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Editors’ Introduction


Did you know that there is a secret government
agency dedicated to creating conspiracy theories? It’s true! We saw
it on Facebook, when one Henry Flagler posted that he had quit his
job there:

 


March 11:

Henry Flagler: Hi, guys! I’ve never
posted much. My job didn’t permit it.

Albert Pillock: Whaddaya mean?
Didn’t permit it?

Henry Flagler: Seriously! If they
caught me posting anything at all but especially about the job, I
was out on my ear. Or maybe doing time.

Albert Pillock: Oh, come on!
Government work?

Henry Flagler: You got it! A
special secret government bureau. But now I can post. I got sick of
it and quit.

Albert Pillock: They have a web
page?

Henry Flagler: disinf.gov, but you
DON’T want to go there. You just see a cannot-find screen unless
you know the trick. But they know who you are.

Pippin York: This isn’t going to be
one of those crackpot conspiracy yarns, is it?

Henry Flagler: Funny you should
ask. That’s what we did. Made up conspiracy theories to keep
people’s minds off their real problems.

Albert Pillock: You are pulling our
freaking legs!

Henry Flagler: No way!

William Webb Cross: Ya way! You’re
making this up

Emma Firkin: Go way,
hater

Kate Firkin: I told you I’d keep an
eye out. They’re monitoring you. You should shut up now.

Henry Flagler: Just don’t lose your
job over this, Kate.

Kate Firkin: I’m quitting
tomorrow

Henry Flagler: About time. Maybe
I’ll move in with Ed Snowden. You can come with me,
babe.

Alan Firkin: C’mon. Conspiracy
theories are bogus.

Henry Flagler: Sure, of course. I
got my start with the crop circles thing. It started out as a prank
by a few idiots, but by the time we got done with it, it was all
UFOs and aliens.

Albert Pillock: So what’s the
latest?

Kate Firkin: Run you idiot! They’re
on their way!

Henry Flagler: Lol. I’d better
hurry then before those black choppers land on the roof. The car’s
all packed. Pet shelters. You know what they do with the dogs and
cats that don’t get adopted?

Alan Firkin: They kill ’em, the
heartless bastards.

Emma Firkin: Oh, no!

Henry Flagler: Worse. They butcher
them, package the cuts, and ship them to Mexico and South
Korea.

Emma Firkin:
http://koreandogs.com

William Webb Cross:
https://www.facebook.com/notes/jelena-paunovi%C4%87/11-countries-which-still-eat-dog-meat/10151059019076930

Olive Fralick: Hah! The secret
ingredient in Tex-Mex chili!

Henry Flagler: Now you know. And I
have to run. You’ll hear from me later if I stay clear.

Albert Pillock: Good luck,
Hank!

George Weiss: He’ll be back on in
half an hour, laughing at us

Alan Firkin: LOL

Pippin York: Lot you know!
Conspiracies are serious business

Alan Firkin: LOL again

George Weiss: Come to think of it,
might be the same outfit that tried to recruit me once, back when I
wrote for the Enquirer.

Alan Firkin: like Mirage Men
(https://www.yekra.com/mirage-men) and Richard Doty: “What if the
UFO conspiracy was turned on its head? Instead of the modern
mythology of governments covering…”

Albert Pillock: You around,
Hank?

Emma Firkin: He said he had to run.
The MIB were after him.

George Weiss: That clown should
have been back by now

 


March 13:

Olive Fralick: So Hank’s an idiot.
But where did Kate go?

Pippin York: Haven’t heard from
her

Albert Pillock: I drove by her
place this morning on the way to work. No car. Mail sticking out of
the mailbox.

Olive Fralick: So she ran off with
him?

Pippin York: Or the MIBs got them
both

Albert Pillock: You mean he’s not
full of sh!t?

Pippin York: LOL Maybe not. At
least now I don’t have to believe any story I hear about pet
shelter cutlets.

 


March 14:

Albert Pillock: The MIB tho—I
dunno

Pippin York: I wouldn’t be
surprised if there really was a government agency making up
conspiracy theories.

George Weiss: Great
smokescreen

 


March 17:

Olive Fralick: Okay, Hank. Enough
kidding around. Post something.

Albert Pillock: Maybe they really
did get him?

Olive Fralick: And Kate?

* * *

Reeaally! Truth? Or just
truthy?

