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      In the years since I started writing the Spade/Paladin stories, the world of science fiction has changed. The conventions faded in importance in the past ten years. Social media is partly to blame, as are—oddly enough—comic conventions which grew dramatically. And then there was a massive internecine fight in sf that destroyed goodwill on both sides.

      All of this occurred before the Covid-19 pandemic which put a stake in the heart of some conventions that had been marginal anyway.

      I had been struggling with the changes in sf as I wrote three of the stories in this volume. I struggled harder when I wrote Ten Little Fen, the only Spade/Paladin novel so far, partly because so many of my friends in the field had passed away. The afterword for that novel lists the members of sf fan- and pro-dom who had left the planet by the time of that writing, and I had to keep updating it before publication date.

      If I were to update it now…well, jeez, as I put this volume together, I lost one of my mentors, Michael Bishop, a man who taught at my Clarion Writers’ Workshop in 1985, and who wrote some amazing, amazing works. Just this weekend (as I write this), another longtime fixture in the field passed away.

      The deaths are almost weekly now, because the sf fans and pros that I “grew up with” have aged. And, to be honest, sf people have never been physically healthy, so many of them die young.

      I still grapple with how to write Spade/Paladin stories and remain true to the fun of them. Mostly I straddle the old world and the new. I have to acknowledge many of the good changes, but I do miss the old world as well. I had been very active in that world for twenty years, and I want to honor it.

      So now, the world that Spade and Paladin inhabit is not the world of today. It’s not the world of yesteryear either. It’s their world. That realization has freed me to write several new stories in the past few years.

      I’ve collected them here. The first Spade/Paladin collection, The Early Conundrums, had five stories, so I wanted five in this as well. The problem was I only had four uncollected stories.

      Which meant I had to write a new one for the collection. And I did.

      That story is “The Case of the Purloined Pages.” It surprised me a great deal. It’s more of a writerly story than a fannish one, but that’s all right. Writers are a big part of the sf (and mystery) universe and deserve their due.

      Writers also make an appearance in “Unity Con” and not in the best way. I wrote that in the middle of that internecine struggle, and it’s reflected in there…just a bit, anyway.

      “At Witt’s End,” is a tribute to my friend Bill Trojan, who loved the Spade/Paladin stories. He would be happy to see the series continue. But he was one of those people who probably would not have a place in modern sf. He had a difficult personality, one that forced him to anger people often and on purpose to see if they were worthy of friendship. If they got mad at everything he said, he ignored them. If they laughed and gave as good as they got, they became friends.

      Considering how politically incorrect he was back in the day, he’d probably be considered toxic now. (And justifiably. I can’t tell you how many times I had said, “Biiiilll,” in a disapproving tone, just to get him to shut up.)

      Yes, I miss him. And dozens of others who lacked social skills and found a refuge in sf. I’m not sure that particular refuge still exists, except inside of the Spade/Paladin universe.

      When I wrote “The Case of the Stolen Memories,” evoking yet another friend who shall remain nameless, I reminded myself that internecine fights were not unusual in sf. The sf convention movement was born in the middle of one of those fights, which happened around the 1939 Worldcon—the first Worldcon, in which the fighting got so severe that some of the founding members of fandom locked other founding members out of the venue.

      The parts about that Worldcon and First Fandom (minus the crime elements) that appear in “The Case of the Stolen Memories” are all true—including the very sad reality that some members of First Fandom never ever forgave other members. The fight continued for decades.

      Oddly enough, that reassured me and enabled me to return to Spade and Paladin’s world in “The Case of the Purloined Pages.”

      There are more Spade/Paladin conundrums to come. Of course, since I write into the dark, I have no idea what they will be. I’m not even sure if they’re short stories or novels. I just know that they’re like an empty table at a science fiction convention, waiting to be filled with old friends.

      

      
        
        —Kristine Kathryn Rusch

        Las Vegas, Nevada

        December 11, 2023

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE REALLY BIG KA-BOOM

          

          A SPADE/PALADIN CONUNDRUM

        

      

    

    
      “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.

      “Where the hell are you staying?”

      It was Paladin, and she sounded grouchy. I actually pulled the phone away from my ear and looked at the screen. Yep, the screen image was a photo I’d taken of Paladin the summer before when she was sitting cross-legged in my gigantic con chair, looking both impish and Buddha-like.

      I put the phone back to my ear. “Um, why?”

