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Prologue

“Inmate 86753!”
I stood up from the throng of similarly clad prisoners and dusted by black

shorts a bit. I straightened whatever I could of my grey T-shirt before making
my way carefully down the paths towards the prison officer who had just called
my number. As I walked past the rows of inmates, I saw that they, like me
just moments before, were sitting cross-legged on the gray concrete floor, their
shaven heads low and glistening with the sweat that came from the badly
ventilated activities hall in the prison complex.

I shuffled my way on. There was just no use walking any faster—any and
all sudden movements were likely to be taken as a sign of potential rebellion,
and with that assumption came a whole host of highly violent but non-lethal
actions that were designed to strongly dissuade and discourage anyone from
going against the absolute rule of the authority that was the prison complex.

In some ways, the microcosm inside was a much starker and pithy exempli-
fication of what was outside.

I covered the last couple of metres towards the table where the prison officer
called out my name. It was one of those meaningless days of administrative
nonsense that none of us cared about but was foisted upon us by those who
knew better as a means of instilling the type of discipline that they were looking
for and treasured out in the real world. Personally, I did not really care, but it
was hard to keep fighting against the juggernaut of social machinery when one’s
paths of retreat were completely nullified by design—besides, that was the sole
reason why I was in prison in the first place.

I could tell you about it now, but have a little patience—this was still one of
those meaningless days of ritualistic administrative nonsense.

I approached the table in front of the prison officer and stood as straight as
I could. They were very strict about the whole posture thing, especially when
meeting with The Authority, whoever that person may be. Torso straight, legs
straight, feet together, shoulders apart, head looking forwards no matter where
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6 PROLOGUE

The Authority was seated or facing, arms to the side, clenched. Oh, and to give
a salute with the right hand on first contact with The Authority. Dutifully, I lifted
up my right hand and gave as smart a salute I could to the prison officer without
looking as though I was about to shank him.

“At ease Inmate 86753,” the prison officer intoned emotionlessly. “Your cell
for this upcoming rotation is Block Charlie Number Five Eight Niner. Move on to
the holding area that is heading to Block Charlie over on the left.”

“Yes Sir!” I said, giving another salute, this time the one that acknowledges
that the talking with The Authority had been concluded, before turning off to the
prison officer’s left (my right) and shuffling on again. It was weird, having to do
all the very discipline heavy stuff when confronting The Authority, but the need
to maintain some kind of demureness when doing anything else to avoid any
perceived act of defiance. It hurt my brain really bad for the first few months that
I was in prison, but now, it was just one of the things that I had to begrudgingly
accept as the new norm, as is this meaningless administrative nonsense.

What actually happened was that ever so often, with the duration in between
itself taking on a random character, all the inmates would be forced to change
cells in a random manner. It was a massive time-wasting exercise, but was
instituted for this prison due to a couple of reasons. One, the prison contained
inmates who were more known for their intellect than their violence, and two, the
random rotations meant that it was hard for any group of inmates to develop
the type of alliances and groups that were necessary in effecting any kind of
escape plan, or worse still, to reinforce the very reasons why they were kept in this
particular prison in the first place. One might think that the changing of the cells
ever so often was logistically complicated, but it was not so, mostly because none
of us inmates truly had any personal belongings other than the shorts, T-shirt,
and slippers we were currently wearing. For those of us who needed any form of
visual aid (like glasses), we would be issued one item of it that we would bring
along with us wherever we went within the facility. Those who were physically
less able did not share the same prison space as us; they were instead held
in an effective quarantine in a designated prison hospital. In some ways, our
situation was slightly less dire than theirs—prisoners we may be, we could still
“enjoy” movement about, even if it meant undergoing yet another fruitless cell-
exchange exercise. I had started counting the number of cell changes I had
undergone, but after what felt like the umpteenth time of re-entering yet another
cell that looked similar to the old but was not the same, I gave up.

I think the sole purpose of the system was just to break us down so that we
would not become a menace to society like the way we supposedly were before
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we were incarcerated.
I shuffled past the rows of inmates towards the group heading to Cell Block

C as the prison officer announced another inmate’s number for his assignment.
It was, in my opinion, a good shuffle; it was fast enough to not incur the ire of any
of the other seen and unseen prison officers who were surrounding the assembly
area, but it was not fast enough to incur the alarm state of the very same prison
officers. Once I arrived at the Cell Block C group of inmates, I continued shuffling
to the back of the line and then sat down cross-legged behind them.

I know I promised you my story, but you will have to be a little more patient.
I have lots of time, and I know that you do not. But hang in there; things are a
little less hectic when I am “safe” inside my cell.

They usually keep us waiting for a bit, with the exact time not really known
since there are no clocks out there. In fact, apart from the sunlight that comes for
free from outside the cell blocks, there was no other time keeping mechanism,
and that meant no clocks, no calendars, nothing. We did not have much, if any,
connection to the outside world as well—we were here because our sentences
had already been confirmed, and if we had done any appeals, they were already
done, and necessarily have failed. Very few lawyers were willing to represent the
likes of us due to various. . . reasons, and for those who had enough courage or
money to do so, some of them inadvertently said the wrong thing to the wrong
people and ended up joining us out here where timemeant only “day” and “night”,
where we were not so subtley taught how not to think.

The inmates were called out one by one from the central group and assigned
to their various Cell Block details. In the past, I would have tried to sneak views
of the people around me just to see what kinds of neighbours I was expecting in
my new “home”, but after the umpteenth time of being in the rotation, I too
have grown ambivalent about knowing the details—what’s the point of trying
to learn of one’s neighbours when one’s neighbours were going to be changed
ever so often? It was of no secret after all that they were trying to keep us as
unrooted as possible, to have as little chance of organisation as possible, while
still maintaining the pretense of us being treated humanely and thus justifying
the entire set up as being “just”.

“Just” my ass, that’s what I think. But at this point, you do not understand
why, and I forgive you. Just a little more waiting, I promise.

The last few inmates from the central group had finally been assigned to
their respective cells, and with a final command from the prison officer doing all
the announcing and assigning, all of us stood up while the previously unseen
prison officers materialised from the shadows to herd us towards where we
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were heading. As part of the movement logistics, each of us had our left ankles
manacled to a heavy chain, making any form of individual escape difficult. One
of the prison officers would go around fastening the prisoner transfer manacles
as two others stood near him to keep watch, while a couple more prison officers
stood farther back to keep an eye on the big picture. Apart from the “clink” sound
of the manacles as they were fastened, and the whirring sound of the small fans
that ventilated the air nearest to where the prison officers were standing at, there
was no other sound to be heard, no murmurring as people tried to talk to their
new neighbours, no shouting for order by the prison officers, literally nothing of
those sorts. It was eerily quiet, very unnaturally so, the kind that would cause a
normal person to start saying something (anything really) or making any sort of
noise just to overcome the deafening silence.

But the oppressive environment was a deliberate concoction designed to
purge us inmates of our sins. As I said before, we were intellectuals; we thought
a lot and lived to share our ideas with others, nurturing, evolving, until our ideas
gain enough strength to stand on their own to become beacons where others
could learn from them and take them to a whole new level, thus repeating what
I understood as the intellengtsia’s unspoken creed.

Therein lies our sin, and I think I am getting a little ahead of myself here.
Forgive me.

Once themanacles were finally locked in place, the group of inmates destined
for Cell Block C shuffled their way towards it by first leaving the assembly area,
then heading along the concrete covered walkway past another concrete plaza
with manned guard towers overlooking all the corners of it, then past Cell Block
B without crossing the paths of those who were destined there for this upcoming
period, before sidling up against another wall that connected directly to Cell
Block C. I followed my shuffling comrades; it was a good shuffling pace. As we
walked away from the covered walkway, I took the opportunity to look at the sun
overhead—it seemed to be a little past mid-day, which meant that after we had
moved into our new cells, the food for the day would be served. There was no
need for anything more than a single meal a day—it was, as always, part of the
programme that was set up purposefully to ensure that we would reach a level of
compliance that was commensurate with what society required. With less food,
there was less energy to do any form of heavy thinking, with the side effect that we
were more likely to spend time trying to sleep off the hunger that was always on
the borderline of making us going into starvation without quite doing so. There
was still that whole “humane” aspect of our incarceration that was guaranteed by
law, the law that I would say most people who were not us did not particularly like
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but was accepted as the one thing that balanced the necessity and conditions
of our imprisonment.

I was eventually herded up to my cell: it was on the fifth floor. The actual
numbers along the corridor were kept in a random order, potentially with large
gaps in between—that fact was obvious when one realised that my cell number
was five (fifth floor) eighty-nine, and yet there were never more than twenty cells
per floor in the cell block. It was yet another nonsensical administrative ritual
that was designed to ensure that we who were inmates could not do any sort
of coordinated planning through the careful application of our thought. It was
ingenious in a way, the use of as much controlled disorder as possible to ensure
that our spirit of a structured rules-based society was crushed in a way that was
both cruel and complete.

When I stood in front of my cell, one of the prison officers unshacked my left
ankle, and slid open the barred gate. I stood upright, saluted the prison officer,
then stepped into the cell in one step, facing forwards into the back wall as the
barred gate behind me was slid shut with a loud clang indicating that the ratchet-
catch was activated, keeping the bars locked against me. The tell-tale jingling of
the heavy chain along the concrete floor told me all I needed to know; the chain
gang had moved on to depositing the next inmate into his cell, and that I was
allowed to do whatever I wanted at ease in my cell.

I surveyed around. There was built in stainless steel bed flushed with the
stainless steel wall. A stainless steel sitting toilet bowl (without seat) together
with a combined stainless steel sink/cistern was next to the bed. And in the
corner opposite that of the bed and coming out of the stainless steel wall was
the dispensing unit. Above head a single barred LED lamp was present; it was
day time so it was not switched on just yet, with the sunlight from the corridor
shining through the bars providing as much illumination as was needed.

And that was it. The entirety of the cell. It was the same no matter the cell
block. There was nothing to do except to eat the one meal that was dispensed a
day, use the toilet/sink where needed, and then perhaps sleep in the bed when
the lights were out. Toothbrushes and any spare clothes were issued through the
dispensing units; those were given only once, during either in-processing or when
one changed one’s cell block through the periodic administrative nonsense.
When asked to exit the cell in preparation of the next administrative nonsense,
all the supplies were to be placed back into the dispensing unit, which would
activate the disposal unit and destroy all the provided items. Showers were
provided randomly across any week—sometimes one could go for days before a
shower, sometimes just a day. During the shower days, we would have to shuffle
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out to the outdoor shower facility for the cell block, get hosed down and scrubbing
as best as we could for the minute or so worth of water, then shuffle back to our
own cell to air-dry ourselves and the clothes that we were wearing.

It posed an interesting problem because one had to adaptively figure out
how to create a routine to keep one’s sanity from a lack of stimulation that had
to reduce the amount of probable stink one might create before the next shower.

I went to the dispensing unit and retrieved my toothbrush, as well as two
other spare grey T-shirts and black shorts; there were no slippers this time.
When new slippers were provided was also at random, and that ensured that
no one would go about doing things that would wear out their current slippers,
among which included using the slippers as some kind of tool, or perhaps running
around in them. It was next to impossible to walk about the prison complex
without slippers; while much of where we had to go were made of concrete, some
critically used parts had enough roughness in the concrete surface that walking
barefoot on them had the adverse effect of causing serious amounts of pain.

But of course, all these were approved legally, for it was a way to serve our
penance against our sins.

I took my spare clothes and toothbrush back to my bed, where I placed them
in a neat pile at the foot of it. I sat at it for a while, looking about, before deciding
to lie down on it. There was never anything else to do before the meal, and it was
as good a time as any to attempt to nap the time away.

Being sentenced to this prison for ten years, it would be a very long time
before I could come out. And as an intellectual, it was much easier to pass the
time through the delusions and hallucinations in a dream than to attempt to keep
myself stimulated in a dreary prison cell.

That said, I did promise to tell you my story. Now that the ritualised admin-
istrative nonsense has been done with, I think I can make good on that promise
to you.



The Beast

It was probably more than a few years ago, when I was still a student at the
local university. I think it was roughly my second year in the university, and I
was reading computer engineering because it was starting to become hot again
after the great fall of the dot-com empires in the late nineteen nineties. The
news media was singing praises of the ascendency of the infocomm technology,
and at that point there was that new notion of “social media” that was starting
to become mainstream.

“Social media”. I did not like that term in the past, and now while lying on my
stainless steel bed in my prison cell, I like that term even less, and wished that
it would have died out completely by the time I could come out. “Social media”
was a hot thing then—it had started a few years before then, roughly when I was
finishing up my secondary school education and about to make my way through
the junior college system in preparation for my GCE ‘A’-levels which were needed
for entry into the university.

In the very beginning of the social media frenzy, it had a strong sense of
academic identity, with the user base limited to anyone who had access to an
email address that was “obviously” from an educational institute. In those days,
it initially meant any email address that ended with .edu, and later on, any email
address that ended with .edu not counting the country top-level ISO name. The
strong academic identity made the social media concept very collegial, with
everyone who was part of an educational institute wanting to get onto it in order
to meet other folks who were also from the same educational institute in a way
that was more personal than an old-fashioned blog. The concept of a digitised
academic-centric social network was a novelty, and the thought of having all
these people to connect up with to hang out virtually or party in real life was very
irresistible.

By the time I was in university, the social network had expanded across the old
media, with the evolution of the old blogs becoming micro-blogs complete with
their own abilities for people to link themselves up to form networks. The concept
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of “social media” took on a form that was more similar to that of the mainstream
media than before—it became a type of grassroots level news dissemination
framework. The concept of its grassroots-ness was further emphasised by the
gradual relaxation and removal of the requirement of needing to be associated
with an educational institute before one could join any of the websites that were
hosting the social networks/social media.

Overnight, there was a large number of people who joined all these websites.
Their joining brought along with them the vices of any society that came about
when a large number of eyes (and thus advertising dollars) were made available
to the ever-expanding corporations. That on its own was not a problem—it was
similar in many ways on how the television and before that the radio took off into
its own self-sustaining model of information dissemination.

The problem was that with the rise of the number of people online posting
their own perspectives and reposting other people’s perspectives, the number of
“true” original content creators was progressively dwarved, and with that came
also the big problem of sensationalisation, where the original content was written
in a sensationalist manner to ensure that it would get reposted as quickly as
possible.

All of those was just the background that I thought was relevant to you to
understand my story.

As I said, I was in the middle of my second year reading computer engineer-
ing in a bid to ride the new infocomm wave. It was an exciting time for me—the
field of study that I was in was so hot and had such great potential that it was
very dizzying. I kept on top of technology as best as I could, and did as well as I
could in my various study modules to ensure that I was getting the best training
that I could get to land a great job at one of the great infocomm technology
companies that were out there. It was not just me alone—many of my course
mates had the same general idea as well, after all, who did not like making good
money?

But as the year went on, I slowly found myself veering a little tangentially to
my field of study. The rise of grassroots reporting and the massive reposting
culture that had since been ingrained as the dominant behaviour among the
social network/social media was starting to draw a lot of attention from the
politicians. It was not that the politicians were interested in the technology in
the first place, but that their constituents was starting to fall into a kind of self-
amplifying loop of despair.
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In the university, I was mostly insulated from all the social issues that were
happening outside of the school walls, but my views changed when I accidentally
attended a meeting that I had no intention of going to. I remembered that it was
a Saturday evening; I thought that the University Computer Club was going to
host their club meeting in the lecture theatre as always, and had gone there
ahead of time like before and sat at my favourite spot—the centre seat of the
centre row of the lecture theatre. It was the first meeting for that semester after
the long break, and we were usually expecting many new people to show up. So
I was not surprised at all when the lecture theatre started having strangers who
came in that I had not seen before.

As the time got closer to the actual meeting time, I suddenly realised that
there were way more people than I was expecting, and a quick scan revealed that
there were almost no one from the previous semester who was there. I panicked
a little, and my fears were confirmed when a stranger went up to the podium and
projected the cover slide on the wall screen. It read: “Opportunity and the Loss
of Competitiveness of the Native”.

I could have left at that point, but as I said before, I was seated inmy favourite
spot in the lecture theatre, which meant that it was going to be a major hassle
just to get myself excused out of the room. I could still do it, but a mixture of
curiousity and the speaker herself getting ready at the podium made me decide
to stay and listen to see what the talk was all about.

“Good evening everyone,” the speaker began after clearing her throat, “thank
you for coming to this talk. Now normally we would be using LT2 out at the social
sciences’ faculty, but we were expecting a relatively large crowd for this talk due
to the rather enthusiastic response from the online talk sign up form, so we got
permission to make use of this lecture theatre in the engineering faculty.

“In case there are some new faces who have not seen nor heard of us before,
I am Alice, president of the Social Justice Club. Today we are going to talk about
a problem that is going to hurt us the moment we step out into the work force
after we are done with college: how opportunities out there are skewed towards
cheaper foreign workers than towards the natives who need a Living Wage in
order to live in this high living cost country.”

I sat there and looked at Alice with surprise as the people around me erupted
in intense applause. The words that she were saying were bold to the point of
sheer audacity, and while it sounded like it would make a lot of sense, it di not
sound completely right either. And the scary part was that she was not the only
person there—the nearly full lecture theatre was a testament to the popularity of
this viewpoint. I did not know what to think when faced with such a blasé thesis,
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but I decided to give Alice the chance.
Now looking back, I feel that I had made my first grave mistake: I should not

have stayed at all. But I am jumping a little ahead of myself.
I sat there in the lecture theatre and listend to Alice rant on how the entire

system in the country was currently working against the hardworking native
peoples. She pulled out all kinds of charts and statistics to explain herself,
showing how despite what the government was saying that the cost of living was
tolerable, a good fifth of the population was still facing problems with earning
enough to ensure that they could travel to and fro their work places while having
enough food. She had studies that showed that the labour policy that was put
in place to ensure that a company had to make a “good faithed attempt” at
hiring a local first before resorting to hiring a cheaper foreigner could easily be
circumvented through the lack of strong enforcement on how “good faithed” the
attempt was. She laid down her arguments on how the entire “business friendly”
strategy that the government was pursuing for the last thirty years was doing
more harm to the local people than helping them. She used online statistics to
show that apart from the people in the lecture theatre, there were even more of
them out there on the social networks/social media that shared the same views,
and that with the increasing displeasure with the side effects of globalisation, it
was then the right time to strike back.

I sat there, flabbergasted. In front of me was a firebrand-type person
making lots of strong statements and allegations against the policies that the
government were making. Like most people, I had not really thought about the
policies in such detail from such a perspective before, and the me then was
slowly getting more convinced that there was something seriously wrong with the
system the longer I sat there listening to Alice pontificating, with the audience
agreeing with her wholeheartedly with loud shouts of “aye” and applause as
appropriate. At that point, I felt like I was part of something bigger than myself,
and that as a budding infocomm technologist, I had a unique opportunity to get
involved in a social movement that could lead to real change against a system
that was stacked completely against me and those of my ilk.

Alice went on for about an hour before a discussion was called. There
were some questions from whom I thought were new members regarding the
actual activities that the Social Justice Club were doing on campus, and some
questions from those whom I thought were veteran members involving the actual
actions that the Social Justice Club was going to do in society at large, that is,
beyond the confines of the campus itself. Alice was more tactful in answering
the second type of question—it seemed that despite all the fiery rhetoric she
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was mustering, there were just some things that even she could not say out loud
there and then. To me, it sounded like they would indeed do things outside of
the confines of the university’s activity club, but they were likely to be doing it
under something else that was the bigger umbrella over everything.

The discussions went on for another hour or two before the meeting was
dismissed for the evening, with Alice reminding everyone that if they were new,
they could sign up on their mailing list to learn of club activities and meeting
locations. I found myself staying after the dismissal to sign up on the form.

