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CHAPTER ONE


BEN JENNINGS WEAVED through the maze of cubicles, his leather messenger bag thumping softly against his hip with each step. The familiar hum of fluorescent lights and clacking keyboards filled the air as he made his way to his workstation, offering a quick nod to Sarah from accounting and a tight smile to Dennis from QA.

As he settled into his ergonomic chair, Ben's eyes immediately locked onto his computer screen. His brow furrowed as he scanned the lines of code, confusion etching deeper into his features with each passing second.

"What the..." he muttered, leaning in closer. The elegant architecture he'd spent weeks perfecting now resembled a jumbled mess of spaghetti code.

Ben's confusion quickly morphed into frustration as realization dawned. He pinched the bridge of his nose, jostling his wire-frame glasses. "Richard," he sighed, the name leaving a bitter taste in his mouth.

Just then, a booming voice called out from behind him. "Jennings! I see you've found my improvements to your code."

Ben swiveled in his chair to face his boss, Richard Jones, who stood with his arms crossed and a smug grin plastered across his face.

"Improvements?" Ben echoed, struggling to keep his voice level. "Richard, with all due respect, these changes completely dismantle the - "

"Nonsense!" Richard interrupted, waving a dismissive hand. "I've streamlined your overwrought code. It'll run much faster now."

Ben took a deep breath, reminding himself to choose his words carefully. "Actually, Richard, the structure was intentional. It may look more complex, but it allows for greater flexibility and easier updates down the line."

Richard's grin faltered for a moment before he puffed out his chest. "Well, I'm the project manager, and I say this is better. Make it work, Jennings."

As Richard strode away, Ben turned back to his computer, shoulders slumping. He muttered under his breath, "Sure, I'll 'make it work.' Just like I make this dead-end job work every day."

The office around him continued its Monday morning routine - phones ringing, keyboards clicking, the occasional burst of polite laughter - but Ben felt oddly disconnected from it all. His boss had altered his code over the weekend, without consultation, without discussion.

"Redesigned mobile navigation component for improved user flow," read Richard's commit message. The brevity of it felt like an additional insult.

Ben ran his fingers through his dark hair, leaving it slightly disheveled - a physical manifestation of his mental state. Richard Jones was a project manager, not a developer. While he had some coding background, it was outdated and focused on legacy systems. His understanding of modern mobile app architecture was superficial at best, dangerous at worst.

With a resigned sigh, Ben began to examine Richard's code more closely, looking for ways to salvage it without completely undoing his boss's work. Perhaps he could optimize certain functions, refactor the most problematic sections while keeping the general structure intact. It was a compromise - another one in a long series - but it would at least prevent the worst performance issues.

As he worked, Ben thought about the company's new strategy, the pivot toward mobile-first design that he had helped shape. His contributions had been substantial: research into user behavior, competitive analysis, technical feasibility studies. Each element carefully crafted and presented, only to be simplified and sometimes distorted as it moved up the management chain.

The strategy itself was sound - Green Grove needed to evolve to survive in the changing market. But the implementation was already showing signs of the same old problems: hasty decisions, shortcuts, prioritizing appearances over substance. Richard's changes to the navigation component were just one symptom of a deeper issue.

With a resigned sigh, Ben began the arduous task of undoing Richard's "improvements," all while wondering how much longer he could tolerate being undervalued and micromanaged in a job that was slowly crushing his passion for coding.

Ben's fingers hovered over the keyboard as he stared at the mangled code before him. The carefully crafted architecture he'd spent weeks perfecting now resembled a jumbled mess of spaghetti code. He ran a hand through his already disheveled hair, a habit that had become all too frequent lately.

"It's like trying to build a skyscraper with Lincoln Logs," Ben muttered to himself, adjusting his wire-frame glasses. "Richard wouldn't know mobile app architecture if it danced the macarena in front of him."

He began methodically untangling the mess, line by line. As he worked, his mind wandered to the bigger picture. This mobile app rewrite was supposed to be his chance to shine, to finally prove his worth to the company. Now, it felt like just another dead end.

"Hey, Ben," called Sarah from the neighboring cubicle. "Everything okay over there? You look like you're about to strangle your keyboard."

Ben managed a wry smile. "Oh, you know. Just dealing with some unexpected 'improvements' to the code."

"Ah," Sarah nodded knowingly. "Another Richard special?"

"Got it in one," Ben sighed. "Sometimes I wonder if I'm the one who's crazy. Maybe I should just give up and code everything in BASIC. It'd probably make Richard happy."

As he continued to work, Ben couldn't help but draw parallels between the altered code and his own career. Both were stuck in a frustrating loop, unable to reach their full potential due to external interference. He'd poured his heart and soul into this company's new strategy, yet here he was, still occupying the same cubicle, watching others climb the ladder.

"It's like I'm trapped in my own infinite loop," Ben mused aloud. "No matter how much I optimize my performance, I can't seem to break out of this cycle."

He leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling tiles. The fluorescent lights flickered slightly, mirroring the wavering of his once-steadfast determination. Ben couldn't help but wonder: was it time to rewrite his own code?

The clock struck noon, and Ben felt a wave of relief wash over him. Lunch break couldn't have come at a better time. He grabbed his phone and made a beeline for the elevators, desperate for a change of scenery.

As he unwrapped his sandwich, Ben pulled out his phone. Checking his dating app during lunch had become part of his midday ritual, a momentary escape into possibility. The app icon - a stylized flame - seemed to mock his persistent hope that today might be different. He tapped it anyway.

The familiar interface loaded, presenting a grid of profile pictures of women in his area. Ben took a bite of his sandwich as he began scrolling, his expression remaining neutral despite the inner commentary running through his mind. The profiles seemed to blur together after months of searching - the same hiking photos, the same declarations of loving travel and dogs, the same carefully constructed versions of people trying to appear spontaneous.

As Ben swiped through profile after profile, the park around him faded into the background. A jogger huffed past, kicking up a small whirlwind of leaves. The distant honk of car horns and the chatter of passersby created a symphony of urban white noise.

He let out a deep sigh, his breath visible in the crisp air. "Is it too much to ask for someone who can appreciate a well-structured algorithm?" he wondered aloud, his finger hovering over yet another profile that seemed promising at first glance but ultimately fell flat.

The bench creaked as he shifted his weight, mirroring the groan that escaped his lips. Each swipe felt increasingly mechanical, devoid of the spark he'd hoped to find. The faces began to blur together, a carousel of smiles and carefully curated photos that failed to ignite any real interest.

"I bet my success rate with this app is about as high as the company's current stock price," Ben quipped to himself, a hint of self-deprecating humor in his voice. He glanced up from his phone, watching a couple stroll by hand-in-hand, their laughter a stark contrast to his growing sense of isolation.

Suddenly, Ben's phone vibrated, accompanied by a cheerful 'ding'. His eyebrows shot up in surprise as he saw the notification: "You have a new match!"

Ben nearly dropped the device, startled by both the unexpected alert and its content. Matches weren't unheard of for him, but they were infrequent enough to be surprising. He tapped the notification, the sandwich forgotten as curiosity overtook hunger.

The match screen loaded to reveal a woman named Melissa. Her profile picture showed her mid-laugh in what appeared to be a bookstore, holding up a science fiction novel with a dramatically exaggerated expression of shock. Unlike many profile photos that seemed staged for maximum appeal, hers conveyed genuine amusement, as if the photographer had captured her in a moment of unguarded joy.

Ben's thumb hovered over the screen for a moment before he scrolled to see more. The second photo showed her at what appeared to be a tech conference, gesturing at a presentation slide about database optimization. His interest increased significantly - someone in the tech field would understand his work without the tedious explanations that often derailed his first-date conversations.

The third picture featured her in hiking gear, but rather than the standard "look at me on a mountain top" shot, she was sitting on a fallen tree, boots caked with mud, making a comically exhausted face while holding up a trail map that appeared to be upside down. The caption read: "Navigation skills pending upgrade."

Ben felt the corner of his mouth twitch upward. Self-deprecating humor about technical failures - this was a language he understood.

He scrolled to her profile text, expecting the usual generic statements. Instead, he found:

"Accountant by day, amateur baker by night (results vary from 'surprisingly edible' to 'potential building material'). Looking for someone who understands both pop culture references and the importance of proper citation in a movie argument. Not interested in explaining basic 401k concepts on a first date, but very interested in debating the practicality of time travel. Will beat you at Scrabble and then feel slightly bad about it. Mostly."

He tapped his fingers against the edge of his phone, contemplating his next move. The park around him seemed to fade into the background as he focused on crafting the perfect opening message.

"Should I go with a coding joke?" he mused aloud. "No, too cliché and maybe too nerdy. Maybe something about her book reference?"

Ben's mind raced with possibilities, each potential message dissected and analyzed like lines of code. He wanted to strike the right balance – clever but not trying too hard, friendly but not overeager.

"Come on, Ben," he muttered to himself. "It's just a message, not a system architecture proposal."

Taking a deep breath, he began to type: "Hi Melissa I couldn't help but notice your debug request. As a fellow number enthusiast and occasional book wanderer, I'd be happy to offer my services. Fair warning: my Scrabble track record will haunt your nightmares. Shall we compare notes?"

His thumb hovered over the send button, a mix of excitement and nervousness coursing through him. "Here goes nothing," he said, pressing send with a decisive tap.

As the message whooshed away, Ben felt a flicker of hope. Maybe, just maybe, this could be the start of something meaningful. He tucked his phone away, a small smile playing on his lips as he stood up, ready to face the rest of his workday with renewed optimism.

Ben slipped back into his comfy chair, the faint smile from his lunchtime encounter with the dating app still lingering on his face. His fingers hovered over the keyboard, muscle memory urging him to dive back into the code, but his mind wandered.

"What if..." he murmured, allowing himself a moment of daydreaming. He imagined a life beyond the confines of his cubicle, one where his skills were truly appreciated, where he could make a real impact. And perhaps, just perhaps, share it all with someone special.

A soft ping from his computer snapped him back to reality. An email notification popped up in the corner of his screen, its subject line catching his eye: "New Trainee Joining Development Team."

Ben's brow furrowed as he clicked to open the message. His eyes scanned the text, his expression shifting from curiosity to skepticism.

"Another trainee?" he muttered under his breath, adjusting his glasses. "Because that's exactly what we need right now – someone else to bring up to speed."

He leaned back in his chair, running a hand through his already disheveled hair. The contrast between his brief moment of optimism and the reality of his work situation was stark.

Just then, his colleague Michael poked his head over the cubicle wall. "Hey Ben, did you see the email about the new trainee?"

Ben nodded, his lips pressed into a thin line. "Yeah, I did. What do you think?"

Michael grinned mischievously. "Could be good, fresh perspective and all that. Who knows, maybe she’s hot?"

Ben rolled his eyes. "You never know, right?"

"I suppose," Ben replied, his tone noncommittal. He turned back to his screen, the unfinished code staring back at him like a puzzle missing too many pieces.

Ben couldn't help but scoff internally. "Fresh perspective," he thought, his fingers hovering over the keyboard. "As if a trainee could possibly grasp the intricacies of our system architecture, let alone help us out of this mess."

He glanced at the clock, noting how the hands seemed to mock his stagnation. "What we need is experienced developers who can hit the ground running, not another newbie to babysit," he muttered under his breath.

Michael's voice drifted over again. "You okay, Ben? You seem... tense."

Ben forced a smile. "Just peachy. You know, contemplating the infinite wisdom of our management's hiring decisions."

"Ah, sarcasm. Your default setting," Michael chuckled. "Give the newbie a chance, yeah?" He said while his eyes brows bounced up and down. Ben sighed, knowing exactly what Michael was trying to say.

As Michael retreated, Ben's phone buzzed. The dating app notification light blinked invitingly. For a moment, he hesitated, caught between the allure of potential connection and the weight of his professional frustrations.

"What am I doing?" he whispered, fingers ghosting over the phone screen. The unfinished code loomed on his monitor, a digital reminder of his stalled career. Yet the promise of something new, something personal, tugged at him.

Ben leaned back, removing his glasses to rub the bridge of his nose. "Code or connection?" he mused aloud, a wry smile playing on his lips. "Why does it feel like I'm always caught between what I should do and what I want to do?"

The office hummed around him, oblivious to his internal struggle. As he replaced his glasses, Ben's gaze flickered between his computer and his phone, each representing a different path, a different possibility.

"Well," he sighed, reaching for his phone, "at least one of these might lead somewhere interesting."


CHAPTER TWO


BEN'S FINGERS HOVERED over his keyboard, his mind lost in a labyrinth of code that refused to behave. He'd been wrestling with the same bug for the better part of an hour, his glasses sliding down his nose as he leaned closer to the screen. The familiar sounds of the office – keyboards clicking, phones ringing, the distant hum of conversation – had faded into white noise until a new voice cut through his concentration, unfamiliar and bright against the dull backdrop of his Monday morning.

He glanced up, pushing his glasses back into place with his index finger. Richard Jones, the project manager whose very presence seemed to suck the air from any room he entered, was leading someone through the maze of cubicles. Ben straightened in his chair, his curiosity momentarily outweighing his desire to remain invisible to Richard's critical gaze.

The woman beside Richard was new – definitely new. Ben would have remembered her. She moved with a quiet confidence, her blonde hair caught in a neat ponytail that swung gently as she walked. Her outfit – a charcoal pencil skirt and cream blouse – struck the perfect balance between professional and stylish, a stark contrast to Richard's aggressively bland suit.

"This is our development wing," Richard was saying, his voice carrying that peculiar tone he reserved for people he was trying to impress – a tone Ben had rarely heard directed at him. "We have a team of coders working on various aspects of the Green Grove project."

Ben quickly dropped his gaze back to his monitor, pretending to be absorbed in his work. Through his peripheral vision, he saw them approach his row of desks. His fingers tapped random keys, a pantomime of productivity.

"This is where our development team sits," Richard announced with a perfunctory wave of his hand, not bothering to stop or introduce any of the developers by name. "They handle all the backend systems and user interfaces."

The woman – was she a new hire? A client? – nodded politely, her eyes scanning the room with interest. When her gaze reached Ben, he felt a jolt of unexpected connection. Her eyes were startlingly blue, bright with intelligence, and for a brief moment, they met his.

Ben felt a strange flutter in his chest. Her lips curved into a slight smile – not the practiced, empty gesture that accompanied most workplace introductions, but something that seemed genuinely warm. He managed what he hoped was a normal-looking nod in return, though his face felt suddenly stiff.

"We'll continue to the marketing department," Richard said, already moving away, his hand hovering near the small of her back without quite touching it – a gesture that made Ben's jaw tighten for reasons he couldn't quite articulate.

The woman followed Richard, but glanced back once over her shoulder, catching Ben's eye again before disappearing around the corner.

Ben exhaled slowly, realizing he'd been holding his breath. His code still glared at him from the screen, the bug still unsolved, but his mind had wandered far from algorithms and syntax errors. He ran his fingers through his hair, disheveling it further, and tried to focus on the task at hand.

But the image of blue eyes and a genuine smile lingered, a pleasant distraction in the monotony of his Monday.

The meeting reminder flashed on Ben's screen, dragging his attention away from the code that had finally started to behave. He sighed, saving his work with three quick keystrokes. Office-wide meetings were Richard's favorite theater - a stage where he could perform authority without the burden of actually solving anything. Ben closed his laptop reluctantly, like closing the door on a house where something valuable had been left behind.

He joined the stream of colleagues filtering toward the conference room, a dull procession of button-downs and slacks. Michael fell into step beside him, already launching into a theory about why they'd been summoned.

"Ten bucks says Richard's going to announce another arbitrary deadline change," Michael whispered, pushing his thick-rimmed glasses up his nose.

Ben gave a noncommittal shrug. "Or a new process that solves a problem nobody has."

The conference room filled quickly, the smell of coffee mingling with the faint scent of whiteboard markers. Ben found a spot near the back, where he could observe without being observed - his preferred position in any gathering. He wedged his lanky frame into a chair designed for someone more compact, placing his laptop on the table as both shield and distraction.

Richard Jones stood at the front, his posture unnaturally straight, like a man who'd read about confident body language in an airport business book. His suit was impeccably pressed, his tie the exact shade of blue that marketing had determined projected "trustworthy leadership."

"Good morning, everyone," Richard began, his voice carrying that practiced cadence of forced enthusiasm. "I appreciate you all taking time out of your busy schedules for this brief announcement."

Ben opened his laptop, positioning it at an angle that would allow him to appear engaged while actually continuing to work. His fingers hovered over the keyboard, ready to resume his battle with the stubborn code.

"As you may have noticed, we have a new face joining our Green Grove family today."

Ben's attention shifted from his screen to the front of the room, where the blonde woman from earlier now stood beside Richard. In the fluorescent lighting of the conference room, her hair seemed to capture and reflect the light, creating a soft glow around her face. She wore the same outfit he'd noticed earlier, but now he could see the subtle details - a small, tasteful necklace, the way her blouse was tucked precisely into her skirt, the polished shoes that completed her professional appearance.

"This is Ava Green," Richard continued, gesturing toward her with a sweep of his hand that somehow managed to be both grandiose and dismissive. "She'll be joining us as my executive assistant, helping to streamline our operations and support the management team."

Ava smiled at the room, her expression warm but measured. "Thank you, Richard. I'm excited to be part of the team and look forward to working with all of you."

Her voice carried easily across the room - clear and confident, without the nervous edge that often accompanied first-day introductions. Ben found himself sitting up straighter, his code momentarily forgotten.

Richard nodded, reclaiming the spotlight. "Ava comes to us with an impressive administrative background and will be handling various essential tasks to support our leadership efforts."

Ben's brow furrowed slightly. Administrative background? He'd somehow assumed she was a new developer or perhaps someone from marketing. There was something about her - a sharpness in her gaze, perhaps - that had suggested to him she was more than an assistant.

"Specifically," Richard continued, "Ava will be managing my calendar, coordinating meetings, assisting with budget reports, and handling various administrative tasks that arise day-to-day."

Ben watched Ava's face as Richard listed her duties. For just a moment - so brief he might have imagined it - her expression faltered, a flicker of emptiness crossing her features before her professional smile reset itself. It was like watching someone drop a mask and immediately retrieve it, hoping no one had noticed the slip.

"I'm sure you'll all help Ava feel welcome," Richard said, his tone suggesting it was an order rather than a request. "She'll be stationed at the desk outside my office, so feel free to stop by with any administrative requests that fall within her purview."

A hand rose from the marketing section. "Will Ava be involved in the project planning process? We've been hoping for more administrative support during launches."

Richard's smile tightened almost imperceptibly. "Ava's primary responsibility is supporting executive functions. Project-specific needs should continue to be handled through your department leads." His tone effectively closed the subject.

Another question came from the finance corner, something about expense report protocols, and Ben's attention drifted back to Ava. She was nodding along with Richard's response, but Ben noticed how her fingers traced small patterns on the side of her skirt - nervous energy disguised as casual movement.

The meeting concluded with Richard's standard reminder about quarterly goals and team excellence. As chairs scraped back and conversation resumed, Ben closed his laptop slowly, watching as several colleagues approached Ava with welcoming smiles and introductions.

She handled each interaction with easy grace, remembering names, asking thoughtful questions. But when she thought no one was watching, in the brief moments between conversations, her smile would slip just slightly - not into unhappiness exactly, but into something more contemplative, as if she were solving a complex equation behind her sociable exterior.

Ben gathered his things, a strange sense of disappointment settling in his chest. He couldn't articulate why Ava's role mattered to him - he barely knew her - but something about seeing her relegated to managing Richard's calendar felt like watching a high-performance engine being used to power a desk fan.

As he made his way back to his desk, Ben glanced over his shoulder one last time. Ava was now following Richard toward his office, nodding as he gestured emphatically about something. For a moment, her eyes swept the room and met Ben's. She gave him a small, almost conspiratorial smile before returning her attention to Richard.

Ben turned away, an unexpected warmth rising to his face. His hands were cold from the overly air-conditioned conference room, but he felt a warmth in his chest, a curious flutter that he recognized, with some surprise, as interest.

Ben jabbed at the coffee machine buttons with more force than necessary, as if the ancient appliance might respond better to intimidation than to patience. His eyes felt gritty from staring at lines of code all morning, and the fluorescent lights overhead seemed to hum in perfect harmony with his growing headache. A coffee break wasn't just welcome, it was medicinal.

The machine gurgled and hissed, a sound Ben had come to associate with the promise of relief. He watched the dark liquid stream into his mug, the aroma temporarily masking the stale office air.

"There he is! The coding hermit emerges from his cave!"

Michael's voice carried across the break room with characteristic volume. He strode toward the coffee station, his lanky frame seeming to take up more space than physics should allow, thick-rimmed glasses slightly askew on his nose.

"I was starting to worry you'd become one with your keyboard," Michael continued, grabbing his mug – the one with a faded joke about binary that had stopped being funny three years ago. "Richard's been prowling around like a mall cop who just got his badge."

Ben smiled despite himself. "I finally fixed that inventory sync issue. Turned out to be a simple typo in the database call."

"Six hours of debugging for a typo? That's cosmic justice for you." Michael bumped Ben's shoulder companionably as he reached for the coffee pot. "Hey, did you see the email about the Christmas dinner? December 10th at Lombardi's again."

"Already?" Ben frowned. "It's barely November."

"Never too early to start dreading mandatory fun." Michael's eyebrows waggled above his glasses. "You remember last year's disaster?"

The memory surfaced immediately – the company Christmas party at Lombardi's, an Italian restaurant with mediocre food but generous space for large groups. The evening had started professionally enough, but had steadily deteriorated as Richard Jones consumed increasing amounts of the open bar's offerings.

"How could I forget?" Ben took a careful sip of his coffee. "Richard's interpretation of dance moves from the early 2000s will be forever burned into my retinas."

Michael snorted. "The man moves like he's being electrocuted in slow motion." He demonstrated, jerking his shoulders awkwardly while keeping his lower body completely still. "But the dancing wasn't even the worst part."

"The flirting," they said in unison, then shared a knowing look.

"God, he was shameless," Ben said, lowering his voice despite the empty break room. "Remember how he cornered Sarah from accounting by the dessert table? She was trapped there for twenty minutes while he explained his brilliant idea for a cryptocurrency based on office supply inventory."

Michael added creamer to his coffee, stirring with unnecessary vigor. "And then there was Lisa from legal. The woman literally creates harassment policies for a living, and there's Richard, with his hand hovering two inches from her back the entire conversation."

"Always hovering, never touching," Ben added. "Like he thinks he's found some legal loophole."

"Exactly! Technicality Jones, the man who can't be sued but can make you want to shower with steel wool." Michael took a long sip of his coffee, then grimaced. "This tastes like it was filtered through a sweaty gym sock."

"It probably was," Ben agreed, drinking his anyway. The caffeine was more important than the taste. Through the break room doorway, he could see the main office space. His eyes drifted, almost involuntarily, to where Ava sat outside Richard's office.

She was typing something, her posture perfect, her expression focused. Even from this distance, Ben could see the efficiency in her movements, a kind of grace that seemed wasted on administrative tasks.

"Speaking of Richard's finest moments," Michael said, following Ben's gaze, "what do you think about the new assistant situation?"

Ben shrugged, trying for nonchalance. "What about it?"

"Come on," Michael rolled his eyes. "Richard's got her doing the most mind-numbing tasks imaginable. I passed by earlier and she was alphabetizing his business card collection. Who even has business cards anymore?"

"Richard does," Ben said drily. "He probably orders a new batch every time he gets a paper cut on one."

"Exactly! And yesterday? He had her reorganizing the supply closet because, and I quote, 'the staplers should be grouped by capacity, not color.'" Michael shook his head. "The man's a sadist."

Ben frowned, his eyes flicking back to Ava. She was tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, her expression betraying a moment of something - frustration? Boredom? It was gone too quickly to identify.

"It's a waste," he said quietly. "She seems too... I don't know. Smart? For that kind of busy work."

"You've spoken to her?" Michael asked, eyebrows raised.

"No," Ben admitted. "Not really. Just observations."

"Very detailed observations," Michael teased, then sobered slightly. "But I get it. She's wasted as Richard's glorified secretary. We're all wasted here, if we're being honest."

Ben nodded, taking another sip of his coffee. "We're still understaffed in development. I told Richard we need at least two more people three months ago. Instead, he hires an assistant for himself."

"Classic Richard. Always solving his own problems first." Michael leaned against the counter. "You know what we should do? Steal her."

Ben choked slightly on his coffee. "What?"

"Not literally," Michael clarified, looking amused at Ben's reaction. "I meant, teach her to code or something. Rescue her from administrative hell. She can't possibly want to alphabetize business cards for the rest of her life."

"I don't think Richard would appreciate us poaching his assistant," Ben said, though the idea held a certain appeal. Anything that might annoy Richard while also potentially helping someone escape his orbit seemed worth considering.

"Probably not," Michael agreed. "But it would be entertaining to watch his face turn that special shade of purple."

They both fell silent for a moment, watching the office through the doorway. Ben's gaze drifted back to Ava. The morning light from the windows caught in her hair, turning it from blonde to something closer to gold. There was something compelling about her, something beyond the obvious attractiveness that even Ben, who prided himself on not noticing such things at work, couldn't deny.

"She's pretty cute, right?" Michael said, nudging Ben with his elbow and wearing a grin so wide it threatened to split his face.

Heat crept up Ben's neck, a warmth that had nothing to do with the coffee. "I hadn't really noticed," he lied, focusing intently on stirring his already well-mixed coffee.

"Sure you haven't," Michael drawled. "That's why you keep looking at her like she's a particularly elegant piece of code."

"I don't…" Ben started, then sighed. "She seems nice, that's all."

"Nice," Michael repeated, drawing out the word until it lost all meaning. "Very observant. Next you'll be telling me the ocean is 'wet' and fire is 'kind of warm.'"

Ben rolled his eyes. "Not everyone catalogs their coworkers by attractiveness, Michael."

"No, just the ones with blonde hair and legs for days," Michael countered. "Come on, admit it. You think she's hot."

Ben felt a strange discomfort at Michael's phrasing. It wasn't that he was wrong, exactly. Ava was objectively attractive. But there was something about reducing her to just that - to 'hot' - that didn't sit right with him.

"She seems interesting," he said finally, choosing his words with care. "And yes, she's attractive. But we work together, so it doesn't matter."

