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			Dedication

			
		
    This book is dedicated to every soul who has ever stared blankly at a flickering computer screen at 2 AM, wondering if the existential dread is worth the slightly above-average performance review. To those who've endured the soul-crushing monotony of mandatory team-building exercises involving trust falls (that never quite end well). To those who've wrestled with a printer more demonic than any creature from the deepest circle of Hell (and won, sort of). To those who have ever felt the cold, clammy grip of corporate jargon strangling the life out of their perfectly formed, grammatically correct email.
This one's for you, the unsung heroes of the cubicle, the champions of the conference call, the masters of the passive-aggressive email chain. You, who have survived the annual performance review, the office potluck, the open-plan office, the seemingly endless barrage of meetings that accomplish precisely nothing, and have somehow emerged relatively unscathed (or at least, not yet spontaneously combusted).
This is a testament to your endurance, your resilience, and your uncanny ability to maintain a semblance of sanity in the face of overwhelming absurdity. May this tale of infernal office politics bring you a wry chuckle, a comforting sense of camaraderie in your shared suffering, and perhaps, just perhaps, a renewed sense of appreciation for the strangely comforting predictability of your own excruciatingly mundane existence. Because, let's be honest, at least
your boss isn't a literal demon. (Probably.)
And a special dedication to my long-suffering beta readers, who endured my incessant rambling about sentient staplers and the surprisingly complex tax codes of the underworld. Your patience, your insights, and your general lack of immediate hospitalization are deeply appreciated. You are all saints… or at least, you deserve a significantly improved benefits package. Hopefully, this book will inspire the necessary change in your respective workplaces. If not, well, at least you got this far.
Finally, a heartfelt thanks to the bottomless cup of lukewarm coffee that fuelled the creation of this manuscript. May your caffeine levels remain perpetually high and your functionality remain stubbornly resistant to all forms of corporate-induced despair.
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Chapter 1: From Cubicle to Cauldron
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The fluorescent lights of Percival & Sons flickered, casting a sickly yellow pallor over Carl Percival's meticulously organized desk. Carl, a mid-level manager whose greatest talent was the art of delegating responsibility, stared blankly at his computer screen. Another pointless meeting loomed, another mountain of emails remained unread, another Friday beckoned with the promise of yet another soul-crushing team-building exercise. His life, if one could call it that, was a beige tapestry woven from the threads of mediocrity.

He sighed, a sound like escaping air from a punctured tire. The aroma of burnt coffee hung heavy in the air – a harbinger, perhaps, of the day's impending doom. He’d been meaning to get that coffee machine repaired for months, but somehow, it always seemed to fall to the bottom of his ever-growing to-do list. It was, he reasoned, a perfectly acceptable level of neglect for a machine that, at best, produced a beverage vaguely resembling coffee.

He reached for his stapler, a relic from a bygone era, its plastic casing worn smooth from years of diligent (or, rather, perfunctory) use. As he reached, he noticed a particularly stubborn staple jammed in the mechanism. With the finesse of a surgeon performing brain surgery on a particularly stubborn gnat, he attempted to dislodge it.

This was not to be a simple extraction. The stapler, fueled by some unknown infernal energy, decided to violently rebel against its years of servitude. With a screech that echoed through the otherwise quiet office, it lurched forward, spewing staples with the chaotic energy of a demonic pinball machine. These weren't your average office staples; these were staples imbued with the fury of a thousand rejected expense reports.

One staple, a particularly sharp and malevolent specimen, found its mark with terrifying precision. It struck Carl not in some dramatic, cinematic fashion, but rather with the mundane awkwardness of a paper cut gone horribly, hilariously wrong. It pierced his carotid artery, and the ensuing chaos was less a Hollywood-style explosion and more akin to a particularly messy office spill.

His demise wasn’t a grand, heroic affair. No angelic choirs sang, no dramatic final words were uttered. It was, in fact, rather undignified. His last thoughts weren’t philosophical musings on life’s fleeting nature, but rather a desperate, almost comical, attempt to stem the flow of blood with a rather useless-looking office napkin. The burnt coffee, a fittingly tragicomic accompaniment to his final moments, spilled across his pristine desk, adding insult to injury.

The scene, viewed by a passing cleaning lady, was certainly memorable. A middle-aged man, sprawled across his desk in a pool of his own blood and burnt coffee, surrounded by a chaotic scattering of staples. It was the kind of scene that would haunt her nightmares, except the nightmares were largely dominated by the never-ending cycle of cleaning up after Percival & Sons’ notoriously messy employees. The cleaning lady, a woman of surprisingly stoic disposition given her profession, simply sighed and added "Percival" to the ever-growing list of "Need to replace the carpet near".

