman doesn’t so much as glance at me or Shauna until the head of HR clears her throat.

Shauna starts the introductions. “Celine, this is Charlotte Ross. She’s our new executive assistant.”

I smile and timidly extend a hand. Celine assesses me, considering if she should accept. “Everyone calls me Charlie,” I add nervously, my fingers itching to grab the hair tie on my wrist and put my hair up. As a lifelong runner and then a coach, a ponytail was practically a uniform. For my first corporate job, I took time to blow-dry my hair this morning. The Florida humidity had other plans.

“Celine Charboneau,” she says, a French lilt to her words. With tight lips, she offers me a limp hand and a quick shake. “I run our public relations.” PR? More like Project Runway. I thought I would be comically overdressed today in a navy pinstripe pencil skirt and blue button-up. Given the attire of the women with me in the break room, I now know I’m woefully underdressed.

“It’s so nice to meet you,” I reply, but Celine is already breezing through the exit with her full bottle of water. There’s no time to contemplate her cold greeting.

I thank Shauna again for her help and hustle into the conference room, placing Oliver’s shake at the head of the table before I take a seat in the back corner, pen in hand, ready to learn and take notes.

A man in his mid-forties wearing an eccentric plaid button-down, a smartwatch on his wrist, and a micro laptop tucked under one arm, is the first to enter. He walks right toward me, beaming. “You must be Charlie.” He extends a hand. I stand to greet him. “I’m Ian Turner, chief technology officer and the head of network security.”

Isn’t CTO and head of network security the same thing? I want to ask. But I don’t. His title is a mouthful and sounds redundant to me, but some people like having long titles.

“Welcome aboard. I know Oliver can be busy, and I am too, but if you need anything, never hesitate to reach out,” he offers with a nod. Ian glances at his watch. “Oliver should be here momentarily. He’s still on with the Sri Lankan minister of defense.”

What in the world does the minister of defense have to talk about with the CEO of an endurance-sports company?

“Right,” I say. “Of course.” I must have misheard. Ian must have said minister for sport. I’m overwhelmed by how much there is to learn, so I don’t question it. I took so much for granted in my last job. I knew everyone; they knew me. Now I’m starting from scratch.

Ian glances at the platters of sandwiches that Ana and I laid on the back table. “I hope you won’t think me rude if I abandon you for a chicken wrap, Charlie.”

I laugh and take my seat. “Not at all. Although I’d recommend the mojo pork sandwiches – I saw them making it fresh.”

“Don’t mind if I do. Always good to have insider intel.” He strolls toward the buffet table.

Uncle Ollie strides purposefully into the room, talking to the CFO – Finn. He cuts an imposing figure. Oliver Hawkins is an endurance-sports icon. He looks like he just stepped off a cover shoot for a glossy sports mag: gray polo and green chinos, his salt-and-pepper hair buzzed.

“Charlie, you’re in the room. You’re sitting at the table,” Oliver commands without looking at me. My cheeks heat and I move from my inconspicuous corner to a chair at the middle of the table. When I sit down, I hazard a glance over at Oliver and he gives me a wink. “You’ve got this,” he mouths, and I feel a surge of confidence. He takes a sip of the shake and doesn’t immediately spit it out. Phew.

I’m taking in the view of the bay from the windows as the execs grab their sandwiches. The midday sun is dazzling on the calm water, shooting rays in different directions. I’m struck once again by the epic nature of this job, this office, this company. It’s an epic job because I can still do epic shit! I tell myself.

“Where’s Davidson?” Finn asks.

Tearing into his sandwich, Oliver replies, “On his way – caught the red-eye back last night.”

The sound of footsteps hurrying toward the conference room distracts me from my thoughts. I turn my head in time to see Mr. Douchebag-at-the-Door waltz in.

He appears freshly showered and cleaned up, he’s lost the baseball cap, and his hair is slicked back and tidy. He is wearing a FIRE polo, the same one I have on, and khakis. He looks every bit the polished professional. Not the troll-like guard who leaves people sweating in the sun with their arms full that he is.

“Sorry I’m late,” he announces, not seeming especially contrite, and takes the seat opposite me.

It isn’t until he sits down that our eyes lock. I catch a brief expression of shock before he composes himself. His dark brown eyes turn stormy, as if he still doesn’t quite believe that I belong here. As if I’m an intruder. He shoots Oliver a look.

“Declan,” my uncle begins, “this is my new executive assistant, Charlie Ross.”

I smile and nod at the various executives now seated round the table. My title may be executive assistant, but my primary role is to help Oliver do his job. Today that was to finish my onboarding and make sure the executives had lunch. Tomorrow it could be tracking down delayed event incident reports or getting a shipment of finisher medals through customs. Keep the plates spinning is what Oliver told me. After helping my dad as his assistant coach for years, I knew I could tackle this too.

