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​CHAPTER ONE: THE EXIT INTERVIEW FROM LIFE
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Arthur Pringle’s death was exactly like his life: statistically insignificant, mildly bureaucratic, and deeply embarrassing. It began, as most tragedies in the Pringle household did, with a misplaced sense of fiscal responsibility. Arthur was a man who lived by the "Best Before" date as if it were a commandment handed down from a divine actuary. On this particular Tuesday, he had discovered a pot of ‘Summer Berry Medley’ yogurt lurking at the back of the refrigerator. It was three days past its prime, a rebel in a world of refrigerated order.

"Waste not, want not," Arthur had whispered to his empty kitchen. It was the last thing he would ever say.

As he lunged for the plastic tub, his sensible wool sock—purchased in a pack of six for their superior arch support—encountered a rogue patch of condensation on the linoleum. What followed was a masterpiece of unintentional physical comedy. Arthur’s left leg embarked on a journey toward the toaster, while his right arm performed a frantic, windmill-like gesture that succeeded only in slapping a decorative magnet shaped like a bunch of grapes across the room.

He sneezed. It was a violent, mid-air convulsion that redirected his momentum. Arthur didn’t just fall; he performed a high-velocity pirouette into a stack of empty cardboard boxes he had been meaning to recycle for three years. There was a muffled thud, a final, lonely splat of expired yogurt hitting the floor, and then... silence.

Arthur awoke in a plastic chair. It was the kind of chair designed by someone who hated human anatomy—a scoop of rigid, molded orange plastic that forced his spine into the shape of a question mark. The room smelled of scorched toast and the kind of industrial lemon bleach that doesn't so much clean a surface as it does threaten it into submission. A strip light buzzed overhead, flickering in a way that suggested it had opinions about mortality.

Arthur blinked. There was a coffee table in front of him, its surface a graveyard of dog-eared forms and pens that had clearly given up on life halfway through a complaint. A laminated sign read: WELCOME TO POST-LIFE INTAKE. Please take a number. Please do not scream. It upsets the paperwork.

He checked his hands. Briefcase, still there. Tie, still straight. Shoes, still polished. This was comforting. The last thing he remembered was yogurt, linoleum, then the sharp, humiliating sense that gravity had lodged a formal complaint. Around him, other occupants of the waiting room shuffled, sighed, or stared blankly at the far wall as if it had personally betrayed them. To his left, a muscular man in a horned helmet was squinting at a clipboard titled “Customer Feedback on Your Demise Experience.”

“On a scale of one to five,” the Viking muttered, “how would you rate the punctuality of your death? Huh.” He chewed his pen thoughtfully, then circled “Three.”

Opposite Arthur, a woman in athleisure and pristine white trainers was arguing with a floating suggestion box. “I just feel,” she was saying, “that there should be, like, a separate line for VIPs. I had over fifty thousand followers. I did manifestation reels.” The suggestion box spat out a slip that read: WE VALUE YOUR FEEDBACK. NO WE DON’T.

On the far side, a teenager in a hoodie was scrolling anxiously on a dead phone. Every time he swiped, the screen flashed the same message: NO SIGNAL. YOU HAVE REACHED YOUR FINAL COVERAGE AREA.

Arthur’s risk-assessment instincts twitched. The chairs were bolted to the floor, which was technically good for stability but terrible for emergency evacuation. The exit signs pointed in three different directions, one of which was directly into a brick wall labelled “METAPHORICAL EXIT ONLY.” There was a fire extinguisher in a glass case with a helpful note: IN CASE OF FIRE, CONSIDER YOUR LIFE CHOICES.

"Next!" a voice boomed. It sounded like three people shouting underwater, perfectly out of sync.

Arthur stood up, because the sign on the wall clearly read PLEASE REMAIN SEATED UNTIL CALLED and he had never disobeyed signage in his life. He smoothed his tie and clutched his briefcase. It felt less like the afterlife and more like the world’s most passive-aggressive insurance seminar.

He approached the desk where Shandra sat. She was a three-headed humanoid with the bored expression of a DMV clerk multiplied by three. The middle head tapped at a flickering monitor. The left head filed its nails with an emery board that occasionally burst into tiny, frustrated flames. The right head was eating a stapler.

"Name?" the middle head asked, not looking up.

"Arthur Pringle. I believe there’s been a clerical error," Arthur said, reaching for his clipboard and finding, to his horror, that it had been replaced by a laminated leaflet titled SO YOU’RE DEAD: A QUICK GUIDE. "I have a dental cleaning scheduled for four p.m. It’s a deep scale and polish. Very important for gum health."

