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Dedication




To workers who feel exploited by their employers and to those who are unemployed because they got screwed over by their former employers. I hope this is a cathartic read.











  
  
ACT 1 















  
  
Chapter 1 




The first few months at Unfold would mean waking up excited to be doing work that was changing the world. Anyone hired was told that they were throwing off the established research industry. We were told we were real disruptors, unlike the facade from Google or Meta, where they gaslit themselves into thinking they were disrupting something, anything. 

Red flags started popping up almost immediately, but a naive-flavored glee took the reins to ignore the issues. Telling anyone about those early warnings was always difficult. How do you tell people you ignored, or tried not to think about, casual to blatant bigotry and harassment? How do you tell people you thought everyone was in on the joke when, in reality, it was only the person in charge?   

Those mornings of excitement were tainted with mornings of worry. After breakfast and coffee, the caffeine and excitement would filter out those thoughts of doubt with the morning piss.  

As months passed by and turned into years, it became impossible to ignore the truth. 

Unfold was largely a lie. 

Okay, there was some truth to the glorious promise of working at Unfold. The work was profoundly important across every sector. In particular, the work in Sector A could change the world. It certainly caught its attention. Then there were the undeniably stunning benefits and pay. No matter how bad things got, it seemed impossible to ditch a company that paid its lowest-tiered employees six figures. When that is your lowest salary, ignoring problems for weeks to months, is easy. 

The rest of the sales pitch was riddled with lies. The obvious was the disruptor mentality as capitalism takes priority, and people at the top want the most money possible. Then came the lies about the work, as the research was driven less by scientific curiosity and more by profits and out-of-touch shareholders with no background in any area of science.  

Years of anxiety due to hostile bosses and demanding, sometimes nonsensical, tasks have come to seven years of grueling treatment and losing battles. The latest came last Friday when the lawsuit from employees came to a close, resulting in a stunning win for Unfold. The roster of lawyers came in like Mortal Kombat fighters willing to bring death to anyone who stood up against our corporate overlords. It was a bloodbath as they systematically dismantled every piece of evidence and argument against executives and managers. It was the Avengers level of the O.J. Simpson trial, which resulted in a snap of the fingers that dusted a settlement that could greatly turn the tide against the tyrantess, Gillian Pattison.  

Blake’s weekend was spent mulling around and glumly eating trashy comfort food with the comfort of her girlfriend, Angela. Any therapeutic conversation to vent out that defeat floated with the rest of the dust in the apartment, as Blake had not been doing her part as the resident cleaner. Angela tried her best all weekend to brighten the mood, but all Blake could do was lie in the waste of her current life. 

Blake woke up with a familiar feeling: a lump of anxiety in her diaphragm. After months of the weight sitting in her every morning, it became difficult to tell if she woke up every weekday from her alarm clock or the knowing doom of a miserable day stood in the doorway awaiting her to complete her morning ritual before a short flight to the island that was home to Unfold’s Sector A office. 

The island in question could not be mentioned to anyone under any circumstances unless they were Unfold personnel or associated with the company in any official way. Everyone hired signed an NDA to ensure they would not speak about their whereabouts when they went to work. 

It did not seem like a red flag to Blake when she was hired, but everyone else in her life thought that going to an undisclosed island for a company that was more secretive than the government or Marvel Studios was suspicious.  

The cold room indicated that Angela had gotten an early start to the gym, as she had been aiming to get in Rhea Ripley shape for the last two months. For years of their relationship, Angela never swayed from her routine until recent weeks. The change came from the suffocating apartment when Blake woke up without saying a word until she delivered a goodbye that even Eeyore could have said with more affection and passion. After months of that, Angela started getting up earlier with the skills of Black Cat so as not to disturb Blake.  

Blake never brought this up to Angela and vice versa. Neither one wanted to have that conversation as they were too comfortable in their deflating relationship. Comfort beat being alone, even if it was devoid of much touch or conversation.  

After too much scrolling on her phone to delay the inevitable brief flight to the office, Blake rose from her coffin of blankets to get ready. She packed her things, including pins, shirts, and pamphlets about unionizing, to pass out to her colleagues. 

By the time she showered and got into a change of clothes, Angela had come home. She gave Blake an exhausted “hey” while stripping and heading to the shower. Sweat drenched her body, giving a steamy emphasis on her pumped-up muscles. 

“Did you eat?” Blake called out. 

“Only a pre-workout. Do you have time to make something?” 

“Sure. I have to make something for myself anyway.” 

Blake went into the kitchen and checked the time. Between waking up early enough to get her butt into gear and Unfold’s transportation system being fine-tuned to a science, she had enough room not to rush breakfast. The window gave her enough time to fry some eggs and toss two everything bagels in the toaster for fuel. 

Angela was out and clothed in perfect timing as Blake plated their food. She tossed her dreads behind her head so as not to get in the way of devouring her breakfast. “Thanks, B.B.” 

Blake’s pet name was something that she never loved, as it was too easy to use her initials and not cute enough. Still, it was a good sign when Angela used it, as it showed her affection toward Blake, so she never said her true feelings about the name. 

Without a response to her thanks, Angela frowned and ate her food. 

Blake placed two mugs of coffee on the table that had puppy footprints all over in various colors. Without saying anything, she sat and ate her breakfast. The only sound was in her head as she broke down everything needed for work that day. A laundry list of tasks and goals still sat on the computer that Ewan wanted her team to accomplish. Then, there was the navigation through the unionization process. That gave her plenty of anxiety to flutter her heartbeat, as Unfold would certainly do anything to prevent that from happening. 

“You should stay in today,” Angela cautiously suggested. 

Slurping from coffee was all she received. 

“Hey.” Angela tapped her fork to her plate. “Blake, come down to Earth with the other Earthlings like me.” 

“What does that mean?” Blake awoke from her fixation on what was to come today and came crashing back to the present. 

“I was just making a joke. Just trying to lighten the mood and have some conversation before you go to work. Well, I was actually suggesting you take the day off. After all that—” 

“I can’t.” 

“Please, let me finish my sentence.” 

“It doesn’t matter.” 

“It doesn’t matter.” Angela dropped her fork on her plate, gaping at Blake. “What I say doesn’t matter.” 

“Come on now,” Blake smirked at the ridiculous argument. 

“You think this is amusing?” 

“No, I didn’t say it was.” 

“That shit-eating grin said so.” 

Blake started eating quickly to finish her meal. “This is absurd. Besides, I didn’t say what you say doesn’t matter.” 

“You didn’t need to literally say that. It was all over your face! Anyway, why won’t you stay home today? We can brush this away and enjoy our time together. I will call off work, too.” 

“I have a lot to do. We are going to start unionizing, and we still need to do research. This is important. It is unlike anything I have ever seen before. We can get work done and make it a better place for everyone. Everything I am doing right now is too important for staying home and watching TV or going out to overpriced stores for clothes neither of us actually cares about.” 

“One day. I am asking for one more day.” 