"Ah, the Ben Jennings code of workplace ethics," Michael said with mock solemnity. "Never mix business and pleasure, even if pleasure is sitting right there looking like that."

Ben checked his watch, grateful for an excuse to change the subject. "We should head back. I've got that API integration to finish before the end of the day."

"Fine, flee from the conversation," Michael said, raising his mug in a mock toast. "But I see you, Jennings. I see those stolen glances."

"Drink your gym sock coffee," Ben retorted, but there was no real irritation in his voice.

As they made their way back to their desks, Ben couldn't help one final glance toward Ava's workspace. She was on the phone now, nodding along to whatever the caller was saying, her free hand making notes in a precise, controlled script. Their eyes met briefly across the office, and she offered him a small smile - the kind that suggested shared understanding, though of what, Ben couldn't say.

He smiled back, automatic and genuine, before turning away. His hands gripped his coffee mug a little tighter, the warmth seeping into his fingers while a different kind of warmth settled in his chest - a curious mixture of interest and uncertainty that he wasn't quite ready to examine.

The debugging process required total concentration, a fact Ben's wandering attention seemed determined to ignore. His fingers would type a line of code, but his eyes would drift across the office, pulled like a compass needle to Ava's desk. Each time he caught himself straying, he'd force his focus back to the screen, only to find it slipping away again minutes later. It wasn't like him to be so easily distracted, and the realization made him press his lips together in mild frustration with himself.

He pushed his glasses higher on his nose, as if the small adjustment might somehow realign his professional discipline. The code on his screen - a stubborn tangle of functions that refused to communicate properly with the database - required his full attention. Yet there he was, stealing another glance.

Ava was speaking with June from accounting, her expression animated as she nodded along to whatever he was explaining. She held a folder in one hand, gesturing occasionally with the other, her movements precise and economical. Even from across the room, Ben could see how she leaned slightly forward, maintaining eye contact, giving June her complete attention. When she smiled at something June said, it transformed her whole face - lines appearing at the corners of her eyes, her professional mask momentarily lifted to reveal something warmer beneath.

Ben watched as June handed her a stack of papers, probably expense reports for Richard. She accepted them with a nod, adding them to her folder before returning to her desk. There was an efficiency to her movements, a sense of purpose that seemed at odds with the mundane nature of her tasks.

Ben forced himself back to his code, managing to stay focused for almost twenty minutes this time. He tracked down a misplaced semicolon, fixed an input validation error, and was just starting to feel the satisfying rhythm of productive work when Richard's voice cut through the office ambient noise.

"Ava! Where are those quarterly projections I asked for this morning?"

Ben glanced up in time to see Richard standing at his office door, one hand on the frame, his expression set in that particular frown he reserved for moments when he wanted to establish dominance. Ava, who had been typing something, looked up calmly.

"I sent them to you ten minutes ago, Richard," she said, her voice level. "They're in the email titled 'Q4 Projections - Updated Per Request.'"

Richard's frown deepened, a flicker of something - embarrassment, perhaps - crossing his features before he covered it with a dismissive wave. "I need the hard copies as well. For the meeting."

"Of course," Ava replied, already rising from her chair. "I'll print them right away."

Richard disappeared back into his office without acknowledging her response. Ben watched as Ava moved toward the printer alcove, her back straight, her expression betraying nothing. If she was frustrated by Richard's tone or his failure to check his inbox before demanding the files, she didn't show it.

As she waited by the printer, Ava glanced around the office, her gaze passing over Ben. For a heartbeat, their eyes met, and she offered a small, almost imperceptible smile - the kind shared between fellow soldiers in the trenches. Ben smiled back, a brief connection across the crowded office, before she turned back to collect her printing.

When she returned to her desk, Ben found himself watching her movements with unexpected interest. She sat down with fluid grace, placing the printed documents on her desk before reaching for a stapler. Then he noticed something odd.

Despite her otherwise feminine posture - shoulders back, chest slightly forward in a way that accentuated her blouse - she sat with her legs splayed wide beneath her desk, almost like a man taking up space on a subway. It was a strange contradiction, this feminine upper body paired with what seemed like a deliberately masculine lower posture. Her pencil skirt pulled slightly at the seams, yet she seemed either unaware or unconcerned, as if sitting with her knees wide apart was more comfortable than crossing her legs or keeping her knees together as most women in the office did.

Ben blinked, feeling strangely intrusive for noticing such a detail. It wasn't his business how she chose to sit. And yet the contradiction fascinated him - this poised, professional woman with her perfect posture and careful gestures, sitting in a way that seemed at odds with everything else about her presentation.

She adjusted her position slightly, shifting in her chair, and for a moment Ben thought he saw a quick, almost practiced movement - her hand briefly smoothing her skirt over her lap, as if arranging something beneath the fabric. The gesture was so quick, so casual, that he might have imagined it.

A notification popped up on his screen, dragging his attention back to his work. It was an email from Richard, asking for an update on the very bug Ben was supposed to be fixing. He suppressed a sigh and typed a quick response, promising the fix by end of day.

When he looked up again, Ava was on the phone, one hand holding the receiver while the other made notes on a legal pad. She had shifted in her chair again, crossing one leg over the other now, but even in this position there was something slightly odd about how she held herself - a subtle adjustment, as if she were making room for something.

Ben rubbed his eyes beneath his glasses. He was being ridiculous, over-analyzing a coworker's sitting position like it contained some hidden code. This was what happened when you spent too many hours staring at a screen, searching for patterns in lines of text. You started seeing patterns everywhere, even where none existed.

He forced himself to focus on his work, diving back into the stubborn code problem with renewed determination. For the next hour, he managed to stay completely absorbed, making steady progress until he finally isolated the source of the bug - a misplaced reference that was causing data to be processed in the wrong order.

"Gotcha," he murmured to himself, adjusting the code and running a test. The system responded correctly this time, the data flowing smoothly through each processing step. The small victory brought a satisfied smile to his face.

When he glanced up again, the office lighting had shifted with the afternoon sun, casting longer shadows across the workspace. Most of his colleagues were still bent over their tasks, the soft clicking of keyboards and occasional murmur of conversation creating a familiar sound-scape.

Ava was still at her desk, but now she was leaning back slightly in her chair, stretching her neck from side to side as if working out stiffness. As she did, she shifted in her seat again, and this time the adjustment was more noticeable - a quick hip movement followed by what looked like her discreetly reaching beneath her skirt to rearrange something. The movement was smooth and practiced, the kind of habitual adjustment people make when they think no one is watching.

Ben quickly averted his eyes, feeling heat rise to his face. Whatever she was adjusting was her business entirely, and he had no right to stare. Still, curiosity nagged at him. Her movements reminded him of his college roommate, who'd often make similar adjustments to his sitting position during long study sessions, a distinctly masculine habit of rearranging for comfort.

He shook his head slightly, pushing the thought away. He was over-thinking things again, analyzing minutiae instead of focusing on his own work. Richard would be expecting that bug fix, and Ben still needed to document the changes for the development team.

As he turned back to his screen, he caught Michael watching him from across their shared row of desks, a knowing smirk on his face. When their eyes met, Michael raised an eyebrow and mouthed what looked suspiciously like "busted," before turning back to his own monitor with exaggerated innocence.

Ben felt his ears grow warm. Was he being that obvious? He hadn't meant to stare; it was just that something about Ava seemed... different. Intriguing in a way he couldn't quite articulate, even to himself.

He forced his attention back to his documentation, typing with perhaps more force than necessary, as if the additional pressure on the keys might somehow anchor his wandering thoughts. But as he worked, part of his mind remained occupied with the puzzle of Ava Green - her confident efficiency, her resilience in the face of Richard's demanding nature, and those small, contradictory details in how she carried herself.

It was probably nothing, he told himself. A tRich of the light, or his imagination constructing patterns where none existed. Yet as he stared unseeing at his monitor, he couldn't shake the feeling that there was something about Ava Green that didn't quite fit the surface impression - a complexity beneath her composed exterior that made her all the more fascinating.

Five o'clock arrived with the subtle shift that Ben had come to recognize over years of office work - a collective easing of tension, a straightening of spines, the first hesitant sounds of drawers closing and bags being retrieved from under desks. The workday's end crept across the office like a wave, starting with those brave souls who packed up exactly on time, followed by the cautious majority who waited until enough of their colleagues had moved before joining the exodus themselves.

Ben remained at his desk, finishing the documentation for his bug fix. He'd finally conquered the stubborn code, but Richard expected thorough notes for the team meeting tomorrow. His fingers moved steadily over the keyboard, detailing the solution while his mind wandered intermittently to Ava and the strange little puzzle she presented.

Around him, the office sounds changed their rhythm. The constant clicking of keyboards gave way to the zipping of laptop bags and the soft thud of monitors being switched off. Conversations shifted from work topics to evening plans - dinner reservations, Netflix shows, children's soccer practices. The overhead lights remained constant, but somehow the quality of light changed as fewer screens glowed around the room.

Michael had left fifteen minutes ago, slapping Ben's shoulder with a cheerful, "Don't stay too late, code monkey," before disappearing into the elevator with a group from marketing. Most of the development team had followed shortly after, leaving Ben in a gradually emptying office space.

He glanced up from his screen, his eyes automatically seeking out Ava's desk. She was still there, one of the few remaining, her attention focused on her computer as she appeared to be finishing an email. Richard's office was dark - he had left for a "client meeting" at three, which everyone suspected was actually a tee time at his country club.

Ben watched as Ava hit a final key with a sense of finality, then began the shutdown process on her computer. Her movements were methodical and efficient - closing programs, tucking files into their proper folders, straightening her desk supplies. She aligned her stapler perfectly parallel to the edge of her desk, a small action that made Ben smile. There was something endearing about that precise attention to detail, a quality he recognized in himself.

She stood, smoothing her skirt with both hands before collecting her phone and sliding it into a small purse. The motion drew Ben's attention back to her figure - the way her blouse draped over the curve of her chest, how her skirt hugged her hips before falling to just above her knees. As she turned to walk toward the coat area, Ben quickly returned his gaze to his screen, not wanting to be caught staring again.

He finished his final paragraph, saved the document, and sent it to Richard's inbox with a brief message. Only then did he allow himself to look up again, his task complete and his conscience clear about watching the office empty while he prepared to leave himself.

Ava was at the coat rack now, reaching for a light jacket that hung among the few remaining garments. As she lifted it from the hook, she made a quick, subtle movement that caught Ben's eye - a slight adjustment of her skirt, her hand dipping briefly between her legs to shift something. The movement was quick and practiced, but distinctly unlike how he'd seen other women adjust their clothing. There was something almost masculine in the gesture, a repositioning that reminded him of how his male friends might adjust themselves when they thought no one was looking.

She slipped her arms into her jacket, a tailored piece that complemented her outfit perfectly. As she buttoned it, she glanced around the office, perhaps checking if she'd forgotten anything. Her eyes met Ben's across the room, and she offered a small smile - friendly but reserved, acknowledging his presence without invitation or dismissal.

Ben nodded in return, his own smile feeling strangely stiff on his face. He began his own shutdown routine, closing programs and tidying his workspace while occasionally stealing glances at Ava's continued preparations to leave.

She turned and walked toward the exit, her heels clicking rhythmically on the tile floor. Ben watched her progress, struck by the confidence in her stride. She moved with purpose, her shoulders back, her chin high - a posture that spoke of self-assurance despite spending her day performing tasks well below what Ben suspected were her capabilities.

As she reached the door, she paused to exchange a few words with one of the security guards, her laugh floating back across the nearly empty office - a light, genuine sound that made something in Ben's chest tighten inexplicably. Then she was gone, disappearing into the elevator bank beyond the glass doors.

Ben sat motionless for a moment, his eyes still fixed on the space where she had been. His thoughts churned with impressions and observations gathered throughout the day. There was something about Ava that didn't quite align with his initial impression of her - small contradictions and oddities that made her more intriguing than a typical new hire should be.

He recalled how she had looked walking away, the way her loose skirt had swayed with each step, accentuating the curve of her hips. The memory brought an unexpected warmth to his face. There was no denying that he found her attractive, but it was more than that. He was drawn to the puzzle of her - the composed exterior that occasionally revealed glimpses of something more complex beneath.

As he finally packed up his own belongings, Ben realized he'd spent more time thinking about Ava Green today than he had about any colleague in recent memory. It was unusual for him to be so interested in someone after such minimal interaction. Typically, people at work existed in a separate mental category for Ben - professional associates rather than subjects of curiosity.

He switched off his monitor and stood, stretching muscles stiff from hours of sitting. Tomorrow would bring another day of coding challenges, another day of Richard's demands, and another day of glimpsing Ava across the office. The thought brought a small smile to his lips as he collected his laptop bag.

Outside, the December evening had already turned dark, the office windows reflecting his image back at him as he made his way to the elevator. In the polished surface of the closed doors, he caught sight of himself - hair rumpled from running his fingers through it while coding, glasses slightly askew, tie loosened at his neck. He straightened his posture, an unconscious adjustment made with the memory of Ava's confident stance fresh in his mind.

The elevator arrived with a soft chime, empty and waiting. As Ben stepped inside, he found himself wondering about Ava's commute home, about where she lived and what she did outside these office walls. The questions multiplied as the elevator descended, each one adding another facet to his growing interest in the new assistant who sat with her knees wide apart and adjusted her clothing in ways he couldn't quite understand.

The doors opened to the lobby, and Ben stepped out into the evening, the cool December air a refreshing change from the climate-controlled office. He walked toward the exit, his mind still lingering on blue eyes and contradictory details, on the puzzle that was Ava Green and the strange, unexpected pull he felt toward her after just one day in her orbit.


CHAPTER THREE


THE NEXT DAY, Ben’s eyes were still drawn to Ava, her blonde ponytail bobbing slightly as she leaned toward her monitor, squinting at whatever mess Rich had undoubtedly left for her to decode. Her finger tapped an irregular rhythm against her mouse, a silent metronome of frustration that somehow carried across the quiet hum of the office. He should focus on his own code - the deadline loomed like a storm cloud - but something about her determined frown tugged at him, familiar as his own reflection.

A day into her job, and already Rich was throwing her into the deep end. Classic Richard Jones power play: assign impossible tasks with minimal instruction, then criticize the outcome regardless of quality. Ben had weathered that particular storm for almost two years now, his skin thickened against the project manager's barbs, but watching the newest member of the office struggle made something twist in his chest.

She pushed back from her desk, rubbing her temples. The movement was subtle - professional enough that no one walking by would notice her frustration - but Ben recognized the gesture. He'd performed it countless times himself.

He should help her. That was the decent thing to do. But approaching an attractive colleague - especially one he'd not spoken with yet - made his palms dampen against his keyboard. What if she thought he was being condescending? Or worse, what if Rich saw him interfering with "his" new hire?

Ben adjusted his glasses, a nervous habit he'd never managed to break. The motion cleared neither his vision nor his thoughts. The code on his own monitor blurred as his attention kept drifting back to Ava's desk, where she now appeared to be cross-referencing something between her screen and a mess of printouts.

This was ridiculous. He was a senior developer, for heaven's sake. Offering help to a new team member was completely normal, expected even. The fact that her smile had been playing on repeat in his mind since her first day had nothing to do with professional courtesy.

With a steadying breath that did little to calm the sudden pounding in his chest, Ben pushed his chair back and stood. The twelve steps between their desks stretched like an obstacle course of self-doubt, but he forced one foot in front of the other. His throat felt unreasonably dry as he approached her desk, hand half-raised in greeting.

"Hi, Ava? I'm Ben from the dev team. Rich's instructions tend to be... let's call them 'creatively ambiguous.'" Ben's smile felt wooden, his voice steadier than he'd expected.

Ava looked up, surprise washing across her features before melting into a relieved smile that crinkled the corners of her eyes. Her shoulders visibly relaxed as she pushed a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear.

"That's the most diplomatic description of incomprehensible gibberish I've ever heard," Ava said with a light laugh. "I was starting to think I was going crazy trying to figure this out. I'm Ava, by the way. Nice to meet you, Ben."

She gestured to her screen where a document was open, red-lined with Rich's comments that indeed looked like a battlefield of conflicting directives.

Ben's nervousness ebbed slightly as he leaned forward, careful to maintain a respectful distance while peering at her screen. "Mind if I take a look? I've developed a sort of Rich-to-English dictionary over time."

"Please," she said, rolling her chair slightly to the side to make room. "I was about five minutes away from asking if the plant by the break room is hiring."

The joke loosened something in Ben's chest, and he found himself genuinely chuckling as he focused on the document.

Ben noticed Ava's movements as she pulled her skirt back down, her hands smoothing out the fabric over her slender thighs. He also noticed how she struggled to bring her legs closer together, as if they were stiff or uncomfortable.

As he sat closer to Ava, Ben caught a whiff of her delicate perfume, a light and floral scent that complemented her feminine demeanor.

Ben leaned in, his eyes scanning the convoluted instructions on Ava's screen. He took a deep breath, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose.

"Okay, so what Rich is asking for here isn't as complicated as it looks," Ben explained, his voice calm and measured. "Let me break it down for you."

As Ben spoke, simplifying the task step by step, Ava's eyes lit up with understanding. She nodded eagerly, her ponytail bobbing with each movement.

"Oh! I see now," Ava exclaimed, her fingers flying over the keyboard. "So instead of manually adjusting each element, we can use this nested function to apply the changes across the board?"

Ben couldn't help but smile at her quick grasp of the concept. "Exactly! You've got it."

With a mischievous sparkle in her eye, Ava quipped, "You know, spreadsheets might be useful, but they're definitely not what's going to save the company!" Her words hung in the air, light and teasing, like a breeze on a warm day. Ben chuckled, the sound hearty and genuine, both in agreement with her observation and pleasantly surprised that she had an opinion on the matter. The room seemed to warm with their shared amusement, a momentary reprieve from the weighty concerns of the day.

"You know," Ava said, her voice taking on a sardonic tone, "for a company that claims to be 'user-focused,' they sure don't invest much in actual UX design."

Ben chuckled, nodding in agreement. "Tell me about it. Sometimes I feel like I'm fighting an uphill battle just to get basic usability principles implemented."

Ava leaned back in her chair, a mischievous glint in her eye. "Maybe we should start a secret underground UX revolution. Covertly make things user-friendly when no one's looking."

Ben laughed, surprised by how at ease he felt. "I'm in. We'll be like UX ninjas, sneaking around and fixing bad interfaces in the dead of night."

As they continued working, Ben couldn't help but notice how Ava's enthusiasm was contagious but he wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic or not. He found himself more animated than usual, gesturing as he explained complex concepts.

*This is nice,* Ben thought, sneaking a glance at Ava's profile as she focused on the screen. *I can't remember the last time I clicked with someone at work like this.*

Ava tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear, her blue eyes reflecting the glow of the computer screen. "You know, before I landed this gig, I was doing freelance UI design. Talk about a rollercoaster."

Ben's eyebrows raised with interest. "Oh yeah? That must have been challenging.""You have no idea," Ava chuckled, shaking her head. "One month I'd be drowning in projects, the next I'd be scraping by on ramen noodles. And don't even get me started on clients who think 'make it pop' is constructive feedback."

"So you jumped to corporate stability?" Ben asked.

Her laugh held a sardonic edge. "Stability was the hope. I didn't realize I'd be trading client chaos for..." she lowered her voice, glancing toward Rich's empty office, "...whatever this management style is called."

"I think the technical term is 'organized confusion,'" Ben offered, drawing another laugh from her.

"The frustrating thing is," Ava continued, her expression turning more serious, "there's so much potential here. The product is solid, but the user experience is stuck in the last decade. Simple improvements to the interface could dramatically increase user engagement, but whenever I mention UX investments, Rich acts like I'm suggesting we replace the servers with trained monkeys."

Ben nodded, a warm sense of camaraderie settling between them. As Ava continued sharing her ideas, his mind raced with possibilities. Her fresh perspective on user interfaces sparked connections he hadn't considered before.

"What if we integrated that swipe gesture you mentioned with the new navigation system?" he mused, leaning forward in his chair. "It could streamline the whole user flow."

Ava's eyes lit up. "Yes! And we could use micro-animations to guide users through the process. Subtle, but effective."

Ben found himself nodding enthusiastically, caught up in the exchange of ideas. For the first time in a long while, he felt a genuine sense of excitement about a project at work. As they continued brainstorming, Ben couldn't help but think, *This is what collaboration should feel like.*

After having talked with Ava, leaning back in his chair, his mind whirring with the possibilities Ava had presented. Her talent was undeniable, and he couldn't shake the feeling that she was being wasted in her current role. He glanced towards the executive offices, his gaze lingering on the frosted glass door of VP Mia Sanders.

*Should I say something?* he wondered, drumming his fingers on his desk. *What if I'm overstepping? But if I don't, who will?*

He pulled up a blank email, the cursor blinking accusingly at him. Ben took a deep breath, adjusted his glasses, and began to type:

"Dear Ms. Sanders,

I hope this email finds you well. I wanted to bring to your attention the exceptional UI/UX skills of our new hire, Ava Green..."

His fingers flew across the keyboard, carefully outlining Ava's background and the fresh ideas she'd shared. He emphasized how her expertise could benefit their upcoming projects, pausing occasionally to choose just the right word.

As he neared the end, Ben hesitated. *What if this backfires?* He glanced over at Ava, now engrossed in her work, her brow furrowed in concentration.

"Is everything okay?" Ava called out, catching his eye.

Ben quickly minimized the email. "Yeah, just... thinking through a problem," he replied, offering a small smile.

Turning back to his screen, he read through the email one last time. His finger hovered over the send button, his heart racing. *It's now or never,* he thought.

With a sharp intake of breath, he clicked 'Send'.

Ben leaned back in his chair, a mixture of relief and exhilaration washing over him. He closed his eyes for a moment, savoring the small victory. When he opened them again, he caught sight of his reflection in his computer screen – was that a hint of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth?

"I actually did it," he murmured to himself, adjusting his glasses. The weight of inaction that had been pressing on his shoulders for so long seemed to lift, if only slightly.

He glanced over at Ava, who was still absorbed in her work, her blonde ponytail swaying gently as she leaned in to scrutinize something on her monitor. A warmth spread through his chest, not just from helping her, but from finally taking a stand for himself too.

As if sensing his gaze, Ava looked up and flashed him a quick grin. "Thanks again for the help earlier, Ben. You're a lifesaver."

"Happy to help," he replied, feeling a flush creep up his neck. "You've got some great ideas. The team's lucky to have you."

Ava's eyes lit up. "Aw, you're gonna make me blush. But seriously, it means a lot coming from you."

As she turned back to her work, Ben found his thoughts drifting to his recent string of disappointing dates. The woman who spent the entire evening talking about her ex. The one who seemed more interested in her phone than in him. None of them had sparked the same sense of connection he felt with Ava.

*Her sense of humor, the way she lights up talking about design...* Ben caught himself mid-thought. *No, no. Remember the rule: no office romances.*

But even as he tried to refocus on his work, he couldn't help but steal another glance at Ava, a small smile tugging at his lips.


CHAPTER FOUR


BENJAMIN JENNINGS STARED at his computer screen, the lines of code blurring together after hours of intense focus. He glanced at the clock - 6:30 PM. With a sigh, he pushed back from his desk and stretched, feeling the tightness in his shoulders.

"Another late night, Ben?" called Jeremy from the next cubicle over.

"You know it," Ben replied with a wry smile. "But I think I'm finally calling it quits for today."

As he packed up his laptop, Ben's mind drifted to the woman he matched with on his dating app. Melissa. After his opening message, they had exchanged a series of flirtatious scrabble banter which he found enjoyable.

He absently patted his slightly soft midsection. Maybe it was time to get back in shape...

"Hey Jeremy, is the office gym still open this late?" Ben asked.

Jeremy looked up in surprise. "Yeah, it's open 24/7. Didn't even know you used it though."

Ben chuckled. "I don't, usually. But figured I should start somewhere if I want to impress the ladies."

"Good luck, man. Those machines have probably missed you." Jeremy winked before disappearing back behind the divider.

Ben slung his bag over his shoulder and headed toward the exit, his normally methodical gait quickened by newfound purpose. The gym membership had been touted as a company perk when he joined three years ago, but like the unlimited snacks and quarterly team-building events, it had become background noise in his daily work life.

As he passed row after row of empty cubicles, Ben found himself mentally cataloging the exercises he vaguely remembered from his college days. Push-ups. Sit-ups. That thing with the weights where you... lift them? His technical mind, so precise when coding, became frustratingly vague when applied to fitness.

But as he stepped inside and pressed the button for the parking garage, Ben couldn't help but wonder if getting back in shape might be more challenging than debugging the code he'd abandoned upstairs.


As he approached the elevator, Ben felt a renewed sense of purpose. Sure, he was a bit out of shape. But he was smart, hardworking, and (he hoped) at least moderately charming. Surely that counted for something in the dating world.


With a soft ding, the elevator arrived. Ben stepped inside, ready to take on whatever challenges awaited him - both in the gym and beyond.

The fluorescent lights in the cold parking garage flickered overhead as Ben stepped out of the elevator, casting alien shadows that stretched and contracted with each unsteady pulse. The concrete expanse felt cavernous at this hour, his footsteps creating a lonely percussion that bounced between parked cars and cement pillars. The place smelled of exhaust and the lingering ghost of someone's cologne – or was it air freshener? – a synthetic attempt at pleasantness that somehow made the underground space feel even more artificial.

Each step echoed with a hollow finality that made the hair on the back of Ben's neck stand up. Though he'd never admit it to his colleagues, there was something about empty parking garages that unsettled him. Perhaps it was the countless thriller movies where nothing good ever happened in such places, or maybe it was the liminal quality of the space – neither fully indoors nor outdoors, a concrete purgatory between work and home.

"Just get the gym clothes and go," he muttered to himself, his voice sounding unnaturally loud in the emptiness.

The overhead lights buzzed with electrical discontent, one of them blinking in Morse code for a maintenance check that would probably never come. Ben's shadow stretched before him, then behind him, then fragmented altogether as he passed beneath the stuttering light.

His Civic sat in its usual spot, unassuming and practical – much like Ben himself, he sometimes thought. The car chirped in cheerful recognition as he pressed the key fob, the sound bouncing around the concrete walls and returning to him like an old friend.