“Everyone, Charlie is my new right hand. Anything you need from me goes through her first.”

I can still feel Declan’s gaze boring into me. When I lift my eyes to his, I want to shout, I told you so! at him, but that wouldn’t exactly be professional. Instead, I say, “I think we met downstairs earlier.”

He swallows, and for a moment I feel the same exhilaration I used to get when I passed someone on the track. But that feeling is quickly replaced with disappointment. The person who didn’t let me in the building is a senior-level member of the team. Declan Davidson. I recognize the name from the empty office opposite my desk. He’ll be sitting across from me every day. Silently judging my ability to do basic tasks, I’m sure. Seated beneath the most befitting quote: Quitters never earn a line in the history books.

“Welcome aboard,” Declan mutters, his words insincere. 

The meeting commences and beneath my pasted-on smile, I feel myself deflate. All that confidence and excitement for starting a job at FIRE seeping away. I contemplate throwing in the towel, telling Uncle Ollie this was a terrible idea, but then the quote above my desk becomes an epitaph. And Declan, who clearly thinks I don’t belong here, would be proven correct. How long until they find out anyways?

That I’m the girl who forfeited her spot to race at the World Games in Auckland four years ago. I’m the girl who took an assistant coaching job and had to see the looks of pity on everyone’s faces. The girl who quit said coaching job because she couldn’t stomach watching her dad coach another team to victory at this summer’s World Games when it wasn’t something she’d ever be able to achieve herself.

Charlie Ross: the girl who quit.

And if I leave now, if I let even one person here see me back down, then it becomes true. I need to prove to this team – including Declan Davidson – and more importantly myself, that I can do this.

I will not be the girl who quit. Not anymore.
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DECLAN


Well, this doesn’t happen often. But I was wrong. I don’t plan on admitting it aloud any time soon.

I grimace at the memory of leaving Oliver’s new assistant locked outside in the midday heat, then try to cover it by cracking my knuckles.

She should have clarified who she was. And Oliver should have let me and Ian interview her as well. There were a lot of mistakes along the way that led to this situation.

Ian gives his update: “Our new servers have been installed and the team is making sure we have more than enough capability for all our events this season.” The need for new servers does support the race-day app that will allow loved ones to track their athletes on course. They also support the new massive firewall we had to install after a series of hacks into our secret database compromised our encryption. At least Ian’s update doesn’t require him to lie or carefully place his words. Nothing the new assistant can’t hear without revealing our clandestine operations.

Charlie is across from me, taking notes. She is focused. That’s a positive. I assess her once more. Instead of seeing her as a potential threat, how could she be as a coworker? A possible asset for our covert operations? But first, can we even trust her?

She has changed her attire. The forest green looks good on her. Not that I care what she looks like.

Finn is boasting about the bottom line: “The latest merchandise campaign has boosted quarterly revenue.” Good. We need all the extra revenue we can get if we are going to combat the Order.

Each of the executives provides their update. I’m debating how to handle mine. We have sensitive items to address and with a new person on the team who has not been read in on our covert operations this will get tricky.

“Declan, can you update us on your trip to Helsinki?” Oliver prompts.

I relay the same information I told him over the phone to the rest of the team. The permits for our midnight finish have been secured.

“Are all the documents signed?” Ian asks.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Charlie’s head pop up. She must have caught this question. Because to the uninitiated it sounds like Ian wasn’t listening to my update and is asking a redundant question. But I know what he is really asking. He is confirming the peace treaty.

“Yes,” I reply, my tone clipped. “Can you catch me up on Kandy?” I could wait until Ian, Oliver, and myself can connect. But Oliver decided to have his new assistant in here. He can find a way to talk around it.

“Minister Atapattu will meet with us when the team arrives for the race. We’ll work closely with his team and see to it no details slip. Ensure a seamless event,” Oliver relays.

It sounds like our usual jargon. But the words Oliver has used clue me in.

Slip – as in someone is letting information slip. Based on our past conversations with the minister of defense, I can guess there is someone in Atapattu’s department who is slipping information to a local cartel that is terrorizing segments of the capital city, and they need to be stopped.

Seamless – no loose ends. As in, we will engage with each member of his team to determine who the leak is and identify them. From there, we can assume the minister of defense will dismiss them from their post. Or will follow the leak to identify members of the cartel. Either way, we’ll have enough people on site, enough eyes on the course and his team, to make sure we find the answer.

Charlie cuts in. “Should I add any specific meetings to the agenda for when the team arrives for the triathlon?”

First day. Only female in a room full of men. At least four years younger than me, which means she’s two or three decades younger than everyone else. She’s speaking up right away. That takes confidence. I have to admit I’m impressed.

