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James 1: 19 - 20 

Therefore, my beloved brethren, let every man be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to wrath;

for the wrath of man worketh not the righteousness of God.
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In the high-stakes world of sales, Neil Owens is the ultimate underdog. 

At just 5'2", he's the shortest guy in the office, but he's got a giant temper and an even bigger dream: to land the biggest client of his career. 

When Neil sets his sights on Smith Corporation, he knows it won't be easy. 

With a condescending boss breathing down his neck and skeptical clients towering over him, Neil must use every trick in the book to prove himself. 

But as he navigates the cutthroat world of sales, Neil begins to realize that his biggest obstacle might not be his height – but his own self-doubt. 

Will Neil crack the deal and prove himself, or will his dreams slip through his fingers like sand? 

Dive into Shrimp: Cracked Open to find out.
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The Underdog
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Neil Owens pushed open the glass door to the Sales Division and felt the familiar wave of annoyance wash over him. It always started the same way. Someone at the front desk gave a half smile that said Good morning while their eyes added You again. The office buzzed with the usual chatter, clacking keyboards, and the soft whir of printers, but none of it managed to drown out the unwelcome thoughts pushing at the back of Neil’s mind.

He walked through the narrow aisle between cubicles, trying to look confident, trying to pretend he did not notice how people subtly straightened up as he passed, as if expecting him to snap at any moment. A few coworkers gave polite nods. Others pretended to be too busy to look up. And then there were the quiet comments. The ones they thought he could not hear.

“Careful, do not trip over him.”

“Man, I almost missed him again.”

“Oh relax. He probably cannot hear us from down there.”

Neil clenched his jaw but kept walking. He had learned long ago that reacting only made things worse. If he so much as rolled his eyes, someone would call him sensitive. If he raised his voice, the whole floor would whisper about his temper. It was an impossible balance, one he never seemed to get right.

He reached his cubicle and sank into his chair, grateful for the tall partition walls that hid him from view. Well, almost hid him. Anyone passing by could still see the top of his head if they were tall enough, which meant most of the office had a clear vantage point. He opened his laptop and tried to focus on the morning messages waiting for him, but his thoughts wandered.

It was not just the jokes. It was the way clients treated him. Last week, during a meeting with a key account, the senior client had shaken hands with every person in the room except Neil. He had not even done it on purpose. The man simply did not notice him until Neil spoke. That was the part that stung the most. Being forgotten was somehow worse than being mocked.

A head popped into his cubicle. It was Trevor, one of the junior associates, wearing the same smug smile he always wore when he was about to say something he thought was hilarious.

“Morning, Neil,” Trevor said, leaning against the cubicle wall. “Slow day today? Or do you just walk quietly? I swear you appear out of nowhere sometimes.”

Neil forced a polite smile. “Morning, Trevor.”

Trevor lingered, clearly fishing for a reaction. When he got none, he shrugged and walked away, muttering, “Touchy today, I guess.”

Neil exhaled slowly and pressed his fingers against his temples. This was becoming a routine he hated but could not escape. And the worst part was that no matter how well he did his job, no matter how many clients he brought in or how hard he worked, he still felt like the smallest person in the room. Both in height and in presence.

He tried to bury himself in work, clicking through reports and upcoming account updates. Numbers at least made sense. People did not. Still, even numbers could not keep the thought from creeping in once again.

Maybe they were right. Maybe he really did not belong here.

Neil shook his head sharply, refusing to let that idea settle. He was good at what he did. Better than many of the people who towered over him. He had always been underestimated, and every time, he had found a way to push forward. But lately it felt harder. Like every day added one more brick to the invisible weight pressing on his chest.

He sat up straight and took a deep breath. No. Today would be different. He had to believe that. Something had to change. He could not keep living like this, drifting between irritation and invisibility.

He reached for his coffee, took a long sip, and allowed himself one small whisper of hope.

Maybe today, the world would finally see him.

Or at the very least, he would find a way to make them look.

Neil set his coffee down and turned back to his screen, but before he could lose himself in the comfort of spreadsheets, a loud familiar voice echoed across the office.

“Team meeting in five minutes. I want everyone in the conference room. Yes, that includes you, Owens.”

Mr Dalton. Of course.

Neil closed his eyes for a second. Dalton always made a point of singling him out, as if the entire room needed a reminder that Neil required special instruction. He grabbed his notebook and headed toward the conference room, ignoring the tiny spark of dread rising in his stomach.

He slipped into a seat near the end of the table. Dalton, tall and dressed in one of his sharp suits that always seemed to whisper money and authority, stood at the front of the room tapping the projector remote against his palm. He scanned the room with the self satisfied smile of someone who enjoyed being the center of attention.

“Good. You are all here,” Dalton said. His eyes landed on Neil. “Even our quiet one.”

A few people chuckled. Neil kept his expression neutral.

Dalton clicked the projector, and a slide with bold lettering filled the screen.

NEW CLIENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR THE QUARTER

“We have a lot to go over today,” Dalton continued. “But most importantly, there is a potential partnership being opened by Smith Corporation.”

A wave of whispers and surprised looks washed through the room. Even Neil sat up a little straighter. Smith Corporation was not just another client. They were the kind of account that could transform a career. Landing them was the sales world equivalent of catching a rare fish with your bare hands.

Dalton let the anticipation build before he continued.

“This will be a group effort,” he said. “We need our strongest performers ready to step up.” He gestured toward the far end of the table, where the taller, more confident members of the team sat.

Neil felt the sting. He was not even glanced at. It was as if the possibility of him contributing was laughable.

Dalton then began assigning early responsibilities. Research teams. Strategy builders. Primary presenters.

Neil waited for his name.

He waited some more.

Finally Dalton said, “Owens, you can assist with data entry and support notes for internal review.”

A few people exchanged looks. Not mocking ones this time. More like pity.

Neil felt his face warm. Data entry. Support notes. The type of work they gave new interns. He wanted to speak up, to insist he could do more, but the words lodged in his throat. If he argued, he would look unstable. If he stayed quiet, he would remain invisible.

Before he could decide, Dalton wrapped up the meeting. “That is all. Get to work.”