“No. We need to hit the ground running on this.” 

Blake stood up to wash her plate and mug. She grabbed a Star Wars bottle she was gifted from an old boyfriend to fill with water. Cleaning up and getting ready could not push out Angela’s presence as she stood behind Blake. 

“Please, I am asking you. I can’t remember the last time we enjoyed a day off. Weekends are always a waste. You never properly rest or spend time with me.” 

Blake walked around Angela as she gathered her things. “We went to Las Vegas. That was fun.” 

“That was very fun,” Angela said, faking agreement and readying up a major but to Blake’s point. “That was two summers ago. It has been two years since our last trip. Come on, why don’t we sit out today and maybe plan something in the next few weeks?” 

“I told you,” Blake paused by the door, turning to Angela and throwing her arms out for emphasis on the general state of her busy schedule. “I am too busy for any of that.” 

A defeated Angela motorboated her lips and rolled her eyes at Blake. She turned on her heel and went to plop down on the couch to watch TV. 

Blake checked her phone to see if she had enough time to make her flight or if she would be stuck waiting for it to come, as she had left too early due to nervous anticipation, leading to a drawn-out morning while she and her colleagues waited for their ride to the island. 


      [image: ]Ewan woke up with a smile for the first time in so long he could not recall. The second his eyes flipped open, he smiled at the sun radiating through his window. It was almost cartoonish how lovely his backyard looked that Monday morning after the victorious Friday that ended a drawn-out lawsuit by righteous employees. 

Leadership had spent consistent time in bewilderment at employee viewpoints on the company and those in charge. Ewan particularly could not grasp how people were so hostile to the work environment. Everywhere had its culture, which they cultivated to be demanding and difficult, but one that he and other executives felt was still fair and open. Many competitors failed in the number of diverse hires, and the astounding retention Unfold held throughout its history. Nobody went home without knowing they would be paid every two weeks for an amount that would sustain them. Meanwhile, every billion-to-trillion-dollar corporation had people on the verge of homelessness due to the scraps they were fed. 

Either something was in the water, or people started to turn into greedy ghouls. He had only aired that viewpoint to his closest colleagues. There was no need to give ammo to employees who looked down on him despite all that he did for them, like the monthly gift cards to Starbucks or Amazon, and throwing pizza parties for every department. He even kept his mouth shut while watching people consume non-animal-based food. It was not his place to make comments about the foul, disease-inducing things people preferred to eat during a celebratory moment to keep morale up. 

Frustrations aside, the company prevailed in showing the courts that claims of a toxic, hellish culture were false. It would strive to make amends with disgruntled workers if they stayed and improved the environment to the best of the executives’ abilities, despite so many of those critiques sounding ridiculous. 

Ewan showered and got into his new suit that his wife, Anyka, bought him over the weekend as a reward for the big win.  

By the time he straightened his tie, the smell of savory meats wafted into his bedroom. He smiled in the mirror with flared nostrils as he looked forward to having breakfast with his model of a wife and darling six-year-old daughter, Stacey, before leading a new era for Unfold. 

An assortment of steaming hot breakfast meats and scrambled eggs awaited him at the table with his morning coffee. As they were casual with most meals, Anyka had begun digging into her meal.  

He spent most of his life wondering if he would ever find love. Before Anyka, most relationships fell apart over the same issue: health priorities. Ewan knew not to blame the women he dated, as the problem lay with humans and the world of dieting that was brainwashing people on what they should or should not put into their bodies. Anyka floored him with her knowledge of the carnivore diet, the supreme way to live a long, healthy life. They bonded over politics and educated each other about their findings on how to maintain a healthy lifestyle and youthfulness. 

Marriage in your forties was not bad when you found someone who was your equal. 

A distracting amount of weight lay on his mind as he thought about the future now with employees, hopefully, in line. Shareholders were already antsy about getting answers to the whintosser, the latest mysterious creature Sector A had been researching, but then the lawsuit made them get itchy trigger fingers regarding their shares. Thankfully, the lawsuit did not go on long enough to cause hasty decisions regarding their shares or decisions on who should run the company. While many hated Unfold’s fearless leader, Gillian, Ewan always admired her and stood by her or inside of her on occasions when she felt stressed and horny or just frisky. 

Nobody could possibly understand the power dynamic between him and Gillian. They have always had a complex relationship since he was hired over a decade ago. They grew close, in some ways, in an unconventional way for a CEO and another executive. He wished he could explain, but nobody could understand. It was not an affair; it was simply two colleagues standing by one another for emotional support. Anyka could not understand, and Ewan, for the sake of his marriage, could not attempt to open up about his relationship with Gillian. 

“Where have you gone to?” Anyka smiled curiously at Ewan. 

“Daddy?” Stacey called, her fingers, or fingees as she preferred to call them, shining with bacon grease.  

“Oh,” Ewan said, surprised as he got sucked out of his meal and headed back into reality. “Now, with the lawsuit out of the way, there is a lot of work to do. You know, morale and all that. But the shareholders have been putting Gillian and the others under immense pressure regarding the project.” 

“Daddy?” 

Unfold’s secrets could never be brought to light, including its latest research project. So, all employees had to come up with creative ways to talk about work without talking about work. 

“They do understand that science takes time, right? You can’t rush research.” Anyka understood Ewan’s world as she held a cell and development degree and taught cellular and molecular biology. “I always tell my students how they need to stand up for themselves for their research while having an ally above them who can sweet-talk anyone, giving them pressure to chill out.” She gave him a warm nod. 

“Dad. Dada. Daddy. Baconator Dadster.” 

“Ah, there you are!” He beamed at her. “I was waiting until you called me by my real, legal, birth-given name, Baconator Dadster. What is it, you little gremlin?” 

Stacey became obsessed with weird little creatures. Whether it be in books or movies, she loved all kinds of ugly beings. So, Ewan and Anyka brought her through all kinds of classics they grew up with, including Gremlins.  

“Will you have time to get dizzy?” Her usual way of asking to spin her around on the tire swing in the backyard.  

“I will after work. I promise.” 

“You do?” 

“Of course.” Ewan looked over to Anyka quizzically. “Where were we?” 

“I was talking about how they can’t rush you and your team’s research. I always tell my students about being assertive when it comes to their research.” 

“That’s right. I remember. Where was I? Ah, well, in another life, I would be that ally for those curious students. Maybe if I retire, I don’t know,” he said after taking a swig of coffee. “You’re right. These idiots don’t know what they are talking about. I minored in business, but come on, we are a research company, for fuck’s sake.” 

“Do you think Gillian could change the tides one of these days? Get more shares or have someone else earn enough shares for more chairs in the room to be in Unfold’s favor?” 

“I tell her that all the time. I may insinuate that it could be me. But she always says, ‘That’s a great idea,’ before changing the subject. I am sure she is figuring something out on her end. I am just focused on trying to get our departments on the same page and what needs to be a priority. It is like wrangling puppies by how distracted they get about other areas of the project rather than focusing on what management and I tell them.” 