And so, Carl Percival, mid-level manager extraordinaire (in the art of avoiding responsibility), ceased to exist in the realm of the living. His earthly tenure concluded not with a bang, but with a whimper—or, more accurately, a rather disconcerting squelch as he succumbed to his staple-induced demise.

His next experience was far less beige.

He awoke, or rather, he became aware, not in a pearly white heaven nor a fiery inferno, but in a place that was somehow simultaneously both sterile and unsettling. It was an office. A vast, sprawling office, filled with an unnerving array of filing cabinets that seemed to shift and groan with unseen sentience. The fluorescent lights hummed with a disquieting drone, and the air hung heavy with the cloying scent of sulfur and something vaguely resembling stale donuts.

This, he soon discovered, was the HR department of Hell. There were no welcoming angels, no celestial choirs, no harp-playing cherubs. Instead, he was greeted by a gaggle of demonic interns, clad in ill-fitting business attire, who seemed perpetually energized by an unknown, and possibly unholy, concoction of caffeine and brimstone.

The receptionist, a particularly gaunt demon with unsettlingly sharp teeth and eyes that seemed to bore directly into your soul, gave him a form. It wasn’t a welcoming packet, but rather a mountain of paperwork, filled with incomprehensible legalese and an almost disturbing amount of tiny print. He suspected that just reading the fine print alone would guarantee another eternity of infernal employment.

The forms seemed to writhe in his hands, their ink seeming to pulse faintly. He attempted to decipher the first few lines: "Employee Onboarding Form for Newly Arrived Souls," "Terms and Conditions of Eternal Damnation," "Required Disclaimer Concerning the Use of Lava Lamps in the Break Room," "Agreement Concerning the Legitimate Use of Soul-Powered Printers."

His earthly experiences in office bureaucracy paled in comparison. At least he'd been able to vaguely understand the forms during his life in Percival & Sons, even if he'd often ignored most of them. He filled out the forms with a trembling hand, the implications of "Eternal Damnation" vaguely weighing down upon him, mostly because it would prevent him from ever taking any further vacation days.

He scanned the room, taking in the surreal landscape of Hell's HR department. Giant, sentient filing cabinets towered over him, their drawers slightly ajar, revealing glimpses of what looked suspiciously like the souls of his former colleagues. The air was thick with the murmur of voices – disgruntled demons complaining about their working conditions, demonic managers barking orders in a language that sounded suspiciously like corporate jargon, and the constant, high-pitched chatter of the caffeinated interns.

Carl Percival, the man who had spent his life avoiding responsibility, was now faced with the most overwhelming responsibility of all – onboarding souls for all eternity. And somehow, the office coffee was even worse in Hell than it had been on Earth. He really ought to get that printer fixed. The printer in the office, of course, a machine which he was now certain was made up of souls too.

The welcome packet, if one could call it that, wasn't a charming brochure showcasing Hell's employee benefits. It was more of a multi-volume tome bound in what felt suspiciously like human skin (though he couldn't be entirely certain; the lighting was rather dim, and the faint smell of sulfur made it difficult to focus on finer details). The sheer volume of it threatened to crush him, a premonition of the soul-crushing paperwork to come. He leafed through the pages, his eyes glazing over at the legalese that even a seasoned lawyer from Earth would find incomprehensible – and he'd once spent a harrowing week trying to parse a contract involving the sale of artisanal goat cheese. This was far worse.

One section dealt with the "appropriate methods of soul-reaping," which involved diagrams that looked disturbingly similar to his old company's flowcharts for quarterly budget projections. Another detailed the rules regarding "interdimensional commuting allowances," which apparently depended on the victim's geographical location on Earth, their social media activity, and the precise timing of their demise (midnight seemed especially lucrative for the soul harvesters). Yet another form, terrifyingly detailed, covered the appropriate procedures for dealing with "misplaced souls," souls whose paperwork hadn't been correctly filed, and souls who were mistakenly sent to the wrong department (apparently, there was a dedicated 'Boredom Department' somewhere in the deeper circles).

The demonic interns, a motley crew who looked like they'd been assembled from discarded Halloween costumes and nightmares, buzzed around him like caffeinated gnats. One, a particularly lanky demon with iridescent scales and a penchant for quoting motivational posters in a gravelly voice, attempted to offer him "assistance." His advice, however, mainly consisted of cryptic pronouncements about the importance of “maximizing infernal efficiency” and the "synergistic potential of soul-based performance reviews." Carl wasn't sure what any of this meant, and frankly, he suspected it was all jargon designed to intimidate new hires.