Chairs scraped. People stood. Conversations picked up. Neil remained seated for a moment, staring at his notebook, feeling like he had just been pushed even deeper into the shadows.

Everyone filed out except Maria, who lingered by the door watching him. Neil noticed her in the reflection of the conference room window. Maria had always been the type to read people without them saying a word.

She walked over and tapped the table beside him.

“You going to sit there all day,” she asked gently, “or are you going to do something about it”

Neil blinked up at her. “What am I supposed to do This is how it always goes.”

“Then change the pattern,” Maria said. “Dalton does not think you can handle Smith. Fine. Prove him wrong. Get in front of the right people. Find a way to show your value. You want something bigger then act like someone who deserves something bigger.”

Her tone was not unkind. It was the tone of someone who believed he could do better and was tired of watching him settle.

Neil swallowed. “Easier said than done.”

Maria raised an eyebrow. “Most worthwhile things are.”

She walked away, leaving him alone with his thoughts.

Neil sat there for another moment, staring at the empty doorway, feeling the spark Maria had lit flicker inside him. It was small, faint, but it was there.

Maybe he really could change something.

Maybe he did not have to stay invisible.

Neil stood from the chair, tightened his grip on his notebook, and stepped out into the hallway with a determination he had not felt in a long time. The office noise swelled around him, but for once, it did not drown him out.

Today would not be the day he disappeared.

Not again.

Not anymore.

Neil marched down the hallway, notebook in hand, ready to channel the ember of confidence Maria had sparked in him. But the moment he reached his small desk wedged between the copier and the office supply cabinet, reality settled back over him like dust.

His desk was the only one in the department that did not face a window. His chair creaked. The overhead light flickered just enough to be distracting but not enough for maintenance to prioritize it. It was a space that said You are not that important but thank you for trying.

He sank into the chair and opened his email. The inbox was already filling with tasks from everyone who assumed he had nothing better to do. Data sheets to organize. Client notes to reformat. A reminder from Dalton to prepare the shared folders.

Neil exhaled. If he wanted things to change, he had to start somewhere. Halfhearted work would not get him noticed. Thorough work might. But he also needed something more. Something bold.

His gaze drifted across the room to the glass offices where the senior reps worked. They were already whispering about the Smith Corporation deal. They always whispered, probably thinking sound could not travel through glass. It could. Neil heard bits and pieces every day.

He tapped his pen against his notebook. If Dalton and the others refused to see his potential, he would have to find another way to put it in front of them.

A voice jolted him out of his thoughts.

“Owens. Got a second”

Neil looked up. Tom leaned over the divider, tall, confident and permanently amused by life. Tom was the kind of guy who looked good holding a coffee and even better holding a microphone at office karaoke. Everyone liked him. Neil barely tolerated him.

“Yeah. What is up”

Tom waggled his eyebrows. “Saw you in the meeting. Dalton give you your usual list of thrilling activities”

Neil forced a smile. “Something like that.”

Tom leaned closer. “Listen, there is talk that Smith Corporation is meeting with the executive team next week. Big dogs only. You know how it goes.”

Of course Neil knew. He had already accepted the idea that he would not be in the room.

“But,” Tom continued, lowering his voice, “there is a rumor they want a mid level rep to sit in. Someone who can break down numbers without sounding like a robot. Someone relatable. Someone fresh.”

Neil stared at him. “Fresh Usually that translates to tall and loud.”

Tom laughed. “Maybe. But sometimes fresh means the opposite. Someone who looks like an underdog. Someone unexpected. You have that vibe.”

Neil folded his arms. “Thanks. I think.”

Tom shrugged. “Point is, Dalton will choose whoever catches his attention in the next few days. I say go for it.”

Neil did not know what to make of that conversation. Tom was unpredictable. Sometimes he said things just to stir the pot. Sometimes he said things because he genuinely believed in people. It was hard to tell which one this was.

Still, the idea stuck in Neil’s mind. A mid level position at the meeting. He could be that person. He wanted to be that person. But wanting and doing were not the same.

He pulled his notebook closer and started writing everything he already knew about Smith Corporation. Their expansion timeline. Their current suppliers. Public statements from their executives. Industry reports. Competitor moves. Everything he could remember from the research he had done on his own after hours, just for practice.

His notes filled page after page. The small text, the handwritten charts, the scribbled calculations. He had been preparing for an opportunity without realizing it. He actually knew more than he thought he did.

But would anyone listen

Neil heard a chair slide behind him. He turned to see Dalton walking toward him with a cup of coffee. Dalton stopped in front of his desk and looked down as if addressing a child.

“Owens, I trust you are getting started on the data entry tasks.”

“I am,” Neil replied carefully.

“Good. I need those finished today. And I mean actually finished. I do not want excuses about delays or formatting issues.”

Neil bit back the urge to reply with something sharp. “You will have them.”

Dalton nodded and walked away, already engrossed in his phone. Neil let out a breath he had not realized he was holding.

He looked back at his notebook. Back at the research he had done. Back at the evidence of what he was capable of.

Maybe this was not the moment to confront Dalton. But it was the moment to prepare for something bigger.

He typed, sorted and organized the data he had been assigned, but with an intensity he had never brought to the task before. Every chart looked clean. Every note had clarity. Every file was perfectly labeled.

He finished everything by mid afternoon and hit send before Dalton could ask again.

Then, with the weight lifted from his shoulders, Neil returned to his notebook. He dove deeper into the Smith Corporation research. He drafted talking points. He built a miniature pitch. He analyzed the weak spots in their current market strategy. He wrote ideas so bold they surprised even him.

Hours passed.

At some point, he noticed Maria watching him from across the room. She nodded once, then turned away with a small smile.

By the time the sun had sunk behind the buildings and the office lights glowed against the dark windows, Neil closed his notebook with a quiet sense of pride.

It was not a victory. Not yet.

But it was preparation.

And preparation was the first step toward changing the story.

Neil stood from his desk, grabbed his jacket, and walked toward the exit. The office was quiet, the hum of computers softened by the late hour.

For the first time in a long time, Neil felt something warm in his chest.

Possibility.

Tomorrow, he told himself, things will be different.

And for once, he believed it.

