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1. Medusa
“How did you die?”

Why does every job application in Hell ask that question? If hiring devils bothered to read through the devil resources files that accompany the application forms, they'd know the answer.

Most of them don't bother, though. Or if they do, the information doesn't actually interest them. On the application for my current position as trainee patisserie chef, I wrote that I died after falling into a vat of meringue. The head chef, Michel Duberry III, didn't bat an eye. He gave me the job before I even sat down. He just thrust a red apron at me and told me to whip up three tons of custard.

Before that I worked in the law office. On that particular application form I wrote that I died after having an allergic reaction to dental floss. My supervisor there was a strange man, even for Hell. His name was Dominic Shayman. He was enormous: tall and fat, with a stomach that made him look like he was nine months pregnant, yet he had a tiny bald head. His favorite pastime was making female devils cryâ€”and he was very good at it. The misogynistic pig made a pass at me once. After that, I told him exactly where he could shove his job, once he removed his tiny head from it first.

I haven't had a lot of luck with bosses in Hell. That's one of the reasons that I'm so desperate to get the other intern position in the accounting office, because accounting interns report to Septimus.

Septimus is The Devil's head accountant and right-hand man. He's a former Roman general, and he's also the coolest person in Hell. All of the women in the kitchens have the hots for him, but then, a lot of them died in menopause so they have the hots, period. I guess we all do, though. Hell is a furnace.

I like Septimus because he remembers my name when he visits the kitchens. My new name. The one I was given by the Grim Reapers at the HalfWay House after I died. For me, the name meant a fresh startâ€”even in death. That might not seem like a big deal, but when you exist in the heat and monotony of Hell with millions and millions of other dead souls, fresh starts aren't exactly easy to come by.

So, for the first time in my death, I'm going to take advantage of that good feeling and be completely honest on a job applicationâ€”and notÂ .Â .Â .Â 
weird
, as some of my
former
friends here have called me.

I start writing.

Name:
Medusa (formerly Melissa) Olivia Pallister

Age:
16

DOD:
December 2, 1967

How did you die?
I
fell
from the Golden Gate Bridge.

I underline
fell
twice in thick red ink because I'm telling the truth here, and I want the truth to be clear. This really matters to me. Truthful words are important, even the ones that remain unsaid. Today I manage to put my truth on paper. But I'm still not willing to talk about it.

I've never been this high up in the central business district before. It's a good thing I don't suffer from vertigo. Hell's kitchens are on level 267. Now, for the first time in over forty years of death, I've made it to level 1. I'm trying not to get nervous, but I really, really want this job. Not only would it be awesome to work for Septimus, but getting out of the heat of the kitchens might help calm my hair down.

Maybe I should have tied it back. When people talk to me, they don't look at my chest, like they do with my
former
friend in Hell,
Patty Lloyd, but they don't look at my face, either. They're mesmerized by my hair.

Now I'm starting to feel self-conscious. I look down at my clothes: long black shorts and a bright-red shirt. My Converse sneakers are bright white. Too casual? I can't wear a skirt and heels. I'd look like a baby giraffe trying to walk for the first time in that kind of outfit.

Patty Lloyd has just swept past me decked out in exactly that kind of outfit, except it should be illegal to call what she's wearing a skirt because it barely covers her ass. I've got longer underwear than what she has on. She ignored me, which is no loss. She had an interview as well, but everyone knows she only applied for the job because she wants to nail the other accounting intern, Mitchell Johnson.

I have my own, very different, reason for wanting to meet Mitchell, andâ€”after wanting to work for Septimus and calming down my hairâ€”that's the final reason I'm here.

I can hear voices coming from behind the smoldering stone door of the accounting office. The deep drawl is definitely Septimus's, and I'm guessing the exhausted, I've-lost-the-will-to-exist voice is coming from Mitchell.

But there's another voice: slightly hysterical and high-pitched.

Is that The Devil? Goose bumps break out on my skin. ShiversÂ .Â .Â .Â now, that's a sensation I haven't felt in forty years. I press my ear against the door. I've never heard The Devil speak before. Except for pictures, I've never even seen him.

“I want to see it now, Septimus!” screeches The Devil. “He has pushed me to the edge of reason. I want to see the virus tested now. He has sent me an invoice for the damage the cherubs have done to the Pearly Gates. He says I have corrupted them. I'll show Him corruption. He won't be whining about graffiti when I have unleashed Operation H on His foul, vile, disgusting angels. We'll be hearing their screams from here. In fact, I intend to record their agony and will release it as a free downloadâ€” Oh, hello, Mitchell, I didn't realize Septimus had company.”

I'm jerked back from the wall against my will; I think a shadow just yanked my hair. There seem to be more shadows up here than on my floor. They're a lot bigger, too.

I don't like shadows. I don't like anything that creeps around silently. It reminds me too much of the last few years of my life before I died.

Shaking with nerves, I sit back down and straighten my shorts. My skin is hot. Maybe I should have worn long pants. By now I have sweat stains on my clothes.

Unfortunately, there's no time to even think about going back to the dorm to change, because the door to the accounting chamber opens with an eerie creak, and a head belonging to a guy with spiky blond hair sticks out. He looks left and right, and I immediately notice his pink eyes.

Mitchell Johnson clearly hasn't been dead for very long.

“Is Mr. Septimus ready now?” I ask, hoping beyond hope that The Devil won't be present during the interview. If I have to stand in a room with the master of Hell, panic is likely to dissolve me into something that hasn't been categorized by social services yet. Devils black out all the time in Hell, from fear, or despair, or pain. They say it's like dying again, because you panic with primal fear, just before your existence goes black. If The Devil's coming to my interview, I'm going back to the kitchens and crazy hair. I don't need reminding of my deathâ€”it's not something I can ever forget.

“Miss Pallister?”

Naturally, Mitchell's talking to my hair.

“Yes.”

A phone starts to ring. Mitchell ignores it, but his voice mail picks up for all to hear.

“This is Mitchell Johnson, The Devil's intern. Please leave a message after the screams.Â .Â .Â .”

The Banshee-like wails are cut off as the devil on the end of the line disconnects the call.

“Sorry about the wait. Septimus has had to leave,” says Mitchell.

“Oh.” My stomach plummets to my white sneakers. I wanted The Devil to leave, not Septimus.

“It's okay,” replies Mitchell quickly. “Septimus asked me to do the interview. Do you want to come in for a minute while I pack up?”

I follow Mitchell into the accounting chamber, which looks like a bomb hit it. Cabinets are overflowing with folders that are too fat to be filed properly, and stacks of paper cover every surface. Plus, there's a strange smell, like Mexican food gone bad. This office definitely needs a woman's touch.
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