If you don’t believe in conspiracy
theories, then it’s at best truthy. If you do believe, or if you
are just desperate for an explanation for why there are so many
conspiracy theories out there (see
http://rationalwiki.org/wiki/List_of_conspiracy_theories), then
perhaps it sounds more reasonable. And maybe, as Alex Proud writes
for The Telegraph (June 15, 2015), “Perhaps the World’s
Conspiracy Theorists Have Been Right All Along”
(http://www.telegraph.co.uk/men/thinking-man/11671617/Perhaps-the-worlds-conspiracy--theorists-have-been-right-all-along.html)
(with a tip o’ the hat to Paul Di Filippo for passing this
along).

Skeptic magazine has a piece
on conspiracy theories at
http://www.skeptic.com/downloads/conspiracy-theories-who-why-and-how.pdf.
It notes that conspiracy theories connect the dots between random
events and assign human intent to the supposed connections. They
then quickly become plots by powerful people or organizations
working together in secret to accomplish some (usually sinister)
goal. Contrary evidence just becomes proof of a cover-up or
generates new components of the conspiracy to fit in. And of
course, anyone who can swallow one conspiracy theory has little
trouble swallowing another. Fortunately, the more educated you are
the less likely you are to be a conspiracy believer—but still, one
in five folks with post-graduate education “show a high
predisposition for conspiratorial belief.”

If you have no disposition to
conspiratorial belief, you still have to be familiar with a few of
the better known conspiracy theories: The CIA killed JFK, the Moon
landings (and even the recent New Horizons Pluto flyby) were faked,
the Illuminati or the Masons or the Rosicrucians or the Lemurians
or aliens have ruled the world for thousands of years, closed
big-box stores are going to be used as FEMA concentration camps for
illegal immigrants, liberals, conservatives, atheists, Christians,
anyone who resists the New World Order. It all sounds pretty crazy.
Watching the chatter on Facebook, I have recently seen variations
on the old theory that 9-11 was a government plot to take control
of the nation: Now domestic terrorism is a false-flag attack on
ourselves, presumably for similar reasons.

Of course, you don’t have to have
that disposition to conspiratorial belief to be desperate! When one
of us (JKD) was in college, research for papers always seemed to
happen at the last possible moment. If things refused to jell the
way they were supposed to, the trick was to grab as much of the
found data as possible and construct a conspiracy theory to make
them fit together. In the mode of conspiracy theories, anything
that didn’t fit got ignored! One memorable paper earned a B with
the instructor’s comment: “Well written. Do you really believe
this?”

TAE says: “I wish my students were
that creative!”

Creative? Are conspiracy theories a
kind of creative writing? Well…Certainly, when we started talking
to writers about doing an anthology of conspiracy theory stories,
their eyes lit up and they grinned. The same thing happened with
the folks at NESFA Press.

And so…You now hold in your hands
some highly imaginative people’s collected creative writings on
conspiracies. Some address existing conspiracy theories. For David
L. Clements, the Masons are only part of the story. Debra Doyle and
James D. Macdonald offer us the Bavarian Illuminati, and Shariann
Lewitt the German New World Order, and in both cases things don’t
work out quite as planned (or is that just part of the plan?). Paul
DiFilippo explains why people disappear, and yes, Atlantis and
Lemuria are involved! Jeff Hecht solves the Shaver
mystery.

Some posit actual conspiracies or
make up new ones. Allen M. Steele’s “QM” hints that instead of
world domination, the true aim may be quality management (he does
insist that isn’t what QM stands for, but he’s obviously covering
something up). Cat Rambo and Mike Resnick discover the truth behind
mermaids and H. Paul Shuch offers a coverup. James Cambias reveals
the truth behind Santa Claus. Rev DiCerto takes old rumors about
cell phones influencing the weather and asks who would want that
technology and what would the side-effects be. And speaking of the
weather, Sarah Smith blames it on squirrels.

And finally, Steve Popkes warns us
that even a work of fiction may be believed, by someone! By you? In
each case, you will have to make up your own mind. Is it truth? Or
truthy?

Well, we call this book a
collection of science fiction stories. But then, we’re part
of the cover-up!

 


Judith K. Dial

Thomas A. Easton

September 2015


 Ashlines

by David L. Clements

Who’s in charge here?

Another antiseptic cell, tiled
white walls, vinyl floor with a drain at its center; another
stainless steel table bolted to the floor with matching chairs on
either side; another prisoner shackled to the table, sitting in the
one chair that was bolted to the floor. The interrogator had seen
it all before, many times, from Kabul to Kensal Green.

He nodded to the police guard who
then closed and locked the cell door.