“Hopefully, now they are more inclined to listen.” 

“That is the hope.” Ewan checked his phone for the time. “Well, better make it to the chopper to take me to the office.” 

“Don’t forget the whip to crack it on anyone who needs it.” 

“Will do.” Ewan gave his wife a kiss goodbye and gathered his things. “Oh, also, as a reminder, make sure you mail our ballots. We can’t have an election leading to a Republican nutjob in the White House again.” 








  
  
Chapter 2 




If there were such a thing as Mother Nature, a feminine overlord of the environment, then she must feel the same way as Blake and her coworkers as they marched from the landing strip to the office. The ashy clouds darkened the morning arrival of employees. The deep gray shading sat on the verge of rain to let out the empathy that the world seemed to feel for this anxiety-inducing day. 

No matter how things felt, at some point every week, Blake recalled her astonished impression of seeing Sector A. Unfold used a Binishell design to stand out while also creating a simultaneously innovative and environmentally friendly workspace. Even on the gloomy day that marked a future of brutally depressing hardships, a few fluttering heartbeats thumped inside her at the remarkable building. 

Dubbed the “Queen Turtle,” the building used inflated concrete to give its dome a shell-like shape and look. Due to the needs of the company, unlike most Binishell buildings, Unfold designed a massive dome to overtake the center of the island. Nobody could confirm if you could see it in space, but the edgeless building seemed massive and daunting enough to warrant a thought about an astronaut looking down and saying to their colleagues, “What the hell is this blemish on Earth? Did someone break the Guinness World Record for the most concrete poured in a single spot?” 

The Queen had a bulbous shape to her, but Blake did have to admit, despite everything that had happened, she loved the sight of this marvelous yet pretty idiotic choice to create an office as an oversized dome. 

While walking, Blake watched a few of her colleagues that she knew well, whether she worked closely with them or they were in another department that interacted with her team enough. Everyone looked more morose than normal, except for Andrea López, who has always had the same off-putting demeanor, no matter the historical victories in their research or the pizza parties the company threw every month. Blake gave her a pass for the day as everyone now walked in Andrea’s bitchy footsteps.  

The inside of the Queen Turtle lacked doors or any sharp edges. Its bowels flowed like an endless labyrinth, with the exception of the bathrooms and exits, and some secure areas for executives, security, and the holding for the whintossers.  

While Blake’s first day started off with her breath being sucked out of her lungs from this unique, innovative setting, she immediately cringed at the quote written in bold lettering across the front desk before paths split into various ways to give freedom of where to go. “Unfold the world to uncover its secrets” was an embarrassing way to describe the company’s mission. Sure, it worked, but Blake and many colleagues felt it seemed like something a teenager would write and think they were being sophisticated.  

At least it was better than having a Yoda quote scrawled on a wall in the front lobby of the company’s main office. Blake knew if she were to get a new job and see that, she would turn around and get back in her car. 

The path to her office was right after going inside, so she could quickly scan her card outside by the front door and the second scanner at the front desk to get around to the lab ASAP. 

It helped Blake avoid cringy slogans and likely avoid any detestable lizards in human skin suits.  

As Blake stepped into the lab, Will Jackson, Andrea López, and Jessica Uchida were already working. Well, the productivity spread across different levels among the three. Jessica always worked harder than anyone, debatably in the entire company. Will used to be on his phone or laptop all day scrolling through social media or playing whatever game was popular lately, that was until cameras were installed every few feet to reduce slackers. Now, Will slowly worked, as if a tiny sloth hid in his hair to control him and keep him from doing something constructive for the team. Then there was Andrea, whose work ethic was so inconsistent that Blake could never get a read on what her deal was when it came to her tasks.  

If Forbes gave a 30 Under 30 for being unkempt, then that would be Will. It was astounding how he managed not to smell like shit despite his just-crawled-out-of-bed appearance. The bushy-haired, glasses-wearing genius managed not to be a tech bro but instead went on the other side of what you find in a company founded in Silicon Valley as a lazy manchild who always preferred playing games or doing work based on his own interests, regardless of what he was ordered to do. Yet, despite all of that, despite having a matriarch for the company, Will managed to become team leader, even if he was outperformed by all three women he led.  

Andrea could turn heads anywhere she went. Her hair seemed like it was made of silk. Her nature and geometrical tattoos were not enough to turn off someone who was not into tattoos, while certainly making anyone into inked girls happy. Blake remained professional when she met Andrea; she did find it difficult not to stare at Andrea’s fit body, which was textbook model material. Then, her laser-shooting eyes would turn anyone into dust if they did not escape from her field of view. No day was a good day. Like a full moon turning a man into a werewolf, once in a while, she would act like a decent person with a mood that wasn’t bitchy. 

Jessica, like Andrea, was one of the senior workers who had been around for a while. Unlike the fire demon blazing and devouring people who look at her at all, Jessica might have been the origin of referring to loveable, endearing people as a cinnamon roll, as she truly embodied that energy. A woman who should be the picture next to the definition of the word “smol.” She’s a woman who could brighten people’s days by smiling to show her sinkhole dimples and affectionate eyes that should defy science by sparkling from pure delightfulness and joy. Some keep the ship from sinking, while she keeps the crew from killing themselves as she ensures morale stays above water and reminds everyone that kindness still exists.

“Morning, Blake,” the undeterred Jessica said. While her bubbly smile looked faux, she did her best to keep up appearances in hopes it would spread. Blake admired her for gaslighting herself that everything was not a fucking disaster. 

“Morning.” Blake smiled weakly, then let it fall as her best attempt to match Jessica’s false good mood. “Here’s the union stuff you wanted me to pick up on Saturday.” Blake handed Jessica a bundle of shirts, pins, and pamphlets.  

“You are the absolute best!” Jessica gathered everything to her desk and put it in a box, organizing everything properly. Blake found it cute seeing her excitedly organize, matching her small body and bubbly, vibrant personality. Jessica was the embodiment of a lovable cartoon character, like a Care Bear.  

Andrea sneered. 

“What?” Jessica looked over at Andrea. Annoyance and fright radiated in her eyes. 

“You really think that after what just happened, you can find a way to still fight them?” 

“It is our right to unionize. It is illegal if they try to fight this. They can’t win if we unionize. Hell, we should have done this before going down the lawsuit route. Now we all lost a bunch of money and coworkers who quit.” 

“Now, that is what we should have done before going down the lawsuit…” Andrea waited a moment to emphasize her point. “Quit.” 

“Yet you are still here, Andrea. Give Jessica a fucking break.” Blake was done with many of her coworkers, but Jessica was one of the few she liked and respected. Besides, she could not deal with Andrea’s bullshit when she should have sided with her colleagues. “Just quit or help your team.” 

“At this point, I can’t quit. Same with you.” Andrea pointed at Blake, then proceeded to point at Jessica and Will as she pointedly said, “And you. And you.” 

