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She called herself the Martha Stewart of
Science Fiction, and she looked the part: Homecoming-queen pretty
with a touch of maliciousness behind the eyes, a fakely tolerant
acceptance of everyone fannish, and an ability to throw the best
room party at any given Worldcon in any given year.

So when a body was found in her party suite,
the case came to me. Folks in fandom call me the Sam Spade of
Science Fiction, but I’m actually more like the Nero Wolfe: a man
who prefers good food and good conversation, a man who is huge,
both in his appetite and in his education. I don’t go out much,
except to science fiction conventions (a world in and of
themselves) and to dinner with the rare comrade. I surround myself
with books, computers, and televisions. I do not have orchids or an
Archie Goodwin, but I do possess a sharp eye for detail and a
critical understanding of the dark side of human nature.

I have, in the past, solved over a dozen
cases, ranging from finding the source of a doomsday virus that
threatened to shut down the world’s largest fan database to
discovering who had stolen the Best Artist Hugo two hours before
the award ceremony. My reputation had grown during the last British
Fantasy Convention when I — an American — worked with Scotland Yard
to recover a diamond worth £1,000,000 that a Big Name Fan had
forgotten to put in the hotel’s safe.

But I had faced a more convoluted criminal
mind until that Friday afternoon at the First Annual Jurassic
Parkathon, a media convention held in Anaheim.

 


***

 




The convention was officially called Dinocon
I because Crichton’s people, or Spielberg’s people, or some
studio’s people wouldn’t give permission to use the Jurassic Park
name with a non-sanctioned project. I normally don’t get involved
with a media con, especially one held in Anaheim, but this one had
a million dollar budget and a state-of-the-art computer system, and
I simply couldn’t resist the challenge.

So I was in Ops with most of the folks
running the con when the call came through. Ops, for those of you
who’ve never seen one, is a hotel function room with most of the
furniture removed, replaced with tables covered with computer
equipment, too many chairs, and tons of print out paper. Most of
the people working Ops look haggard and stressed by the time the
convention starts, and many of them are ready to collapse by the
time it’s over. So we really didn’t need to hear some security
person, young by the sound of him, on the two-way radio:

“Hey, ah, we got a, um,
Situation X, here.”

Everyone in Ops snapped to attention. The
actual term was a File X — always a pun, everything a pun — and it
was only supposed to be used for an extreme emergency.

“Copy that,” Doris, a
muscular woman the size of Stallone, said. She headed security, and
had at every major con I’d ever worked on. Security is important at
sf conventions, perhaps the
most important thing, because these cons, as most
of you know, aren’t your simple suit-tie-and-briefcase affair. The
big conventions have three levels: the fans, most of whom dress in
costume (some medieval barbarians, some Captain Kirk, some space
aliens); the pros, most of whom write, act, or somehow work in the
science fiction field; the dealers, most of whom sell sf
paraphernalia — books, videos, posters, and the ubiquitous Bajoran
earrings. Media cons had more earrings, videos, and actors; fewer
books, writers, and intellectual discussions. Behind it all is the
con-com, the army of people who run the entire shebang, and put out
any and all fires along the way. Security deals with most of those:
from regular hotel guests who are scared by the werewolf in the
elevator to the teenagers who’ve stayed up all night playing the
card game Magic,
and who suddenly think it fun to pull the fire alarm on the second
floor.

Never, in my twenty years of fandom, have we
gotten a call for this kind emergency, and never have I heard a
security person sound so scared.

“It’s in room 4708. Can
someone come here?” The security kid’s voice cracked, confirming my
suspicion: he was a volunteer, and he was eighteen at
most.

“What’s the nature of the
emergency?” Doris asked.

“I don’t think you want me
to describe it on an open channel,” the kid said.

“All right, be right
there,” Doris said, and left.

We mused about the “Situation” X for a
moment. “Maybe,” Ruth, the con chair, said, “he saw a fur bikini
for the first time.”

“It’s the masquerade
tonight,” John said behind her, and we all laughed. He probably saw
a costume, got scared, and decided to call it in. We’d all had that
happen before.

“Or maybe it’s pea soup,”
said Ben, and I, being most senior on the staff, groaned. I
remembered that one, which had now eased into fannish legend. Just
after The Exorcist came out, some fans in Baltimore held a room party and served
pea soup along with the usual potato chips, cheese, and beer. After
midnight, when the crowd got really drunk, someone had the
brilliant idea of imitating Linda Blair in the famous vomit
sequence. Of course, everyone had to do it, and by the time
security arrived, a sea of pea soup was running down the corridor
like the Blob without the assistance of the special effects
people.

“Please, ghod, anything
but that,” I said.

At that moment, the phone rang. Ruth
answered, and handed it to me, her tired face filled with confusion
and surprise. “It’s Doris,” she said. “For you.”

I slid my chair back and grabbed the phone,
feeling as confused as Ruth looked. Doris could have radioed me.
That would have been procedure. Maybe something was really up in
4708.

“Yeah?” I said.

“Spade,” she said — my
fannish friends had called me Spade since I solved the first case
almost twelve years before — “you’ve gotta come up here.
Now.”

“What’s going on?” I
asked.

“An absolute disaster,”
she said, and hung up.

“Why didn’t she use the
radio?” Ruth asked.

I shrugged. “I guess she didn’t want anyone
else wandering up to the room.” I eased myself out of my special
chair, the one that I insist a con-com bring to every convention if
they want my services, and with a push of a button, shut down the
financial files on Dinocon’s main computer. Then I made my way
slowly — because I never hurry — to the fourth floor of the main
convention hotel.

Dinocon had 8,000 registered attendees, and
it was only Friday afternoon. The convention was scheduled to go
through Sunday, and another 2,000 people were expected at the door
on Saturday. Most of these folks were already crowding the halls,
having conversations with friends they hadn’t seen for a while and
trying to discover where that night’s parties would be held. I
squeezed my way through — negotiating packed hallways was never
easy for a man of my bulk — and made it to the elevator in time to
nab the last spot. No one complained, though, as I squooshed people
toward the back. Part of that was my con-com badge — regular con
attendees knew better than to harass a person in a con-com badge —
and part of it was my reputation.

“Hey, Spade!” someone
yelled from the back. “You get a piece of that diamond?”

“I don’t charge for my
services,” I said, in a gently chiding voice. I made my money years
ago as an early employee of Microsoft. I took all my bonuses in
stock, and then retired at the age of 31, not as rich as Bill
Gates, but rich enough.
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