She isn’t hiding behind any “it’s my first day” excuses. But she hasn’t been fully vetted. Oliver hired her without talking to anyone else. Did he check that she wasn’t sent by the Order? Has she already been briefed on us by her handler?

“Yes,” I say at the same time as Oliver says, “Exactly. We’ll confirm details with his team over the coming weeks.”

The thought of these missions used to give me a thrill. My time in the navy gave me the skills to do this job. I loved serving my country, but I couldn’t shake the feeling I was expendable. An interchangeable cog. At FIRE, I thought I could really make a difference.

My mood sours thinking of how I started here. Xander Caruso recruiting me. X.C., my mentor. My friend. My final memory of him flashes in my mind. His confusion just seconds before we were both blown into Osaka Bay. Fighting the waves only to realize X.C. wasn’t next to me. We’d been betrayed on that mission and X.C. paid with his life. If I had been faster, my thoughts sharper, I could have saved him. Saved us both. The guilt is as suffocating as the frigid water he never surfaced from.

It was Oliver’s faith in my ability to help stop the Order and hold their members accountable that kept me going. My trust is still in tatters.

It makes me a better agent, I tell myself. Trust was a weakness.

That’s why I’m still here at FIRE. To stop the Order.

Everything else? It’s just another contract signed. Another city to host an ultra-marathon, an endurance triathlon, some new spin on a death-defying open-water swim. Meet with the head of local police to help weed out an informant selling secrets to organized crime. Make sure the weak link in a local crime family is intercepted by the authorities. And on and on and on.

I used to think we were making a difference, a dent in the evil in the world. Now it’s like an arcade game of whack-a-mole with no prizes to be had. Only more work to be done, more ruin to unravel.

I eye Charlie and catch her assessing me. She looks away quickly, suddenly engrossed in her notes. And now I have a new challenge. To root out if she is, in fact, just a new executive assistant or if she is here to sabotage our mission.

I add one more to-do onto the pile.






5

CHARLIE


By Wednesday, I’ve found a great route to get to the office with minimal traffic. I’ve located the forms I’ll need for an inventory restock. And, thanks to Ana, I’ve sampled the best Cuban food I’ve had in my life at a café not far from the office.

But I have not met with my boss yet to discuss his expectations or any goals for my position. That is about to change.

“Ready?” I lean into Oliver’s office. We have our one-on-one on the calendar, but that doesn’t mean he hasn’t been pulled into a new emergency or a report of some kind.

“Yes! Charlie, come on in.” He gestures with a wave and pushes the papers in front of him aside. They go into a haphazard pile that has me itching to straighten it. His cluttered shelves around the office are full of trophies, medals, and photographs of Oliver and various coaches, athletes, celebrities, and heads of state.

I’m settling into one of the cushioned chairs in front of his desk when he dives right in. “How is your first week going so far?”

The thing with Oliver Hawkins is that when you have his attention, you have all of it. For better or worse. He can be kind of intense that way. I think I once heard someone say “cluttered desk, organized mind.” It must be true because Oliver has the sharpest mind of anyone I’ve ever met.

“I like the office, and having a desk is a nice change,” is the first thing that pops out of my mouth. I wince. It sounds silly, but it’s true; I do love it. The buzz of phones and chatter of coworkers is a pleasant white noise, an ambient soundtrack to a peaceful work environment. That’s what I wanted in a new job. There is also the undeniable cool factor.

“Well, half the team is either heading to a race or heading back from one. Great for concentrating when we are in season, not great for tracking people down,” Oliver explains. “But this is an office job. Sitting is the new smoking. If you need a standing desk to get on your feet, let me know,” he says, before giving a slight grimace. He realizes the double meaning of his words. That I’m off my feet, literally sitting at a desk all day. Which is a legitimate health concern. But his phrasing also reminds me that I’m off my feet, as prescribed. No running. Nothing to stress the body too much. “You let me know at the first signs of any—” Oliver begins, but I cut him off.

“I don’t need bubble wrap.” I spill out the same words I said to my mother two weeks ago when I told her I’d accepted this job. Yes, it will have a certain level of stress. But I’ve been healthy for four years now. And while I loved being my dad’s assistant running coach, I do not miss the blistering sun on a long training day. Or the smell of the locker room that would permeate the coaching office. I don’t miss the looks either. Pity or judgment. I hung up my running shoes years ago and then, a couple weeks ago, I hung up my whistle too.

Oliver pushes his lips together, holding back whatever he wants to say. I understand his worry. But I’m not a child. I can make my own decisions, take an exciting job opportunity, and monitor my own health.

“Maybe I’ll put in a request for a standing desk,” I offer. Not that I think I would actually enjoy one of them, but to show him that I took his words at face value.

Oliver nods. “What have you got for me?”