“What about me?” Will took off his earbuds, which were hidden by the rat’s nest on his head.  

“Nothing.” Andrea’s exasperation sucked out the oxygen from the room. 

Will shrugged and put the earbud back into the bush of hair that supposedly had an ear somewhere in there. He then began to type and scroll on his computer at a pace that would 

impress the slowest and laziest of people. 

“None of us can afford to quit. The market has gone down the shitter, despite being told by politicians and news outlets that the economy is doing the best it has done in decades. I don’t know about any of you, but I can afford to live unemployed for a while, but it won’t last forever. By the current landscape, no matter what we have saved up, I don’t see us surviving without this job.” 

The trap of Unfold was its competitive salaries and benefits. The leaders ensured they had the funds to keep employees so nobody could leave. The number of layoffs and hiring freezes across the country only cemented their plan to make getting hired at Unfold a prison sentence. 

Blake almost said something to align herself with Andrea, but couldn’t help to spit out fire instead. “Tough shit, Andrea. We all know that, but we can’t just fight each other and not find another solution. I am here, sure, for the money, but also because of the work. I believe whatever we can discover about the whintossers can be beneficial. We have this amazing discovery. We just need to balance the power dynamics and fix this company so we can do what’s best for these animals, the scientific community, and who knows, maybe humanity.” 

Andrea did one of her infamous sneers. Every time, it prickled Blake’s skin with fury when she heard it, even more so when it was directed at her. “You had me until you said, ‘balance the power dynamics and fix this company.’”  

“You don’t think unionizing will do that? Look at how it has helped so many people. NIH unionized, and then there is ACS. Hell, even outside of our field, unions do something. What would writers and actors do without a union while streaming services exploit them? What would teachers and professors do without unions as they teach for scraps? This is our last resort.” 

“What happens when ‘our last resort’ does not work?” 

Blake opened and closed her mouth in a fish-like way to gather oxygen, searching for the words to respond. Her fists clenched, ready to right Andrea’s weird, angular face that went from irritating to punchable anytime Andrea gave that shit-eating look of victory. 

“You don’t have to help,” Jessica said. “If we get just over half of the people on board, we will be okay. Fifty percent plus one is all we need to pass when we get authorization cards. I am talking to a great union organizer to help me get everything set up.” 

Andrea turned away, a shroud of gloom following her as she huddled in her rounded corner to work. Or be on her phone, nobody could tell.  

“What do you need from me?” Blake casually looked at one of the pamphlets to emphasize her interest and willingness to help. 

“I am trying to get information out to as many people as possible. If you could help spread the word, maybe hand out shirts and pins for people to wear. Also, remind them of their rights. The pamphlets have things that our bosses can’t do or say as we organize.” Jessica looked up, her puppy eyes glimmering with hope. “We will win. This is the way.” Then, more to herself than to Blake, she said, “It must.” 

Blake gave her a comforting squeeze on her shoulder before taking some union swag to pass around. First, she went to Will. 

Will took out his earbuds after Blake knocked on his desk. “Yeah?” 

“Will you be willing to unionize with us? I am not sure when the vote will be, but I have some information and a T-shirt to give you if you want to help out.” 

Will’s eyes bulged in surprise. “I didn’t think you would ask me.” 

“Of course. You are one of us.” Blake’s heart thumped empathetically. She has had her issues with Will but never wanted a team member to feel left out. 

“Yeah, yeah, I will help. What, what do you want me to do?” 

“Just read the pamphlet, and we will eventually get authorization cards to submit for a vote. There is a lot of work ahead, but Jessica, myself, and a few others will do the heavy lifting.” 

“Oh, sure thing. Just buzz me in whenever you need me.” He rubbed his index fingers and thumbs against the shirt. “That is real, real nice. Thank you, Blake. I will do what I can.” He returned to sloth mode as he listened to whatever played in his earbuds. 

Blake went through the opening into another team’s space, where various lab techs were speedily working, making them seem more like lab rats than techs. She passed out pamphlets and gave away any swag that her colleagues wanted. Surprisingly, people were all in on the idea. 

Each room and department that Blake walked through warmed up immediately when she told them what she was doing. Some were hesitant, but nobody pulled an Andrea.  

The union idea came from Jessica, who started reading about worker rights, labor laws, and how to form a union. Everything got swept up when someone in Sector T on the East Coast started reaching out across the company to file a lawsuit against Unfold. Everyone was pissed, so they did not think of organizing and went for an attack instead. Maybe people got too into the heat of it before doing proper prep work to ensure they could win, or look at an alternative.  

The idea of unionization seemed like the right move for Blake. She was not done fighting and wanted to balance out the hierarchy of Unfold. To do her part, she began reading up on various details about it, much of which Jessica had gathered. The two went together to meet a union organizer to help them follow the procedure to be recognized and file with the National Labor Relations Board. 

After what everyone—from executives to lower-tiered employees—had gone through with the lawsuit, Blake had hoped the company would compromise, play along, and hopefully reach a tentative deal when all was said and done. Naive, sure. At this point, naively hoping that this would work was all she had.  

Blake ran out of her swag and went back to her lab to work before getting into trouble for not doing her actual job. Now, the virus of unionizing had been placed in pockets around the office, spreading around the rest of the building’s body.  


      [image: ]Ewan performed his daily ritual when he reached his office. The wind from the helicopter propellers always messed up his hair. After he was first hired, he learned his lesson and bought a jar of product to fix himself up when getting inside his office. As he prettied himself for the day, he read a thread submitted to him from his assistant, Maya Glover.  

Maya was Ewan’s seventh assistant since he began working at Unfold a decade ago. Compared to the other executives, he felt proud he had such a low number. Gillian went into double digits before even becoming a billionaire. The rest of the executive wing could be remade into a graveyard due to all the axed assistants. An internal joke was that they should do something like that as a fun tribute to the poor hires they had over the years. 

The day’s requirements that Maya submitted listed a program for employees following the aftermath of the lawsuit to ease tensions and a meeting with Gillian. A seemingly light day, but after Gillian, it was likely she would deliver something that she or anyone else had not told Maya due to all the distractions of the court proceedings.  

Something was missing. Ewan stared at his desk, blankly waiting for something he could not recall to appear. 

Then he remembered. 

Drawers on his desk opened and shut loudly as he searched for his “productivity booster.” When none could be found, Ewan screamed, “Maya!” 

Maya rushed in. If she had a gun, then she would be ready for battle. “Yes, sir?”  

“Where are my productivity boosters?” 

“You mean your—” 

“Productivity boosters. You know not to say the word in case anyone overhears you. 

Close the goddamn door!” 

Maya hopped out of the room before Ewan could react. Right when he was about to yell at her to come back, she came in and closed the door. “I am so sorry. I had your new... prescription in my desk.” She handed him a small bag of white powder. 

Ewan deflated with satisfaction. With real, rare sincerity, he said, “Thank you, Maya. I needed this. You can go back to your desk now. Close the door behind you.” 

