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Chapter 1

The Inspect Element tool on Google Chrome was the single greatest contribution to modern human survival.

Tyler Reyes zoomed in to two hundred percent, squinting through a fingerprint smudge on his laptop display. The font matched—almost. State University used a specific, soul-crushing variant of Arial for its official billing statements, a shade of dark gray that screamed administrative apathy. Tyler highlighted the field containing the terrifying number—$5,240.00—and typed over it with meticulous precision.

BALANCE: $0.00 (PAID IN FULL).

He hit save, exported the modified webpage to PDF, and dragged the file into a folder labeled Fall Semester Official Documents.

His thumb hovered over the mousepad, twitching. A bead of sweat slipped from his temple, tracing a cold line down his jaw before landing on his collarbone. Outside his closed bedroom door, a floorboard creaked. Footsteps heavy, slow, deliberately unhurried, paused right outside the threshold.

Tyler froze. He didn’t breathe. He didn’t even blink. He stared at the brass door handle, watching for the slight downward tilt that signaled his dad was about to barge in to ask if he was “maximizing his summer leverage.”

The knob remained still. Heavy footsteps receded down the hallway, fading into the ambient rumble of the washing machine on its spin cycle downstairs.

Tyler let out a long, ragged exhale that rattled his throat. His shoulders dropped four inches.

Twelve months. For an entire calendar year, he had been maintaining the elaborate, crumbling architecture of a massive lie. Dropping out of college midway through his sophomore year hadn’t been a grand, rebellious statement. It hadn’t been a sudden epiphany about pursuing a passion. It had simply been a Tuesday morning where the weight of pulling himself out of bed, walking across a freezing campus, and pretending to care about microeconomic theory became physically impossible. He had rolled over, gone back to sleep, and never returned.

Since then, his life had become a full-time job of faking a life. Fake tuition statements. Fake registration emails drafted from burner accounts. Fake complaints about non-existent professors who were “hard graders.”

A notification chimed on his phone, vibrating violently against the clutter on his desk. He reached past a leaning tower of empty Celsius cans and a plate bearing the hard, translucent green remains of a three-day-old avocado slice.

Dad: Need the official registrar receipt and your summer internship confirmation by tonight for the family tax filing. Don’t forget. Opportunity favors the proactive.

Tyler stared at the illuminated screen. The familiar knot in his stomach—the one that had been tightening since last October—squeezed a little harder.

The tuition receipt was taken care of, thanks to basic web-browser trickery. But the internship confirmation was a catastrophe.

He dragged a hand through his unwashed hair, pulling up a fresh tab. Handshake. Indeed. LinkedIn. The digital graveyards of the entry-level workforce.

He scrolled through the listings, his eyes burning under the harsh blue light.

Unpaid Marketing Associate – Entry Level.

Requirements: Master’s degree in Communications, 4+ years of industry experience, proficiency in eight programming languages, and a passion for disruptive brand synergy.

Junior Financial Analyst Intern – Compensation: Academic Credit Only.

Requirements: Must supply own laptop, must work sixty hours a week, must thrive in an aggressive, high-pressure environment.

“Unpaid,” Tyler muttered, his voice raspy from disuse. “Always unpaid.”

The irony was staggering. Companies wanted human beings to work forty hours a week for the privilege of putting a bullet point on a document that nobody would ever read, just to prove they were willing to suffer. He hated effort. He hated commitment. He had built his entire identity around finding the exact point where maximum charm intersected with minimum output, navigating high school and his brief college stint on deflections, smooth talking, and pure, unadulterated luck.

Now, luck was drying up. If he didn’t have a verified internship placement by tomorrow morning, his dad would start calling the university administration office directly. The fake receipts would fall apart. The dropped-out reality would explode. And Tyler would find himself packed into a pickup truck on his way to Modesto to lay drywall for his uncle’s construction business.

He aggressively clicked through job board after job board, submitting auto-generated resumes to every sketchy, low-effort listing he could find.

Data Entry Specialist – Remote. Click.

Logistics Assistant – Temporary. Click.

Social Media Coordinator – Unspecified Enterprise. Click.

A heavy, unnatural lag suddenly seized his laptop.

The cooling fan inside the chassis screamed like a jet engine preparing for takeoff. The cursor froze in the middle of the screen, trembling. The ambient blue light reflecting off the bedroom walls flickered, shifting down through the color spectrum until the room was bathed in a dull, bruised purple.

Tyler knocked his knuckles against the underside of his desk. “Come on, piece of garbage. Don’t die on me now.”

The browser window didn’t crash. Instead, the screen stutters ended, slicing horizontally in a cascade of static red lines. A pop-up window violently expanded across the entire display, forcing its way past three separate ad-blockers.

The design was unnervingly high-definition. No tacky banner ads, no low-res stock photos of smiling actors in corporate suits. The window was framed in an oppressive, matte-black border, textured like ground volcanic stone. In the center, rendered in sleek, crimson, metallic lettering, a corporate logo shimmered with a faint, simulated heat haze.

DISRUPTINFERNO LLC

Accelerating Value. Maximizing Yield. Unlimited Growth.

Below the logo, text scrolled automatically, glowing like hot coals:

ARE YOU TIRED OF STANDING IN LINE?

ARE YOU READY TO DISRUPT THE PARADIGM OF TRADITIONAL EXISTENCE?

DISRUPTINFERNO LLC IS SEEKING HIGH-ENERGY, LOW-FRICTION CANDIDATES FOR OUR EXCLUSIVE SUMMER ACCELERATOR PROGRAM.

Tyler leaned closer, resting his chin on his palm. “DisruptInferno? What kind of insufferable tech-bro name is that?”

He scanned the position details.

Position: Cross-Functional Operations Intern.

Location: Downtown Regional Headquarters / Sub-Level Operations.

Compensation: Uncapped Non-Monetary Valuation (Unpaid).

Prerequisites: None. We do not look at GPA. We do not look at background. We measure pure, unadulterated drive.

Status: Immediate Placement Available. One-Click Binding Application.

Tyler’s eyebrows raised. No GPA requirements? No resume upload?

It screamed scam. It had every red flag of a multi-level marketing scheme or a sketchy data-harvesting operation designed to steal social security numbers. But right now, a scam with an automated confirmation email was vastly superior to an honest rejection letter. If he could just get an automated email with a corporate logo and his name on it, he could forward it to his dad, buy himself three months of freedom, and figure out his life later.

He clicked the bright red APPLY NOW button.

The page transformed instantly into an application form. But instead of standard questions about work history or references, the prompts were bizarrely specific.

Question 1: How do you respond to systemic organizational pressure?

A) I thrive under fires.

B) I become the fire.

C) I silently endure while optimizing personal energy conservation.

Tyler selected C without hesitation. Lazy honesty felt right.

Question 2: Select your primary motivation for joining DisruptInferno LLC.

A) Unprecedented career velocity.

B) Absolute corporate dominance.

C) Desperate avoidance of immediate personal consequences.

He clicked C.

Question 3: Are you currently bound by any competing metaphysical contracts, mortal covenants, or union affiliations?