Buried beneath a reusable grocery bag and an emergency roadside kit lay a gym bag that had seen better days. Ben pulled it out, surprised by the layer of dust that had settled on the nylon surface. He unzipped it to find gym shorts, a faded t-shirt, and running shoes that he'd optimistically packed months ago after a New Year's resolution that had lasted approximately two weeks.

He sniffed the clothes cautiously. They smelled of disuse rather than sweat – acceptable enough for an impromptu workout.

As Ben closed the trunk, his thoughts drifted to the stacks of code he'd been staring at all day. The logic puzzles that usually energized him had felt like a slog today, his mind too cluttered with debugging errors and dating anxieties to find the elegant solutions he prided himself on.

The parking garage seemed to stretch endlessly before him, the exit signs glowing with supernatural intensity in the dim light. Ben's footsteps fell into a steady rhythm, a human metronome marking time in an otherwise static environment.


The elevator doors gleamed like a portal to another dimension. As Ben approached, he caught his reflection in the polished metal – his posture already straighter, his expression more determined than it had been when he left his desk. Perhaps the mere decision to change his routine had already begun to shift something within him.

The doors slid open with a soft pneumatic sigh, welcoming him into the small chamber. As he ascended toward the gym floor, Ben felt the weight of the workday beginning to lift. The parking garage, with its eerie emptiness and liminal quality, faded below him like a fleeting dream, replaced by the growing anticipation of sweating out his mental clutter and perhaps, just perhaps, taking the first step toward impressing a potential date.

As Ben pushed open the heavy gym door, motion-activated lights flickered to life, revealing a space that had clearly seen better days. Outdated treadmills lined one wall, their displays dimly blinking, while a collection of mismatched free weights occupied a worn rubber mat in the corner.


"Well, this is... quaint," Ben muttered, his initial enthusiasm deflating slightly. He ran a hand through his already disheveled hair, glasses slipping down his nose as he surveyed the room. "I guess beggars can't be choosers when it comes to free office perks."

Ben's initial enthusiasm deflated like a week-old balloon. His mental image of a gleaming, modern fitness center with motivational posters and energizing background music evaporated, replaced by the reality of this sad assemblage of forgotten fitness dreams.

"Well, beggars can't be choosers," he sighed, depositing his messenger bag on a plastic chair that looked like it had been stolen from a 1990s conference room. "And free is free."

Despite his disappointment, Ben's methodical nature kicked in. He began mentally cataloging the available equipment, plotting out a potential workout routine. "Okay, so maybe I can start with some cardio, then move on to... whatever that contraption is supposed to be," he mused, eyeing a peculiar weight machine.


As he headed towards the locker rooms, Ben's phone buzzed in his pocket. He fished it out, seeing a notification from his dating app. The woman he matched with, Melissa, had replied.


His lips curved into an involuntary smile as he read her message, which included a joke about coding that was just accurate enough to be funny without seeming researched.

Lost in thought about the new dating opportunity, Ben's feet carried him forward on autopilot. "Maybe I should update my profile picture," he pondered, barely registering his surroundings. "Is it too cliché to use a gym selfie? Probably. God, I'm terrible at this."

He scrolled through his profile text as he walked toward what he assumed was the men's locker room. His bio was painfully honest: "Software developer who spends too much time debugging code and not enough time outdoors. Looking for someone who appreciates bad puns and good coffee."

Ben wondered if there was an algorithm for dating success – some magical combination of profile pictures, clever opening lines, and timing that would optimize his chances of finding a connection. If such an algorithm existed, it would probably be worth millions.

"Maybe I should work on that instead of solving bugs," he mused, pushing open a door while still scrolling through Melissa's profile.


The scent hit him first – a subtle floral fragrance that seemed distinctly out of place in what should have been a men's locker room. Ben's nose wrinkled slightly in confusion, his brain still halfway engaged with Melissa's impressive list of hiking accomplishments.

"I wonder if there's an optimal response time," he pondered aloud, finally looking up from his phone. "Too quick seems desperate, too slow seems uninterested..."

His voice trailed off as his surroundings finally registered. The locker room before him was cleaner than he expected, with brighter lighting and... was that a basket of complimentary hair products on a shelf? Something seemed distinctly off about the space, though his distracted mind couldn't immediately pinpoint what.

Ben's train of thought derailed abruptly as a delicate, floral scent wafted past his nose. He blinked, looking up from his phone with sudden awareness. The smell of perfume hung in the air, mingling with the humidity. A creeping suspicion dawned on him.

As the door closed behind him, his eyes still fixed on his phone screen as he mentally composed a witty response to Melissa's message. The moist air that greeted him felt different somehow - warmer, more humid than he'd expected - but he attributed it to faulty ventilation in the aging gym facility. It wasn't until the delicate floral scent wafted past his nostrils that his brain registered the first hint that something was amiss.

"Maybe I'll mention that debugging joke," he muttered, thumbs hovering over the virtual keyboard. "Not too nerdy, but nerdy enough to show authenticity..."

A drop of condensation fell from somewhere above, landing on his screen with perfect precision. Ben absently wiped it away, still engrossed in crafting the perfect message. His feet carried him forward on autopilot, muscle memory from years of navigating spaces while his attention was elsewhere.

The tile floor beneath his feet was wet in places, small puddles reflecting the overhead lighting in perfect miniature pools. Another drop of water landed on his shoulder, dampening his shirt. Ben shook his head slightly, his focus finally beginning to drift from the screen as the environmental cues accumulated like warning flags.

His phone buzzed again – another notification – but for once, the digital alert failed to command his immediate attention. The steam hanging in the air had thickened, creating a hazy atmosphere that distorted the far edges of the room. It was like walking through a cloud, the moisture clinging to his glasses and causing him to squint.

"This can't be right," he whispered, the words barely audible as they left his lips.

Ben's heart began to beat a little faster as his rational mind finally caught up with his senses. The floral scent, the pristine condition, the arranged toiletries – these details formed a pattern, and the conclusion they pointed to sent a jolt of alarm through his system.

"I'm in the women's locker room," he realized with mounting horror.

His body tensed, preparing for immediate retreat, when the sound of metal rings scraping against a shower rod sliced through the humid air. The sharp noise echoed off the tiled walls, freezing Ben in place like a startled deer caught in headlights.

From behind one of the curtained shower stalls emerged a figure wrapped in steam, like a mythological being stepping through the mists. Water droplets pattered softly against the tiled floor, creating a gentle percussion that seemed to match the sudden rapid beating of Ben's heart.

Ava stepped out of the shower stall, a towel draped over her head as she vigorously dried her hair, completely unaware of his presence. Her movements were unhurried and relaxed, the motions of someone who believed they were entirely alone. The steam swirled around her naked form, occasionally thinning to reveal glimpses of skin before thickening again, as if the vapor itself were a teasing accomplice.

Ben stood rooted to the spot, his muscles refusing every desperate command to move. His phone, forgotten, slipped from his suddenly numb fingers and clattered to the floor. The sound was mercifully muffled by his gym bag, which he'd unconsciously dropped at his feet.

"Move," his brain screamed at his limbs. "Just back away slowly."

But his body remained paralyzed as Ava continued drying her hair, her face obscured by the towel. She hummed something soft and indistinct, the melody mingling with the ambient sounds of dripping water and the distant hum of the building's ventilation system.

The steam parted like theater curtains, revealing Ava in full for a brief, eternal moment. Her naked form emerged from the mist, and Ben's mind struggled to process what he was seeing. His eyes traced the familiar feminine contours – her slender shoulders tapering to a narrow waist, the gentle curve of her hips. Droplets of water clung to her skin, catching the light and giving her an almost ethereal quality.

Her breasts were smaller than he'd imagined (not that he'd consciously imagined them, he told himself), but perfectly shaped, rising and falling gently with each breath, with small, delicate nipples that seemed to accentuate their perfection. Her skin was smooth and flushed from the hot shower, highlighting her flat and slightly toned abdomen showing signs of frequent exercise.

Ben's gaze traveled lower, following a water droplet as it traced a path down her flat stomach. His eyes continued their journey downward, expecting to see the typical female anatomy, only to widen in shock behind his fogged glasses.

Where he expected to see female genitalia, there hung instead a penis and balls – and not just any penis, but one of remarkable size. It extended from between her legs, long and surprisingly proportional to her slender frame despite its considerable length. The shaft was substantial, with prominent veins running along its surface, tapering to a head that was slightly darker in color than the rest. It was circumcised and devoid of any hair, its surface as smooth and unblemished as the rest of her skin.

Even in its flaccid state, it appeared to be significantly larger than average, hanging heavily between her thighs.

Ben's brain short-circuited. The cognitive dissonance between Ava's feminine features – her delicate face, the curve of her breasts, her slender and toned waist – and the undeniably male appendage she possessed created a mental traffic jam of conflicting thoughts.

"This isn't... she can't... how does she..." The fragments of questions collided in his mind, none reaching completion as they were immediately replaced by new ones.

The steam shifted again, momentarily obscuring her before clearing to reveal her continuing to dry her hair, still blissfully unaware of his presence. The surreal quality of the moment made Ben wonder fleetingly if he had somehow fallen asleep at his desk and was having an extraordinarily vivid dream.

Water continued to drip from the showerhead, each droplet creating concentric circles as it hit small puddles on the floor. The rhythmic pattern felt hypnotic, almost as if the universe was trying to provide a meditative focus point while Ben's reality recalibrated itself around this new information.

His glasses had fogged almost completely now, the condensation creating a merciful blur that softened the details of what he was seeing. Yet even through the haze, the outline of Ava's body – all of it – remained unmistakable.


Ben's mind, typically so ordered and logical, grasped desperately for explanations. Her body was clearly that of a woman, except for that one thing. The incongruity between the Ava he knew professionally and the Ava before him now felt like two separate realities colliding.


The towel finally came down from her head, revealing her face flushed from exertion and heat. Her wet blonde hair clung to her neck in darker strands than its usual sunny hue. For a brief, terrifying moment, Ben thought he'd managed to remain undetected, that he might still have a chance to retreat quietly and spare them both the imminent embarrassment.

Then Ava's eyes, bright blue and suddenly wide with shock, met his.

Time seemed to stretch and compress simultaneously. The moment of mutual recognition lasted both an eternity and a fraction of a second. Her expression transformed from relaxed contentment to horrified realization in the span of a heartbeat.

Ben's mouth opened, but no words emerged. What could he possibly say? "Sorry for seeing you naked" seemed woefully inadequate. "I didn't know you had a penis" was definitely not appropriate. His social processing system, already overtaxed by the unexpected anatomical revelation, completely failed to generate an acceptable response to the situation.

Ava's reaction was equally frozen. Her hands moved instinctively to cover herself – one arm crossing over her breasts while the other hand moved lower, failing to cover even a fraction of her member – but the gesture came too late. The damage was done. They both knew it.

"I - " Ben finally managed, his voice cracking like a teenager's. "Wrong room. I'm so - "

The rest of his apology evaporated as his fight-or-flight response finally, mercifully, chose flight. His legs, leaden until now, suddenly remembered how to function. He spun around so quickly that his glasses nearly flew off his face, fumbling to grab his gym bag from the floor.

Ben's hands trembled as he braced himself against the wall opposite the women's locker room. His breath came in short, panicked gasps as his mind replayed the scene in vivid detail. The steam, the water droplets, Ava's body, her... everything.

"Oh god," he whispered to the empty hallway. "Oh god, oh god, oh god."

His mouth felt dry, his thoughts scattered like puzzle pieces dumped unceremoniously from their box. How would he ever face her again? What was the workplace protocol for accidentally seeing a coworker naked? Was there an HR guidebook for this specific scenario? He doubted it.

With shaking hands, Ben pushed himself away from the wall and stumbled toward the men's locker room – the actual men's locker room, with its sign now glaringly obvious. He paused at the doorway, suddenly paranoid about making the same mistake twice, and double-checked the signage before entering.

With leaden steps, Ben made his way back toward the elevator, leaving behind both his phone and the simple reality he'd known just fifteen minutes earlier.

Ben stumbled through the gym's glass doors like a man fleeing a natural disaster, his legs moving with jerky, uncoordinated urgency. The fluorescent lights of the hallway seemed unnaturally bright after the steam-filled locker room, each overhead panel burning his retinas as he squinted his way toward the elevator. His mind, typically an ordered repository of logical processes and sequential thoughts, had transformed into a chaotic jumble of fragmented images – all of them featuring Ava in various states of nakedness.

His finger jabbed repeatedly at the elevator call button, each press more insistent than the last, as if the frequency might somehow correlate to faster arrival. When the doors finally slid open with a cheerful ding that felt mockingly inappropriate, Ben practically lunged inside, pressing himself against the back wall as if trying to put maximum distance between himself and the scene of his mortification.

The elevator descended toward the parking garage with mechanical indifference to its passenger's crisis. Ben stared at his blurry reflection in the polished metal doors, barely recognizing himself. His hair stood at odd angles where he'd run his fingers through it in distress, his glasses sat askew on his nose, and his expression resembled that of someone who had just witnessed something impossible – which, in a way, he had.

When the doors opened to reveal the concrete expanse of the parking garage, Ben hesitated. Leaving the building meant acknowledging the reality of what had happened. Inside, he could still pretend it was all a strange hallucination brought on by too many hours of coding and not enough sleep. Outside, in the real world, he would have to begin the process of reconciling what he knew about Ava before today with what he had just discovered.

He fumbled with his car keys, dropping them twice before managing to unlock the door of his Civic. The familiar interior offered little comfort as he slumped into the driver's seat. He sat motionless for several long minutes, hands resting limply on the steering wheel, staring unseeing at the concrete wall before him.

Ava's penis had been... substantial. There was no other word for it. Even in its relaxed state, it had been impressive – larger than his own, he was forced to admit. The recollection sent an uncomfortable heat spreading across his face. Why was he comparing? Why was that detail even registering when there were far more significant implications to process?

Ben started the car, the engine's rumble providing a welcome distraction from his thoughts. The drive home would take approximately twenty-two minutes in typical evening traffic – a calculable, predictable fact that he clung to like a lifeline amid the sea of uncertainty that now surrounded his understanding of Ava.

As he navigated out of the parking garage, muscle memory taking over where conscious thought failed, Ben's mind continued its frantic attempt to reconcile contradictions.

Ava, with her delicate features and graceful movements, had always struck him as quintessentially feminine. Her laughter was melodic, her handwriting curved and flowing. She wore skirts and dresses, never pants, her style decidedly feminine without being overtly provocative. Nothing about her had ever suggested masculinity in any form.

The road stretched before him, taillights blurring into streaks of red as his focus drifted between driving and the persistent image of Ava that refused to leave his mind. How had he never noticed? Had there been signs he'd missed?

Ben mentally cataloged their interactions, searching for clues he might have overlooked. The way she sometimes seemed uncomfortable in certain chairs, shifting her position when seated for too long. How she preferred looser skirts to tight ones, though he'd attributed that to simple style preference. The subtle adjustment she occasionally made to her clothing when standing from a seated position – a gesture he'd barely registered until now.

"Stop it," he told himself firmly, gripping the steering wheel tighter. "This is none of your business."

But the analytical part of his brain, the part that solved complex coding puzzles for a living, refused to let go of this new mystery. How did she manage it? The physical logistics alone seemed challenging. Her fashion choices suddenly appeared strategic rather than merely aesthetic.

Ben recalled the plaid skirt she had worn last Wednesday – a pleated affair that fell just above her knees. It had looked perfectly normal, with no hint of what lay beneath. Had she tucked herself away somehow? The practicalities of such an arrangement made his head swim.

A car horn blared, jolting Ben back to the present. He had drifted partially into the next lane, his distraction becoming dangerous. With forced concentration, he corrected his course and took the next exit – his exit – with mechanical precision.

His apartment building loomed ahead, a nondescript five-story structure that had never before seemed like sanctuary. Now, it represented privacy, a place where he could process this revelation without the risk of running into Ava or anyone else from work.

As Ben parked and made his way to his second-floor unit, his thoughts continued their circular pattern. Each time he tried to divert his attention to something else – anything else – his mind snapped back to Ava like a rubber band stretched too far.

It wasn't just what he had seen that unsettled him; it was his reaction to it. The initial shock had been expected, but the lingering curiosity that followed was not. He found himself wondering about aspects of Ava's anatomy that had no bearing on their professional relationship and were absolutely none of his business.

Ben unlocked his apartment door and stepped inside, the familiar environment offering little comfort. He moved on autopilot – shoes off at the door, keys in the ceramic bowl on the entryway table, bag dropped on the couch. The routine actions grounded him slightly, tethering him to normalcy even as his thoughts continued their chaotic swirl.

In the kitchen, he filled a glass with water and drank it in three long gulps, suddenly aware of how dry his mouth had become. The cool liquid provided momentary relief, but did nothing to wash away the images burned into his memory.

Ben leaned against the counter, his reflection distorted in the microwave door. "What am I even thinking about?" he asked his warped image. "This is Ava. My coworker Ava. Nothing's changed."

Except everything had changed. Every interaction they'd had, every conversation, every shared lunch break – all of it was now colored by this new knowledge. Would he be able to look at her without remembering? Would she be able to look at him knowing what he had seen?

Tomorrow loomed like a sentence. He would have to go to work, sit in his cubicle mere feet from hers, and somehow pretend that today had never happened. The prospect seemed impossible.

Ben stood in his bathroom, one hand testing the water temperature as steam began to fill the small space. The shower, he decided, would wash away more than just the day's accumulated stress – it would cleanse his mind of the images that refused to leave, scrub away the confusion that clung to him like a second skin. The water ran hot against his fingers, promising relief, but a voice in the back of his mind whispered that some discoveries couldn't be undone, no matter how scalding the water.

"Just a normal shower," he muttered to himself, stripping off his clothes with mechanical efficiency. "Think about normal things. Work. Code. The bugs."

He reached for the shampoo bottle, squeezing a dollop into his palm and working it into his hair. The familiar scent of mint and tea tree oil filled his nostrils, a grounding aroma that had accompanied countless morning routines. The mundane ritual of washing his hair provided temporary structure to his chaotic thoughts, a simple task with clear beginning and end.

As he rinsed the shampoo from his hair, rivulets of water streaming down his back, Ben tried to focus on his upcoming workday. He mentally reviewed the authentication bug he'd been struggling with, the nested if-statements that had created an unforeseen logic error. The problem was elegantly complex, the kind that usually consumed his attention completely.

But today, the code refused to hold his interest. Between lines of imagined syntax, Ava's face kept appearing, her expression frozen in that moment of horrified recognition when she realized he had seen her. The steam rising around him didn't help, mimicking the atmosphere of the locker room with unfortunate precision.

Ben squeezed his eyes shut, but the darkness behind his eyelids only provided a better projection screen for the memory – Ava emerging from the shower, water glistening on her skin, her body both familiar and startlingly unexpected.

"Stop it," he commanded himself, eyes snapping open. He reached for the body wash, squeezing too much into his palm in his distraction. The excess soap slipped between his fingers, falling to the shower floor in a viscous puddle.

As he worked the soap into a lather across his chest and arms, Ben tried redirecting his thoughts to his upcoming date with Melissa. She was attractive, intelligent, and by all indications, conventionally female. He should be thinking about her, anticipating their meeting, not fixating on Ava's anatomy.

He attempted to conjure Melissa's image from her dating profile – her hiking photo, taken at sunset on some mountain trail, her brown hair caught in a ponytail, her smile wide and genuine. But the image wavered and transformed, Melissa's features blurring and reforming into Ava's delicate face, her blue eyes widened in shock.

The water continued to beat against his back, steam filling his lungs with each breath. Ben forced himself to focus on the physical sensations – the slickness of soap between his fingers, the warmth of water against his skin, the subtle variations in pressure as he moved beneath the shower head.

These corporeal details were safe, neutral, unable to lead him down the confusing paths his mind seemed determined to explore. Yet even these sensations betrayed him, the steam and warmth too reminiscent of the locker room, the slick feeling of soap too easily associated with wet skin.

Ben's hand moved lower, washing his stomach with methodical strokes that slowed as they approached his groin. He became suddenly, uncomfortably aware of his growing arousal – a physical response that had developed without his conscious intention while his mind wandered through memories of Ava.

"No," he whispered, the word disappearing into the steady patter of water. "This isn't... I'm not..."

But his body didn't care about his protests. The physical evidence of his arousal was undeniable, a confusing betrayal by his own flesh. Ben stood motionless under the shower spray, water streaming down his face, as he tried to understand his reaction.

He had always considered his sexuality straightforward. He was attracted to women – their curves, their softness, their feminine features. Nothing in his past had suggested any deviation from this pattern. Yet here he was, aroused by the memory of Ava – not despite what he had seen, but partially because of it.


Ben leaned his forehead against the cool tile wall, the contrast in temperature providing momentary clarity. Perhaps the labels didn't matter. Perhaps what mattered was the simple fact that he found Ava attractive – Ava as a complete person, not as a collection of categorized parts.


But this philosophical approach failed to address the immediate physical reality of his arousal and the confusion it generated. As a programmer, Ben was accustomed to categorization, to organizing information into neat, logical structures. His attraction to Ava defied such organization, existing in the ambiguous space between established categories.

The water began to cool, the hot water tank in his aging apartment building reaching its limits. Ben hardly noticed, his mind occupied with increasingly detailed recollections of Ava's body. The graceful curve of her neck, the perfect symmetry of her breasts, the surprising presence between her legs.


His hand moved lower, almost of its own accord, fingers wrapping around his erection. The physical contact sent a jolt through his system – not just pleasure, but a spark of shame. Was he really going to do this?

Ben grabbed the temperature knob and twisted it toward cold. The water temperature plummeted, hitting his heated skin like a thousand tiny needles. He gasped, the shock providing the distraction he desperately needed. The cold water accomplished what willpower alone could not, diminishing his arousal and clearing his mind momentarily.

When he could stand the cold no longer, Ben shut off the water and stepped out of the shower, grabbing a towel from the nearby rack. As he dried himself, his movements brisk and efficient, he tried to make sense of what had just happened.


Physical attraction wasn't logical. It didn't follow rules or respect categories. It simply was. Perhaps there was no point in analyzing why he found Ava attractive with her unique physiology. The more important question was what he intended to do about it – which was, he decided firmly, absolutely nothing.


Ben wrapped the towel around his waist and wiped a clear patch in the fogged mirror, examining his reflection with critical eyes. His hair stuck up at odd angles, water droplets clung to his shoulders, and his expression betrayed his inner turmoil despite his best efforts at neutrality.


"Get it together," he told his reflection sternly. "She's your coworker. This is inappropriate on multiple levels."


He left the bathroom and dressed in clean boxers and a worn T-shirt that served as his standard sleeping attire. The familiar routine of preparing for bed offered some comfort, a return to normalcy after a day that had been anything but normal.


In his bedroom, Ben sat on the edge of his mattress, running his hands through his damp hair. Tomorrow would bring its own challenges – facing Ava, retrieving his phone, pretending that nothing had changed. But tonight, he needed to resolve his inner conflict enough to sleep.

Ben lay back on his bed, staring at the ceiling. Perhaps the simplest approach was the best – acknowledge his attraction, file it away as an interesting but irrelevant piece of self-knowledge, and move on. His relationship with Ava was professional. Whatever unusual chemistry might exist between them had no place in their workplace interactions.

Besides, he had a date with Melissa to look forward to. A normal date with a woman who presumably had all the expected anatomical features in all the expected places. No surprises, no confusion, no complicated questions about sexuality and attraction.


As Ben tried to settle into sleep, his mind continued its restless exploration of possibilities. Perhaps Ava wouldn't be at work tomorrow. Perhaps she'd call in sick, giving them both time to process what had happened. Or perhaps she'd pretend nothing had occurred, a mutual fiction that would allow their professional relationship to continue unaffected.


As sleep finally began to claim him, Ben's last conscious thought was of Ava's eyes in that moment of recognition – not the shock or embarrassment, but something deeper he had glimpsed beneath those immediate reactions. Something that might have been vulnerability, or perhaps a question that mirrored his own confused curiosity.


By morning, when his alarm jangled him awake with uncompromising mechanical insistence, Ben felt as though he hadn't slept at all. The early sunlight filtering through his blinds seemed too bright, too insistent on beginning a day he wasn't ready to face.

He sat up, running his hands through his hair, which had dried in chaotic patterns during the night. The confusion and arousal of the previous evening had settled into a dull, persistent uncertainty that sat in his chest like an unwelcome guest.

"One step at a time," he told himself as he swung his legs over the side of the bed. "Get dressed. Go to work. Act normal."

As Ben dressed for work, selecting one of his standard button-downs and a pair of khakis that neither stood out nor faded into invisibility, he made a decision. He would put yesterday's discovery aside, focus on his work, and proceed with his date with Melissa. He would pursue the life he had planned, the straightforward path that made sense to him and to the world.

Ava's secret was her own. His unexpected reaction to it was a curiosity, nothing more. With time and distance, both would fade into insignificance.


This resolution felt solid as Ben locked his apartment door behind him. It remained intact as he walked to his car, as he navigated morning traffic, as he parked in his usual spot in the company garage.

But as he rode the elevator up to his floor, a flutter of anticipation in his stomach betrayed the fragility of his determination. Despite his best intentions, his mind still burned with curiosity about Ava – not just about her huge dick, but about her life, her experiences, her perception of the world. And beneath that curiosity lay something warmer, more dangerous.

Ben stepped out of the elevator, his carefully constructed normalcy already beginning to crack. Whatever happened next, one thing was certain – the simple reality he had known before yesterday was gone, replaced by something far more complex, far more interesting, and far more frightening than he had ever anticipated.


CHAPTER FIVE


BEN NAVIGATED THE office corridor with the same precision he applied to debugging code - methodical, careful, and desperately trying to avoid unexpected errors. The morning light filtered through the half-closed blinds, casting zebra-stripe shadows across the industrial carpet, and he found himself counting each step, a futile attempt to distract himself from yesterday's catastrophic gym encounter. His hands were clammy as he clutched his coffee mug, but he felt a warmth creeping up his neck, an uncomfortable heat that he recognized as embarrassment waiting to ambush him again.

