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      The computer spit out the information, then locked as a single piece of paper printed to the left of Grint. He closed his eyes, resisting the urge to bang his head against the screen.

      Could anything else go wrong today?

      He stood on his chair and peered over the fabric walls of his cubicle. As far as he could see, other minions were working their computers, taking notes, making life and death decisions, finishing their daily quotas.

      He wasn’t even halfway there, and it was already two-thirty in the afternoon.

      His boss, a stunning, six-foot tall woman who wore her red hair up (adding at least six inches to her height), emerged from her office. She started into the maze of cubicles, walking with purpose.

      Grint ducked back inside his. He had no idea what his boss would do if she caught him staring at the other minions. She could do anything. Rumor had it that she was the one who had convinced Mata Hari to be a double agent.

      Of course, other rumors stated that she had been Mata Hari in her previous life. Who knew? All he could be sure of was that she was tough, she was mean, and she believed that minions should stay on the job until each day’s work was done.

      He sighed and sank into his chair. The desk still smelled of the coffee he’d spilled that morning, and the garbage can still carried the faint odor of the burrito he’d tried to eat last week when he decided to have lunch in and get work done. Of course, he had to get a burrito that had been improperly cooked, and he’d missed two days of work, and returned to find that no one had emptied his garbage can, which really was the worst of it. The fact that no one had picked up his assignments was irritating, but survivable.

      Until now. He crossed his legs and grabbed the paper from the printer. The letters were faint. He was running out of toner on top of everything else. He had to squint to see the information—and when he finished reading, he wished he hadn’t squinted at all.

      What he had thought was that this one lost soul was, in fact, one lucky soul. The bastard—and the man had truly been a bastard in both senses of the word—had received a blessing just before he died, and somehow, it had negated all the times he’d been cursed.

      At the moment, the lucky soul was standing outside the Pearly Gates in a line that extended halfway around the cloud. Grint had the rest of the day to make sure the lucky soul was truly supposed to pass through those gates. If Grint missed, he’d be fired.

      He’d seen it before. Stazy, who’d had the cubicle next to him, had let a saintly woman who’d been cursed just as she stepped in front of a bus, slide into the fires of Hell. It had taken two days, fifteen instant replays, and one innocent bystander interview to determine that what the automated Cosmic Balance Acceptance System had thought was a curse had really been a startled response.

      In that instance, God damn you! accompanied by a shaking fist had meant get out of the way instead of go to Hell, you awful person.

      Accidents like that—not the bus part, but the misinterpretation of exclamations made in the heat of the moment part—happened all the time. It was up to the Cosmic Balance Examiner to resolve surprise issues in a timely manner, so that saintly women who’d unfortunately died under the wheels of a bus did not end up burning for eternity when they were supposed to sit in the coolness of the clouds.

      The fact that the saintly woman had gone to Hell for two days was a firing offense.

      The fact that Grint’s man was still in line gave him time to clear up the mess.

      Grint ran a hand through his short-cropped black hair. Before he started on the case, he punched the speed dial on his phone, then put the receiver to his ear. He prayed for his answering machine, and, for once, his prayers were answered.

      “Babe,” he said after the beep. “Gotta work late. Might be on a few out-of-the-office reviews. I’m really behind from that burrito thing. I’ll make it up to you this weekend. Promise.”

      Then, as he hung up, he realized he probably shouldn’t have promised anything. If something went wrong, he might have to work the weekend. Then Sherry’d be really pissed.

      She was already beginning to believe he had some action on the side.

      He wished he had some action on the side. Then he wouldn’t have to review other people’s lives all the time. Then he could stress about deceiving his wife while spending time with his girlfriend or vice versa.

      But he wasn’t handsome enough or nice enough or interesting enough to have action on the side. Hell, he wasn’t handsome enough or nice enough or interesting enough to have a wife. He’d lucked into Sherry because she was desperate to marry before the ole biological clock ticked down and he didn’t have the heart to explain to her that he couldn’t father children.

      He hadn’t even told her he was no longer human. He was just a minion, trying to make certain the cosmic balance worked in each individual life.

      He’d opted for minion status, way back when. Back when his own life had very little balance—cosmic or otherwise. He’d died without a requisite number of blessings or curses. He could have been reincarnated, trying again to live a life that someone noticed. Or he could stay in Purgatory until a slot opened up. But he wasn’t guaranteed a spot in Heaven or in Hell. He had to take what became available.

      Or he could become a minion and, with diligent work and a standard annual review, he could earn his way to the Pearly Gates. Of course, if he got fired like Stazy, he’d have a one-way ticket to Hell.

      What the Cosmic Balance minion who’d informed him of these choices had failed to mention was that Grint would have something resembling a life outside his work. People—real, living, breathing people—could actually see him and interact with him, and cling to him desperately when they felt they needed a man (and any man would do).

      He’d let Sherry believe that he could live a normal life with her, and that was probably bad, but she’d let him believe she was in love with him, and he hadn’t found out otherwise until a month or two ago when she was talking to her mother about getting a loan for some kind of fertility treatments.

      I thought we’d have a baby by now, Sherry’d said over coffee in their too-small dining room. Her mother had been clutching a cup and staring at the cheap pictures on the wall. If I’d known that it would take us this long, I’d’ve married Larry instead.
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