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      “Do you have plans for Christmas?” I asked Paladin, and then flushed. I couldn’t believe my own boldness. I felt like Stalker Spade.

      I hadn’t planned on running into Paladin here, at one of the Los Angeles megamalls. In fact, I hadn’t planned on seeing anyone I knew. Everyone I knew in Los Angeles (well, not everyone, but almost everyone) was at a hotel near LAX, celebrating Black Friday the way that sf fans always celebrated Black Friday—at a science fiction convention, with hundreds of their closest friends.

      Paladin was an sf fan, but she didn’t make conventions the center of her life. Nor did she make malls the center of her life. I only knew bits and pieces of her life, the bits and pieces she let me know over the short time we’d known each other.

      Mostly, what I knew about Paladin was that she rescued people. She took her inspiration (and her business card) from the old Have Gun, Will Travel TV show. She’s a wanderer who digs into whatever crisis she can, usually those involving kids.

      I had no idea she was going to be in Los Angeles, let alone at this mall. I had seen her before she had seen me, which was kind of amazing, considering this was one of those big Los Angeles malls that made product placement a god, and people watching difficult. Plus there had to be a thousand people here, most of them in the broad walkway between the shops.

      Paladin isn’t very tall—5’4” on a good day—but she has a distinctive look. She’s thin and elfin, with upswept ears that end in a point. A man who is not involved with a woman should never have a favorite part on that woman’s body, but I do have a favorite when it comes to Paladin. Those ears sold me the moment I first saw her. They were real, unlike most pointed ears you see at science fiction conventions, and they fit her puckish face.

      I’ve seen a lot of fake pointed ears. I spend my life at science fiction conventions—literally. I am a Secret Master of Fandom, which sounds grand, but actually means I’m one of a group of people who make sure that science fiction conventions all over the world go off without a hitch. Fans call us SMoFs (pronounced “smoff”) for short, and only those fans who truly pay attention know who we are.

      “Christmas?” Paladin said drily, as if she couldn’t believe I’d said that. “I’m working.”

      Her sarcasm carried over some Bing Crosby wannabe’s hideous version of “White Christmas.” I resisted the urge to close my eyes and smack myself in the forehead with the heel of my hand.

      I had been thinking of Christmas—who didn’t in this environment?—and then I saw Paladin. I’d been talking to other fen (that’s the real plural of “fan” in the sf world), and we’d been trying to figure out who was coming to Chinese Food Con.

      Chinese Food Con wasn’t a real convention, but it was what we called our annual holiday celebration. Actually, we had two celebrations. Chinese Food Con was for those fen who didn’t celebrate Christmas. Started by Jewish fans decades ago back when the only restaurants open on Christmas Day were Chinese, Chinese Food Con lasted five whole hours and usually ended at the screening of some major holiday movie at a designated multiplex. After a while, we even started moving Chinese Food Con from town to town, picking the best or the most accommodating Chinese Restaurant in the area.

      Chinese Food Con was one of my favorite traditions. I hadn’t missed in years.

      I often missed the second holiday tradition: Regifting Day. The fen had been doing that long before regifting even became part of the lexicon. Usually held around New Year’s, again in a designated city, Regifting Day had strict rules. The regifted item couldn’t be cool. It had to be the worst gift you got that year.

      Since I didn’t get many gifts (some years I didn’t get any), I had no reason to attend Regifting Day, even though I had heard it was fun.

      So when I saw Paladin, heard the Christmas music, saw all the red-and-green and exhausted crowds, I asked her what I’d been asking everyone I liked at the convention. Want to join me for Christmas? sounded so normal when asked of casual friends at an sf con.

      It sounded creepy and vaguely weird in the middle of Black Friday celebrations at one of the biggest malls in the country.

      “I know,” I said, “I figured you were working. I wasn’t inviting you to my house or anything. It’s just we have a tradition in fandom for Christmas Day and I wasn’t sure if you knew about it, and—”

      “I’m working,” she said again, with unusual emphasis, and I nodded like the doofus I was.

      Of course she was working on Christmas. I’d never known Paladin to do anything except work.

      Not that I was one to talk. I wasn’t at this mall for a Black Friday reason. I was here for a convention reason.

      A phalanx of Klingons who had come here to scare the civilians had left behind a small troop who had started playing some light saber game in the center of the mall. Yes, yes, I know the irony of Klingons playing a Star Wars game, but most mundanes don’t, and they crowded around as if they were watching the second coming of the Enterprise.