The break area buzzed with the usual morning energy - colleagues huddled around the coffee machine like worshippers at an altar, the rhythmic beep of the microwave heating someone's oatmeal, hushed conversations about weekend plans and project deadlines blending into a soft hum of productivity. Ben inhaled the comforting aroma of fresh coffee mingled with the faint scent of someone's cinnamon bagel, anchoring himself in the familiar.

"Twenty-three steps to my desk," he muttered under his breath, a childhood habit that resurfaced whenever anxiety threatened to overwhelm his carefully constructed composure. "Twenty-three steps and I'm safe."

The office printer hummed to life nearby, spitting out what looked like quarterly reports. A small group of marketing team members gathered by the water cooler, their laughter a little too loud for the still-waking environment. Ben envied their easy camaraderie, the way they shared space without the electric tension he now carried within himself.

He was seventeen steps from safety when he spotted her.

Ava Green stood at the intersection of the main corridor and the hallway leading to the creative department, her blonde ponytail catching the light. Ben's step faltered, his coffee sloshing dangerously close to the rim of his mug. Her blue eyes locked onto his with laser precision, and the slight upward curve of her lips suggested she'd been waiting for him.

The image from yesterday flashed unbidden in his mind. Something that redefined everything he thought he knew about her.

Ben's brain short-circuited. His carefully categorized world of ones and zeros, of logical functions and predictable outcomes, had no protocol for this situation. He considered his options: pretend he hadn't seen her, make a sudden turn toward the bathroom, or perhaps fake a phone call. But his body betrayed him, continuing forward on autopilot while his mind scrambled for an appropriate response subroutine.

She pushed off from the wall where she'd been leaning and stepped directly into his path, her movement casual yet deliberate. "Morning, Ben," she said, her voice carrying that distinctive upward lilt that somehow made everything sound like both a question and a challenge.

"M-morning," he managed, adjusting his glasses with his free hand. They weren't slipping; it was just something to do.

Ava glanced around at their colleagues, then leaned in slightly, reducing the radius of their conversation. She smelled like citrus and something warm - vanilla, maybe. "So, are we buttoning up yesterday's mishap or leaving it hanging?"

The double entendre was not lost on Ben, whose cheeks immediately flushed a shade that probably matched the emergency exit sign behind them. He opened his mouth to respond, but produced only a strangled sound that might have been the distant cousin of a word.

"I - " he started again, his brain firing emergency signals to his vocal cords. "That was - an accident." He winced. Ava's smile remained steady, but something danced across her eyes - vulnerability, perhaps, or concern. "Look, I just want to make sure we're... okay," she said, keeping her voice low.

A colleague from accounting walked by, nodding at them both. Ben nodded back with too much enthusiasm, his head bobbing like a dashboard ornament.

"We're fine," he said, once the colleague was out of earshot. "Completely fine. I didn't see anything." The lie fell flat, hanging between them like wet laundry.

"Right," Ava said, her eyebrow arching slightly. "And I wasn't... there wasn't anything to see."

Ben took a sip of coffee to buy time, but misjudged his approach and ended up with a drop on his chin. As he wiped it away with the back of his hand, he noticed Ava's eyes following the movement, her expression unreadable.

"It's just anatomy," she continued, her voice so low he had to lean in to hear her. The proximity sent a fresh wave of heat through his chest. "Everyone's got their own... configuration."

"Absolutely," Ben agreed hastily, now desperate to end the conversation. "Configurations. Yes. Very... diverse." He sounded like a malfunctioning diversity training module, and he knew it.

The water cooler group erupted in laughter again, drawing momentary attention from everyone in the break area. Ben and Ava both glanced over, then back at each other, the brief interruption somehow making the moment more intimate.

"I just don't want things to be weird," Ava said, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. "We work together, and I'm still new here, and - "

"Not weird at all," Ben interrupted, the words tumbling out too quickly. "Nothing weird. Just two coworkers having a normal conversation about... work." He cleared his throat. "How's that interface redesign coming along?"

Ava blinked, thrown by the abrupt subject change. "It's... fine. But Ben - "

"Great! That's great. I should really look at those bug reports Rich sent over. Very urgent. Critical, actually." He took a step backward, nearly colliding with a passing intern who scrambled to save her stack of papers.

"Ben," Ava tried again, reaching out as if to touch his arm but stopping just short. "We should probably talk about this properly at some point."

"Definitely. Absolutely. At a point. In the future." Each word felt like it was being pushed through a too-narrow tube. "But right now, I've got to..." He gestured vaguely toward his desk with his coffee mug.

Ava's shoulders dropped slightly, resignation settling across her features. "Sure. Later then."

Ben nodded, then executed what he hoped was a casual turn but felt more like a military pivot. He walked away with measured steps, fighting the urge to break into a sprint, feeling her eyes on his back like twin laser pointers.

Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty.

The muted conversations around him faded into white noise as he focused on just reaching his desk. The familiar weight of his anxiety pressed against his ribcage, but there was something else there too - a curiosity he wasn't ready to acknowledge, questions he wasn't prepared to articulate, even to himself.

Twenty-one. Twenty-two. Twenty-three.

He reached his desk and set his coffee down with exaggerated care, then sank into his chair, the wheels squeaking slightly under his weight. The office continued its morning routine around him - printers humming, keyboards clicking, distant phones ringing - but in Ben's mind, there was only the echo of Ava's words and the memory of what he'd seen in the gym. A puzzle piece that didn't fit his understanding of the world, yet somehow commanded his complete attention.

He turned to his computer and began typing random characters, just to look busy. Delete. Start again. His fingers moved automatically while his thoughts remained tangled in the break room conversation, in the peculiar mix of embarrassment and intrigue that followed him back to his desk like a persistent shadow.

Ben stared at the lines of code swimming before his eyes, their familiar syntax now as incomprehensible as ancient hieroglyphics. His cubicle, normally a sanctuary of order and logic, felt claustrophobic - the dual monitors glaring accusingly at his lack of productivity, the stacks of technical manuals organized by subject and frequency of use now just paper monuments to his inability to focus. He'd read the same function declaration seventeen times, and still couldn't make sense of it, his brain too busy replaying yesterday’s encounter in high-definition embarrassment.

His workspace reflected his methodical nature in every detail. The left monitor displayed his code editor with its dark theme and custom syntax highlighting - blues for variables, greens for functions, soft purples for comments. The right monitor showed the company's bug tracking system, a spreadsheet of tasks organized by priority, and a small window with system diagnostics perpetually running. His desk housed exactly three pens (black, blue, red) in a faded coffee mug from a tech conference three years ago, a notebook with graph paper for algorithm sketching, and a small rubber duck - a programmer's traditional debugging companion.

Even his sticky notes adhered to a system: yellow for urgent tasks, blue for meetings, green for personal reminders. Today, a yellow note demanded "Fix pagination bug in user dashboard," but it might as well have been written in a foreign language.

Ben removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. The office around him buzzed with the usual productivity - the clickety-clack of keyboards, hushed phone conversations, the occasional burst of laughter from the marketing department. Everyone else seemed to be operating at normal capacity while Ben's internal processor was caught in an infinite loop of social awkwardness.

"Configuration," he muttered to himself, cringing at his own choice of words during their conversation. Who talks about anatomical differences as "configurations"? He might as well have spouted binary code. He replaced his glasses and attempted once more to focus on the task at hand.

The pagination bug should have been simple enough - just a matter of adjusting the offset calculation in the API call. But each time he tried to think through the logic, his mind wandered back to Ava's eyes, the way they had widened slightly when she'd realized he was there in the gym, the flash of vulnerability before she'd composed herself. And what he had seen clearly despite the fleeting moment: an unmistakable penis, the size of which was unrivaled by any porn star. A measure he had ample experience with, according to the browsing history on his private laptop.

Ben typed a few characters, deleted them, then typed again. Delete. He sighed and reached for his coffee, now tepid and unappetizing.

It wasn't that he was judgmental. What tied his stomach in knots was the inadvertent invasion of privacy, the knowledge he wasn't supposed to have, and the awkward dance they were now performing around it.

He forced himself to type out a complete line of code, then another. The familiar rhythm of programming began to soothe his frayed nerves. Variables declared, function called, error handled. There was comfort in the predictable cause-and-effect of code, where inputs determined outputs in ways that human interactions never did.

Just as he was finding his stride, a soft chime from his computer interrupted his concentration. His instant messaging client had minimized itself to the taskbar, but a small notification bubble indicated a new message. He clicked to expand it, expecting a question from a colleague about API documentation or perhaps a reminder about the team stand-up meeting.

Instead, Ava Green's name appeared in bold at the top of the chat window.

Ben's heart executed what felt like a SQL query with no optimization, scanning through every possible message she might have sent. He adjusted his glasses, a nervous habit that returned whenever he felt out of his depth, and clicked on the conversation.

Ava Green: Please, don't tell anyone.

Five simple words that contained volumes. Ben stared at them, watching the cursor blink rhythmically as he contemplated his response. The message sat there, naked and vulnerable on his screen, demanding acknowledgment.

He began typing, then deleted his words. Started again. Deleted again. Writing code was easy - it followed logical patterns, had clear syntax rules. But this? This required a different kind of precision, where the wrong word could cause hurt rather than just a compiler error.

The programmer in him wanted to request clarification, to ensure his response addressed the correct concern, but the human in him recognized the implicit meaning.

His fingers hovered over the keyboard for another moment before he finally responded.

Ben Jennings: I would never. Your privacy is important.

He watched as the "Ava is typing" indicator appeared, disappeared, then appeared again. She was struggling with the conversation as much as he was.

Ava Green: Thank you. I'm not usually so careless. It's just, the gym was empty the whole time.

Ben winced, imagining her discomfort.

Ben Jennings: It was completely my fault. I should have made more noise coming in or something.

Another pause, longer this time.

Ava Green: So... you saw?

The directness of the question caught him off guard. Ben adjusted his glasses again, though they hadn't moved, and considered lying. But what was the point? The awkwardness between them existed precisely because they both knew what had happened.

Ben Jennings: Yes. But it doesn't change anything.

He hit send, then immediately worried it was the wrong thing to say. Change what, exactly? Their non-existent relationship? Their professional interactions? He hurried to clarify.

Ben Jennings: What I mean is, it's not something I would judge anyone for. It's personal, and it's your business, not mine.

The response came faster this time.

Ava Green: I appreciate that. Most people aren't so understanding when they find out.

Ben felt a twinge of something - sorrow, perhaps, at the implication that she'd faced judgment before, or maybe pride that she considered him "understanding" despite his fumbling attempts at conversation.

Ben Jennings: People should mind their own business. And speaking of which, I promise this stays between us.

Ava Green: Thanks. That means a lot.

There was a pause, and Ben thought the conversation might be over, but then she sent another message.

Ava Green: And thanks for not being weird about it. Well, no weirder than you usually are. 😉

The small emoji at the end transformed the message, injecting a lightness that had been absent from their earlier interaction. Ben felt a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth, a welcome release from the tension he'd been carrying.

Ben Jennings: I'm consistently weird. It's part of my charm.

Ava Green: Definitely charming in your own peculiar way.

Ben stared at the words, an unexpected warmth spreading through his chest. Was she flirting? Or just being friendly? The ambiguity of text communication was yet another variable he couldn't quite solve for.

Ava Green: Anyway, I should let you get back to work. Those bugs won't fix themselves!

Ben Jennings: Unfortunately true. Talk to you later.

Ava Green: 👍

The conversation window went quiet, but Ben continued to look at it for several seconds, processing what had just transpired. The exchange had cleared the air somewhat, replacing the thick fog of awkwardness with a lighter mist of uncertainty. She wasn't angry with him. She didn't seem to be avoiding him. And most importantly, she trusted him with a personal secret.

He minimized the chat window and returned to his code editor, the function declaration suddenly making perfect sense again. His fingers moved across the keyboard with renewed purpose, finding comfort in the familiar syntax. The pagination bug surrendered quickly to his focused attention, and he found himself moving on to the next task with unusual efficiency.

Occasionally, his mind would drift back to their conversation, to the emoji she'd sent, to the implication that she found him "charming in his own peculiar way." Each time, he'd feel that same warmth in his chest, followed by confusion about why her opinion mattered so much.

It was only much later, as he was commenting a particularly elegant solution to a caching problem, that Ben realized he'd gone hours without thinking about the specific anatomical detail that had started this whole situation. Instead, he'd been thinking about Ava herself - her confidence, her directness, the trust she'd placed in him. That seemed significant, though he wasn't quite sure why.

He saved his code changes and committed them to the repository, adding a detailed comment explaining his approach. Order restored, variables accounted for. Yet something had shifted, a new element introduced into his carefully structured world. Not an error, not a bug, but a feature he hadn't anticipated - one that would require further exploration.

A week had crawled by with the sluggish determination of a progress bar at ninety-nine percent. Ben crafted his days around strategic avoidance - arriving early to grab coffee before the usual rush, timing his lunch breaks to minimize the chance of elevator encounters, and keeping his eyes fixed on his monitor whenever footsteps approached his cubicle. The few interactions he couldn't escape with Ava had been stripped down to their barest essentials: a curt nod in the hallway, a murmured "morning" by the printer, the studied fascination with elevator buttons during their twelve-second shared rides.

Tuesday morning found them trapped in elevator purgatory, just the two of them ascending from the lobby to the fourteenth floor. Ben had nearly sprained an ankle lunging for the closing doors, only to freeze when he saw the sole occupant. Ava stood in the back corner, her blonde ponytail immaculate as always, a tablet clutched to her chest like a shield.

"Hi," she'd said, her voice neutral.

"Morning," he'd replied, turning to face the doors with such determination that he might have been trying to open them through sheer force of will.

The elevator had hummed its mechanical tune as they rose, floor numbers lighting up in sequence. Ben had counted each one, a meditation on numerals to distract from the scent of Ava's citrus perfume and the weight of unspoken words hanging between them.

When the doors finally opened on their floor, he'd gestured for her to exit first - a polite reflex that backfired when she murmured "Thanks" close enough for him to feel the warmth of her breath. He'd maintained a careful three paces behind her until she turned toward her desk.

The rest of the day offered similar moments of strained courtesy - the awkward dance of two people sharing workspace while pretending the other was little more than office furniture. Ben mastered the art of timing his movements, learning Ava's schedule through careful observation. She took coffee at ten and two, used the restroom at predictable intervals, and often worked through lunch at her desk. Information he cataloged not out of interest, he told himself, but for tactical evasion.

By the end of the day, the pattern had calcified into something approaching normal. The tension remained, but like an old injury, he'd learned to work around it.

The sun slanted through the high windows of the development department, casting long rectangles of light across the gray carpet. Ben sat hunched over his keyboard, deep in the flow state that made minutes blur into hours. The Merrison project had finally come together, its bugs squashed, its functionality smooth. Lines of code scrolled past as he performed final tests, each successful operation bringing a small surge of satisfaction.

His world had narrowed to the dimensions of his screens, the outside office fading to white noise. This was where he belonged - in the orderly realm of logic and structure, where problems had solutions and variables behaved according to defined parameters.

A soft chime broke his concentration.

Not the company chat - a different notification sound. Ben blinked, pulling himself reluctantly from the depths of code to the surface reality of his cluttered desk and the afternoon sun now warming his left arm.

He clicked on the notification, expecting perhaps his sister with another request for tech support or his mother with her weekly check-in. Instead, Melissa Hargrave's name appeared in the chat window of the dating app.

His eyebrows rose slightly, a small involuntary reaction to the unexpected.

Melissa: Hey Ben! Hope I'm not interrupting your Friday coding marathon. Just wondering if you might be interested in grabbing dinner sometime next week? I discovered this amazing Thai place that doesn't drown everything in peanut sauce (I remembered you mentioned a peanut allergy).

Ben stared at the message, reading it twice to ensure he hadn't misinterpreted. Was this... was she asking him out? The thought produced a surprisingly pleasant reaction, a welcome contrast to the knot of tension that had been sitting in his chest since his encounter with Ava.

Melissa. He conjured her image - dark hair cut in a practical bob, glasses similar to his own but with tortoiseshell frames, a smile that appeared infrequently but transformed her serious face when it did. She seemed sweet, thoughtful, and refreshingly straightforward. No complications, no awkward secrets.

His fingers hovered over the keyboard as he considered his response. Around him, the office continued its Thursday afternoon wind-down - developers finishing tasks before the weekend, the occasional burst of laughter from the break room, someone rolling their chair across the floor to consult with a colleague. Normal workplace sounds, a reassuring backdrop to this unexpected moment.

Ben: Not interrupting at all. Dinner sounds great. When were you thinking?

He hit send before he could overthink it, then immediately wondered if he'd sounded too eager or not eager enough. These calculations exhausted him - the constant recalibration of tone, the search for hidden meanings in simple phrases.

The response came quickly:

Melissa: How about Friday? Unless you'd prefer something next week?

Ben ran through his mental calendar. The company Christmas party was this Friday, an event he'd planned to make a brief appearance at before slipping away. Next Friday was clear.

Ben: Next Friday is better.

He added a smile emoji, then deleted it, then retyped it, then deleted it again before hitting send without it. Emoji semantics were yet another social complexity he'd never mastered - the difference between friendly and overly familiar, between enthusiasm and desperation.

Melissa: Great! Should we say 7:00? I can text you the address, or we could meet somewhere first if you prefer.

Ben found himself smiling at the screen, a genuine expression that felt foreign after a week of tense encounters and careful avoidance.

Ben: 7:00 is perfect. You can send me the address, and I'll meet you there.

A pause, then:

Melissa: It's a date then. :) Looking forward to it!

A date. The word carried weight, defining this as something beyond a casual meetup between colleagues. Ben's smile widened slightly. A date with someone uncomplicated, someone whose presence didn't tie his stomach in knots or send his thoughts spinning in confused circles.

The chat window fell silent, but the effect of the exchange lingered. Ben sat back in his chair, a peculiar lightness spreading through him. The ambient drone of the office seemed to slow, as if the world had briefly paused to acknowledge this moment of normal human connection.

A date. With a woman who was smart and straightforward, who remembered his peanut allergy, who didn't carry complications or secrets. The prospect shone like a beacon of normalcy in the fog of the past week.

He turned back to his code, fingers moving over the keyboard with renewed focus. The afternoon light shifted, throwing new patterns across his desk as the sun continued its arc toward evening. For the first time in days, the tension in his shoulders eased slightly.

When he glanced up sometime later and caught sight of Ava walking past the development area, her ponytail swinging with each confident step, the twist in his stomach felt more manageable somehow. He watched her stop to chat with a coworker, her hands animated as she described something, her smile bright and engaging.

Still beautiful, still intriguing, still complicated. But now, with the promise of dinner with Melissa, the pull he felt toward Ava seemed less overwhelming. Less consuming.

Ben returned to his screen, where lines of code waited with their comforting logic and predictable outcomes. He had a date to look forward to. A normal date with none of the complicated feelings that Ava stirred up. For now, that was enough - more than enough - to bring a small, satisfied smile to his face as he worked through the final hours of the day.


CHAPTER SIX


THURSDAY MORNING STARTED off with a rushed meeting invite from Rich, causing everyone to scurry in confusion to find the right room before the meeting got started. Completely oblivious, Ben was still filling his mug at the coffee machine, when Michael passed him, rolling his eyes. “No time for that when Richard has more brilliant ideas in store.” The sarcasm was palpable. Ben sighed and fell in line behind Michael.

The conference room was a vacuum of air and ideas, each breath and thought suffocated by Rich’s massive presence and even larger voice. A yellowed motivational poster declared "Innovate!" in peeling letters behind him, while another threatened "Synergy" like a commandment. Ben sat pinned between Rich’s meaty arm and the blue plastic rim of an overflowing recycling bin, trapped in the eddy of human heat and murmured discontent. He adjusted his glasses, watching Rich’s words bounce off the room's cinder block walls and onto a dozen unwilling eardrums. Across the table, Ava doodled something intricate in the margin of her agenda, the picture catching more of her focus than the actual meeting. When their eyes met, her mouth twitched into a barely concealed grin, like they were co-conspirators in the heist of each other’s sanity. Ben almost grinned back before Rich announced that the two of them would be collaborating on the new employee onboarding process.

Rich paced in front of the room's scuffed whiteboard, conducting the meeting with the finesse of an amateur symphony orchestra—loud, jumbled, and painfully earnest. His voice reverberated off the walls, droning on about project deadlines and quarterly reviews. Ben did his best to appear attentive, nodding occasionally to give the illusion of engagement, but his mind wandered to the more immediate concern of how he would survive the next hour without suffocating.

The long table was crammed with their team, laptops and notepads cluttering every inch of space. A coffee stain on the far end bled into a sad ring of paper cups. People shifted in their seats, whispering and jotting down notes, the ambient noise adding to the sense of claustrophobia. Rich had insisted on full attendance, so everyone from senior developers to the summer intern was present, jammed into the room like Tetris blocks. Ben felt each second tick by with torturous slowness, a prisoner of both the meeting and his own internal drama.

Ava sat directly across from him, pretending to pay attention while sketching something elaborate in her notebook. Her blonde hair was tied back, and she wore a bright green sweater that seemed to defy the gloom of the room. She caught Ben’s eye and gave him a knowing look, a silent acknowledgment of the absurdity they both found themselves in. He attempted a smile in return but felt it die on his lips when Rich started assigning tasks.

“Alright, people, listen up,” Rich bellowed, clapping his hands for emphasis. “We've got a lot to tackle before the new year. Marketing needs to finish their pitch by the 15th, and I want devs working with QA on the new feature set. We've got a company to run, folks. Let’s hustle!”

Ben blinked, willing himself to focus, but his mind kept slipping back to the thought of working with Ava. The more he considered it, the more he felt like a bug caught in a trap of its own making, struggling with emotions and uncertainty.

“And,” Rich paused, ensuring everyone’s attention before his grand finale. “I want Ben and Ava to team up on documenting and refining the employee onboarding process.”

Ben's stomach flipped. He risked another glance at Ava, expecting her to be as dismayed as he was, but found her looking intrigued—excited, even. She met his gaze with a spark in her eye that sent his thoughts scattering like marbles on a linoleum floor. His plan to keep a careful distance evaporated in an instant, leaving him to wonder how he’d survive the close quarters of an actual collaboration.

The room responded with the low rumble of voices and the rustling of papers. Rich, apparently satisfied with his masterstroke, moved on to other topics, but Ben was too caught up in his own spiral to care.

Ava’s pen paused over her notebook, and she tilted her head in Ben’s direction, the hint of a smirk playing on her lips. Was she mocking him? Or was it something else—a challenge, maybe? He couldn't tell, and it frustrated him almost as much as the assignment itself.

She scribbled a note and passed it to the person next to her, who handed it to Ben with a puzzled look. He unfolded it carefully, as if it might explode, and read the single line scrawled across the page:

“Guess you can’t avoid me now, Mr. Configurations 😊”

Ben’s face went hot. He looked up, half expecting to find the whole room watching, but no one seemed to notice his moment of panic. Ava, meanwhile, appeared immensely pleased with herself, biting back a laugh. He wished he could be so casual about the whole thing, wished he could muster even half her confidence. Instead, he felt like a cornered animal—cornered and strangely exhilarated.

A new flurry of thoughts tumbled through his mind as he tried to reconcile the dread and anticipation. Did she see this as a game? Was she testing him? Testing them? Each question was as confusing as the last, leaving him dizzy and off-kilter. He attempted to regain his footing, forced himself to imagine the task as just another project, something to be completed with logical steps and clear deliverables. But there was no algorithm for this situation, no predictable outcome.

“Ben,” Rich’s booming voice snapped him back to the present, “you got all that?”

“Uh, yes. Yes, of course.” Ben nodded rapidly, a bobblehead of enthusiasm. He scribbled a few words in his notebook to look busy, but his mind was elsewhere, consumed by the prospect of working so closely with Ava.

He glanced her way again. This time, she didn’t look away. Instead, she met his gaze with a steady assurance that both terrified and intrigued him. The assignment was daunting, but it was more than that—it was an opportunity, an unasked-for chance to see if he could navigate this mess of feelings and professional duty without self-destructing. He just wasn’t sure if he should thank Rich or blame him.

Ava raised an eyebrow, the unspoken question clear: You ready for this? He had no answer. Not yet, anyway.

Rich droned on, but Ben heard little of it. He was lost in a feedback loop, replaying Ava's smile, her note, the gleam in her eye. By the time Rich declared the meeting over and the team began filing out, Ben still hadn’t fully processed what had just happened.

The room emptied slowly, chairs scraping against the linoleum floor as people gathered their things and mumbled plans for lunch. Ben remained seated, half dazed and half elated, caught in the weird limbo of dread and anticipation. The potential fallout of working with Ava loomed large, but so did the promise of figuring out exactly what this meant—for both of them.

She was one of the last to leave, her steps unhurried. As she passed him, Ava paused for a fraction of a second, just long enough to plant a thought in his mind and a knot in his gut. “Should be fun,” she said softly, so that only he could hear, and flashed him a smile that he felt all the way to his toes.

Fun wasn’t the word Ben would have chosen. Complicated, maybe. Or terrifying. But the way she said it, with such confidence and ease, made him reconsider. It was as if she'd extended an invitation to let things be less intense than he'd imagined. As if she was offering to guide him through the labyrinth he'd made out of their situation.

The last of the team members trickled out, leaving him alone in the silent room. He sat still for a moment, surrounded by empty chairs and the echo of Rich's pronouncements, letting it all sink in. Ava's confidence, her humor, her entire approach—Ben wasn't sure if he could match it, wasn't sure if he even should try. But he was certain of one thing: he'd been given a chance to figure it out.

He gathered his notes and headed for the door, feeling the weight of the unknown stretch out before him. It was daunting and exciting all at once, a puzzle that refused to stay in neat, orderly pieces.

The hallway felt wider, less confining, as he stepped into it. He walked toward his desk with a lighter step than before, feeling something unexpected alongside his anxiety—something that felt an awful lot like hope.

Ben's fingers hovered over his keyboard, not quite touching the keys, suspended in that liminal space between thought and action. The task seemed simple enough—document an onboarding process with Ava—but his mind kept circling back to their encounter at the gym, replaying it with the relentless precision of debugging code. He needed to approach this professionally, efficiently, with none of the awkwardness that now sat between them like an unacknowledged bug in a clean build.

"Just power through it," he muttered to himself, finally letting his fingers connect with the keyboard. The familiar clacking sound grounded him somewhat as he pulled up the project details Rich had emailed them both that morning.