The stainless steel bed is not exactly very comfortable to lie flat on one’s back
on for long, and so I slowly rolled over to the side. That position was likely to be
worse than just lying on my back, mostly because the stainless steel bed had no
pillow with which to support my head—but a change in position was necessary
after all considering everything. I know that the story thus far is very boring,
because it basically said nothing other than how much of a naı̈ve person I was,
getting all riled up and swayed by a person who was well-trained in oration. I
mean, I still believe the overall message that we were trying to get at, but now I
think that the means in which we tried to convey that message was just not the
best that we could have done.

Luckily for me then, the Social Justice Club had activity times that did not
clash with that of the Computer Club—activities did not necessarily include the
semi-regular meetings that they had on Saturday evenings. Or rather, while
there were semi-regular meetings on Saturday evenings, those were more for
coordination among the various sub-leaders in the Social Justice Club to set up
the actual activities across the week or month than an actual club meeting. This
meant that I could continue wth my usual Computer Club meetings on Saturday
evenings while taking part in any of the multitude of activities that the Social
Justice Club was holding.

The mailing list itself was of medium traffic. Every Sunday morning after the
sub-leaders have decided what they were going to do, an email would go out to
all the members with all the activities that were available during the week. Each
activity that was happening had two dimensions added to it in addition to its
description: whether it was an on-campus or off-campus activity, and the level
of risk involved, be it low, medium or high.

Many of the low risk level activities involved using one’s social network/social
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media account to support some related posts by either “liking” it or by “following”
the said post. Alice said that it was important for the social justice warriors to
band together and support each others causes. So while the Social Justice Club
at the university was more interested in the reduction of opportunities for the
locals to get equal treatment, we also supported other groups with different
social justice needs, like the LBGT allies who were looking to reforming the
existing marital laws to provide the same recognition of marriage to same sex
couples, and same sex couples that came about because an original opposite
sex couple had one transsexual.

I took part in many of the low risk activities—they were low risk, and more
importantly, involved using the social network/social media platforms that I had
already been introduced to by virtue of my field of study. Throughout it all, I had
enjoyed myself even though the fight felt difficult; while I felt that I was definitely
a part of something larger than myself, the minds that we sought to change were
not changing as fast as we wanted.

At some point in my third year of university, I started looking into the medium
risk activities of the Social Justice Club. At that point, my interest in the
Computer Club had started to wane—they seemed to be more interested in what
I felt was infocomm technology masturbation as opposed to using their skills
and mastery of infocomm technology to make our society a better place. I was
still keeping myself near the top of my courses, but had slowly distanced myself
from the Computer Club, stopping attendance to their activities some time in
the early part of the second semester of the academic year. Time that I formerly
spent on the Computer Club was instead spent on the Social Justice Club.

The medium risk activities of the Social Justice Club involved being a part
of sit-ins and protests that were largely on campus or involved various campus
organisations. It was deemed to be of medium risk mostly because it involved
oneself personally in a physical location that made identification that much
easier than just being behind a screen. Like before, there was never any explicit
pressure to take on any more risk than one was willing to, but it was also
understood that the higher the personal risk that one was taking, the more
likely the impact will be larger. Clicking on “likes” and “follows” on social
networks/social media may seem to aid in raising the awareness of the particular
social justice issue, but it was only limited to those who spent enough of their
time on the social network/social media such that the higher visibility might
affect them. The truth of the matter was that a majority of people were still not on
those platforms, and thus there was a need to reach out to them in a completely
different way, preferably through a channel that they were most familiar with.
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One of the first medium risk activities of the Social Justice Club that I took
part in was that of the sit-in protest against the university’s administration’s deci-
sion of keeping the tenure of a professor who had been implicated in a few sexual
harassment cases involving female students. The sit-in protest was called by the
Social Justice Club’s sister club, the Women Empowerment Society, as a means
of highlighting the injustice that the university administration had in allowing
such a professor continue his tenure despite being fingered by more than five
female students as having propositioned them sexually. The call for the protest
was not so much based on the allegations, but on the procedurally suspicious
stance of allowing the professor to continue to work with the associated privi-
leges of tenure while the cases were still under investigation—this was contrary
to what was normally done outside where if someone were under investigation
of cases of such nature, they would be put on administrative leave until the in-
vestigations have concluded with either an acquittal or further legal action.

I remembered the day of the sit-in protest well. A small group of around fifty
of us from the various affiliate clubs and societies took up the quadrangle in
front of the main administration building. We were carrying some hand painted
banners outlining the situation, and a couple of us were passing out pamphlets
to anyone who was passing by, and especially to those who were going to enter or
even leave the administrative building itself. We had picked the time of around
noon to one in the afternoon to perform the sit-in protest for the highest visibility;
it was in the middle of the day, and the foot traffic was largest as everyone
was trying to get to and fro lunch. The campus television crew came down to
film a bit of our sit-in protest, but kept themselves far enough that the camera
shot captured only the sense of where we were and what we were doing without
zooming in close enough that it was possible to identify each of us personally.
We had made use of bandanas of various colours as face veils to cover up the
lower half of our faces despite the fact that the university constitution explicitly
allowed us to perform any sit-in protest as long as it was done outside peacefully.

Alice was there with us. I remembered sitting next to her. It was the first
time that I had seen her up close. She looked older than the rest of us—I would
learn later on that she was a graduate student of gender studies and not an
undergraduate as I had initially thought. She was in the lead when it came to
chanting slogans and directing who to go where to pass out pamphlets—she
was also the one to point out whenever a university administration official was
passing us to ensure that a pamphlet was given out to that person pronto. To me,
she was my fearless leader on the path towards social justice, someone whose
ideologies I would believe in and whose steps I would follow till the whole world
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became a better place.
That first medium risk sit-in protest that I was a part of turned out to be

a success. The administration acknowledged their error in judgement, and
suspended the professor’s tenure while investigations were going on. The
investigations themselves found him guilty of the sexual harassment allegations,
and one of the last things the university did before handing him over to the legal
system was to strip him of his tenure and expelling him.

When I heard of the news a couple of weeks later, I was elated. It was the
first time that I had witnessed how the Social Justice Club could have a direct
positive impact on the world through the actions that were taken. From then
on, I kept on with the medium risk activities, sitting in various protests all over
campus on issues as varied as environmental care, reverse affirmative actions,
and even more LBGT friendly toilets.

Not all of the medium risk activities that I took part in had good outcomes
like the very first one that I was a part of. The reverse affirmative actions one
was the one that came to mind. We took shifts performing our sit-in protests
and went round the clock in front of the administration office block, and gave
out upwards of some five hundred pamphlets that were contributed by our many
allied student activities organisations. Some of the students that passed by us
were sympathetic to our cause, but most pretended that we were invisible for
one reason or another. Apart from that, even the administrative staff were not as
enthusiastic for this cause as compared to some of the other ones. I suspected
that this particular cause was not something that would impact the university
that negatively that quickly against say the one involving the professor who was
involved in allegations of sexual harassment, and that partly it was because this
one was something that the administration strongly believed in, as opposed to
trouble that was created outside of the administration.

Nevertheless, no matter how bleak the outcome seemed, Alice was always
there, directing, suppporting, and advocating. She was fierce and fiery, and was
ready to challenge anyone who did not agree with her view points to a round
of verbal joust, backing her side of the debate with data and statistics with
the finesse of a seasoned rhetorician. I could not understand how and where
she found the energy to do all that she was doing while still working on her
academics, and I never found the courage to ask her directly how she managed
it all because I felt that if I did ask, it was likely that we would end up in a
very vigorous debate; I have never seen Alice speak to anyone without getting
very passionately defensive about her position no matter the situation, and it
bothered me a bit. Alice was a good person to have on one’s side, and not the
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other.

Despite it all, we did not succeed in every sit-in protest that we partook.
Someone had brought up a general discussion meeting that the number of such
on campus sit-in protests was getting too many to the point of saturation and
thus causing a dilution of the impact of each protest, but was quickly shot down
by Alice for being too much of a downer. Alice counterproposed that it was
imperative that we didmore sit-in protests to ensure that the viewpoints that we
wanted heard was indeed heard, but conceded that there was some work that
needd to be done to differentiate each sit-in protest enough so that the protests
themselves were not turning into some kind of background noise that people
learnt to just simply ignore as they went about doing what they would normally
do.

An area-wide bell sounded throughout the entire prison complex. I slowly sat
up from my stainless steel bed, twisting my torso to pop the rather stiff back that
I had. Like I had said before, there was just no good way to sleep comfortably
on a stainless steel bed with no mattress or pillow—one just did whatever one
could and hoped that there were enough ways to move about the bed in such a
way that one could avoid any lasting damage. And this was despite having been
in prison for. . . however long it was that I had been in prison.

The bell that sounded throughout the prison complex was the one near the
middle of the day that signalled that the dispensing unit was going to dispense
the onemeal of the day. I looked forward to themeal every day because it was the
one other thing that broke the monotony of being incarcerated. I heard somehow
that some of my fellow prisoners would make the meal an entirely ritualistic thing
as a means of generating some kind of stimulation, but I was not stooping that
low just to inject variety into a legally mandated austere life. I stood up from
the stainless steel bed and walked the few steps towards the dispensing unit.
As expected, the food was already there. In the moments so far, I had never
caught the dispensing unit in the middle of actually dispensing a meal—this was
despite having spent many days staring intently at the dispensing unit to observe
the meal. It was always empty while I looked at it before the area-wide bell went
off and after it did, the dispensing unit had a meal in it, all without me ever
catching a glimpse of how the meal was dispensed in the first place. The same
could be said of all the other items that also came from the dispensing unit (i.e.
the spare clothes, the toothbrush and the like). There was no tell-tale sound, nor
light, that would betray the mechanism of the dispensing unit.
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It was a mystery all right, but it was one of those mysteries that despite me
having all the time in the world now, I was still not interested in figuring out,
especially since I have not succeeded on the few times that I had dedicated
my time and effort into looking into it. The meal itself was nothing particularly
special—it was deliberately made to be as tasteless and as featureless as pos-
sible, using as little inedible products as possible. This meant that it was really
nothing more than a really soft doughy blob, white in colour, but packed with
the blandest possible combination of protein, carbohydrates, and nutrients that
was necessary to ensure that one did not starve nor die from malnutrition. I had
once heard (before I was incarcerated) that the doughy thing that passed off as
a meal was once wrapped first in aluminium foil, which quickly turned into some
kind of cling wrap after several prisoners saved the aluminium foil and made
some really effective shanks, which eventually turned into an edible translucent
wrapping made of the same material as the main meal after some very creative
prisoners managed to save enough cling wrap to compress into something that
was much harder, and made those into some state of the art prison shanks. Now
the wrapping itself was biodegradable, which made it nearly impossible to save
up any amount of material to create the next shank. It was also said that none
of the shank armed prisoners ever made it out of the cell block, let alone the
prison complex—they were completely outclassed by the armour and subdueing
equipment that the prison officers were carrying about invisibly.

I reached the dispensing unit, and as expected, the meal itself was sitting
there in a shape that suggested that it was some burrito. The colour of the
wrapping was bland enough that despite the shape looked no different from a
bonafide burrito, its colour was completely off putting, as though someone forgot
to take the said burrito and press it quickly under the grill. I took the meal out
of the dispensing unit and took a quick whiff of it—it was, unsurprisingly enough,
bland smelling. It was so bland in smell that it smelt like nothing at all, not even
a tinge of the metallic smell that might have come about from the stainless steel
wall that the dispensing unit was embedded in. Remarkable.

With the meal in hand, I walked towards the stainless steel toilet and built
in sink, and sat astrode the toilet bowl, with my face facing the sink and wall
behind it. It was a position that I had found purely by accident to be superior
than sitting at my stainless steel bed—the toilet bowl was a comfortable albeit
awkward chair, and the sink on top of the cistern doubled up as a table of sorts
with which I could at least rest my elbows on to eat the tasteless meal as close
to normal as possible.

I was never a fan of the meal, period. It had no flavour whatsoever, not



21

even a texture; once the meal entered the mouth, it sort of fell apart in a rather
complicated way seemingly designed to ensure that the tongue could not tell
if it was flat, powdery, wet, dry, insipid, grainy, mushy, gassy, or lumpy. I had
once tried to pinch out a bit of it to experiment with, but the bit that I did
pinch out promptly started to sublimate into the air, which freaked me out quite
completely—I had never tasted anything whose texture was so impossible to
figure out and had that hitherto unexperienced property of sublimation. I had
tried adding water to it, but it did nothing to the meal. I had tried to add saliva to
it, thinking that it was probably calibrated to fall apart in that complex way when
it touched the saliva in the mouth, but it still only sublimated. I could not figure
out how nor what the meal was doing inside my mouth by working with it on the
outside, and had since given up. In addition to the lack of a discernible texture,
the flavourlessness was so potent that after so long of eating the meal, I found
that even one drop of my own perspiration was too salty for me to bear.

If the meal was a type of anti-stimulant against the sinning intellectuals to
ensure that they turned out more pliant after incarceration than before, I think
that they have been succeeding wonderfully.

The meal itself did not create any form of thirstiness after eating, but I found
that I liked it a little better if I took some sips of water from the sink the way a
dog might do so at its own water cooler. There were no other water sources from
the dispensing unit or otherwise, and we were told on the first day of our briefing
that the water from the sink on top of the cistern was potable and not the water
in the toilet bowl. In fact, one day I discovered that they had flavoured the water
in the toilet bowl to be something that was so pungent on the tongue that a mere
drop of it was enough to cause a strong sense of retching from me—needless
to say, that was the last time that I ever tried it. Especially since my taste buds
were, by now, hypersensitised from not really tasting flavour for as long as I had.
Somehow though, I did not think that the water in the toilet bowl was actually non-
potable—probably something bad enough to one’s health, but not bad enough
to really make one very sick. One of the things that I remembered about the
prison complexes was that they ensured that it was incredibly difficult to actually
weaponise any and all implements that were found within the cell. Part of that
was from the constant random shuffling of the prisoners among the cells, making
it very hard to coordinate and stash away materials useful for any enterprise, and
part of it was from the careful construction of the cell interior itself making it hard
to find anything that can be loosened and made into a weapon of some sort, and
this included the use of chemicals that could be combined to be turned into a
poison.
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When I first arrived in the prison complex, I did not like eating the meal at
all. It was bad, and I avoided it every day, lobbing it into the disposal unit the
moment it materialised in the dispecing unit. But I grew weaker over time due to
a lack of the necessary nutrients and energy that was allegedly calibrated into the
meal. I ended up passing out from the lack of energy, but was eventually revived
through a rather horrific process of involving a very painful IV—it was a regular
infusion of intravenous glucose with other nutrients that my body was lacking,
but the needle site was deliberately coated with very stinging chemicals, making
the site burn positively. I could do nothing about it because I was strapped down
tight upon the stainless steel table—I screamed myself hoarse the whole time
the bags of intravenous drip was slowly infused into my body.

A prison officer had stood near my head and read me the riot act, telling me
that it was illegal for me to take any action or inaction that would result in my
hurting of myself, and that while the prison complex was legally obliged to keep
me alive while I was serving my term when such a situation occurred, it was also
obliged to take non-lethal measures to remindme that it wasmy duty to follow the
lawful orders of the prison complex and not rely on their life-saving procedures
to bring me back from the harm that I inflicted upon myself. It basically meant
that while they were legally supposed to revive me should I pass out from lack of
food, and to provide treatment should I accidentally hurt myself, they were also
legally supposed to inflict enough non-lethal harm to me strongly dissuade me
from putting myself in that position.

The prison officer grinned and said that the best way they found was to make
use of a very strong topical nerve stimulant near sites where life-saving proce-
dures were done with little to no anaesthesia as a form of corporal reminder. He
warned me that while that was the main form of punishment they would use, they
were not above scaling it up if it were to be discovered that I was deliberately
attempting to manipulate them to apply that to me as a form of stimulant away
from the legally prescribed monotony that was meant to fix my sinful intellectual
ways.

Naturally that was the first, last, and only time that I stopped eating the meal.
I know I have left you hanging with the story of myself, but a little more pa-

tience please—themeal is probably the only other regular stimulating experience
other than waking up in the morning and breathing throughout the day and night.

I was in my fourth and final year of university. Due to the zeal that I displayed
while taking part in the medium risk activities of the Social Justice Club, I was
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made a sub-leader who joined in the semi-regular monthly meetings to discuss
and plan the activities for the club throughout the week or month. I was most
actively involved in activities that were of medium risk and lower, mostly because
the high risk activities were far and few. I had seen Alice’s work, and believed
in her passion and righteousness. I had followed her through the many sit-in
protests on campus in our tiny step towards making the world a better place.
High risk activities were those that were likely to put one in a position where it
was easy to get identified, and at times, possibly arrested by the police. They
were high risk because they often involved much larger crowds of activists in
public areas outside of that of the campus, and the topics that they were about
were much larger in scope, possibly of a national or even international level. The
amount of coordination with external organisations and allies was tremendous,
and this naturally made them very rare events. Throughout my third year, I only
saw one or two high risk activities, and had not joined in any of them.

“You should join in one of the high risk activities,” Alice said one day to me
at one of the Saturday evening meetings. “There is this one at the national level
in front of the parliament house that we want to join with the other colleges to
protest against the compulsory confiscation of lawfully earned wages under the
guise of a national savings scheme while using the deposits as though they were
taxes. Remember that there is safety in numbers—the more of us show up, the
safer it is for all of us.”

I hemmed and hawed. It was not so much that I was a scared weakling with
respect to putting myself out there to stand for what I believed in (the numer-
ous sit-in protests on campus had basically taught me the type of confidence
needed), but that the risk level was a little too high for someone who was just
about to head out into society to work after one’s education.

“Nonsense!” Alice retorted. “It is exactly at the threshold between the end of
one’s education and the start of one’s career of contributing to society that one
ought to have the highest ideals available. It is the infusion of literal new blood
into a system that has been kept corrupt for too long; it is the moment where
one ‘makes one’s bones’ to quote from Mario Puzo. The threshold between the
fledgling and the flying is exactly when one’s views of the world are the most
fundamental, the time when one’s destiny is set forever. I have seen you join us
for nearly three years now; I appreciate your fervour in aiding us and our allies
in the many causes over the years on the social networks and social media, I
appreciate your physical support at the events where we could improve the state
of our campus; now I am calling for your support at a level where the impact is
for those who share this country with us. Think about how noble this is, and how
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much good for society at large it can be! Think about how the Social Justice Club
can provide the support to its fellow social justice warriors on the same causes!
Besides, if the company that you are intending to work at after you graduate does
not accept you for the views you have, do you really think that it is the right place
to work at? Do you not think that such a company is the very type of place that
you had spent the last three years working hard to draw the public’s attention to
so that they will change their ways for the better? Do you not realise that it is a
special type of hypocrisy that allows you to betray the people, the thoughts, nay
themovement that you had selflessly dedicated nearly three years of life into just
for some money, some blood money that comes from abandoning all the good
and impact that you had learnt to pay heed to?”

Did I mention that Alice was a very strong orator and that no one could easily
withstand her verbal onslaught, even if they chose to do so?

Besides the words that Alice told me on that day, there was also a sense
of wanting to complete a bucket list with the Social Justice Club by going for
a high risk activity (and only one!) before I had to dial back on all my student
activities to focus on the job search. I was still in the Computer Club, but I
was no longer a very active member; their activities had stayed more or less
the same throughout the years that I was there. It was as though they did not
really sought to expand what they did and to look into related areas where they
could inspire members to show up. In fact, the Computer Club was steadily
losing its members, leaving behind only those who were more happy working with
the hardware directly and programming the immediate software as opposed to
those who liked working with building web sites and/or making use of the social
network/social media. I did not make president in the Computer Club because I
was not really interested in leading a group of folks who were nerdier than those
who were reading Computer Engineering, but I think that I am digressing from
the story that I promised to tell you.