Neil walked through the dim hallway toward the elevator, but the moment he reached the lobby he noticed movement behind the security desk. Eddie, the night guard, raised a hand in greeting.

“Burning the midnight oil again, Owens” Eddie asked with a knowing smirk.

Neil shrugged. “Someone has to keep this place running.”

Eddie chuckled. “You know, every time I see you leave late, I tell myself that guy is going to surprise everyone one day. They have no idea what you are cooking up.”

Neil paused, taken off guard. Eddie was not someone who handed out empty compliments. He was a quiet observer, a man who had watched the rise and fall of dozens of employees from his post.

“You really think so” Neil asked.

Eddie leaned back in his chair. “I have been here a long time. I have seen people talk big but do nothing. And I have seen people who look like they are invisible until suddenly they are not. You are the second type.”

The words sank deep into Neil’s chest, warming places he thought had gone numb years ago. He offered Eddie a grateful nod and stepped outside.

The cool evening air brushed against his face. The city buzzed in the distance, headlights moving in slow streams, voices echoing from nearby restaurants. Neil stood there for a moment, letting the stress of the day fade with each breath.

He imagined walking into that Smith Corporation meeting. Standing tall, even if only in spirit. Presenting ideas so sharp they demanded respect. Watching the room shift as they realized the smallest man in the building had the biggest understanding of their business.

He wanted that moment more than he wanted anything else.

Neil walked toward the subway station, rehearsing potential opening lines. He swapped one phrase for another, tested different tones, questioned every word. He knew he was jumping ahead, but for once he did not care.

On the train, he found a seat and opened his notebook again. The pages glowed under the fluorescent lights as he reviewed his ideas. The train rocked, people shuffled in and out, but Neil remained focused. This was the first time he felt like he was building something for himself rather than reacting to what others demanded.

A man across from him glanced up from his phone. “You working on something big” he asked casually.

“I hope so,” Neil replied.

“Well, you look like you are on a mission,” the man said. “That is usually how good things start.”

Neil smiled faintly. It seemed the universe had chosen today to send encouragement from unexpected places.

When he arrived at his stop, he headed up the stairs to the street. His neighborhood was quiet, lit by soft streetlamps and the warm glow from windows. He walked past a small bakery, a laundromat, and a corner shop where the owner waved at him through the glass.

Finally, he reached his apartment. It was small, tidy, and familiar. A place where he could rest, but also where he could think without interruption.

He changed into comfortable clothes, microwaved leftovers, and sat at the small table in his kitchen. His notebook lay in front of him, still open, almost daring him to add more.

Neil leaned forward and began expanding his ideas. He wrote down potential strategies Smith Corporation might explore. He analyzed how his company could improve their pitch. He outlined ways to address challenges the client might raise. He was not just preparing for a meeting anymore. He was creating an entire framework.

Hours passed. Midnight came and went.

At some point he sat back and rubbed his eyes. The notebook was stuffed with thoughts, possibilities, and a kind of clarity he had not felt in years.

He closed it gently and rested his hand on the cover.

“This is going to work,” he whispered to himself. “It has to.”

He stood, stretched, and walked to his bedroom. The day had been exhausting, but it had ended with a sense of purpose he had been missing for too long.

As he lay on his bed, staring at the ceiling, one thought echoed above all the others.

Tomorrow, no matter what happens, I will not stay small.

That thought stayed with him until he finally drifted to sleep, unaware that the next day would bring the first real sign that everything was about to change.

The sun had barely risen when Neil’s alarm began to buzz angrily on the nightstand. He groaned, rolled over, and slapped it until it stopped. His head felt heavy, not from lack of sleep, but from thinking too much. Even in his dreams, he had been rehearsing lines for the Smith Corporation pitch.

He pushed himself up and sat on the edge of the bed. The morning chill brushed against his skin, forcing him awake. For a few seconds he just breathed, steady and slow, preparing for another long day that he hoped would finally feel like progress.

In the kitchen, the coffee maker sputtered to life. Neil leaned against the counter, running through the day’s schedule in his mind. First, the team meeting with Mr. Tallman. The man’s voice was already echoing in his head. Then a call with a client who barely remembered his name. And finally, the mountain of paperwork waiting in his inbox.

Neil poured his coffee and took a sip. Bitter, but comforting.

He grabbed his notebook from the kitchen table and flipped it open. The pages were filled from top to bottom with yesterday’s ideas. Seeing them again gave him a small surge of confidence, something he desperately needed.

He showered, dressed in his best shirt, fixed his tie twice, then grabbed his bag and headed out. The morning air was crisp, carrying the scent of fresh bread from the bakery on the corner. As he walked, he caught his reflection in a shop window. He stopped.

He looked neat. Focused. Determined. Even if he was not tall, even if people underestimated him, this was a man who looked like he belonged where he was going.

Neil straightened his shoulders and continued on.

Inside the subway, the crowd was already thick, but he managed to squeeze in. A tall man nearly bumped into him without noticing, but Neil stepped aside before it happened. He refused to start his day irritated. Not today.

As the train rumbled forward, Neil opened the notebook once more. He reviewed the outline for the Smith Corporation pitch. The more he read it, the more he believed in it. It was solid. It was thoughtful. It had potential.

Maybe this could finally be the moment where people stopped seeing him as the little guy in the office.

When he reached his station, he stepped out with purpose. The lobby of the office building was alive with movement as employees rushed in and out. Neil swiped his badge and gave Eddie a nod on his way through. The guard smiled.

“Remember what I said yesterday,” Eddie called. “Some of us are rooting for you.”

Those words carried Neil all the way to the elevator.

On the sixth floor, the sales department was already alive with ringing phones, clacking keyboards, and early morning chatter. Neil took a deep breath and walked to his desk.

He barely had time to sit before Mr. Tallman’s voice echoed across the floor.

“Team meeting. Conference room. Now.”

The room filled quickly. Tallman stood at the front with a tablet in hand, towering above everyone as usual. The man had an uncanny ability to speak without ever acknowledging anyone below his eye level. Neil sometimes wondered if Tallman even realized he had employees shorter than six feet.

Tallman started the meeting with a list of announcements, none of which mattered to Neil. His mind was focused on the moment the Smith Corporation opportunity would come up. He wanted to be ready. He wanted to be the first to speak.