He walked around the room, moving
behind the prisoner, completely out of view or just inside his
peripheral vision.

The man in the chair had been
beaten, his face swollen. There were cuts on his hands and bruises
on his knuckles. Maybe he’d fought back in the early stages of his
interrogation. But he wasn’t fighting now, just sitting, slumped
forward a little in the chair, head moving from side to side as he
tried to catch a glimpse of his new interrogator.

The prisoner wasn’t fighting any
more, but neither was he broken. He had given up none of the
information they needed so urgently. That was why they needed him,
a new interrogator with different techniques. These days he was the
measure of last resort, the man who, if he did his job right, would
stop things from getting really unpleasant. If he failed, other,
desperate measures would be called for. He didn’t like to think of
them, of how they were usually successful but at a terrible cost
for the prisoners and, sometimes, for those working with
them.

But that wasn’t his department. He
was good enough that he could stay away from that end of the
business, keeping his hands cleaner and his conscience salved with
the idea that he was saving his clients from something far
worse.

Time to begin.

“Have they fed you?”

“What?” said the
prisoner.

“Have you been given food or
water?”

“No.” The prisoner shook his head,
trying to catch a glimpse of the man standing just behind
him.

The interrogator reached into his
jacket pocket to retrieve a small bottle of water. He twisted the
cap, making sure the noise of the plastic seal ripping was as loud
as possible.

The prisoner started at the sound,
then tried to jerk his head away as the interrogator reached from
behind to hold it. He raised the bottle to the prisoner’s
lips.

“There. Drink.” The prisoner
paused for a moment, then, a decision made, that the broken seal
meant the water hadn’t been interfered with, he gulped thirstily.
“See—things get easier when you co-operate.” He lowered the bottle,
now half empty, and placed it just outside the reach of the
prisoner’s shackled hands.

The interrogator sat on the empty
chair, sliding it back to make himself more comfortable, following
his usual script despite the urgency.

“That’s what we need—a little more
co-operation. Information to confirm what we already know. You’ve
done well, held out for longer than anyone expected. But why hold
out any longer when there’s no point.”

The prisoner coughed. “Who are
you?”

“My name’s Smith.”

The prisoner gave a short, cynical
laugh.

“No, really, it is Smith,
despite what everybody always thinks.”

“And you’re here to soften me up
before the heavies start again?”

Smith shook his head. “That’s over
now. No more beatings. We got what we want from someone else. All
we need from you is confirmation.”

The prisoner frowned. “Someone
else?”

Smith took a sheaf of papers from
his inside pocket, unfolded them, and looked through their
contents. “Several in fact. Most of your colleagues have been
caught. Some are talking to us.” Smith looked pointedly at the
prisoner’s bruises. “Some of them lack your stamina.” He closed the
folder. “We expect to rescue the hostages in the next hour. If you
can confirm a few details before then it would be most
helpful.”

The prisoner shook his head as if
trying to clear it. “Hostages? But we rescued them from
you!”

* * *

The prisoner realized he’d let
something slip. He was silent for a while as Smith asked questions
and discussed inconsequential things, waiting for what he had put
into the water—carefully judged dose injected through the plastic
cap—to take full effect.

“Why are we here?” asked the
prisoner suddenly.

Smith looked at him without a
reply, wondering if this was just more time wasting or if they had
got back to the task in hand. If he had calculated the dose
correctly the drugs should be starting to have their subtle
effect.

“Why is London, the City of
London, here?”

Smith decided to play along. “A
port, a bridge over the Thames, a Roman city. Then a lot of
history.”

“It goes back before the Romans,
before old King Lud and all the rest.”

“This is a history
lesson?”

“London’s roots go back a long
way, and all through that, what has been its symbol, even for the
Romans?”

This wasn’t anything useful. Smith
needed to bring the conversation back to the kidnapping.
“Money—from the City banker to the temples of Mammon found buried
underground. That’s what London is about, and so much of what
happens in it.

The prisoner shook his head.
“Money’s the product—one of them at least, along with power. No.
What do you see whenever you enter the City, whenever you pass
through the ‘ring of steel’ the police set up years
ago?”

Smith raised his eyebrows in
question.

“Dragons,” said the prisoner. “The
City’s symbol, and so much more, is the dragon.”

“Your point being?” Smith was
beginning to get impatient. The prisoner must still be playing for
time. Maybe the water wasn’t having the desired effect. Maybe the
beating had left the prisoner injured, or too full of adrenaline.
Smith wouldn’t be happy if the amateurs in the police had messed
this up. Nor would his employers.