      One of the Klingon leaders had to be on a panel at four, so he rounded up the bulk of the team and left. When they got back to the hotel near LAX, they sent me into deepest darkest Los Angeles to save the rest of their people from the mundanes.

      “Well,” I said, sounding even dumber than I usually did around Paladin, “in case your job cancels or something, we have this fannish tradition from the deepest darkest days of prehistory. It’s—”

      “Where’s Chinese Food Con being held this year?” she asked as she peered around me.

      My entire face was on fire. I didn’t know how I could screw this conversation up more.

      “Um, Oregon. Portland. There’s this great restaurant near the tram that someone found at last year’s Orycon, and we decided that it would be spectacular for this year’s—”

      “Fine, good,” she said, and then she pushed past me.

      I turned, just to say something else, like maybe goodbye or I’m sorry or something profound (in my dreams), but all I managed to see was Paladin’s back as she slipped into the crowd. She looked like one of those heroines from the cover of an urban fantasy novel, all boots, muscle-shirt, and leather. She just needed a broadsword over her shoulder to complete the image.

      The crowd swallowed her, and I was left alone with my terminal embarrassment.

      At that moment, a Klingon clapped his steel-gloved hand on my shoulder and said, “Kapla!”

      I was so startled, I almost stammered, And may the Force be with you too! but I managed to avoid that faux pas. Still, I didn’t feel like answering in Klingon.

      “You guys ready to go home?” I asked, and as he nodded, I realized that I didn’t even have to apologize for the word “home.” We both knew what I meant, and we both knew the truth of the word.

      For us, an sf convention truly was home.
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      I didn’t see or hear from Paladin again, and I figured she’d forgotten our encounter. Actually, I hoped she had forgotten that encounter. I wished I could.

      I went to SMoFcon the following weekend, and presented two panels on accounting for sf conventions. Most people don’t realize that conventions are multi-million-dollar enterprises, and must be handled the way that large businesses are handled. That’s the reason I get called into most conventions; someone has messed up the books (again), and I have to fix everything.

      After SMoFcon, December slows to nothing, which is why non-religious fen who consider conventions their home feel a bit lost at this time of year.

      I do. I retreat to my house in Seattle, do the obligatory maintenance, sort through everything I bought at the various conventions through the year, make sure my own accounts are in order, and try to go out at least once a day.

      I don’t work. I’m what’s called in Northwest parlance, a Microsoft Millionaire—one of the early Microsoft employees who got paid in stock options as well as ready cash. Mine vested back when Microsoft was the biggest company in the world, and I made millions. Unfortunately, most of my Microsoft Millionaire colleagues handled money the way that brand new sf conventions do, and those folks aren’t millionaires any longer.

      I know how to handle my funds, and even after all the economic ups and downs of the past few years, I’ve still quadrupled my original take. I probably would have made even more, except for the holiday season. I believe in the charitable giving thing; I know a lot of folks who are struggling, and they get a visit from a Secret Computer Santa who pays off their house or their credit cards or their one and only car. There’s usually a tree and wrapped packages involved too.

      It still means I spend the bulk of the holidays alone.

      I have a personal tradition: I show up for Chinese Food Con about a week before (depending on frequent flyer blackout periods), and explore the city. Every city has different traditions for Christmas, and each one is both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time.

      Even though I live close to Portland, I’d never been there over Christmas. I stayed downtown—not in one of the trendy boutique hotels, because I’m not a trendy guy—but in one of the high-end chains that had been downtown forever. I’ve stayed in so many hotels that I’m more at home in them than I am in my house, and I expected things—24-hour room service, enough TV channels to keep me entertained, a functioning bar, and access to a concierge who doesn’t look down his nose at a 350-lb man in an X-Men T-shirt.

      On December 23rd, I went down to the bar for some hot wings and a microbrew. I had gone to local concerts on all of the previous evenings, but there were none tonight—or at least, none I wanted to attend, since most were in churches.

      I was thinking of dinner and a movie. I had my iPad out to see which films were showing, and try to figure out which the Chinese Food Con folks wouldn’t want to attend. That ruled out all the sf movies, of course, and left me with the hopeful (and possibly dull) Oscar contenders. I had just stooped to reading reviews when my phone rang.
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