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			Introduction

			Think this book is recounting a typical day at the office or a predictable job interview for that new job? Not exactly, because for this collection of stories, normal and ordinary are not words to describe these work environments. Whether describing the unbelievable behavioral changes of coworkers to a boss with a sickening taste for staying young, these stories detail peculiar office circumstances that are weirder than someone eating someone else’s lunch.

			Would you like to enter the offices of Famine and Gluttony, two of the seven deadly sins? How about waging war against office equipment that for some reason wants you humiliated or dead? Want to know what the helpdesks in hell are all about, or learn that you have a “twin” who is living a more exciting life than you are at work and home? These are just a few of the stories to enjoy in this book, along with the beloved stories of coworkers turning into zombies and hidden rooms in the office building that reveal more terrifying happenings in the company.

			Don’t think that the book only includes what happens after you have been with a company for several years. It is not just the odd or sinister changes in behavior of established (and some undead) coworkers and/or bosses or going behind the scenes of recognized characters of horror. There are also stories about the interview for that mysteriously great job that came out of nowhere, only there are certain strings attached in order to work there.

			Maybe you landed the job but now are just beginning to understand why nobody was applying for it, and nobody seems to be leaving it alive. You could be working for a boss now who has unusual events occurring in his office, where you happen to see the markings of blood on him. Besides giving you great content to read, these stories will give you life lessons to prepare you for your next job interview and for those unusual questions or requests that might have you running for the door. Or it might encourage you to revise that resume if events in your office or your coworkers are becoming stranger than fiction.

			You will laugh, cringe, and maybe shed some tears of joy while reading through this eclectic collection of horrific and mind-bending stories that will bring you face to face with zombies, monsters, and some evil bosses that will make your employer seem like a kitten. If anything, these stories will remind you that Fred in the cubicle next to you or Mr. Smith, your boss, are not as bad as the employees you are reading about here, unless they are much worse.

			We’d say beware before reading, but you already know to expect the unexpected at the workplace. So grab your favorite coffee, get comfortable on your couch (or in your office chair), and be prepared to be shocked, amazed, and downright disgusted at the comings and goings of these offices. Don’t say we didn’t warn you.

		

	
		
			Cubicle Drones

			Kay Hanifen

			There was a time when the world had color. I was sure of it, but every day looked just a little bit greyer than the last. Life had narrowed to waking up, rushing to the office, working eight hours a day for five days a week, and then clawing back personal time in the evenings and on weekends to complete chores, hang out with friends, watch TV, and think about literally anything else.

			Describing my job would make people’s eyes glaze over with boredom before I even finished speaking. “Yeah, I do IT and data entry for a company that makes gator clips. You know, the things you use to seal your bags of chips so that they don’t get stale. Believe me, it’s about as exciting as it sounds.”

			There was a time when I wanted to be an artist. I wanted to write and draw my own comics, but I was never quite good enough. The characters would always look off-model, the dialogue was always cliché, and my handwriting is absolutely awful. Then, there were times when I wanted to be an actress, a star of stage and screen. I was even the lead in a couple of college productions, but now I barely have time to do my laundry anymore, let alone try out for local plays. And then there were times when I wanted to do something brave and dangerous, like work as a spy or a private eye. But I get anxious ordering my food at restaurants. There was no way I could be a badass secret agent.

			So, now I was stuck in my life of grey and beige, entering meaningless data into computers and helping people who need to troubleshoot their computers. I would sit in my grey, little cubicle and work on my grey, little assignments and pretend that my life had meaning. All this for a paycheck that allowed me to be barely able to afford rent and living expenses.

			I’d talk to my office friends—Joey, Claire, and Naomi—and go out with them for overpriced drinks that I hated and make empty plans to do something together outside of work. I’d daydream about money laundering, like they did in Office Space, buying my freedom with company funds. I’d binge Netflix and scroll mindlessly through OK Cupid for someone who might break up the monotony.

			Lately, though, the office had been different, and not in the good way. It was quiet in there, like the air was full of so much tension that it might shatter at the slightest sound. My coworkers were probably nervous about what they’ve been talking about on the news. I’m embarrassed to say that I don’t pay much attention to the world around me, but it seemed like we, as a society, might go into another lockdown to deal with the brewing pandemic unrelated to Covid-19. From what I could understand, it seemed to be spreading primarily in offices and corporate settings. At my job, people have been calling out sick and returning quieter. I’m pretty sure that I haven’t heard any of them speak since they came back. Maybe they were just on edge and didn’t want to get anyone else ill. Still, it seemed pretty stupid that we had to work in the office anyway, considering that most of what we do can be accomplished from home, but the company-wide email said that we still had to come in for work.

			But there’s another reason why I don’t want to go back to the office, and it’s not related to the possibility of getting sick: it smells awful in there. It’s like a rat died in an air vent, and now the smell has ingrained itself into the walls and carpeted floors. I’ve complained to my boss about it, but no one seems to notice or care. I have no idea how they can just ignore it, though. It makes me sick just thinking about it, but a paycheck is a paycheck, and I need to be able to afford food and shelter. I can’t just quit.