      “I figured you’d be at the Other Hotel, like you usually are, but it’s gone. I mean, gone.”

      The Other Hotel was a joke from Portland’s best convention, Orycon. Back in the day, the convention was held in a Red Lion hotel near the Columbia River. Across the parking lot (literally) was another Red Lion. People always came in and asked for something, only to be told it was in the other hotel. When Portland hosted Westercon in both hotels, the con committee actually made T-shirts that read, It’s in the Other Hotel.

      Since Orycon’s standing committee was so very competent, I never had to work the convention, so I would go to relax and I would stay in…you guessed it…the Other Hotel.

      “The Other Hotel’s still there,” I said. “It was the old Orycon hotel that burned. And I didn’t know you when I stayed in the Other Hotel. Did I?”

      I felt awkward. Orycon had left the complex more than a decade before. How could I have missed Paladin?

      “So where are you?” she asked, completely ignoring my question, which made me nervous all over again. She had sought me out for our very first case together, which I call “The Case of the Vanishing Boy,” although she doesn’t like the fact that I name cases. Had she been watching me long before that? If so, why?

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      “I’m at the Other Hotel, I guess,” she said. “Why won’t you tell me where you are? I thought you always came to Chinese Food Con early.”

      I frowned. Had she been spying on me? I knew I hadn’t told her about Chinese Food Con before.

      “I’m downtown.” I told her the name of my hotel. “What’s going on, Paladin? Is something⁠—”

      And at that moment, my phone beeped at me, like it did when a call got severed.

      I set it down and stared at the screen. Paladin had come here? After our discussion in Los Angeles, I had thought she wouldn’t show up at all. She hadn’t said anything. She never contacted me, and I didn’t see her at Loscon (or SMoFcon for that matter). Plus, she was two days early.

      I pushed aside the microbrew—I needed all of my wits about me—and ordered a Diet Coke. (No jokes, please. I happen to prefer the taste.) I ate the hot wings and wiped off my fingers. By the time I had popped in a Listerine strip to help with my breath, Paladin came through the hotel’s main door.

      And she wasn’t alone. Beside her was her younger doppelganger, Casper. Casper was thirteen going on fifty. She wasn’t related to Paladin at all. Casper’s parents had abandoned her in the middle of the recession, and she’d ended up at a shelter. Paladin met her there, and then introduced her to me.

      Casper might look like Paladin, but she had math and computer skills that made me seem like a slacker. She helped Paladin solve a case back in October, and Paladin convinced me to sponsor Casper at a private school for the totally brilliant. I paid her tuition, yes, but I also vouched for her, and that meant I got weekly reports.

      They were stellar.

      Still, I hadn’t invited Casper to join me over the holidays. I have to be careful to avoid the creepy unrelated sick-o uncle thing with a preteen girl. Not that I have designs on anyone under thirty, but I don’t want the perception to hurt either of us.

      “Hey,” I said to both of them as I met them near the door.

      Casper, who was wearing a parka despite Portland’s forty-degree temperatures, looked around. “This is where you spend Christmas?”

      It did have upscale, somewhat inoffensive decorations, and Christmas music by actual musicians, but it didn’t seem very homey.

      “This is my first Christmas in this hotel,” I told her.

      “Expensive taste.” Paladin made a face as she headed to the reception desk. She was wearing a winter version of her usual outfit—tight black jeans and layers. Ever larger long-sleeved T-shirts covered each other. I could see a hint of a tank top underneath it all. She didn’t wear a jacket, but at least her black boots were practical.

      She pulled a wallet out of her back pocket as she leaned against the reception desk. By the time I got to her side, she was tapping a credit card on the desk. I couldn’t see the name on the card. I knew it couldn’t be Paladin, but I didn’t know what her real name was.

      No one did—at least in my circles.

      “Let me get this,” I said. “My treat.”

      She glared at me. “I didn’t come here so you could pay.”

      “I know,” I said, and I was tempted to let her pay for the entire thing, just so that I could see what her real name was.

      “I was going to find you after we checked in. But I was having a hell of a time.” She still tapped that card, even though I had my black American Express card clutched in my pudgy fist.

      She peered over the desk. So far, no one had shown up to check her in.

      “In fact,” she said, “the Other Hotel wasn’t even my first choice. I went to the Beaver Motor Lodge, but left after fifteen minutes because no one waited on me.”