His inbox was a monument to corporate tedium—meeting invites, system updates, and the occasional passive-aggressive memo from HR about kitchen etiquette. But Rich's email stood out, its subject line bolded and unread: "URGENT: Onboarding Documentation Overhaul."

Ben clicked it open, though he'd already read it twice.

*Ben and Ava,*

*Following yesterday's quarterly review, we've identified significant gaps in our onboarding documentation. As our most detail-oriented developer and my astute assistant, you're the perfect team to document the process from both perspectives.*

*I need a comprehensive guide by EOD tomorrow. This is top priority.*

*Richard Jones*

*Project Manager*

No "please," no "thank you"—just Rich being Rich. Ben's mouth twitched into a brief, humorless smile. The email was classic Rich: vague requirements, impossible deadline, and the subtle implication that your weekend plans were less important than whatever fire he'd suddenly discovered needed extinguishing.

Ben glanced at the clock in the corner of his screen. It was already past two. If they were going to finish this by tomorrow, they needed to start immediately. Which meant he needed to contact Ava. Which meant...

His throat felt suddenly dry. He reached for his water bottle, taking a long, deliberate sip.

Since the gym incident, he'd managed to avoid more than cursory interaction with Ava. A nod in the hallway. A perfunctory "morning" at the coffee machine. But this assignment would require hours of collaboration. Hours of sitting together, talking, working through the details.

Ben ran his fingers through his hair, leaving it more disheveled than before. He adjusted his glasses and weighed his options. They could work at his desk, but the thought made his shoulders tense. His workspace was his sanctuary, with everything arranged just so—monitors at the perfect height, keyboard positioned precisely, desk clear of unnecessary items. Having her in that space would be... disruptive.

They could work at her desk, but that presented its own challenges. More importantly, either option would mean sitting side by side. Close enough that their elbows might touch. Close enough that he might catch the scent of her shampoo or perfume. Close enough to be reminded of what he'd seen at the gym—what he'd been trying very hard not to think about since.

"A meeting room," he decided aloud, the solution presenting itself with the clean elegance of well-written code. Meeting rooms were neutral territory. Professional. Spacious enough that they could sit across from each other instead of side by side.

He navigated to the company's room booking system, clicking through the available options. Most of the smaller rooms were booked solid—last-minute meetings before the weekend break, no doubt—but Conference Room D was available. It was one of the larger rooms, rarely used except for all-hands meetings or client presentations. For just two people, it would be almost comically oversized.

Perfect.

He booked it for the remainder of the afternoon, then paused, cursor hovering over the "Invite Attendees" field. What was the proper etiquette here? A formal calendar invite seemed oddly stiff for a coworker he'd need to work closely with for the next several hours. But a casual message might seem too familiar after the awkwardness between them.

In the end, he opted for a simple message:

*Hi Ava, Rich assigned us that onboarding documentation project. I've booked Conference Room D for us to work on it this afternoon. Let me know if that works for you.*

Professional. Direct. No mention of gyms or showers or anything else unrelated to work. He hit send before he could overthink it further.

Her response came almost immediately, a single thumbs-up emoji. Ben felt a twinge of relief mixed with a new anxiety. At least she'd agreed. Now he just had to get through the next few hours without making things more awkward between them.

He gathered his laptop, notebook, and a pen—the smooth-writing gel one he reserved for important tasks. As he stood to leave, he caught his reflection in the darkened screen of his secondary monitor. His hair was a mess, his sweater slightly rumpled. He smoothed both as best he could, then straightened his glasses.

"Professional," he reminded himself. "Efficient. Just focus on the task."

The walk to Conference Room D took him past the break room, where a small group of developers huddled around the coffee machine, laughing about something. Past the finance department, where spreadsheets glowed on every screen. Past Rich's office, mercifully empty, the blinds drawn.

With each step, Ben rehearsed how the interaction might go. They would greet each other politely. They would discuss the project requirements. They would divide the work logically. There would be no mention of anything personal. No acknowledgment of the tension between them. Just two colleagues working together on a assigned task.

His hands felt clammy as he pushed open the door to Conference Room D, but he felt a warmth in his chest, an uncomfortable heat that he recognized as anxiety. He was overreacting. It was just a work project. Just a few hours of collaboration. He could handle this.

He chose a seat at the far end of the long table, near the door—an unconscious positioning that gave him a clear exit route. He set up his laptop, opened a new document, and titled it "Onboarding Documentation." He typed his name and the date, then stopped, cursor blinking expectantly.

All he had to do now was wait for Ava to arrive. And try very hard not to think about what was under her professional attire.

Conference Room D yawned around Ben like an emptied stadium, its faded navy walls seeming to recede into the distance. The long oak table gleamed under fluorescent lights, polished to a shine that reflected his anxious expression back at him as he arranged his laptop and notebook with mechanical precision. Twenty-four chairs stood sentinel around the table—twenty-two of them entirely unnecessary for a meeting of two people—but the excess space was exactly what he'd been seeking: room to breathe, room to maintain professional distance.

He checked his watch, then glanced at his phone. No messages from Ava beyond that initial thumbs-up. He drummed his fingers on the table, then stopped abruptly, annoyed at his own nervousness. This was a work assignment, nothing more. He typed a quick text: "In Conference Room D whenever you're ready."

Three minutes later—he'd been watching the clock on his laptop—the door swung open. Ava stepped in, her blonde ponytail swinging with the momentum of her entrance. She paused, blue eyes widening as she surveyed the cavernous space.

"This room's so big, even our ideas get lost in here," she quipped, her voice bouncing off the high ceiling. "Are we expecting the entire development team to join us?"

The corner of Ben's mouth twitched upward involuntarily. "I wanted to make sure we had enough space to, uh, spread out our thoughts."

"Mission accomplished," Ava said, gesturing to the expanse between them as she settled into a chair, not directly across from him but at a diagonal that felt both respectful of his space and not overtly distant. "I think there's room for our thoughts, their extended families, and possibly a small orchestra."

Ben's shoulders relaxed a fraction. Her humor made the room feel less empty, less fraught with the tension he'd been anticipating. He watched as she unpacked her laptop, a well-worn MacBook covered in stickers—mostly design-related logos, with a few colorful cartoon characters he didn't recognize.

"So," she said, looking up at him with a smile that seemed only slightly forced, "Rich's urgent documentation crisis. Do we think the company will collapse if we don't catalog every aspect of how to log into the system by tomorrow?"

"Absolutely," Ben replied, his voice dry as sandpaper. "I'm surprised he didn't classify it as 'apocalypse-level urgent' instead of merely 'urgent.'"

Ava snorted, a surprisingly inelegant sound that contrasted with her polished appearance. "I've been here a week, and I still can't tell if he's always like this or if I'm special."

"Oh, it's not you," Ben said, relaxing enough to lean back slightly in his chair. "Last quarter he had me rewrite the entire debugging protocol documentation over a weekend because, and I quote, 'the font seems inconsistent.'"

"You're kidding." Ava's eyes widened.

"I wish I were. Turned out he was viewing it on a browser that didn't support the embedded font."

Ava's laugh echoed in the large room, genuine and uninhibited. "That explains the email I got last week asking me to 'jazz up' the Powerpoint templates. When I asked for specifics, he just repeated 'make them pop' three times.

Ben found himself chuckling, a rusty sound he didn't often hear from himself at work. "The Rich Jones School of Feedback: vague, urgent, and usually solved by closing and reopening the application."

Their eyes met across the table, and for a moment, the awkwardness that had hung between them since the gym incident seemed to dissipate. They were just two colleagues united in their mild exasperation with their demanding boss.

"So," Ben said, pulling himself back to the task at hand, "onboarding documentation. I was thinking we could start by mapping out the current process, then identify the gaps and—"

"Oh god, you're one of those people who actually has a methodical approach," Ava interrupted, but her tone was warm, teasing rather than critical. "I usually just throw stuff at the page until something sticks."

"Let me guess—you're a 'move fast and break things type?" Ben adjusted his glasses, but he was smiling slightly.

"More like 'panic and produce under pressure,'" Ava replied, opening her laptop. "But I'm willing to be methodically guided by your superior documentation expertise."

They fell into a rhythm after that, more comfortable than Ben had anticipated. He outlined the technical aspects of the onboarding process—system access, repository permissions, development environment setup—while Ava focused on the perspective of being newly hired, noting pain points and confusing elements from her recent onboarding experience.

"The worst part," she said, after they'd been working for nearly an hour, "was trying to figure out the VPN setup with zero instructions. I ended up watching YouTube tutorials at 2 AM, convinced I was going to get fired on my second day for not being able to connect to the server."

"That's exactly the kind of thing we need to document," Ben nodded, making a note. "I forget how intimidating that can be for new hires."

Ava glanced up from her screen, her expression suddenly more serious. "You know what's actually intimidating? Trying to afford rent in this city on an entry-level salary while paying off student loans." She gave a little laugh that didn't quite reach her eyes. "That's why I'm back living with my parents at twenty-four. Talk about an onboarding failure."

The personal admission caught Ben off-guard. He paused, uncertain how to respond to this sudden shift into personal territory.

"That's... tough," he offered finally. "Housing costs are insane right now."

"Tell me about it," Ava said, leaning back in her chair. "I had this cute little studio apartment for exactly three months before I realized I was eating ramen for dinner five nights a week just to make rent." She shook her head. "Moving back home was humiliating, but at least now I can afford vegetables. And my mom does my laundry sometimes, which is a weird perk of adult failure."

"That's not failure," Ben said, surprising himself with how quickly he defended her. "That's being practical."

Ava's smile returned, warmer this time. "That's very generous of you. But try explaining that to my date last week when I had to suggest we go back to his place because mine is currently decorated with my childhood stuffed animal collection and posters of bands I liked when I was fourteen."

Ben felt a curious twinge at the mention of her dating someone, which he immediately filed away to examine never. "At least you have an excuse for weird decor. My apartment just looks like that because I have no design sense."

That made her laugh again. "I could help with that, you know. Professional expertise and all."

"I think my apartment is beyond professional help." Ben glanced at his notes, then back at Ava. "What's the strangest thing you've been asked to do at work? Besides this project, I mean."

Ava considered for a moment. "Well, there was the time at my last job when the CEO asked me to design a logo for his son's garage band. Paid job, not a favor, but he wanted it to 'capture the essence of rebellious youth while remaining appropriate for a college application portfolio.'"

"That's... specific."

"The band was called Death Metal Kittens, so I had some creative challenges," Ava said with a straight face.

They both dissolved into laughter, the sound filling the oversized room in a way that made it feel suddenly less empty, less formal.

In the comfortable silence that followed, Ben found himself fidgeting with his pen, turning it over between his fingers as a thought that had been nagging at him all afternoon finally pushed its way to the surface.

"About what happened at the gym," he began, his voice quieter than before. "I wanted to apologize again for walking in on you. I really didn’t mean to—"

"Oh god," Ava interrupted, a flush of pink rising to her cheeks, though her smile didn't falter. "Are we really bringing that up? I was hoping we could pretend it never happened through the power of mutual workplace avoidance."

"I just wanted to make sure things weren't... weird." Ben felt his own face growing warm. "Between us, I mean. Professionally."

Ava tilted her head, studying him with an expression he couldn't quite read. "Bet you don't come across shower surprises like that every day," she said finally, her tone light but with an undercurrent he couldn't identify.

The air between them seemed to thicken, charged with something that wasn't quite embarrassment but wasn't quite comfortable either. Ben's mind flashed, unbidden, to the image of Ava coming out of the shower, water cascading down her curves, the unexpected revelation of what hung between her legs—

He cleared his throat, perhaps too loudly. "I, uh, I didn’t mean to. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going."

"At least you didn’t knock your head against the door," Ava pointed out humorously, mercifully steering them back toward safer terrain. "Although, that could have given me some warning. Maybe next time you should check which door you’re entering."

"Deal," Ben agreed, relieved.

They returned to their documentation work with renewed focus, the earlier awkwardness largely dispelled by their shared laughter and now by the mutual agreement to move past the gym incident. The afternoon stretched on, punctuated by the soft clicking of keyboards and occasional questions or comments.

By five-thirty, they had assembled a comprehensive onboarding guide that addressed both technical setup and user experience considerations, complete with step-by-step instructions and troubleshooting tips for common issues.

"I think Rich might actually be impressed," Ava said as she saved the final version of the document. "Though he'll probably just grunt and assign us something equally urgent for next week."

"At least we work well together," Ben replied, surprising himself with how genuine the statement felt. Despite his initial anxiety, the afternoon had been not only productive but also unexpectedly enjoyable.

"We do, don't we?" Ava smiled as she closed her laptop and began packing up her things. "Must be your methodical influence balancing my chaos."

Ben returned the smile, feeling lighter than he had in days. "Or your creativity balancing my rigidity."

They walked together toward the door, the large conference room now feeling less like an awkward choice and more like a space they had somehow made their own over the course of the afternoon.

As they reached the doorway, Ava paused, turning to face him. "Are you going to the Christmas party tomorrow night?" she asked, her tone casual but her eyes watching him with a hint of something more focused than mere curiosity.

"I was planning to make an appearance," Ben said cautiously. "Are you?"

"Wouldn't miss it," Ava replied. "Maybe you can save me a dance?"

There was a playfulness in her voice that hadn't been there earlier, a subtle shift in her demeanor that made Ben's heartbeat quicken slightly. This wasn't just colleague banter; this felt like something adjacent to flirtation.

"I'm not much of a dancer," he admitted, adjusting his glasses in a nervous gesture.

"Everyone's a dancer when there’s an open bar," Ava countered with a grin.

Their eyes met for a moment longer than was strictly necessary, and Ben felt a curious warmth spreading through his chest that had nothing to do with the building's overzealous heating system.

"I'll think about it," he promised, and was surprised to find that he meant it.

As they parted ways in the hallway—Ben headed back to his desk to gather his things—he found himself replaying their conversation, analyzing the subtle shifts in tone and expression, wondering if he had imagined the interest in her eyes when she'd mentioned dancing.

He had a date with Melissa next week, he reminded himself firmly. A proper date, one he'd been looking forward to, with someone straightforward and uncomplicated. Someone who didn't make his heart race with a simple suggestion of dancing. Someone who didn't challenge his understanding of attraction and desire in ways that left him confused and intrigued in equal measure.

And yet, as he collected his jacket and turned off his computer, it was Ava's laugh that echoed in his mind, Ava's eyes he saw when he closed his own, Ava's invitation that lingered like a promise—or a warning—of something unexpected on the horizon.

As he entered the parking garage, he turned toward his own car, keys cold in his palm as the winter air nipped at his exposed skin. Tomorrow was the Christmas party. Tomorrow Ava would be there, possibly expecting that dance she'd mentioned. Tomorrow he would have to face what these confusing feelings meant—and what, if anything, he intended to do about them.

The soft clink of his keys against his phone as he slid them both into his pocket seemed to punctuate his unresolved thoughts, a small, discordant note in an evening that should have been simple but had somehow become anything but.


CHAPTER SEVEN


THE PARKING GARAGE smelled of winter – cold concrete, exhaust fumes, and the faint pine scent from someone's car freshener. Ben Jennings pulled his Civic into his usual spot, cut the engine, and sat for a moment, his fingers tapping an uneven rhythm on the steering wheel. Tonight was the company Christmas party, and somewhere between his apartment and the office, Ava Green's words had lodged themselves in his brain like a splinter: "Save me a dance."

He reached for the garment bag hanging in the back seat, careful not to wrinkle the dark blue button-down and charcoal slacks he'd selected after an embarrassingly long deliberation last night. The clothes weren't particularly special – safe choices that wouldn't draw attention – but they were the best he had. He draped the bag over his arm and popped the trunk to retrieve his dress shoes, which he'd polished to a modest shine. Normal Friday attire at Green Grove was casual, but the evening called for something more.

The elevator hummed as it carried him upward, and Ben found himself alone with his thoughts. Ava's invitation from yesterday kept replaying in his mind. Had she been serious? The way she'd said it – with that slight tilt of her head and the corner of her mouth quirked into a half-smile – suggested flirtation, but he'd misread signals before.

"Save me a dance," she'd said, leaning against his desk as she was leaving, her blonde ponytail swinging with the movement.

And then there was the complication. The one he both couldn't stop thinking about and couldn't quite reconcile. Ava was not like other women, something he’d known for a while now – and while Ben considered himself progressive, the reality of potentially slow-dancing with her, bodies pressed close... Would he feel her against him? The thought made his stomach flip in a way he couldn't quite categorize as unpleasant.

He felt a warmth in his chest, an uncomfortable heat that he recognized as a mixture of desire and anxiety. The truth was, he preferred the possibility of awkwardness in a dance with Ava to the idea that she wasn't interested in him at all.

The day unfolded in lines of code and bug reports. Ben's fingers moved mechanically over his keyboard, his mind only partially engaged with the JavaScript framework he was troubleshooting. Every so often, he'd glance toward where Ava usually sat, but her desk remained empty. A team meeting, he recalled. The quarterly review presentations were happening today and she probably had a stake in that.

"Earth to Ben," Michael's voice cut through his concentration around noon. His lanky friend leaned over the cubicle divider, thick-rimmed glasses slightly askew. "Lunch?"

Ben saved his work. "Yeah, sure."

In the breakroom, Michael launched into an elaborate tale of his supposed weekend conquest – a bartender who, if Ben's mental math was correct, possessed both the flexibility of an Olympic gymnast and the stamina of a marathon runner.

"And that's when she said she'd never seen anyone handle a joystick with such precision," Michael concluded with a smirk, biting into his sandwich.

"Sounds implausible," Ben muttered, picking at his salad.

"You're just jealous," Michael retorted. "Speaking of which, you coming to the party tonight? What do you think Ava will be wearing?"

Ben nearly choked on a cherry tomato. "Don’t be gross."

"Whatever you say, man." Michael shrugged.

The afternoon dragged. Ben buried himself in code, only occasionally checking the time. At 3:30, he heard the first signs of the office transformation – the scrape of furniture being moved, the rustle of decorations being unpacked, the rising chatter as work priorities shifted to party preparations.

By 4:15, the office had metamorphosed. The overhead fluorescents had been dimmed in favor of string lights that cast a warm glow over the space. The conference room tables had been pushed together and covered with red tablecloths, already holding platters of finger foods and bottles of wine. A small sound system was being set up in the corner, and someone had hung paper snowflakes from the ceiling.

Ben slipped away to the men's room at 4:45 to change. The stall was cramped, and he struggled with his buttons, fingers suddenly clumsy with nerves. He splashed cold water on his face and attempted to tame his dark hair, which had become disheveled from his habit of running his hands through it while coding. His reflection stared back at him – unremarkable, but presentable enough in his pressed shirt and slacks.

He returned to find the office fully transformed. Most of his colleagues had changed as well, the usual hoodies and jeans replaced with dresses and button-downs. The lights were dimmer now, the music had started – some generic holiday playlist – and the familiar smell of office supplies and coffee had been overtaken by perfume, aftershave, and warming hors d'oeuvres.

"Looking sharp, Jennings," called out a voice from accounting.

Ben nodded his thanks, his eyes scanning the growing crowd. No sign of Ava yet. He accepted a plastic cup of wine from a passing colleague and found a spot near the wall where he could observe the entrance. His phone buzzed in his pocket – a text from his mother wishing him a good time at the party. He typed a quick response, more to have something to do with his hands than out of any urgency.

Ben took a large swallow of his wine, barely tasting it. The party suddenly felt very real, and the prospect of that dance – if she'd even meant it – both terrifying and thrilling. He watched as she greeted a group of colleagues, her laugh carrying over the music. She hadn't spotted him yet, and he was grateful for the moment to compose himself.

Then he spotted her. She made quite the entrance, not with excessive bravado, but with an undeniable presence. She wore a striking tight cocktail dress that clung to her figure, paired with matching stockings that accentuated the ensemble. The dress was particularly daring, showcasing a generous amount of cleavage that left Ben momentarily taken aback. His eyes flickered downward for a brief moment, noting that her lower attire revealed nothing unusual. "My lord," he murmured under his breath, utterly baffled by how she managed to conceal such a mystery beneath her attire.

"Here we go," he murmured, straightening his shoulders and taking another sip of wine for courage. The night stretched before him, full of possibility and the promise of that dance.

An hour later, Ben found himself standing with his back against the cold wall of the company lunch hall, a half-empty flute of champagne dangling from his fingers like an afterthought. The Christmas party swirled around him in waves of laughter and clinking glasses, a reality he observed but couldn't quite join.

The company had spared little expense on decorations. Garlands in festive red and green hung from the ceiling in lazy arcs, while tiny white lights twinkled along the walls like earthbound stars. The lunch hall, normally characterized by the sterile smell of microwaved leftovers and industrial cleaner, now carried the scent of mulled wine and the cologne of dozens of coworkers determined to impress. A DJ stationed in the corner played music just loud enough to encourage dancing but not so loud as to prevent the careful networking that inevitably occurred at such gatherings.

Ben adjusted his glasses and took another careful sip of champagne. The bubbles stung his tongue, a sensation that somehow matched the discomfort of his too-tight collar. He'd made an effort tonight, trading his usual sweater for a dark blue button-down that Michael had once told him "brought out his eyes," whatever that meant. The compliment had stuck with him, though he doubted anyone here would notice.

Certainly not Ava, who was currently laughing at something Richard from Project Management had said. The sound of her laughter cut through the ambient noise of the party, genuine and inviting. Ben studied her, allowing himself this small indulgence.

Ava's black cocktail dress hugged her curves with the confidence he wished he possessed, the fabric stretching across her hips before falling to just above her knees. Her blonde hair, usually pulled back in a sensible ponytail at work, now framed her face in soft waves that caught the light with each movement of her head. The stiletto heels she wore added unnecessary inches to her already impressive height, making her tower over Richard in a way that Ben found immensely satisfying.

What fascinated him most was the way she moved - deliberate yet fluid, as if each step were choreographed to draw attention while simultaneously deflecting it. He noticed how she subtly smoothed her dress when she turned, the casual way her hands traveled down her sides as if merely adjusting the fabric. Ben knew better. He'd noticed the careful way she positioned herself at meetings, the strategic draping of cardigans or jackets, the preference for A-line skirts that revealed nothing of her secret.

"You're staring again," came a voice at his elbow, startling Ben out of his thoughts.

Michael Lawrence stood beside him, clutching a beer and wearing a garish Christmas sweater featuring what appeared to be a reindeer with a flashing red nose.

"I wasn't staring," Ben replied automatically, tearing his eyes away from Ava. "I was just... thinking."

"About Ava's contributions to the Henderson project?" Michael snorted. "Please. You're clearly tracking her with some sort of socially awkward radar system."

Ben felt heat creep up his neck. "The Henderson project is actually coming along very well."

"I bet it is." Michael took a long pull from his beer. "You know what your problem is, Ben? You spend so much time analyzing the possibilities that you never actually test the code."

"Not everything is a programming metaphor."

"No, but it should be." Michael clapped him on the shoulder. "Either go talk to her or find someone else to fixate on. Your silent pining is making my beer taste sad."

With that, Michael drifted away, immediately engaging a group of interns in what appeared to be an animated discussion about something that had them all laughing within seconds. Ben envied that ease, the ability to move through social spaces without feeling like an intruder.

His attention returned to Ava just as she extricated herself from a conversation with the marketing team. She moved toward the makeshift dance floor where several employees were already swaying to a popular song Ben vaguely recognized. He watched as she hesitated at the edge, her fingers playing with the hem of her dress in a moment of uncertainty that made her seem suddenly accessible.

The moment passed quickly. Someone called her name, and Ava stepped onto the dance floor with a smile that transformed her face. Ben's chest tightened as he watched her begin to move, her body finding the rhythm with an ease that seemed unfair. Her hips swayed, her arms rose above her head, and her eyes closed briefly as she surrendered to the music.

There was a freedom in her movements that Ben coveted - not just on the dance floor, but in life. Where he calculated and hesitated, Ava simply acted. Where he feared judgment, she invited it and then defied it. He admired her for that, even as a part of him resented how effortless she made it seem.

"I wish you'd come over and dance with me," he thought, the words clear in his mind though he'd never dare speak them aloud. He imagined crossing the room, taking her hand, being pulled into her orbit. Would her skin be warm to the touch? Would she smile at him the way she did at everyone else, or would there be something different in it, something meant only for him?

The song changed to something slower, and Ben watched as Ava declined an offer to dance from one of the sales team. She stepped off the floor, making her way toward the drinks table. For a moment, their eyes met across the room, and Ava smiled - a quick, genuine curve of her lips that sent a jolt through Ben's system more potent than the champagne.

He should go to her. Now was the perfect moment, with her alone at the drinks table, the buffer of casual conversation about beverage choices creating a safe entry point. His body, however, refused to cooperate. His feet remained rooted to the spot, his back pressed against the wall as if it might swallow him and spare him the potential humiliation of rejection.

The moment stretched and snapped. Someone else approached Ava, and she turned away, her attention redirected. Ben exhaled a breath he hadn't realized he was holding and drained the last of his champagne.

His hands were cold from gripping the flute too tightly, but he felt a warmth in his chest - a mix of longing and disappointment that had become all too familiar in Ava's presence. He set the empty glass on a nearby table and considered leaving. It was late enough that his departure wouldn't seem peculiar, and the prospect of his quiet apartment held a certain appeal after the sensory overload of the party.

As he was about to make his exit, the music suddenly grew louder, and cheers erupted from the dance floor. Ben turned to see Ava at the center of a circle, moving with an abandon that drew all eyes to her. Her blonde hair caught the light as she spun, her black dress a blur of darkness. The crowd clapped in time with the music, encouraging her as she danced with unabashed joy.

Something twisted in Ben's gut - not quite jealousy, not quite admiration, but a potent blend of both. He wanted to be the one out there with her, wanted to be the focus of the energy she radiated. Instead, he remained on the periphery, watching, wanting, waiting.

The party had reached that perfect pitch of noise and energy - the sweet spot between too sober and too drunk - when Richard Jones appeared at Ben's elbow like an unwelcome reminder of Monday morning. His tie was askew, and the faint scent of expensive scotch clung to him like an overpriced cologne. His eyes, slightly unfocused, swept past Ben to fix on Ava, who was collecting a fresh glass of wine from a passing server.

