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      Day two of FleshCon and Con Ops already smelled like sweaty feet, stale potato chips, and rancid Coke. I expected it. By day two of a science fiction convention, the folks in convention operations had already been working 24/7 for five days straight. We might not have moved our headquarters to the hotel until the day before the convention began, but by then we were already exhausted, cranky, and surviving on too little sleep.

      FleshCon isn’t as lurid as it sounds. Hosted in a Hilton-wannabe on the outskirts of Lake Tahoe, FleshCon was originally called CannibalCon in honor of the Donner Party. It was designed as a straight science fiction convention, with a masquerade, a literary track, a media track, and an entire wing set aside for gaming.

      But the organizers of CannibalCon learned a sad truth about names: No one wanted to come to a convention that celebrated chowing down on human flesh.

      FleshCon, on the other hand, sounded like a porn convention. And even though parents balked at sending their kids unchaperoned, the con’s new name had the rather fortuitous effect of bringing in new attendees. Once they’d paid their money and gotten their badges, they usually stayed for at least one programming item and one long tour of the dealer’s room.

      Some even came back for the rest of the convention.

      I thought that a great victory, but I’m a great promoter of science fiction conventions. I spend my weekends running conventions all over the country. I am, in fannish lingo, a SMoF—a Secret Master of Fandom.

      Fandom is, by definition, made up of the people who attend science fiction conventions. Or if your definition is wider (like mine is) Fandom is composed of the people who read science fiction and fantasy novels, or watch science fiction and fantasy movies, or play science fiction and fantasy games. In other words, most of America belongs to Fandom—they just don’t know it yet.

      My job is to convince them to join our little club. Sometimes I do that through public speaking, and sometimes it’s through my convention work.

      I can do all of this because once upon a time, I took an offer that the great Bill Gates offered the employees of his then-fledgling corporation, Microsoft. He gave us the choice to be paid in full in cash or in part in Microsoft stock. As Microsoft grew from a small Seattle corporation to a global international giant, those of us who took the stock options became rich damn near overnight.

      We were Masters of Our Own Destiny. We quit our jobs because our stock interest in Microsoft had vested and we were now worth a lot of money. In the Pacific Northwest, people still call us Microsoft Millionaires.

      Now, decades later, a lot of the Microsoft Millionaires have become the Microsoft Poorionaires. But there are still a handful like me, folks who knew how to manage money. I took my Microsoft millions and parlayed them into even more millions.

      I’m not worth as much as Paul Allen, Bill Gates’ initial partner in crime (and founder of the Science Fiction Museum in Seattle—making him, yes, you got it, a member of Fandom). But I am worth a lot. My goal is to turn my tens of millions into hundreds of millions before I turn sixty-five.

      But that’s a personal goal, one I don’t talk about often.

      Nowadays, I indulge my hobby, flying across the country, helping conventions in trouble get back on track or setting up systems at young conventions like FleshCon, making sure they’ll survive in the Brave New World of the 21st century.

      Besides, I like being a SMoF. It gives me more pleasure than all of my Microsoft Millions compounded at a 20 percent annual rate. I’ve met all of my favorite authors, most of my favorite television stars, and even a few of my favorite movie stars.

      Mostly, though, I spend time with the hardcore fen. We speak the same language—like the word fen which, in Fandom, is the plural of fan, or the word filking which is sf’s version of folk singing (with sf lyrics). We’re proud to call ourselves geeks. We provide a safe haven for the strange, the different, and the too-intelligent-for-their-own-good.

      I love the haven. I love the conversations. And most of all, I love saving a convention for the future—making sure that it will roll around on the very same weekend in the next year, providing that safe haven year-in and year-out.

      Science fiction fandom saved me from a lifetime of loneliness. It taught me social skills (kinda, sorta—the fen are not known for their social aptitude), gave me a place to go besides my imagination when things were really bad at home, and kept me from hiding in my basement.

      It was the same kind of outlet provided by the books I read, the same kind of outlet that the good conventions are for kids even now. I want to preserve that.

      We all need an escape.

      I just choose to live in the heart of mine.
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      So, back to FleshCon 2 and the smell of sweaty feet. By day two, Con Ops looked like a war zone. A stack of hotel chairs near the door had toppled. The fake wood tables near the walls were covered with paper, badges, schedules, programs and the daily con newsletter, as well as every snack known to man. Too many laptops fought for recharge space on too few electrical outlets, and the four big convention computers—still the old PCs with gigantic towers of terror—dominated the tables lining the back wall. Security’s cameras—a new addition since some of the scandalous cons of the late 1990s—and the ubiquitous walkie talkies covered another wall.

      I always carve my workspace out of the corner between security and data operations. I bring my own Tower of Terror as well as two laptops, since my usual job is convention finance.

      Believe it or not, these conventions are multimillion dollar operations. Or, to be more precise, some conventions are multimillion dollar operations. If the con isn’t set up right to start, then it implodes under its own weight.

      Since most cons are generally held in hotel chains these days, implosions reverberate throughout the country. Stiff one Hyatt-Regency and the entire chain looks askance at any sf con who wants a booking.

      I’m the guy who tries to prevent these disasters.

      But that’s not my only function.