Tyler snorted out a soft laugh. Tech startups were getting ridiculous with their edgy branding. Trying to sound like an exclusive cult was probably part of their recruitment strategy to make twenty-two-year-olds work eighty hours a week for free kombucha.

He clicked No.

He filled in his legal name, his phone number, and his burner email address. He hit NEXT.

The screen shifted to a wall of dense, tiny text.

END USER LICENSE AGREEMENT & BINDING EMPLOYMENT COVENANT

Tyler scrolled down. The text was thousands of lines long. The language was an absurdly convoluted mix of standard corporate legal jargon and strange, archaic phrasing that looked suspiciously like mistranslated Latin.

…The undersigned party (hereinafter referred to as ‘The Intern’) hereby surrenders all rights to standard dispute resolution, hour-logging, and physical integrity guarantees for the duration of the operational term. Pursuant to Section 66, Subsection B, the entity known as DisruptInferno LLC retains absolute right of leverage, reallocation, and structural summoning over the Intern’s spiritual and tangible assets upon execution…

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. Standard liability waiver,” Tyler muttered. He had never read a terms of service agreement in his life, and he wasn’t about to start now for an unpaid startup gig.

He dragged the scroll bar all the way to the bottom.

In place of a standard checkbox, a large, glowing red button hovered over a digitized signature line.

EXECUTE BINDING CONTRACT

Beneath the button, a small prompt blinked in bright yellow text:

BIOMETRIC AUTHORIZATION REQUIRED. TOUCH TRACKPAD TO SEAL.

“Biometric?” Tyler reached out his right hand.

The glass surface of his MacBook’s trackpad had been cracked for six months—a tiny, jagged spur of glass jutted out near the bottom right corner, a souvenir from the time he dropped his phone on it while eating takeout in bed.

He rested his thumb against the glass pad, pressing down to click the execute button.

He pressed too hard.

The jagged glass spur bit deep into the pad of his thumb.

“Ow—shit!”

Tyler jerked his hand back, wincing as a sharp, sudden sting radiated up his arm. A single, dark bead of crimson blood welled up on his thumb, smudging directly across the glossy, cracked surface of the trackpad.

The laptop screen didn’t just flash—it strobed.

A sharp, deafening CRACK like a static discharge echoed through the small bedroom. The air in the room violently compressed, popping Tyler’s ears with a sudden drop in pressure.

The lightbulb overhead shattered in a shower of sparks, plunging the room into darkness, illuminated only by the laptop screen.

The smell hit him a second later.

It wasn’t the smell of fried electronics or burning plastic. It was deep, pungent, and intensely unnatural—a mix of crushed copper, hot asphalt, wet ash, and a sickeningly sweet undertone of overripe peaches.

Tyler scrambled back in his squeaking office chair, knocking over his stack of empty aluminum cans. They clattered loudly across the floorboards.

“What the hell…”

On the laptop display, the red application window was melting. Literally. The digital pixels were bleeding downward like liquid wax, pooling at the bottom of the monitor before resolving into a bright, emerald-green confirmation screen.

The crimson blood smudge on his physical trackpad was gone. Sucked clean off the glass, leaving not even a smear.

A deep, rhythmic hum vibrated up through the floorboards, rattling the loose screws in his desk. The air grew stiflingly hot, the temperature spiking ten degrees in three seconds.

The screen text snapped back into crisp, ultra-hd clarity:

CONTRACT EXECUTED & SEALED IN BLOOD.

WELCOME TO THE DISRUPTINFERNO FAMILY, TYLER REYES.

Candidate ID: #883-009-LAM

Position: Cross-Functional Operations Intern

Status: BOUND

Your onboarding sequence begins tomorrow, June 1st, at 8:00 AM SHARP.

Location: Downtown Financial District, 440 Market Street, Sub-Level 4.

Please review the onboarding requirements below:

- Standard business professional attire is strictly enforced.

- Bring one (1) physical copy of your executed covenant.

- Punctuality is paramount. Tardiness will result in immediate Constructive Termination.

Thank you for choosing DisruptInferno LLC. We look forward to leveraging your potential.

The laptop screen abruptly went black. The cooling fan spun down to a quiet, dead silence.

Tyler sat motionless in the dark room, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. His thumb throbbed with a dull, steady pulse. He lifted his hand to his face, squinting in the dim light coming through his window blinds.

The cut on his thumb was completely gone. No line, no scab, no raw skin. Just smooth, unblemished surface.

He swallowed hard, his throat dry as paper.

Slowly, carefully, he reached out and tapped the laptop keyboard. The screen stayed black. The power indicator light was dead.

He leaned back in his chair, staring at the blank reflection of his own wide, pale eyes in the dark glass.

A soft ding vibrated from his phone on the desk.

Tyler picked it up with a trembling hand. A new email notification sat at the top of his screen.

From: HR-DoNotReply@DisruptInferno.com

Subject: Welcome Aboard! Onboarding Details Enclosed.

Attached to the email was a crisp, beautifully formatted PDF document bearing the official DisruptInferno logo, his full legal name, and a verified corporate tax identification number.

Tyler looked at the document. Then he looked at his text thread with his dad.

The dread in his stomach, which had been churning for months, slowly settled down into a dull, familiar numbness.

It was an internship. A real, documented, verifiable internship with a real corporate ID number. Whatever glitched on his laptop was just a weird surge—a dying battery, bad wiring in his old house, or a cheap monitor reacting badly to a static charge. The cut on his thumb? Probably just a scratch that looked worse than it was.

The address was 440 Market Street. He knew that building. It was an old granite high-rise in the financial district—a bit run down, mostly leased out to cheap accounting firms and failed tech incubators. Sub-Level 4 was probably just a cheap basement workspace where they crammed the remote data-entry temps to save on rent.

He hit forward on the email, typing a quick message to his dad.

Got it all sorted out. Starting tomorrow at DisruptInferno LLC downtown. Cross-functional ops. Real high-growth stuff. Talk later.

He hit send.

The reply came back almost instantly.

Dad: Good. Proud of you for taking initiative, Tyler. Don’t waste this. Dress sharp.

Tyler dropped the phone onto his bed. He let his head fall back against the worn headrest of his chair, letting out a breath that smelled faintly of ozone.

He had done it. He had dodged the bullet. He had bought himself three months of breathing room without having to reveal his secret, without having to move to Modesto, and without having to put in a single shred of actual effort.

He would show up tomorrow, sit in a basement cubicle for eight hours, log some numbers into a spreadsheet, play games on his phone, and collect his resume padding.

How bad could an unpaid internship really be?

The morning air of the financial district was crisp, smelling of wet asphalt, bus exhaust, and stale coffee.

Tyler stood on the sidewalk outside 440 Market Street, holding a lukewarm paper cup of cheap drip coffee in one hand and adjusting his tie with the other. The tie was slightly crooked, borrowed from his dad’s closet three years ago for a high school awards banquet he hadn’t actually won anything at. His suit jacket was an inch too short in the sleeves, exposing his wrists, but it was clean.

The building rose up into the overcast morning sky—a monolithic block of gray granite built in the 1970s, pockmarked with narrow, tinted windows that reflected the dull gray clouds above.