He tried to ask about the company's benefits package. The demonic intern, after several minutes of staring blankly at him, produced a single, charred pretzel from his pocket. “This is our premium snack plan,” he explained with a manic grin. “Some days we also have sulphur-infused coffee.” Carl wasn’t convinced that this constituted a comprehensive benefits package, particularly compared to the relatively robust healthcare plan (albeit with a high deductible) he'd enjoyed at Percival & Sons.

Navigating Hell's HR department was like trying to decipher a Kafkaesque nightmare. The layout was labyrinthine, a seemingly endless maze of cubicles carved from obsidian, each one occupied by a demon furiously tapping away at keyboards that appeared to be made of petrified bones. The air conditioning, if one could even call it that, blew out gusts of freezing sulfurous wind, alternating with bursts of scorching heat. Carl's earthly experience of battling the office thermostat seemed tame by comparison.

He stumbled upon a room where several demons were engaged in what appeared to be an intense game of "Soul-Based Pinball." The machines resembled old-fashioned pinball machines, except that the flippers were made of sharpened bones, and the target points appeared to be the souls of hapless mortals trapped in tiny glass orbs. One demon was quite skilled at the game and seemed to be enjoying the suffering of the unfortunate souls remarkably well. Carl wondered if there would be a team-building exercise involving this game soon, and if so, whether it would qualify for overtime pay.

His next encounter was with a sentient filing cabinet, a massive, oak monstrosity that seemed to observe him with an unsettling intelligence. Its drawers, which he swore were slightly ajar moments earlier, appeared to be staring back at him, silently judging the state of his eternal paperwork. He could have sworn it muttered something about missing forms and overdue soul-processing. He decided to avoid further interaction. He didn't want to know what would happen if he triggered this filing cabinet's wrath.

He found his way to the designated break room, a surprisingly spacious area that had a lava-lamp-powered lighting system (in perfect accordance with the previously mentioned disclaimer). It was mostly populated by demons who were huddled together, staring listlessly into glowing bowls of something that vaguely resembled grey gruel. The air hung thick with the scent of burnt sulfur and despair. He tried to make small talk, but his attempts at humor fell flat with an echoing silence.

After what seemed like an eternity, he was finally assigned a desk. It was nestled between a bubbling cauldron (apparently used for the daily brewing of that sulfur-infused coffee) and a rack of torture devices that were disturbingly similar to the office supplies back at Percival & Sons. This is where he would spend his eternity, managing the souls of the newly damned. He opened his welcome packet again, and this time, he found a small, unassuming note slipped between the pages. “Welcome, Carl. Don’t worry, it gets worse from here.” It was signed, simply, "Management."

His first task was to review the files of the newly-arrived souls, a task that involved wading through mountains of paperwork, each file a tragicomic account of a mortal's final moments. He read about a CEO who died of a heart attack during a presentation on the importance of synergy, a politician who was swept away by a sudden tide of his own hypocrisy, and a reality TV star whose life ended tragically with a rogue selfie stick. Each story was a darkly humorous reflection on the follies of human existence, a stark reminder that even in Hell, there was still room for bureaucracy.

The day wore on, each hour an assault on his sanity and soul. He struggled to reconcile the absurdity of his situation with the chilling reality of eternal damnation. He realized he might need some sort of a strong support group in this hellish office environment. At least, he thought, the office politics in Hell were more straightforward than those at Percival & Sons. At least he didn't have to deal with those petty office politics anymore. At least, in Hell, the inefficiency was blatant and expected, not the subtle, insidious kind found in human HR departments.

The fluorescent lights hummed, the filing cabinets groaned, and the demonic interns continued their incessant caffeine-fueled chatter. Carl Percival, former mid-level manager of Percival & Sons, found himself hopelessly embroiled in the soul-crushing bureaucracy of Hell's HR department. And as he looked around the office, trying to remember where he put that note about his retirement plan, he realised that the real torment had just begun. He had a feeling that "Fun Fridays" were going to be far more... interesting than his previous mundane office gatherings. Perhaps scorpions weren't quite as annoying as team-building exercises involving trust falls. He still missed his stapler, though. At least, that is what he would be thinking, if his soul hadn't already been mostly consumed by the unending paperwork, and the overwhelming realization of what it meant to be eternally stuck in this corporate nightmare. The coffee here was also terrible. He really, really needed to get that printer fixed.

My first official meeting with the team felt less like a welcoming introduction and more like a scene from a particularly gruesome episode of The Office, if it had been directed by David Cronenberg. My assigned cubicle, wedged between a bubbling cauldron and a rack of instruments that looked suspiciously like a particularly sadistic version of my old office supplies, offered a prime view of the action.