      Since the mid-1990s, I have acted as in-house detective. I have solved more crimes than the now-retired Gil Grissom on CSI, Leroy Jethro Gibbs on NCIS, and Don Epps on NUMB3RS. I’m not up to Perry Mason’s level, but I’m working on it.

      That’s why, at sf cons, people only know me by my nickname.

      Spade.

      That’s for the real Sam Spade—the one made famous in the movies by Bogie. My Humphrey Bogart imitation would be perfect if you turned out the lights and listened to me speak. Turn them on and you know that the short, hard-smoking, long faced man of film fame and I have only our voices in common.

      I’m 6’6”, nearly 400 pounds, and smoke-free.

      I also hadn’t yet found my Lauren Bacall.

      Not that I’d been looking. I figured no great beauty would ever flirtatiously teach me to whistle, let alone fall in love with this mug.

      Which was why I always looked askance at pretty women. Even pretty women who somehow found their way to a science fiction convention.
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      At the crack of dawn on day two, which at an sf convention is 8 a.m., I wandered into Con Ops with my double chocolate espresso and a box of two dozen donuts from the Donut Hut next door. I headed directly for my chair. I had four chairs specially made for my frame and I always shipped one ahead of each convention.

      The other SMoF s called my chair the Captain’s Chair—a reference to Captain Kirk’s chair in the original Star Trek (because he always glared at anyone who used his chair—and damn if I don’t glare at folks who use my chair as well). My chair has more buttons and knobs than the engine room of a Navy Destroyer.

      Captain’s Chair indeed.

      I was the first person in Con Ops who arrived to replace the night crew. The night crew looked even more haggard than they had when I left. Three people, two men and a woman, wearing jeans and FleshCon 2 t-shirts (all one size too small), sat in front of the main computer towers. All three leaned their cheeks on one fisted hand while the other hand tapped something on the keyboard in front of them.

      “Good morning!” I said as cheerfully as I could. Cheerfulness annoyed most fen, particularly at eight in the morning.

      All three volunteers jumped at the sound of my voice. One of the men, who had been introduced to me as Pat From Reno, actually looked frightened.

      Then he glanced at my chair.

      The women looked down. I set the donuts on the snack table against the wall, but kept a firm grip on my espresso.

      Then I walked slowly, deliberately, to my chair.

      As I did, Pat From Reno said, “She won’t leave.”

      A cold chill went down my back. I didn’t see legs dangling from my chair or an elbow hanging over the armrest. But I knew the “she” that Pat From Reno referred to had to be in or near that chair.

      I grabbed the thick leather headrest and spun the chair toward me.

      “She” was sitting cross-legged in the center of the seat, so small and slender that I initially thought I was looking at a child. Then I realized that no child would grin at me like that, with a mixture of mischief and daring, and just a hint of good old-fashioned sensuality.

      She wore Capri pants, flat sneakers, and a t-shirt with a Thomas Canty painting of a knight spread over her small but rather delicious breasts.

      “That’s my chair,” I said. “No one sits in my chair.”

      She shrugged one shoulder, then tucked a strand of her long blond hair behind her right ear. It was tiny and faintly pointed on its top—what I had once described to a friend of mine as the ideal science fiction fan ear because it could, when wedded with the right masquerade costume, make its owner look like an elf.

      She was small enough to be an elf. Her features were delicate enough, except for her luminescent eyes. But I doubted elves wore gold rings on every finger and filigree sword earrings with the hilts curving around the ear lobe.

      “I’m sitting in your chair, and I’m someone.”

      Her voice was musical but firm. A soprano with a touch of alto. Someone who knew how to use her vocal richness to charm and beguile.

      “In fact,” she added, “I slept in your chair. It’s quite large, you know.”

      My face warmed. I hadn’t blushed since Keira Knightly at her one and only ComicCon had taken my hand and curtsied in front of me, saying in her delightful British accent, Such a pleasure to finally meet the famous Spade.

      She probably confused you with David Spade, said a friend of mine later.

      Yeah, I quipped. Because I’m the thin and wiry type.

      “The chair,” I said, mostly because I was shaken, “is not made for sleeping.”

      Her eyes narrowed playfully. “You’re telling me the great Spade has never fallen asleep in his own chair?”

      The great Spade had fallen asleep in his own chair many times and awakened later, his face pressed against the keyboard in front of him, the side of his mouth covered with drool.

      “The great Spade,” I said, “is cranky without his caffeine and would like to sit down.”

      “All you had to do was ask.” She placed her tiny hands on the arm rests and levered herself out, keeping her legs crossed until she had balanced her torso over the ground.

      People at science fiction conventions—women at science fiction conventions—were not usually able to leverage themselves out of a chair, let alone remain cross-legged while they supported themselves with their arms.

      She grinned at me, then leaned against the table, her long fingers uncomfortably close to my keyboard.

      I sat down heavily and, to my shame, grunted as I did so. The entire chair shook. It didn’t want my weight, not after hers. The leather smelled faintly of jasmine, and I realized that had to be her scent.

      “What makes you think you can sit in my chair?” I asked.

      “Sleep in your chair,” she corrected with a grin.

      “Be in my chair,” I said, not willing to take her lead. I knew I was sounding grumpy. I was grumpy. I’d learned long ago there was no point in charming pretty women. They all saw me as a tall lurching fat guy who could be a good resource or a great pal, but never ever as the romantic lead.
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