“Way back,” continued the
prisoner, “before the Romans, before Lud, a deal was done with some
very old, powerful and secretive forces. That’s where it all
started—London, the Guilds, the Livery Companies, the power, the
money. Some tried to stop it because they felt the price being paid
was too great. Alfred moved the capital to Winchester, but it was
soon dragged back here. As long as the Guilds are paying the price
it can’t be stopped.”

Smith kept listening. There was
something in what the prisoner was saying. He believed it himself,
at least, but why such a bizarre story?

“What price?”

“It’s been tried before, many
times. There’s always a reckoning, a different, more public price
to pay, but paid by those with power, not the usual victims.
Cromwell tried hardest, him and the puritan Commonwealth. They
stopped payments for years but there was revenge.”

Smith could see where this was
going. “The Great Fire?”

The prisoner nodded. “How else
would dragons complain? And it wasn’t the first time. London’s
burnt to the ground so many times there are layers of ash all the
way down. Now you know why.”

“Which brings us to
today.”

The prisoner nodded. The drugs in
the water had certainly loosened his tongue, even if what was
coming out was insane.

“We rescued them—this year’s
tribute. Kids, orphans being looked after by one of the rich City
guilds, thinking they’re off to do charity work abroad. But they’re
not. They’re due to die tonight, burnt as payment to some of the
things that make this City work.” He paused, then looked Smith
right in the eye. “It didn’t stop with dragons. There are other,
darker, things, all part of the long, corrupt history of this
place.”

Smith nodded. The interrogation was
not going well. The prisoner might be having a bad reaction to what
he’d been given, sending him into some insane conspiracy theory. Or
it might just be nonsense he had made up to waste time.

Smith concluded that the prisoner
believed it, and was simply mad, a disposable distraction set up by
the kidnappers to put the police off their trail.

But he was still their only lead,
and time was running out.

* * *

“I’m going to have to take advice
on this.” Smith stood, walked to the cell door and
knocked.

Smith left the room, leaving the
prisoner alone, and walked up three flights of stairs until he
could get a mobile signal. He called the number he had been given
and spoke for several moments, summarizing what had been said in
the cell.

He received new
instructions—instructions he had hoped never to receive.

“I understand the urgency, but
there are others better suited…” The voice at the other end cut his
protest short with a curt reminder of their authority. The call
ended.

Smith looked at the phone for a few
moments in shock. So this is it, he thought, now I get to find out
what happens.

A few minutes later a young police
constable brought him an aluminium case. “This just arrived for
you, Sir,” she said.

“Who left it?” he
asked.

“Special courier,” she replied.
“Never seen the uniform before, Sir, but everything was in order.”
She handed the case to him.

“Thank you,” Smith replied. He
took the case, hefted it for a few moments, trying to guess what
might be inside by the weight. He found that it was surprisingly
light, too light to hold any of the tools he might have
expected.

Some of the colleagues who had come
this far had been fine. Others had changed, left the field and
retired. Others had simply disappeared, leaving only stories that
they had been delivered a mysterious case during a particularly
unsuccessful interrogation. Smith took a few deep breaths. He was
committed now. He had, if he was honest with himself, known this
day would come ever since he’d heard there were secret methods of
interrogation guaranteed to succeed if you didn’t mind the cost. He
stretched, clearing some cricks from his neck, before heading down
the stairs.

He returned to the interrogation
room, and sat opposite the prisoner.

“You have one final chance to tell
us what we need to know.” He placed the case gently on the table in
front of the prisoner. “If I open this case, things are going to be
unpleasant.”

The prisoner looked him the eye,
sneered, and spat on the floor.

“Very well,” said Smith, “if that
is what you want.”

He snapped open the two locks on
the case and lifted the lid.

Inside were two sheets of paper and
a sealed metal cover hiding most of the interior. One sheet of
paper was blank, the other covered with writing.

Smith read these instructions and
frowned. They were simple yet mysterious.

And yet they were there to be
followed, and he was used to doing what he was told, no questions
asked, in circumstances like this. He took the blank sheet of paper
and wrote down the three questions he was permitted to
ask:

Where are the hostages?

How are they protected?

Who are your
co-conspirators?

He broke the seal and lifted the
cover to see what was inside the case.

He blinked, not believing what he
saw, not believing it could achieve what he wanted.

His training kicked in and, despite
his disbelief, he followed orders.

He placed the contents of the case
on the table, pointed towards the prisoner, and placed a pen and
the list of questions on the table, to the prisoner’s left. He
closed the case and put it on the ground, revealing to the prisoner
what had been inside.