			The moaning and groaning sounds of my office mates greeted me as I dragged myself in one morning. Half the people didn’t speak in comprehensible sentences at all. They just groaned and grumbled.

			I met Claire by the coffeepot, as she made herself the strongest cup she could feasibly take with the cheap stuff. “Things are pretty quiet here, aren’t they?”

			Ellen from accounting shuffled past us. She stared for a moment, her pale eyes bloodshot and mouth full of jagged teeth as she groaned at us.

			“Hey Ellen,” we said in unison, as we sipped our coffee.

			She groaned back and fished through the fridge, pulling out some lunch meat that had gone grey and slimy, biting into it. I wrinkled my nose and looked away. Who likes baloney? With a grunt, she shuffled off, waving at us as she gnawed on the meat.

			“It’s all good,” I said to Claire, as I held up my mug in a mock toast. “I’m like that too if I don’t have my coffee.”

			Once she was out of earshot, Claire said to me, “Come to think of it, yeah. Things have been a bit off lately. I’d just assumed that Mercury was in retrograde or something.”

			I snorted. “I mean, I often feel like the only one here with two braincells to rub together—present company excluded, of course—but it’s like no one knows how to talk anymore. And have you seen Glen?” I nodded to the guy in the nearest cubicle. He was banging away at his keyboard, but the screen wasn’t even turned on.

			“I don’t really pay attention to what’s going on around here. As long as he has the reports by the end of the day, I really don’t care.”

			“Fair enough,” I said with a shrug. “The pandemic they’re talking about is on my mind again, I guess.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Nah, that’s just the media making a mountain out of a molehill because it’s a slow news week.”

			I finished off my coffee and rinsed the mug. It was a birthday gift from Joey and had a cartoon of a grumpy-looking black cat captioned, “You have got to be kitten me.” It was stupid and kitschy, but I still enjoyed using it.

			She patted my arm. “You probably just have a case of the Mondays.”

			“It’s Wednesday.”

			“Still. Anyway, I have a performance review, so I’ll see you later.”

			“Best of luck,” I replied, crinkling my nose. Was it that time of year already?

			But Claire didn’t come back. Naomi said that she called out sick—some kind of weird bug—but would be back by the end of the week. When she did come back, though, she was different. She never spoke, only grunting and turning in her work. No more chats, cat videos, memes, or gossip by the coffeepot.

			“Maybe she’s still getting over that bug,” Naomi suggested over drinks that Friday. Claire had gone straight home without a word.

			“No way,” Joey said. “I think Sarah’s right. There’s something weird going on there.” He leaned in closer. “You know, productivity has increased by five hundred percent. I heard Wilson bragging about it over the phone. He said that those seminars really helped. I-it shouldn’t be possible, but I think that he has something to do with it.”

			Bryan Wilson was our boss. He wasn’t bad, not really, but he had the philosophy that if you had time to lean, you had time to clean, and he would publicly announce who was behind on their productivity to make us want to work faster. Though I thought he probably meant well, it mostly just bred resentment between the workers. He was always pushing self-help books and seminars on us, hoping to make us “the best possible versions of ourselves” or some bullshit.

			Naomi rolled her eyes. “What could he possibly have done to cause it?”

			“Maybe he turned them all into zombies,” Joey replied in a faux spooky voice, as he wiggled his fingers for dramatic effect.

			She took a sip of her drink. “Or it could be Invasion of the Body Snatchers.”

			That reminded me of something, a weird history story about a real-life Haitian zombie. What was his name? Clairvius … something. “You know, there was this guy who was made into a voodoo zombie. They like, rubbed a poison into his skin that made him fake his own death, and when they revived him, they made him work on a plantation or something.”

			They both gave me odd looks. “You think that they’re literally using voodoo to turn us into zombies?”

			I shrugged. “It’s a thought.” They didn’t seem to know how to respond to that, so they just changed the subject to sports.

			That night, after we’d said out goodbyes, I began reading about the history and practices of vodou, zombification, and other rituals. It didn’t fully fit. Vodou wasn’t at all the way that Hollywood made it out to be. It seemed to be a form of syncretism between West and Central African religions and Catholicism, a way for slaves to claw back some of their culture after being ripped away from it and forced to convert to Christianity. The zombie seemed to be more of a metaphor for the fear of being forced to work without free will, an understandable cultural anxiety for a country formed by freed slaves. It was all fascinating but didn’t explain what was happening as much as I hoped that it would.

			So, I decided to take matters into my own hands after work that Monday in order to figure out what the hell was going on. At the end of the day, I went home like usual and waited until later in the evening, but not so late that my excuse of forgetting something important that I needed would not be unbelievable. I thought that 8:30 would be a good time; that would let most of the stragglers working late get home.

			I used my keycard to come in, waving at the bored-looking security guard, and acting natural, as ever as I stepped inside the elevator and pressed my office button. My stomach swooped as I began to rise. I could still turn back if I wanted. Go back to pretending that everything was normal, and nothing was wrong at the office. But—and I know this sounds crazy—I’ve felt more alive in this past weekend than I have in a very long time. The possibility that my coworkers were somehow being zombified shouldn’t have excited me, but it was the kind of adventure I never really thought I’d have.