So, given all the circumstances and my internal thoughts about the whole
affair, I agreed with Alice that I should join a national level protest that the Social
Justice Club was going to co-organise with several other similar organisations
in the different colleges that were around. Since this was a national level protest,
Alice did most of the discussions and coordinations herself with the rest of her
counterparts. I was glad that I was not asked to help with the coordination at
my first high risk Social Justice Club event—I had started helping out with the
medium risk ones on campus, and had gained a reputation of being a relatively
tough nut myself, thought still not as hard core as the way Alice carried herself.
The planning that Alice took part in was borderline clandestine, and it was only
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after around two to three months of quiet planning that the high risk activity itself
was released for the members in the mailing list to decide if they wanted to join.

On the day itself, there was a light rain that came down upon the general field
in front of the parliament house, making the ground a little damp. I was following
the instruction sheet in just hanging out somewhere along the borders of the
field itself without actually stepping into it until a critical mass of people had
presented itself on the premise. The instruction sheet was careful in explaining
that there were some rules against congregating on that specific field, and
that the parliament house police were authorised to arrest anyone who seemed
suspiciously like they were going to form a mob of some sort. The trick then was
to only gather on the field if there were enough people to make it impossible
for the whole group to be booked by the police. The instruction sheet also
made it clear that if there were not enough people, it was imperative that the
protest mob ought to disperse as quickly as possible to avoid any immediate
repercussions for potentially “loitering with intent”. The way to determine if
there were enough people for the protest was known to the leaders of the
various coalition organisations’ head, with each organisation’s instruction sheet
informing their members to pay a close attention to their leader for hints on
whether to proceed or to abort.

I could see Alice on the opposite side of the field. She was looking about as
non-chalantly as she could, looking at her wrist watch ever so often, while casting
her eyes across the invisible crowd taking cues from her other counterparts,
none of whom I could identify on my own. There was some serious non-verbal
communication going on among the leaders and presidents of the various clubs
that I had no clue how nor what it contained. All I knew was that if I saw Alice
heading out into the field, I was to follow, and hopefully as close as possible to
ensure that I was always under her direct orders, and therefore was reducing the
level of risk that I had to deal with.

I looked about at the throng of people surrounding the field outside of
parliament house. It did seem a little crowded, with some people meandering on
to the field, but on the whole, it just seemed like a day where there were just that
slightly more people coming out, as opposed to a protesting mob that was about
to assemble. The density of the crowd of people looked as natural as one could
get, and I suspected that there were more people who were a little ways away and
that they timed their distances such that when the assembly was happening, they
would arrive just in time to bolster the size of the crowd and thus make it that
much harder for any single person to be arrested should the authorities decide
to take any action.
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The need for safety in numbers could not be understated. While it was not
technically illegal to gather in a group to protest, the authorities were always
ready to break up as many of such protest groups as quickly as it was possible,
sometimes going as far as to charge them for public disorderly misconduct,
especially when any form of violence (no matter how mild) was observed by
the police. The official reason about breaking up protest groups was that the
large throng of people could potentially become a stampede and affect any
innocent bystanders who happened to be in the vicinity, but the reality was likely
that the larger numbers of very public protests reflected poorly on the country’s
prospects to potential foreign capitalists from which we got much of our foreign
direct investment from. There had been some surreptitious steps in writing
rider clauses in various articles of law in parliament to have them passed to ban
protests outright, but so far they had been unsuccessful, not because the [small]
opposition party in power was against the anti-protest rider clauses, but that the
main articles of law that were trying to be passed had sufficient disagreement
that they did not make it past the first reading.

I wandered in a seemingly aimless fashion along my chosen path around
the field, veering ever so often towards it as though I was going to cross it
towards where I might be going. The field itself was not empty—it had the
usual density of people who were just lounging about the field and enjoying their
day off. The police patrols near the parliament house looked on disinterestedly;
to them, it must have looked like yet another ordinary day. I still kept an eye
out on Alice to wait for her signal, but saw that nothing had changed yet. The
air had started to increase in tension, as though there were an invisible force
rippling through and preparing everyone for something extraordinary that was
about to happen. I thought I could see that some of the people I was passing
by looking more alert than they would have on a normal day, and that the pace
of walking seemed to have slowed down, with everyone moving as though they
were expecting something.

Then I caught Alice moving into the field. It was the sign!

I followed the instruction sheet that was handed to me, and walked as briskly
on to the field as I could without breaking out into a run. Around me, I started
noticing that many people seemed to be electrified by the underlying tension,
and as though guided by unseen hands, made their own ways on to the field.
From the corner of my eyes, I saw that the police patrolling in front of the
parliament house seemed to have finally decided to take some action—a couple
of them seemed to be speaking into their walkie talkies as the rest started
marshalling up in preparation.
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The protesting mob simultaneously formed up in a few short seconds and
banners started to flutter in the wind. Loud chanting of the slogans began in
a vague sort of way until a couple of the shortest and most pithy ones started
dominating the soundscape. I had lost sight of Alice while making my way to the
protest group, but I could feel around me everyone’s presence—the combined
energy was just astounding. The bandanas had gone up to cover up the lower half
of our faces, only revealing the eyes that were burning with righteous indignation.
It felt like it was our moment, the moment where social justice was finally brought
to a level where true high impact can be sought and obtained, and with the
numbers we had, we felt invincible, we felt that with our voices all banded as
one and proclaimed loudly and boldly, that we were finally heard, and that any
grievance that we were bringing out today would finally be understood by the
people at large, and by the lawmakers who were the ones who made the unjust
laws in the first place.

We chanted, we hollered, we brandished our banners. The police from the
parliament house held their ground and did not attempt to make any move
towards us. The mainstream media had been informed, and they eventually sent
down a broadcasting van with host to cover the protest “live” for the television
audience. We kept to the field, never straying from it—we did not want to set
up a situation which gave the police any excuse of coming down hard on us.
Despite this, there were still large spaces among us, and we took turns to shout
our slogans and rest. A few intrepid ones near the outside cluster handed out
pamphlets to anyone not part of the protest who happened to pass by, while some
of us went online and saw the coverage from various social media celebrities
and news hubs—they were our allies unofficial or not and aided in the fight we
were putting up by linking to various older news articles to set the context of the
unjust situation that we were protesting against. I had eventually found where
Alice was, and with that I had also found where the members of the university’s
Social Justice Club. We were nearer the vanguard of the protest group, i.e. we
were about five to ten ranks away facing toward the parliament house. Alice
congratulated me on finally becoming confident enough to take a larger risk to
stake a bigger claim on social justice issues for the betterment of society, and I
found myself beaming with pride under the bandana covering my lower half of my
face. It was such a satisfying thing to feel being a part of a movement larger than
one could ever thought possible. While most of the Social Justice Club stayed
together, Alice would often wander about the different parts of the protest group,
conferring with counterparts from different organisations, and sometimes even
bolstering a particular section’s efforts if they seemed a little too lacklustre or
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too inexperienced to bring out the defiance necessary in a protest. I did not
know still how she managed to handle all these in addition to her academic
obligations; in all senses of the word, Alice was an activist through and through.

I remembered that we were roughly into the start of hour two when I started
sensing a change in the atmosphere. One moment everyone was feeling exu-
berant and zealous in upholding the views that we had coming into the protest,
and the next there was a sense that a miasma had developed and was diffusing
itself throughout the mob. Alice was not near us at the moment—she was near
the centre of the mob of nearly two thousand trying to rally a different group of
people to rotate out with some of the protesters who were nearer the edges; such
rotations were necessary to ensure that no single group of protesters would face
the public or the [scant] resistance in a prolonged manner and get fatigued as
a result. I tried looking around to see if I could find out what was causing this
odd sensation when I suddenly realised that the entire protesting mob was sur-
rounded by fully armed and armoured riot police in formation. They wore black
personnel armour and had ballistic helmets with face shield on; in their left hand
they held a clear plastic riot shield while they held a menacing looking truncheon
in their right hand. They were in formations of three rows—the back two rows did
not seem to be armed with shields, but they looked no less menacing.

And they were advancing on all sides, seemingly trying to compact and herd
the protesters in a certain direction.

Panic started to spread throughout the mob when the unmistakenly ominous
marching sound was heard all around. The compaction was starting to be felt
even by those who were not closer to that of the riot police, and for those who
were, they were unconsciously retreating asmuch as they could to avoid whatever
fate those who were advancing had in store for them.

I was somehow cut away from the Social Justice Club as the compaction
was taking place. Desperately, I looked about, trying to find a familiar face or
two, and hoping that I found Alice—she was a veteran of such affairs, surely she
would know what was going on and more importantly, what to do about things.
Around me, the originally brave and self-assured protester crowd started turning
into a throng of very afraid and ready-to-run sheeple. The orderly group started
to jostle each other in desperation and confusion trying to figure out where they
ought to be going and how fast they could get out of what was effectively a riot
police enabled trap.

I heard a loud yell “Opening over here!” and the crowd started redirecting
themselves towards where shout was heard. I tried looking over the heads of my
fellow protesters and saw that there was a gap in the riot police’s encirclement,
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and that everyone was making a beeline for it as a means of seeming escape.
The one word that kept shouting inside my mind was “Trap! Trap! Trap!” but
there was little that I could do—the sheer mass of people who were pushing me
along was scarily large; as such, it was impossible for me to move in a contrary
direction. As I was forced along the way by the crowd, I could not help by look
behind me. The riot police encirclement was still mercilessly closing in, and I
saw that even if I could go against the flow of human traffic, it was impossible
to truly leave. The few who managed to side step most of the moving crowd and
exit the protester group found themselves facing the wall of riot police. The front
liners of the riot police wall opened up a small hole through their riot shields, to
which the person who left the group tried to run through, only to be caught hold
of by any of the police officers who made the second and third row. I saw that
those people were tackled down to the ground and cuffed by the officers, while
the rest of the riot police reformed the last two rows again, ready to spring the
trap out on those who thought that they could escape the cordon.

Oh, you want to hear some more? I thought it was pretty obvious what
happened after that. The riot police kept on their encirclement and basically
squeezed the protesters out into only “exit” that was exposed, except that the
exit itself was held together by a large number of riot and regular police who
promptly arrested everyone who came through for public disorderly conduct. I
did not escape that fate, myself getting trapped by the encircling riot police
who eventually bum rushed the protesters once it was established that we had
no where else to go. The mainstream media had a field day filming all the
movements of the riot police against the protesters—“unruly idealists out to
spoil society’s way of life” they had said. Almost everyone who participated in
the protest was arrested; the riot police brought in large buses just to send every
arrestee across the police stations throughout the local vicinity for in-processing.

But not everyone who was arrested was eventually charged in a court of law—
only those who were deemed leaders of the movement were brought in with
charges. Since I was a sub-leader in the university’s Social Justice Club, I was
considered a leader in that sense and was thus charged with actions to promote
public disorderly conduct, actions to promote subversive activity, and five or six
other related charges that the deputy public prosecutor could slap on on behalf
of the State. The trial took about a month, and I was eventually found guilty on
around four of them, each warranting a jail term of nearly three years. The judge
decided that I was in some ways radicalised and thus decided that the sentences
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were to run consecutively instead of concurrently, and that due to the nature of
my offences, I was to be placed under the deradicalisation programme, which
meant being incarcerated in this prison complex where everything that could be
done to break down one’s thought was done while maintaining legality and some
semblence of humaneness. All the work that I had done towards my diploma
from the university had been nullified when the university informed me formally
that I had been expelled for being a convicted felon.

Alice, the veteran of such protests, did not escape this time—it was later
revealed after the matter that the police and the Ministry of the Interior had
been paying close attention to the rise of such social justice movements, and
had been planning a sting against them for a long time, biding their time to
when they could get at as many of the leaders of the more disruptive movements
as possible. That was the reason for the extreme show of force at the protest
that I had the unfortunate luck of being involved in. I learnt about this during
the month of freedom I had left during the trial over the televised media. At the
same time, due to all the press coverage on these issues, the university’s Social
Justice Club was formally disbanded and banned, though none of the members
who did not take part in the national level protest were condemned nor expelled.

On the social networks and social media, the social justice warriors still at
large were condemning the entire affair, ranting that it was a witch hunt against
those who were trying to do something to arrest the spiralling of society towards
fascism, with lots of “likes” and “followers” reposting the stories. I looked on at
all the social media flurry and suddenly felt very alone—all of those contributions
from the social network and social media based social justice warriors did almost
nothing to help me in my current situation.

Am I bitter about this whole situation? In a large way, yes. I thought I
was going to change the world with my involvement in causes that I thought
meant a lot to me, but now that the group was heavy-handedly disbanded and
the groupthink was forced to meet with reality, I realised that it was all just a very
bad dream.

A very bad dream whose price was ten years in a prison complex designed
to wipe my thoughts on such issues.

Now please, leave me be. . . I do not want to think about this or anything any
more. It is just depressing.



The Gatekeepers

Lucien sat at his large mahogany desk in his office on the second highest floor
in the tallest building of the Ministry of the Interior and read the reports that
had been laid out in front of him. It was the morning reports, part of the daily
information cycle that he and the five other Social Media Monitoring Services
deputy directors were a part of. It was similar in function to the old days where
they would pay close attention to what the newspapers were reporting, or what
the radio stations were broadcasting in the form of talk shows or infotainment,
or anything of that nature. The main difference was that of scale—it was a set of
reports compiled tomake sense of what the new digital age social network/social
media was propagating during the twelve hours of night time that the State was
undergoing.

The main offices of State may adjourn for the day at sundown, but the
rest of world hums along regardless, and it was the duty of the Social Media
Monitoring Services to perform the impossible task of looking for hotspots in
the abstract information world out in cyberspace in an adequate enough fashion
to ensure that the State itself was never in a position of compromise, and that
the people, while maintaining their freedom of association and speech, were still
respectful and mindful of the various tolerances and potential ignorances that
were necessary to maintain the veneer of civility when interacting with people at
large. The Ministry of the Interior knew the stakes at play—they had seen how the
United States had a tectonic shift in their government after a very strong populist
push to topple the orthodoxy; they have also seen how the United Kingdom
had basically pushed itself towards a path of no return by hosting a plebiscite
on leaving the European Union under an unmonitored information environment
where lots of state actors in and out of the United Kingdom were influencing
the voting citizens to vote for an outcome that was Pareto inefficient for them
all. Lucien had seen the post mortem analysis report on that last item—it was
terrifying because the effect was not purely populist; there were a large number
of politicians themselves who had been swayed by the shadows to promote a
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cause that was to lead the country into a period of self-inflicted hardship, only
be kicked out when it was slowly discovered that their promised Utopia was
at best a mirage, and at worst an embarassingly successful conclusion to the
experiment of subtle social manipulation via cyberspace means.

The morning reports were compiled through the use of the Ministry of the
Interior’s crawlbots—little computer programs that roamed the world wide web
“reading” articles and posts while generating summaries of those whose parsed
text was similar to the Topics of Interest that the Ministry of the Interior had. In
addition, the crawlbots combined their efforts and derived an overall estimate
on potential new Topics of Interest based on statistical quantities that derived
from how often a particular article was reposted, or if there were a sizable set
of articles that were very similar in nature. It was a triumph of the government
research and development—it was the type of technology that would have been
tremendously useful during the early era without resorting to outright censorship
and banning. They had known then that anything that was outright banned or
censored had a completely unintended effect of immediately making that said
information item Very Interesting for other people, and with that it ensured that
the information item would propagate farther than when it was carefully buried
under counter reports or even reports on other completely different topics.

But Lucien did not care about those this particular morning—he was just
interested in reading what happened the twelve hours before his day began. The
Ministry of the Interior was very well aware of digitisation of services to improve
efficiency and productivity, but the Social Media Monitoring Services had found
that the paper reports led to a better level of critical thinking in its analysts
and directors since they would not and could not be distracted by the fastness
that was inherently expected from the massive computerisation. The purpose of
the Social Media Monitoring Services was to combine the fast pattern matching
capabilities of the machine with the insightfully critical thought of the human
being to predict potential social issues that could happen anything from one
day, one week, one month, one year, or even ten.

Lucien went down the list of items in the report, a red ink pen in hand. He
made some annotations next to some of them, and for others, he struck through
them with more comments, and for a few more, he drew arrows to rearrange their
relative order through the list. All the deputy directors and analysts were trained
in a standard set of annotations when working on the lists to ensure consistency,
and to allow the markings that they had made on the reports to be reingested
into the Social MEdia Monitoring Services computer for further processing by
either other departments in the Ministry of the Interior itself, or for other relevant
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government organisations.
It was nearly lunch time when he had finished his annotations. His fellow

deputy director, Bernard, popped his head through the door.
“Hey Lucien, done with your comments on the morning reports?” Bernard

asked in a cheery tone.
“Yes,” Lucien replied as he slipped the annotated report back into the manila

inter-office envelope and placed it on his Out tray. “I’m assuming you are hungry
for lunch again?”

“As always,” Bernard laughed. “We can grab Alison to come along with us.
I think there’s a new salad place that just opened in the cafeteria that is quite
good.”

“Salad place that is good? It’s just vegetables. . . how can it be good? Are
you just joshing me?”

“No no no. . . why would I do that?” Bernard replied in mock horror as he
entered Lucien’s office proper and planted himself on one of the chairs in front
of themahogany desk. “It is good—they havemeats that go with the salad greens,
and I heard that some of their combinations are really good. We’re talking about
real meats, none of that old salami and sausage things.”

“Ah, okay, so it’s one of those salad places. Do you think that Alison would
mind? You know how she is. . . ” Alison was a fellow deputy director who had been
strictly vegetarian.

“She’ll be fine. . . she’s the one who introduced the place to me in the first
place! Don’t worry too much about it—Alison is a vegetarian, not some vegan,”
Bernard replied.

“Someone talking behind my back, I see. I wonder if I should put it in the
annotations of my report!”

“Alison!” Lucien exclaimed as another familiar face popped through his door.
Bernard turned around and grinned at her.

“Alison! Can you tell Lucien here that I’m not messing with him about that
salad place and that you were the one who discovered it in the first place?”
Benard asked in a mockingly pleading voice.

“Most certainly not! I did nothing of that kind!” Alison replied tartly, but her
impish eyes betrayed what she really meant.

Lucien sighed and stood up. Alison and Bernard had been going at it at such
banter for the past year, but neither of them seemed interested in telling the
other what they really felt. On different occasions, they had come and talked
to him individually about their own thoughts about their relationship, but could
not bring themselves to openly inform each other. Part of the reason was that of
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official policy: fraternisation was frowned upon within the Ministry of the Interior,
not explicitly banned, but definitely frowned upon and if the behaviour were
to be allowed, the superior officers of the relevant staff need to be consulted
so that the staff involved can be reassigned in such a way that they cannot
directly affect each other’s work. It was a messy affair, and because of that,
people either avoided dating anyone within their work cirle in the Ministry of the
Interior, or more commonly, do it under the radar and keep it discreet enough
such that it was plausibly deniable. Everyone from the Social Media Monitoring
Services knew better than to even engage in the discreet dating of a co-worker
route—they knew just how capable the Ministry of the Interior’s crawlbots were,
and this was not the run-of-the-mill ones that were used for simple monitoring
of social media. There were other crawlbots that the Ministry of the Interior
had developed for very targetted information gathering—instead of looking at
Topics of Interest, these crawlbots looked up all forms of information about
specific Persons of Interest. These crawlbots are extremely powerful, and their
use was strictly controlled; only the two investigation departments (internal and
State) in the Ministry of the Interior are allowed to use and develop them, and
even so, required warrants from either the Ministry’s ombudsman or the State
court’s judges, depending on the particular jurisdiction that governed the Person
of Interest. Since neither Alison nor Bernard asked him to discreetly provide
information to either party, he just kept his counsel and not talk about it.

