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      SOMETIMES IN THE mundane world, I feel like a fish out of water. But on that Halloween day, driving my Lexus SUV in a part of San Francisco I had never seen before, I felt like a whale covered in bling with a target on his back—and, oh yeah, in need of water Real Soon Now.

      It was my own fault. Over the years, I’d driven all over San Francisco in search of convention hotels—approving, disapproving, looking for bargains, seeing why the hotels really were bargains—and I knew better than to drive a high-end rental in certain parts of the city.

      The problem is that I usually need high-end rentals for their size. I’m 6’6” and four hundred pounds on a good day. After the month I’d had, I was probably four hundred and forty pounds because I’d had to buy new jeans and haul out the XXXXL T-shirts that I’d packed away for emergencies.

      And now things could get worse. The last thing I wanted was some gang to car-jack me at an intersection. I had no doubt that they’d toss me out of the SUV (shoe-horn me out of the SUV?), but I suspected they just might shoot me when they saw the shirt. It had been a giveaway from the twenty-year anniversary promotion of the movie Alien, and it had a little rubber alien head bursting out of the chest.

      I was wearing the shirt with two conflicting expectations. First, I hoped that the folks at the shelter would think it was a great (if subtle) Halloween costume; and second, I figured Paladin would force me to wear the shelter’s service T-shirt whether I arrived in a tux or arrived in my underwear. I had volunteered at shelters on special occasions in the past, and they almost always had special clothing requirements (usually that I had to purchase).

      If I had given this little detour more thought, I would have dressed a lot more sedately and I would have borrowed some book dealer’s ratty van. Paladin was asking me to help out at a shelter, for godssake, which meant that by definition I was heading to a relatively crappy neighborhood.

      But I was preoccupied with my role as Savior of Alternate Pro-Con, which wasn’t really the name of the convention or my real title. If you’re involved in science fiction fandom, you know which upstart pro-con I’m talking about, but for the rest of you, here’s a bit of a clue.

      There are only a handful of pro-cons every year in the science fiction community, and only two over Halloween weekend. “Pro-con” is shorthand for “professional convention,” and it is designed for just the professionals in the field, from the writers to the editors. I suppose actors and producers and gaming company employees could come too, but they almost never do, because what’s the point of them showing up to promote things without a fan presence?

      As you can probably tell from my tone, the very name “pro-con” irritates me. For me, all sf conventions are professional venues, since I work when I’m at them. I am what is known of as a Secret Master of Fandom, one of the small group of fans who run science fiction conventions. That may sound minor to those of you who have never been to an sf convention, but think of it this way: a convention forms for one weekend and, in that weekend, generates millions of dollars in revenue.

      The bigger conventions generate the most revenue. That’s the other thing about pro-cons, they really don’t earn much more than the initial fees. Writers don’t splurge in the dealers’ room, and publishers don’t see a need to have a booth. The restaurants and bars do bang-up business, but on a revenue side, a pro-con is generally a bust.

      I know this because I generally handle the finances for dozens of conventions per year. Among my many titles is forensic accountant, but that’s not why most cons bring me in.

      They bring me in because I’m what’s known of in Pacific Northwest parlance as a rarity: I’m a Microsoft Millionaire who managed to grow the fortune he got when he “retired” from the early days of Microsoft. Most Microsoft Millionaires—who got their millions before Microsoft figured out that paying in stock wasn’t a good idea—are now Microsoft Poorionaires (also a Pacific NW term) because they divested the stock and spent the money about twenty years ago.

      Because I still have funds, because I love numbers, and because I really, really love sf conventions, I became the go-to financial guy in the sf world. Ultimately, that made me a SMoF. In the end, though, it’s my ability to quietly solve crimes that occur in and around conventions that has made me famous and has given me the moniker almost everyone knows me by: Spade.

      As I mentioned, I don’t like pro-cons, and the fact I was working one of the worst annoyed the hell out of me. No one dressed up at a pro-con—at least, not in an sf costume. (They wore business suits.) There wasn’t a dance or a masquerade. No one discussed TV or movies or games, unless they talked about selling to those venues. There was nothing fannish at a pro-con, and fannish was what I liked about conventions.

      Once upon a time, there was only one pro-con on Halloween weekend. But a few years back, some disgruntled pros who couldn’t get into the long-running World Fantasy Convention (which limits its attendance) decided that they needed to have their own pro-con on the same weekend.

      These pros cornered some like-minded fans, and that was how Alternate Pro-Con as I’m calling it came about.