“Now for our major item,” Tallman finally said. “Smith Corporation has officially opened consultations for a new supply partnership.”

Neil’s heart kicked hard in his chest.

“We will be preparing a presentation to compete with several other firms,” Tallman continued. “This is a significant chance for us. Only one representative will lead the pitch.”

Neil sat forward, ready to speak.

But Tallman was not finished.

“I have been considering who should take on this responsibility,” he said. “I need someone who represents confidence, presence, and command. Someone the client will take seriously the moment he enters the room.”

Neil’s hope flickered. Then it dimmed.

Tallman’s eyes swept the room. They passed over Neil as if he were part of the furniture. They landed instead on Carter, the broad shouldered salesman who strutted around like he owned the building.

Carter smirked, already assuming the honor was his.

Neil felt heat rise in his face.

This cannot be happening. Not after everything I prepared.

Tallman lifted his tablet, ready to announce his choice.

Neil felt his pulse hammering. He could either stay silent and watch another opportunity slip away, or he could stand up, speak up, and finally make himself visible.

His hands trembled slightly under the table.

If he stayed quiet, he would remain in the shadows, exactly where everyone assumed he belonged.

If he spoke, things could change.

For a moment, he battled with himself. Logic fought fear. Fear fought ambition. Ambition fought years of feeling small.

Then something inside him snapped.

Neil took a breath, opened his mouth, and interrupted the room.

“Sir, I want to lead the pitch.”

The entire conference room froze.

Tallman lowered the tablet slowly, blinking in disbelief. The other salespeople stared. Carter’s grin vanished.

And Neil felt something he had not felt in a long time.

Power.

The silence in the conference room felt like a thick fog settling over every person seated at the long table. Pens stopped moving. Fingers stopped tapping. Even the air conditioner seemed to quiet itself as if it wanted to hear what would happen next.

Tallman stared at Neil with raised eyebrows, as though a chair had suddenly decided to announce it could talk.

“You want to lead the pitch” Tallman repeated slowly, as if testing each word.

Neil swallowed hard but did not back down. “Yes. I have been studying the Smith Corporation deal for weeks. I understand what they are looking for, and I know how we can present ourselves as the strongest choice.”

A few people exchanged glances. Most of them looked amused, like they were waiting for a punchline that had not yet arrived.

Tallman took a step forward, towering over the table. “Neil, this is a very important client. They will expect a certain presence. We need someone who can command the room. Someone who will make an impression the moment he walks in.”

Neil knew exactly what Tallman meant. He meant tall. He meant broad. He meant someone with a booming voice and a handshake that could crush a brick.

In other words, not Neil.

Carter leaned back in his chair, smirking again. “Sir, I think it is pretty clear who the ideal candidate is. I have experience with large clients. I am confident and well spoken. And I look the part.”

The last sentence hung in the air, coated in smugness.

Neil felt his stomach tighten, but he forced himself to keep speaking. “All due respect, Carter, this pitch is not about appearance. It is about strategy. It is about understanding the client. It is about knowing their concerns and showing them how we can solve every single one.”

Some faces shifted at that, and a few eyebrows rose. Neil had spoken with more strength and control than anyone expected.

Tallman tapped his tablet against his palm. “Neil, the Smith Corporation executives are known to be assertive individuals. They expect assertiveness in return.”

“I can be assertive,” Neil said, surprising even himself with how steady his voice sounded. “But more importantly, I can be prepared. And I am. I have materials ready. I have research. I have a full analysis of their upcoming expansion.”

Carter snorted. “Analysis is not everything. Clients want confidence. If you walk in there, they might think we sent an intern.”

A few people laughed under their breath.

The heat shot through Neil’s chest. This time, it did not come from embarrassment. It came from anger that had been building for years, anger that no amount of small jokes or dismissive glances could truly bury.

Neil stood.

The room tensed.

“I am not an intern,” Neil said firmly. “I am a member of this team just like everyone else here. And I am tired of being treated as less than what I am. I have worked harder than anyone in this room. I know this client better than anyone. And I am asking for one chance to prove myself.”

Tallman stared at him, surprised by the sudden fire in Neil’s eyes. He was not used to being challenged. Especially not by someone he had spent years brushing aside.

For several seconds, no one spoke.

Then Tallman cleared his throat. “All right. If you are so certain, bring me your materials after lunch. I will review everything and decide by the end of the day.”

Neil blinked. That was more than he expected. He had prepared for Tallman to shut him down completely.

Carter leaned forward. “Sir, you cannot be serious.”

Tallman raised a hand to silence him. “I said I will review both candidates.”

Both. Neil had forced his way into the race.

It was not a victory yet, but it was more than he had yesterday.

The rest of the meeting moved on, though no one seemed focused anymore. Eyes kept drifting toward Neil, sizing him up, trying to figure out where this sudden burst of courage had come from.

When the meeting ended, people filed out, whispering. Carter brushed past Neil with a hardened look.

“This is a waste of time,” he muttered. “They are never going to pick you.”

Neil looked him dead in the eye. “We will see.”

Carter scoffed but did not reply. He walked away with stiff shoulders.

Neil returned to his desk, adrenaline still pulsing through him like a second heartbeat. His hands shook slightly, but he could feel something else rising beneath the nerves.

Pride.

For once he had not swallowed his frustration. He had spoken. He had demanded space. He had refused to be invisible.

He sat, opened his notebook, and organized his notes. Lunch was still hours away, but he wanted everything to be perfect long before he had to show Tallman.

As he worked, he noticed something new.

People were watching him.

Not in the usual dismissive way. Not with the familiar smirks or half hidden amusement.

They were watching him with curiosity. With a hint of respect. With interest.

Neil felt a slow, steady confidence begin to build inside him, like a flame catching at last after too many attempts.

Maybe this really was the beginning.

Maybe this moment would change everything.

And as he turned another page in his notebook, his determination only grew stronger.

He would earn that pitch.

He would claim the opportunity no one believed he deserved.

He would not stay small.

Not today.

Not ever again.
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The Big Opportunity
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By midmorning the entire office seemed to vibrate with energy. Whispered conversations spread across cubicles, excited voices drifted through the hallways, and the sales floor buzzed like a beehive. Everyone was talking about the same thing.