“All right you two, let’s go check out this salad place you are raving about.”
Bernard nodded his head enthusiastically and hopped up from Lucien’s guest
seats, with Alison smiling and stepping aside from the doorway of Lucien’s office.
The two men exited the room and Lucien closed his door behind him, locking it
with an old fashioned metal key. It was a type of anachronism that the Ministry
of the Interior liked keeping around. Many commercial buildings now relied on
digital locks that used network-enabled information systems for access control,
but those had been demonstrated time and time again to be easily broken into
at least at the time that the new building for the Ministry of the Interior was
being built. With that in mind, the Minister of the Interior conferred with the
Permanent Secretary of the Interior and came to the conclusion that it was still
better to rely on a physically secured locking mechanism, and to have physical
guards and other traditional security mechanisms that had as little connection
to cyberspace as possible. There were costs involved in such a set up, but all
the naysayers who disagreed were eventually forced to accept the older system
when the number of successful attacks against even the newest top of the line
digital locks reached “epidemic” levels. The Ministry of Finance had complained



35

about the budgetary costs, but were told by both the Ministry of the Interior and
the Ministry of Defense to shut up and pay up due to the levels of operational
security they had to keep, one against adversaries to the State internally, one
against the adversaries to the State externally.

The hallway of the Social Media Monitoring Services was mercifully quiet,
at least for the section where the six deputy directors were housed; this was in
stark contrast with the floor immediately below it where the analysts who collated
all the data from the crawlbots and the systems engineers who maintained and
developed the crawlbots were co-located—they were also the main people in the
Social Media Monitoring Services who had direct access to computers and the
associated network connections necessary to get their jobs done. The Director
himself was located at the end of the hallway farthest from the elevator, offset
from a direct line of sight, for two reasons: the first allowing him to, on his way
in, quickly determine which of his deputies are available for the day, and the
second being a security feature, since not having a direct line of sight meant that
if someone managed to breach the physical security till this point, the person
cannot draw a direct bead on the most important person in the department and
issue a decapitation strike. The Director was often busy at conferences with
various ministers and permanent secretaries of the various ministries to both
provide reports on the efforts of identifying existing sentiment trends and hot
topics, as well as to learn from them the types of influence that the government
of the State deemed to be necessary in view of the reports that had surfaced
from cyberspace.

Needless to say, the Director was hardly ever around to have lunch with the
deputies, and that suited everyone fine.

The trio of Lucien, Bernard, and Alison made their way along the hallway
towards the gated lift lobby of that particular floor, and each scanned their staff
pass at the gantry individually to exit. This was one of the few access control
systems that was computerised, and with good reason—the amount of paperwork
just to track who came in and out of a space was too onerous to be worth the
extra security. Besides, the entire information system of the staff movement was
not linked to any external network—in fact the entire system is isolated on its
own system of connections, with the actual data accessible only from the data
servers up in the attic data centres, another security-focused design that caused
the Ministry of Finance much grief due to the cost of bringing in specialised
machinery andmovers to bring all the racks of servers and networking equipment
in from the roof, and the need to ensure that the floor itself was capable of
handling the high pressures that came about from having racks upon racks of
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servers stacked upon very small foot prints.
“Say,” Bernard started after Alison finally went through the gantry as Lucien

pushed a button on the wall to summon a lift. “Weren’t we supposed to have a
meeting of some sort with the Director after lunch?”

“A meeting? On what?” Lucien asked, his forehead in a light furrow. He did
not like last minute meetings, and if this was one of those, and if it were one of
those with not good agenda, he would definitely want to skip it.

“I think it’s a discussion on the rise of ‘fake news’ and what we should
be monitoring as part of a pilot study in preparation for the eventual public
consultation process by a select committee. You know it is with the latest crop
of ministers,” Bernard said as he watched the number of the lift climb up slowly
to their floor. “They are interested in the whole ‘engage with the public’ thing
instead of just operating quietly behind the scenes. It’s not a bad idea because
it creates a good public buy-in and thus support, but it also means that we need
to ensure that the government’s position is very secure before we allow such
consultation processes to take place.”

“Yeah I know,” Lucien replied, “the last time something like that happened. . .
it wasn’t pretty. Say, weren’t you there when it happened, Alison?”

“Wrong Alison,” Alison replied as the trio entered the lift that opened up at
their floor. “It was a predecessor of ours by the same name. That particular
minister was too impatient and pushed the people too hard to provide data to
support what he wanted to do without giving them enough time to gather all
the relevant data and to analyse them, and since they didn’t have the types of
resources we have today, they couldn’t get the right stuff and the analysis in time
despite their best efforts. That minister then. . . had to stop being a minister due
to that faux pas.”

The doors to the lift closed as Bernard pushed the button for the first floor.
Lucien stood there and thought about what Alison said, while she was just
chilling in the back corner of the lift carriage. It was an unspoken rule at the
Ministry of the Interior that once one got into the lift, there was no reason to go
on talking about anything remotely related to work—it was a strict form of the
“need to know” basis of information control. Accidentally talking about it once
or twice with one’s colleagues was generally not a problem unless there was a
superior officer who was particularly picky and had caught the staff in the act of
talking about matters that should not be discussed outside of the floor or even
sometimes the room where they were assigned. As deputy directors, each of the
trio had been at the Ministry long enough to have that ingrained into their being
that it came as naturally as breathing was to most people.
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“So you were saying that they have real meats at this salad place? Are we
talking about the fish things or something else?” Lucien asked, trying to refocus
the conversation back to the real topic at hand: lunch.

“I don’t know. . . I told you it was Alison who did the recommendation,”
Bernard replied while shrugging his shoulders and looking at Alison.

“They are pretty well stocked. Raw fish slices sashimi style, cooked and
chopped up fish pieces, sliced grilled beef, lamb, and chicken. They put it as
part of the ‘protein’ selection part of their menu, which of course includes the
tofu related proteins that I eat. It’s a big hit with many, and I’m glad that Bernard
here has decided to grab everyone for lunch a little earlier than when we normally
would go,” Alison said.

The lift started decelerating near the first floor, and when it came to a
complete stop, there was a soft “ding” in the background announcing the arrival
of the lift on to the first floor lobby, before the doors opened up. The trio exited
the lift, through the small neat human corridor created by the two rows of staff
who were going to take the lift up to their various floors. Bernard led the trio past
the waiting lift passengers and headed towards the exit gantries of the lift lobby.
Like the floors above, these gantries required the scanning of the staff passes
to update the information system on when someone had gone through them.

A few short moments later, the trio had cleared the gantry, and Lucien nodded
at the stationed guard before they went out into the atrium proper.

The Ministry of the Interior building was not as fortress-like as some of the
other ministry buildings. It was made up of two buildings built next to each other,
the office tower block with all the heightened security protections and other
control measures due to the official government work that was done within the
four walls, and an annex-like building of a much shorter over height that housed
an atrium and some other retail spaces, of which most of them were food places.
The atriumwas a large open space with high walls and was often kept unoccupied
despite how lucrative it could have been should fairs and and other pop-up shops
were allowed to be hosted there. There were side “alleys” that branched off from
the main atrium that led to the shops, and those often had mini atria of their own
that were used for smaller hand carts and other promotional events. The natural
reason for the main atrium being so large and seemingly under-utilised was that
of security—it provided the security services a large controlled space from which
they could observe the passers-by, and to have enough of a deployment area to
mobilise if the situation required for it. The Ministry of the Interior was still the
ministry of security of sorts for all domestic events in the State, and thus there
was still the necessity of force application. The lift lobby with the solitary guard
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was insufficient for anything larger in scale, but that seemingly “useless” security
set up was bolstered by a largely unseen force that was always ready and quietly
observing the atria that the lift lobby opened into. There was a case a while back
where a drunk somehow managed to find his way to the mini shopping mall
attached to the Ministry of the Interior building, and was generally stumbling
about in the large atrium before he decided to run into the lift lobby. He was
quickly stopped by no less than five security personnel even before he made it
to the gantries that were in front of the lift, all without any seeming warning. He
was handed over to the police for questioning and booking, and that was the last
that was heard of the matter.

Lucien followed behind Bernard and Alison thoughtfully as they made their
way out to the salad place that Alison had known about. The meeting on the
‘fake news’ discussion sounded familiar to him, but he was a little confused to
himself as to why he did not remember such a meeting off the top of his head; it
sounded like something that was very serious, and as such, it should rank a little
higher up in his list of priorities. He thought back a little further, and remembered
why he could not recall the meeting that was to be held later: he had thought that
whole meeting was a bad joke and that the Director called for the meeting just to
tell the relevant ministers and permanent secretaries that he had done his due
diligence without necessarily buying into the whole nonsense.

‘Fake news’ did not make any sense to Lucien. In the world of Social Media
Monitoring Services, there were only Topics of Interest that the government
cared deeply about. Within the relevant Topics of Interest there were many
different threads of conversations, some of them directly contributing material
(both positive and negative) to the Topic of Interest, and some of them indirectly
in the form of arguments or discussions on whether the premises of the specific
Topic of Interest was actually legitimate or if there were some flaws in the
methodology. There was nothing like “news” the way people understood it—all
“news” were just time-based threads that appeared in the context of the Topics of
Interest. The notion of ‘fake news’ made little sense to Lucien from that particular
context: the ‘fakeness’ was something that, to him, was not well-defined enough
for anyone to take any action. The Social Media Monitoring Services reported
on the developments of the sentiments and trends in thought and feeling on the
Topics of Interest, and from those reports, the relevant ministers and permanent
secretaries tweaked their policies or sometimes just the delivery of the said
policies out to the masses to ensure that the meaning was conveyed as best as
possible. It was all in all, a very positive knowledge-centric way of ensuring that
good communication was happening between the government and the people, a
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win-win situation that helped with public policy formulation and execution which
avoided the ugly perception of censorship.

Lucien sighed to himself quietly. Apparently, he had thought wrong, and just
how wrong his thoughts were had to be found out during the meeting later on.

Bernard slowed himself down and looked at Lucien. “Hey, you still with us?
You seem rather deep in thought. . . not quite like you for a lunch situation!”

“I was thinking about the meeting you said earlier,” Lucien replied as he
motioned for them to keep walking. “It still doesn’t make sense in my head.”

“Neither does it in mine,” Alison admitted, deliberately tight-lipped—they
were in public after all. “But that’s why the meeting was called, so that we can
figure out what they were thinking and what was required of us.”

“Yeah,” Lucien mumbled in reply. Bernard just shrugged his shoulders and
continued his pace, showing quite obviously to anyone who was looking that he
did not care enough about the discussion that did not quite take place, and that
he was quite hungry.

The walk through the atrium was straightforward if one knew exactly which
part of the annex one was heading to; it might have been big, but it was definitely
not unnavigable. Alison took the lead this time, and the trio quickly found
themselves at the cafeteria.

“Look over there! That’s the salad place that I was telling Bernard earlier,”
Alison said excitedly as she pointed at a stall in the cafeteria. Lucien looked at
where she was pointing and saw that it was a new double-sized stall that took
over an older vegan stall. He had been away the week before at a conference
on various advancements in automated crawlbot design and Topics of Interest
inference; it sounded like that was the last time that the vegan stall finally closed
its doors for good. He had eaten from the vegan stall once before, but was not
impressed with it; the food tasted very bland, and everything was some remixed
version of toufu, with little to no attempt in working on the flavouring of the
food through the use of other vegan-friendly products like nuts, other fruits and
other vegetable types that were not leafy in nature. The price point was also
unnecessarily high—fifteen dollars for a single share of “vegan” salad was too
steep even for a high end cafeteria stall. Alison was a vegetarian herself, and
she had told Lucien on separate occasions that she could not bring herself to
eat at that stall too often, again due to the exorbitantly high price point. What
she ended up doing most of the time was to bring her own salad greens to toss
together during lunch. That was, of course, after she found out that the old stall
was gone, and in its place was this vegetarian salad place.

The cafeteria itself was fairly spacious, with tables catering largely to an aver-
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age party size of around six. There were over twenty stalls present, representing
foods from the different cultures that were available in the country, but with a
heavier focus on foods that were more popular in general. It existed mainly to
cater to the lunch crowd, but some of the stalls did open in the morning for
breakfast and some (not necessarily the same as the breakfast ones) stayed on
till late to cater to those who were working over time and needed the dinner to
keep them going on.

Lucien looked at where Alison was pointing before looking back to the trio.
“I can grab some seats for us while you two go order.”
“Dude,” Bernard replied with mock seriousness. “Look around you. There

isn’t really anyone else in the cafeteria. . . I’m pretty sure that finding seats for
the three of us isn’t going to be that big a problem. Why not just queue up with
us to grab your lunch instead? Don’t forget, we need to get back to the office in
time for the meeting.”

Lucien gave a wry smile and nodded his head in agreement. The three of
them went to the vegetarian friendly salad place (with meats) and ordered their
chosen foods. Bernard and Lucien got a salad combination that had sliced beef
as their protein component, while Alison got a salad combination that made
use of tempeh, a type of traditional partly fermented soy meal, as her protein
component. The boxes that the salads came in were made of a biodegradable
shaped waxed cardboard—this was despite their telling of the proprietor that
they were having the meal at the cafeteria as opposed to taking them away. The
proprietor told them that he only had the one-off biodegradable boxes because
he did not indent any cutlery from the management of the cafeteria. Bernard
had asked why, and the proprietor clarified that it was because the cafeteria
management’s stock of cutlery did not hae the right size nor shape that was
conducive for what was effectively a large box chopped vegetables and meat;
he also added that the boxes were specially designed to be of as low a carbon
footprint as possible, a rather important trait that was useful for some of his
customers who were more into corporate social responsibility.

Lucien, armed with what he felt was a little too much knowledge about
something that he did not care enough about (in his view, “corporate social
responsibility” sounded more like a joke to make a company look better despite
all the ruthlessness in the pursuit of business), went scouting for a table that
could seat all three of them while the other two were slowly catching up. He
was the eagle-eyed of the three, and true to his nature, he spotted a table of
six that was empty. While when they had arrived earlier there were still lots
of free spots for sitting, during the time it took for them to order their meals,
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the cafeteria had steadily been filled by other lunch seekers, and so to Lucien’s
mild annoyance there was still a need to be hunting about for a place to sit. He
mumbled something under his breath about just holding some seats for the trio
without having to worry about seats, but thought better of it seeing that they had
managed to find seats.

Bernard plonked himself onto the seat and placed his box of sliced beef salad
on the table in front of him. Alison did the same but with more refinement, while
Lucien just slumped himself into the seat and unceremoniously chucked his food
box on the table. The three of them opened up the folded covers of their box of
food and dug in without saying anything to each other. It was a side effect of
being deputy directors—time was usually a premium, be it working time or down
times like during lunch. There were times where they could chat a little during
their down times, but those were professionally kept to mostly the interstitial time
that was needed to get from one place to another; for everything else, the focus
was razor sharp and the time spent on it was well calibrated to not be wasted on
idle chit-chat.

Lucien dug into his sliced beef salad. The salad itself was nothing particu-
larly special, except for the fact that the vegetables were relatively fresh, a quality
that was surprisingly hard to get when the salad store was a part of the cafeteria,
where the target clientiele was more price sensitive than at a specialist restau-
rant. The sliced beef was of an acceptable cut, the marinade was well balanced
in both the sweetness and tartness, and more importantly, the meat itself was
cooked sufficiently that it maintained its succulence while being more than just
slightly cooked. The croutons tossed in to the salad was also a nice touch—it
fit the particular composition better than bread sticks, which were a completely
different set of pain, what with the prevalence of stale bread sticks even among
the more pricey salad areas.

“This is actually good,” Lucien said out loud, roughly when he had consumed
around half of his sliced beef salad. “Alison, this was a good find.”

Alison merely nodded her head as she rapidly worked through her cyclic
system of spooning some food into her mouth, macerating it rapidly, swallowing
and then reloading the food back into her mouth. Bernard and Lucien continued
with similar processes, but with less finesse. They would go on for another ten
to fifteen minutes before their lunch was done.

Lucien sat down at his mahogany desk once again, staring at his empty
doorway. Bernard and Alison had followed him back into the main building of
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the Ministry of the Interior and had gone back to their own offices. Reminded
of Bernard’s reminder about the meeting in the afternoon, Lucien consulted his
planner: there it was, “Meeting on ‘fake news’ with director, SMMS” written by his
hand neatly next to the slot that said “1pm”. Lucien glanced at the wall clock—
there were around fifteen minutes to go before the meeting was to be held. He
looked through his stack of reports and other materials, and glanced at the trends
of the last few months of Topics of Interest. Some of the obvious ones were part
of the Topics of Interest, but on the concept of ‘fake news’, there seemed to be
no new information on them, and this was after he decided to lower the threshold
some more to bring up more relevant material that the crawlbots have surfaced.
Already he was starting to wonder if the term of ‘fake news’ was something that
was concocted by some minister or permanent secretary on the basis that it had
a catchy feel to it, possibly as a means of setting up to score some potential
political points rather than for the benefit of the government itself.

Lucien furrowed his brows and mulled over what he was thinking. If his
thought process were true, then it would be quite hard for the Social Media
Monitoring Services to come up with enough good evidence to back the gov-
ernment’s stand, simply because there was no good evidence that can back the
stand in the first place. If the ministers or permanent secretaries demanded
that they “did their jobs”, it would be along the lines of generating ‘fake news’
by the government as a means of bolstering the claims of a new phenomenon
that they were trying to protect the public from. It sounded like it could work, but
the problem was that if they were ever found out to be doing this, then it would
erode the public’s trust in the ethical uprightness of the Social Media Monitoring
Services.

It was, to say the least, a quandary. Lucien wondered how Bernard, Alison
and the other deputy directors thought about this particular topic.

A knock on Lucien’s door brought him back from his thought into reality.
“Sir, your meeting with the Director is in five minutes. May I suggest that you

head to the conference room on this floor in preparation?” The deputy directors’
shared secretary said with a cheery but professional smile on her face. Lucien
nodded in acknowledgement and reply, and grabbed a couple of pieces of paper
that he had lying around, one to take new notes from the meeting, the other filled
with the scribbles and diagrams that he had sketched when he was thinking about
the meeting itself, while also grabbing a couple of pens from his stationery tray
to take notes with.

Lucien stepped out into the hallway again, and locked up his office door.
About him, he could hear the other five deputy directors locking up their doors
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and shuffling in the direction of the Director’s office—the conference room of the
Social Media Monitoring Services was directly adjacent to that of the Director;
it was a convenient set up because it provided a much more neutral looking
grounds for the discussions that the Director might have with other high ranking
officials in the other ministries—it was one thing to be in the actual office of
the Director of Social Media Monitoring Services, and another to be in a room
that was effectively equivalent to the office of the Director but was labelled as a
conference room.

There was little idle chit-chat among the deputy directors as they filed along
the corridor and entered the conference room in an almost single file, with each
eventually sitting about the rectangular conference table at their own informally
designated seats around it, leaving the centre seat on the longest side open for
the Director himself.

Lucien put his materials in front of him, and went through an almost ritu-
alistic motion of writing in the date, time, and meeting location on his sheet
of blank paper to keep track of the proceedings. It was largely for his personal
consumption: the Director’s personal assistant always took the minutes down for
any meeting that he was involved in, and often had them ready for dissemination
with twenty-four hours after the conclusion of the meeting itself. It was definitely
different from before his tenure as a deputy director; it was the norm to rotate
the minute taking process among the staff in the group, particularly when it was
one of those regular meetings. It was very rare to have a personal assistant or
secretary present at the meetings, and thus it was just as rare that the minutes
were taken by someone else other than an existing staff member.