Tyler glanced at his phone. 7:48 AM.

He walked through the heavy glass revolving doors into the lobby.

The lobby was dead quiet. A wide expanse of polished gray marble stretched out toward a high security desk, where a solitary guard sat staring blankly at a row of black-and-white monitors. The air inside was freezing, smelling heavily of industrial floor wax and something else—a faint, bitter underlying scent that reminded Tyler of burnt matchheads.

Tyler approached the security desk, clearing his throat. “Uh, hey. Morning. Looking for DisruptInferno? The email said Sub-Level 4.”

The security guard didn’t look up immediately. He was an older man, his uniform shirt stretched tight over a round belly, his face pale and sunken. When he finally shifted his gaze to Tyler, his eyes looked milky, unblinking, surrounded by dark, purple rings that looked less like lack of sleep and more like bruising.

“Sub-Level 4,” the guard repeated. His voice sounded dry, like dry leaves scraping across concrete.

“Yeah. Operations intern onboarding.” Tyler produced a printed copy of his confirmation email.

The guard didn’t look at the paper. He slowly raised a thick, pale finger, pointing toward the far corner of the lobby.

Tucked behind a massive concrete pillar, almost hidden in the shadows, sat an old freight elevator. Its heavy iron doors were painted a dull, chipping red, covered in rusted rivets. Above the frame, an analog floor indicator—a brass arrow on a semi-circular dial—was stuck pointing straight down, well past the number ‘1’.

“Take the service lift,” the guard said, his voice dropping an octave. “Don’t press the emergency stop. HR doesn’t like delays.”

“Right. Thanks.” Tyler stepped away from the desk, his sneakers squeaking softly against the polished marble.

As he walked toward the freight elevator, he noticed a young woman standing near the concrete pillar.

She was typing furiously on an iPad with a stylused pen, her movements so fast and precise they looked almost robotic. She wore a tailored black blazer, crisp dark trousers, and low heels. Her posture was terrifyingly rigid—spine straight as a plumb line, shoulders squared, chin tilted at an exact angle of cold efficiency.

Her hair was pulled back into a slick, flawless bun. But what caught Tyler’s attention—what made him stop two paces back—was her face.

She was sharp-featured, undeniably striking, with high cheekbones and pale skin. But resting on the bridge of her nose were a pair of dark-rimmed glasses, behind which her eyes burned with an intense, terrifying level of manic focus. Above her left temple, half-hidden by her dark hair, was a distinct, faint, jagged red line that looked almost like a stylized scar—or a tiny, budding horn.

She didn’t look like someone who had ever procrastinated in her life. She looked like someone who optimized her REM sleep cycles to maximize morning productivity.

As Tyler approached, she flicked her gaze toward him without turning her head. Her eyes were a strange, striking shade of amber—almost yellow in the dim light of the lobby corner.

She took him in with a single, sweeping scan: the ill-fitting suit jacket, the crooked tie, the lukewarm paper coffee cup, the slight slump in his posture.

A subtle, unmistakable flicker of pure contempt crossed her face.

“You’re late,” she said. Her voice was sharp, clear, and utterly devoid of warmth.

Tyler checked his phone. “It’s 7:52. Onboarding is at 8:00.”

“If you aren’t fifteen minutes early, you’re late,” she replied smoothly, tapping her iPad screen with a sharp clack. “Professionalism dictates preparation. Arriving eight minutes before operational deployment indicates a catastrophic lack of personal discipline.”

Tyler blinked. “I’m Tyler. Unpaid intern.”

“Stephanie,” she said, not looking up from her screen. “And I am not ‘unpaid.’ I am competing for the full-time junior associate track. Which means you are currently occupying physical space that represents statistical drag on my cohort metrics.”

Tyler let out a soft, nervous chuckle, shifting his coffee cup to his other hand. “Okay. Cool. Good to know we’re keeping it casual.”

Stephanie stopped typing. She turned her head slowly, looking at him over the rim of her glasses with a look of intense, clinical disgust. “There is nothing casual about DisruptInferno. This is a high-velocity, low-margin operational ecosystem. If you’re planning on riding the curve, I suggest you stay out of my lane.”

“Trust me,” Tyler said, offering his best, easygoing slacker smile, “I don’t even know where the lane is. You can have the whole road.”

Stephanie didn’t smile back. Her amber eyes narrowed slightly. “Deflection. A classic defense mechanism of the under-prepared.”

Before Tyler could craft another casual comeback, the heavy iron doors of the freight elevator groaned open with a loud, metallic screech.

The interior of the elevator was long, narrow, and walled with raw, unpainted steel plates held together by heavy rivets. There were no lights inside the cab—only a dull, crimson emergency lantern mounted on the ceiling, casting long, bloody shadows across the metal floor.

The air that poured out of the elevator shaft was thick, hot, and heavy. It smelled intensely of burnt copper, sulfur, and old paper.

Stephanie didn’t hesitate. She stepped straight into the crimson cabin, her heels clicking smartly against the steel floor. She stood at the far back corner, turning to face the doors, her iPad held tightly against her chest.

Tyler lingered on the marble threshold, looking at the dark, narrow box.

“Coming?” Stephanie asked, her voice dry. “Or are you planning on failing your attendance metric on minute one?”

Tyler took a breath, letting the metallic, copper-tinged air fill his lungs. A strange, instinctual alarm bell clicked faintly in the back of his mind—the quiet, instinctual warning that something about this entire scenario was profoundly, terribly wrong.

He brushed it aside. It was just a weird tech startup. Tech startups were always weird. They loved dark lighting, industrial aesthetic, and aggressive corporate posture. It was all just noise.

He stepped into the elevator.

The heavy iron doors slammed shut with a thunderous BANG that echoed through his chest.

There were no floor buttons on the panel. Just a single, glowing red keyhole.

The elevator didn’t drop smoothly. It lurched downward with a violent, stomach-churning jolt that almost knocked Tyler off his feet. His coffee sloshed over the rim of his cup, scalding his fingers.

The floor indicator above the door began to scroll.

1…

0…

B1…

B2…

B3…

The elevator didn’t stop. It accelerated.

The metal walls began to rattle violently. The air inside the cab grew hotter by the second, the ambient temperature climbing until Tyler felt sweat prickling under his wool suit jacket. The smell of sulfur grew overwhelming, thick enough to taste on the back of his tongue.

B4…

B5…

B10…

Tyler stared at the indicator display. The numbers were scrolling far too fast. They were well past the foundations of the building now. They were dropping deep into the bedrock of the city.

B50…

B100…

“Uh,” Tyler said, his casual demeanor cracking just a fraction as he gripped the steel handrail. “Is… is the basement usually this far down?”

Stephanie stood beside him, perfectly rigid, perfectly unfazed, her amber eyes reflecting the strobing crimson light of the floor indicator.

“We aren’t going to the basement, Tyler,” she said quietly, her voice entirely flat.

B666.