First up was Beelzebub Jr., or "Beej" as he insisted I call him, a cherubic-looking demon who radiated a disconcerting aura of hyper-efficiency. He resembled a particularly dapper accountant, if that accountant had horns, a tail that twitched incessantly, and eyes that glittered with the cold fire of a thousand perfectly-executed spreadsheets. Beej’s main concern, it turned out, wasn't the souls of the damned, but the optimal flow of their paperwork. He spent a good fifteen minutes explaining his intricate filing system, a complex algorithm that involved demonic runes, soul-sorting algorithms, and a seemingly endless series of color-coded spreadsheets. He presented it all with the unwavering zeal of someone who’d found the key to unlocking the universe’s ultimate productivity secret, a secret that, incidentally, involved meticulously tracking the precise time of each soul’s arrival in the afterlife. “We can improve the efficiency of damnation by at least 3.7%,” he announced with triumphant glee, completely oblivious to the fact I was still trying to wrap my head around the concept of “damnations per minute.”

Next, I was introduced to the coven. This group, comprised of three succubi, immediately launched into a highly vocal and passionate debate regarding the thermostat. Apparently, the ambient temperature in the infernal HR department was a point of ongoing contention. One, a particularly sultry demon with emerald skin and a voice like melting chocolate, believed it was perpetually too hot. The second, with fiery red skin and eyes like burning coals, insisted it was far too cold. The third, a pale, ethereal creature who seemed perpetually on the verge of fainting, vacillated between the two extremes, complaining about the inconsistencies in the infernal climate control system. This debate threatened to escalate into a full-blown infernal shouting match until Beej stepped in, proposing a solution involving a complex spreadsheet to track the fluctuating temperatures across each cubicle, a suggestion which only seemed to further fuel the argument as it was deemed insufficiently precise. I started to suspect that “team building” in Hell was far more about survival than anything remotely resembling the saccharine team-building exercises at Percival & Sons. I suddenly missed the awkward trust falls.

Then, there was Fizzwick. Fizzwick was an imp, no bigger than my thumb, who seemed to possess an uncanny knowledge of the infernal bureaucracy. He was a whirlwind of motion, flitting around my desk, leaving a trail of faintly sulfurous smoke in his wake. He claimed to know all the best shortcuts and loopholes in Hell's notoriously labyrinthine administrative system, muttering about back doors, hidden passages, and filing cabinets that held the key to an eternity of expedited paperwork. He offered to teach me how to bypass the infernal equivalent of the company intranet, a system he described as a “cesspool of digital despair”, adding with a gleeful cackle, "If you know the right commands, you can even send a few rogue souls to the wrong department. The Boredom Department is particularly effective." I was starting to question my decision to take this job.

Our first “team meeting” consisted of Beej meticulously explaining a new spreadsheet-based system for optimizing soul-processing workflows (which involved a new metric: "Souls Processed Per Cubic Foot of Infernal Real Estate"), the coven continuing their heated debate over the temperature, and Fizzwick periodically interrupting to share his latest discovery regarding "shortcut" hell-holes and "undocumented features" of the infernal IT system. I found myself scribbling furiously in my notepad, a futile attempt to keep up with their infernal jargon, wondering if there was a way to request a transfer to the Boredom Department, only to realize that I was currently stuck in an even more mind-numbing version of it.

The meeting adjourned with a series of disgruntled sighs, a few muttered curses in Infernal, and a cloud of sulfurous smoke that left a lingering taste of brimstone in my mouth. I sat back in my chair, trying to make sense of the chaos, and for a moment, a single, solitary thought pierced the infernal din. I missed my stapler. The infernal version, a jagged obsidian monstrosity that looked as if it had been forged in the fires of a thousand dying suns, was certainly intimidating, but it lacked the simple, dependable functionality of my old trusty Swingline.

My initial excitement at the relative simplicity of Hell's office politics soon evaporated. These weren't petty squabbles about who got the corner office or who stole the last donut. This was full-blown, demonic warfare fought with spreadsheets, bureaucratic loopholes, and thinly-veiled threats of eternal torment. I discovered that office politics, even in hell, were a beast all their own, a labyrinthine beast that swallowed souls whole. At least my old boss, Mr. Henderson, never tried to optimize my performance using infernal runes.