"Jennings," Richard said, his voice carrying the false warmth of a manager who remembered your name only when he needed something. "Just the man I was looking for. And - " he waved vaguely in Ava's direction, " - Green. Perfect timing."

Ben straightened automatically, a Pavlovian response to authority that annoyed him even as he did it. "What can I do for you, Richard?"

Richard swayed slightly, steadying himself against the wall. "We're running low on the good wine. The caterers brought extra cases, but they're in the storage room behind my office." He fumbled in his pocket and produced a set of keys. "Need someone to fetch them. And grab more of those little... those things everyone's eating."

"Canapés?" Ava suggested, appearing at Richard's side. Up close, Ben could see the subtle shimmer of her eyeshadow, a faint dusting of something that caught the light when she blinked.

"Yes, those," Richard nodded emphatically. "The room's a mess. Take Jennings with you - he's good at... organizing things." He dropped the keys into Ava's outstretched palm, his fingers lingering just a moment too long. "Be quick about it. People are getting thirsty."

Without waiting for confirmation, Richard turned and disappeared back into the crowd, leaving Ben and Ava standing awkwardly in his wake.

"Well," Ava said, jingling the keys, "I guess we've been volunteered."

Ben cleared his throat. "You don't have to - I can handle it if you want to get back to the party."

She tipped her head to one side, considering him. "And miss the chance to escape for a few minutes? Not likely." Her smile was conspiratorial. "Besides, I need an accomplice. Those wine cases are heavy."

Ben found himself smiling back, infected by her easy manner. "Lead the way, then."

They wove through the crowd together, navigating around groups of colleagues whose laughter grew louder with each drink. Ben was acutely aware of Ava beside him, of the way she occasionally touched his arm to guide him through a particularly dense cluster of people, of the faint scent of her perfume that cut through the miasma of the party.

The hallway beyond the lunch hall was cooler and quieter, their footsteps echoing on the polished floor. Office parties always felt strange to Ben - the familiar spaces of work transformed by darkness and festivity into something almost unrecognizable. The corridor, lined with closed doors bearing nameplate after nameplate, seemed longer at night.

The elevator arrived with a soft chime, its doors sliding open to reveal an empty, brightly lit interior. They stepped inside together, and Ben felt the space shrink immediately. In the confined cube of the elevator, Ava seemed suddenly taller, more present. He pressed the button for the second floor and stepped back, positioning himself against the wall.

The doors closed, and the elevator began its ascent. In the sudden quiet, the hum of the machinery seemed unnaturally loud.

"So," Ben said, searching for something to fill the silence, "did you see Richard's dancing earlier? I think he was trying to do that thing from the viral video last month, but it looked more like he was being attacked by invisible bees."

Ava laughed, the sound bouncing off the mirrored walls of the elevator. She shifted her weight, taking a step closer to Ben. "I missed that, unfortunately. Though I did see him trying to explain blockchain to the new receptionist, who was clearly plotting her escape route."

Ben smiled, relaxing slightly. "Classic Richard. He once spent twenty minutes explaining coding architecture to me. Me, the senior software developer on his team."

"He's certainly... confident," Ava said diplomatically.

"That's one word for it."

The elevator continued its climb, floor numbers illuminating in sequence above the door. Ava moved again, this time to adjust her dress, smoothing it down with practiced casualness. Her shoulder brushed against Ben's arm as she did so, and he felt a jolt of awareness race through him.

"You know," she said, her voice softer now, "Mia said you really believe in my potential."

Ben turned to look at her, surprised. Mia from HR was hardly someone he confided in regularly. "She did?"

Ava nodded, her hand settling briefly on his shoulder. The touch was light, but Ben felt it like a brand through the fabric of his shirt. "She mentioned that you specifically highlighted my contributions to the user interface redesign."

Their fingers brushed as Ava shifted her weight, and they felt a spark – static from the dry air, but it jolted them nonetheless. Ben swallowed, suddenly too aware of the minty smell of her breath, the way her gaze held his without wavering.

"Well," he managed, "you have good instincts. The changes you suggested were... elegant. Simplified things in ways I hadn't considered."

"High praise from the man who rewrote the entire navigation system in a weekend," she said, her smile warm.

The elevator slowed as it approached the second floor. Ben shrugged, discomfort and pleasure mingling at her compliment. "Guess even a wallflower can surprise herself," he said, then immediately winced at his slip. "Himself. Surprise himself."

Ava's eyes sparked with amusement, but there was something else there too - a quiet assessment that made Ben feel simultaneously exposed and seen. "Wallflower," she repeated. "Is that how you see yourself?"

Before Ben could answer, the elevator shuddered to a stop, and the doors slid open. The eighth floor stretched before them, dark except for the emergency lights that cast long shadows down the hallway.

"Which way?" Ava asked, stepping out of the elevator.

Ben followed, oddly reluctant to leave the intimacy of the enclosed space. "End of the hall, then left. His office is the last door on the right. Storage room is behind it."

They walked side by side down the corridor, their footsteps muffled by the carpeting. The silence between them felt charged now, as if their brief conversation in the elevator had altered something fundamental in their dynamic.

"For what it's worth," Ava said as they turned the corner, "I don't think 'wallflower' is the right word for you."

Ben glanced at her, trying to read her expression in the dim light. "No? What word would you use?"

She considered this, her head tilted. "Observant. Thoughtful. The kind of person who sees more than they say." Her eyes met his again. "I like that, actually. It's... refreshing."

Something warm unfurled in Ben's chest - a sensation so unfamiliar that it took him a moment to recognize it as genuine pleasure. Not the anxious attempt to please that characterized so many of his workplace interactions, but simple happiness at being understood.

They reached Richard's office, and Ava fumbled with the keys. Ben stood close behind her, close enough to notice the way her neck tensed as she concentrated on finding the right key, close enough to see the tiny gold hoops in her earlobes catch the emergency lighting.

The lock clicked, and Ava pushed the door open. Richard's office was dark and still, the large desk a looming shadow against the windows that showcased the city lights beyond. Ava moved confidently through the space, navigating around furniture with surprising ease.

"The storage room's this way," Ben said, leading her toward a narrow door at the back of the office.

Ava tried the door handle, and it turned easily under her hand. "No need for keys, I guess," she said, pushing the door open to reveal darkness beyond.

Ben reached around her to find the light switch, his arm brushing against her side. The touch was innocent, necessary, but it sent a ripple of awareness through him nonetheless. The storage room light flickered on, revealing shelves stacked with office supplies, cleaning materials, and, incongruously, several cases of wine.

"After you," Ava said, gesturing toward the cramped space with a smile that seemed to hold a dare.

Ben stepped across the threshold, feeling strangely as if he were crossing more than just a physical boundary. Ava followed, closing the door softly behind them, and suddenly the world narrowed to just this room, just this moment, just the two of them surrounded by the mundane detritus of office life and the promise of something entirely unexpected.

The storage room was smaller than Ben had anticipated, a windowless box stacked with cardboard and the lingering scent of packaging tape. His eyes adjusted to the dim fluorescent lighting as Ava stepped in behind him, the soft click of the door closing like a period at the end of a sentence, separating them from the rest of the world. In this cramped space, her presence seemed magnified, each movement drawing his attention like a compass needle finding north.

"The wine should be over there," Ben said, pointing to a stack of boxes in the corner. His voice sounded different in here - closer, more intimate, as if the confined space had compressed not just their bodies but the very air between them.

"I see it," Ava replied, squeezing past him. The brush of her shoulder against his sent a current through him that had nothing to do with static electricity.

She moved toward the boxes, navigating the narrow path between stacked supplies. The single overhead light cast her in half-shadow, illuminating the curves of her silhouette against the darkness. Ben found himself transfixed by the way her dress hugged her hips, the fabric stretching and relaxing with each deliberate step.

"Can you check what kind it is?" he asked, not because he cared about wine varieties but because he needed to say something, anything, to distract himself from staring.

Ava leaned forward to examine the labels, her dress riding up slightly along her thighs. Ben swallowed hard, his gaze inadvertently lingering on the curve of her hip, the way the fabric conformed to her body like it had been painted on. He noticed how she subtly shifted her weight to one leg, a habitual movement he'd observed countless times in meetings. Now, understanding the secret behind it, the gesture seemed both vulnerable and bold.

"Cabernet," she announced, reaching for a box near the bottom of the stack. "And some kind of - "

Her words cut off as her silver heel caught on an unseen obstacle. She wobbled precariously, arms pinwheeling for balance, before tumbling sideways onto a pile of flattened boxes.

"Shit!" The curse escaped her lips as she landed, half-sitting, half-sprawled among the cardboard. "These fucking shoes! I should have known better than to wear stilts in a storage closet."

Ben instinctively moved toward her, extending his hand. "Are you okay?"

"Only thing bruised is my dignity," she said, accepting his offered hand.

Their eyes locked as he pulled her to her feet, the momentum bringing her closer than either had anticipated. They stood frozen in that moment of proximity, her hand still in his, the warmth of her palm radiating up his arm.

"At least you didn't use that move on the dance floor," Ben said, surprising himself with the quip.

Ava laughed, a genuine sound that crinkled the corners of her eyes. "What, you don't think face-planting is the hot new dance trend?"

"Depends on the face," Ben replied, the words escaping before he could censor them.

Something shifted in Ava's expression then - a subtle darkening of her eyes, a slight parting of her lips. The air between them seemed to thicken, charged with potential energy like the moment before lightning strikes.

"And what about my face?" she asked, her voice lower than before.

Ben's heart hammered against his ribs. He was acutely aware of everything - the distant thump of music from the party, the whisper of Ava's breath, the gentle pressure of her hand still in his. Instead of answering, he found himself leaning forward, as if drawn by an invisible thread.

Their lips met hesitantly at first, a question being asked by both and answered in the same moment. The kiss was soft, exploratory, a gentle press that lasted only seconds before they both pulled back slightly, eyes meeting in silent communication. Then Ava's free hand found the back of his neck, and she pulled him toward her again.

The second kiss obliterated the tentative nature of the first. Her lips parted beneath his, inviting him deeper, and Ben responded with a hunger that surprised him. His hands found her waist, drawing her closer until their bodies pressed together, the heat of her seeping through the thin fabric of her dress.

As the kiss deepened, Ben became aware of something pressing against his thigh - something firm and unmistakable that sent a jolt of realization through him. This was the secret, now literally pressing against him. The knowledge should have shocked him, maybe even repelled him, but instead, it sent a wave of unexpected arousal coursing through his body.

Their mouths finally separated after a long, breathless moment, replaced by the heavy sounds of their breathing in the quiet room. Ben looked down involuntarily, his gaze falling to where her dress now revealed the unmistakable outline of a bulge that hadn't been visible before.

"So," Ava said, her voice husky but with an edge of nervousness he'd never heard from her before. "I guess this is when you run for the hills?"

Ben looked up, meeting her eyes. "I'm still here," he said simply.

She studied his face, searching for disgust or mockery and finding neither. A slow, mischievous smile spread across her lips. "How much have you had to drink tonight, Ben Jennings?"

"Enough to be brave," he admitted. "Not enough to be stupid."

"And this?" She gestured vaguely downward. "Is this brave or stupid?"

Ben's mouth felt dry. "I don't know yet."

Ava's smile widened, and she placed her palm against his chest, applying gentle pressure. Ben felt the stack of boxes behind him and half-stumbled backward until he was sitting on them, looking up at Ava from this new vantage point. The position made his own arousal obvious, his erection straining against his pants in a way that would have embarrassed him if he weren't so utterly captivated by the woman standing before him.

Ava noticed immediately, her gaze dropping to his lap. "Well," she said, amusement coloring her tone, "at least I know you're not completely put off."

Ben couldn't find words, his mind swimming with alcohol and desire. Ava stood before him, looking down with that same playful smile, while he stared at the bulge beneath her dress that seemed to be growing more pronounced by the second.

"Do you want to see?" she asked, her voice almost a whisper. "How I hide it?"

Ben knew he should say something, should process this rationally, but his inhibitions had crumbled under the weight of desire and curiosity. He nodded, unable to speak, while his intoxicated mind tried desperately to prepare for what would come next.

Ava's fingers found the hem of her black dress, toying with the fabric. "Most people never notice," she said, beginning to slowly pull the material upward. "They see what they expect to see."

Ben's eyes widened as inch by inch, the dress rose. First revealing her knees, then the lower part of her shapely thighs. Through the sheer material of her pantyhose, he could see something strapped to the inside of her left thigh - the crown of what was unmistakably a long penis, semi-erect and secured tightly against her leg.

"That's how you..." he began, his voice sounding strange to his own ears.

"That's how I manage in dresses," Ava confirmed, continuing to raise the fabric. The shaft of her penis became visible through the pantyhose, following the contour of her inner thigh. Her balls, compressed and strained, were visible at the top of the thigh strap.

"Does it hurt?" Ben asked, fascinated and concerned despite his intoxicated state.

"It certainly isn't comfortable," she admitted, letting the dress bunch around her waist. "Especially now."

The 'now' hung between them, laden with meaning. Ben could clearly see that she was becoming more aroused, the penis straining against its confines within the pantyhose.

"Would you..." Ava hesitated, then reached for his hand. "Help me?"

She guided his fingers to the waistband of her pantyhose, tugging slightly to indicate what she wanted. Ben leaned forward, following her lead, the situation simultaneously surreal and extraordinarily arousing. His fingers hooked under the elastic, and he began to pull downward, revealing more of her pale skin inch by inch.

The pantyhose slid down to her knees, revealing the full apparatus - her penis secured with what looked like a specialized strap designed to keep it flat against her thigh. The strap was clearly struggling to contain her growing erection, the head of her penis pushing against the restraint.

"It's a special compression strap," Ava explained, seeing his curious gaze. "Works most of the time, but..." She glanced down at herself meaningfully.

Ben was overwhelmed - by the intimacy of the moment, by the strange juxtaposition of Ava's feminine beauty and the unmistakably masculine part of her anatomy, by his own unexpected arousal at the situation. Despite the alcohol buzzing through his system, he found the whole scenario both disorienting and utterly captivating.

With deliberate movements, Ava reached down and released the specialized strap from her thigh. Her penis sprang free immediately, growing to full erection with a speed that made Ben gasp. It jutted out before him, mere inches from his face, larger than he could have imagined and completely incongruous with Ava's slender frame.

The organ that now commanded his attention was magnificent and intimidating in equal measure - approximately twelve inches long, with a thickness that made Ben's eyes widen in disbelief. The shaft was straight with a pronounced upward curve near the tip, the skin a shade lighter than the rest of her body. Prominent veins traced paths along its length, pulsating visibly with each beat of Ava's heart. The head was a deep, dusky pink, flaring outward before tapering to a point, already glistening with the first hints of arousal.

The scent hit him then - a musky, intimate smell that was distinctly Ava yet different from anything he'd experienced before. It was strange and new but not unpleasant, a complex mixture of her perfume and something more primal.

Ben remained transfixed, watching as her erection throbbed inches from his face, each pulse seeming to hypnotize him further. It was utterly disproportionate to her frame, yet somehow suited her - as bold and unexpected as everything else about her.

"Don't be afraid," Ava whispered, taking his hand and guiding it toward her. Her fingers were soft against his wrist, but her grip was firm with intent.

Ben felt his hand being wrapped around the base of her cock, the heat of it surprising him. It pulsed against his palm, alive and insistent. He hesitated for a moment, looking up to meet her eyes, seeking reassurance or permission or perhaps both.

Ava bit her lower lip, her eyes dark with desire. "I want you, Ben," she said simply.

Those words broke something in him - some final barrier of hesitation. Ben tightened his grip slightly and began to move his hand, stroking upward along the length of her before sliding back down to the base. The action drew a soft moan from Ava, the sound sending a jolt of pleasure through him that was almost as intense as if she'd touched him.

He found a rhythm, slow and exploratory at first, watching with fascination as her body responded to his touch. Droplets of clear fluid began to form at the tip of her cock, evidence of her arousal that both surprised and further inflamed him. She was beautiful like this - vulnerable yet powerful, exposed yet somehow more herself than he'd ever seen her.

"Is this okay?" he asked, his voice rough with desire.

"More than okay," she breathed, her hand coming to rest on his shoulder for balance. "God, Ben, I've thought about this... about you..."

Her words dissolved into another moan as he continued his ministrations, growing more confident with each stroke. The reality of what they were doing - of who they were - seemed distant now, overshadowed by the immediacy of desire and the strange, unexpected intimacy of the moment.

In this windowless room, surrounded by cardboard boxes and the remnants of office supplies, Ben Jennings found himself crossing a boundary he hadn't known existed within himself. And as Ava's breathing grew more ragged and the first substantial beads of precum formed at the tip of her cock, he realized that he had no desire to turn back.

The muffled sound of voices penetrated the storage room door like an alarm, slicing through their intimate bubble with the efficiency of a cold blade. Ben's hand froze mid-stroke on Ava's cock, his eyes widening as they met hers, both of them instantly recognizing the danger. The passion that had consumed them seconds before transformed into something else - a rush of adrenaline tinged with panic that left Ben's heart hammering for entirely different reasons.

"Shit," Ava hissed, her erection still pulsing in his motionless grip. "Someone's coming."

The words jolted Ben into action. He released her and wiped his hand on his pants as Ava hurriedly yanked her pantyhose back up her legs, wincing as the material stretched over her still-rigid length.

"Quick, help me block the door," she muttered, fingers trembling as she reached for the specialized strap that had been discarded moments before. Her movements were frantic yet precise, betraying a practiced familiarity that spoke of countless similar moments of near-discovery.

Ben stumbled to his feet, head spinning from the abrupt transition and lingering alcohol in his system. He lurched toward the door, pressing his weight against it just as the handle rattled slightly from the outside.

"Is it locked?" came a voice - male, slightly slurred, and terrifyingly familiar.

"I don't think so," replied another. "Richard said it should be open."

Ben's eyes met Ava's across the room, panic reflected in both their gazes.

Ava worked with controlled urgency, her fingers deftly securing the strap around her thigh, wincing slightly as she compressed her still-aroused anatomy against her leg. The equipment clearly wasn't designed to contain a full erection, and she bit her lip to suppress a groan of discomfort.

"Hurry," Ben whispered, his voice barely audible as he pressed harder against the door, feeling the handle turn again. The motion stopped after a moment, followed by muffled conversation he couldn't quite make out.

"I'm trying," Ava whispered back, pulling her pantyhose higher and smoothing the material to minimize the visible bulge. "It doesn't exactly cooperate on command."

Despite the panic, Ben felt an inappropriate urge to laugh at the absurdity of their situation. Just minutes ago, they had been lost in passion, and now they were desperately trying to erase all evidence of it while trapped in a storage closet like teenagers hiding from parents.

The voices outside grew temporarily fainter, suggesting their visitors had moved away from the door, perhaps continuing down the hall. Ben relaxed fractionally against the door, allowing himself to breathe.

"They might come back," Ava said, pulling her dress down with careful movements, ensuring the fabric didn't cling too revealingly to her lower body. "We need to get out of here."

"How are you..." Ben gestured vaguely toward her midsection, unable to find a delicate way to phrase his concern.

Ava glanced down at herself, assessing. Despite her best efforts, there remained a noticeable protrusion beneath her dress, not as obvious as before but still potentially attention-grabbing to anyone looking closely.

"I'll have to carry the box," she said, nodding toward the wine cases they'd ostensibly come to retrieve. "In front of me."

Ben moved cautiously away from the door, stepping closer to her. The scent of her perfume mingled with the more intimate smell of arousal still hanging in the air between them. He wanted to say something - about what had happened, about what it meant, about how he felt - but the words tangled in his throat, too complex to articulate in this moment of crisis.

Instead, he reached out and tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear, the simple gesture conveying a tenderness that surprised them both. Ava's eyes softened momentarily, her hand catching his and holding it against her cheek for a heartbeat before practicality reasserted itself.

"We should go while they're not right outside," she said, gently releasing his hand. "You check if the coast is clear."

Ben pressed his ear against the door, straining to hear any indication of their unexpected visitors. The corridor beyond seemed silent now, though the distance between the storage room and the elevator offered little cover if someone was still lingering nearby.

"I think they're gone," he whispered, though uncertainty colored his tone. "But we'll have to be quick."

Ava nodded, a determined set to her jaw as she moved toward the wine cases. She bent at the knees rather than the waist - another practiced motion, Ben realized - and lifted a case with surprising strength.

"How do I look?" she asked, holding the box strategically in front of her body.

Ben assessed her appearance - hair slightly mussed but not suspiciously so, dress smoothed down and in place, the box positioned to hide any evidence of their encounter. Only her lips, slightly swollen from their kisses, and the flush still coloring her cheeks might betray what had transpired.

"Beautiful," he said honestly, then added, "And presentable. No one would guess..."

His voice trailed off, not quite ready to articulate exactly what no one would guess. That they'd been minutes away from a sexual encounter neither had anticipated when they'd entered this room? That Ben had been willingly, enthusiastically touching a part of Ava that challenged everything he thought he knew about his own desires?

She smiled at him, a complicated expression that held gratitude, lingering desire, and something softer he couldn't quite identify. "Let's find this wine and get back to the party before Richard organizes a search party."

Ben reached for the door handle, pausing with his hand on the cool metal. "Ava," he began, feeling the weight of unspoken words pressing against his chest. "What just happened... I want you to know that I - "

"Later," she said gently, readjusting her grip on the box. "When we're not about to get caught half-dressed in our boss's storage room."

The practical wisdom of this could not be denied. Ben nodded and carefully turned the handle, easing the door open a crack to peer into the hallway beyond. The corridor stretched empty in both directions, the distant sound of the elevator doors suggesting their visitors had indeed moved on.

"Clear," he whispered, opening the door wider.

They emerged from the storage room like escapees, Ben moving first to ensure the corridor remained empty, Ava following with measured steps, the wine case held firmly against her body. The cool air of the hallway raised goosebumps on Ben's flushed skin, a physical reminder of the transition from their private moment back to the public world.

"Wait," Ava said suddenly, pausing in the middle of the corridor. "The canapés. Richard wanted those too."

"Forget them," Ben replied, glancing nervously toward the corner where at any moment someone might appear. "We've got the wine. That's the important part."

Ava hesitated, then nodded. "You're right. Let's go."

They moved toward the elevator, an unnatural distance between them despite the intimacy they'd shared minutes before. Ben pressed the call button, watching the numbers above the door illuminate as the elevator made its way to their floor. Each passing second stretched with the possibility of discovery, of having to explain their rumpled appearance and the flush that still colored both their cheeks.

When the doors finally slid open, the empty elevator car felt like salvation. They stepped inside, and Ben pressed the button for the ground floor, where the party continued, oblivious to the private drama that had unfolded two stories above.

As the doors closed, sealing them inside the small space, Ben felt a hysterical bubble of laughter rise in his throat. Ava caught his eye, and her lips twitched in response, a shared acknowledgment of the absurdity of their situation.

"That was - " he began.

"Close," she finished for him, shifting the wine case slightly. "Too close."

The elevator began its descent, the mechanical hum filling the silence between them. Ben noticed a slight grimace pass across Ava's features as she adjusted her stance.

"Are you okay?" he asked quietly.

"Just uncomfortable," she admitted, her voice equally low. "It takes time to... settle down."

The frankness of her response sent heat rushing to Ben's face, memories of her exposed body still vivid in his mind. He nodded, not trusting himself to speak without embarrassment.

As the elevator continued downward, he found himself unable to look away from her - from the woman who had just upended his understanding of his own desires in the most unexpected way possible. The elevator chime announced their approach to the ground floor, and reality began to reassert itself, bringing with it questions and complications neither was ready to address.

"Ready?" Ava asked as the elevator slowed, her eyes meeting his with a complexity of emotion that matched his own.

Ben took a deep breath, attempting to compose his features into something resembling normalcy. "As I'll ever be."

The elevator doors slid open, revealing the corridor leading back to the party, to colleagues and conversation and the pretense that nothing extraordinary had transpired in a storage room two floors above. With one last shared glance, they stepped out together, Ava's box carried strategically before her, the evidence of their encounter concealed but not forgotten as they prepared to rejoin the celebration neither could now experience in quite the same way.

The service elevator doors slid open with a soft chime that seemed to echo Ben's racing heartbeat. He stepped out first, fingers nervously adjusting his collar as if the fabric might somehow betray what had transpired two floors above. Ava followed a careful half-step behind, the wine box positioned strategically against her body, her composed expression betraying nothing of their encounter - nothing except for the slight flush that colored her cheeks and the unmistakable brightness in her eyes.

The corridor leading back to the party hummed with distant music and laughter. Ben's mind was still foggy with desire and champagne, his body not fully recovered from the whiplash transition from intimate encounter to professional composure. He glanced at Ava, searching for some acknowledgment of their shared secret, but she kept her eyes forward, focused on navigating their return without drawing attention.

"There you are!"

The boisterous voice sliced through the corridor, causing Ben to startle visibly. Michael Lawrence materialized from around the corner, his ridiculous reindeer sweater somehow more garish than before, its red nose blinking with manic cheer. Behind him stumbled a red-faced colleague from Accounting whose name Ben could never remember - Dan or Dave or something with a D - clearly several drinks beyond professional decorum.

"We've been looking everywhere for you two," Michael continued, his eyes narrowing with sudden interest as he took in their slightly disheveled appearance. "Richard sent us to track down the missing wine expedition. Said you'd been gone so long he was considering sending a search party."

"We had trouble finding the right vintage," Ben replied, the lie feeling clumsy on his tongue. "Richard's storage system isn't exactly intuitive."

Michael's gaze shifted to Ava, who adjusted her grip on the wine box, the movement causing her to wince slightly. His eyebrows rose fractionally.

"Jennings, you let a lady carry the heavy box?" Michael asked, a mischievous grin spreading across his face. "Not exactly gentleman of the year material, are we?"

The accounting colleague - Dan, that was his name - snorted with laughter, swaying slightly as he braced himself against the wall. "She's stronger than she looks, though, right Ben?" he added with an exaggerated wink that made Ben's stomach turn.

"I offered to carry it," Ben said quickly, feeling heat crawl up his neck. "Ava insisted."

"I'm perfectly capable," Ava responded, her voice cool and measured. "Unlike some men, I don't measure my worth by how many boxes I can lift."