The elevator screeched to a halt with a neck-snapping deceleration that forced Tyler to his knees, dropping his coffee cup. The paper cup hit the steel floor, bursting open—and the liquid inside didn’t spill. It instantly sizzled, evaporating into a wispy curl of black steam against the red-hot floorboards.

The iron doors slid open with a heavy, reverberating groan.

Beyond the doors was no fluorescent-lit tech office.

A vast, sprawling cavern stretched out as far as the eye could see under an endless, artificial ceiling of jagged basalt rock. Towering skyscrapers built from obsidian stone and glowing iron gridlines stretched up into the smoggy, ember-filled sky. Billboards glowing with harsh neon corporate slogans hung suspended over endless seas of cubicles, where thousands of figures in dark business suits worked under the glare of whipping whips and floating, glowing eyes.

A massive, glowing neon sign burned directly ahead, suspended over a grand obsidian archway:

DISRUPTINFERNO LLC

HEADQUARTERS – CIRCLE 8: CORPORATE OPERATIONS

Standing in the center of the archway was an eight-foot-tall figure wearing a perfectly tailored navy blue blazer over a body made entirely of dark, armored arachnid legs and gleaming black chitin. Her eight burning red eyes tracked the elevator doors as they opened.

“Welcome, Interns,” a voice hissed through the air, echoing like grinding stone. “I am Karen Bell, Vice President of Demonic Human Resources. Please form a single file line for soul-audit processing.”

Tyler sat on the floor of the elevator, staring out at the infinite expanse of corporate Hell.

Slowly, he looked up at his thumb—the smooth, unblemished skin where he had signed the contract.

“Oh,” Tyler whispered, the blood draining completely from his face. “Oh, shit.”




Chapter 2

Stephanie’s polished heel clicked past Tyler’s ear, completely unbothered by the fact that his morning brew had just disintegrated into a cloud of toxic fumes. She stepped cleanly over the black scorch mark on the floorboards, smoothing the lapels of her fitted blazer without missing a beat.

“Floorboards are hot,” she noted, her voice flat enough to flatten iron. “You should probably stand up before your cheap pants melt into your socks.”

Tyler scrambled to his feet, his palms stinging from the ambient heat radiating through the metal. His throat burned with a dry, chemical bite of sulfur that settled heavy on the back of his tongue, making every breath taste like a lit match. Beyond the open doors, the vast obsidian cavern stretched into an infinite grid of towering black skyscrapers, neon billboards, and endless ranks of identical grey cubicles under an artificial vault of jagged basalt stone. The air thrummed with a low, oppressive frequency—a maddening chorus of mechanical keyboard clicks, heavy industrial printers, and the faint, rhythmic crack of leather whips down on the lower administrative plazas.

“This is a prank,” Tyler muttered, his fingers fumbling with his tie as he stumbled out behind her. “Some kind of immersive orientation exercise for a tech startup. Right? VR setup? Aggressive practical joke from the marketing team?”

“If this is virtual reality, the haptic rendering on your sweat glands is remarkably high-resolution,” Stephanie said, not bothering to look back. She adjusted the dark tablet tucked against her ribs, her spine locked in an unnervingly perfect posture. “And if you keep lingering in the doorway, you’re going to be cited for obstructing corporate transit.”

A pair of hulking, bronze-armored figures with goat heads and leather clipboards pushed past Tyler, grunting in low, guttural tones as they loaded heavy crates of flaming Manila folders onto a conveyor belt. Tyler drew back, his spine slamming against the cool, glass-smooth face of a massive obsidian archway.

Directly ahead, behind a curved reception desk made entirely of compressed filing cabinets, sat Karen Bell.

Up close, the Vice President of Demonic HR was even more terrifying than her seven-foot silhouette suggested. Below her tailored navy blazer, six jointed, glossy arachnid legs tapped against the carpet in an unpredictable, restless rhythm. Her head was humanoid, but her skin possessed the pale, waxy texture of a corpse, broken only by eight almond-shaped red eyes that blinked in non-synchronous pairs.

“Step forward, Cohort Forty-Seven,” Karen’s voice hissed through the stagnant air. It didn’t sound like it was coming from a throat, but rather like dry parchment sliding over crushed gravel. “The soul-audit processing queue is currently operating at ninety-four percent efficiency. Do not drag our metrics down before you have been assigned an employee ID.”

Tyler’s legs moved purely on instinct, pulled along by the tide of dozens of other suited figures filing out of adjacent elevators. Most of the people around him looked like exhausted college graduates or bewildered office temp workers, their eyes wide and hollow, shuffling forward under the watchful gaze of armed demon security guards wielding brass cattle prods.

“Hey,” Tyler whispered, leaning slightly toward a twitchy girl standing in front of him in line. She was wearing a crumpled beige pantsuit covered in faint coffee stains, her hair pinned up in a messy, disintegrating bun. “Hey, excuse me. Is there, like… an opt-out form? A waiver? I signed a trackpad with a wet smudge. That can’t be legally binding.”

The girl slowly turned her head. Deep, violet-bruised shadows hung under her bloodshot eyes. She held a black-and-neon-green can of Infernal Surge energy drink in a trembling hand, her fingernails chewed down to the quick.

“Opt out?” She let out a short, hysterical bark of laughter that ended in a dry cough. “Oh, that’s rich. That’s funny. Did you hear that, demon line-marshal? He wants the opt-out form.”

A nearby goat-headed guard growled, tapping his brass prod against his knee with a threatening thwack.

“I’m Cynthia,” the girl jabbered, her eyes darting nervously between Tyler and the HR desk. She took a massive gulp from her can, the liquid a glowing, radioactively purple sludge. “Senior Intern. Three years running. Well, three summer cycles, but time is non-linear in Circle Eight, so it feels like nine hundred years. Don’t drink the water in the breakroom, don’t look Executive Howard in his center eye, and whatever you do, don’t ask about the 401k.”

“Three years?” Tyler felt his stomach drop down toward his shoes. “It’s an unpaid summer internship. Contracts are for three months!”

“Contracts are for whatever the company needs to hit its quarterly growth targets,” Cynthia snapped, her voice dropping to a frantic whisper. “You don’t get paid money. You get ‘exposure.’ Literally exposed to the lake of fire if your Key Performance Indicators drop below seventy percent. If you fail your mid-season review, Karen Bell files a Form 1099-B—Constructive Termination.”

“What does Constructive Termination mean?” Tyler asked.

“It means she eats you,” Stephanie supplied smoothly from behind him. “Starting with the soft tissue. It’s clearly outlined in Section Four, Paragraph Nine of the digital onboarding packet you obviously failed to read.”

Tyler glared over his shoulder at her. “You read the thirty-page terms and conditions pop-up?”

“Thirty-eight pages,” Stephanie corrected, her amber eyes flashing with cold superiority. “And I annotated it. Ignorance of blood-bound corporate policy isn’t a defense, Tyler. It’s just poor preparation.”

“Next,” Karen Bell’s voice scraped through the air.

Cynthia flinched, practically sprinting up to the desk, shoving a stack of glowing purple papers at the arachnid VP. Karen scanned them with four eyes while the other four remained locked on Tyler. With a brutal, mechanical THUMP, Karen slammed a heavy iron stamp onto Cynthia’s paperwork, puffing a cloud of black sulfur into the girl’s face.