While waiting for the Director, Lucien stole glances at his fellow deputy
directors. Bernard and Alison looked a little woozy, as though they were trying
to recover from the partial food coma from the salad they had earlier—this was
bolstered by their bringing of their coffee mugs into the conference room. Ma-
Wei, Randolf, and Veerasamy were also present, and among them they had lugged
in a couple of stacks of papers. Lucien guessed that those were likely to be
some evidence that they had prepared to counter the whole supposed threat of
‘fake news’—it was common knowledge among the deputy directors that none of
them understood how and why ‘fake news’ was an issue. The projector screen
was down, and the projector itself had been turned on to warm up, with the video
connector cable left in a prominent fashion on the table. It would appear that the
Director was going to pull up some presentation slides of some sort to illustrate
his points. It was not that all the deputy directors did not have work laptops nor
work digitally; it was just that they worked better without those distractions. In
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some other branches of the government, the whole digitisation affair was taken
to great heights, and it was thus necessary at times for Social Media Monitoring
Services to present material in a format that their counterparts in the other
agencies of government were more receptive in.

Without much fanfare, the Director strode into the room, his personal assis-
tant in tow lugging a laptop. Once he entered the door, all the deputy directors
sat upright and stopped whatever they were working on; this included Lucien
who had finally set up the sheet of paper he brought along into a format that he
was comfortable with. As the Director walked towards his seat at the middle of
the table, the personal assistant quickly closed the door to the conference room
and stepped towards the seat at the conference table closest to the cable for
projecting the laptop screen’s contents. She put down her laptop on the table,
flipped open the screen top, attached the video connector cable, and typed a few
things into the laptop via the keyboard, and the projector started casting the first
slide on to the screen, all while the Director was making himself comfortable at
his seat.

“Good afternoon everyone, I trust that you’ve had a fruitful lunch, yes? Good.
Okay, so today’s meeting is something that I called to discuss our response
to several ministers’ queries about our stance on ‘fake news’, and how can
Social Media Monitoring Services support the government in combating such
a problem that has been identified,” the Director began.

“Before any of you say anything, let me be upfront and state off the record
that I do not understand what they mean by ‘fake news’ either, nor do I really
think that it is a real problem that needs to be tackled in ways beyond what we
are already implementing as part of our trend and sentiment analysis. But let
us not let this general sentiment that I believe we have marr our professional
response: we will examine this particular question as posed to us as objectively
as possible, and give them a reply that comes from our collective professional
opinion. As to must we provide only what we think they wish to hear, I am going
to state upfront also that it is not our business to only say things that they wish
to hear, particularly if it runs counter to what we professionally think is the best
interpretation or outcome.

“With that in mind, let me start by explaining the context.”
The personal assistant advanced the presentation slides from the cover slide

to the single slide with a short bulleted paragraph of points.
“This is the only presentation slide I have for this discussion: it helps to

set the context of this question. Earlier in the year, the Prime Minister’s Office
sent out a memo to all the various Ministries under it asking for feedback on
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the published account on how the United States managed to get itself into the
position that it has today—amassive regime change withmuch of the established
orthodoxy being cast aside in favour of a generally rash and out-burst based
outcome towards policy making. It was an observation that the phenomenon
that most likely led to the situation was a that of a concerted misinformation
effort by state actors both inside and outside of the United States, which in
turn fueled a new type of populism that caught the orthodoxy by surprise. This
misinformation effort was categorised as ‘fake news’ from by the mainstream
media, which was indirectly censured for not playing a strong enough role of
fighting against ‘fake news’, the only reason being the journalistic media of the
United States was generally independent and thus had little to no oversight in
the discovery of such concerted efforts of misinformation, and more critically,
lack the capability to coordinate a coherent response to correct and destroy the
misinformation.

“The Prime Minister’s Office was interested in the steps that each ministry
is taking to first identify that a ‘fake news’ situation has occurred, and second to
address and nullify the said ‘fake news’. As we are the ‘identification’ arm of the
Ministry of the Interior, the Minister of the Interior and the Permanent Secretary
of the Interior has tasked us of Social Media Monitoring Services to provide a
response primarily for the identification that a ‘fake news’ situation has occurred,
and has asked us to optionally provide some suggestions on how to address and
nullify said ‘fake news’. Questions before we begin?” The Director said as he
looked around the table.

The discussion meeting with the Director concluded nearly two hours later,
with each of the deputy directors contributing their own view points and argu-
ments both for and against the modification of existing procedures in the de-
tection and identification of ‘fake news’. Lucien had argued against the need for
additional measures for the detection of ‘fake news’ partly on the grounds that
what constituted ‘fake news’ was not a new category of misinformation or bad
information, and that there was a high risk of it being co-opted by interested
parties into weaponising it. Lucien also argued that the real problem that was
being faced by Social Media Monitoring Services was not that of the identifica-
tion of such ‘fake news’ but the detection of when the misinformation was being
weaponised—that was the crux of the problem that did not have any good solu-
tions to because there is not consensus on what it meant by the weaponisation
of misinformation. In the context of military and civil intelligence operations,
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misinformation was a de facto weapon since it was only created by the State
that wanted to mislead for the intelligence agents for the STate that was to be
misled—there were no civilians and other non-interested parties being caught in
the said misinformation. This was consistent with the Geneva Conventions on
warfare, that the effects of any form of war-like activities should be targetted at
active combatants and not the non-combatants.

Lucien highlighted that in the case of ‘fake news’, the weaponisation had
high collateral, since it basically made use of the ordinary people as a source
of political pressure through indirectly influencing them with a false majority
support of a particular statistic or view point. This set a dangerous precedent
because it meant that the lines of what constituted a combatant from a non-
combatant were being eroded through the subtle art of attempting to run a war
without actually declaring a war. Lucien added that in view of that, the narrative
at Social Media Monitoring Services should be focused more on the discovery
of such weaponisation attempts and highlighting them to the other ministries
through the usual channels to provide the type of important intelligence for them
to decide if any sort of action was necessary.

Ma-Wei had supported Lucien’s perspective, and pointed out that it required
another meta-layer analysis that ran on top of the existing crawlbot information
matrix. The reason for that was the need to relook at the Topics of Interest to
see if they could be coalesced to point out some kind of strategic relationship
to future policies or people and from that, generate a numeric score that could
better inform the ministers and permanent secretaries on the weaponisation
attempts. Veerasamy agreed with the need for a meta-layer that worked on top
of the existing information matrix of the crawlbots, but added that there was
a need for more research to be done to see how to prevent such a meta-layer
from turning into a conspiracy theory hotspot. It took Social Media Monitoring
Services nearly five years of research before they could build crawlbots that could
identify, sort, and score Topics of Interest while maintaining the balance between
too much information and too little information, and even then it was with the
support of the final human arbiter that the deputy directors were taking on each
day with the annotations on the reports. He pointed out that it was likely to take at
least that amount of time to work on the meta-layer to ensure a similar quality of
informational output for the rest of the ministries to take more concrete actions.

Then Alison raised the most controversial question to the Director:
“Will this detection of ‘fake news’ be abused by the government to stifle

criticisms against it? I can see this as being a potential issue, not from us Social
Media Monitoring Services since we do not do anything more than observation,
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but from other parts of the Ministry of the Interior where they have a more active
involvement in things. I think what isn’t clear is who gets to declare what is
‘fake news’—is it us, or someone else in the Ministry of the Interior, or worse yet,
anyone above a certain rank in the civil service or government? Depending on
who gets the authority, the standard of proof can change, and if the standard
of proof is sufficiently low or if there is no good balance against the authority
of declaration that something was ‘fake news’, then it can be a tool that gets
misused into a censorship tool. The last time something like that happened,
there was a very large backlash from the public, and funnily enough, it was not
from the usual socially liberal suspects but also the socially conservative as well,
with the argument that the government was voted into power by the people and
therefore people should have the freedom to learn all that they can so that they
can vote the right people into power.”

Lucien remembered that the Director had paused for a long time then, and
had given Alison a quizzical look, as though he were trying to decide what the
best response was given all the different thoughts in his mind.

The Directormade a hand gesture towards his personal assistant, who promptly
took her hands off her laptop keyboard.

“Alison, off the record for now. I share your concerns—in fact it was among
the first things that I thought of the moment I received this order from above.
It did sound to me like they were trying to capitalise on the situation created in
the United States to advance something along these lines to exert more control
over the media here, or rather, of the highly decentralised media that is social
media. But the thing is, this is at most a suspicion, and we have no proof that it is
something that is actively being pursued now. The context in which the question
was asked is still legitimate from the perspective of the government, and as noted
before, we should keep it as professional as possible. We can minute down what
you asked, but when we go back on the record, I’m going to make it clear that we
don’t have answers and are just doing a bit of brainstorming,” the Director had
said. He had then looked around the table and saw that everyone was agreeing
with him quietly.

The rest of the discussion had gone on as well as it could, and by the time it
was done, Lucien was just exhausted. He sat at his seat behind the mahogany
desk and leant back, mulling over what had happened just earlier. He had closed
and locked his door to get a bit of quiet time—it was the universally accepted
sign of “please leave me alone for a bit” for the deputy directors of Social Media
Monitoring Services. The day started off normal, and had suddenly gone longer.
The evening report was starting to look like a chore just after that discussion



48 THE GATEKEEPERS

meeting with the Director.



Resurrection of The Beast

“Eh Chee-Harn! Go pull from the centre lane. . . the bugger who was hogging that
lane was killed. We have around thirty seconds before he respawns,” Desmond
said quickly through his headset to his comrade-at-arms for the video game.

“Eh no leh, sibeh shiong. . . I’m in top lane, doing good there, go middle lane
no point,” Chee-Harn replied. “Better send Lucas. He’s still in the base and hasn’t
gone out yet.”

“Yeah yeah, I heard you,” Lucas replied crackily over the headphones. “I’ll go
for the middle lane. Any idea where the other two are?”

“I think got one in top lane, but he keep hum-cheeing. . . dunno for fuck. Is
melee character, so shouldn’t be an issue for me. No idea where the other one
is,” Chee-Harn said.

“Basket. . . if that guy is in the middle lane, I’d be pissed,” Lucas replied.
Desmond smiled under his breath as he guided his on-screen avatar towards

the middle lane. It was a Saturday, and he was playing his favourite computer
game with his two best friends, Chee-Harn and Lucas. In the game of The Three
Corridors, it was all about good lane management, using the hero units carefuly
to smash enough buildings that the opposing side’s creeps eventually get wiped
out due to numbers. The objective of the game was not to make one’s hero level
up to the highest, but to smash through any of the three lanes hard enough that
the main “Ancient” structure of the opposing camp was wiped out. A typical
game took around an hour to complete, and this time they were playing a three
versus three set up. It was not as large a rumble that the game can support, but
it was a good number for the three friends.

Desmond’s avatar stood near the middle lane, and he caught a glimpse of
Lucas’s avatar ambling in from the base. Both of their chosen in-game characters
were ranged heroes, which meant that they could attack any unit or building from
a distance away, as opposed to having to come straight up next to the adversary.
Desmond had just killed off one of the opposing team’s hero in the middle lane,
and there was an in-game spawn timer before that player could get back into the

49
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game. With that in mind, he decided to grab Lucas to aid the creeps of their side
to knock out more of the defensive structures of the opposing team to facilitate
their win a bit better.

As their avatars advanced closer to the frontier, Desmond suddenly spotted
an opponent’s avatar.

“Lucas! Spotted that other guy liaoz. . . ranged. Middle lane!”
“Okay okay. . . moving in,” Lucas replied as he manoeuvred his avatar into a

flanking move. “You go draw him then I stun him then we gank him.”
“Roger roger,” Desmond said. His character had the higher movement speed,

and thus it made drawing the opponent’s character much easier since he can just
advance, attack the opponent using a ranged attack, then retreat fast. Usually
the opponent will attempt to take out Desmond’s character—while the character
was fast, it was also relatively squishy in that it dies in relatively few hits. But
that was why Desmond’s avatar was the bait for Lucas to perform a flanking
attack. . . assuming that Lucas could get into place quickly enough. That was
a problem that Lucas had—sometimes his control of his character was just
imprecise enough that he would miss the critical position.

“Are you in place yet?” Desmond asked.
“Yes, go and bait,” Lucas replied.
Desmond snuck his avatar through the tree cover and launched a special

attack that had a larger range than the normal ranged attack. The opponent’s
character took a hit, but the opponent decided to retreat instead of getting
baited. Desmond cussed out loud, but luckily Lucas had positioned himself in
such a way that he could intercept the retreat and threw his stunning attack at
the character. Desmond quickly moved his avatar forwards and threw another
ranged attack, this one doing less damage than the last one but with greater
range. As the projectile was flying towards the opponent, Desmond moved his
character into normal attack range and joined Lucas in wailing upon him. Up in
the corner of the screen, the respawn timer was counting down.

“Eh, I’m falling back—the creeps are a bit overwhelming in the top lane,”
Chee-Harn reported through his microphone as he retreated his avatar towards
the base to stock up on more buffing scrolls and extra items.

“Can,” Desmond replied as he looked at the opposing character that Lucas
had stunned. “Lucas you move up to cut off his retreat and stun him again if you
can. I’ll bait him while your stun’s cooldown recovers.”

“Roger roger,” Lucas replied as he moved his avatar farther up the lane into
the opposing side’s territory. The opposing creeps were getting wiped out by the
buffed up creeps from Desmond’s team. The opponent’s avatar got out of the
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stun and was about to continue on its retreat when the player realised the trap
that was being set, and as a result, advanced forward in an attempt to kite the
damage by outmanouvring the two heroes and all the creeps.

“Eh, stun! Stun!” Desmond shouted through his mic.
“Cannot! Still on cooldown! Five more seconds!”
“Damnit!” Desmond exclaimed as he took pot shots at the opponent’s

character. The respawn timer in the corner was falling lower than fifteen seconds,
and Chee-Harn was still in the base. The top lane was not overwhelmed yet—
the opponent’s melee hero was still making its way slowly, standing nearby and
gaining experience by sniping the last hit on the creeps after the opponent’s
creeps had whittled down the hit points of them.

Lucas moved his character closer towards his base and when his cooldown
timer reached zero, launched the stun attack on the opponent’s character, which
promptly got stunned and had Desmond wailing on it together with Desmond’s
creeps.

“I’m heading back to base and going top lane. The respawned is likely to
come middle and take you out,” Lucas said as he performed his manoeuvre.

“I go with you top lane. Desmond go bottom after you finish this one,” Chee-
Harn said.

“Roger roger,” Desmond replied. His high damage closed range attack was
ready and he moved in to the stunned hero and unleashed the damage, sniping
off that hero and gaining lots of experience as a result of killing an enemy hero.
Following that, he immediately retreated to the base to regenerate some health
and mana, before heading out to the bottom lane as suggested by Chee-Harn.

Around half an hour later, the game concluded with Desmond, Lucas, and
Chee-Harn emerging as winners.

“GG everyone, that was a tough one, especially when they decided to chiong
the middle lane together,” Desmond said over the mic.

“Yah lah. Siao one, chionging like that. Though, is a good strategy considering
we all use only the range characters. . . with the twomelee characters to tank, they
could have a chance if they bought enough buffing scrolls. But by that time, they
running out of gold after we keep ganking them, so I think suicide charge. Damn
farney when we used Lucas’s ultimate skill to do damage over time and kill them,”
Chee-Harn replied cheerfully.

“Yes yes,” Lucas said. “That was hilarious. I think they were quite desperate
to pull off that move though. . . not sure why they thought that was a good idea.
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They could’ve farmed more from the bottom lane and they could’ve made a come
back. I mean, it was two melee and one ranged hero—by right they should be
able to finish the job, but not sure what they were doing.”

“So. . . ” Desmond began, “Next week same time?”
“Cannot. . . I busy. Got some meet up that my fren wanted me to go,” Chee-

Harn said over the mic. “Maybe next week better. If you want to go ahead, also
can. I’ll join you all next time lah.”

“I should be available,” Lucas replied. “We can play something else if Chee-
Harn is not available. Maybe we can play the co-op Borderlands or Portal 2. I’ve
still not completed Portal 2. . . I should look into that.”

Everyone laughed.
“Okay okay, tok to you all next time. Bye bye!” Chee-Harn said before signing

off. Lucas said his good byes and left as well.
Desmond removed the headset from his head and put it aside before leaning

back on his high backed “gaming” chair. It was not exactly the hardest game of
The Three Corridors he had played, but it was definitely pretty intense. Lucas,
Chee-Harn, and he had been playing multiplayer online games with each other
since forever (or rather, three years ago, which was basically forever with respect
to computer gaming). Though they lived in the same country, they went to
different schools, and had different cliques of friends. It was their shared love of
multiplayer computer games that brought them together to play online like this.
Their meeting was very coincidental—it all started when Desmond was lounging
about aimlessly in the lobby of one the multiplayer games when Lucas private
messaged him if he was interested in joining a match up. Being bored, Desmond
agreed, and then found himself on the side of Lucas, Chee-Harn, and some other
random player. The random player did not connect a microphone up and relied
on typing in the in-game chat, but the other two did. The moment they started
talking, they realised from the accents that they were all from the same country,
and from then on they started to play together. It was very useful because it
meant that they were always available to play on the same time zone—most of
the time, many of the games have players who were based in North America,
which meant that any form of multiplayer gaming had to be done at odd hours of
the day just to ensure that there was someone to play with from North America.

Desmond clicked out of the The Three Corridors game lobby and fired up
his web browser, where he logged in to his profile on the Facet social network
website. The inappropriately named “news feed” showed up and he just scrolled
down it somewhat aimlessly. In the early days, the “news feed” was just a simple
list of updates from the many friend’s profiles. It was interesting then because
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it literally showed the latest happenings of his online friends in the list. But
after the recent update of their algorithm, that list became a “news feed” that
attempted to show the most relevant posts and updates that were happening.
Unfortunately, that also meant the introduction of advertisements that Desmond
always found to be irrelevant to him, and the list of updates was no longer in any
form of order. The algorithm also screwewd up the list of updates in a different
way—it kept on repeating and highlighting only a small subset of all the online
friends that Desmond had on Facet, while the rest were deemed algorithmically
to be “irrelevant”.

If not for the fact that he had many friends who were on the social network,
Desmond would have left it a long time ago. It started being somewhat useful,
and slowly degraded to being marginally useful, before finally degrading to the
state of generally useless. But one thing remained though, it was still a good way
to check out the profiles of some cute girls that were on Facet that he was not
friends with. This was partly from bad design and partly from bad behaviour—the
bad design came about that the default mode for information of one’s profile on
Facet was to be public, i.e. anyone can click through and read/see all the images,
videos, and text that were posted, while the bad behaviour came from the general
ignorance of most people about their Facet profile’s bad design and thus never
really changing the view mode of their own information to a more controlled
manner.

Desmond scrolled through the news feed in a semi-vegetative state, looking
at the “news” that his friends were posting. He sighed to himself; much of the
posts that his friends were posting were really reposts from some other external
websites. It was yet another problem that came about with the latest updates
of the Facet social network platform. In the early days, any such external facing
URLs would just show up as a boring URL, and most people used the posting
mechanism to share what they were thinking or doing in their own words. But
Facet now pulled a representation of the web page referred to by the URL and
showed that instead of just a boring URL, which meant turning the entire “news
feed” into nothing more than a complicated article aggregator. Desmond did
not like the new features—he used his own RSS reader to handle the news article
aggregations, and even then, he would be pulling the news articles from well
curated lists to ensure that he was always looking at as varied as a source of news
as he could. He had found that among his list of online friends on Facet, about
half of them kept on reposting liberalistic left-wing articles from the post modern
post feminism type websites, while the other half kept on reposting conservative
right-wing articles from the highly Christian or United States centric websites.
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There was hardly any middle ground, and he was wondering why that was the
case.