I go through the list I’ve collected. Requests for his time, mostly from people outside of the company. In house most people run things to their manager, then director, then their C-level if needed. The executive team brings the big-picture items to Oliver, the rest he trusts the team to handle.

“Um, the president of Croatia wants to meet when you are in Dubrovnik for the marathon relay?” I say, but the words come out as a question. I’m not entirely sure it isn’t a prank.

But Oliver doesn’t skip a beat. “Ah yes. He’s a good friend. I’ll get back to him today and confirm a time to meet. I’ll make sure you have the details for my schedule.” Oliver says this quickly, rushing to get to the next topic.

I nod and make a note. I knew FIRE was a big deal in the endurance-racing world. To have the attention of world leaders, though. I’m astonished at what Oliver has built. But I guess he never does anything halfway.

We go over his full itinerary for the next four weeks. Not only is he attending two of our events in North America, but he is racing one of our events in Brazil at the end of the month, which means I need to make sure all his gear is with him too.

“One final item,” I begin, a little nervous to even mention it. Because, depending on his response, I will either have my faith in Uncle Ollie confirmed or shattered. “Titus Kilbride is registered for our ultra-triathlon in Miami.” The man is notorious. An ex-senator accused of sexual harassment and assault by multiple female staffers. The trial was all over the news, but the case was dropped on a technicality. The consensus is he did it; the prosecution just can’t prove it. “Do we really want him on one of our courses?”

Uncle Ollie nods his head, thinking of his response. “Hmm, I do believe in the justice system. Even when it doesn’t work as well as it should. I’m happy to relieve him of his money if he wants to spend it.”

My childlike admiration for my dad’s best friend, my uncle, one of my sports heroes, buckles. “But won’t it tarnish our brand?” Most everyone agrees he is guilty and getting away with it. Not to mention that he poses a potential security risk for our female athletes, and the damage his association could do to our brand is significant.

“Should we be in the business of judging people?” Uncle Ollie’s face is unreadable. He leans back in his chair, as if the burden of this topic is heavy enough to push him back. “Do we decide that his punishment for his crimes is that he can’t subject himself to seventeen hours of voluntary torture? I don’t like the guy. But cancelling his registration doesn’t feel like justice.”

The potential headlines flash in my mind. If FIRE refunds him and bars him from competing, the logical next question is, on what grounds? We could have a PR nightmare because “he is a jerk” is unfortunately still not a crime. I let out a frustrated sigh. “Could I throw a stick in the spokes of his bike tires?”

Uncle Ollie leans in and gives me a wink. The same one he would give me when he would sneak extra cookies onto my plate at one of my parents’ BBQs. “I like that plan. Has some wrinkles in it, though. Primarily, you getting charged with assault. Then he sues the company and we may have to go under, due to a mountain of legal fees.” He is silent for a moment, as if he is actually considering this. His playing along pacifies my concerns. He locks his eyes with mine before raising one eyebrow. “Or what if we could get him to admit to his crimes on course? Get incriminating evidence?”

I laugh, because that has to be a joke. A daydream. That this notorious predator could be put away. “Like he’d confess so easily.”

Oliver resets in his chair and shrugs. “You’d be surprised what smug criminals think they can get away with. He thinks no one can touch him. He’ll forget the part of the athlete waiver that says we record all of our events. The assumption is that it is for marketing and promotion. But he doesn’t know that we could pick up the audio.”

That’s the stereotype of criminals; they slip up eventually. Get too bold. But what does Uncle Ollie know about criminals? It would be nice to see the guy behind bars, but we’re not trained to coax out confessions. Best we can do is hope he has the worst day of his life on course.

“I hear your concern, Charlie. Let me think on this,” Oliver says as he checks his smartwatch, which is actually a top-of-the-line fitness and biometrics tracking device. “I have another meeting in ten and I still have one topic for us to go over.”

“Sure thing, what is it?” I ask, trusting he will circle back to this problem.

“You’re brand new – what are your impressions of the team so far?” he asks, his hands behind his head, reclining in his chair once more.

“Oh.” My shoulders relax at this question. I was expecting a new laundry list of items to complete. I think about his query, realizing there are office politics in play. I don’t know enough about them to answer carefully. I choose the brutally honest route. “Everyone is on their A game, that’s for sure.” You have to be an elite athlete to win a FIRE race and you need to be elite in your profession to work here.

Oliver nods, but I sense this isn’t the answer he was hoping for. “Charlie, I know you are a hard worker; you’re a team player.”

I nod along, eager for this praise.

“But you are also very trusting.” As he says this, something in my gut reacts. Because I tend to believe the best in people. I trust people until they give me a reason not to. And the only person to betray that trust thus far in my life has been, well, me. My body. “I need you to be on the lookout for me. Someone on the team . . .” He pauses, searching for the exact right way to phrase his next words. “I think someone is sharing company secrets.”

I sit back.
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