Beej's obsession with streamlining damnation bordered on the psychotic. He was implementing new metrics, including "Soul Satisfaction Index" and "Demon Morale," the latter of which seemed more focused on reducing the number of times a demon yelled “Burn in the seventh circle!” to their colleagues than anything resembling actual workplace harmony. The coven continued their incessant temperature complaints, occasionally pausing to argue over the merits of different brands of brimstone-infused incense. Fizzwick, meanwhile, constantly bombarded me with tips and tricks for navigating Hell's chaotic IT systems, even showing me how to create a personalized infernal spam filter (it filtered out messages from higher-ups offering me a promotion to “Senior Soul-Sorter”).

The sheer volume of paperwork was staggering. Forms for soul allocation, soul-processing, soul-storage, and soul-recycling (an especially disturbing process that involved a very complicated algorithm and several levels of bureaucratic approval). I discovered that even the damned were subject to tedious performance reviews, based on a complicated system of points and soul-based metrics. I spent hours poring over these forms, the endless narratives of mortal lives, their hopes and fears, their triumphs and failures, all reduced to cold, hard data. The irony was not lost on me; even in Hell, the demands of corporate life persisted, a seemingly endless cycle of forms and metrics.

I started to realize that my greatest challenge wasn't managing the souls of the damned, it was managing my own sanity. It was navigating the treacherous waters of infernal office politics, a world where the stakes were infinitely higher, and the consequences infinitely more dire. It was, in essence, a corporate nightmare amplified to an almost unbearable level, a never-ending stream of paperwork, and the realization that my retirement plan was far more precarious than I could ever have imagined. I was starting to believe that the only real reward in Hell was that they offered generous sick days, mostly because nobody dared to come to work sick for fear of being judged by the sentient filing cabinets. And that my new boss, an enormous, scowling demon with a penchant for motivational posters, truly did have a very weird obsession with "synergy." It was all utterly, perfectly, and eternally hellish. The coffee, incidentally, was still terrible.

My first official grievance, a steaming pile of brimstone-laced paperwork that landed on my desk like a demonic meteor, involved a parking space. Not just any parking space, mind you, but Parking Space 666, a coveted spot near the lava pit, apparently offering prime viewing for the daily arrival of the newly damned. The claimants? Two archdemons, Azrael and Belial, locked in a centuries-old feud that rivaled the Hatfields and McCoys, only with more fire, brimstone, and considerably less moonshine.

Azrael, a towering figure wreathed in shadow, possessed a voice like grinding tectonic plates. His grievance, meticulously documented on parchment that smelled faintly of sulfur and despair, detailed Belial’s alleged unauthorized occupation of Space 666, an act he considered a blatant disregard for infernal protocol and a personal affront to his infernal dignity. He provided photographic evidence (taken, he claimed, by a particularly skilled hellhound photographer), a series of blurry images showing Belial's infernal chariot, a souped-up demonic hearse, parked in the contested spot. The photographs were of questionable quality, partially obscured by plumes of smoke and vaguely resembling a particularly disturbing Rorschach test. Azrael concluded his grievance with a demand for immediate restitution, threatening, in ominous whispers, a "full-blown infernal civil war" should his request be ignored.

Belial, in contrast, was a flamboyant creature, draped in shimmering obsidian robes, his horns polished to a high sheen. His counter-grievance, equally lengthy and filled with equally questionable photographic evidence, asserted that he had, in fact, acquired Parking Space 666 through perfectly legitimate means. He cited a series of arcane legal precedents dating back to the dawn of time, involving ancient demonic pacts, questionable interpretations of infernal law, and several instances of outright bribery (which, surprisingly, he felt were entirely justified within the context of the infernal legal system). His counter-arguments were peppered with sarcastic asides and thinly veiled threats against Azrael's personal hygiene. The overall tone was decidedly less "grievance" and more "insulting sonnet."

My attempt at mediation commenced in what I can only describe as a bizarre and excruciatingly uncomfortable meeting. I attempted to employ the conflict-resolution techniques learned in countless excruciating HR seminars at Percival & Sons. "Gentlemen," I began, my voice trembling slightly, "perhaps we can find a compromise?" The response was immediate and less than enthusiastic.

Azrael roared, his voice echoing through the infernal HR department, "Compromise? With

him? He stole my parking space!"

Belial cackled, a sound that sent shivers down my spine. "Stole? My dear Azrael, you misunderstand. I

acquired it. Through superior demonic cunning, of course."

I tried another tactic. "Perhaps," I suggested, "we can implement a rotating parking system? A fair and equitable solution for all."

This suggestion, met with stony silence from Azrael and a condescending smirk from Belial, seemed to only fuel the flames of their feud. Azrael produced a miniature infernal crossbow, apparently intending to demonstrate his willingness to resort to extreme measures to regain his rightful spot. Belial, in response, unleashed a barrage of insults that would make a sailor blush, each insult dripping with venom and laced with arcane curses. The temperature in the room noticeably increased. I began to regret my decision to take this job. I'd suddenly developed a rather strong preference for the mundane drudgery of performance reviews over interdimensional parking disputes.

