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Chapter 1: The New Hire Nobody Sees
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The elevator doors slid open with a sigh, releasing a gust of air that smelled faintly of toner and burnt coffee. Julia adjusted the strap of her laptop bag on her shoulder and stepped out onto the twelfth floor, her heels clicking against the polished tile. Monday mornings always carried the weight of expectation, but today seemed heavier, humming with a strange tension she couldn’t name.

The front desk receptionist, Shelly, was leaning over her keyboard, typing furiously, but she lifted her head when Julia approached. “Morning, Julia. Big day. We’ve got a new hire starting.”

Julia arched an eyebrow. “Oh? I didn’t see anything in the onboarding emails.”

“That’s because it’s... special onboarding.” Shelly smiled, but there was something about the way her lips twitched at the corners, like she was suppressing a joke that Julia wasn’t in on.

Julia gave a polite nod and walked toward her cubicle, weaving through the maze of gray fabric partitions. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, a mechanical chorus that filled the otherwise quiet floor. She set her bag down, powered on her laptop, and tried to focus. Yet her attention kept snagging on the words “special onboarding.”

By nine o’clock, the buzz of keyboards and the occasional laughter of colleagues filled the office. The usual. Until the temperature dropped.

At first it was subtle—a shiver down her arms, goosebumps on her skin—but within seconds, it was undeniable. The air around her cubicle grew icy, her breath faintly visible as she exhaled. She rubbed her arms and muttered, “Great. The air conditioner’s broken again.”

That’s when she heard it.

“Excuse me... is this seat taken?”

Julia turned slowly, her pulse skipping. At the empty cubicle beside hers, the chair rolled out on its own. A faint shimmer hovered above the seat, like heat rising off asphalt, only colder, sharper.

Her mouth went dry. “Um... hello?”

The shimmer solidified, not into full flesh and bone, but into the suggestion of a man—translucent, blurred at the edges, wearing what looked like a faintly outlined suit and tie. His features were gentle, his smile tentative.

“I’m Daniel,” he said. His voice was perfectly clear, warm even, though it resonated oddly, as if two tones spoke at once. “I’m the new hire.”

Julia blinked several times, trying to reset her vision. “New hire? You mean—”

“Yes,” he said quickly, raising a spectral hand. “I know. It’s unusual. But HR cleared me. Technically, I’m on contract.”

She stared, speechless.

From the hallway, a voice called, “Julia, you’ve met Daniel?” It was Ms. Norwood, the HR manager, striding in with a clipboard clutched like a weapon of authority. Her lipstick was immaculate, not a shade out of place. She looked utterly unfazed by the presence of the... ghost.

“You can see him?” Julia asked in a whisper.

“Of course,” Ms. Norwood replied briskly. “It’s part of the new Paranormal Inclusion Initiative. We’ve updated the employee handbook. Didn’t you read the memo?”

Julia stammered, “I—I thought that was satire.”

“It was not satire,” Ms. Norwood said with sharp finality. She glanced at Daniel, who nodded politely. “Now, Daniel, I’ll need you to complete your orientation. Julia, since you’ll be sitting next to him, please extend our usual courtesy. Treat him as you would any other colleague.”

Then, with the same efficiency she reserved for handling vacation requests, Ms. Norwood swept out of the cubicle row, heels striking like punctuation marks.

Julia sat frozen. Daniel settled into his chair, the wheels creaking under weight that wasn’t really there. He clasped his translucent hands on the desk and sighed contentedly.

“So,” he said, leaning slightly toward her, “what’s the Wi-Fi password?”

She let out a nervous laugh. “You... use Wi-Fi?”

“Of course,” he said. “I may be incorporeal, but I still need to sync with the company servers.”

Julia gave him the password, her fingers trembling slightly as she typed it into his login screen. To her astonishment, the monitor flickered to life under his touch. He logged in with practiced ease.

Throughout the morning, Julia tried to focus on her own work, but Daniel kept drawing her attention. Not deliberately—he seemed intent on learning the project management software—but every time he leaned back or adjusted his tie, his form rippled like water disturbed by a pebble. Papers rustled near him without hands. Pens hovered just above desks. Her colleagues noticed too, but reacted with surprising nonchalance.

By mid-morning, a small cluster had gathered.

“Hey, Daniel,” said Raj from IT, sipping his coffee. “Welcome aboard. Need any help with your VPN?”