Smith Corporation.

One of the region’s largest and most influential companies had officially announced they were searching for a new sales partner. For any firm, landing Smith Corporation meant years of stability, increased visibility, and a reputation boost that could lift every salesperson onto a new level.

For Neil, it meant something far more personal.

It meant a chance to change how people saw him.
A chance to silence every joke, every smirk, every dismissive glance.
A chance to prove that ability was not measured in inches.
He arrived at his desk ready to work, but before he could even open his notebook, two coworkers approached him with matching forced smiles.

“Neil, we heard you want to lead the pitch,” Lisa said. She clasped her hands together as if speaking to a child. “That is very brave of you.”

Brave.
Neil felt the word land like a tiny insult dressed as praise.
“Yes,” he replied calmly. “I think I can deliver a strong presentation.”

Her partner, Van, chuckled softly. “It is great to have ambition, man. Really great. Even if the company might be looking for someone a little more commanding.”

Lisa nudged Van as if to remind him to be polite, but her smile never lost its patronizing tilt. “We still believe in you. In spirit, of course.”

They walked away before Neil could respond. He watched them go, the irritation building slowly inside his chest. Spirit. As if he were some eager intern with no real chance.

He sat down and forced himself to breathe. Focus. He needed focus, not frustration.

He reached for his notebook and began sorting his research again, preparing it for Tallman’s review. As he flipped through his pages, he heard more chatter behind him.

“Carter has this in the bag.”

“Tallman will take one look at him and decide on the spot.”

“No offense to Neil, but Smith Corporation executives are not going to take him seriously.”

“He is too small for the room.”

That last sentence stung the most, not because it was new, but because it echoed every doubt Neil had tried to bury for years.

He closed his notebook and stood. Enough. He was done listening to whispers. He needed clarity from someone who would be honest without being cruel.

He walked toward the break room where Emily from human resources was pouring coffee. She was one of the few people in the office who treated him like a complete human rather than a joke with legs.

When she saw him approaching, she smiled warmly. “Morning, Neil. You look like you are carrying two worlds on your shoulders.”

He leaned against the counter. “Everyone is talking about Smith Corporation.”

“They always talk,” Emily said. “But you look like something else is happening. Something important.”

Neil hesitated. Then he decided he could trust her. “I told Tallman I want to lead the pitch.”

Emily’s eyebrows lifted. “That is a bold move. Good for you.”

“You do not think it is foolish” Neil asked.

“Not at all.” She handed him a cup. “Every successful person starts by telling someone that they are ready for more. And you are.”

Her voice carried no pity. No softness. Just honesty.

“But people keep giving me these looks,” Neil admitted. “Like they already know I will lose. Like even daring to try is laughable.”

Emily shrugged gently. “People lock others into roles because it makes their own world easier to understand. It is not your job to stay in the box they built for you.”

Those words steadied something inside him.

Before he could thank her, Carter swaggered into the break room with a wide grin.

“Well well,” Carter said, grabbing a mug. “If it is our future star. I hope you are not stressing too much. Tallman will let you down gently.”

Emily gave Carter a cold look. “Maybe he will surprise you.”

Carter laughed. “The only surprise will be if he reaches the podium without needing a stepladder.”

Neil felt Emily tense beside him. She was waiting for him to react. Waiting for him to snap.

But he refused to give Carter that satisfaction.

Instead, he stepped closer, looked Carter directly in the eyes, and spoke calmly.

“I am not here to fight you. I am here to win the client. If Tallman chooses you, fine. But I will still give him the strongest material he has seen. You can focus on being tall. I will focus on being prepared.”

Carter blinked, momentarily speechless.

Emily smothered a smile behind her cup.

Neil walked out of the break room before Carter could find a comeback.

When he reached his desk again, he felt something shift inside him. Confidence. Not loud confidence, but steady confidence. The kind that made his steps firmer and his thoughts clearer.

He sat down, opened his notebook, and dove into his preparation.

If the world doubted him, let it doubt.

He would answer every doubt with excellence.

By the time lunch approached, his materials were ready. Organized. Detailed. Intelligent. Confident.

He looked at the clock, took a deep breath, and stood.

It was time to face Tallman.

It was time to fight for his opportunity.

It was time to begin changing his story.

Neil walked down the hallway toward Tallman’s office with his binder tucked neatly under his arm. His hands were dry, his breathing controlled, but beneath that calm surface a tight knot of tension pressed against his ribs. This was it. This was the moment he had wanted since the news of Smith Corporation first broke.

As he reached the office door, he paused and straightened his shirt. He lifted his chin. He told himself one last time that he had earned the right to be here.

He knocked.

Tallman’s voice carried through the door. “Enter.”

Neil stepped in.

Tallman sat behind his desk, tapping his tablet with a focused expression. He barely looked up. “You are on time. Good. Place your materials on the desk.”

Neil obeyed, placing the binder in front of him.

Tallman opened it without ceremony, flipping through the first few pages. His eyes moved quickly, scanning the research, pausing occasionally at charts and notes. The silence stretched on for long minutes.

Neil remained still, not wanting to break the moment.

Tallman finally spoke without looking up. “You did all this last night”

“Yes,” Neil replied.

Tallman turned another page. “You used internal reports I have not seen in years. You found the expansion briefing they released three months ago. And this section here, the risk analysis for their new distribution wing, is surprisingly detailed.”

Neil felt a small spark of hope. “I wanted to understand the client from every angle,” he said. “Their last three partnerships failed because they expected adaptability from firms that could not keep up. If we emphasize our flexibility and quick response time, we can present ourselves as the exact partner they need.”

Tallman finally lifted his eyes.

For the first time in a long time, Neil felt truly seen.

“This is impressive,” Tallman said slowly. “Very detailed. Very structured. I did not expect this level of initiative from you.”

Neil almost flinched at the backhanded nature of the compliment, but he stayed composed. “Thank you. I believe I can deliver the pitch effectively.”

Tallman closed the binder and tapped it with his fingers. “Neil, presentation matters. Clients judge what they see before they judge what they hear. They want confidence. They want strength.”