      Like WFC, Alternate Pro-Con has a “literary” bent, albeit not restricted just to the fantasy genre. Alternate Pro-Con decided to be ecumenical and include science fiction, not that that boosted attendance much. It just added a few more options for its juried award which it also patterned on the World Fantasy Award.

      I don’t think I told Paladin about my hatred of pro-cons and of Alternate Pro-Con in particular, but I’m also not the kind of guy who can hide his emotions easily. And when I arrived in San Francisco, Paladin’s home base, I suspect she got the message about my dislike of the entire process pretty damn quick.

      I contacted Paladin just before I arrived. I don’t have any special access to her, no secret cell phone number, no address hastily scrawled on the back of her business card. Instead, I have to do what everyone else does: write an e-mail to Paladin@paladinsanfrancisco.com.

      I don’t even know her real name. I call her Paladin, just like everyone else does. The only specialized knowledge I have about her comes from my own geekiness: I’m familiar with the fifty-year-old Richard Boone television series Have Gun, Will Travel from which she took her name. I know that because her business card (which I keep in my wallet for emergencies) uses the quotes from the Boone character’s card:

      Have Gun

      Will Travel

      Wire Paladin

      San Francisco

      

      Only her card says “e-mail” instead of “wire.”

      It took me longer than expected to get to the shelter, even though I rolled through every single stop sign in the neighborhood. It was a lot farther away from the con than I expected. And then the shelter itself surprised me.

      I had expected an old Victorian house, like so many houses in San Francisco. Something like an expanded Queen Anne, with an extra turret or a palatial (if rundown) former mansion cocked sideways on a hillside.

      The shelter was cocked sideways on a hillside (what wasn’t in San Francisco?), but it wasn’t a remodeled house at all. It was a still-active church.

      I never pegged Paladin as a church-going type.

      The church did have a parking lot right next door, and the parking lot had a wire fence around it, but no guard and no hidden parking place. I declined to drive in, going to the pick-up-and-receiving area in back.

      Like I expected, the church’s kitchen door was open, and a junkie sat on the stoop, smoking a cigarette.

      “Ain’t nobody can park here,” he said as I pulled up.

      My face flushed. I felt like the rich guy that I was, and I was acting like some entitled rich guy, like the stupid pros I complained about at the Alternate Pro-Con. But I wasn’t going to let anyone strip my Lexus rental for parts, not on this afternoon anyway.

      “I’m helping with deliveries,” I said as I got out of the SUV, and wondered if that were true. Paladin hadn’t really told me what I’d be doing. She said the shelter was handling a special event for Halloween and she needed my help with it.

      Special events could be anything from something modeled on Trick-Or-Treat For UNICEF or a special Halloween meal for folks who shouldn’t be on the street or a special party for the kids lucky enough to have shelter that night. I had no idea and I had been too self-involved to ask.

      The junkie tossed his still-glowing cigarette into a nearby puddle. Then he stood, wiped his hands on his jeans, and extended one hand to me.

      “Reverend Harvey,” he said.

      My flush deepened. My bad, thinking this guy was a junkie just because he was beyond thin and smoking on the stoop.

      “My friends call me Spade,” I said.

      “Ah,” Reverend Harvey said. “Paladin told me to expect you. You want a safe place to park your car.”

      I didn’t think the flush could get any more painful, but it did. “It’s not my car,” I said, as if that mattered. “It’s a rental.”

      “Yeah,” Reverend Harvey said. “We’re not in the best of neighborhoods, but no one bothers with vehicles connected with the church. You can leave it here for now.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered. Sometimes I felt really stupid, particularly when dealing with regular people. It didn’t matter that I had such a high I.Q. that I was in the point-one percentile. Brain smarts didn’t always equal people smarts. I had people-smarts for someone active in fandom, but the folks in the mundane world—that’s the non-fannish world for those of you in the non-fannish world—had greater people skills than I could ever hope to achieve.

      Then I realized that Reverend Harvey’s grammar had improved tremendously. “Ain’t nobody can park here” was quite a different sentence from “You want a safe place to park your car.” Different in grammar, different in tone, different in education level.

      My flush faded, and it took all of my strength not to give the man a piercing look.

      I knew some people who worked the streets used a different language for each audience, but Reverend Harvey had used two different languages with me. It made me uncomfortable, as if he was playing at something.

      Maybe he was. Maybe the first time, he was trying to get rid of the obnoxious fat white guy, and maybe the second time, he realized that the obnoxious fat white guy had money to tap for the shelter.

      I let out a small breath and reminded myself not to be too cynical. After all, Paladin worked with these people. She knew who they were better than anyone else, and she was the one who told me to come down here.
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