			When the elevator doors opened, I gasped. All but a handful of my coworkers were at their desks, mindlessly plugging in numbers and shuffling to and from the printer and coffee machine. “What the—?” I whispered.

			Claire shuffled past me, grunting a greeting before plopping heavily at her desk and mindlessly typing at her keyboard. I ran up to her and shook her arm. Her skin was unnaturally cool to the touch, like meat that had been sitting out on the counter for too long. I jerked my hand away. “Claire?”

			If she heard me, she made no acknowledgement.

			“Miss Friar,” came a voice from behind. I whipped around to see Bryan Wilson standing in the doorway of his office with his arms crossed. “Your performance review wasn’t supposed to be until next week, but if you’re so eager, I can move it up, just this once.”

			“What the hell did you do to them?” I half-shouted, earning some looks from the office zombies.

			He smiled, revealing his pearly whites. “I improved upon them. Productivity has been down for a while now, so I turned to some self-help books to try to improve things. But those didn’t work either. Do you have any idea how many times I’ve caught my workers scrolling through social media when they weren’t on break? Far too many.”

			“So, you made them into zombies?”

			He winced. “Now, we don’t really use the z-word here. It makes our workers feel alienated from the rest of the world. So, they’re not zombies.”

			“What are they, then?” I asked, crossing my arms.

			“Assets to be held for an indefinite amount of time.” He nodded to his office. “We really should be having this conversation in private. I know that the rest of us here are willing to follow company policy and keep corporate matters confidential, but someone on the outside might hear.”

			“I’ll stay out here, thanks.”

			He raised his eyebrows. “That wasn’t a question.”

			Suddenly, a pair of ice-cold hands grabbed my arm. More latched onto my other arm and the rest of my body, dragging me into the office as I screamed and struggled against them.

			“Secure her, please,” he said, his back turned to me as he poured a glass of his scotch. Handcuffs snapped around my wrists and ankles, even as I bit at them and bucked against the chair. Something slipped into my hand, and I looked up to see Claire give me a tremulous smile, a stream of blood running down from her eyes like tears. She turned and looked away when he faced me, and I ran my fingers around the jagged edge of something small and metal. The key to the handcuffs. Claire was still in there, which meant that the rest were probably still there too.

			Once the office zombies were gone, Wilson shut the door and held up a needle filled with some kind of oily yellow substance. I jerked, trying to get away from him while still confined to my chair. “What is that stuff?”

			“This,” he said, flicking the syringe, “is liquid gold. It’ll raise your productivity by five hundred percent, guaranteed. A guy I met on an ayahuasca retreat swears by it. His department went from nearly being closed down to being the most valuable at the company. And soon, you’ll be a true asset instead of a mediocre employee.”

			Okay, I may not be passionate about my job, but that was uncalled for. I still do my job. “Will it kill me?” I asked, as I fumbled to fit the key in the handcuff’s lock.

			He shrugged. “You’ll still be able to eat, breathe, and work like a human, but you won’t strictly be alive, if you know what I mean. Your heart will stop beating, and your body will become room temperature. I’ll be able to keep you up and moving, though.” He approached slowly; his syringe raised as a threat. “I’ll just inject this into you, have you watch a couple seminars, and soon you’ll be more productive than your wildest dreams.”

			The lock to my handcuffs clicked open, and I punched him in the stomach the moment he was within range. He staggered backward with a gasp as I freed my other wrist and legs. By the time I was standing, he’d recovered enough to try to swing the syringe at me, but I was a good ten years younger than him. It usually doesn’t count for much in your thirties, but it does mean that I was still a bit faster than him and could duck out of the way of the needle. I grabbed the nearest thing on his desk, a stapler, and whacked the wrist holding the syringe. It went clattering to the floor, and we both lunged for it.

			I was just slightly faster, my fingers wrapping around the glass tube and jabbing it into his chest.

			He gasped, his eyes wide with shock. “No, no, no, no, no,” he muttered.

			“Is there a way to reverse it?” I asked.

			He fixed me with the kind of glare that only a dead man walking could give. “As soon as I succumb to the elixer, they all die. All of them. That’s on you.”

			I shook my head. “Sorry, but no. You should’ve thought of this at your ayahuasca retreat, boss. What was it you always said to us? Personal accountability is key.” I opened the door to the office, about to leave, but then paused at the door. “Oh, just so you know, I quit.”

			“No, you’re fired,” he called after me.

			“Too late for that.” I walked to Claire’s cubicle. She was hard at work, but I rolled her office chair back and turned it, wrapping my arms around her. “I don’t know if you can understand me, but I’m so sorry I couldn’t save you. But I promise that you’ll be free soon.”

			Her arms stiffly wrapped around me, and she nodded into my shoulder. Parting, she gave me a weak smile and went back to work.

			The world seemed a bit less grey as I left the building, my proof hidden in my hand just in case it mysteriously disappeared by the time the police arrived. Because I knew that this wasn’t the only office to be turning their workers into literal zombies. There could be hundreds. Millions. And I was going to take all of them down. For Claire.

			And most importantly, for myself.
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