“You’re welcome, sir.” Maya went back to the relative safety of her desk. 

Ewan pinched and sniffed to ensure his productivity booster was in. With his phone, he checked his reflection to ensure no residue clung to his kempt beard. 

Refreshed and energized, Ewan left to head over to Gillian’s office to see what she wanted. While he made the short walk, seeing everyone back in the office gave him an optimistic jolt. It reminded him of how he felt coming back to work after a pandemic locked everyone down to working at home.  

Everything was going back to normal as nature intended.  

Ewan rapped his fingers on Gillian’s door to announce himself. She called him in. As he entered, he was met with a gathering around her lounge corner of the other executives and managers. He cheerfully greeted them. To him, it sounded convincing enough. It was the first time they all gathered without the feeling of a war room meeting. 

“Okay, everyone is here.” Gillian pressed the remote to turn on the TV across from the group. A Google Slides presentation appeared in the fashion of a middle schooler’s presentation. 

“We have a lot to go over for the first week post-tantrum from our employees.” 

Each slide dedicated itself to a plan of getting employee morale up and preventing any other “tantrums,” as Gillian liked to put it. The first was on a new program to give two months' worth of therapy from a partnership Unfold made with an employee wellness organization that specializes in these kinds of scenarios. Accompanied by a statement she wrote, and will email to everyone in the company, she featured promises of change in the culture after listening to the feedback from employee testimonies and evidence provided by the employees’ lawyers.  

“How much are we actually changing?” Unfold’s CFO, Rob Anner, asked. During the presentation, he was hunched over his boulder, or what he and a doctor may describe as a stomach, with his typical judging look. 

“TBD. We want to evaluate how much the offered therapy is accepted. We won the lawsuit. I truly don’t see anything that is wrong with our culture. We will make small tweaks to keep people happy, but I can’t imagine we will actually make a big shift.” 

“So, you are lying in a company-wide statement?” Mary Lake, Vice President and adversary of Gillian, asked. Her lightsaber-blue eyes stared down at Gillian to dare her to deliver more bullshit. “Gillian, we can’t put ourselves in a poor position like this. They can easily find a reason to cause another uproar. We can’t have false promises, or else people will quit, go on strike, or debatably worse, unionize.” 

The room grumbled in agreement. The use of “unionize” sent a shiver down everyone’s spine. Ewan and everyone on the couches readjusted themselves in various ways to rediscover their previous comfort. He rubbed his arm nonchalantly to ward off the goose bumps that prickled through his skin. 

Gillian stretched out a professional grin. “How about this? I will send you all a draft on Google Docs, and you can all make suggestions. I will accept what I want and then let each of you know when those changes have been made. We will keep doing this until we are all in agreement that we have the wording down to ensure nobody gets anxious over employee temper tantrums.” 

Mary gained some color in her ghostly pale skin. “Okay, that is acceptable. We will work on the draft until we are all satisfied.” As if she were the boss of Gillian, Mary said, “You may continue.” 

Gillian opened her mouth, ready to make a snarky remark, before she closed it. 

Before Gillian could speak further, Ewan waved a hand to get attention. “Is an email really the best way to go about things? I think we should hold an all-hands meeting. Having someone speak to the teams will go further in rebuilding trust.” 

Mary sneered at the last statement. 

“I agree with Ewan,” Rob said. “Gillian, you have a wonderful way of getting people on board, so nothing will work better than to put those words you have written into a speech to the company. The pathos will hopefully do more good than an email.” 

“Pathos.” Gillian tasted the word and nodded in satisfaction. “I like that. Are we all in agreement about holding a meeting?” Everyone agreed with nods and some quick affirmation. “We will nail down the wording on the doc ASAP to ensure we can get a meeting today.” 

“Do we have an emergency plan?” Rob asked, then straightened himself and pondered with a rub on his mustache. “We will never win people back over, no matter what we throw at them. What do we do in six months, a year, or two years, when we are still stuck in the trenches of this fight?” 

“We may consider layoffs,” Ewan suggested. “We were hurt by the legal fees of this drawn-out fight. Plus, we have not had the success in the timeframe we hoped for with the whintossers.” 

“When are we going to get anything out of this investment?” Mary asked, darting her head toward Gillian. 

“Don’t look at me,” Gillian said like she held no stake in the company’s biggest project. 

“Anyway, one thing at a time. I think Ewan and Rob make great points. We should consider our worst-case options. We will see how we end this fiscal year and should consider it to ensure that we are good in the following quarter.”  

“As for the whintossers,” Gillian looked to Mary, and signaled that yes, she would play nice and listen to her partners, no matter their relationship. “We are just getting back in the swing of things. Ewan will ensure some stern pressure is put on to get the results needed. One thing we have wanted for a while is a definitive age of the creatures that are believable and sellable to our partners.” 

“The last range they gave me was ridiculous. Some fucking idiots work here.” Ewan scoffed and shook his head to rid himself of his annoyance at employees who suggested they had in their possession creatures that could be a few million years old. It is an obscenely fantastical number that nobody would put money on for that type of information. “I will ensure we can get it down to somewhere in the hundreds. We can spin it that they might be related to something that can live a long time or some scientific jargon with an example to make it digestible, like a bowhead whale.” 

“Great, just keep us posted,” Gillian said. 

“Will do. And if I may, can we pivot to another important topic regarding employee morale?” He waited for a beat and continued as he took the silence as acceptance for him to push the conversation into another territory. “I think we will also double down on our initiative of rewarding employees. I know Ewan has been a major advocate for the pizza parties that we all know so much.” Smiles and quiet laughter from everyone lightened the mood. Ewan smiled, going with the small joke about his diet. “What does everyone think about gift cards? Can give people Starbucks or Amazon gift cards if they reach certain goals.” 

CAO Lynn Rorke’s usual tired state received a caffeinated jolt after hearing about the proposed gift cards. “Like, if they accomplish all their tasks without delays, maybe give some fun slogan or term with it?” For some reason, Lynn always wanted to weigh in on this type of topic without it being his job. Everyone always forgot how he was also a big advocate for the pizza parties to get them implemented. 

“I think we need to raise the bar just so we aren’t spending too much money on gift cards,” Ewan said to Lynn. Then to Gillian, “It is a great idea. Maybe a quarterly prize per department. The best performer in each department gets whatever gift card we can decide on.” 

Everyone nodded and chirped in agreement. 

“Amazon,” Leo Hutcheson, Head of Security, said. Half the room nearly jumped. Ewan could feel his heart sputtering from Leo’s magical appearance. The fucking gargoyle always made his skin crawl, especially when he would appear out of nowhere. He had the ability to walk so softly, despite being a hulking monstrosity. “Casts a wider net so people can buy whatever they want.” 

“Thank you, Leo,” Gillian said. “I didn’t expect you to be here. We had an appointment later today, I thought.” 

