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Chapter 1: The New Assistant
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The rain had turned Fifth Avenue into a mirror, slick and dark, reflecting the cold grey sky overhead. Eleanor Ward stood beneath the awning of Callahan & Drake Consulting, watching the hurried blur of umbrellas and briefcases rushing by. Her fingers tightened around the strap of her leather tote, the job offer folded neatly inside. First day. New city. New role. A fresh start.

She exhaled once, steadying herself, then pushed through the heavy revolving doors into the warmth of the marble-floored lobby. The reception desk gleamed under modern pendant lights, and a suited man with an earpiece nodded politely at her.

“Can I help you, miss?”

“Eleanor Ward. I’m starting today. Executive Assistant to Mr. Callahan.”

The receptionist’s brow lifted slightly, just for a second. Then he tapped a few keys and smiled with the efficient coolness expected of a company that billed thousands per hour.

“Welcome. You’re expected. Elevator to the forty-fourth floor. Left side. Good luck.”

As the elevator ascended with a hum, Eleanor smoothed her blouse and checked her reflection in the mirrored panel. Not a strand of hair out of place, her blazer sharp, her heels professional but unassuming. Her expression, though composed, betrayed a flicker of nerves.

Forty-four.

The doors opened to silence and glass. The top floor was all windows and sleek design, open-plan desks spread beneath hanging lights. People barely looked up as she stepped into the space. Phones buzzed, keys clicked, a printer hissed in the distance.

A woman with a sharp bob and a Bluetooth headset intercepted her with purposeful strides. “You’re Eleanor?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Lana. Mr. Callahan’s chief of staff. You’re with me.” No smile. Just a flick of her head. “This way.”

They moved quickly through a corridor lined with frosted glass. Offices flanked them, all minimal and pristine. Eleanor caught glimpses of stylized art, awards, cityscape views. They reached the corner office.

“Remember,” Lana said, pausing with her hand on the handle, “Mr. Callahan doesn’t waste time. Speak when needed, be precise, and don’t take anything personally. He’s intense.”

Before Eleanor could respond, the door swung open.

The office was vast, more like a penthouse than a workplace. A black walnut desk dominated the space, framed by floor-to-ceiling windows that gave a full view of the city. Behind it, a man stood reading something on a tablet, tall, angular, with sharp lines to his face and tailored suit. Hair dark, swept back. No tie. Cufflinks that caught the light.

He looked up. Blue eyes, assessing.

“This her?”

“She is,” Lana confirmed, then stepped aside.

Eleanor moved forward, forcing herself not to fidget. “Eleanor Ward. It’s an honor to join your team.”

“You’re punctual,” he said, voice low, clipped. “Good start.” He didn’t offer his hand. “I don’t care about honors. I care about results. You’re replacing someone who thought this job was ornamental. It’s not. This office runs like a machine, and I’m the engine. You assist me, not babysit me. Understood?”

“Yes, Mr. Callahan.”

He narrowed his eyes slightly, as if testing the edge of her. “Your resume says you worked for Taylor Investments.”

“Two years. I managed scheduling, vendor relations, internal communications—”

“I read the resume,” he cut in. “I want to know if you’re as competent as your references claim.”

“I am.”

Silence stretched. Then a brief nod.

“You’ll work from that desk.” He pointed to a smaller workspace just outside his glass wall, positioned with direct sight into his office. “Start by organizing my appointments for the next two weeks. Lana will give you the current calendar. You’ll also get access to my inbox, call logs, and priority project files. You’ll triage everything. I don’t like noise. Filter it.”

“Understood.”

“Start now.”

Dismissed without ceremony, Eleanor turned and followed Lana out, her heels silent on the matte stone floors. Lana handed her a company-issued tablet and an access badge.

“Your login’s active. Password expires in thirty-six hours. First test will be your calendar management. You’ll also learn quickly what not to do by watching others fail.”

Eleanor took the tablet. “Noted.”

Lana paused before turning away. “He doesn’t forget mistakes. But he notices consistency. Don’t try to charm him. Just do the job better than anyone before you.”

With that, she vanished.

Eleanor slipped into her chair, opened the calendar, and began to study the digital labyrinth of overlapping appointments, red flags, blocked windows, and client meetings with cryptic titles. Color-coded chaos.

By noon, she had cleared two double-booked calls, scheduled three reschedulings, updated internal meeting links, and drafted two summaries for Lana. The calls started soon after, redirected to her headset. Legal needed a signature. Marketing was late on a deliverable. A partner from the London office wanted time in Callahan’s already full Thursday.