      She said that last bit louder than she said the rest of it. I grinned. I wonder what she had done to try to get someone’s attention at the Beaver Motor Lodge. Paladin called herself a bulldozer, and had, in fact, hired me in the past for my ability to finesse things.

      She was in impatient bulldozer mode here, and I’d have to shut her down soon, but bulldozer mode might not have seemed out of place at the Beaver Motor Lodge.

      The Beaver Motor Lodge wasn’t really a motor lodge. It was a funky hotel in one of the areas of Portland waiting for urban renewal. The “beaver” part wasn’t because of what you might think either. The beaver is Oregon’s state animal, and the name of the sports teams from Oregon State University—something I always thought of as bad planning, especially for the girls’ teams called (no, I’m not making this up) the Lady Beavers.

      The Beaver Motor Lodge had been the site of one of Portland’s latest conventions, an anime/gaming/urban fantasy hybrid called MotoLoCon. MotoLoCon (short for Motor Lodge Con) died an ignominious death when the treasurer of MotoLoCon 2 ran off on the con’s first night with all of the funds. I investigated that one, found the stupid embezzler who had run all the way to Vancouver, Washington (across the bridge from Portland), and who had gone on a shopping spree at a rather downscale mall.

      She was serving time, and the entire concom was not going to work conventions ever again.

      I always liked Beaver Motor Lodge and thought it had potential to be one of Portland’s great boutique hotels, even if it wasn’t set up to be a convention hotel.

      “She kept telling me how cool it was,” Casper said, hands shoved deep in the pockets of her parka. Her jeans were ripped and her tennis shoes had a hole in the top. Looked like new clothes were on the agenda for this trip, whether she knew it or not.

      “You don’t think so?” I asked.

      “Dead moose heads in the lobby? Are you kidding me? Ugh. And that stuffed bear was just gross.”

      I grinned at Paladin, but she didn’t notice. She was peering over the desk again. No one was waiting on her here either.

      “I’m never going to get a room anywhere, am I?” she said.

      I hit the bell, and a man dressed in a shiny black suit appeared as if he’d been summoned by demons. The only thing that spoiled his wealthy look was the name tag on the lapel.

      “These two need a two-bedroom suite,” I said.

      “We do not,” Casper said as Paladin said, “Spade, no.”

      “And put it on my bill,” I said before turning to them. “It’s the holidays and you should be comfortable. My treat.”

      “I don’t want a treat,” Paladin said.

      “Merry Christmas,” I said.

      “Spade,” she said, not letting it go. “I⁠—”

      “Say ‘thank you,’ Paladin,” I said.

      She pursed her lips. “Thank you,” she said clearly reluctant.

      “You were supposed to say, ‘Thank you, Paladin,’” Casper said, doing a perfect Gracie Allen. I had no idea how a kid like her even knew who Gracie Allen was, considering George Burns’ wife had died in 1964.

      Paladin glared at her, and I was instantly grateful they would have the privacy of their own bedrooms. Paladin didn’t strike me as someone who shared her personal space well.

      “She was promising me dinner at some diner near that creepy motor lodge,” Casper said. “Said it had the best hot turkey sandwiches on the planet. Then we didn’t stop. I suppose this place doesn’t have hot turkey sandwiches either.”

      Clearly she was in the mood for them. And now that she mentioned it, so was I.

      I smiled. “I remember that diner. It’s fantastic. And it’s not very far from here, if you don’t detour to Jantzen Beach where the Other Hotel is.”

      “Really?” Casper said.

      “Really,” I said. “Let’s just get you guys settled in.”
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long. They didn’t have much luggage. I was beginning to think Casper didn’t have much of anything. Paladin wouldn’t think of buying Casper clothes—Paladin was not a girl-girl—and the money I sent for expenses probably went to books and gadgets instead of necessities because Casper wasn’t a girl-girl either.

      I didn’t want to ride in whatever vehicle Paladin had rented, so we took my Lexus SUV across the Hawthorne Bridge to the east side of town.

      Fortunately the diner was open, which was more than I could say for the Beaver Motor Lodge. No cars parked in its lot, even though lights were on in most of the rooms.

      The Lodge resembled a hunting lodge crossed with a motor lodge. Rooms spread out like spider legs across the parking lot, but the bulk of the lodge went up four stories in a rickety wood building that looked like a sneeze could knock it over.

      No one had even bothered to put up Christmas decorations. Apparently the Beaver Motor Lodge was on its last legs. Too bad. I had enjoyed the place when I stayed there.