A small, plush dragon sat on the
table, one foot tall, with a red furry body, yellow belly, and
green scales along its back. It was similar to one Smith had bought
his wife when they went on their first holiday together in
Wales.

The prisoner frowned, not
understanding, thinking this was another cheap manipulative
trick.

Maybe it was, but Smith felt it was
much more.

He rose, understanding nothing, and
moved towards the door.

Something made him
pause.

He thought he heard a little
whisper at the back of his mind, a tingle on the back of his neck.
He turned, and saw the case lying beside his chair. That must be
it, he thought. I’m meant to take the case away with
me.

He bent, locked the case, picked it
up and went to the door. He turned back to the prisoner as he
knocked on it to be let out. Nothing had happened, but the prisoner
was staring at the dragon. Smith blinked, surprised to smell a
faint waft of sulphur on the air just as the door opened. Maybe he
was just imagining it.

He left the room, the case in his
left hand. The guard outside the cell closed and locked the door
behind him, sealing the prisoner inside with the plush
dragon.

“We need to go,” Smith told him.
“This area needs to be cleared for the next fifteen minutes. Nobody
is allowed down here until that time is up.”

The guard, a simple constable,
looked puzzled. “What’s the matter with him, Sir?”

“Nothing, he just needs to be left
completely alone.” Smith paused for effect. “This comes from the
highest authority.”

The guard nodded, and they made
their way up the three flights of stairs.

The screams started just a few
moments later, screams unlike any the interrogator had heard
before, despite all his studies and experience of information
extraction.

The screams rose in pitch and
volume, enough to rouse the rest of the night watch at the police
station. They rushed down the stairs towards the cells, only to
meet Smith who was already blocking the stairs to stop any of them
from getting near the prisoner’s cell.

“He’s alone in there, and the
other cells are already cleared,” he said. “I’m doing nothing to
him, and you already know we have authority to do what’s
necessary.”

The policemen turned back, some
reluctantly, leaving the cells and screams behind as they retreated
to the rooms above. Smith followed some of them to the canteen,
making sure every door between him and the cells was solidly
locked.

The screams stopped after precisely
five minutes. Smith knew this as he was keeping a close watch on
the time. He knew not go down to the cells for another five
minutes.

The silence was harder to endure
than the screams—not knowing what had happened in the cell, not
knowing if he would get the answers he needed.

After what felt more like five
hours than five minutes Smith returned to the cell, accompanied by
three curious and very well muscled policemen.

He unlocked the door.

The room was empty.

There was no prisoner—his shackles
dangled empty from the chair—and there was no plush
dragon.

All that was left was the sheet of
questions, which now bore answers neatly written in a hand that was
not the prisoner’s. And on the floor, beneath the prisoner’s chair,
was a short line of dark gray powder. It might have been
ash.

* * *

The information didn’t
help.

A rescue team was sent to the
location Smith was given. The hostages and the kidnappers were
found, but somehow a fire started. The building and everyone in
it—hostages, kidnappers, police rescue team—all burnt to a crisp.
There were no survivors.

Smith thought this was odd, as it
had been raining heavily all day.

They tracked down the other members
of the prisoner’s group, the ones who had got away. Every one of
them was found hanging in their rooms from ropes tied with an
unusual and distinctive knot. Smith heard later that one of the
forensic scientists muttered something about the knot being
Masonic, but he could never get any confirmation of this
rumor.

Everything he had done that night
had been for nothing.

* * *

Smith, which was in fact his real
name, returned to his family home the next night. Before doing so
he had concluded there were some agreements he did not want to be
party to. He was going to move job, to go somewhere younger, less
mired in ancient conspiracies.

But the first thing he did when he
got home was to find the plush dragon he had given his wife so many
years ago. He knew where it was, mixed up with his daughter’s plush
toys. It was just like the one he had seen the day before, though
perhaps a bit older. When he picked the dragon up he smelt the
distinctive sulphurous odor again, more clearly this
time.

He gripped the dragon, holding it
tight by its long neck, then gathered every single dragon related
toy in the house, pushing away his daughter and ignoring his wife’s
shouted protests, and burnt every single one.

About the Author
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meeting any dragons.


 Postcards from
Lemuria

Jeff Hecht

Did they have trolls in the
1940s?