Fizzwick, ever the opportunistic imp, saw this as a chance to demonstrate his mastery of Hell's bureaucratic loopholes. He zoomed around the room, muttering about "alternative parking solutions" and “undocumented parking regulations," suggesting I might explore the possibility of obtaining a parking permit for a particularly hazardous region near the fiery abyss. The thought of parking near the abyss, with its constant threat of molten lava and the potential for spontaneous combustion, seemed far less appealing than facing the wrath of two archdemons. It was all perfectly, terrifyingly, and utterly hellish.

Beej, bless his spreadsheet-obsessed heart, attempted to intervene with a new metric: “Parking Space Utilization Efficiency Index.” His plan was to analyze the usage patterns of each parking space in Hell, which would then be integrated into a complex algorithm to determine the optimal allocation of parking space among the infernal workforce. Of course, the algorithm, which I was expected to understand and implement, was written in demonic runes, making it about as comprehensible as a Klingon opera. I was utterly drowning in a sea of infernal spreadsheets, ancient demonic laws, and increasingly hostile archdemons.

The coven, naturally, got involved. They argued over whether the lava pit should be considered a heating source, affecting the overall temperature comfort of the parking area. One argued that the heat from the lava pit made Parking Space 666 intolerably hot; another that the radiant heat was actually quite pleasant. The pale succubus, ever faint of heart, proposed a compromise involving a magical ice-sculpture in the parking space (an idea swiftly dismissed by both Azrael and Belial).

In the end, my attempt at mediation failed spectacularly. Azrael and Belial agreed only on one thing: their mutual hatred of each other, and my pathetic attempt to resolve their dispute. The entire affair concluded with a volley of fireballs, a series of curses so potent they left scorch marks on the walls, and me frantically filling out a “Workplace Conflict Resolution Report” while simultaneously attempting to avoid being incinerated. The report, of course, included numerous demonic runes, a detailed account of the hurled fireballs, and my somewhat less-than-professional commentary on the overall absurdity of the situation. I sighed, grabbed my obsidian stapler, and braced myself for the next grievance. I suspected it wouldn't involve parking. But it would probably be just as hellish. At least the coffee was still consistently terrible, a small, grim comfort in this infernal workplace. My only hope for sanity? A transfer to the Boredom Department. Though, after this, even that seemed like a risky upgrade.

The memo arrived on Tuesday, a crisp, sulfur-yellow announcement fluttering onto my desk like a particularly malevolent butterfly. It was titled, with a chillingly upbeat font, "Fun Friday: Embrace the Inferno!" Beneath the title, a cartoon depiction of a grinning demon riding a miniature volcano added a layer of forced cheer that did little to alleviate my growing sense of dread. Apparently, “Fun Friday” in Hell’s HR department wasn’t a casual suggestion of after-work drinks or a team-building exercise involving trust falls (or, you know, trust-falls into a pit of lava). No, Hell's version of "Fun Friday" involved scorpions. Lots and lots of scorpions.

My initial reaction involved a near-catatonic state. I stared blankly at the memo, the words blurring into an incoherent mess of infernal jargon and forced enthusiasm. My coffee, already the colour and consistency of weak battery acid, seemed even more repulsive in the face of impending scorpion-related activities. I considered feigning illness – perhaps a sudden onset of demonic influenza? – but the thought of dealing with Hell’s medical department, renowned for its experimental treatments involving leeches and questionable potions, was less appealing than facing the scorpions head-on.

Fizzwick, however, seemed positively gleeful. His little impish eyes gleamed with malicious delight as he bounced on the balls of his feet, muttering something about "strategic scorpion selection" and the "optimal whip-cracking technique." He even produced a tiny, intricately carved scorpion-shaped whip, which he proceeded to twirl with alarming proficiency. Beej, meanwhile, was meticulously compiling spreadsheets, presumably calculating the statistical probability of scorpion-related injuries. He hummed a cheerful, if slightly off-key, tune, his expression a disturbing blend of enthusiasm and detached analytical observation.

The day finally arrived, a Friday that felt less like a relaxed end to the work week and more like a slow march towards a fiery abyss—a fitting metaphor, given our current employment situation. The courtyard of the HR department, usually a bleak expanse of cracked asphalt and wilting brimstone bushes, had been transformed into a macabre carnival. Stalls bearing signs like "Infernal Limbo" and "Scorpion Racing Championship" lined the perimeter, surrounded by a surprisingly large and enthusiastic crowd of demons. The air was thick with the smell of sulfur, roasted souls (a surprisingly popular snack), and something vaguely resembling burnt popcorn.