      The diner, on the other hand, thrived. We didn’t have to wait in line, but only because the place was huge. A waitress in a 1960s brown uniform and matching beehive hairdo grabbed three gigantic menus and led us to a table near the window.

      Christmas music was playing here too, but era-appropriate: Elvis singing about his ba-ba-ba-blue Christmas and the Safaris (I think) doing a surfer rendition of “Jingle Bells.” The decorations that the Beaver Motor Lodge lacked were out in force here, from plastic lights nestled against real evergreen along the frosted windows to little Santa suits on the ketchup bottles. If you were not in the spirit of the season, you did not belong here.

      I think Paladin was the only one who glanced at the menu. Casper and I wanted hot turkey sandwiches, and we ordered them, along with corn bread and soup and a bunch of other stuff neither of us would probably eat. Paladin finally decided on a cheeseburger.

      We had just gotten our drinks when the world went black and white and whump! all at the same time. I got blown sideways out of the booth, landing on a vibrating floor.

      Sound hit me next—a ka-boom like I’d never heard before. (And in my stunned mind, I kept hearing Marvin the Martian repeat in his little alien voice, A really big ka-boom!) It was a really big ka-boom, followed by another really big ka-boom, and yet another.

      Sleet landed on me, at least, I thought it was sleet until a piece landed just in front of my nose.

      Broken glass.

      Heat rolled over me, which I thought was very weird, and then a hand grabbed my arm, pulling me away.

      I looked up.

      Paladin, her face covered in blood, elfin eyes big, saying, “Jesus, Spade, I don’t want to drag you and Casper. Help me here.”

      She had Casper by her arm. Casper looked dazed, but not out. She was getting to her feet.

      I almost said, with the impeccable logic of a man in shock, that Paladin wouldn’t have to drag both of us, and then I realized that Paladin couldn’t drag me any more than she could stop a moving train. I mentally imbued her with supernatural powers because she was the most fascinating person I had ever met, but that didn’t mean she actually had those superpowers.

      Somehow I got to my feet, terrifyingly unalarmed by placing my hands on glass shards to boost myself up, or the fact that the booth wasn’t anywhere in sight, or the way that the blood was dripping off Paladin’s lovely skin.

      In addition to Marvin’s really big ka-boom voice, another voice in my head calmly and rationally reminded me that shock had its virtues but a realistic assessment of the danger around a person was often not one of them. Yet a third voice told me that it was winter, and heat shouldn’t roll in the window.

      I listened to that third voice, put my arm around Casper to move her forward, and let Paladin tug us both to the back part of the diner. As we moved, so did other people. They were screaming or crying or searching through debris.

      Paladin was telling them all to get out, get out, and asking for cell phones so that someone would call for help. But she kept moving all the same, and we got to the back of the building—which was intact. I wanted to stay there, but Paladin made us file through the door leading to the alley—not just me and Casper, but all the people huddled there.

      “Stay away from the building. It’s not stable. And wait for me,” she said before running back inside.

      I thought—stupidly, but all of my thoughts in that crisis were stupid—that I had finally met someone who would run into a burning building, and it didn’t surprise me that that person was Paladin.

      “She gonna be okay?” Casper asked, holding me so tight it would have hurt if I could have felt any pain.

      The fear in Casper’s voice caught my loopy brain and somehow focused it. I held her close. This poor kid had lost everything the past year, and had somehow stayed strong, and now she was going through this. If she lost Paladin too, she might break.

      So I did the cowardly thing: I spoke with extreme confidence as I lied.

      “Of course, she’ll be okay,” I said. “She’s Paladin after all.”
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        * * *

      

      And she was a paladin that night, one of the foremost warriors in the world. She battled heat and smoke and fires, broken tables, and collapsed ceilings to get at least fifty people out of that building. I did what she told me to do: I moved everyone away from any walls that could fall, and kept a tight hold on Casper who was using the new iPhone I sent her three days before it got released to repeatedly call 911 and yell at them for not sending anyone.

      She sounded so outraged and so strong that I didn’t want to inform her that someone was on the way: we were just in time dilation, as they would say in Star Trek. Everything was happening in slow motion, at least to us. Seconds became minutes, minutes became hours. We probably were outside without help for fifteen minutes maximum, but it seemed like days.

      And through all of those days, Paladin kept bringing injured people out, and going back in for more.

      Her layered shirts were ripped down to the tank, her jeans were in tatters, and the blood on her face had turned black. Or maybe
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