“Department of Aggressive Debt Collections, Sub-Level Nine,” Karen announced. “Report to Supervisor Moloch immediately. Your break privilege has been revoked for the morning cycle.”

“Thank you, Ms. Bell, glad to be adding value,” Cynthia squeaked, clutching her stamped papers to her chest as she scuttled away toward a dimly lit stairwell.

“Next,” Karen droned.

Stephanie stepped forward without a hint of hesitation. She stood before the terrifying spider-demon with her head held high, shoulders back, presenting her iPad with a crisp tilt of her wrist.

“Stephanie Elliott,” she said, her voice dropping into a polished, professional cadence. “Applicant for the Executive Fast-Track Leadership Internship. I have pre-filed my blood metrics, completed the preliminary hell-script aptitude assessments, and scored in the ninety-ninth percentile for cross-departmental synergy.”

Karen’s eight eyes widened slightly. Two of her chitinous legs lifted from the floor, hovering over the desk like poised daggers. She took the iPad, scanning the glowing screen with rapid, jerky movements of her head.

“Impressive,” Karen hissed, a terrifying sound that might have been an attempt at corporate warmth. “A half-demon hybrid with a background in mortal business administration. Highly adaptable. High tolerance for hostile work environments.” She reached under her desk and pulled out a heavy, dark silver lanyard fitted with a crimson crystal pass. “Assigned: Office of the Chief Executive Officer. Junior Executive Liaison under Arthur Howard.”

A faint, victorious smirk touched the corner of Stephanie’s lips. She accepted the lanyard, slipping it over her head with the pride of a military officer receiving a medal. “I won’t let the agency down, Ms. Bell.”

“See that you don’t,” Karen murmured. “Executive Howard’s previous three liaisons were liquidated due to poor calendar management. Next.”

Stephanie stepped aside, folding her arms and casting a cool, expectant look back at Tyler. It was the look of a star student watching the class slacker walk up to a pop quiz he hadn’t studied for.

Tyler swallowed the lump of dry panic in his throat and dragged himself to the desk. Up close, Karen Bell smelled like old library books and fresh formaldehyde. Her eight eyes fixed on him, instantly stripping away any lingering delusion that this was a elaborate college prank.

“Tyler Reyes,” Karen said, her tone dropping from professional interest to utter, soul-crushing boredom. “Mortal. College dropout. Zero administrative experience. Blood signature authenticated via a degraded capacitive touch-interface.”

“Look, Karen—can I call you Karen?” Tyler began, flashing his most charming, desperate smile, leaning his elbows on the obsidian desk. “There’s clearly been a mix-up here. I was applying for a remote social media gig. Data entry, maybe some light meme creation. I’m not really cut out for… whatever this high-stakes, subterranean corporate culture is. I’m more of a ‘work from home in sweatpants’ guy. So if you could just point me toward the exit elevator, I’ll happily forfeit my application.”

Karen stared at him. None of her eight eyes blinked.

Slowly, she leaned forward over the desk, her waxy face stopping inches from Tyler’s. He could see tiny, translucent hairs twitching along her jawline.

“DisruptInferno LLC does not offer ‘exit elevators’ to bound interns,” she whispered, her gravelly voice vibrating through his teeth. “You signed a binding, blood-authenticated covenant. Under Infernal Labor Code 666-B, your soul is contractually mortgaged to this firm for a period of no less than one summer term, or until your assigned operational duties are rendered complete.”

“And if I refuse to work?” Tyler blurted. “What are you gonna do, fire me?”

“If you fail to meet your minimum daily performance quotas,” Karen said softly, her arachnid legs clicking against the metal desk in a terrifying staccato, “we will execute a Constructive Termination. Your physical shell will be dismantled, and your conscious soul will be reallocated to the boiler room as raw combustible fuel.”

She reached down, grabbed a heavy slab of grey slate attached to a coarse hemp rope, and slapped it onto the desk. A set of crude, jagged letters burned themselves into the stone: TYLER REYES – LEVEL 0 INTERN.

“Assigned,” Karen announced, clicking a heavy iron stamp down onto a blank ledger. “Department of Archival Records and Legacy Filing. Sub-Level Four. Report to Supervisor Jack Gray.”

“Filing?” Tyler looked at the slate necklace, then at the dismal, ink-stained paper she shoved into his hands. “Wait, isn’t that, like, the lowest department in the building?”

“It is the baseline of our operational hierarchy,” Karen said, her tone utterly flat. “It is where we put assets with zero demonstrable strategic value. Now clear the queue, Intern Reyes, before I mark your first ten minutes as an unexcused absence.”

Stephanie let out a tiny, barely audible huff through her nose—a sound that was ninety percent dismissive amusement and ten percent cold satisfaction.

“Filing,” she whispered as Tyler slunk past her toward the gloomy stairwell. “Truly an inspiring start to your corporate journey. Try not to get papercuts, Tyler. I hear the ink down there is made of sulfuric acid.”

“Oh, laugh it up, executive assistant,” Tyler grumbled, adjusting the heavy slate stone hanging around his neck. “When I’m chilling down in filing, doing the absolute bare minimum to stay un-eaten, you’ll be getting yelled at by a guy who wears fleece over obsidian scales.”

“I will be excelling,” Stephanie corrected, her eyes burning with a fierce, terrifying drive as she turned toward the gold-plated express elevators reserved for upper management. “Because unlike you, I understand what’s at stake.”

She swept away, her crisp blazer cutting through the haze of sulfur like a blade. Tyler watched her go, rubbing the back of his neck, before turning toward the dark, narrow iron staircase leading down into Sub-Level Four.

Sub-Level Four felt less like a tech office and more like the inside of a forgotten tomb that happened to be equipped with fluorescent lighting.

The air was cooler down here, thick with the smell of moldy parchment, ozone, and ancient dust. Endless rows of rusted iron filing cabinets stretched into the dim gloom, towering thirty feet high toward a low, pipe-strangled ceiling. Fluorescent light strips overhead flickered rhythmically, buzzing like a trapped swarm of hornets.

Tyler wandered down a narrow aisle bounded by dusty drawers, his shoes crunching on grit and discarded staples. Every few feet, a cabinet would give a strange, metallic groan, or a paper folder inside would rattle frantically against its steel cage, as if trying to escape.

At the far end of the central aisle sat a battered metal desk cluttered with overflowing inbox trays, half-empty paper cups of cold sludge, and a mechanical typewriter that seemed to be typing by itself. Sitting behind the desk, squeezed into an squeaky vinyl office chair, was a minor demon.

He looked like a man in his late fifties who had been exposed to harsh weather and middle management for several centuries. His skin was a dull, leathery grey, and two stubby, worn-down horns poked out from beneath a receding hairline of thin grey hair. He wore a faded short-sleeved dress shirt, a loosened brown tie, and reading glasses perched on the tip of his snout. A mug sitting beside his elbow read: WORLD’S OKAYEST TORMENTOR.

“Uh,” Tyler said, stopping a few feet from the desk. “Jack Gray?”