Michael whistled low. "Ouch. She got you there, Ben."

Ben's discomfort intensified under their scrutiny. He could feel Michael's eyes cataloging details - Ava's slightly mussed hair, the slight crease in Ben's shirt where she had gripped it, the unusual distance they maintained between their bodies. Michael had always been too observant for his own good, especially when it came to other people's discomfort.

"So what took you two so long?" Michael pressed, his tone light but his eyes shrewd. "Richard sent you up for wine, what, forty minutes ago? The good stuff must have been pretty well hidden."

Ben swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. "We were looking for canapés too, but couldn't find them."

"Ah, yes," Michael nodded with exaggerated understanding. "The elusive canapé hunt. Very time-consuming. Especially in a storage room."

Dan giggled, the sound incongruous with his bulky frame. "Maybe they were sampling the wine," he suggested, wiggling his eyebrows in a way that made Ben want to punch him. "Quality control and all that."

The corridor suddenly felt too bright, too exposed. Ben could sense Ava's tension beside him, the careful way she maintained her stance with the box positioned just so. The weight of their unfinished encounter hung between them like an invisible thread, one that Michael seemed determined to tug at.

"Actually," Ben said, a surge of defensive panic rising in his chest, "we were discussing the Henderson project. Ava had some ideas about the user interface that couldn't wait until Monday."

"The Henderson project," Michael repeated flatly. "At the Christmas party. In Richard's storage room."

"Some of us take our work seriously," Ben countered, his voice sounding strained even to his own ears.

"Oh, I bet it was very serious," Michael smirked. "Nothing says 'professional development' like a locked room and a case of cabernet."

Dan's laughter grew louder, drawing a sharp glance from Ava. Ben felt trapped in a conversational corner, with no graceful exit in sight. The alcohol in his system, which had earlier dissolved his inhibitions so pleasantly, now clouded his judgment in a different, more dangerous way.

"Come on, Michael," Ben said, panic making his tone sharper than intended. "Not everything is about hooking up. Some of us have actual work to discuss. Even Richard’s pencil pusher here."

The words hung in the air for a terrible moment. Ben felt them leave his mouth and immediately wanted to snatch them back, to stuff them down his throat and swallow them forever. He hadn't meant it like that - hadn't meant to demean Ava's work in any way - but the implication lingered, poisonous and impossible to retract.

Ava's eyes widened fractionally, the only visible reaction to his careless words. But Ben saw it - the minute flinch, the almost imperceptible step backward, as if physically retreating from his betrayal.

"Ouch!" Michael echoed, his expression shifting from teasing to confused. "What's that supposed to mean?"

Dan was still laughing, oblivious to the sudden tension, but Michael's eyes had narrowed, darting between Ben and Ava with renewed interest.

"I should get this wine to Richard," Ava interrupted, her voice steady but noticeably cooler than before. "He's probably wondering where we are."

"I'll help - " Ben began, reaching for the box.

"No need," she cut him off, shifting away from his outstretched hands. "I've got it under control."

The double meaning wasn't lost on Ben. His hands fell limply to his sides as Ava moved past the group, her chin lifted in a dignity that made his careless joke seem all the more cruel. The black dress swayed with her measured steps as she walked away, the box still positioned carefully in front of her body.

"Did I miss something?" Michael asked, his playful tone giving way to genuine confusion as he watched Ava's retreating form.

Ben's hands were numb, but he felt a warmth in his chest, an uncomfortable heat that he recognized as guilt. In one careless moment, he had taken their intimate connection and twisted it into something that felt like mockery. Worse, he had done it to protect himself, to deflect attention from his own attraction to her, regardless of what made her "unique."

"No," Ben said quietly, watching as Ava disappeared around the corner toward the party. "Nothing important."

"If you say so," Michael shrugged, then clapped Ben on the shoulder. "Come on, let's get back to the party. They're about to announce the winners of the holiday raffle, and I've got my eye on that new gaming console."

Ben allowed himself to be steered back toward the lunch hall, Dan stumbling along behind them, already launching into some incoherent story about his last Christmas party disaster. The music grew louder as they approached, the bass thumping in time with the dull ache in Ben's chest.

Over Michael's shoulder, Ben caught a glimpse of long blond hair in the crowd - Ava, now separated from her protective box, standing near the bar. She was speaking to someone from Marketing, her smile perfectly in place, her posture relaxed and confident. To anyone else, she would appear unchanged, unaffected. But Ben noticed the subtle difference - how her eyes didn't crinkle at the corners when she smiled.

He had wounded her. Not physically, not even with deliberate cruelty, but with the carelessness that came from his own insecurity. In trying to protect himself from Michael's teasing, he had betrayed the trust and intimacy that had begun to form between them in that storage room.

"Earth to Jennings," Michael's voice broke through his thoughts. "You planning to stand in the doorway all night, or are you joining the party?"

Ben blinked, realizing he had stopped walking, frozen at the threshold of the lunch hall while his mind replayed his mistake in excruciating detail.

"Sorry," he mumbled, forcing his feet to move forward into the noise and heat of the party. "Just... thinking."

"Thinking looks painful on you," Michael observed, handing him a fresh glass of champagne from a passing server. "Drink this instead. Much more festive."

Ben accepted the glass automatically, his eyes still tracking Ava across the room. She glanced in his direction once, her gaze meeting his for a brief, electric moment. Then she deliberately turned away, presenting her back to him as she engaged more fully with her conversation partner.

The dismissal was subtle but unmistakable. Whatever had begun between them in Richard's storage room had ended in that corridor, killed by Ben's clumsy attempt at self-protection.

Ben raised the champagne to his lips and drank deeply, hoping the bubbles might somehow wash away the taste of regret that lingered on his tongue. But the sparkling wine only seemed to sharpen his awareness of what he had lost before it had truly begun - a connection that had been, for a few breathless moments, as honest as it was unexpected.


CHAPTER EIGHT


THE TAXI WINDOW collected rain in trembling rivulets that distorted the neon signs of downtown into watery brushstrokes of color. Ben sat motionless in the backseat, his reflection ghostly against the streaming glass, as downtown's final Friday revelers huddled under awnings and umbrellas. The Christmas party had ended an hour ago, but the evening's events remained vivid in his mind, cycling through his thoughts with the metronomic precision of the windshield wipers.

"Making good time tonight," the driver commented, breaking the silence that had persisted since Ben had mumbled his address fifteen minutes earlier. "Roads clear up nicely this late."

Ben nodded absently, not trusting himself to speak. His throat felt raw, as if he'd been shouting, though he'd barely said a word for the past two hours. Outside, a traffic light turned from red to green, washing the interior of the cab in an emerald glow that reminded him of the garlands hanging in lazy arcs from the company lunch hall ceiling. The memory of those decorations twisted something inside him—the festive atmosphere now a cruel backdrop to his humiliation.

The taxi lurched forward, sending water cascading over the windshield. Ben watched the headlights of oncoming cars stretch into golden streaks on the wet asphalt. Each passing streetlight briefly illuminated his face—his eyes fixed and unblinking, his mouth a taut line. In those flashes, he caught glimpses of his distorted reflection, a man he barely recognized.

Behind his expressionless face, his mind replayed the events of the evening with merciless clarity. Not the awkward small talk or the forced laughter of office politics. No, his thoughts circled back to one place like a compass finding true north—the storage room behind Richard's office, where everything had changed.

He closed his eyes and was instantly transported back. The confined space, the dim light, Ava's face inches from his own. The moment when curiosity and desire had overwhelmed caution. The unfamiliar weight of her cock in his hand—warm, substantial, alive. The unexpected surge of arousal he'd felt as he stroked her, watching her face transform with pleasure.

Ben's fingers curled reflexively on his thigh, muscle memory recreating the motion. He remembered how her breathing had quickened, how her eyes had fluttered closed, how her body had responded to his touch with an honesty that left no room for ambiguity. His own reaction had been equally unambiguous—his erection straining against his pants, his heart thundering so loudly he'd been certain she could hear it.

In those moments, there had been no room for doubt or analysis. There had been only sensation, only connection—primal and immediate. The discovery that his attraction to Ava transcended conventional boundaries had been both terrifying and liberating. With each stroke of his hand along her length, he had crossed thresholds he hadn't known existed within himself.

A pothole jolted the taxi, snapping Ben back to the present. Rain continued to drum against the roof, creating a hollow percussion that matched his emptiness. Because what had followed that moment of connection had been destruction, entirely of his own making.

The scene shifted in his mind to the corridor outside Richard's office—Michael's knowing smirk, Dan's drunken laughter, and the words that had tumbled from Ben's mouth like poison: "Richard's pencil pusher."

His hands were numb, but he felt a warmth in his chest, an uncomfortable heat that he recognized as guilt. The pain that had flashed across Ava's face in that moment had been brief but undeniable—a flinch, a withdrawal, as if he'd physically struck her. And in a way, he had. After what they'd shared, after the vulnerability she'd shown him, he had reduced her to a joke, an afterthought, a punchline designed to deflect attention from his own discomfort.

Ben pressed his fingertips against his closed eyelids until he saw stars. The worst part was that he'd known exactly what he was doing when he said it. In that moment of panic, with Michael's eyes narrowing in suspicion, he had chosen to protect himself at Ava's expense. He had weaponized her career position—something she worked hard at despite Richard's constant undermining—and turned it into something dismissive.

"Got a preference for route?" the driver asked, interrupting Ben's thoughts again. "Freeway's backed up near the stadium. Game must be letting out."

"Whatever's fastest," Ben replied automatically, his voice sounding distant to his own ears.

The cab swung onto a side street, the motion sending a wave of nausea through Ben's stomach. Or perhaps it wasn't the movement at all but the memory of what had followed his careless words.

After Ava had walked away, box in hand, back straight with wounded dignity, the party had continued around him in a blur of noise and color. He'd moved through it like a ghost, present but not participating, watching as others laughed and danced and connected. And always, always, his eyes had tracked Ava.

She had recovered quickly, at least outwardly. The wine delivered, she had rejoined the party with apparent ease, accepting a glass of champagne from a colleague, moving to the makeshift dance floor when a popular song began to play. Ben had watched, glass clutched too tightly in his hand, as Richard had approached her, leaning in to say something that made her laugh.

The sound of that laugh had cut through Ben like a blade—not because it was directed at Richard, whom he despised, but because it was genuine. Because despite his betrayal, despite his careless words, Ava had continued to shine. Her resilience made his actions seem all the pettier.

He had nursed his champagne in the corner, declined Michael's invitations to join a group heading to the bar after, and waited until the party was winding down before slipping out. Ava hadn't sought him out again. Why would she? He'd proven himself unworthy of the trust she'd placed in him.

A flash of lightning illuminated the taxi interior, followed seconds later by a rumble of thunder. The storm was intensifying, mirroring the turbulence in Ben's mind. He found himself returning, again and again, to the sensation of Ava's cock in his hand—its softness, its heat, the tenseness of its skin. The memory evoked confusion, certainly, but also a persistent, undeniable arousal.

Did that make him gay? The question had surfaced repeatedly throughout the evening, but it felt inadequate, reductive. His attraction to Ava wasn't about categories or labels. It was about her—her confidence, her laugh, the way she bit her lip when concentrating on code, the determination with which she navigated a world that tried to put her in boxes. Her body, with all its complexity, was just another facet of who she was, and he found himself wanting all of her, not despite her uniqueness but because of it.

The realization settled over him like a weight. He had wanted her—honestly, completely—and then, at the first test, he had failed her. Had exposed the very insecurity she surely battled daily.

"Weather's supposed to clear by morning," the driver offered, his voice cutting through the silence again. Ben realized the man was trying to be kind, filling what must seem like an uncomfortable silence. "Just passing through, this system."

"Good to know," Ben replied, making an effort to sound more present. "Thanks."

The taxi turned onto a residential street, the neon of downtown giving way to the softer glow of streetlamps and occasional porch lights. They were getting close to his apartment now. Soon he would be alone with his thoughts, facing the long weekend before he could even attempt to make things right.

Would Ava even speak to him on Monday? Would she pretend nothing had happened, or would she avoid him entirely? The prospect of seeing her across the office, of trying to navigate the wreckage of what might have been, filled him with dread. Yet the alternative—not seeing her at all—felt even worse.

The taxi slowed, turning onto his street. The buildings here were older, converted Victorian homes split into apartments with high ceilings and drafty windows. Ben's was on the second floor of a pale blue structure that had seen better days but possessed a certain faded charm. The driver pulled to a stop at the curb, and Ben fumbled for his wallet.

"Twelve seventy-five," the driver said, the meter's red digits glowing in the darkness.

Ben handed over a twenty. "Keep the change."

"Appreciate it. Get inside before you drown, yeah?"

Ben nodded, pushing open the door and stepping into the downpour. The rain hammered against his shoulders, soaking through his shirt within seconds. He barely noticed. The cold was clarifying, washing away the lingering scent of champagne and office cologne.

As the taxi pulled up to his apartment building, Ben paid the driver and stepped out into the rain. It soaked through his jacket immediately, but he barely noticed. His mind was still in that storage room, still wrapped around questions he'd never thought to ask himself before tonight. Questions about Ava, about himself, about what exactly he wanted and whether he had the courage to reach for it.

The taxi pulled away, leaving him alone on the sidewalk, rain washing over him as he stood contemplating a night that had changed everything and a Monday that suddenly couldn't come fast enough.

Following a torturous weekend filled with mixed emotions, Monday arrived with the cruel efficiency of an executioner, giving Ben precisely forty-eight hours to replay Friday night's storage room encounter before facing its consequences. He stood in the elevator, watching the floor numbers tick upward with the same dread he might feel watching a timer on a bomb. His reflection in the polished metal doors looked ordinary enough—clean-shaven, button-down shirt properly tucked, tie knotted with mechanical precision—but beneath that carefully maintained exterior, his thoughts tumbled and crashed like waves against a cliff.

The weekend had been a blur of overthinking. One moment, he'd convince himself that what happened with Ava was just a strange, alcohol-fueled anomaly they could politely ignore. The next, he'd be gripped by the memory of her hardness in his hand, the gasp she'd made against his neck, and a heat would spread through him that no amount of cold showers could extinguish.

The elevator dinged at the twelfth floor. Ben took a deep breath and stepped into the office, his eyes immediately scanning for blonde hair and that burgundy dress—before realizing, with an almost comic self-awareness, that of course she wouldn't be wearing the same clothes from Friday.

The office hummed with Monday morning activity. The weekend's brief respite had renewed everyone's capacity for small talk, and snippets of conversation about holiday plans and gift shopping floated around the open floor plan. Ben nodded at a few colleagues as he made his way to his desk, relieved that no one seemed to look at him differently, as if they could somehow see Friday night written across his forehead.

He sat down at his computer, pretending to check emails while actually watching the main entrance. When Ava finally walked in fifteen minutes later, his heart performed a gymnastic routine in his chest. She wore a simple black skirt that fell just above her knees and a cream-colored blouse, her hair pulled back in its usual ponytail. Nothing in her appearance suggested anything unusual had happened between them, which somehow made Ben even more nervous.

She didn't look his way. Instead, she went straight to her desk near Richard's office, immediately picking up her phone to what appeared to be a barrage of Monday morning emergencies.

Ben watched her for a moment too long before forcing himself to focus on the screen in front of him. The code he'd been working on last week might as well have been written in hieroglyphics for all the sense it made to him now. He opened and closed various files, making a show of productivity while his mind spun alternative scenarios for approaching her.

An hour into this charade, Richard arrived, twenty minutes late as usual, already barking instructions before he'd even cleared the doorway. Ben watched as Ava immediately rose from her desk, notepad in hand, following Richard into his office. Through the glass walls, he could see her nodding attentively as Richard gestured emphatically at something on his computer screen.

"Earth to Ben," came a voice, startling him. Michael from accounting stood beside his desk, holding a stack of papers. "Did you get my email about the quarterly expense reports?"

"Oh—yeah, I was just about to respond," Ben lied, trying to recall if he'd seen any such email among the dozens he'd been ignoring.

"Well, I need them by end of day, and Richard wants the summary first thing tomorrow," Michael said, dropping the papers on Ben's desk with a pointed look at Ava through the glass wall. "Wouldn't want to disappoint the king and his favorite servant."

Ben felt a flash of irritation at the description—the same sentiment that had gotten him into trouble Friday night. "She's an assistant, not a servant," he said, more sharply than intended.

Michael raised an eyebrow. "Sure, Ben. Whatever you say." He walked away, leaving Ben with burning ears and a renewed sense of guilt.

By lunchtime, Ben had accomplished precisely nothing beyond repeatedly opening the company messaging app, typing out an apology to Ava, and deleting it. Each version seemed either too casual ("Hey, about Friday...") or too formal ("I wish to express my sincere regrets..."). Meanwhile, Ava had been in and out of meetings all morning, always within Richard's orbit, always just out of reach.

Ben's hands hovered over the keyboard once more. The words "pencil pusher" echoed in his mind, making him wince. He hadn't meant it that way—or had he? The truth was, he'd felt a twinge of something unpleasant watching her efficient deference to Richard at meetings, the way she anticipated his needs. Was it jealousy? Resentment that she made Richard look good when everyone knew he was a nightmare? Or something deeper, a disappointment that someone as smart as Ava was content to be in a supporting role?

He shook his head. None of that justified hurting her feelings, and none of it compared to the more pressing matter: the fact that he'd had his hand around her penis in a storage closet, and they hadn't exchanged so much as a glance since.

At 1:47 PM, with Ava briefly back at her desk between meetings, Ben finally worked up the courage to send a message:

Ben: Ava, I owe you an apology for what I said Friday night. It was thoughtless and untrue. Can we talk?

The message showed as "read" almost immediately, but no response came. Ben watched the small typing indicator appear and disappear several times, his anxiety climbing with each flicker. Finally, after what felt like hours but was likely only minutes, her reply appeared:

Ava: Yes, you do. But I'm swamped with Richard's presentation for tomorrow.

Ben's fingers flew across the keyboard:

Ben: I understand. Maybe coffee later this week?

The response was quicker this time:

Ava: I'll be at the company gym after work. If you actually want to apologize, do it in person.

Before he could respond, she added: "And not over text like a coward."

The message showed her as offline immediately after. Ben stared at the screen, his mouth slightly open. That wasn't what he'd expected. She wanted to meet at the gym? The same gym where they'd had their first awkward encounter weeks ago, when he'd accidentally walked into the wrong locker room and seen... well, seen what he'd now felt with his own hands.

The implication made his collar feel suddenly tight. Was this a trap? Did she want to humiliate him for being rude to her? Or was this an invitation to continue what they'd started in the storage room? Either way, the gym was a public space. Anyone from the office could walk in and see them together, and while a conversation itself would be innocent enough, Ben wasn't sure he could face Ava without his entire body language broadcasting exactly what was on his mind.

The afternoon crawled by in a fog of speculation. Ben alternated between convincing himself this was simply about an apology and allowing his imagination to wander into decidedly less professional territory. By five o'clock, when people began packing up for the day, he still hadn't decided what to do.

He watched as Ava efficiently packed her bag, said something to Richard that made him laugh—a rare sight—and headed for the elevators with a gym bag slung over her shoulder. Their eyes met briefly across the office, and something in her expression made his decision for him.

He would go. He would apologize properly. And whatever happened after that... well, he'd deal with that when it came.

Ben waited fifteen minutes after Ava left, feigning concentration on his computer until the office had mostly cleared out. He didn't want anyone to see him following her too obviously. When the coast seemed clear, he shut down his computer, grabbed his own gym bag (which, thankfully, he kept stocked for the rare occasions he actually used the company fitness center), and headed for the elevators.

The ride down to the basement level was solitary, giving Ben time to rehearse what he'd say. The simple, direct approach seemed best: "I'm sorry for what I said. It was insensitive and not what I actually think of you." Clean, honest, to the point. What happened after that apology was anyone's guess, but at least he'd have done the right thing.

The elevator doors opened onto the parking garage, its concrete expanse dotted with fewer cars now than during the workday. The overhead lights cast alternating pools of brightness and shadow, creating a strangely intimate atmosphere despite the vastness of the space. Ben made his way toward the far end where a glass door marked the entrance to the company gym.

His footsteps echoed in the cavernous space, each one seeming to say "turn back, turn back." But the image of Ava's face when he'd made that thoughtless comment, the hurt that had flashed across her features before she could hide it—that kept him moving forward. And if he was honest with himself, so did the memory of her body against his, the unexpected thrill of discovery in that cramped storage room.

As Ben approached the gym entrance, he could see through the glass that the main workout area was empty. That was good—fewer witnesses to whatever awkward exchange awaited him. He pushed through the door, the familiar smell of disinfectant and rubber mats greeting him. Down the corridor, he could hear the steady hum of a shower running.

His heart beat an irregular rhythm against his ribs as he moved forward, gym bag clutched in his suddenly sweaty palm, toward whatever waited for him beyond the locker room doors.

The parking garage stretched before Ben like a concrete labyrinth, each parking spot a hollow chamber where vehicles would normally rest. At this hour, most were empty, creating an eerie expanse of negative space. The fluorescent lights overhead flickered intermittently, casting his shadow into strange, elongated shapes that danced across the floor as he walked. His footsteps echoed with a hollow persistence that seemed to announce his approach to anyone who might be listening, though he hoped—or perhaps feared—that only Ava would hear.

The company gym occupied the southeast corner of the lowest level, a glass-fronted afterthought that management had installed during the wellness initiative three years ago. Most employees used it sporadically at best, preferring the more robust facilities of commercial gyms, but it served its purpose for those wanting a quick workout without leaving the building.

Ben's palm was slick with sweat against the cool metal handle of the gym's entrance door. He pulled it open and stepped inside, immediately enveloped by the artificially regulated climate—warmer than the garage, with that distinctive blend of cleaning products, rubber, and faint human exertion that all gyms seemed to share regardless of size or quality.

The main workout area was deserted, the treadmills and weight machines standing like patient sentinels in the half-light. The motion-activated overhead lights switched on fully as Ben moved further inside, illuminating the empty space in harsh fluorescence. From somewhere deeper in the facility, he could hear the steady hum of running water—a shower in use. Ava's shower.

The sound triggered a vivid flashback to their awkward encounter days ago. The moment replayed in his mind with excruciating clarity: pushing open the door, taking three steps inside before realizing his mistake, and then freezing in horror as he saw Ava and her monstrously huge dick.

Their eyes had met in a moment of mutual shock. He'd stammered and backed out quickly, the image of her seared into his brain.

Ben hesitated at the corridor junction leading to the locker rooms, his gym bag hanging limply from his hand. He hadn't actually planned to work out—it was just a prop, an excuse for being here if anyone asked. Now, facing the reality of confronting Ava in such an intimate setting again, doubt flooded his system. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe he should just send her a gift basket with an apology note attached. Maybe—

But no. He'd come this far. And something in Ava's message, the challenge in her words—"not over text like a coward"—demanded a response. She was right; he owed her a proper apology, face to face. And if he was completely honest with himself, he wanted to see her again, wanted to know if the connection he'd felt in that storage room had been real or just an alcohol-induced anomaly.

He continued down the corridor, the shower sound growing louder. At the end of the hallway stood two doors, identical except for the small gender designations mounted on each. Men to the left, women to the right. Ben stood between them, paralyzed by indecision.

What exactly was Ava expecting? She'd told him to meet her at the gym, but she hadn't specified where. Did she mean the workout area? One of the locker rooms? Was he supposed to wait outside until she emerged? His social awkwardness, usually manageable in structured office environments, now threatened to overwhelm him with the myriad possibilities for misinterpretation.

He considered his options. He could text her, but that felt like exactly the kind of avoidance she'd called him out for. He could wait in the gym area, but that might mean missing her if she left through the garage exit. He could knock on the women's locker room door, but what if someone else was in there? The idea of explaining himself to another female colleague made his stomach turn.

The shower sound abruptly ceased, plunging the corridor into relative silence. Ben's heart rate accelerated, knowing Ava was likely drying off, dressing—or perhaps standing there waiting for him to make a move. The moment stretched like a rubber band pulled to its limit, threatening to either snap or recoil.

Before he could overthink it any further, Ben raised his hand and gave a gentle, almost tentative knock on the women's locker room door. The sound seemed unnaturally loud in the quiet corridor, and he immediately regretted it. What if Ava wasn't alone? What if security had cameras in this hallway? What if—

No response came from within. Just silence, so complete he could hear the hum of the ventilation system and the distant, muffled sound of a car engine starting somewhere in the garage above. The urge to turn and run nearly overwhelmed him. He could still leave, make up some excuse tomorrow about an emergency. But the thought of Ava's disappointment—and yes, his own curiosity about what might happen—kept his feet planted firmly on the tile floor.

Taking a deep breath, he knocked again, this time following it with a soft but clear, "Hello?"

There was a rustling sound from inside, then a familiar voice: "Ben?" Ava's tone was neutral, giving away nothing about her state of mind—or state of dress.

"Yeah, it's me," he replied, his voice catching slightly. He cleared his throat. "You, uh, said to meet you here. To apologize."

A pause, then: "Come in."

Those two words sent a jolt of adrenaline straight to Ben's core, and something stirred in his pants. Come in? To the women's locker room? His mind raced with implications, warnings, possibilities.

"Are you sure?" he asked, giving her an out. "I can wait out here until you're done if that's better."

Her response came immediately, with a hint of amused exasperation: "Stop being a pussy and come in, Ben."

The crude command, so at odds with Ava's usual professional demeanor, shocked him into compliance. His hand moved to the door handle almost of its own accord, pushing it open before his brain could fully process all the reasons this was probably a terrible idea.

As the door swung inward, Ben stepped into the women's locker room, crossing a threshold that felt symbolically significant in ways he couldn't quite articulate but could definitely feel—in his racing pulse, his shallow breathing, and the growing tightness in his slacks.

Steam hung in the air like spectral curtains, turning the fluorescent lighting into diffuse halos that gave the locker room an otherworldly quality. Through the vapor, Ben made out Ava's silhouette standing by an open locker, her back partly turned to him. She wore only a black sports bra on top, the fabric clinging to her skin with post-workout dampness, while a white towel was knotted securely around her waist. Droplets of water traced lazy paths down her shoulder blades, collecting in the small of her back before disappearing beneath the terrycloth barrier.