Neil met his gaze without wavering. “I understand. And I can give them that. But strength does not always look the same. I know this company, and I know how to speak to their priorities.”

Tallman stared at him a moment longer, then leaned back in his chair. “Carter already brought me his materials.”

Neil nodded. “I expected that.”

“I have not reviewed his work yet,” Tallman continued. “But I know what to expect from him. He is predictable. He is polished. He is direct.”

Neil did not respond.

Tallman tapped the binder again. “Your work is thorough. Creative. Surprisingly analytical. It is different.”

Different.
Neil was not sure if that was a compliment or a warning.
Tallman folded his hands. “I will make a decision by the end of the day. You may go.”

Neil opened his mouth to speak but stopped himself. There was nothing more to say. He had given everything he had. The rest was out of his hands.

He nodded, turned, and left the office.

As he walked down the hallway, he felt drained. The adrenaline was fading, leaving behind a strange emptiness. The moment was over. All he could do now was wait.

Back at his desk, he placed the notebook aside and tried to focus on routine tasks. His inbox was full. Reports needed updating. Calls needed returning. Yet his mind continued drifting back to the binder on Tallman’s desk.

What if it was not enough
What if Tallman chose the safe option
What if this chance slipped away just like every other chance before it
He pressed his palms against the desk and took a deep breath.

Emily appeared beside him quietly, holding a folder. “How did it go”

He looked up at her. “I do not know. Tallman said he will decide by the end of the day.”

She studied his face. “But you did your best.”

“Yes,” Neil said. “I actually did.”

Emily smiled warmly. “Good. Then it is already a step forward.”

Before Neil could reply, a sudden burst of laughter erupted across the room. Carter stood near his desk surrounded by a small group of coworkers who eagerly leaned in as he spoke.

“I told Tallman I would handle the pitch with confidence,” Carter said loudly. “He knows how important appearance is in this industry. You cannot send someone who looks like he needs a booster seat.”

The group roared with laughter.

Emily shot Neil a look filled with sympathy and frustration. He lifted a hand to stop her from saying anything on his behalf.

He did not want pity.
He did not want protection.
He wanted respect.
He sat up straighter and returned to his screen.

The hours crawled by.

Every time Tallman’s door opened, Neil’s heart jumped. Every time footsteps approached, he braced himself. The tension spread across the room as everyone waited for the decision.

Finally, just as the late afternoon sun slanted across the desks, Tallman stepped out of his office with both binders under his arm.

The room fell silent.

He cleared his throat. “I have made my decision.”

Neil felt his pulse thundering in his ears.

Carter stepped forward with a confident grin, already ready to celebrate.

Tallman looked around the room slowly.

“I will announce the lead for the Smith Corporation pitch in the morning.”

Groans echoed across the room. Carter’s grin faltered. Neil exhaled slowly.

The suspense had only grown.

Tallman walked back into his office and closed the door.

Neil sat still, staring at the empty hallway.

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow everything would change.

One way or another.

The rest of the afternoon moved with the sluggish pace of a long winter day. Even the office lighting felt dimmer than usual, as if the building itself understood the tension that hung in the air. Phones rang, keyboards clicked, printers hummed, but beneath all that noise sat a thick layer of anticipation.

Neil tried to work. He really did. He opened spreadsheets, drafted emails, and attempted to update client notes. But every few minutes his eyes drifted to Tallman’s closed door. The decision was sealed inside that room, waiting for morning to reveal it.

He caught Emily glancing at him from her desk across the walkway. She offered a small, reassuring smile. He nodded back, grateful for her silent support.

But Carter made no effort to hide his irritation. He paced around his desk, muttering to coworkers, clearly frustrated that Tallman had not immediately named him the leader.

“This is ridiculous,” Carter complained to a colleague. “Everyone knows who the obvious choice is. What is the point of dragging it out”

Neil ignored him, though every word reached him like tiny pebbles thrown at a window. He had spent years learning to keep a mask of calm, but today that mask was slipping. He wanted to scream that he deserved a chance. That he had earned it. That he was not just the smallest man in the room but one of the most capable.

Instead, he kept his hands steady on the keyboard and typed another line in his report.

When the clock finally struck five, people began packing up their bags. The tension eased slightly as chairs scraped the floor and conversations resumed. Neil stayed seated, still staring at that closed office door.

Emily approached quietly and tapped his desk. “You should head home,” she said gently. “This day has squeezed enough out of you.”

He sighed. “You ever feel like your entire life is hanging on one moment”

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “And it usually feels worse right before something big happens.”

He gave her a faint smile. “I hope you are right.”

“I usually am,” she replied with mock confidence. “Go home, Neil. Do something relaxing. Eat something good. Tomorrow will come no matter how much you stare at that door.”

He let out a tired laugh. “You are right.”

He gathered his things slowly and joined the stream of employees heading toward the elevator. The group piled in, the doors closed, and Neil felt the soft downward pull as the elevator descended.

But then, a voice called out.

“Hold the doors!”

A hand slipped between the closing panels, forcing them open. Tallman stepped inside, holding a coffee cup and looking slightly surprised to see Neil among the crowd.

“Evening, Owens,” Tallman said.

“Evening, sir,” Neil replied.

Tallman gave him a brief studying glance, then looked away. The exchange lasted only a moment, yet it sent another wave of nerves rushing through Neil.

He could not read Tallman’s expression. It was not dismissive, nor was it encouraging. It was neutral, unreadable, almost calculating.

The elevator reached the lobby, and everyone spilled out. Neil walked toward the exit, grateful for the fresh air waiting outside.

As he stepped through the doors, he felt the cool breeze sweep across his face. The city lights glowed softly, and the noise of traffic created a background hum that felt strangely calming after the long day.

He walked toward the subway entrance, his shoulders heavy with the weight of uncertainty. He caught his reflection in a window again. This time he saw something different.

Not fear.
Not doubt.
Not the old familiar frustration.
He saw determination.

A quiet, steady determination that made his steps feel stronger.

On the train ride home, he leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. He replayed Tallman’s expression in the elevator. He replayed his conversation with Emily. He replayed the moment he placed his binder on Tallman’s desk and stood like a man who believed in himself.