The demon didn’t look up from the thick ledger he was stamping. Thump. Thump. Thump.

“If you’re from HR about the missing soul-receipts from the 1994 Q3 audit, I already told Karen, the damp got to them,” the demon grunted in a gravelly, tired voice. “We had a pipe burst in the Circle of Fraud. Lost half a century of tax dodgers.”

“I’m not HR,” Tyler said quickly. “I’m… the new intern. Tyler Reyes.”

Jack stopped his stamp mid-air. He slowly lowered his reading glasses, peering over the rims with bloodshot, yellowish eyes. He looked Tyler up and down, taking in the cheap suit, the anxious posture, and the slate tag dangling from his neck.

“An intern,” Jack muttered, letting out a long, wheezing sigh that smelled faintly of stale coffee and cigar smoke. “Great. Wonderful. Just what I needed. Another warm body to train right before management decides to restructure the department into a pit of endless screaming.”

He tossed the stamp onto the desk and leaned back, his chair letting out a agonized metal screech.

“I’m Jack,” the demon said, gesturing vaguely at a rickety wooden chair across from him. “Welcome to Archival Records. The armpit of DisruptInferno LLC.”

Tyler collapsed into the chair, the tension of the last two hours finally causing his knees to give out. “So… what do we actually do here, Jack? Are we organizing files? Shredding stuff?”

“We survive, kid,” Jack said dryly, picking up a cold mug and taking a slow sip. “That’s the core job description. Upper management—Howard and his shiny tech-bro cronies—they like to pretend this company is all about ‘disrupting the damned’ and ‘synergizing spiritual agony through cloud computing.’ You know what it actually is?”

“A nightmare?” Tyler suggested.

“A paper trail,” Jack countered, tapping a thick, calloused finger against his desk. “Four thousand years of demonic bureaucracy, and every single soul contract, torture authorization, and expense report has to be physically cross-referenced and filed down here. The upper floors play with glowing tablets and buzzwords. Down here, if a file gets lost, Lucifer himself sends down an auditor with a branding iron.”

Tyler swallowed hard. “Okay. So… how do I not get liquidated? What’s the secret?”

Jack leaned forward, resting his forearms on the desk. For a moment, his tired eyes sharpened with a strange, cynical wisdom.

“The secret to surviving Hell, Tyler, is the same as surviving any corporate office in the mortal realm,” Jack said softly. “You make yourself completely invisible to the people above you, and mildly indispensable to the people beside you.”

Tyler blinked. “Invisibility?”

“Don’t be a hero,” Jack warned, poking a clawed finger at Tyler’s chest. “Don’t try to innovate. Don’t try to ‘add value.’ The moment you catch the eye of an Executive like Arthur Howard, he’ll use you as a scapegoat for his next failed initiative. Look at that half-demon girl who came down the elevator with you. I saw her badge on the ledger. CEO Liaison.” Jack shook his head, pulling a dusty file folder from a pile. “She thinks she’s on the fast track. She doesn’t realize that in this building, the higher you climb, the bigger the target on your back.”

Tyler thought of Stephanie’s pristine blazer, her razor-sharp posture, and the terrifying, unyielding fire in her amber eyes. She was running at full speed toward a cliff, entirely convinced she was climbing a ladder.

“She’s pretty determined,” Tyler admitted softly. “I don’t think she knows how to take it easy.”

“Then she’s going to get eaten,” Jack said bluntly, slapping the dusty folder into Tyler’s lap. “Now, grab a cart. We have three tons of mortal non-disclosure agreements from the late nineties that need to be alphabetized by level of sin. If we finish before six, I’ll show you which vending machine dispenses stale soda instead of molten lead.”

Tyler looked down at the heavy, leather-bound folder in his hands. The cover was cool to the touch, embossed with gold lettering that faintly thrummed against his fingers.

He took a slow, deep breath, letting the sulfur-laden air fill his lungs. For the first time since he had clicked that fatal pop-up ad in his messy bedroom, the cold, sharp knot of panic in his chest began to loosen just a fraction, replaced by a familiar, comfortable reflex.

He didn’t have to be a superstar. He didn’t have to change the world, or earn a six-figure salary, or prove anything to his family back home. He just had to do what he had always done best: slide under the radar, do the bare minimum, and let the overachievers burn themselves out.

He stood up, grabbing the handles of a heavy iron filing cart.

“Alphabetized by sin,” Tyler murmured, a small, quiet smirk touching his lips. “Yeah. I can do that.”

By the time the horn sounded for the end of the afternoon work block, Tyler’s hands were stained black with ancient ink, his back throbbed with a dull ache, and his suit jacket was draped over his cart like a discarded rag.

Sub-Level Four was a quiet kind of misery, but it was predictable. Jack had spent the last four hours sitting in his chair, occasionally throwing a stamp at a file or yelling at a cabinet that was growling too loudly, leaving Tyler to slowly wheel his cart through the maze of grey metal shelves.

It was almost peaceful, until the central brass tube on Jack’s desk let out a loud, pneumatic WHOOSH.

A gleaming, gold-trimmed cylinder shot out of the pipe, slamming into the metal tray with a deafening CLANG.

Jack didn’t even look up from his crosswords. “Priority memo from the top floor. Grab it, kid. Probably another mandate about energy conservation or mandatory fun.”

Tyler wiped his ink-stained fingers on his trousers and unlatched the gold cylinder. Inside was a crisp, heavy sheet of white parchment—far too expensive for Sub-Level Four—scented faintly of expensive cologne and burning money.

He unrolled it. The text was written in glowing, iridescent crimson ink:

ALL INTERNS REPORT TO THE CIRCLE 8 AUDITORIUM IMMEDIATELY.

MANDATORY ALL-HANDS ONBOARDING & TEAM-BUILDING SYNERGY SEMINAR.

HOSTED BY CEO ARTHUR HOWARD.

ATTENDANCE IS COMPULSORY. FAILURE TO ATTEND WILL RESULT IN IMMEDIATE CONSTRUCTIVE TERMINATION.

Tyler looked over at Jack. “Team-building seminar?”

Jack finally looked up, his grey face draining of what little color it had. He slowly set his pen down on the desk.

“Ah,” Jack said quietly. “The CEO’s quarterly pep talk.”

“Is that bad?”

“It’s not a pep talk, Tyler,” Jack said, his voice dropping into a solemn, heavy tone. “It’s a culling. Howard brings in all the new interns, feeds them corporate buzzwords, and assigns them their first major project.”

Jack looked Tyler dead in the eye.

“And whoever finishes last in the first assignment… gets fed to the Hellhounds to set the departmental tone for the quarter.”

Tyler stared down at the glowing parchment, the crimson letters pulsing rhythmically like a heartbeat. The brief, comfortable illusion of slacker safety shattered into dust, leaving behind the cold, hard reality of the dark cavern around him.

“Right,” Tyler said, his voice squeaking slightly as he straightened his crumpled tie. “Team building. Great.”

He turned and headed back toward the stairwell, his heart pounding a heavy, frantic rhythm against his ribs. The corporate machine was moving, and whether he wanted to play or not, the game had officially begun.




