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The air in the InnoVex Solutions building tasted like beige. It was a flavorless, recycled atmosphere that promised nothing more than the slow, methodical ticking of a clock on a wall, a sound that had become the metronome to Chloe’s dwindling sanity. She rested her chin in her palm, her fingers tapping a restless rhythm against her cheek as she stared at the spreadsheet on her monitor. The numbers swam before her eyes, a meaningless jumble of black pixels on a white screen, as exciting as watching paint dry, if the paint were also the color beige.

Beside her, in the adjacent cubicle, Maya sighed. It was a soft, defeated sound, the puff of air from a slowly deflating balloon. Chloe could picture her perfectly without even looking: Maya, with her cascade of dark curls that she constantly tucked behind her ear, her brow furrowed in concentration over some equally soul-crushing task. They had imagined this internship as a launchpad, the final, glittering jewel in the crown of their college careers. They’d pictured dynamic meetings, innovative projects, mentors who would see their raw, brilliant potential. The reality was a cubicle farm under the flat, humming glare of fluorescent lights, where the most dynamic part of the day was the 3 p.m. slump when everyone collectively gave up pretending to be productive.

Chloe’s phone buzzed on the desk. A text from the cubicle next door.

Maya: I think my soul is actively trying to escape my body through my ears to get away from the sound of Kevin clipping his fingernails.

Chloe stifled a laugh, her shoulders shaking. Kevin, a mid-level data analyst with the posture of a wilting houseplant, was indeed producing a series of sharp, rhythmic clicks from his corner of the office. It was a symphony of corporate despair.

Chloe: Don’t let it. We need your soul for our post-work misery margarita pact.

Maya: It’s only 10 a.m. That pact is a lifetime away.

Chloe: We have to do something. Anything. I’m going to start chewing on my ethernet cable if this goes on any longer.

A pause. Then, a new message.

Maya: Like what? Staple Kevin’s tie to his desk? I’m not above it.

Chloe’s eyes drifted from her phone, scanning the office. It was a sea of muted blues and greys, a landscape of quiet desperation. People sat in their ergonomic chairs like well-behaved prisoners, their faces illuminated by the cold glow of their monitors. The only thing of interest was the glass-walled conference room at the far end of the floor, colloquially known as the Fishbowl. Currently, it housed a meeting of what they’d dubbed the Silverbacks—a group of senior executives whose expressions ranged from mild disinterest to profound constipation. They were all facing away, focused on a PowerPoint presentation.

An idea, small and wicked, began to sprout in the barren soil of Chloe’s boredom. It was a tiny, thrilling weed pushing its way through concrete.

Chloe: I have a better idea. Something just for us.

Maya: I’m listening...

Chloe’s heart started beating a little faster, a tiny drum against her ribs. This was stupid. This was juvenile. It was perfect.

Chloe: See Mr. Henderson? The one in the blue shirt with the tie that looks like a crime scene?

Maya: The one who looks like he’s never experienced a genuine emotion? Yes.

Chloe: I’m going to walk past the copy machine. When I pass his desk on the way back, I’m going to “accidentally” drop my pen. And I’m not wearing a bra today.

The three dots indicating Maya was typing appeared and disappeared three times. Chloe could feel her friend’s hesitation through the phone, a palpable wave of caution. She bit her lip, a giddy, nervous energy fizzing in her stomach.

Maya: Chloe. You’re insane.

Chloe: I’m bored. There’s a difference. My blouse is thick enough, he won’t see anything definitive. Just... a suggestion. A hint of chaos in this temple of order. Just for a second. No one will notice. Except you. You have to watch.

Maya: Why do I have to watch?

Chloe: Because you’re my accomplice. And I need a lookout. It’s no fun if no one sees the crime.

Another long pause. Chloe imagined Maya chewing on her lower lip, her dark eyes flicking from her phone to Chloe’s cubicle wall, then to the unsuspecting Mr. Henderson. This was the moment. The hook. The precipice of their descent into something far more interesting than data entry.

Maya: Fine. But if you get us fired, the margaritas are on you. For life.

Chloe: Deal.

She tucked her phone away, a slow, predatory smile spreading across her lips. A thrill, sharp and sweet, shot through her. It was the first real feeling she’d had all day. She stood up, stretching theatrically, her arms reaching for the ceiling. Her white silk blouse, buttoned just high enough to be professional, pulled taut across her chest. Without the architecture of a bra, her breasts were softer, freer, a secret she carried under the guise of corporate conformity.

She grabbed a single piece of paper from her desk—a prop—and started the long walk to the copy machine. Each step was deliberate. The low-grade industrial carpet absorbed the sound of her heels, making her feel like a ghost gliding through the office. She could feel Maya’s eyes on her back, a tangible pressure. The air felt different now, charged with their shared secret. The hum of the lights seemed to crescendo.

She passed Mr. Henderson’s desk. He didn’t look up, his attention surgically attached to his own spreadsheet. At the copy machine, she took her time, pretending to fuss with the settings, her heart thumping a frantic rhythm against her ribs. This was ridiculous. And yet, she felt more alive than she had in weeks. She placed her paper on the glass, closed the lid, and pressed the green button. The machine whirred to life, a mechanical accomplice.
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