Each problem required judgment—what to bring to him, what to reroute, what to kill.

At 1:17 p.m., a soft chime from the internal messenger. A message from “M.C.”

> “Where’s the contract from the Harrington deal?”
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No greeting, no signature. She checked the shared drive, found it buried under an older folder, attached it, and replied.

> “Uploaded now to Legal_SignatureQueue. Let me know if you need it moved to BoardAccess.”
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Ten seconds later:

> “I do.”
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She moved it. Silence returned.

At 3:42 p.m., he stepped out of his office and stopped at her desk. Eleanor looked up, alert.

“That was fast,” he said. “With the contract.”

“I try not to waste time.”

He studied her, unreadable. “You’ll need thicker skin than the last one.”

“I’ve been warned.”

He nodded once. “Good. You’ll attend the leadership sync tomorrow. No notes. Just listen.”

She blinked. That meeting wasn’t even on her calendar.

“Yes, Mr. Callahan.”

He returned to his office.

By 6:15, the office around her began to thin out. Desks went dark. The steady hum of conversation dropped to a murmur. Eleanor kept working. She reorganized the week ahead, scanned the notes Lana had forwarded, and flagged an email marked high priority for a 7 a.m. reply.

When she finally shut her tablet, she stood and stretched. The skyline outside had turned molten gold. The rain had stopped. Lights flickered on across the city like a galaxy being born.

She glanced into the corner office.

Empty. He’d left without a word.

But a yellow sticky note lay on her keyboard.

In slanted, angular handwriting:

“First day wasn’t bad. Don’t get comfortable.”

She smirked.

Noted.
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Chapter 2: Coffee, Deadlines, and First Impressions
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The scent of burnt espresso and printer ink filled the air as Eleanor arrived early the next morning. The office was still waking up—lights flickered on as motion sensors caught her steps, and only a few desks were occupied by early risers hunched over their screens. She made her way to the break room, where the industrial-grade coffee machine loomed like a challenge.

She wasn’t the type to rely on caffeine, but something about the weight of a second day felt heavier than the first. Today, she had to prove that yesterday wasn’t luck.

As the machine sputtered to life, she scrolled through Mr. Callahan’s morning schedule. Two internal syncs, one client call, one lunch with a board member, a strategy meeting in the afternoon, and a twenty-minute window marked “Private.” No explanation. No context.

Footsteps approached behind her.

“You’ll want to avoid that sludge,” said a deep voice.

Eleanor turned.

The man had sleeves rolled to the elbows, no jacket, and carried the ease of someone who didn’t need to impress anyone. Light stubble shadowed his jaw. He looked mid-thirties, confident, amused.

“Then why are you getting a cup?”

“I like bad decisions in the morning,” he replied with a grin. “Nathan Chen. Finance. You’re the new assistant.”

“Eleanor Ward,” she replied. “Mr. Callahan’s.”

“I figured. No one else sits that close to the dragon’s den.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Is that what people call it?”

He shrugged, pouring the coffee anyway. “Only when he’s not around. You’ll learn the nicknames. They’re practically a company tradition.”

She sipped hers and winced. “You’re right. It’s awful.”

“But it’s always hot. Symbolic, maybe.”

They shared a short silence, then he asked, “How was your first day? He eat you alive?”

“He didn’t offer me that courtesy yet.”

Nathan chuckled. “That’s something. You’ve already outlasted two others this year.”

“How long did they last?”

“Three weeks and ten days, respectively. No one ever hits a month.” He studied her a moment longer. “But you seem... different.”

Eleanor met his gaze without flinching. “I intend to be.”

As they returned to their desks, Lana intercepted Eleanor in the hall.

“Leadership sync starts in twenty. You’re attending, remember?”

“I do,” Eleanor replied. “I’ve cleared his 10:00 overlap and prepped his briefing packet.”

Lana nodded slowly, scanning her as if trying to locate a weakness.

“He doesn’t like to be handed anything unless he asks.”

“Understood.”

Lana handed over a slim binder. “Still. Have it on you.”

By the time 8:30 rolled around, the boardroom on the forty-third floor buzzed with soft conversation and clinking mugs. Executives lined the oval table, all crisply dressed and quietly tense. Mr. Callahan entered last, as expected. He didn’t greet anyone. He simply took his seat at the head of the table, opened his folder, and began.

“Where are we with the Darrow account?”

Eleanor remained near the back
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