Chapter 3

The iron cage elevator bound for Circle Eight groaned as it ascended through the subterranean bedrock, squeaking like a dying beast on every third floor. Tyler squeezed deeper into the corner, attempting to shield his shirt from the greasy cables vibrating against the open grill. The air inside the shaft grew steadily warmer, shifting from the cool, stagnant dust of Sub-Level Four to a stifling mixture of scorched upholstery, dry-erase marker fumes, and cheap espresso.

Beside him, Cynthia Porter was actively vibrating. Her knuckles were white where she gripped a neon-green aluminum can labeled Inferno Bull: Maximum Velocity, and her eyes darted between the rust-pocked floorboards and the brass indicator dial above the door.

“If the stage has a red accent wall, we’re fine,” Cynthia whispered, her voice fluttering at a pitch that suggested her heart was attempting to break the sound barrier. “Red accent walls mean it’s a strategy alignment. Strategy alignments just mean unpaid overtime. But if the stage is bare concrete with a drain in the center, you start running. You don’t look back, you don’t collect your belongings, you just sprint for the freight lift.”

Tyler adjusted his tie, which was currently carrying a greasy black smudge across the left knot from an ancient ledger cover. “What if there’s no drain, but there are steel grates?”

“Then it’s a culture sync,” Cynthia shuddered, taking a tiny, frantic sip from her can. “Culture syncs are the worst. That’s where they make you do icebreakers before the PIPs go out.”

The elevator shuddered to a halt, the brass bell ringing with a tinny, dull clink. The heavy iron doors slid back to reveal the sleek obsidian marble concourse of the Circle Eight Auditorium.

The contrast was immediate and dizzying. Gone were the exposed pipes and crumbling masonry of the filing level. Here, line-item budget allocations bled from every surface. The walls were panelled in polished black volcanic glass that reflected the soft, blood-red luminescence of recessed strip lighting. Floating holographic displays hovered near the vaulted ceiling, rotating smoothly to display sleek corporate mantras: FAIL FAST. FAIL FOREVER. and AGILE DAMNATION: DISRUPTING THE AFTERLIFE ECOSYSTEM.

Streamlined crowds of lower-level soul-brokers, middle-management lesser imps in tailored linen suits, and pale, exhausted interns flooded toward the auditorium’s double doors. Tyler let the current of charcoal blazers pull him along, his eyes tracking the sheer scale of the space.

The auditorium itself resembled a cross between a Silicon Valley product launch venue and a Roman colosseum carved from a single piece of dark granite. Stadium seating sloped steeply down toward a central floating stage made of frosted glass, lit from below by a soft, pulsing golden glow.

“Front row is a trap,” Cynthia muttered, darting off toward the upper bleachers like a frightened rodent. “Visibility creates accountability. Hide in the middle density!”

Tyler considered following her, but a sudden break in the crowd near the second row aisle caught his eye.

Stephanie Elliott was already seated in the exact center of the second row, posture perfectly upright, dark hair woven into a thick braid that rested over her right shoulder. A leather-bound padfolio sat flat on her lap, alongside a brass pen that she tapped against her knee in a steady, metronomic rhythm. Her tailored grey blazer was pristine, completely devoid of the soot and grease that seemed to cling to every other soul in the room.

Tyler slid down the carpeted stairs and dropped into the empty chair immediately to her left.

Stephanie didn’t turn her head, though her jaw tightened slightly. “You’re sitting in the blast zone, Reyes.”

“Cynthia said the top bleachers were for cowards,” Tyler replied, leaning back and resting his hands behind his head, attempting an aura of breezy unconcern despite the cold knot tightening in his gut. “Besides, I figured I’d sit next to the smartest person in the room. High-yield proximity.”

Stephanie’s side-eye was sharp enough to slice glass. Her gaze dropped down to his right hand, where dark blue archival ink was stained deep into the cuticle of his thumb.

“Did you fight a filing cabinet and lose?” she asked, her voice dropping into a low, dry murmur.

“I had a very productive afternoon in Sub-Level Four,” Tyler said smoothly. “Jack and I established a deep, foundational understanding of late-nineties non-disclosure agreements. Very high-impact stuff.”

“Jack Gray is a career mid-level administrative ghost who hasn’t seen sunlight since the Bronze Age,” Stephanie said, her pen finally stopping its rhythmic tapping. “If you anchor yourself to his work ethic, you’re going to be offboarded before the end of the sprint.”

“Offboarded sounds peaceful,” Tyler murmured. “Does it involve a severance package?”

Before Stephanie could respond, the overhead lights cut to total blackness.

A collective hush washed over the hundreds of souls packed into the stadium, interrupted only by the low, mechanical hum of the central ventilation system. Then, with a deafening CRACK that vibrated through the granite floorboards, twin columns of pale blue flame erupted from the edges of the frosted glass stage.

A high-pitched, terrifyingly efficient skittering echoed through the sound system.

Karen Bell stepped into the twin spotlights. The VP of Demonic Human Resources was, as always, an imposing sight. Her eight long, arachnid legs were clad in sheer charcoal hosiery, terminating in delicate obsidian points that clicked against the glass floor with precision. Her tailored blazer was custom-fitted around four extra shoulder joints, and her primary pair of hands neatly smoothed the lapels of her jacket as her six smaller dark eyes reflected the blue flames.

She clicked her mandibles twice, the sound carrying clearly through her lavalier microphone.

“Good afternoon, human and sub-demonic talent assets,” Karen announced, her voice a terrifying blend of warm customer-service cadences and dry, chitinous clicking. “Please settle into your assigned seating sectors. Today’s quarterly all-hands alignment is mandatory, high-priority, and fully non-compensable under Infernal Labor Code Section Four-Hundred.”

A quiet, collective groan rippled through the upper bleachers, instantly silenced when Karen’s secondary eyes shifted upward, tracking the exact coordinates of the noise.

“We have a packed agenda today,” Karen continued smoothly, swiping a long, clawed finger across a floating glass tablet held by one of her middle hands. “We will be reviewing our Quarter Three soul-harvesting yield metrics, addressing macroeconomic headwinds from the upper-mortal realms, and initiating our flagship summer talent incubation challenge. But first, please welcome our Founder, Chief Executive Officer, and Visionary Lead… Arthur Howard.”

The room burst into applause—staccato, aggressive, and entirely forced. Interns and lower managers clapped with a desperate, frantic energy, well aware that HR kept heat-mapping cameras on the audience to measure enthusiasm levels.

From a hidden trapdoor at the rear of the stage, Arthur Howard emerged.

The CEO was a masterclass in modern infernal branding. He wore a crisp, dark navy fleece vest branded with a subtle white DisruptInferno logo over a pristine white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his forearms. His skin was a lattice of tiny, iridescent black scales that shimmered under the stage lights, and two small, polished horn nubs protruded from his neatly styled ash-blonde hair. He wore thick-rimmed blue-light glasses, pristine white sneakers, and carried a sleek titanium wireless presenter clicker in his left hand.

He didn’t walk; he bounced, striding toward the center of the stage with the infectious, toxic energy of a tech mogul about to announce a subscription fee increase.