The left head stopped filing its nails. "Pringle, Arthur," it said, as the monitor gave a resentful beep. "Cause of death: 'The Great Yogurt Slip of 2026.' Honestly, honey, we’ve seen worse. Last week a guy died trying to take a selfie with a blender. You’re in 7B. Follow the red line. If the floor starts screaming, you’ve gone too far."

"Is there a manager?" Arthur asked. "The lighting in this corridor is significantly below the recommended lumens for a public walkway. It’s a massive liability. Also, there are at least three visible trip hazards—"

"Manager’s in 7B," the right head barked, spitting out the mangled stapler into a tray labelled INCOMING. The stapler wobbled, sprouted tiny legs, and scuttled away. "Now move it, Pringle. You're holding up a guy who choked on a 'Live, Laugh, Love' sign."

Arthur glanced back. A man in a pastel cardigan was clutching a broken wooden plaque to his chest. It still read LIVE, L_ _GH, _OVE.

“Is this... Purgatory?” Arthur asked weakly.

“No, sweetie,” said the left head, returning to its nails. “Purgatory has better coffee.”

A red line glowed to life at Arthur’s feet, pulsing gently like an irritated vein. Arthur squared his shoulders, adjusted his tie one more time, and stepped onto it. If there was one thing he knew how to do, it was follow a clearly marked procedure. The line snaked through the waiting room, past the suggestion box and toward a corridor that smelled faintly of burnt toast and existential dread. Arthur walked briskly, his sensible shoes clicking on the linoleum—which, he noted, had several unrepaired tears that were begging for a “Caution: Wet Floor” sign.

Halfway down the hall, the red line turned a corner into what appeared to be a breakroom. A shadow-demon named Phil was tangled in a nest of glowing red wires, screaming into a headset. "I don't care if the hellfire is flickering! Have you tried toggling the 'Eternal' switch to 'Off' and back to 'On' again? No? Then don't call me back until you've done the basics, Gary!"

Arthur paused, clipboard at the ready. Loose wires dangling from the ceiling? Clear violation of electrical safety protocols. But the line pulsed impatiently, so he pressed on. The corridor narrowed, the walls growing warmer, the air thicker with the scent of scorched paper and cheap aftershave. Finally, the line terminated at a door labelled: Brendan – Director of Infernal Compliance.

Inside, a man who looked like a human-sized toad squeezed into a polyester suit was staring at a spreadsheet with a look of pure, unadulterated misery. This was Brendan. He had horns, but they were small and tucked behind his ears like a pair of cheap pens.

"Arthur Pringle," Brendan croaked. "Thirty-two years in Insurance Risk Assessment. No hobbies. No dependents. You once reported your own neighbor for having a hedge that was two inches over the legal limit. You are, quite literally, the most boring man we have ever processed."

"I prefer the term 'consistent,'" Arthur corrected.

"Whatever," Brendan sighed. "Look, the Archangels are breathing down our necks. They’re doing a 'Human Rights' audit of the afterlife. Apparently, 'Eternal Torment' is no longer a valid excuse for 'Uneven Floor Surfaces.' We need someone who knows the rules. Someone who can look at a Pit of Despair and see a lack of safety harness points."

Brendan pushed a neon-yellow vest across the desk. It glowed with a sickly, radioactive green light. "Put it on, Arthur. You’re our new Health and Safety Officer. Your first task is the Lake of Fire. I want a full risk report by EOD, or I’ll have Lisa from the Siren Pool send you 'Per My Last Email' memos for the next century."

"It’s a lake. Of fire, Brendan," Arthur noted as they stepped onto the observation deck. The heat was enough to melt the buttons on a lesser man’s blazer. "Where is the 'No Diving' signage? Where are the life rings? If a soul falls in—"

"They’re supposed to be in there, Arthur!" Brendan yelled over the roar of a lava-fall.

"Be that as it may," Arthur said, pulling a roll of 'CAUTION' tape from his vest. "Under Section 4 of the 2026 Manual, any liquid over eighty degrees Celsius requires a splash guard. This isn't just a hazard; it’s an invitation for a class-action lawsuit from the Damned."

He marched toward the massive Cerberus heads guarding the perimeter. It was Shandra again—apparently, she moonlighted as lake security. "Alright, Shandra," Arthur said, holding up a white hard hat. "Let's be professional. This middle head is a clear violation of overhead clearance protocols. It needs a helmet."