But Facet was just for fun, at least, that’s what Desmond thought he had
known; experience among some of his friends and family had shown that it
was hardly the case though. There had been arguments online on the Facet
comments section on various reposts that spilled out into real life, with some of
his relatives actively ignoring each other in real life just because one was the
more liberal while the other was the more conservative. It was frustrating. As
a seventeen-year-old, there was little that he could do to convince them that it
was silly to be fighting over what was essentially difference in opinion. Lucas
had told him that he had seen something similar happening among his circle of
friends, but Chee-Harn remarked that there was no such problem in his. Curious,
Desmond and Lucas had asked Chee-Harn for more details, to which he just
said “Aiyah, all these online things are just online only wat. . . real life more
interesting. . . got chio bu, got good food, see face can know if is brudder or
kiam hoot, no need to worry so much.” That statement was such a matter-of-fact
one that made Desmond pause and ponder how it could be so different.

A highly reposted article caught Desmond’s eye, and he looked more carefully
at the version of it that appeared on Facet—which was not much, considering that
it was just a headline and the first twenty or so words of the first paragraph. What
caught his eye was that it mentioned how the authorities had broken up a “radical
left wing social destabilising mob” at the field outside of parliament house just
the day before. That was something very out of the ordinary, and so Desmond
clicked on the URL to bring up the web page in a new browser window.

The article was recent—just that Saturday morning. It came from the po-
lice headquarters spokesperson, who declared that the day before, the regular
police had cooperated with the riot police to arrest all five hundred protesters
who had gathered at the field outside of the parliament house, most of whom
were students from the various universities and colleges around the country. The
same spokesperson also said that the protesters were shouting slogans support-
ing communism and freedom, and were threatening to invoke industrial action
against employers for not employing local employees, particularly during a time
where there were just too few qualified employees for the jobs that were avail-
able. The spokesperson also said that the arrest that happened was the largest
in history, and was a positive step taken to safeguard the social contract that
the government, employers, and employees had in the tri-alliance, a governance
framework that was drawn up earlier in the year to mediate between the reg-
ulators, the capitalists, and the labour. The spokesperson added that the ring



55

leaders were idealistic left wing supporters who had been strongly influenced by
the post modernist schools of thoughts from the West, and that they were try-
ing to bring about the revival of a modified form of communism that they were
claiming to be socialism. The spokesperson also said that the Ministry of the In-
terior looked at these actions as being harmful to the social contract that bound
the country, and as such, would not hesitate to bring the law to the supporters
of such philosophies as a means of protecting the overall safety of the coun-
try. The same article also mentioned that any contact with the protesters by the
press were explicitly disallowed by the police until the investigations had been
thoroughly conducted, and even then, only after the relevant charges had been
challenged and conclusively judged in the court of law will any of the protesters
be allowed to face the media for any sort of interview. The journalist added also
that after nearly forty years of the country’s existence, this was the first time that
police action had been taken against left wingers, and opined that the rise of
‘fake news’ out in the wild had been one of the contributing factors towards this.

Desmond stared at the article in disbelief. To him, it made as much sense as
the types of arguments that he had heard his relatives engage with each other
over things that were trivial to begin with. He was very sure that the freedom
of speech and the freedom of association were enshrined in the country’s
constitution, and that there was probably some kind of mistake with the arrests.
If the people were protesting peacefully enough, there was no just cause for the
riot police to get involved, and there was definitely no good reason why all of
the protesters were arrested on what could very well be trumped up charges.
Desmond went back to the main reposted article on Facet, and found that there
was already a long comment chain, with some people thinking along his lines
that the police had been too heavy handed against protesters, and that it was
unconstitutional for them to violate the free speech and free association rights of
the protesters, while a larger majority of people were disagreeing with them, and
saying that it was the police’s right to ensure that the highest body of law-making
be sanctified and kept free from such disturbances, and that it was a pragmatic
move to arrest these troublemakers before they affected the decision making
process at the highest levels; some were even saying that had the protesters
protested at somewhere more neutral like the the old ceremonial parade square
in front of the old parliament house, it would have been much better; there were
others who said that the society had no place for rabble rousers who only wanted
to advance their own agenda without any regard for the other fellow citizens—the
word “respect” was bandied about rather carelessly for this group of people.

Desmond shook his head and rubbed his temples. It still did not sound right
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to him that these actions had been taken. . . he knew he was no liberal, but
being on the web for most of his adolescent life and learning about its free-
wheeling nature meant that he had a tendency to consider the “live and let live”
mentality of the ’net—there was usually no need to enforce severe repercussions
just because someone was expressing his or her own views, since it was through
the active debate and discussion of contradicting view points that the truth was
obtained. Desmond thought back about the times he had to defend his own view
point against anonymous Internet handles who knew nothing about him except
the words he had typed into the forums—yes, the discussions were brutal, the
logic was, at times, difficult to follow, and more often than not things degraded
into harmless insulting and name-calling. But in the end, the better reasoned
argument backed by real facts and evidence was the one that won out in the
end, with hardly any exceptions. The more anonymous the platform was, the
more solid the arguments had to be in order for acceptance, because who one
was did not really count in the web. He had learnt much from this crucible of free
form ideas, and with that he had unwittingly learnt the new rules of a nascent
society that has not quite outgrown the old one.

Desmond felt the righteous anger in him rising. He found the whole outcome
so far unjust and exceedingly repulsive. In him, he found a new fire that he had
not known before, the kind of flame that was only raised when someone was badly
wronged for a crime that he or she did not do. It felt like something that even
he, a seventeen-year-old school-going child, can do.

He decided to mobilise people to help release all these wrongfully arrested
protesters who were just doing what they think was good for society without being
violently disruptive.

Desmond knew that it was not going to be very easy. The same article that
talked about the arrest of the activists also mentioned how they were foiled—
there was an extensive period of semi-automated surveillance that kept tabs of
all of them in one form or another. The surveillance was not improper because
it was claimed that it only made use of publicly available information, like social
media posts that they hadmade that were public, or social network metadata that
was sent while on the university’s campus network (the acceptable use policy of
the universities had pointed out that by using the campus’s network, the user was
giving tacit approval to the campus network’s system administrators to storing
metadata of the web sites that they had visited, potentially storing some of the
packet data as well for the context), or even good old fashioned people watching.
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All of these were legal because a warrant had been requested by the police
and was signed by a Judge, and that everything was done strictly by the book,
procedure-wise. They had also claimed that only those who were suspected to be
a part of this and related activities were under active surveillance, but those who
were not suspects in the warrant did not have their data under surveillance. That
claim was something that Desmond found he could not agree with—it sounded
too good to be true. He had known from the many hacker articles he had read
obsessively just a couple of months ago that it was far easier to run a dragnet
before running filtering algorithms and programs to find the people of interest
as compared to running the filter algorithms and programs on the fly as the data
was coming in to look for people of interest; part of the reason why it was easier
was that it allowed one some time and effort in refining the search in the future
while the data was still present, and that the types of filtering that needed to
be done to get the right amount of information can be allowed to increase in
complexity should it be allowed to run offline since it could take all the time that
was necessary in isolating the needed information of the person of interest. The
system of surveillance that was present sounded suspiciously similar to that of
the United States when Edward Snowden leaked it out to the press; Desmond
wondered if the government had obtained a similar type of software from the
same source and just merely modified it to work locally.

With that thought and the righteous fire in mind, Desmond started trying to
cover his tracks as he went about the web, partially to set up false trails to not
draw undue attention to himself, and partly to get the other people he wanted
to rally to take action to protect themselves as well—it was extremely hard to
campaign for something of this nature without enough support. The group that
was arrested only numbered in the five hundreds, and yet there were enough
police officers and riot police to arrest all of them. That gave a very big hint on
the amount of police resources that were available that he would have take into
account when he tried to mobilise people to do something about the injustice—it
had to far exceed that low ball-park figure of only five hundred people; the more
that could be found to support and take action, the more safe the individual
participants would be.

A few days after he had decided to take action to help those whom he had
felt were wrongly arrested, Desmond logged in to the proxy server that led to the
virtual private network cross-hosted over a couple of countries in ways that made
it hard to trace, and went to the forum where he had created a new account to
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draw attention to the situation in his country and his call to arms. He had posted
a manifesto on it talking about what he saw and what he was looking to do. It
had read:

“Citizens of the Internet and web denizens from both here and afar! I, f4nt0m,
want to draw your attention to this affront to freedom and liberty that is currently
facing my country. A URL to the news story was added at this point. Freedom
loving patriots tried to gather peacefully to protest against the maltreatment
of their fellow citizens in the name of fairness and equality, and the Man had
decided that this was not to be allowed in a country where freedom of speech
and freedom of association were enshrined within the constitution! The Man
set up a surveillance dragnet and had these freedom fighters arrested, and they
are now facing jail terms on trumped up charges that will claim that they are
terrorists, that they are unpatriots, that they are trying to undermine the way of
life by not following the rule of law in a situation and circumstance where the
rule of law itself was the main problem! If you live in the same country as these
patriots do, I f4nt0m humbly beseech you to take part in the Resistance, our way
of using the combined might and knowledge of technology across the Internet
and the web to fight for the freedom of these freedom-loving patriots. If you
don’t live in the same country as these patriots of mine, no worries—I’m sure
that your country has similar affronts to justice in your country, and I still think
that you ought to join the Resistance, for it is much stronger for all of us to be
in this together to share whatever information and knowledge we have that can
help our bretheren.

“If you do choose to join the Resistance, I and others like me who are already
in it welcome you with the widest of open arms, and gladly call you Brother or
Sister, and will gladly have you join us shoulder to shoulder in our battle against
injustice from the Man. If you do not choose to join the Resistance due to fear or
due to your personal commitments making it hard to take part in the grassroots
fight against injustice, I say, do not fear for there is safety in numbers—if they
want to come arrest us, they will have to arrest all of us, and if all of us are
indeed the supermajority, they will have no choice but to finally do something
right instead of going down this path of ruin that they had set themselves up for.
If commitment is the issue, then I wish you all the best, and hope that you can,
in turn, convince two others that you know to join the Resistance instead, so that
while you may protect yourself temporarily by not being involved in this, you can
also protect yourself in the future by ensuring that there are enough numbers of
people in the Resistance to do What is Right.

“I, f4nt0m, hereby hope that you will heed the call to action! But remember,
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the Man is everywhere. Read the article—you will learn how they broke the
patriots that decided to fight for justice. Be wise, be smart—learn their ways,
then defend yourself against them. Our fellow patriots resorted to primitive ways
of defending against injustice—they did not have the power nor productivity that
could have come from technological skill. We are of the Internet; we are of the
web. We know technology better than the average person; we have the numbers
and skill that can best those that the Man has on His payroll. We can turn the
tide in the fight against injustice that our patriots had taken the big step for; we
can save them, and more importantly save themselves.

“If you are still wondering if you want to be a part of the Resistance, don’t
hesitate any more! You know you want to be a part of the side that fights the
injustice. Life is a big risk, justice always prevails, and there is always safety in
numbers. So don’t hesitate—join the Resistance today!

“P.S.: You can contact me via f4nt0m@theresistance.darkweb.info on the
Dark Web. More details will be discussed over that.”

There were some replies on the manifesto that he had written. Many were
questioning who f4nt0m was, mostly because it was a new handle that had never
before appeared on the forums or anywhere else. Some had agreed with the
general precepts that f4nt0m had highlighted, and were pointing out how the
current climate was becoming more and more oppressive against those who
were into the types of freedoms that were originally enshrined in much of the
constitutional law in the world, and that the United States’ fall as the beacon of
the democratic process and liberties meant that there was no more bulwark to
ensure that liberty was free, and that this f4nt0m guy was right in saying that
the time for the Resistance against the authoritarianism was now, with the arrest
acting as the type of warning catalyst to those who were still sitting on the fence
to show just how bad things could go if they did not pick a side. There were also
a few who pointed out that the entire call to arms of the Resistance was by itself
undemocratic and illegal, because it was advocating the use of indirect force by
a non-State actor to force a change in regime, and that it was highly similar to the
old days of the revolution, except that this time it was less with guns and more
with words; the same few also added that the Resistance as laid out like that was
bound to fail because there were no concrete plans on how the Resistance would
actually take action against the legal government, and even if there were, how
it could obtain the legitimacy that was needed to win over people who were not
part of the hacker crowd that f4nt0m was obviously targetting.

Desmond read the forum replies with great interest. There were some
points that were brought up that were rather poignant, and it gave him some
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food for thought; he did not have a concrete plan, that was true, but he knew
that he needed to get enough people interested first before anything remotely
substantial can be done. The forum replies were a start to him, but it was less
important than whoever had emailed him at the email address that he had set
up over the Dark Web, since that was the place where he was expecting those
who were actually interested in taking real action would go to.

Desmond pulled up the virtual console to the Dark Web server that hosted his
email and logged in to that. It was a brand new email account hosted on the Dark
Web that he had not used for anything—the email hosting was paid for through
the use of various cryptocurrencies that he was already mining in his spare time
on his computer when he was not using it for anything else. It worked similarly
to regular email, except that all the contents were automatically encrypted using
algorithms that guaranteed forward secrecy, and was transmitted from one Dark
Web mail server to another through a series of highly encrypted and obfuscated
channels. It meant that the email took a little longer to get delivered (roughly
minutes compared to the seconds in regular email), but it also meant that unless
the Dark Web mail server was compromised with the right passphrases of the
user, it was basically tamper and spy proof.

The virtual console sputtered to life and awaited for commands. Desmond
issued the command for listing of the new emails, and after a few short seconds,
a list of around fifteen emails came on screen.

“Fifteen,” Desmond mumbled to himself. “That is a much better response
than expected. I wonder how many of them are local, how many of them are
foreign, and how many of them are really interested in joining the Resistance to
help save those protesters. It’s just fifteen emails, and I haven’t even looked into
what they were talking about.”

Desmond spent the next hour reading through each of the fifteen emails and
making notes on an empty email hosted on the Dark Web mail server—he was
taking no chances, especially after what had happened. To him, the entire effort
of covering his tracks was so important that he did not mind the extra time it
took to ensure that each step of the secure process was being done correctly.
Out of the fifteen emails, there were three of them which were from people who
claimed to be local, and they shared that they were interested in joining the
Resistance as a means of helping the protesters who were arrested. One of them
claimed that their elder sister was among those who were arrested, and that he
or she felt an indignation against the heavy handedness of the authorities—he
or she claimd that the whole outcome smelt like the tip of the entire iceberg that
was representative of the deep state programme that was in place to ensure
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completely and absolute loyalty by the citizens.
There were also six more who stated that they were not from where f4nt0m

was from, but were part of societies that had similar issues on surveillance and
general curbing of civil liberties despite having clauses that stated the contrary
in their country’s constitution. Of the six, two of them claimed to be security
researchers in real life, and that they were happy to provide technical assistance
in securing the Resistance’s communication efforts as well as any technical
campaigns to discredit the government and work towards freeing the arrested
protesters and to fight against the universal surveillance architecture that had
been put in place. Desmond was surprised that those self-proclaimed security
researchers picked up on the sub-text that he was sending, and wondered if they
were truly not of the same country.

The remaining three were veiled threats against f4nt0m for being a rabble
rousing teenager who needed to grow up and be more matured to learn how
the world works, and to understand that what he was doing was something very
illegal and was sure to get him into the deepest of all troubles. One of them
even denounced him as working for the Devil and that he was the reason why
the world was going to Hell—there were just not enough God fearing people
in the world to counteract all the Sinners who just want to live their own sinful
lives without following any of Man’s laws. Desmond was a little jarred with those
three emails, and more specifically that one email that started bringing in the
fire and brimstone. He knew that he had covered his tracks very well, making
it impossible to trace all the messages back to him, but to have three separate
emails from three strangers (or maybe the same stranger—it was impossible to
tell) calling him an idealistic teenager that deserved to be cut down to size and
not do illegal things hit a little too close to him.

‘Am I really doing this because of idealism or is it because of something
deeper?’ Desmond thought to himself quietly. ‘I suppose that it is a bit of both.
I’m mostly angry that people of power now have the additional power to basically
“get” people who did not think the same way as they did, and that those same
people of power were trying their best to pretend as though they had the moral
high ground, and that everyone else was being wrong and intentionally difficult
because they wanted the worst of society instead.

‘I think it is something deeper.’
Desmond spent another hour or so writing replies to the nine who were

interested in joining the Resistance. As for the three threatening emails, he
did not know what to do, and decided that he would ignore them, for now.
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Beast Defense Plans

Lucien was seated once again behind his mahogany desk, this time his hands
clasped together at the finger tips while he meditated on the latest directive
that came down from the permanent secretaries through the Director. Social
Media Monitoring Services was to have a new role to play, and it was to develop
smarter crawlbots that could detect ‘fake news’ that would interest the reaction
of the government. Lucien stared at the directive nad thought very hard about
the implications of what it meant.

“It means we failed,” Bernard said as he stepped through the opened door.
Lucien looked up at him, startled for a moment before realising who it was.

“Yeah, I think so too. Do we even have a good working definition of ‘fake
news’ that is objective enough for the crawlbot?” Lucien asked.

“You and I both know the answer to that, Lucien. Naturally, the answer is no.
But think on the bright side—we are told to develop smarter crawlbots to detect
the ‘fake news’. The directive had repeated on no less than five times that it was
an experimental process that they were looking at considering that there was
no suitably objective manner of defining ‘fake news’ as at now. I think that they
took our professional report seriously though; notice how they did not mention
as an operational definition on how ‘fake news’ was basically anything that the
government didn’t like. In that sense, we didn’t really fail too terribly,” Bernard
replied as he sat himself in one of the two guest seats in front of Lucien.

“That may be true, but the fact that we are working on altering our crawlbots
is a sign of failure and the beginning of the gradual slide down the slippery
slope,” Lucien said. The two deputy directors looked at each other silently.
The directive had only come down just an hour ago, and the Director said that
he was letting the deputy directors know then so that they could start thinking
about potential action plans to fulfil the requirement of the directive. Alison had
asked the Director about the time frame for the enhancement of the crawlbots
to detect ‘fake news’, and he had said that it was up to them to decide what
was a reasonable time, adding only that the call for the select committee to
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examine the prevalence and associated actions to be taken against ‘fake news’
will happen after the updated crawlbots were deployed and used to gather
enough incontrovertible evidence, and that this was a long term thing that was
good for the country, which was why the main people who were spearheading this
was the permanent secretaries who were more or less immuned to the election
cycle as compared to the ministers or even the members of parliament.

“I think that the first thing we need to do is to tie down exactly what does
‘fake news’ really mean operationally,” Bernard said at long last. “If we deputy
directors can come up with a holistic description of what we think ‘fake news’
shold be interpreted as, it can be brought up to the Director for confirmation
and then up to the permanent secretaries for concurrence. This step is probably
the most crucial and the most time consuming—once we have a good enough
description, we can then get the guys in the floor below to start preparing the
training set and associated classifiers to be trained to detect this whole new class
of Topics of Interest. That won’t be enough in the long run for the ‘fake news’
detection aspect, but it will at least give us the time to set up the necessary co-
training systems and think more carefully how we can model that meta-layer that
can generalise the Topics of Interest to say the Fake News Trend of Interest, for
a lack of a better name.”

Lucien listened to what Bernard said, and nodded his head in agreement. It
made a whole lot of sense: the crawlbots were powered by statistical machine
learning, and to make them react more correctly against the concept of ‘fake
news’, it was imperative that the definition of ‘fake news’ be clarified to the extent
that it can be clarified. The expansion of the topic models in the crawlbots to
handle generalisations of the topics themselves was an interesting open problem
since it was technically a two-layer problem: the first layer is to characterise the
topic evolution in the sense of the topic drift, the second layer is to characterise
the overall trend of topic drifting across multiple topics that were deemed to
be ‘fake news’ to learn of the structural similarities of ‘fake news’—there ought
to be such structural similarities otherwise there was no pattern from which the
crawlbots can learn from and thus detect them. If it did turn out that there was
no pattern at all, then the operational definition of what ‘fake news’ constituted
was even more important, because they had to physically encode the logical
rules derived from the operational definition just to provide a rudimentary filter
to decide if a Topic of Interest or several Topics of Interest constituted as ‘fake
news’.