“Hey family,” Howard said, throwing his arms wide as the applause peaked and died. His voice was a rich, smooth baritone that echoed with absolute, sociopathic confidence. “Take a seat. Settle in. Feel the energy in this room. Look around you.”

Tyler leaned forward slightly, watching Howard pace the length of the glass platform.

“What do you see?” Howard asked, pausing to lean against an invisible podium, looking out over the crowd with an earnest, warm smile that didn’t reach his yellow, slitted eyes. “I’ll tell you what I see. I see bandwidth. I see leverage. I see the absolute bleeding edge of post-mortem value creation.”

He clicked his remote. A massive, high-definition holographic slide materialized behind him. It showed a sleek, minimalist line graph trending sharply upward, rendered in glowing gold.

“Legacy Hell,” Howard said, making a dismissive motion with his hand, “was broken. Pitchforks? Boiling oil? Iron maidens? Unscalable. High overhead, terrible margins, zero recurring revenue. When I founded DisruptInferno LLC, people told me: ‘Arthur, you can’t run damnation like a Series-A SaaS startup.’ They said: ‘Arthur, souls require physical infrastructure.’”

Howard chuckled, a warm, booming sound that made the hair on the back of Tyler’s neck stand up.

“We proved them wrong,” Howard boomed, tapping his chest. “We digitized the pipeline. We leveraged algorithmic temptation. We disrupted the afterlife ecosystem by shifting from physical punishment to cloud-based, subscription-model existential dread. And you… every single one of you in this room… are the engine that drives that disruption.”

Beside Tyler, Stephanie was scribbling feverishly in her padfolio, her pen leaving deep, dark indentations on the paper.

“He’s setting up the pivot,” she muttered under her breath, her voice barely audible over Howard’s presentation. “Watch the secondary metrics.”

Sure enough, Howard clicked the remote again. The sleek golden graph dissolved, replaced by a dark red pie chart with a massive, jagged wedge missing from the center.

“Now, let’s talk about macro headwinds,” Howard said, his tone shifting effortlessly from visionary hype to somber, empathetic leadership. “The mortal market is experiencing a soft patch. Generation Z is harder to tempt. They don’t care about classic greed or ambition. They’re burnt out, they’re cynical, and frankly, their attention spans are too short for traditional Faustian bargains.”

Howard walked to the edge of the stage, dropping his voice into an intimate, confidant register.

“Lucifer, our primary liquidity provider, has raised our quarterly yield targets by thirty-five percent. To meet those targets, we don’t just need hard work. We need radical innovation. We need lean, hungry talent willing to move fast and break things.”

Howard turned his yellow gaze toward the front rows, where the summer interns sat like sheep waiting for a butcher.

“Which brings us to our Annual Summer Hackathon,” Howard smiled, revealing two rows of razor-sharp, needle-thin fangs that gleamed under the spotlights. “Project SoulHack.”

A collective spike of cold air swept through the room.

“For the next four days,” Howard explained, pacing back and forth, “our intern cohort will be split into high-performance cross-functional pairs. You will be assigned cold lead databases from underperforming mortal demographics. Your objective: design, pitch, and execute a scalable soul-acquisition funnel. The pair with the highest conversion rate at Friday’s Demo Day will receive an immediate fast-track offer for a full-time, salaried Associate Soul-Broker position.”

Stephanie’s breath hitched slightly beside Tyler. Her back straightened even further, her dark eyes wide and fixed entirely on Howard.

“And,” Howard added, holding up a single finger, “because we believe in radical accountability and transparent performance culture, let’s talk about the bottom of the stack.”

Howard clicked the remote a third time.

The frosted glass floor beneath his feet suddenly shifted from translucent white to crystal clear, revealing a subterranean pit forty feet directly below the stage.

The crowd leaned forward, a collective murmur rising through the rows.

Deep within the lit pit, three massive, multi-headed beasts paced back and forth over a bed of cracked concrete. Their hides were dark, leathery, and covered in pulsing crimson veins. Black, acidic saliva dripped from their jawlines, hissing softly as it struck the floor. The creatures possessed three distinct heads each, their milky white eyes rolling madly in their sockets as they caught the scent of the crowd above.

“Our C-suite security assets,” Howard said casually, pointing down at the pit with his clicker. “The Hellhound kennel. At DisruptInferno, we don’t do traditional Performance Improvement Plans. PIPs are slow, bureaucratic, and waste valuable HR bandwidth. So, at the conclusion of Project SoulHack, the lowest-performing pair will be offboarded directly into our organic restructuring pipeline.”

Howard smiled warmly down at the glass. “They haven’t been fed since the Q2 board meeting. They’re extremely motivated.”

Tyler stared at the massive, triple-headed beasts below the glass stage, his mouth going completely dry. The slacker safety net he had relied on his entire life—the quiet, comfortable middle zone where no one noticed if you did the bare minimum—had just been obliterated. In this company, the bottom ten percent didn’t get a stern talk or a mid-year review. They got turned into dog food.

“Now,” Karen Bell’s mechanical voice cut back through the sound system as she stepped forward with her floating tablet. “Let us proceed to the automated pairing protocol. Matches have been selected by our internal algorithmic talent sorter to maximize cross-functional friction and operational synergy.”

The giant holographic screen above the stage refreshed, names cascading down the glass in glowing red characters like a digital ledger.

Tyler’s eyes darted frantically up the board, searching for his name amidst the obscure, ancient demon runes and unfamiliar human surnames.

Cynthia Porter paired with… Malphas the Tormentor.

Gorgoroth the Foul paired with… Kevin Higgins.

Tyler tracked down the list, his pulse hammering against his temples like a trapped drum.

Tyler Reyes…

He found his name near the bottom of the central column. He blinked, tracing the glowing white arrow to the right.

…paired with Stephanie Elliott.

Silence hung in the air between them.

Tyler slowly turned his head to look at the girl sitting beside him.

Stephanie hadn’t moved. Her hands were still resting on her padfolio, but her knuckles were so tight the skin looked translucent. Her eyes were fixed on the screen, staring at their names locked together in glowing crimson script.

Slowly, her brass pen snapped clean in half under the pressure of her thumb.

A heavy, sickening pop echoed from her grip, the dark blue ink oozing out over her pale palm and staining her manicured fingers. She didn’t even flinch. She just stared at the holographic board, her jaw working as if she were chewing on broken glass.

“Partner,” Tyler said, his voice dropping into an insecure, hollow croak as he offered a small, awkward wave with his ink-stained hand. “Looks like we’re cross-functional.”

Stephanie turned her head. Her dark eyes, usually cold and calculating, were burning with a sharp, terrifying intensity that made the floor beneath Tyler feel remarkably unstable.

“If you slow me down, Reyes,” Stephanie said, her voice dropping into a razor-thin whisper that sent a shudder straight down his spine, “I won’t wait for the Hellhounds. I’ll throw you into that pit myself.”

On stage, Arthur Howard clapped his hands together, the loud sharp sound echoing through the cavernous space like a starter pistol.

“You have four days, family
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