No matter what happened tomorrow, he had already taken a step forward. He had spoken up. He had asked for what he deserved. He had finally allowed himself to want something big.

And wanting something big was the first sign that he was growing.

When the train reached his stop, he stepped off and walked through the quiet streets toward his apartment. Each step felt lighter, as if he had finally set down a burden he had been carrying for years.

Inside, he placed his bag on the chair and stood for a long moment in the center of his living room. The silence gave him space to feel everything he had pushed aside all day.

Nerves.
Hope.
Fear.
Confidence.
All swirling together like a storm inside his chest.

He sat on the couch, clasped his hands, and whispered to himself, “Tomorrow.”

One word filled the room.

A promise.
A threat.
A chance.
He leaned back and closed his eyes.

Tomorrow everything would change.

Morning arrived far too quickly.

Neil did not need an alarm. He had been awake long before the first hint of dawn. His mind kept bouncing between hope and fear, swinging back and forth like a restless pendulum.

He sat at the edge of his bed, elbows on his knees, staring at the floor as the sunlight slowly crept across his room. Today was the day. Today Tallman would finally announce who would lead the pitch for Smith Corporation.

He rose, showered, dressed carefully, and straightened his tie three times before he felt ready. Even then, he checked himself in the mirror one last time. His reflection stared back at him with a mixture of determination and anxiety.

You asked for this, he reminded himself. Now you have to face whatever comes.

He grabbed his bag, stepped outside, and breathed in the crisp morning air. The world felt sharper, more awake, as if it too were holding its breath for what the day would bring.

On the subway, the usual morning rush pressed around him, but today he barely noticed the crowd. His mind was elsewhere, replaying Tallman’s comments, rehearsing possible outcomes, imagining the look on Carter’s face if he won the pitch, imagining the look on his own face if he lost.

When he reached the office building, he walked through the lobby with stiff, tense steps. Eddie the security guard spotted him immediately.

“Big day,” Eddie said knowingly.

“Very,” Neil answered.

“You are walking like a man carrying a mountain,” Eddie added. “Stand taller. Even giants look small when they walk bent over.”

Neil managed a smile. “Thanks, Eddie.”

He swiped in and took the elevator to the sixth floor.

The atmosphere on the sales floor was electric. Everyone knew the announcement was coming, and everyone had their own opinions. Some whispered about Carter’s confidence. Others whispered about Neil’s sudden burst of ambition. A few seemed genuinely thrilled by the suspense.

Neil walked to his desk trying to appear calm, but his heartbeat was pounding so loudly he wondered if it was visible in his neck.

Emily approached with her notebook in hand. “How are you holding up”

He let out a shaky breath. “Not great. I feel like I swallowed a bag of marbles.”

She laughed softly. “You will be fine. And whatever Tallman decides, you know you gave it everything.”

Neil nodded, though the fear inside him still pressed hard against his ribs.

A door opened in the distance.

Tallman stepped out of his office holding a single sheet of paper.

Everyone froze.

He walked to the center of the room, cleared his throat, and surveyed the team with his usual commanding presence. His silence dragged out, thick and suffocating.

Neil’s hands clenched.

Carter straightened his jacket.

Emily watched with a breath held tight.

Tallman folded his arms. “Thank you all for your patience. I have reviewed both presentations and considered the strengths of each candidate.”

The room was so quiet Neil could hear the faint hum of the lights above.

Tallman continued. “Carter provided a polished and confident structure. His work reflects solid experience with our usual approach.”

Carter nodded with a satisfied smirk, already ready to step forward.

Tallman then turned his head toward Neil.

“Neil provided an analysis that goes far beyond the usual approach. His preparation was thorough, his research extensive, and his ideas showed genuine understanding of the client’s needs.”

The smirk fell off Carter’s face.

Tallman looked back at the room. “After reviewing everything, I have decided that the lead for the Smith Corporation pitch will be...”

Someone dropped a pen, and the tiny clatter echoed like a drum.

Tallman finished the sentence.

“Neil Owens.”

For a full second, Neil did not react.

His brain froze, his breath halted, and his vision blurred just a little as the words settled inside him.

Him.

Tallman had chosen him.

A ripple of shock moved across the room. Some faces showed surprise. Others showed disbelief. A few even showed something like admiration.

Carter’s jaw tightened as if he had bitten into something bitter.

Emily immediately lit up with a bright smile and whispered, “I knew it.”

Tallman stepped closer to Neil. “You will begin preparing the formal pitch immediately. I expect excellence.”

Neil finally found his voice. “You will have it, sir.”

Tallman nodded once and returned to his office.

As soon as the door closed, the room released the breath it had been holding. A flurry of whispers filled the air. Some congratulatory. Some doubtful. Some resentful.

Neil stood at his desk, completely still, letting the realization wash over him.

He had won.

He had earned it.

He had stepped forward and the world had finally stepped back.

Emily touched his arm. “Congratulations, Neil. Truly.”

He looked at her and exhaled shakily, a smile forming despite himself. “Thank you.”

Across the room, Carter stared at him with cold, narrowed eyes. The message was clear.

This is not over.

But Neil was no longer intimidated.

Because for the first time in a very long time, he did not feel small.

He felt ready.

Ready to lead.
Ready to fight.
Ready to prove that he belonged.
And the real challenge was only beginning.
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The Boss’s Shadow
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Neil arrived at the office early the next morning, still riding the strange mix of excitement and pressure from being chosen for the Smith Corporation pitch. He walked through the hallway with a new sense of pride, yet the knot of anxiety in his stomach reminded him that the real fight had just begun.

The Smith account was enormous. Landing it would change the entire direction of the sales department. It would certainly change the direction of Neil’s career.

But standing between him and that opportunity was a familiar obstacle.

Mr. Dalton.

The regional manager.
The towering presence.
The man who always looked down at Neil, both literally and figuratively.
Neil took a deep breath before stepping into the conference room. A long table stretched across the space, and several senior team members had already gathered. Emily sat near the middle, giving Neil an encouraging smile as he entered. Carter was there too, seated casually with an expression that said he did not care about losing yesterday, even though everyone knew he absolutely did.

At the head of the table stood Mr. Dalton. He was tall in a way that seemed almost designed to contrast with Neil’s stature, and he carried the sort of smug confidence that came from years of having his authority unquestioned.

