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	How the Supervillain Stole Christmas

	By Charles Payseur

	Rex's foot tapped as he waited for the server to bring out their meal. Across from him, Sanjay gave a nervous smile.

	"So this is where you...live?" Sanjay asked, casually sweeping around the massive room with his hand.

	"What? Oh, yes," Rex said, still scanning for the server. "And really, it normally doesn't take so long. It's just that they're not used to cooking for anyone but me, and--"

	"It's fine," Sanj said, "really. I'm not used to being waited on. Do you always eat here?"

	"When work doesn't take me away," Rex said. "It's just cozy, don't you think?"

	"Cozy...yeah..." Sanj said. "Definitely an amazing view. You're sure that it's safe?"

	"Completely," Rex said, and he finally caught sight of the server zipping out from the kitchen. "Ah, finally. Now, you'll have to tell me if they've done a decent job. I remember you said that you liked catfish, and I've been trying to teach the kitchen to make something like catfish tikka, but I didn't really have anyone to test on and--"

	"I'm sure it will be fine," Sanj said. He laughed, and a part of Rex melted then, watching Sanjay's face wrinkle with humor. "It's definitely the most anyone's ever done for me for a third date."

	A pang of fear worked its way into Rex's gut. Had he tried too hard? Yes, maybe the private low orbital shuttle to whisk Sanjay from his home in Metro City all the way to the islands where Rex's fortress was situated might have been a bit much. But it had been so long since Rex had clicked with anyone, and their first two dates had gone so well. Audrey had been so right about the dating site. Not that she ever let Rex forget about it.

	Steaming plates were set down in front of them, and Rex watched as Sanjay inhaled and smiled. Rex let out a breath he hadn't realized he was holding.

	"Smells delicious," Sanj said. "Really, you shouldn't have gone to the trouble."

	"It was no trouble," Rex said, perhaps a bit too quickly. But it hadn't been. Just a matter of importing the content of about a thousand different regional cookbooks into his base's main computer and aggregating that with what he knew about Sanjay's family and history, and letting Audrey figure out the rest.

	"Well, thank you for dinner," Sanj said.

	For a while they ate in silence, and Rex relished every hum of pleasure that slipped from Sanjay as he ate. The accumulated worry of the last week slowly began to recede, and Rex allowed himself to relax.

	"Oh, I've been meaning to ask," Sanj said.

	Rex smiled, leaned forward in his chair. Whatever the question was, Rex was eager to know.

	"Are you doing anything for Christmas?" Sanj asked.

	It was like dumping a bucket of ice water over Rex's lap. He jerked back and tried to hide the sudden movement as having to bring his napkin to his face.

	"Christmas?" he asked, hoping his voice didn't betray his fear. Christmas. Why was it always Christmas?

	"Yeah, you know, the biggest holiday of the year?" Sanjay said, and he laughed again.

	Only this time Rex took no pleasure in it. He forced a smile.

	"I was hoping that you didn't have plans, which is why I'm asking now," Sanj said. "I know it's just after Thanksgiving, but my work is doing this huge party thing, and it's always weird for me because people assume that I don't...'believe' in Christmas." He made air quotes with his fingers. "Like anyone can live in this country and not have something to do with it. But I thought maybe, if you were available, having you along would spare me some of the more painful moments."

	Rex realized he was staring. His throat was dry and his palms were sweating. He wanted to say something supportive but realized he had assumed the same thing: that maybe this year Christmas wouldn't be such a big deal. He took a breath. It still wasn't a big deal. Just a party, right? Nothing big. Just...just a work party. He could do that. He really didn't want to screw this up.

	"I'd be honored to be your guest," he said, and Sanjay's smile was worth whatever stress it would cause, whatever twisting fear would gnaw at him until the day had come and gone.

	"Great," Sanj said. "I can't wait to see if you like your present."

	The word hit like a hammer. Like thunder. Like doom. Present. Suddenly Rex was sure he had something to do that day. Was it too late to schedule a root canal? Maybe try to destroy Pluto?

	And then the lights in the room shut off, replaced by flashes of red and the cry of an alarm. Rex did his best not to mouth the words "thank you."

	"What's that?" Sanjay asked, nearly yelling to be heard over the alarms.

	Rex stood quickly.

	"I'm so sorry," he said. "I'm guessing that's Firebrand and Scream Queen here to destroy the device that will cause a massive earthquake, splitting California off from the rest of the country, unless the President grants me sovereignty of these islands and a hundred billion dollars."

	"Oh," Sanj said. "I'm sorry. Do you need me to go?"

	"I..." Rex wanted to say no, wanted to tell Sanj to stay so that they could talk, make plans. Maybe make out again for a little while. Thinking of that first time, the stolen minutes beside the penguin exhibit at the zoo, their bodies practically steaming in the frigid November air..."It would be safer. I'm so sorry. I wasn't expecting them until later. The deadline's not even until tomorrow, and you know heroes, always putting things off to the last minute."
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