The first "activity" was scorpion racing. We were given a small, surprisingly docile scorpion each and instructed to guide it across a miniature volcanic landscape using a minuscule whip. My scorpion, which I'd christened "Steve," was stubbornly uncooperative, preferring to remain rooted to the spot, occasionally pinching my finger with unexpected ferocity. I quickly discovered that my years of office experience had not prepared me for the nuances of scorpion herding. I suspect my technique, consisting mostly of frantic waving and muffled screams, was not entirely effective.

Next came the fire-breathing contest. This involved spitting carefully-crafted fireballs across a designated target, with judging criteria based on both accuracy and sheer flamboyance. I'd always secretly longed to breathe fire (a surprisingly common desire among middle managers), but the demonstration by a veteran demon revealed it was more physically demanding and less aesthetically pleasing than the movies had suggested. Several contestants, in their enthusiasm, inadvertently set their own horns on fire, adding a chaotic and slightly alarming element to the proceedings. My own attempt resulted in a small, pathetic puff of smoke, a feeble attempt at pyrotechnics that earned me a round of scornful laughter from the audience.

The highlight, or perhaps lowlight, of the day was the "Infernal Limbo." This involved bending backward over a line of fire, with the winner being the contestant able to maintain the position for the longest time. It was, surprisingly, incredibly competitive. Demons of all shapes and sizes, from sleek succubi to hulking archdemons, contorted their bodies into impossible positions, the air filled with the smell of burning flesh and a surprising amount of good-natured competition. Even Beej participated, his enthusiasm oddly unshaken by the potential for serious bodily harm.

Then disaster struck. Azrael, driven by a thirst for victory that even the fires of Hell couldn’t quench, attempted a particularly ambitious limbo move. He misjudged his flexibility, and in a spectacular display of demonic pyrotechnics, burst into flames. The ensuing chaos was breathtaking: screaming demons, frantic efforts to extinguish Azrael (which were somewhat hampered by his ongoing combustion), and a general air of panicked excitement. I, for one, used the opportunity to discretely retreat to the safety of the HR office. The day ended with Azrael receiving a rather severe burn injury and a rather sizeable grievance form regarding the safety standards of the "Infernal Limbo" event. His claim? The fire was too hot.

Despite the fiery mishap, "Fun Friday" had one unexpectedly positive outcome: It created a strange sense of camaraderie, or at least a shared experience of traumatic bonding. Even Azrael, once fully extinguished, and after receiving a generous amount of infernal aloe vera, joined the rest of the HR department for a post-Fun Friday potluck. The menu was, unsurprisingly, somewhat limited to brimstone-grilled marshmallows and an assortment of questionable demonic delights. As I sat there, nibbling on a particularly charred marshmallow and listening to Fizzwick’s detailed account of his scorpion-whipping techniques, I realized that the sheer absurdity of it all was, in a strange way, oddly comforting. In Hell, even "Fun Friday" was a soul-crushing, fire-hazard-ridden experience. But it was, undeniably, a Friday. And in this infernal office, that was almost a blessing. The next day, I diligently filed Azrael’s grievance, already bracing myself for the inevitable follow-up emails, knowing full well that next Friday, there would be another hellish "fun" event. Perhaps, I thought, with some grim determination, I could at least improve the coffee. One small victory at a time.
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Chapter 2: The Soul-Siphoning App
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The following Monday, the sulfurous air hung heavy with a different kind of dread. The scorpions, thankfully, were absent, but the memo on my desk was far more unsettling. It was brief, stark, and ominously devoid of cartoon demons: “Project Chimera: Immediate action required.” Attached was a data file, its contents a bewildering array of financial transactions, code snippets, and what appeared to be a detailed breakdown of soul-siphoning efficiencies.

My initial reaction involved a significant spike in my already elevated blood pressure. I stared at the screen, the numbers blurring into a menacing pattern of infernal accounting. Fizzwick, predictably, was engrossed in a game of demonic solitaire, completely oblivious to the impending corporate apocalypse. Beej, however, seemed unusually agitated, his usually meticulous spreadsheets replaced with a frantic scribbling that looked suspiciously like a series of complex mathematical equations involving both souls and venture capital.

"What's all this then?" I croaked, my voice raspy from a particularly potent blend of sulfurous coffee and existential dread.