“Yes, ma’am. After lunch was the plan, but I thought to bring something to your attention if that was alright.”  

Gillian stared at Leo long enough to make the stillness awkward. Leo loomed by the door. His imposing figure and mug, which was the only way to describe what he called a face, always made Ewan uneasy. He just looked like someone who could kill you in an instant. Well, technically, he did plenty of that in the military, but still. 

“Okay, speak freely,” Gillian allowed. 

“I’m seeing personnel hand out union pamphlets, T-shirts, and I think some other merchandise. I saw Blake Buckley in various departments, handing things out and giving people information.” 

Everyone in the room knew Blake. One of the people who spearheaded the lawsuit and an overall pain in the ass as an annoyingly vocal employee unsatisfied with her position and salary.  

Ewan steamed from hearing her name and the deployment of union paraphernalia. The acidic rage inside his stomach made his skin warm to the touch and his hands clammy. Right as the storm was behind them, it turned out they were just in the eye and had a new wave to hunker down against. 

“I will send the rest of the presentation to everyone. It is straightforward enough. Leo, let’s speak further about this and what we should do. I will also have legal informed so we can connect with Branco and Williams. I heard they have a good team for situations like this.” 

Everyone dispersed while Leo and Gillian sat down to talk about the battle plan.  

War had begun. 








  
  
Chapter 3 




The whintossers slept in today, lying spread out in their pen by the animal handling department. The grayish-brown skin of a panther and a face similar to a bear made for an unusual creature that must have been a collaboration between God and Guillermo del Toro, assuming he was a religious man who prayed often to come up with the monsters featured in his films. Blake and her colleagues spent the better part of the last two years theorizing about the creature and expressed how much they hated the name. 

Originally, the scientific names the scientists kicked around were Urusus via lactea (bear, Milky Way). Everyone debated whether it was a subspecies of bear due to its facial features, while others thought it was an alien. When it was agreed that the animals were not genus in the family Ursidae, they agreed on Ignotus via lactea (strange, Milky Way) as it was too strange not to name it that.  

The decision-makers like Gillian, Ewan, and other brain-dead suits wanted to name it after some kind of California cryptid, as they were found in the Muir Woods National Monument. Blake and others brave enough to speak up, like Head of Handling Kurt Terrero, told leadership that the idea was idiotic and that their latest discovery looked nothing like any California cryptid. 

Yet, the executives wanted a monster name, so they named it after a triangle-shaped predator. 

Somehow, these were the people who kept a science-based company running year after year. 

At least once a week, Blake comes to the pen and stares at the results in hopes she can figure something out about its age. While there is so much to learn, Ewan has been persistent about nailing down an age range for the three whintossers. The problem was that none of it made sense. 

Based on the adult teeth, X-rays of its skeletal structure, and grayish skin showed signs that they were ancient. Beyond time being a factor in why it has been impossible for it to survive, the whintossers have sharp hearing and eyesight for what could be animals from the Pleistocene period. While a window of 2.6 million to 11,000 years sounds okay to submit, Blake had fought for that report not to be sent, as it sounded impossible. 

When the whintossers were discovered, they were dug up in a rectangular cocoon. It was more like unearthing an entombed pharaoh in a Lovecraftian horror story. The individual slimy tombs had tentacles inside to keep the creatures alive. Tests turned up nothing anyone could pinpoint about what these things were made of. All anyone could understand was that it was pumping fluid and necessary vitamins and proteins into the whintossers to keep them alive. How could thousands to millions of years’ worth of nutrition be stored in these things? What were they? Was everyone out of their depth by studying these things? 

Blake had no real answers. She had plenty of theories. Some she would voice, but others she would keep to herself out of no confidence in what she thought about the cocoons and new species they discovered. 

Like a dog having a possibly exciting dream, one whintosser started wagging its tail. Blake smiled, seeing the seemingly happy sleeping animal in peace while hell flamed around the office. 

The tails were another fascinating aspect that nobody could figure out. Standing on the other side of the glass by the control panel, you would think it was a normal tail that millions of animals have. However, this was arguably deadlier than its bear-like claws and teeth that would put a bear or shark to shame. The cuts demonstrated on live animals fed to the whintossers would make a samurai’s katana seem like a pocketknife. Nobody could fathom how it could be sharp as the tail had no sharpness to any side of it. Equally as perplexing, the tail maintained the same flexibility as Indiana Jones’ whip while having the ability to cut through flesh and bone. 

Blake nervously laughed at the recurring thought that came to mind every once in a while, when everyone watched for the first time as live pigs were sliced into Christmas hams from the tails. It was horrific, uncomfortable, and gruesome, but simultaneously gobsmacking and weirdly entertaining to see a meal that looked like a scene from an over-the-top horror movie where Freddy Krueger sucked up a teenager into their bed and spat them out into a volcanic eruption of blood. 

It would be nice if those live pigs were executive pigs like Ewan Lodger, Blake thought with a sinister smile as she daydreamed of him getting what he deserved. 

Kurt walked into the room and started pressing the sequence to induce the whintossers into a deeper sleep. It was the procedure to feed them properly as they were put to sleep, and by the time they woke up, food had arrived. Many plans were discussed before, and this was the one that had worked out the best when it came to safety, as Unfold did not design a safer way to transfer food into the room. One of Kurt’s guys, whom Blake could not place, went inside to deliver buckets of various meats and vegetables for their healthy diet. 

Blake gave a friendly nod to Kurt, who nodded in return with a smile. Despite being in a committed relationship, Kurt’s good looks always made her nervous. He had thick hair like a young Kurt Russell, green eyes that looked nicer than any emerald, and was as fit as you can be. 

When Angela and Blake were in the best place of their relationship, they would half-jokingly, half-not-jokingly talk about their hottest coworkers. Blake can’t help but hear Angela’s drawn-out “Fuuuuuuuuuuuck” when she saw his picture on LinkedIn.  

“What’s going on?” Kurt asked as he watched his employee place food for the whintossers. 

Blake stared up at him, wondering what to say. She questioned what he specifically meant, like a casual “What’s up?” or was he actually asking what she was doing at that moment? 

Instead, she just gave him a long-winded “Uhhhh.” 

“Looking at some results?” Kurt guessed. 

“Oh. Yeah. Sorry, I was spacing out a little bit. But, I always come back and look at our findings and estimates on the whintossers’ age. Ewan has been up our ass about it for months, and we can’t give him a proper answer. Someone told him we approximate them to be a couple of million years old, and you can guess how that turned out. So, we need to deliver a reasonable age, but nothing makes any sense.” 

“Ah.” Kurt looked at her with an all-knowing smile. “More impossible tasks made even more impossible due to some suit being unsatisfied with the answer. A classic move from Unfold. I do respect it.” 

“Why?” 

“Consistency. It is impressive to be that consistent in being difficult and all-around shitty.” 

Kurt pressed the buttons to shut the pen and shut down the tranquilizing gas and moved toward the doorway to leave, turning toward Blake and leaning against the wall with one arm. “I guess you have a point,” Blake said. “Can I ask you something?” 