The middle head let out a sneeze that sprayed Arthur’s glasses with a fine mist of soot.

Brendan chuckled from the doorway. "In Hell, the customer is always wrong, and the staff is always hungry."

"That," Arthur wiped his lens with a shaky hand, "is a verbal warning."

They headed back toward the admin wing, where Lisa, the passive-aggressive Siren, was currently screaming into a telephone in a way that sounded like a haunting ballad about missing quarterly projections.

"Arthur, thank the Abyss you're here," Lisa hissed. "The printer in Room 4 is manifesting again."

"It’s an HP," Phil called out from a ceiling vent. "Horror-Producing. It’s jammed, and it’s started manifesting the physical regrets of whoever tries to fix it. Lewis is in there now. It’s not pretty."

Arthur entered the copy room. The printer was humming with a dark, pulsating purple light. Lewis, the shapeshifter, was cowering behind a water cooler. His face was currently shifting between a terrified toddler and a very anxious piece of driftwood. "Stay back! It just printed my 4th-grade report card! The one where I got a D-minus in 'Sharing'!"

Arthur didn't flinch. He walked up to the demonic machinery. He didn't see a monster; he saw a blatant violation of the Manufacturer’s Operating Agreement.

"Identify yourself!" the printer hissed, its paper tray snapping like a set of rusty teeth.

"Arthur Pringle, Health and Safety," Arthur said. "You are operating without a valid PAT testing sticker. Furthermore, your ink levels are 'Critically Low,' which is a known cause of workplace stress."

"I... I feed on the sorrow of the office!" the printer roared.

"You feed on 80gsm Bond paper, toner cartridges, and the quiet despair of middle management," Arthur countered. "And right now, you're choking on a staple." He reached into the side of the machine—ignoring the ghostly hands reaching out for him—and pulled out a crumpled, glowing piece of parchment. "Jam cleared. And I'm tagging you out of service until you stop manifesting childhood trauma. It’s a breach of the 'Psychological Wellbeing at Work' act."

The purple light died. The printer let out a defeated beep and entered power-save mode.

Brendan watched from the doorway. "You talk to machines like they're naughty toddlers, Pringle. I like that. Most people just scream and throw holy water."

"Holy water causes short-circuits, Brendan. It's a fire hazard," Arthur said, meticulously logging the incident.

"Well," Brendan said, handing Arthur a rusted key. "Welcome to the team. Your office is the broom closet next to the Pit of Despair. It’s small, it’s damp, and the Wi-Fi is powered by a hamster on a treadmill who’s having an existential crisis."

Arthur sat in his new, cramped office. He was dead, he was surrounded by monsters, and the breakroom only had raisin bagels. He clicked his pen. "Right. Let's get to work. We have an audit of the 'Endless Staircase' at nine a.m. sharp—and something tells me Gary’s already filed it under 'Low Priority.'"
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​CHAPTER TWO: THE ENDLESS STAIRCASE


[image: ]


Arthur and Gary didn’t so much climb the stairs as they navigated a vertical obstacle course of poor urban planning. The staircase itself seemed alive with malice, a spiral of jagged obsidian that groaned underfoot like a tired beast. Every fifty steps, Arthur stopped to measure the risers with a small, retractable steel tape measure he had found in the back of his new desk.

"Three millimeters off, Gary," Arthur noted, his face pale but determined. "In the mortal realm, this would result in a multi-million-pound litigation. Here, it’s just a twisted ankle waiting to happen."

Step 137 sagged like a drunkard's knee as Arthur stepped onto it, letting out a sound like a cello being fed into a woodchipper. Further up, Step 204 had a small, soot-covered imp wedged in a crack, selling "Eternal Ascent Insurance" for a single Sinn-o-mint.

"Premium package includes evacuation by harpy if you fall," the imp chirped, rattling a tin cup.

"Does it cover acts of demonic negligence?" Arthur asked, eyeing a loose banister post that wobbled at a touch.

The imp shrugged, a movement that caused a small puff of ash to rise from his shoulders. "Read the fine print. It's written in disappearing ink. Usually vanishes right about the time you hit the floor."

"See?" Arthur said, turning to Gary. "Repetitive strain injury, fraudulent insurance practices, and fall risk. This isn't a staircase; it’s a death trap."

"In Hell, Arthur, a twisted ankle is considered a successful Tuesday," Gary replied, leaning
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