In short, it was crucial to get the definition right. And Lucien acknowledged
that. He also thought that the Director knew that as well, but wanted to get the



65

deputy directors to come up with the idea first so that they can understand the
technical issues they were looking at and thus get the correct buy-in through
their interest in it all.

Veerasamy peeked through Lucien’s door. “Oh! Both of you are here. I was
thinking of calling a small informal discussion among the deputy directors to first
figure out what we might want to do before we approached the Director with our
hopefully coherent idea. What do you guys think?”

“Definitely!” Bernard replied without pause while Lucien nodded.
“How soon would you like this discussion?” Lucien asked.
“Let’s do it tomorrow morning. I think we all need the time to think about the

directive more carefully and mull over the issues more thoroughly so that we can
get the right kinds of ideas out there,” Veerasamy replied. “I’ve already booked
the conference room for ten o’clock tomorrowmorning. So far Alison and Ma-Wei
have said they are okay with the timing—I still need to get hold of Randolf whom
I think is at another meeting somewhere else. I’m going to assume you two are
okay with the timing?”

“Should be fine,” Lucien replied this time while Bernard nodded. Veerasamy
smiled and promised to send them the official meeting invitation just to lock
down their schedules. Lucien looked at him in mild bemusement; the deputy
directors rarely had that many meetings to begin with since they were generally
treated as the final “brains” of the outfit in that their ideas and thoughts were
more important for the proper functioning of Social Media Monitoring Services
than the external realpolitiking—that was the role of the Director, and it was a
role that he had done a great job at, and had been doing a great job of. Part of
the politiking needed was to act as a positive advocate for the work that Social
MediaMonitoring Services was doing, and at the same time, ensure that the large
amounts of what was effectively surveillance powers were not misused by the
government at large in ways that go against ethics and that of the citizen’s rights.
It was a tough balancing act, since the Director of Social Media Monitoring
Services was easily out-ranked by every single permanent secretary and minister
out there in the government, but he was an old hand in this, always treading
carefully on on the fine line that separated judicious use and systemic abuse. He
was good enough at his job to survive at it for ten years, and he was still going
strong. But all that focus on engagement with the powerful stakeholders meant
that he could not always do the deep thinking that was necessary to ensure the
relevance and accuracy of Social Media Monitoring Services—that was what the
deputy directors were for.

Each of the six deputy directors knew why they were there, and they also
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knew the extent of which the Director had helped set up their environment to
ensure that they were always shielded from the ever-changing political forces
that swirled chaotically above their department. They knew that in exchange
for the protection, they were to help with the heavy thinking. There used to be
only two of them, and Social Media Monitoring Services used to be called Media
Monitoring Services—the function was the same, except that it was focused on
media in general. But ever since the rise of the social network and associated
social media, there was a rebranding of the department to remind everyone else
outside of the department of the up-to-date role expansion of the department
itself, and that it still provided the services that the government had grown to
expect and respect. That also meant that there was a need to expand the number
of deep thinkers, and that was how the number of deputy directors grew from
two to six, just so that they could keep up with all the increased workload and
increased rate in which they had to react to all the happenings out there. The
Topics of Interest had been roughly the same—the government was still generally
interested in people’s take on the latest policies, and the latest complaints from
the citizenry, as well as the latest social issues or trends, but now they wanted
it faster, more precisely, and in as great an amount that was humanly possible
to work with. Automation was a thing that was brought in early, but it was only
when the department expanded to look into social media did all the automation
power in the form of the crawlbots start to shine.

The crawlbots. Lucien started to think more about them as Bernard bade
his farewell to head back into his own office to start thinking about things
in general. The crawlbots were the pride and joy of Social Media Monitoring
Services; they were also the very life blood of the department. Without the
crawlbots in operation, there was little monitoring of the social media that Social
Media Monitoring Services could do. Around half of the six deputy directors
had experience working with machine learning techniques and other automation
related skills, while the other half had experience in linguistics for various
languages. The complementary nature of the two groups of deputy directors
meant that the crawlbots were built using both the linguistic modelling that was
needed, but backed by the speed of training and programming that came with
machine learning. Lucien was part of the group that had experience working
with machine learning techniques—he, Bernard, and Alison were the machine
learning experts of Social Media Monitoring Services. They were the ones who
guided the engineers in the floor below them to work on fine-tuning the machine
learning models that powered the crawlbots. Ma-Wei, Randolf, and Veerasamy
were linguistically trained and provided the input needed to handle the multi-
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lingual understanding requirement that the crawlbots needed. They had been
working at the crawlbots for five years, and they had reached the point where
the crawlbots can be autonomous—there were still some input from the deputy
directors in the form of the comments to themorning report and comments to the
evening report that were used to deal with the types of concept drift that could
happen in the Topics of Interest, and thus was the primary means of correcting
any errors that were made by the crawlbots.

But ‘fake news’. . . it caused a new type of headache in Lucien’s mind. The
nebulous nature of what ‘fake news’ entailed puzzled him. There were some
statistical properties that he was sure he could exploit to teach the crawlbots
how to detect ‘fake news’, but the one thing that he was most uncertain about
was just what those statistical properties were. It was not the same as Topics
of Interest—because the Topics of Interest generally had words or phrases that
were fundamental to the meaning of the topic and were thus always present
within the relevant post or article. Part of how the system of feedback to the
crawlbots from the deputy directors is to learn the new synonym concepts or
antonym concepts to the topic words so as to expand their recognition powers
as the vocabulary itself evolves over time. But ‘fake news’ went beyond that of
Topics of Interest—it had a nature that made it more cognitively tempting to
accept over any other narrative that was present.

Lucien pondered on that insight for a moment. It sounded close to being
right, but there was a catch—the insight only addressed the “news” part of ‘fake
news’—it was the fact that something was perceived as a piece of “news” that
made it more enticing for people to want to read up on it. On its own, that seemed
to be very limiting, but the true danger of ‘fake news’ was that it got propagated
as though it were the truth, despite it being false.

Lucien stared at what he just wrote on a piece of paper on his desk.
“. . . It was the fact that something was perceived as a piece of ‘news’ that

made it more enticing for people to want to read up on it. But the true danger
of ‘fake news’ was that it got propagated as though it were the truth, despite it
being false.”

“Shit,” Lucien muttered under his breath. “I think I found our operational
definition of ‘fake news’. ‘Fake news’. . . was a piece of fact that was false
on deeper inspection, but is superficially true-sounding enough and interesting
enough that people are willing to spread it around.”

With the formulation of the operational definition, Lucien started to quickly
sketch out the changes that the crawlbots needed in order to detect ‘fake news’.

“Okay, the operational words here are ‘willing to spread around’, so we can
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have the crawlbots look at Topics of Interest whose temporal trend hit some
threshold of virality. The true-sounding part is tricky. . . probably matching
it some negation or genetically evolved forms of government-related news or
statistics as a first cut? But the genetically evolved forms of government-related
news can run into a combinatorial explosion. . . maybe instead of doing that, we
can set a ‘truthness’ metric that measures the Hamming distance between the
extracted Topic of Interest clause to known facts, and if the ‘truthness’ factor is
semantically close to a government-related news or fact without being perfect
paraphrases, we can label that as ‘probable fake news’ and then modify the
likelihood of it being ‘fake news’ by the virality aspect. . . that might work. Okay,
what about the ‘interesting enough’ part? I wonder if we can cross reference the
extracted Topic of Interest against a general Topics of Interest trend, and claim
that it is ‘interesting enough’ if it appears to be semantically close to the top
few trending topics,” Lucien mumbled to himself as he sketched out the various
terms and components in the crawlbot architectural formula.

The monologue both internal and external ran on for a bit more as Lucien
filled in the sketch of the improved crawlbot that could handle the new task bit
by bit, making annotations here and there to clarify some of the design decisions
that he was making, as well as point out some questions that he needed answers
to in order to justify some of the assumptions that he was making. He was
officially In the Zone, and time went by very quickly. He even started added
additional capabilities to the crawlbots that went beyond mere identification of
‘fake news’—he had sketched out mechanisms that allowed the ranking of the
perceived risk of the ‘fake news’ from spiralling out of control should no action
be taken to quash the ‘fake news’; he also figured out a way to extend ‘fake news’
discovery to make use of statistical methods to determine the veracity of the
Topic of Interest while limiting the effect of the statistical methods causing a
feedback loop that made the ‘fake news’ self-validate. Lucien was not too sure
about that last enhancement he sketched out because it relied very heavily on
some linguistic properties that he was not sure existed in social media—much
of difficulty in building the crawlbots for regular social media monitoring came
from the higher language variation used when posting on social media compared
to the technical linguistic corpora that incorporated more formal writing. The
higher language variation included modifications to the source grammar, as well
as typological changes that made any off the shelf system unable to adapt to
them at all.

It took Ma-Wei, Randolf, and Veerasamy nearly three years to work out a
stronger language model that could handle all these variations before they could
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be included in the crawlbot. But even with those years of work, there were still
some rather drastic limitations in the technique that were only rectified after
another two years of careful tweaking. Now, Lucien was going to be requesting
for a feature that was probably going to be harder yet—wanting the language
model to handle semantic level characterisations and comparisons.

Lucien put down his pen and stretched himself for a bit. He had been writing
almost non-stop for nearly two hours, and he was starting to feel the strain of it in
his neck. The piece of paper on this table was his strongest contribution towards
the detection of ‘fake news’ from the usual social media—he just needed to look
through it more carefully to properly set up the different development phases so
as to better engage the engineers from the floor below them who were the ones
going to be tasked to updating the internal code of the crawlbots.

Alison knocked on Lucien’s door and popped her head in.
“Free for a moment?” Alison asked.
“Sort of. Come on in!” Lucien replied and used his head to point to one of

his guest seats.
Alison came into the room and sat at the same guest seat that Bernard had

set in just a short while before.
“Did Veerasamy drop by earlier about the brainstorming meeting tomorrow

morning?” Alison asked.
“Yes he did. Bernard was in with me too, and we both agreed to his request,”

Lucien replied almost immeidately.
Alison frowned a little and thought about what Lucien just said.
“Does it feel like it’s a little too early?”
“No, not really,” Lucien replied. “I think that it is probably due to the urgency

of the directive or something. Besides, I don’t really think that we can get very
far if we don’t nail down a good operational definition of ‘fake news’.”

“I see that you’ve been working on it just now,” Alison replied with a somewhat
surprised voice as she glanced at the pile of scribbled on paper on Lucien’s desk.

“Yeah,” Lucien replied sheepishly. “I suppose I was inspired for a moment
when I started to think a little more about what ‘fake news’ entailed. I’m pretty
sure that out of what I have sketched out here, there’s a sizable chunk that will
need more research to sort it out. Fundamentally, I think that we can do enough
work on the crawlbots to ensure that they can ferret some of the ‘fake news’ out,
but I am just not that sure if it is possible to ferret all of them, even with human
intervention/correction.”

Alison looked on, waiting for Lucien to say more.
“I think that the operational definition of ‘fake news’ should be one that shows
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that a piece of fact that is false on deeper inspection, but is superficially true-
sounding enough and interesting enough that people are willing to spread it
around.”

“Hmm. . . that sounds interesting, but what constitutes a ‘fact’ in this case?”
Alison replied after meditating for a bit on what Lucien had said.

“I’m limiting it to statements that are verifiable either because it is an
assertion of a quantity, like ‘five hundred cars were stolen’, or it is an assertion
of state, like ‘the stolen ball was green’. I don’t know how to handle the more
subjective statements like ‘I think Mr Smith should have gone with the brown
instead of the green’—those do not sound like ‘fake news’ to me only because it
is an expression of an opinion rather than fact.”

“Opinion versus fact,” Alison said out loud, “that is an interesting dichotomy
that you have set up there as a means of determining if something is ‘fake news’.
I cannot say that I disagree with you, but I’m just worried that we are missing
something that is on the wrong side of the dichotomy and should be considered
as ‘fake news’.”

Lucien looked at Alison and nodded his head in agreement. “That’s what I
am afraid of, but at the moment, I don’t have any counter-example to show that
this particular line of thought is incorrect. I wonder if we should quickly share
this operational definition I have or should we just wait for the meeting in the
morning to kick-start the discussion first and introduce it then.”

Alison thought for a little before replying, “I think we should wait for the meet-
ing. Perhaps one of the other deputy directors have some other complementary
operational definition of ‘fake news’ that we can combine yours with theirs to
provide an even more encompassing one that is more useful for the govern-
ment. But with such an encompassing definition, it is not clear to me if it will
make the crawlbots easier to enhance or harder. . . ”

“Harder. . . ” Lucien replied almost without thought. “We are imposing more
general conditions on the crawlbot, which means that we are relaxing the con-
ditions. This means that we are increasing the bandwidth of the modal distri-
butions, which implies that the word-topic overlap ratio is going to go up. And
that means that discrimination by the crawlbot over the topic space becomes
harder.”

“Ah yes, but this is assuming that we are attempting to engineer our en-
hancements using the existing expressivity of the crawlbots. It is conceivable
that we have a different set of basis functions from a maybe completely different
way of representing the domain of discource, i.e. the ‘fake news’ space, and with
that particular space, the basis functions provide a more orthogonal space for
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each of the ‘fake news’ that make the expansive definition easier to work with
because the method of expression works better with a more abstract definition,
i.e. semantics than a concrete one, like using the topic models that come from
words,” Alison replied.

Lucien tapped his fingers together in a loose sphere and thought carefully
about what Alison was trying to say. She had a point—there was absolutely
nothing in the loose definition of the problem that specified that they had to
make use of the existing framework for the crawlbots—if a newer one makes
more sense, then it ought to be used. If there was still a need to maintain the old
crawlbot behaviour, then they could either keep the existing crawlbot algorithms
and protocols running the way they have been for the past few years, or attempt
to train the enhanced crawlbots so that they would do both tasks simultaneously.

Lucien’s gut reaction was to keep the two different types of crawlbots sepa-
rate just in case the newmodel representation method was worse for the specific
topics in the word vector space and thus affecting their detection of Topics of
Interest that the other branches of government had grown to rely heavily on for
crowd sourced information. He told that to Alison, who agreed with him on his
assessment of the situation from the engineering viewpoint.

“But if we now look at the costing perspective, and if we are going to propose
doing research to create and train a new model to handle the specific issue
on ‘fake news’ identification, the request of resources is going to automatically
cause people to suggest the cost-cutting measure of combining both tasks so
that the same set of hardware can be used to run the one set of crawlbots that can
handle both tasks at the same time. I think it might turn out that this is indeed
the question that they will ask, either eventually or more likely, upfront. You know
how they are always going ‘we need to ensure that the tax payers’ money is well
spent and that we should always do more with less’,” Alison said.

Lucien considered what she said, and merely nodded in assent; his mental
powers had already been spent from the heavy thinking that he just did earlier,
and was not really in the mood to be thinking about the likely to be radical
changes that were needed to ensure that the designs that he had come up with
could keep up with the likely specifications that Alison just brought up.

Alison looked at the slowly dazed looking face of Lucien and figured out that
he was at his cognitive limit for the day, and bid her farewell before leaving
the office and Lucien alone in it once again, behind his mahogany desk, his
eyes seemingly glazed over as he started to think about the new possibilities.
Without any more words, Alison quietly closed Lucien’s office door behind her
as she stepped out into the hallway and back to her office.
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She thought about stopping by Bernard’s office on the way, or even Veerasamy’s,
but had then thought better of it; there was probably nothing more that could be
learnt before the meeting was to happen in the next day, and all the other deputy
directors needed their own time and space to think about their own take of what
‘fake news’ meant and how they could look out for them.

Alison entered her office, a sparse utilitarian one with a simple table that
looked like it was constructed of metal stilts holding the table top together
from below. It was not an executive desk the way the other deputy directors
had, but was closer to one of those work cubicle tables that was often pushed
against the wall. Like a work cubicle table, this one had a small modesty wall that
extended from somewhere near shin height to the edge of the table top itself,
and it was naturally facing the guest seats and door. The unfortunate thing about
this particular table was that there was no way for any guest sitting in the seats
in front of it to be comfortable when attempting to use the table—the modesty
wall got in the way of the knees and made it extremely uncomfortable. Bernard
had raised that discomfort before to Alison, who promptly told him that it was
a ‘feature’ and not a ‘bug’ since it meant that anyone who wanted to come look
for her for any discussion either had to decide if such a discussion in her office
were worth the effort, or if it were that important, to conclude the discussion as
quickly as it was humanly possible to avoid banging one’s knees too often on the
modesty wall—it was painful to be knocking one’s knees that often, and it was
also embarrassingly loud each time one’s knees were to bang into them. Her
reply had shut poor Bernard up, and everyone eventually learnt to just use the
conference room whenever they wanted to hold a long discussion with her.

Alison got behind her desk and sat down on her low-backed office chair. It
was another of those odd (at least to everyone else) choices since it was a relic of
a bygone era—a typist’s chair. It was a relic in the sense of the name since these
days, most people would already be typing on the keyboards that are associated
with either their laptop computers or desktop computers. It was also a little ironic
because despite sitting in a typist’s chair, Alison did almost no typing on her
own, another example of the quirk on how the deputy directors of Social Media
Monitoring Services themselves do not really make use of computers because
there was no real need for them to be doing the low level grunt work that required
constant access to computer keyboards. Like Lucien’s office, her table top was
spread with a few sheets of paper that had her scribbles on it—the evidential
work of her take on what ‘fake news’ intended.

She had looked it from a different angle. While Lucien was focused on the
veracity of factual points, Alison saw that sometimes it was the opinion itself that
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constituted the ‘fake news’. In her mind, an opinion was a sentence that was
uttered by someone, and that it could either be a direct assertion of what the
person uttering it knows, or an indirect asertion of what the person uttering has
heard from someone else. Years of working in the empirically driven statistical
modelling realms of machine learning has taught Alison to view anything that is
stated as “fact” with great suspicion, mostly because apart from the axiomatic
rules in mathematics, there were no such things as immutable facts since all
the facts were really decided to be thus so from empirical determination. The
“factness” of a fact is determined by the ratio of number of successful and
unique demonstrations of the “fact” against the number of successful and unique
refutations of the “fact”. Thus, the statement that “the GDP of X is Y dollars” is
only fact because there were more unique demonstrations that “the GDP of X is
Y dollars” compared to the number of unique refutations that “the GDP of X is Y
dollars”.

But in that sense, the “factness” of a fact just reduces to the trustability and
accuracy of the person uttering the opinion. Alison pondered over her version
of how things ought to be, and realised that this meant that if the person was
empirically trustable, and was also empirically known to be accurate, then if the
person uttered an opinion that was false, then the opinion was not fake news
because it was a bona fide mistake out of potentially good faith. This was in
direct contrast against a nefarious actor who faked his empirical trustworthiness,
faked his empirical accuracy, and uttered a deliberate falsehood.