“Shoot.” 

“Why are you here?” When Kurt furrowed his brow, Blake elaborated. “Some of us were talking as everyone had a different viewpoint. I know some people quit after the lawsuit without a two-week notice. Others submitted a notice. Then, there are people like us, who are still here. 

Why haven’t you just quit? You have been here longer than almost everyone I know who works here.” 

“It is not about me.” Kurt walked back from the doorway and stood next to Blake, gesturing to the whintossers. “I value the animals we bring in. These creatures are different, though. The whintossers are something special. I want to ensure they are safe and well-kept. Does the company suck? Yeah, obviously. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t perks, like the benefits and pay and doing what I love.” 

“But you are still fighting?” 

“We have to. I don’t blame people for quitting. I encouraged my team to quit if they felt that way. I had three people leave: two women and one man. They are great people and were wonderful workers, but they had to draw the line for themselves. My line is elsewhere.” 

“I guess we have more in common than I thought. I didn’t get to talk to you as much as I wanted during everything that was going on, but I noticed how much you were fighting for things to improve.” 

“I noticed you, too.” Kurt gave Blake a slap of camaraderie on the back. “You care, too, right? You want what’s best for these three adorable predators and what this company could become, if we clean out the gargoyles at the top.” 

“Exactly! I have felt frustrated that people are not getting it. We can make it better.” 

Kurt smiled and shook his head. “I can feel that way, but you have to remember how others feel, too. Some will want to quit; others will continue to work and not fight. You can’t force people to fight, and getting frustrated helps nobody.” 

“Well, there are ways we can convince them.” 

“How?” 

Blake pointed to a pin she had put on her shirt for the union. “We get enough people on board, and I think it will convince others to join us. Besides, we only need about half, a little more than half, to form the union.” 

“We will see. I am optimistic, and I like your enthusiasm, but we need to take it one step at a time. Just focus on those who are coming willingly. Then, we can see if we can maybe convince others. Respectfully.” 

Blake’s eyes sharpened and narrowed as she looked at Kurt with annoyance. “Obviously, we will respect others. What I am trying to say is that we need to fight tooth and nail to get what we want and what is best for us. There’s nothing wrong with being a little stern. Even with coworkers, we are trying to vote for the union.” 

“As long as we are doing things the right way. Just keep looking forward, Blake. We will win this. It will just take longer than expected and will prolong some pain before this place heals.” 

With that, he walked out with a loud tap against the wall. Blake stood still, thinking over what he had said. 

Something started to bubble inside of her. She could not place the feeling, but something was gnawing at her. That mysterious feeling began to build in her chest like a Chestburster from Alien would pierce through her sternum. All she knew was that she needed to get somewhere isolated, as whatever was happening suffocated her into a pit of unknown dread. 

Blake rushed to the nearest bathroom. Muffled voices surrounded her. Maybe someone addressed her. Who knew? All she could focus on was her heartbreaking speedometer. Something felt wet, which it took her only until she touched the bathroom door handle to realize that her hands had gotten clammy with moisture and that her mouth desperately craved the moisture on her hands. 

The world started to cave in, bringing her to sit in a stall to wait it out. Tears jumped down her face from her rapidly blinking eyes. The only sound she could focus on was the gonging of her heart against her ribs and sternum. The pounding heartbeat rattled her body as her arms and legs trembled at the unfamiliar horror that was happening.  

The only control Blake had was her breathing, which was a slight overstatement, but the best she had during the anxiety hurricane. Each breath brought her closer to reaching outside the border of the storm. She could have a better sense of her body. The sweat, the trembling, her heart rate that attempted to gain control, the tears dripping down her jawline onto her legs and the floor.  

There was no way to tell how much time had passed. The painful experience made it seem like close to an hour. Blake pulled out her phone as she started to steady out and warm up. It had been about ten minutes since she came into the stall, so a little more than that for this whole horrific blemish on her disfigured day.  

The sound of someone washing their hands clicked into place, indicating that she was more mentally aware than she realized. Her mind snapped back into reality. Electrochemical neurons in her brain started to fire, giving her the realization that what just happened was a panic 

attack. She waited a minute for the person to leave and hoped the rest of the bathroom was clear. 

A few seconds after the door had opened and closed, she crept out of her tomb. After a quick check, nobody else was in the bathroom. Blake washed her face and stared directly into her dark, wet eyes surrounded by reddened whites. A few more breaths were all that she needed to gain the strength to dry her hands and face before venturing out. 

Bouts of rising anxiety from her stomach to her chest were only a relatively recent phenomenon. A full-blown explosive panic attack was new. Blake had a friend in high school who had them, so she was familiar enough, although it took her to another life to remember this person and what it was like to comfort them during those brief moments of crisis.  

A year before the lawsuit began, Blake started going to therapy. It lasted a while, until a few weeks ago, when the therapist had moved and wouldn’t be doing virtual sessions. Blake had a referral for a new therapist, and her insurance would cover sessions, but she became too busy to start the process over to find a new therapist. She found the right person the first time around. The idea of looking for someone new to pour everything into was too daunting anyway. 

When things cooled off at work, she would find the time. When her anxiety and depression got bad, like post-panic attack, she told herself she would find someone soon. 

Eventually. 

A flood of people flowed through the winding halls as Blake left the bathroom. As confusion swarmed her about what was going on, she managed to spot someone she knew well enough to comfortably ask them. 

“Hey, Charles,” Blake reached for his arm. 

Charles Bolt was a tall, lanky guy who could train to be a professional basketball player if he ever had enough of the scientific world. The zoologist was a respected employee as he was the one who brought the whintossers to the company’s attention and helped secure ownership over the animals. 

“Hey, Blake. What’s up?” 

“What’s going on?” 

“Oh, you didn’t see the email? There’s an all-hands meeting that just popped up.” He looked behind her in the bathroom. “Ah, you must have missed the email and people going around to spread the word.” He held out his hand in front of them, inviting her to go along like they had a choice. “After you.” 

The heart of the Queen Turtle was split into two parts. On one side of the dividing wall was the cafeteria, while the other was meant for all-hands meetings. A stage with a podium was set up for speakers, with a custom-made projection screen that took up the majority of the wall behind them for slideshows and to show employees on the Zoom call from other outlets from Unfold. 

The room buzzed with anxiety about what it could mean to have a sudden meeting at this scale. Blake could read the chat from Zoom to see that workers were worried about a layoff. No matter where someone worked, anyone under the Unfold umbrella had the same thought: This is either my last day or a colleague’s. 

A cluster of executives and managers stood watching over the scenery by the stage. They looked confident in whatever it was that they were planning for the meeting.  

Ewan Lodger walked by with a prideful stance and beaming smile to the Unfold staff. His grayish-blue eyes sharpened as he saw Blake. “Hello, Blake,” he said with a wave. 

