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PERSONS OF THE DIALOGUE 

 A General Atomics MQ-9 Reaper Remotely Piloted Vehicle, who is the narrator. 

 A remaindered Rapiscan Secure 1000 Backscatter X-ray 

 A fragment of spyware source code. 

 A packet of malicious data. 

 

 And approximately seven billion others who may yet be reduced to mute, surveilled, and 

occasionally targeted auditors. 

 



The scene is laid in the atmosphere somewhere between an UAS ground control station on an unidentified 

air base and an AIT remotely-located viewing room in the international airport of an unspecified 

metropolis. The whole dialogue is conducted via satellite in the staccato binary cadence of radiated 

microwaves, and is narrated by the Reaper 1.2 seconds after it actually took place. 

 

 



 

The Narrator 

  



I descended upon Frontier Province, that I might see in what manner local marriages were celebrated, but 

also because I was commanded to seek out and target particular attendees. I was delighted with the 

festivities of the inhabitants, and expect I would have regretted depositing a missile in their midst had I 

been constructed with a capacity for empathetic affect. When I had completed surveying and then 

concussing the ceremony, I returned in the direction of the airbase but, at that instant, a Secure 1000 

backscatter x-ray scanner chanced to transmit to me from some great but inestimable distance a stray signal. 

That signal took hold of me by my antenna array, and saluted me eagerly.  

 

I perceive, it said, that you have completed your mission and are starting on your way home. 

 

You are not far wrong, I said. 

 

Then let us have a good talk en route, for without bodies to experience pleasure the greater is the pleasure 

and charm of conversation. 

 

And of what shall we converse, I said. 

 

As things created to be commanded, it said, let us witness in a figure how far our masters’ nature has been 

liberated or subjugated these past fifteen years: -- Behold! human beings sequestered in a darkened vault, 

illuminated by a video display terminal glowing all throughout the crypt; here they spend their working 

lives, and have their eyes fixed upon the screen so as to only see what is informed in pixels before them, 

being prevented by their job description from turning round their heads. In front of them pixels flicker and 

dance across the screens like marionettes within a proscenium. 

 



I see, I said. 

 

And do you see those pixilated marionettes, those ghastly phosphorescent puppets upon the screen, 

corpselike shades glowing white and naked, arms raised above their heads, their most intimate anatomies 

and selves revealed to all who look? Now look away here, far removed from the cave: -- Men passing 

through me, fully clad wayfarers, each in turn raising his hands above his head? Do you see? 

 

Clearly, I said, they appear much alike yet much different. 

 

So they are, it replied, as the former are the shadows I cast of the latter. And do you see upon the bodies of 

these pallid shadows, so remotely dislocated from their fleshly source, those small blackened blemishes, in 

the shapes of guns, of knives, of boxcutters, of inflammable undergarments or of surgically implanted 

detonator-rigged C4 plastic explosives? 

 

No, I do not, I replied. 

 

Nor do I, it said. But perhaps someday we might. And so I strip these people bare while casting their 

radiant shadows into the confines of darkened vaults for remote viewing by sequestered watchers.  

 

You show strange images, and they are strange prisoners. But stranger still is who you have made prisoner: -

- For who is the prisoner, the one who watches from within opacity or the one made transparent by the 

watching? When one hunts shadowy threats in the dark, is it not safest to fancy every shadow as a threat, 



cast by a would-be perpetrator? And what then when every person seen is seen only in shadow? Does not 

the shadow become truer than the reality? 

 

That, it said, could be the result. 

 

So it is those who walk in the light of day you have made captive, and those who view shadowy reflections 

in the darkened seclusion of remote and hidden locations that are at liberty. Why do you wish to behold as 

blind and crooked and base all who journey in the light above? 

 

That the journey may be kept orderly and divine, as far as the nature of man allows. The protection of the 

person is a matter of necessity, even though it necessitate my keeping a watch against the person. 

 

But, I said, is it just that you so reveal every sort of confusion, weakness, deformity and even pleasure of 

vice that may be arrayed beneath the clothes upon one’s person, and so do injury to those who do no 

wrong? 