If I had been reading the business
news instead of pounding out web content on conspiracy theories for
a penny a word, I would have expected the instant message from
Megan. But I had been out of work since my PhD project had crashed
and burned, and my immediate priority was churning out the final
10,000 words I needed to pay my slumlord aunt the overdue rent on
my illegal attic apartment.

The words were pure Megan. “Hey,
Cyndi, been too long. Got a project for you. Wanna
talk?”

“Sure,” I responded, and in a
minute the video-chat screen flashed the incoming connection. Megan
was still as long and rumpled as when we had met at the start of
high school, but the room in back of her looked oddly upscale. She
had dropped out of grad school long before I had. What had she been
doing since then? What was she seeing of my cluttered
hovel?

“Something you wrote on the Shaver
Mystery came up number one on search,” she began. Typical Megan,
without social niceties or chatter about getting back in touch
after two years. “Sounds really weird. Who was the guy?”

“Great to hear from you,” I said,
as the back of my mind processed. “Shaver was going to be my PhD
project, so I collected a lot of stuff about him. Back in the 1940s
he claimed evil beings called deros had held him captive for years
in underground caves. Ray Palmer, the editor of a pulp mag called
Amazing Stories, published Shaver’s account as science
fiction, but claimed Shaver had been in the caves. They had flying
saucers, back before the big flying saucer craze.” I was going to
call my thesis “Madness and the Invention of the Hidden World,” and
I had collected everything I could find on Richard Sharpe Shaver.
If I had had the sense to read more of it before I proposed the
dissertation, I would have known trying to explain Shaver’s
insanity was a hopeless task. “It didn’t work out,” I said, not
wanting to go through the whole fiasco again.

“How much you have on
Shaver?”

“Everything he wrote about the
caves, including books Palmer published. I picked up a couple of
books about Shaver, and a lot of stuff from web sites. He painted
some weird ‘rock books’ that became outsider art long after he
died.”

“What you make of it?”

“I don’t know. Reading it hurt my
head.” That wasn’t quite how I wanted to say it, but when I stopped
to find a better way, Megan jumped in.

“Digitize it!” she said. “Put it
through data mining software for analysis. Then search the Internet
to find similar patterns. Artificial intelligence analysis will
reveal the primal patterns behind conspiracy theory. That’s the
project.”

“Who’s it for?” I
asked.

Megan pointed at herself and smiled
her very-happy-with-myself smile.

That was not what I wanted to hear.
I needed a job, not another of Megan’s wonderfully interesting but
economically fruitless schemes. I must have looked dismayed. Megan
is poor at describing emotions with words, but she is brilliant at
understanding expressions.

Megan’s head moved, and in a moment
a newsfeed inset appeared on my screen. A data mining company I had
never heard of had been sold for an undisclosed sum to a very big
company. It seemed to have nothing to do with Megan or her project,
until I got to the second paragraph and read “CEO and Founder Megan
McCall will remain as Chief Technology Officer…”

Click, click, click, went my brain.
“You just made a ton of money!” I said, awestruck.

Wearing her cat-who-ate-the-canary
grin, she nodded.

I was hooked. Megan might be weird,
but she was sane compared to Shaver, and I needed the money. I
asked for directions to her new place. She sent me a link and a
deck of snap cues for the GPS that had died a year ago. I dug out
my old map book.

* * *

Megan called it the Psychoceramic
Project, and its name was on a bronze plaque beside the door of a
small old brick fire station. She had a little server farm humming
on the first floor, where the fire trucks used to wait, and she led
me up the stairs to her second floor office. Her mission, she said,
was to make sense of crackpot conspiracy theories.

“Is that possible?” I
asked.

She shrugged, and chuckled in her
off-key way. “Can’t do any worse than the psychologists, can
we?”

I smiled. It was a private joke. We
went to college together, and signed up for the same freshman psych
course with a big name in the field, famous for her supposedly
radically new interpretation of obsessive behavior. Halfway through
our second semester she got busted for faking all her research data
for the past seven years.

Megan shifted into business mode.
“Artificial intelligence is an ideal tool for data mining,” she
began. “It is passionless, it finds hidden correlations, it
analyzes syntax to find patterns. Marketing managers love it. Feed
customer comments into the system and it explains what they want
and creates it. Or shows how to create it, or designs it…” She
stared blankly into the air for a few seconds. “Sorry about the
sales pitch. It still slips out now and then.”

More pieces fit together in my
mind. Megan’s software took the data trails that people left and
assembled them to determine what people wanted, so companies had
been willing to pay a lot of money for it. “So you figured if it
could do that, it should be able to unravel the Shaver
Mystery?”
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