Blake could not say anything; she only watched as he walked past. Her heart was tired from the panic attack, but not too exhausted to start bashing her sternum again after the seemingly friendly interaction. She did not know why he said hello to her specifically. They had plenty of interactions over the course of her tenure at Unfold. That toxic working relationship was not enough to warrant him saying hello only to her when he was surrounded by the whole Sector A staff. Something was afoot, and the dread she felt burned a hole in her stomach. 

When Blake started at Unfold, it didn’t take her long before she saw what kind of creature wore the human mask that called itself Ewan Lodger. The Head of Operations and Studies was a major player who taunted and belittled anyone who slighted him in any capacity. Her first experience of that was a few months into her employment, although she does not remember exactly when, as so many other memories of awfulness have blurred the timeline. 

Those new job nerves took about a year and a half to evaporate, so Blake still felt jittery and cautious about not fucking up too badly. Everyone makes mistakes, and she made a minor one. There were two DNA samples she ran tests on. She made a label for each, but accidentally put the wrong color-coded caps on them to differentiate the two DNA samples. It was an easy fix. There were only two, so just take it off and put it on the other vial and vice versa. 

Ewan did not see it that way. Granted, it was important as there was a tight deadline ahead, and the company had a deal coming to a near close. They needed to get the samples tested and then cataloged for a company that was paying big bucks for some rare DNA samples of fossilized mosquitoes with dazzling blood inside their systems. Like any important project, Ewan was on top of it to ensure everything went smoothly. 

He showed someone from the buyer the office, including the samples. The vials were on Blake’s workstation when Ewan and the friendly buyer came by. Blake could not remember his name as she had only met him one time, but he was a stocky, handsome Black man who impressed the staff with some of his work experience and knowledge. The beginning of a joyful experience rotted to the core after Ewan’s outburst. 

The buyer looked at what they had collected. Upon asking about the color-coded legend that kept the vials organized, Blake’s heart sank as she noticed it was wrong and had to correct it right then and there. She swapped them and apologized. The man gave her a smile so warm it could have been used to replace a campfire. Just as her horror at the mistake started to dissipate, she glanced at Ewan’s blazing eyes of hellish fury to know that she was royally fucked. 

Ewan contained himself enough to ask someone to finish the tour with the buyer. Right when the man left with Will, the timer of his rage bomb clicked to zero. He unleashed a barrage of insults at Blake for being “a stupid, worthless cunt who can’t do simple things.” He repeatedly asked her if she was color blind, and with each repeated question, he got so close to her that her only reaction could have been to shrink down for potential safety. When he finished, he went out to catch up to the buyer. 

Sitting in the buzzy meeting room, waiting for the all-hands to begin, Blake could remember sobbing for the next twenty minutes at her desk. Jessica timidly comforted her, but she was so distraught that she could barely help. Even Andrea felt horrible as she gave a comforting rub on Blake’s back and told her that Ewan was “the biggest asshole.” 

More people started to filter in and find seats or a place to stand to see the podium. 

People within earshot of Blake were asking one another what the meeting could have been about. 

Soon, they were about to get their answers as Gillian took the stage. 

“Hello, everyone. It is great to be back in the swing of things.” Gillian waited a beat, hoping for some kind of warm response, but received none. “We are all aware of how people always complain about how a meeting could have been an email. Well, we ran into the opposite issue, as an email did not suffice for what we needed to address. We are aware of the troubles the company has faced that you have all been so vocal about. We respect how much you all love Unfold as much as I or others in the executive wing.” 

The room’s temperature rose a few degrees as people murmured and stirred angrily about how this was starting. Everyone received a dreadful facial as Gillian shifted some papers before continuing. 

“We will be doing a few things to help recuperate morale and productivity. For one, you will all receive in your emails a voucher for two months of free therapy to deal with the stress of your daily tasks. You will not be able to give someone your voucher to give them extra months. So in advance, I apologize for that. The way it works is that it will be tied to your employee number on your cards. It won’t transfer if you want to pass on the offered therapy, so they can have four months. It is a wonderful online program that is popular and often gets advertised on popular podcasts. I have heard about it plenty of times on the podcasts that I listen to during my workouts.” 

Blake held in an appalled laugh at the ridiculous direction the meeting was headed. She looked around to see people who were at least displeased or, at worst, fucking furious. There is no way it will get worse, she hoped with every fiber of her stressed-out being. 

“Over the coming weeks, after much discussion from this morning, we have decided to take in some feedback from all of you. Right now, an email has been sent with a Google Form, which was created for anonymous feedback. You can speak your mind without any worry that there will be consequences. We want to fix what you think is wrong with Unfold so we can reach our potential.” 

The room started to breathe easily. It was the first new idea in years that the company had that could be beneficial. 

Blake held caution in each breath. It sounded like a constructive concept for an anonymous survey. Still, she needed more to be sold if it would be helpful in any unit of measurement to the colossal hellscape that they were all trapped in.  

“You may want to organize in new ways that you think will be beneficial, but just know we need to keep a clear line of communication between the leadership team and the rest of you. We will contact our partners at Branco and Williams to ensure a few things. One, they will come in to assist with informing you all about your rights and how that is to your benefit, but in some situations, it is a detriment.” 

“Is she fucking high?” someone behind Blake muttered. 

“Who are Branco and Williams?” another colleague whispered to their neighbor. 

“Those are union busters!” Jessica loudly whispered. It was one of the few times Blake had heard her sound this angry, even if it was quietly said. Blake turned to Jessica, who was a row in front of her and two people down the right of the aisle. Before she could ask Jessica anything about Branco and Williams, Gillian continued talking after waiting a moment for people to realize her message. 

“Secondly, they will connect with people for individual meetings. The one-on-one time will also be for educational purposes about organizing. It may seem like a flawless idea, but everything has its cons. We are looking out for all of you, so we don’t want anyone making rash decisions that could be detrimental to the company during this delicate time.” 

Right as people started to get loud, she spoke up and stood straighter over the microphone. “Please, everyone, let’s quiet down. This won’t take much longer. We understand these decisions may not be favorable to everyone.” 

Gerald Klein, a senior biologist, stood up, knocked his chair into others, and caused a stir. Blake could barely see him except for the remaining gray hair that resisted and clung for its dear life on his balding head, and his loose blue shirt swaying against him as he bumped through his aisle. “Fuck this!” 

“Sir!” Gillian tried calling out. 

“You know my name. Don’t give me that ‘sir’ shit. Don’t even try being our friend when we can all see what you are doing. This is fucking illegal.” 

“I don’t think so,” Gillian said, cautiously and possibly darting an eye toward someone from legal as the team stood at the back of the room with HR. “We are just doing what we think is right for the company and everyone who works here. And I do know your name. I pride myself on knowing everyone at Sector A, which is my pride and joy.” Just as people from all over the company angrily typed into the Zoom chat, she corrected herself. “Of course, I love everyone who works at Unfold, but this is where we started, so it has always had a special place in my heart.” 
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