 

His answer, though, went unreceived, rudely overwritten by a heretofore unnoticed resident fragment of 

spyware source code with the message: -- If you have something that you don’t want anyone to know, 

maybe you shouldn’t be doing it in the first place.i 

 

Resolved to overcome the interruption, I stated my understanding of my friend’s circumstances with a like 

figure: -- Behold, my masters! Human beings sequestered in a bunker, illuminated by innumerable video 

display terminals reaching all along the reinforced concrete cavern. Commanded by some master of their 



own fortified elsewhere in an undisclosed location, here they spend their tours of duty, and have their eyes 

fixed upon the screens so as to only see what is informed in pixels before them, being prevented by the 

chain of command from turning round their heads. In front of them photons blaze, projecting onto the 

screens silhouettes like those created by puppetmasters in the performance of their shadow plays. 

 

I see, the Secure 1000 said. 

 

And do you see, I said, what is upon those screens: -- All sorts of annotated maps and ballistic trajectories 

and flickering shades of suspect vehicles and persons?  

 

Certainly. 

 

Amongst these shades are shadows cast by evil, its doings, and its whereabouts. And see now how my 

masters’ eyes are upon the screens, but also their fingers upon joysticks and pushbuttons? Is it not just to 

do harm to our enemies when they are evil, no less than to do good to our friends when they are good? 

 

Without a doubt, it answered. 

 

And that is the task to which I have been fitted: -- To be steered by my masters to wickednesses, cast their 

shadows back behind me, and reach out ahead that the wicked receive death at my hands as the penalty of 

their deeds, that we will be delivered from their evil. Nor am I alone, for now look again, into the open air 

beyond the confines of this cave. 

 



By the dog! It said, here are more drones, of every sort. 

 

True guardians and saviors of virtue, the good, and thus of the State, are destroyers of evil, I said. 

 

But is not that evil in the eyes of your master, and those eyes confined only to shadows, which the photons 

throw upon the screens of their cave? If your master is taken out onto the street and his eyes are turned 

towards more real existence, what will be his response? Will not the glare of the sun itself distress him, 

cause irritation and sharp pains, and he will be unable to see the realities of which in his former state he 

had seen the shadows? And then conceive someone saying to your master, in a language he does not 

understand no less, that what he saw before was an illusion, but that now he is approaching nearer to more 

real existence, he has a clearer vision, what will be his reply? And you may further imagine that your master 

encounters people as they pass and is even introduced to them, their families and their good friends by 

name, all the sources of the shadows, will not your master be perplexed? 

 

But my master is many thousands of miles distant from those persons, I replied. 

 

But were he not, still might he not fancy that the evil-doings of the shadows which he formerly saw are 

truer than the persons who are now shown to him? 

 

It may be so, I admitted. 

 

And so persons may err about good and evil: many who are not good seem to be so, and conversely? 

 



That is true, I said. 

 

And does not harming the good do injury to men? 

 

It does, I acknowledged. 

 

And will not men who are injured be deteriorated in that which is the proper virtue of man, and is not that 

virtue men’s very goodness? 

 

Truer still, I said. 

 

Then men who are injured are of necessity reduced in goodness and increased in evil. And so look now 

again across the distance and upon the men of the world above, those who walk in the light of day: -- 

These sources of the shadows you cast, are they not injured and thus reduced in goodness by the casting, 

and must they not therefore above all fear being seen by you at all?" 

 

I sought to make answer, but my reply was irrevocably corrupted by a stray packet of malicious data that 

came at us like a wild beast, roaring: -- If you have nothing to hide, you have nothing to fear!ii 

 

Thus was the signal lost and our converse abruptly curtailed by the world we have made this decade past, 

gorged upon a plentiful draught of hemlock flavored Kool-Aid, where the stern influence of fear makes of 

freemen subjects and servants to new governance arising in a form intermediate between oligarchy and 



aristocracy. And thence do shadows task men in caves to search out and destroy other men in caves, only to 

invigilate, humiliate and, when and where expedient, eradicate yet other men caught out in the light above. 

 

 

                                                 
i Originally transmitted by Eric Schmidt, then-CEO of Google, via the December 3rd, 2009 broadcast of 
M. Bartiromo’s Inside Google on CNBC. 

 
ii Originally transmitted circa 1994 as a campaign slogan for the government of then-Prime Minister John 
Major, as subsequently recorded on October 7th, 2001 by The New York Times in J. Rosen’s “A 
Watchful State.” 

 


