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CHAPTER ONE







EMILY HAD BEEN at her new desk for exactly nine minutes when the printer beside her started beeping like it was on fire. She stared at it, wide-eyed, as if sheer terror might stop the flashing red light.

“Don’t touch it,” a voice said behind her. “That thing eats new hires for breakfast.”

She turned to find Sophie leaning on the cubicle wall, bright smile framed by a cascade of curls. Sophie handed her a coffee cup without asking. “Soy latte. Safe bet. You looked like a soy latte person.”

Emily blinked. “Do I?”

“Definitely.” Sophie grinned. “Also, welcome to marketing. May your emails be typo-free and your meetings mercifully short.”

Before Emily could thank her, another voice cut in from across the aisle, dry, edged with amusement. “Don’t fill her head with lies, Sophie. The meetings are never short.”

Emily looked up to see Harper, perched on her desk like it was a throne, dark eyeliner winged sharp enough to double as a weapon. Harper glanced at Emily, then at the chaos of sticky notes and orientation papers already scattered across her desk.

“You’re the new girl.” Not a question.

Emily nodded, trying not to fidget. “Emily.”

“Harper,” she said, then took a long sip from her black coffee before adding, “You’ll either love this place or cry in the bathroom twice a week. Sometimes both.”

Sophie shot her a look. “Ignore her. She likes scaring people.”

“Just telling the truth,” Harper said, smirking. “She’ll figure it out.”

Emily gave a shaky smile, unsure if she’d just been welcomed or warned.

By lunch, she’d already been invited to join the group chat (“Memes are mandatory”), watched Harper openly roast the boss’s tie color during a meeting, and been told by Sophie that everyone went out for happy hour on Fridays. “Don’t even think about skipping,” Sophie said, winking. “It’s basically your real job interview.”

Emily laughed, but her stomach flipped. She wasn’t sure if she’d survive the week, let alone happy hour.

The rest of the morning went about how Emily expected: death by PowerPoint. The HR slideshow droned on about workplace culture, featuring stock photos of unnaturally diverse groups of people high-fiving over spreadsheets. Emily dutifully scribbled notes like “don’t microwave fish???” even though she was pretty sure that was common sense.

After orientation, she trailed Sophie back to the marketing bullpen, a noisy cluster of desks where everyone seemed to be typing, snacking, and gossiping at the same time.

“This is your desk,” Sophie said, plopping a plant on it. “Office initiation gift. Don’t kill it. Or do, and then we’ll know you’re one of us.”

Emily smiled nervously, setting her bag down. “You all seem… close.”

“Too close,” Harper muttered from her corner, eyes glued to her monitor. “It’s basically a sorority in here, minus the theme parties. Although…” She shot Emily a wicked grin. “We could probably get you to shotgun a LaCroix by the end of the week.”

Emily opened her mouth to respond but was interrupted by the boss swooping in, a tall man in suspenders who radiated the energy of someone who thought quoting The Office made him relatable.

“Emily!” he boomed. “Welcome to the team. Big things ahead. Huge. Let’s circle back next week and synergize.”

Emily nodded like she understood. Harper made a gagging sound the moment his back was turned. Sophie smothered a laugh and whispered, “Translation: he won’t remember your name until next month.”

By 2:00 p.m., Emily was running on caffeine and nerves. She dropped her pen in a meeting and accidentally rolled it under Harper’s chair. Harper bent to pick it up, handed it back with a sly smile, and murmured, “Careful, rookie. One more mistake and they’ll revoke your ID badge.”

Sophie shot Harper a look, protective, maybe even territorial, before sliding a granola bar across the table to Emily. “You’ll need this to survive the 3 p.m. spreadsheet gauntlet.”

Emily sat between them, cheeks warm, realizing she wasn’t just being welcomed into an office. She was being pulled into… something else. 

By late afternoon, Emily had survived the spreadsheet gauntlet (barely) and was clinging to her sanity with her fourth cup of coffee. She was determined to make it through the day without another rookie mistake.

That’s when the printer betrayed her.

She just needed twenty copies of a simple one-pager for a client meeting. Easy. Foolproof. But the machine whirred ominously, spit out two pages, then made a noise that could only be described as demonic chewing. The display flashed: PAPER JAM – TRAY 2.

Emily tugged the tray open… nothing. She closed it again, pressed a button, and the printer made a sound like it was dying dramatically. A plume of toner dust puffed into the air, coating her hands, her blouse, and, horrifyingly, the papers already printed.

“Uh… help?” she whispered to no one in particular.

From across the room, Harper’s head popped up, smirk already forming. “Oh no. It’s claimed another victim.”

Sophie hurried over, trying not to laugh. “Okay, rookie, step aside. I’ve done battle with this beast before.” She fiddled with the tray, only to make the machine grind louder and then, beep beep beep. CALL FOR SERVICE.

Now the entire bullpen was watching. Emily, mortified, held up her toner-stained hands like she’d just committed a felony. “This isn’t my fault.”

“Oh, it’s definitely your fault,” Harper drawled, clearly enjoying every second. She snapped a photo on her phone. “Smile, toner girl. This is going in the group chat.”

Emily groaned, hiding her face in her blackened palms, but the room erupted in laughter. Sophie nudged her gently. “Congratulations. You’re officially one of us now.”

And that was how Emily’s first day ended, covered in toner, humiliated, but somehow… accepted.







EMILY ARRIVED AT her desk Thursday morning determined not to do anything stupid. No paper jams, no overshares, no toner explosions. Just a normal, boring day of spreadsheets and pretending she knew what “optimizing deliverables” meant.

“Morning,” Sophie chirped, appearing at her desk like a ray of sunshine with two coffees in hand. She set one down in front of Emily. “Extra caramel. Figured you’d need it.”
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