Dalton glanced at Neil without expression. “Good. You made it. Let us begin.”

Neil took a seat. He opened his notebook, pen in hand, ready to step into his new role.

Dalton pulled up a large slide on the monitor. “The Smith account will require perfect coordination. Their expectations are high. Their standards even higher. We cannot risk disorganization or miscommunication.”

Neil waited for his name. He waited for the moment Dalton would acknowledge his contribution, his selection, his effort.

Dalton continued without looking at him. “I will be overseeing all major decisions regarding the pitch. Carter will serve as the primary voice for the team during external communications.”

Neil blinked.

A cold weight settled in his chest.

Carter glanced at him with a satisfied smirk, as if he had already regained lost territory.

Dalton went on. “As for Neil Owens, he will be assisting with background research, data verification, and administrative support.”

Emily frowned and glanced toward Neil.

Neil stared at Dalton in disbelief. Support. Background. Administrative. None of those words aligned with what Tallman had said. Tallman had selected him to lead the pitch. Not to gather data like an invisible intern.

Neil raised his hand slightly. “Sir, with all due respect, Tallman assigned me as lead for the Smith presentation. Should I not be taking a more central role”

Dalton stopped speaking. Slowly, he turned his head toward Neil with a look that carried a silent reprimand.

“Tallman selected your concept,” Dalton replied coolly. “He did not assign you full leadership of the process. This is too important to gamble on inexperience.”

The words hit Neil like cold water.

Dalton continued, “You will support Carter and myself. That will be your contribution.”

Neil felt heat building in his chest, a mix of anger and humiliation. But before he could speak again, Dalton moved on as if the matter were closed.

“We need to finalize the structure by the end of the week. Carter, you will coordinate with the clients at Smith. Neil, please compile a summary of competitor activity and prepare a market forecast analysis. We will review your findings after Carter’s first meeting with the Smith team.”

Carter leaned back in his chair, clearly pleased.

Emily looked at Neil with sympathy, her eyebrows softening, but that only made Neil feel worse. Pity was the last thing he wanted.

When the meeting ended, everyone filed out slowly. Dalton left first, not giving Neil so much as a parting glance. Carter followed with the smug walk of someone who believed the hierarchy of the universe had been restored.

Neil gathered his notes, trying to steady his breathing.

Emily touched his arm gently. “I am so sorry, Neil. That was not fair.”

Neil forced a small smile. “It is fine. I will figure something out.”

But inside, he was burning.

Dalton had made it clear he did not see Neil as a leader. Not now. Not ever. It was the same message Neil had heard all his life from people who mistook his height for weakness.

He walked out of the conference room with a quiet fury simmering beneath the surface.

They might not see him.
They might not take him seriously.
They might think they could push him aside like a piece of furniture.
But Neil Owens was not going to be background staff for the biggest opportunity of his career.

If Dalton wanted to cast a shadow over him, then fine.

Neil would find a way to step out of it.

And when he did, everyone would see him clearly.

Neil left the conference room and headed toward his desk, his steps quicker than usual. Each footfall seemed to echo with his frustration. The office was buzzing as always, phones ringing, keyboards tapping, people laughing about things he could not bring himself to care about right now. It all felt distant.

He sat down and stared at his monitor without turning it on. He pressed his palms onto the desk and closed his eyes, trying to collect himself. He had promised he would not explode again. He had promised he would handle things better. But Dalton always had a way of dragging the worst out of him.

He finally turned the computer on and opened a blank document for the competitor research Dalton had assigned. It felt like an insult. This was work anyone in the department could do. He had led major accounts before. He had saved deals that were collapsing. He had worked harder than everyone else in that room. Yet Dalton treated him like a temporary intern.

A shadow slowly appeared over his desk. Neil looked up expecting Carter. Instead, he saw Emily standing there with her hands folded together.

“Are you alright” she asked softly.

Neil nodded, though he was not entirely sure if it was true.

Emily pulled a chair from a nearby desk and sat next to him. Her presence had a calming weight to it, like she created her own pocket of still air in the chaos of the office. She looked at him the way someone looks at a friend they actually care about.

“I know how much this means to you,” she said. “It is not fair that he did that. Everyone in that room knows you are capable of more.”

Neil stared at the monitor again, pretending to scroll through something important. “Dalton does not think so.”

“Dalton sees what he wants to see,” Emily replied. “He is comfortable with people staying in the roles he assigns them. He does not do well with surprises.”

“I have been here for years,” Neil said quietly. “If he does not think I can lead now, then when will he ever believe it”

Emily shrugged slightly. “Maybe never. But that does not mean you cannot prove it anyway.”

Neil turned toward her. “How am I supposed to do that when he will not even let me near the actual pitch”

“You will find a way,” Emily said with complete confidence, as if she were stating a fact rather than offering encouragement. “I have watched you work. You always find a way.”

Her belief in him hit him with unexpected warmth. None of his coworkers ever spoke to him like that. Most of them treated him like a mildly amusing footnote in the department. But Emily was different. She saw more than the surface.

Before Neil could thank her, someone cleared their throat behind them.

Carter.

He leaned against a cubicle wall with an exaggerated look of amusement. “Am I interrupting something”

Emily stood. “We were talking.”

Carter gave her a slow grin. “Of course you were. Anyway, Neil, Dalton wants to finalize the schedule for the client calls. I will handle the main conversations, but I need you to gather all the old Smith related paperwork from the storage archive.”

Neil felt his jaw tighten. The storage archive. A dusty, cluttered back room filled with old files. Carter could easily fetch them himself, but of course he preferred to delegate the most tedious work possible.

Emily looked between them with a frown, then turned to Carter. “Did Dalton actually ask for that”

Carter smirked. “He did. Want to confirm with him yourself”

Emily hesitated, but she knew better than to challenge Carter without proof.

Neil gave her a small nod, signaling that he would deal with it. She gave him an apologetic glance and walked back to her desk.

Carter’s smirk widened. “Great. They should all be in the far cabinets. Enjoy.”

Neil stood. He grabbed a notepad and walked toward the back of the office. Carter watched him go with a victorious expression, as if sending Neil on a petty
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