“I think I’ve got it, thanks,” Daniel replied with an earnest smile.

“Good man,” Raj said, as if nothing were out of the ordinary.

Julia whispered to her friend Tessa, “You’re all... fine with this?”

Tessa shrugged. “HR said it’s diversity hiring. He’s technically part of the workforce now. Plus, he’s cute.”

“Cute?” Julia hissed.

“Well, in a... spectral, brooding kind of way.”

Julia buried her face in her hands.

By lunchtime, Daniel had settled into office life as though he’d always been there. He drifted beside Julia as she walked to the breakroom. “Do you eat?” she asked cautiously.

“Not really,” he admitted. “But I enjoy the company.”

The breakroom was its usual chaos of microwaves beeping and coworkers debating over leftovers. When Daniel floated in, conversations faltered briefly, then resumed. He took a seat across from Julia, resting his faint elbows on the table.

“So what brought you here?” she asked, curiosity overriding her nerves.

His expression softened. “I worked in this building once. Years ago. Back when it was a law firm. Long hours, late nights. I... never really left.”

Julia tilted her head. “You mean...?”

“Yes.” He gave a small, wry smile. “Let’s just say I didn’t quite make it out of a particularly long meeting.”

Despite herself, Julia laughed. “That’s... grim.”

“Perhaps. But now, thanks to HR’s new policy, I get another shot. At least professionally.”

The way he said it, half-sincere, half-playful, made her smile. She realized with surprise that her earlier fear had given way to something else—a strange warmth, even though the air around him was cool.

Back at their desks, the afternoon dragged. Daniel hummed softly while working, the notes carrying a faint echo, as though sung down a long hallway. Julia found herself listening more than typing. At one point, when her screen froze, he leaned closer.

“Try refreshing the cache,” he suggested. His nearness made her shiver, though not entirely from cold.

She did as he said, and the problem resolved instantly. “Thanks.”

“Of course. Colleagues help each other,” he said with such sincerity it made her cheeks warm.

The day wound down, employees packing up, chatter fading as people left for home. Daniel remained at his desk, hands folded neatly. Julia lingered, pretending to finish an email.

“You’re not heading out?” she asked.

He gave a wistful smile. “I don’t really... go home. This is home.”

Something about the way he said it tugged at her. She stood, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “Well... see you tomorrow, then.”

His form flickered, almost like a bow. “See you tomorrow, Julia.”

As she walked toward the elevator, she felt the air warm gradually, the office returning to its usual stillness. But her thoughts remained unsettled. She had a ghost for a colleague. A ghost with a smile that made her forget, briefly, that he wasn’t alive.

The elevator doors closed with a metallic sigh, and Julia pressed the button for the lobby. Her reflection in the polished steel looked the same as always—tired, professional, composed. Yet inside, she felt the ground had shifted beneath her, ever so slightly.

Tomorrow, she realized, she would wake with anticipation rather than dread.

For the first time in a long while, Monday hadn’t just been another Monday. It had been the beginning of something uncanny, ridiculous, and maybe—just maybe—wonderful.
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Chapter 2: Coffee Break with a Cold Breeze
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Julia arrived at the office early on Tuesday, determined to get a head start on her emails before the whirlwind of the day began. The sun was barely peeking above the skyline, painting the twelfth floor in pale gold through the wide windows. The quiet hum of machines gave the place a stillness she almost found calming—until she reached her cubicle.

Her chair was already pulled out.

A mug, untouched and steaming faintly, rested on her desk. A note lay beside it, written in looping handwriting that seemed etched in condensation rather than ink: For Julia. I thought you might need this.

Julia froze, staring at the faint letters as they began to fade. She reached out, touching the mug cautiously. It was warm. Coffee. Real coffee.

“You’re early.”

His voice drifted over her shoulder, calm and amused. She turned to see Daniel materializing into his chair, his outline soft but steadier than yesterday. The faint transparency of his form was becoming familiar—like looking at someone through frosted glass.

“I—uh—thanks,” Julia managed. “But how exactly... did you make this?”

He tilted his head, a playful glint in his cloudy eyes. “I may not eat or drink, but I’ve had a century to master the office coffee maker. Believe me, no one else here can brew it without burning it.”

Julia lifted the mug, inhaling. It smelled surprisingly good. She took a sip and raised an eyebrow. “Okay, fair. It’s not bad.”

Daniel smiled
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