Ben stood frozen just inside the doorway, feeling like an intruder in a sacred space. The women's locker room was nearly identical to the men's in layout—rows of metal lockers along the walls, a narrow wooden bench running down the center, shower stalls visible through a doorway at the far end—but it felt fundamentally different. The air smelled faintly of floral shampoo and body wash, a stark contrast to the aggressive pine and mentholated scents that dominated the men's side.

Ava didn't turn around immediately. Instead, she continued organizing something in her locker, her movements unhurried, as if having a male colleague in the women's changing room were an everyday occurrence. The casual confidence of it struck Ben as both intimidating and inexplicably attractive.

Finally, she glanced over her shoulder, her blonde hair darker with dampness and pulled back in a messy bun that exposed the elegant line of her neck. "You can sit," she said, gesturing toward the bench behind her with a slight nod. Her expression was unreadable, neither welcoming nor hostile, simply waiting.

Ben swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. He took a few mechanical steps forward, the door swinging shut behind him with a soft hydraulic hiss that seemed to seal his fate. The bench looked impossibly narrow now, a precarious perch that would put him directly at eye level with—

He cut that thought short, focusing instead on the apology he'd rehearsed. "Ava, I wanted to say I'm really sorry about Friday night," he began, carefully making his way to the bench and sitting down with his eyes fixed determinedly on the tiled floor. "What I said about you being Richard's pencil pusher—it was completely out of line. I didn't mean it the way it sounded."

He stared at his own shoes, expensive leather oxfords that looked absurdly formal in the casual setting of the locker room. They were still slightly damp from the walk through the garage, dark patches staining the polished surface like inkblots in a psychological test. What did they reveal about him, he wondered—this man who couldn't even look a woman in the eye while apologizing, who was trying so hard to be a gentleman when gentlemanly behavior felt like the thinnest possible veneer over his actual thoughts?

"I respect you and the work you do," he continued, the words coming out rehearsed despite his sincerity. "I was drunk and jealous—" He stopped, realizing too late what he'd admitted.

"Jealous?" Ava's voice held a note of genuine surprise. "Of what?"

Ben risked a glance up, careful to keep his eyes on her face. "Of having fun with other people, I guess. Of your confidence. Of—" He hesitated, not sure how to articulate the complex swirl of emotions he felt when watching her at work.

While he fumbled for words, Ava turned fully toward her locker again and pulled out a pair of gray jogging pants. Then, with a casualness that made Ben's heart stutter, she undid the knot in her towel and let it drop to the floor.

The soft thud of fabric hitting tile drew Ben's eyes downward automatically. The gentlemanly intention to look away evaporated as his gaze landed directly on Ava's exposed lower body as she turned to face him. Her penis hung substantial and unashamed between her thighs, not erect but impressive even in its relaxed state. It was thick and long, with prominent veins running its length, nestled above a tight sac.

The contrast between this decidedly masculine feature and the feminine curve of her hips, breasts and smoothly shaved legs created a visual that short-circuited Ben's brain. She was beautiful in a way that defied conventional categories, her body both familiar and mysterious at once.

Ava made no move to cover herself or to put on the pants that hung limply from her hand. Instead, she stood facing him, allowing—perhaps even encouraging—his view, her lips curving into a knowing smile as she watched his reaction.

"You were saying something about jealousy?" she prompted, her voice lower than before, with an undercurrent of something that might have been amusement or desire or both.

Ben opened his mouth, but whatever he'd been about to say evaporated from his mind. He was acutely aware of his own physical response—the quickening of his pulse, the warmth spreading through his body, the growing tightness in his pants.

"What's wrong, Ben? Lost your train of thought?" Ava's teasing had an edge to it now, a confidence born of knowing exactly the effect she was having. "It's not like you haven't seen it before. Felt it before."

The explicit reference to their storage room encounter broke through Ben's paralysis. "I—yes—that is—" He stammered, unable to form a coherent sentence while his brain was busy processing the visual information before him and reconciling it with the memory of that hardness in his hand, the way it had pulsed against his palm.

Ava took a step closer, still holding the jogging pants at her side, making no move to put them on. "Tell me something," she said, her voice deceptively casual. "What would have happened at the party if we hadn't been interrupted?"

The question hung in the steam-laden air between them, loaded with possibilities. Ben's mind raced through scenarios—some that had played out in his dreams over the weekend, others he hadn't allowed himself to consciously consider.

"I don't know," he admitted finally, his voice hoarse. It was the truth, but it felt like a coward's answer.

"You don't know?" Ava repeated, skepticism clear in her tone. "We were pretty far along a particular path, Ben. Are you telling me you hadn't thought about where it was leading?"

He had thought about it—obsessively, exhaustively, in ways that had both disturbed and excited him. But articulating those thoughts out loud, here, now, with Ava standing half-naked before him, seemed impossible.

"I was drunk," he said weakly, immediately regretting the implication.

Something flashed across Ava's face—disappointment, perhaps, or anger. "So that's your excuse? You were drunk, so it didn't mean anything?" She took another step closer, until she was standing directly in front of him, her exposed genitals at his eye level. "Is that why you're here now? Sober and apologetic, ready to write the whole thing off as a mistake?"

"No!" The word burst from him with unexpected force. "That's not what I meant."

"Then what did you mean, Ben?" Her voice had taken on an impatient edge. "Because I'm standing here, literally exposed to you, and you're still hiding behind politeness and excuses. What do you want?"

The directness of the question stunned him. What did he want? The proper answer—the safe answer—would be to say he wanted her forgiveness for his thoughtless comment. But that would be only partly true, wouldn't it? What he really wanted was...

"I'm confused," he confessed, looking up at her face, trying to anchor himself there instead of letting his gaze drop lower. "Friday night...in the storage room...that was unexpected. I've never felt—I mean, I didn't know I could—" He stumbled over the words, the concepts themselves foreign territory.

Ava's expression softened slightly, but her stance remained challenging. "Life's full of unexpected discoveries, Ben. The question is what you do with them." She studied his face for a moment, then added more gently, "You don't need alcohol to be brave. You just need to decide what you want and go for it."

Her words hung between them, a gauntlet thrown down. Ben felt the weight of the moment, the sense that whatever he said or did next would set them on a path that couldn't be easily abandoned. His mouth had gone dry, and a peculiar lightness filled his chest—fear or anticipation or some potent blend of both.

"I want..." he began, then faltered. How could he articulate desires he was only just beginning to understand himself?

Ava's patience was visibly thinning. "It's simple, Ben. Either you want me or you don't." Her free hand moved to her hip in a gesture that somehow managed to be both feminine and commanding. "Which is it?"

The question, posed so starkly, demanded an equally unambiguous answer. Ben looked at Ava—really looked at her—taking in the totality of her: the confidence with which she inhabited her unique body, the intelligence in her eyes, the subtle curve of her lips that suggested she already knew his answer but wanted to hear him say it.

And in that moment of clarity, Ben realized that the answer was surprisingly simple after all.

Ava's hand moved with deliberate slowness to her penis, fingers wrapping around its substantial girth with practiced ease. She began to stroke herself, the motion languid and hypnotic, her eyes never leaving Ben's face as she gauged his reaction. Her cock responded immediately to her touch, thickening and lengthening with each slow pump of her hand, the skin sliding smoothly beneath her grip.

"You want to know how you can really apologize to me, Ben?" she asked, her voice dropping to a husky whisper that seemed to vibrate in the steamy air between them. The question was rhetorical; the answer was evident in the way she continued to touch herself, in the unbroken eye contact that held him captive.

Ben couldn't look away, couldn't speak. His mouth had suddenly gone bone-dry while simultaneously beginning to water at the sight before him. The contradiction matched the bewildering mix of emotions churning inside him—shock, arousal, curiosity, anxiety—all coalescing into a singular, overwhelming desire to touch what Ava was touching.

"Kiss it," she commanded, her free hand gesturing toward her now half-erect member. "Kiss my cock, and I'll consider your apology accepted."

The crude directness of the instruction sent a jolt through Ben's system, a hot flush rising from his collar to his cheeks. In the fluorescent light of the locker room, filtered through lingering steam, Ava's penis looked almost unreal—a forbidden object from a dream, growing more substantial with each stroke of her hand.

"I..." Ben started, not sure what he was going to say, not sure there was anything to say. His body seemed to have its own agenda, independent of his conscious mind. His own erection strained against his slacks, and his mouth watered so intensely he had to swallow repeatedly.

"Simple choice, Ben," Ava said, continuing her steady strokes. "Either you want this, or you don't. Either you're brave enough to take what you want, or you aren't." Her cock was now fully erect, standing proud from her body, its size impressive enough to make Ben wonder fleetingly how she concealed it so effectively in her work attire.

"I want it," Ben admitted, the words barely audible but unmistakable in the quiet locker room.

Ava's lips curved into a satisfied smile. "Then get on your knees and show me."

The command should have felt demeaning, but instead, it sent a thrill of excitement through Ben. Something about being told exactly what to do, about surrendering the need to decide or take initiative, was unexpectedly liberating. Without further hesitation, he slid off the bench onto his knees, positioning himself directly in front of Ava's now fully erect cock.

From this new vantage point, her penis seemed even more imposing—thick and veined, the head swollen and darker than the shaft, with a small bead of clear fluid forming at the tip. Ben's hand reached for it almost of its own accord, drawn by an instinctive desire to feel its weight and heat.

Ava's reaction was swift. She slapped his hand away, not hard enough to hurt but with enough force to make her point clear. "No," she said firmly. "Just your mouth. I want to feel those soft lips that say such thoughtless things put to better use."

The gentle rebuke reminded Ben of why he was here—to apologize—though the situation had evolved far beyond a simple expression of regret. He felt an unexpected rush of submission, a desire to please her that had nothing to do with workplace hierarchy and everything to do with the charged energy between them in this moment.

Not knowing where else to place his hands, he rested them lightly on her thighs, feeling the smooth skin and firm muscle beneath his palms. He looked up at her face, seeking final confirmation or permission.

Ava held his gaze for a moment, then deliberately dropped the jogging pants she'd been holding aside, the soft fabric pooling on the floor next to the discarded towel. The gesture eliminated any remaining ambiguity about where this encounter was headed.

Her cock now stood fully erect before him, an impressive twelve inches at least, the shaft thick enough that Ben's fingers wouldn't have met had he been allowed to wrap them around it. It curved slightly upward, the head bulbous and glistening, a roadmap of veins prominent along its length. At its base, neatly trimmed blonde hair formed a soft halo that transitioned to the smooth skin of her inner thighs.

"Kiss it," Ava repeated, her voice gentle but insistent. She used her hand to angle her penis slightly downward, pointing it directly at Ben's lips.

With a deep breath, Ben leaned forward and placed his lips against the side of her shaft in a tentative kiss. The contact was electric—her skin surprisingly soft despite the hardness beneath, and warmer than he'd expected. As he pulled back slightly, a thin strand of precum stretched between his lower lip and her cock, creating a glistening bridge that caught the light.

The taste was mild but distinctive, slightly salty with an underlying sweetness that wasn't unpleasant. The scent was intoxicating—clean from her recent shower but with an underlying muskiness that triggered something primal in Ben's brain. He felt dizzy with the sensory overload, his own erection throbbing painfully against the confines of his pants.

Ava watched his reaction with hooded eyes, her breathing slightly quickened. "Not so bad, is it?" she murmured, a hint of triumph in her voice. She reached down with her free hand and gently traced his jawline with her fingertips. "I think you might even like it."

She was right, and the realization should have been more shocking than it was. Instead, Ben felt a strange sense of inevitability, as if he'd been moving toward this moment since that first accidental encounter in the locker room weeks ago.

With deliberate showmanship, Ava used her thumb and forefinger to squeeze the head of her cock, coaxing out a more substantial bead of precum that hung precariously from the slit before dropping with perfect cinematic timing to the floor between them.

"Lick off the rest," she instructed, her voice husky with arousal.

Ben extended his tongue and ran it across the crown of her penis, collecting the remaining fluid. The taste was stronger now, more concentrated, and he found himself wanting more. His tongue lingered, exploring the ridge where the head met the shaft, discovering the sensitive spots that made Ava's breath catch.

"Open your mouth," she said, her voice tighter now, controlled but barely.

Ben complied without hesitation, parting his lips as Ava guided the head of her cock into the warm, wet cavity of his mouth. The sensation was foreign but not unpleasant—the velvety smoothness of her skin against his tongue, the solid weight filling his mouth, the slight pulse he could feel through the sensitive flesh.

"Good boy," Ava praised, her free hand moving to stroke his hair, the gentle touch at odds with the obscene image they must have presented—her standing naked from the waist down, him kneeling before her in his business attire, her cock disappearing between his lips.

Ben looked up at her face, seeking guidance, approval, connection. Their eyes met, and something passed between them—an acknowledgment, an acceptance. He smiled as best he could with his mouth full, an expression that must have looked ridiculous but felt genuine.

"Now suck it," Ava instructed, her fingers tightening slightly in his hair. "Make me feel good, and maybe I'll forgive you for being such an ass."

The reminder of his original purpose—to apologize—added a peculiar layer to the encounter, but Ben was beyond caring about the inconsistencies. He wanted to please her, wanted to hear more of those soft gasps she made when he did something right, wanted to explore this unexpected territory they'd stumbled into together.

Having no experience to draw from, Ben tried to recall what had felt good when done to him. He began moving his lips over the head of Ava's cock, using his tongue to stimulate the sensitive underside while being careful to keep his teeth covered. The techniques that past girlfriends had used on him became his guide—the importance of suction, the value of a steady rhythm, the need for adequate saliva to create the right slickness.

He deliberately allowed himself to drool a bit, creating more wetness as he took her deeper into his mouth. The excess saliva ran down her shaft, making lewd squelching sounds that should have been embarrassing but somehow only added to the eroticism of the moment.

"That's it," Ava encouraged, her breathing becoming more ragged. "Just like that. You're a natural cocksucker, Ben. Who would have thought?"

The crude praise sent a fresh wave of arousal through him. He increased his efforts, focusing on establishing a steady rhythm of taking her in and out of his mouth, paying special attention to the sensitive head. He discovered that tightening his lips as they passed over the ridge of her corona elicited particularly strong reactions from Ava, so he incorporated that technique into his rhythm.

His jaw began to ache with the unaccustomed strain, but he pushed through the discomfort, driven by a growing determination to bring Ava to climax. Her breathing had become shallow and quick, her hand in his hair tightening its grip, occasionally guiding him to a faster pace.

"Make me cum," she ordered, her voice tight with building pleasure. "I want to fill that smart mouth of yours."

The explicit directive sent a shiver down Ben's spine. He redoubled his efforts, focusing on maintaining the steady motion of his lips over her cockhead while using his tongue to apply pressure to the sensitive underside. His hands, still resting on her thighs, could feel the muscles tensing beneath his fingertips as she approached her peak.

A fleeting worry crossed his mind—what would it be like when she orgasmed? He'd heard enough female friends complain about swallowing to know it wasn't always pleasant. Would it be different with Ava? The absurdity of the situation struck him suddenly—here he was, on his knees in the women's locker room, worrying about the taste of cum while enthusiastically sucking a penis attached to his female colleague.

Before he could pursue this thought further, Ava's body language changed. Her thighs trembled beneath his hands, and her breathing transformed into sharp, staccato gasps. Her hand gripped his hair almost painfully, holding him in place.

"I'm going to cum," she panted, her voice quivering with the effort of speaking through her approaching orgasm. "Ooooh."

Her face contorted in ecstasy, a sight Ben found unexpectedly beautiful—her usually composed features transformed by pleasure, vulnerable and raw in a way he'd never seen before. Then her cock pulsed powerfully against his tongue, and a sudden flood of warm, salty fluid filled his mouth.

The quantity and force took him by surprise. He instinctively pulled back, causing some of the ejaculate to spill from his lips onto his chin and shirt front. Ava's penis continued to pulse, releasing rope after rope of thick, white cum. She grabbed her shaft with her hand, pumping it gently as she aimed the continuing spurts at Ben's chest, deliberately painting him with her release.

Ben watched in astonishment as his previously immaculate shirt became stained with translucent white streaks. The taste in his mouth was strong—salty, slightly bitter, with a complex undertone he couldn't quite identify. Not pleasant exactly, but not as repulsive as he might have imagined. He swallowed some reflexively before the rest dribbled from his lips, adding to the mess on his shirt.

Ava's orgasm gradually subsided, her breathing slowing as she looked down at him with half-lidded eyes. A satisfied smile played across her lips as she surveyed her handiwork—Ben kneeling before her, his face and shirt splattered with her cum, his expression a mixture of surprise and something like wonder.

Without warning, she dropped to her knees in front of him, bringing their faces level. Before Ben could react, she leaned forward and kissed him deeply, her tongue pushing into his mouth without hesitation, tasting herself on his lips. The kiss was hungry, possessive, her tongue exploring every corner of his mouth that had just pleasured her so thoroughly.

Ben responded with equal fervor, his initial shock giving way to a renewed surge of desire. Their tongues danced together, slick with the remnants of Ava's climax, creating an intimacy that felt even more transgressive than the act that had preceded it. His hands found her waist, pulling her closer, feeling the heat of her body against his cum-stained shirt.

The kiss lasted until they were both breathless, a primal exchange that seemed to seal whatever unspoken agreement they had entered into. When they finally broke apart, Ava's eyes held a warmth that had been absent in her earlier commanding persona—a genuine connection that transcended the power dynamics of their unusual encounter.

They broke apart slowly, reality seeping back into the warm bubble of intimacy they'd created. Ben looked down at himself—shirt plastered to his chest with sweat and semen, tie askew, knees sore from the hard tile floor—and let out a small, disbelieving laugh. Ava, still kneeling before him, naked from the waist down with her softening penis resting against her thigh, smiled in response, a conspiratorial grin that acknowledged the absurdity and beauty of their situation.

"I think," she said, glancing pointedly at his ruined shirt, "we both need a shower."

The suggestion hung in the air for a moment, its implications clear. Ben nodded, not trusting his voice. Ava rose to her feet with fluid grace, extending her hand to help him up. His knees protested as he stood, pins and needles shooting through his legs after the prolonged kneeling.

"Come on," she said, leading him toward the shower area without releasing his hand. "It's not like we have anything left to hide from each other."

The women's showers were identical to the men's—a row of stalls with waist-high dividers that provided minimal privacy. Ava chose the one furthest from the door, turning on the water and adjusting the temperature with practiced efficiency. Steam began to rise once more, filling the tiled space with warm moisture that clung to their skin.

She turned to him, reaching for his tie with nimble fingers. "You're overdressed," she said, loosening the knot and sliding the silk from around his neck. There was something intensely intimate about being undressed by another person, Ben realized—a vulnerability that went beyond mere nakedness.

Ava worked methodically, unbuttoning his shirt to reveal the cum-stained undershirt beneath, helping him shrug out of both garments. She paused when her hands reached his belt, looking up at him with a raised eyebrow. "May I?"

The formality of the question, after what had just transpired between them, made Ben smile. "Please," he replied, his voice hoarse.

She unbuckled his belt and unfastened his slacks, pushing them down along with his boxers in one smooth motion. His erection, which had subsided somewhat during their interlude, sprang free, not fully hard but visibly affected by her proximity. Ava glanced at it appreciatively but made no move to touch him there. Instead, she stepped back and pulled her sports bra over her head, finally standing completely naked before him.

Ben took in the full sight of her for the first time—the lean muscles of her abdomen, the gentle curve of her hips, the small but perfectly formed breasts with pink nipples puckered from the cool air. And below, her penis, still impressive even in its semi-flaccid state, hanging heavily between her thighs. The juxtaposition should have been jarring, but instead, it seemed a perfect expression of Ava herself—complex, unexpected, beautiful in her uniqueness.

She stepped into the shower spray, closing her eyes as the water cascaded over her face and body. "Coming?" she asked, without opening her eyes.

Ben stepped under the stream with her, the warm water a shock against his sensitized skin. The shower stall wasn't designed for two people, forcing them to stand close, their bodies brushing against each other as they moved to share the water. Ava's penis swung gently against his thigh with each movement, a constant reminder of what had just happened between them.

Without speaking, they began to wash each other, hands gliding over wet skin, discovering new territories by touch. Ben's fingers traced the curve of her back, the delicate bones of her spine, before moving around to cup her breasts. They were small but perfectly proportioned to her frame, fitting neatly into his palms. He marveled at their softness, so different from the hardness he'd just experienced in his mouth.

Ava sighed at his touch, leaning back against him, her wet hair tickling his chest. "Careful," she murmured as his thumbs brushed across her nipples. "Unless you're ready for round two, that kind of stimulation might get you more than you bargained for."

The warning, delivered with a playful lilt, sent a mixture of excitement and apprehension through Ben. Round two. The implication was clear, and for a moment, he allowed himself to imagine it—Ava taking him, possessing him completely, crossing the final frontier of this unexpected journey they'd begun.

But the thought also triggered a flutter of anxiety. He wasn't sure he was ready for that, wasn't sure what it would mean about him, about them, about everything he'd thought he understood about himself. The confidence he'd felt while pleasing her with his mouth wavered at the prospect of surrendering in that more fundamental way.

"Maybe we should save something for next time," he suggested, trying to keep his tone light while establishing a boundary.

Ava turned in his arms, studying his face. "Next time," she repeated, as if testing the concept. Her lips curved into a smile. "I like the sound of that."

They finished washing in companionable silence, hands occasionally straying to more intimate areas but without the urgent need that had driven their earlier encounter. As the water began to cool, Ava reached around Ben to turn off the tap, her flaccid penis brushing against his hip in a motion that felt almost deliberately casual.

As they stepped out of the shower and reached for towels, a new thought struck Ben with sudden force. "Ava," he said, his voice low and urgent. "What if someone had walked in? While we were...you know."

The concern had been hovering at the edges of his consciousness throughout their encounter but had been overwhelmed by more immediate sensations. Now, in the aftermath, the potential consequences loomed larger.

Ava wrapped a towel around her waist, securing it in the same manner Ben had first seen weeks ago. "The gym's empty this time of evening," she said with a shrug. "Most people have fancy fitness club memberships. This place is practically abandoned after six."

"But someone could have," Ben persisted, suddenly aware of how carelessly they'd risked exposure. "Security does rounds. The cleaning staff comes in. Anyone could have heard us."

Ava's expression shifted, a hint of mischief playing at the corners of her mouth. "I know," she said, her voice dropping to a near-whisper. "That's part of what makes it exciting."

"Exciting?" Ben repeated, incredulous.

She stepped closer, placing a hand on his chest. "The risk, the possibility of discovery—it's a rush. Don't tell me you didn't feel it too, that extra edge when you thought about someone walking in on us."

Ben wanted to deny it, but he couldn't entirely. There had been something intoxicating about the forbidden nature of what they'd done, a heightening of sensation that came from the underlying danger. But now, with clarity returning, the potential consequences seemed less like an aphrodisiac and more like a looming disaster.

"If anyone found out..." he began, not needing to finish the thought.

"They won't," Ava said with a confidence that Ben found both reassuring and slightly naive. She turned away to finish drying herself, the conversation apparently concluded from her perspective.

Ben toweled off in silence, his mind racing. What had seemed like a singular, contained event was now spinning out implications that rippled in all directions. Office relationships were complicated enough without adding the dimensions that made their situation uniquely complex. And then there was the matter of his own identity, the questions raised by his enthusiastic participation in acts he'd never previously contemplated.

They dressed in silence, Ben in his now-wrinkled work clothes minus the stained undershirt, which he stuffed into his gym bag, and Ava in her workout gear—the jogging pants finally serving their intended purpose, paired with a loose t-shirt that hid the contours of her body.

"Ready?" she asked when they were both dressed, gesturing toward the locker room door.

Ben nodded, gathering his things. As they exited, the empty gym seemed suddenly vast and exposed, the large windows looking out onto the parking garage allowing anyone passing by a clear view inside. Ben felt a pRichle of paranoia, imagining hidden cameras or late-working colleagues just happening to glance in as they passed.

They walked through the gym and out into the parking garage, their footsteps echoing in the cavernous space. The concrete expanse was dimly lit, most of the cars gone for the day, creating an eerie, liminal atmosphere. Ben was acutely aware of Ava beside him, the slight swing of her arm occasionally causing her hand to brush against his.

After a moment of hesitation, he reached out and took her hand. Their fingers interlaced naturally, as if they'd held hands a hundred times before. Ava squeezed gently, a silent acknowledgment of the gesture.

They walked in comfortable silence, the distant sounds of traffic filtering down from the street level above, until they reached Ben's car, parked in its usual spot near the south wall.

"This is me," he said unnecessarily, stopping beside the vehicle.

Ava turned to face him, still holding his hand. "So it is," she replied, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. Then, with a sudden assertiveness that reminded him of her dominance in the locker room, she stepped forward and embraced him, her hands sliding down to cup his buttocks possessively.

The bold gesture took Ben by surprise. For a brief, disorienting moment, he wondered if she was going to lift him, testing her strength against his weight. Instead, she leaned in and placed a gentle kiss on his cheek, her lips lingering just a heartbeat longer than strictly necessary.

"Next time," she whispered into his ear, "you should swallow all of it. That would be really sexy."

The crude suggestion, delivered in such a matter-of-fact tone, made Ben's cheeks burn. He managed a weak chuckle that sounded unconvincing even to his own ears.

Ava released him and stepped back, her expression soft but unreadable. "Goodnight, Ben," she said, turning to walk toward her own car, parked several rows away.

Ben watched her retreat, unable to tear his eyes away from the gentle sway of her hips, the confident set of her shoulders. Even in baggy jogging pants and a plain t-shirt, she moved with a grace that captivated him. His gaze lingered on her ass, appreciating its perfect roundness, the way the fabric stretched across it with each step she took.

He remained standing beside his car until she disappeared from view around a concrete pillar. Only then did he become aware of a familiar pressure building in his groin—his erection returning with persistent determination, as if their extended encounter in the locker room had never happened.

With a sigh of mingled frustration and anticipation, Ben got into his car and closed the door, the interior light illuminating his hand as it moved to his zipper. Whatever complications tomorrow might bring, whatever questions about identity and desire remained unanswered, they would have to wait. For now, there was only the vivid memory of Ava—the taste of her cum, her scent, her commanding presence—and the insistent need that would not be denied by the thought of her full load in his stomach.
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