Beej jumped, nearly sending his precarious stack of papers tumbling onto the floor. "It's...it's complicated, Carl," he stammered, his usual calm demeanor replaced with a nervous twitch. "It seems our little 'Fun Friday' incident wasn't entirely...unrelated to this."

He explained, in a torrent of numbers and technical jargon I could barely comprehend, that the "Project Chimera" file detailed a disturbing partnership between a Silicon Valley startup called "SoulBloom" and a shadowy cabal of high-ranking demons. SoulBloom, it turned out, had developed a wellness app called "Inner Peace," marketed as a revolutionary path to self-improvement and stress reduction. In reality, it was a highly sophisticated soul-siphoning device, subtly draining the life force of its millions of users and funneling it directly into Hell's ever-expanding workforce. The "Fun Friday" incident, Beej revealed, was a test run, a subtle demonstration of the app’s capabilities. Apparently, scorpions were surprisingly effective at distracting people while their souls were harvested.

The sheer audacity of it all was breathtaking. These weren't just your average, run-of-the-mill demons; these were sophisticated business demons, adept at exploiting loopholes in the very fabric of existence to boost Hell's productivity. It was, I thought darkly, remarkably efficient, a testament to Hell's growing prowess in the emerging market of infernal capitalism. The app had already amassed millions of users, its calming affirmations and soothing soundscapes subtly stealing their souls, transforming them into the fuel for Hell’s ever-expanding bureaucratic machine.

The implications were staggering. Not only was SoulBloom defrauding millions of users, it was essentially outsourcing the harvesting of souls, undermining Hell’s traditional methods of damnation. It was a corporate coup of epic proportions, a rebellion of efficiency against millennia of established infernal practices. The demonic hierarchy was not pleased. There was serious discussion about whether to blame marketing or product development for the “misunderstanding.”

My role, apparently, was to act as a liaison between Hell's HR department and the investigation into SoulBloom. This involved wading through endless legal documents written in a language that sounded suspiciously like demonic legalese, deciphering encrypted emails written in a cryptic mix of binary code and ancient Sumerian, and generally trying to make sense of the whole infernal mess.

The investigation was surprisingly challenging. Accessing SoulBloom's servers proved difficult, requiring a complex series of hacks and infiltrations. Fizzwick, surprisingly, was surprisingly adept at digital espionage, his impish charm and knack for manipulating digital security protocols proving invaluable. Beej, meanwhile, was frantically trying to calculate the potential impact on Hell's employment figures, his spreadsheets filled with projections of soul-based revenue streams and the potential disruption to the infernal economy.

Our investigation revealed a shocking amount of detail about the app. The calming nature sounds were subtly altered to induce a state of deep relaxation, a crucial component in making the soul transfer process less noticeable. Users were also subtly encouraged to use the app more often, with clever behavioral algorithms that tracked their usage and increased the intensity of the soul-siphoning process. Even the app's calming color palette was carefully designed to lull users into a state of blissful unawareness.

The more we delved into the inner workings of SoulBloom and its app, the more I realized that they weren't just siphoning souls; they were manipulating them, twisting them into something that could be more easily integrated into Hell's system. It wasn't just about getting the souls, but getting them in a way that made them compliant. And that, I thought, was far more disturbing than just straight-up soul-snatching.

We uncovered a clandestine network of meetings between SoulBloom executives and high-ranking demons, all meticulously documented in encrypted emails and coded voicemails. The collaboration was surprisingly sophisticated, a perfect blend of demonic cunning and human greed. SoulBloom's executives saw the opportunity to amass unimaginable wealth by supplying Hell with a steady stream of souls, while the demons, in turn, acquired a highly efficient method of expanding their workforce. It was a mutually beneficial relationship based on exploitation and an alarming lack of ethics.

The final piece of the puzzle was a secret clause in SoulBloom's terms and conditions, a single line buried deep within the legal jargon: “By using SoulBloom's Inner Peace app, you agree to the transfer of your spiritual essence to an unspecified entity.” A chillingly efficient way to avoid any legal ramifications.

Armed with this information, we presented our findings to the infernal authorities. The reaction was, predictably, chaotic. There were accusations of corporate espionage, debates over interdimensional legal jurisdiction, and a surprisingly heated argument about the proper procedure for summoning the CEO of SoulBloom for questioning. It turned out summoning someone to Hell via email was surprisingly complex and subject to various infernal regulations. The whole affair was a masterclass in infernal bureaucracy.

The final resolution involved a complicated series of negotiations, culminating in a joint Hell-Silicon Valley initiative to re-program the app, removing its soul-siphoning capabilities and replacing them with slightly less sinister features, such as personalized horoscope readings and demon-themed mindfulness exercises. SoulBloom's CEO
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