Alison sat back andmassaged her temples as she contemplated her perspec-
tive against that of Lucien’s. They were not really antagonistic to each other,
but rather, were actually complementary. Lucien’s operational definition of ‘fake
news’ had an aspect of virality where the contents of the ‘fake news’ were inter-
esting enough that made people want to spread them about on their own accord.
Alison realised that it was not the contents alone of the ‘fake news’ that was sus-
picious and could cause real harm; it was that the suspicious contents of ‘fake
news’ were being spread that caused the true harm that the government was
starting to be wary of dealing with only after the genie had left the bottle!
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Beast Defense

The Director of Social Media Monitoring Services looked about at the coterie of
people around him: his six deputy directors and personal assistant the closest,
followed by the small army of twenty or so engineers and support staff below
the stage—the rest of the hundred strong team was back in the offices of
Social Media Monitoring Services, monitoring the new crawlbots that powered
the social media monitoring services. The Permanent Secretary of the Interior
was standing next to him on the podium on the stage, while beyond that into
the audience comprised the rest of the senior civil servants working for the
government. There was a single over sized physical button attached dead centre
to a plastic laminate shape representing the country that was dotted with light
emitting diodes that were not currently lit—it was the symbolic action needed to
officially commission the ‘fake news’ identifying crawlbots and the start of the
new work flow for Social Media Monitoring Services to support the government.

It had been a long slog. The deputy directors had sat together and discussed
the various parameters of the directive that he had handed down to them straight
from the Permanent Secretary of the Interior after he had negotiated for a
more passive monitoring scope to be pursued as opposed to the Permanent
Secretary’s initial thoughts of one that included rectification processes. The
Director had reminded the Permanent Secretary that Social Media Monitoring
Services was established exactly as an early warning sensing system for the
government and would never have any automated retaliation built in to any of the
systems because there was no legally tenable way to defend such capabilities
when Social Media Monitoring Services was neither a police arm nor a domestic
intelligence arm that had powers of arrest. The Permanent Secretary had
begrudgingly accepted that scope reduction, and the directive was sent down.

It took the deputy directors nearly three months to set up a proposal on what
they could do, and within how long it could be done. He had listened to his
deputies respectfully—he was not as technically inclined as they were, but his
years of operating in the civil service had given him enough experience to know
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that he had to trust them on their professionalism, and more importantly, to help
them make their case to the other civil servants who were good at the governing
and operations aspect but were less technically savvy. Already the civil service
was running into some problems with the whole digitisation process under the
current climate—many of the civil servants had been at their jobs before the
rise and popularity of the Internet and its associated technologies, and some of
them had lapses in judgement with respect to security and the network-enabled
computers they were using. To them, he knew, they were expecting that anything
that was proposed by Social Media Monitoring Services could be immediately
used within a quarter, much like many of the software solutions that the various
government related organisations had been purchasing.

The deputy directors had told him that they needed one year to do research
and development of the new capabilities needed by the crawlbots to detect ‘fake
news’, and roughly another year to do more fine tuning based on real world data
to ensure that the automated emergent ‘fake news’ predictor was working as
well. He had brought it up to the Permanent Secretary of the Interior, with the
latter trying to persuade him to have it all done in a year or less. The Director
stuck to his guns and countered each point that the Permanent Secretary of the
Interior raised, including trying to save resources by combining the ‘fake news’
detector with the functionalities of the existing crawlbots—he had pointed out
to the Permanent Secretary that instead of saving money or time, it would have
increased both because extra resources were definitely needed to integrate the
two completely different models, and to test if the integration was working well.
The Permanent Secretary, not being a technically trained fellow himself, had to
acquiese in the end.

And there they were, two years since the passing of the directive, the entirety
of Social Monitoring Services in front of the annual civil service event, with
the Permanent Secretary of the Interior standing next to them beaming away,
just waiting for the right moment from which the system would be officially
commissioned. The credit in public, of course, was not for the Director nor the
Social Media Monitoring Services to take despite them being the people who had
developed the new crawlbots, but for the Permanent Secretary of the Interior for
his intensively far-sighted vision of providing yet more timely information for the
whole of government to fulfil the goal of full digitisation of government services
for better efficiency and effectiveness.

The Director did not really care all that much; the real credit was already
given by him, and also by the Ministry of the Interior itself with pay raises and
associated performance bonuses. In his line, he had found that it was usually
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much better to be operating away from the limelight than in it, especially if one’s
role were mainly an observational one. The whole commissioning ceremony
was just a formality for the rest of the civil service to learn of the enhanced
capabilities of Social Media Monitoring Services after all; in fact, it was such a
formality purposes only exercise that the crawlbots had already been activated
for the last year or so during the test phase, where the models that were trained
for the crawlbots underwent data upgrading and protocol verification purposes
for the eventual dissemination of information. The Permanent Secretary of the
Interior had suggested that the commissioning ceremony be directly tied to the
actual activation of the enhanced crawlbots, but the Director had managed to
calmly talk him down.

The master of ceremonies had about ended her spiel and invited the Per-
manent Secretary of the Interior to say a few words. Everyone in the audience
clapped as he made his way to the lectern and started reading off his script.

Lucien was starting to feel a bit bored standing up there on the stage with
the rest of the deputy directors. He felt like some kind of circus animal stuck
on display, and it was extremely awkward because he was not one who did
anything glamourous as a rule of thumb. He tried to catch the eye of Bernard, but
the latter was definitely putting his game face on and just politely smiling with
almost no tell-tale signs of any type of thought. He then tried to catch Alison’s
attention to share a glance, but she had seen him first and gave him a look that
said “play nice, and pretend to enjoy this”. He kept on smiling but was sulking
inside—there were still some issues between the higher linguistics model and
the training protocol that needed reconciliation that were not yet urgent, but they
had foreseen that it was going to be something that the other civil servants would
want present in the reports soon. It would take another week or so to debug and
recombine, but here they were delayed due to some perfunctory bureaucratic
pow-wow among their esteemed users. Lucien looked at the staff below to see if
he could spot anyone who was as bored as he was, but all he found was nothing
but one hundred percent rapt attention. He wondered if they were chosen by the
Director because they always had that hyper-enthusiastic look to make Social
Media Monitoring Services look more on the ball, or if they had never been to
any of these sorts of civil servant work plan seminar settings and were thus just
plain awed by the fact that they were there, and rubbing shoulders with various
senior civil servants throughout the entire government.

It did not matter really—it was just a mental exercise to avoid looking like a
chump on stage. It would had been really bad if he just yawned there and then;
Lucien was confident that the Director would be extremely pissed off at him,
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even if the latter tried to play it off as a side effect of being so hardworking at
making things work that sleep had been sacrified to the Permanent Secretary of
the Interior. As Lucien’s attention turned back to the audience, he found himself
catching on to what the Permanent Secretary was saying, and to his happiness,
was near the end of the prepared speech. The end of the speech came quickly
enough, there was a loud rapturous applause, and then the Permanent Secretary
of the Interior came back to where he was standing on stage, and amid the
thousands of flashing cameras, pushed the commissioning button with great
aplomb.

More applause came on, and the button triggered a mechanism that turned
on the light emitting diodes in the acrylic laminate—they were laid out to look like
a spider web, with the button dead centre. All around the stage, indoor fireworks
erupted, and there was some really punchy stadium anthem like music being
played over the entire sound system. Loud cheers and hurrahs came from all
about, and the small contingent of representative engineers and support staff
from Social Media Monitoring Services gave their version of fist pumps and
screams of elation, as though they were rejoicing that their two years of hard
work in getting the ‘fake news’ enhanced crawlbots up had finally paid off.

Lucien found himself clapping along with the other deputy directors, and the
Permanent Secretary shook the Director’s hand, before going around shaking
the hands of all the deputy directors. It was not the first time that Lucien had
shaked the Permanent Secretary of the Interior’s hand, but the fact that it was
because of a job well done made his heart swell with pride for those precious
few minutes that a carnivalesque celebration had taken place.

It was the day after the commissioning ceremony for the enhanced crawlbots.
Lucien was back in his office, and he was seated oncemore behind his mahogany
desk, reviewing the morning’s reports. The report format was enlarged compared
to about two years ago, before the whole ‘fake news’ directive had come down. It
was not that big of a deal, since there had been plenty of time to get used to it, but
the entire process and scale started Lucien thinking about what would happen
if they had to induct a new deputy director to take on the role of reviewing and
commenting on the reports? There were many reasons these could have come
about, maybe someone left, or maybe the job was big enough that it required
more people, like the time when the number of deputy directors were increased
from two to the six now. He then made a quick note of it on a memo pad that he
addressed to the Director as feedback for consideration.
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Lucien looked at the report in a little more detail. The section from the
old crawlbots were the same, and they had taken the opportunity to give those
crawlbots some model updates that improved their run-time and task-specific
performance—these were strictly not part of the enhancement, but since they
were using the original crawlbot code as a starting point, any fixes and improve-
ments that they had done there could, in theory and therefore in practice be used
to update the existing ones. While not as sigificant as the new functionality, the
updated old crawlbots had even less ranking and selection errors on the Topics
of Interest, and it was an improvement that Lucien had personally observed over
the past year or so. Now he would just examine the outcomes in a cursory way
just to ensure that nothing was too out of the ordinary before focusing his efforts
on the new functionality. On another note, it had been nearly three months since
the last time he had to make a comment or amending annotation to the output
of the crawlbots on the Topics of Interest. He had checked with the other deput
directors on several occasions—they had told him the same thing, that they had
not have to make any corrective annotation or comment on that section.

The new section of the report dealing with the ‘fake news’ detection was
unimaginatively called the Malopinion Virality Index. The deputy directors had
debated endlessly with the Director in the choice of the name, with the Director
wanting to stick with ‘Fake News Alerts’ because it was more in line with what the
other civil servants understood, while the deputy directors vehemently disputing
that particular name precisely because what the other civil servants thought they
understood was exactly not homogenous, and that a more specific characterisa-
tion of exactly what they were looking at with the crawlbots could help with the
removal of any unrequired biases that would make the information hard to make
an objective judgement on. The Director replied that while it was technically true,
it was easier to get the right buy-in from the various stakeholders throughout the
civil service when the commonly used term was used to describe the service
that they were looking for. The deputy directors countered that if that were the
case, it would make the situation worse and not better, since more likely than not
the expectations of each civil servant who receives the reports that come from
these ‘fake news’ crawlbots will be badly managed, and as a result will cause the
entire project to be deemed a failure despite the massive amounts of progress
because the expectations of the project by the heterogenous stakeholders were
not well managed. That could also mean that shade would be cast upon the
other operations of Social Media Monitoring Services, and thatmeant increased
scrutiny and meddling by people who have no idea how to make sense of the ab-
stract aspects of how the crawlbots work demanding contradictorily impossible
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outcomes. The Director wavered at that rather real possibility and countered that
perhaps it was a good idea to have better oversight from the stakeholders just
in case the researched outcomes were deviating away from what was required
towards what could be done.

That discussion had gone on for the better part of the meeting that was called
in the conference room to deal with it. Naturally, the deputy directors won in the
end when they made a really strong case of how ‘fake news’ as understood by
the civil service was that of ‘malicious opinions with a strong virality component’,
and that since the crawlbots were to help detect such malicious opinions, it
ought to be understood as an index instead of a list, an alert, or anything along
those lines. The Director said that he was impressed at the level of depth the
deputy directors had gone with the understanding of the true intent behind all
the buzzword heavy hype statements that the non-technical folk were making.
To the deputy directors, it was a praise worthy of immense pride, because they
had indeed spent all the effort that was claimed in the Director’s compliment
trying to dig through all the imprecise arguments, statements and directives to
come at the crux of what was truly intended in a way that avoided speculative
conspiracy theories from both within the civil servants corp and the public at
large, who could see it as an extension of the deep state surveillance apparatus.

Lucien examined theMalopinion Virality Index. Themain items on the list had
been quite consistent (they were on things like how the Illuminati was controlling
the governments of the world, and how the prime minister was secretly anti-
religion through the promotion of the gay agenda) over the past few months, but
their overall calculated virality scores were low to the point of being under the
threshold for concern. The numbers were as objective as could be devised for this
particular type of inquiry where much of it was context sensitive semantics, but
that was what the reports were for—a formalised structure allowing the deputy
directors a means of looking at the output and then correcting or tuning the
necessary parameters, thresholds, and other indices of the crawlbots that were
generating the results. Of course the deputy directors rarely did the physical
tuning of the parameters of the crawlbots themselves—the support engineers
and staff in the floor below had more expertise on those matters, especially
since each change had to be propagated throughout the entire server farm of
running instances of the crawlbots without causing a disruption or creating an
inconsistency.

That tuning process included deciding what the threshold ought to be for
truly alarming malopinions. The training set had some examples of those, but
the resultant statistical model for the threshold for alarming malopinions was
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around three or four orders of magnitudes higher than the background noise.
The machine learning experts among the deputy directors did not place high
confidence on that particular result, and they had advised the team the threshold
was to be left vague for now, with the recommended “true” threshold be published
until after they have had enough localised data. The reason for the lack of
confidence was that of scale and inherent biases. The original training data set
for detection of malopinions and subsequently the alarming ones were based
on the data that were, in many ways, world famous. Things like the rich people
caused the September eleven attacks, the already proven false conspiracy of
how a populist became the president of the United States, had a near global
reaction to it, leading to many articles and posts that were in support of the
malopinion; this was true even when controlling for the effects of time. But
the types of dangerous malopinions that Social Media Monitoring Services were
looking for did not always have such a large scale—it could be as small as a local
town councillor accused of embezzling funds with many parroting the accusation
without evidence, or how a person’s neighbour was doing something highly illegal
in the neighbourhood, despite having the police and other government officials
investigating thoroughly and finding absolutely nothing wrong. These types of
malopinions were of a very small scale and did not have enough representation
in the training data that was assembled, and were likely to be the more common
types of malopinions that were present within the context that the government
was interested in. Thus, there was no good threshold to be had, at least through
the initial few years of running the system.

Satisfied with what he was seeing from the Malopinions Virality Index, Lucien
made some annotations that required minor tweaking, and signed off the report.

A year had passed since the commission ceremony of theMalopinions Virality
Index. Lucien and the rest of the deputy directors were still at their place of work
at Social Media Monitoring Services, but the Director had since been changed.
The previous Director was invited by the Ministry of Defense to run a programme
similar to that of Social Media Monitoring Services, but with a primary focus on
the internal networks of the Ministry itself as a means of looking out elements
of potential operations security risk. Those networks were technically not open
nor existent in the civil space, and thus the Social Media Monitoring Services of
the Ministry of the Interior had no authority nor clearance to help the Ministry of
Defense directly. Lucien, Alison, Bernard, Ma-Wei, Randolf, and Veerasamy had
organised a farewell dinner for the Director at a reputable Chinese restaurant in
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town, to which the Director had, in his farewell speech, thanked them for their
excellent taste, and their excellent work all these years. He had told them that if
any of them were interested in working in the Ministry of Defense under him on
this new project, all they had to do was ask, and he would figure out how to get
them transferred over. Everyone thanked the Director for his years of leadership
and wished him good luck in his new endeavours.

The new Director that came in was, of course, of a different breed as that
of the old Director. For starters, the new Director was a much younger man; he
was even younger than the deputy directors themselves, whose average age did
not exceed forty. He had an air of slight arrogance, the kind that came from
people who were used to winning all the time, and had never had to face a “no”
in their life. It was not offputting, but it leant a certain cocky air to him that made
more than a few deputy directors uneasy. He was also a very fast talker, and that
made it hard sometimes to discuss things with him because he would be asking
questions whenever there was a moment of silence as the person he was having
a discussion with was thinking carefully about what it was that he had asked prior
before answering. Sometimes the questions veered on the edge of irrelevance,
but when they called him out on it, he would feign ignorance about the matter
and somehow managed to twist it such that it became the fault of whoever was
calling him out on it.

The new Director also demanded amore “instant” work ethic. He was angered
on his first day of running Social Media Monitoring Services solo when he
realised that the deputy directors did not have work laptops and that they would
do almost everything without using a computer. He had gathered them in the
conference room, and berated them at how unprofessional they were, because it
was unprofessional of them to not respond to emails within an hour of it being
sent. Veerasamy had tried to explain that there was usually no reason why anyone
would send them emails directly since anyone who needed anything from any of
the deputy directors could simply come up to him or her and talk about it, and the
few times where the deputy director was unavailable for any reason, they could
leave a message with the secretary and the deputy director would go look for
the person when he or she was available next, and that the system worked well
because of the types of work that was done, but was curtly cut off by the new
Director.

“Emails are the standard communication channel throughout the civil service,
and I expect that my deputy directors follow my lead in following what is the
standard in civil service. Everything that needs to be done must be documented
for accountability purposes, and I expect that all emails sent and received during
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the work day must be replied within the hour, while those that are sent and
received outside of work hours must be replied by first thing in the morning
on the next day. Yes, next day, not next working day. You six are my deputy
directors—I expect that you will set the high standard necessary for the rest of
Social Media Monitoring Services. Also, I will be delegating some external roles
to the six of you so that we can meet the expectations of the various government
entities out there. Social media Monitoring Services is a core service for the
whole of government, and as a result, we need to ensure that our service is top-
notch, and that there are no complaints from anyone out there that we are tardy
and unprofessional. Do I make myself clear?”

“What is his damn problem?” Bernard had asked out loud one day during
lunch with Lucien and Alison, far away from the Ministry of the Interior. It was a
day where the three of them had a conference outside of the office, and they had
taken the opportunity to have a long lunch somewhere farther away so that they
could let off some steam. Nearly two months of working with the new Director
had started to make them feel like they were always in the middle of a crunch
time, even though there did not seem to be anything of that sort happening.

“I have no idea. . . maybe it’s because he is younger, and therefore needs
to prove himself? Who knows?” Lucien replied as languidly as circumstances
allowed him to.

“Well, I’ve heard something,” Alison began coyly.
“Are you going to spout a malopinion?” Bernard asked conspiratorially.
“Maybe. . . ” Alison replied, her voice lowered. “I heard he was a scholar from

theMinistry of Defense, among the brightest. Supposed to have a planned career
all the way to being a General of some sort way ahead of the more normal
career development path. But it was rumoured that after he was back from
his scholarship and serving his tour of duty, he had somehow hurt himself bad
enough that he could not continue with the basic command course then, or ever.”

“Ouch,” Lucien said.
“Yeah. . . no basic command course equals no commissioned officer role.

No commissioned officer role means bye bye generalship. And since the Army
doesn’t really like pushing or promoting people who are basically physically
imperfect, he was going to be on a dead-end career. I heard that he was strongly
recommended to leave the Ministry of Defense since he could not build any
sort of reputation without being a commissioned officer, and since he was on
scholarship, he could not just leave the Ministry of Defense immediately either.
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He had counter proposed to be part of the internal intelligence and security
department, but was told flatly that since he was military staff, he had to be a
commissioned officer before he could apply for things like that. He was pissed
off when our old Director, a civilian no less, was invited to the internal intelligence
and security department instead. But he had word that it meant that there was
an opening in the Ministry of the Interior for that role, he could apply to transfer
out and fill up the spot that was just vacated. He apparently had enough training
in his studies on communications and sociology that there was no reason not
to transfer him. The Ministry of Defense could lose their dead weight cannot
be commissioned officer scholar, while he could still fulfil his scholarship bond
requirements of working for the government. A win-win situation,” Alison said.

“. . . you mean for all instead of us?” Bernard replied a little bitterly. “So you’re
saying that’s why he’s going all hard-ass on us? Because he skipped out on being
a commander he is going to take it out on us and screw around with our way of
operating that had been smooth for the past few years because he can?”

“Maybe. . . ” Alison replied thoughtfully.
“Or maybe the Ministry of the Interior approved his move because they

wanted Social Media Monitoring Services to switch to a more active approach
to support the civil service better,” Lucien answered. “I’m not sure if you’ve
been paying close attention to the reports recently, but I’m starting to see a few
malopinions rising slowly up the index itself. It is still below any known threshold,
but it still worries me.

“I started to take the scores and index ranks for the past six months and
stacking them next to each other, and yes, I have started to see some trends
that can be worrying. If I were in charge of taking action, I would think that I
would be taking some serious action after discovering the trend,” Lucien said.

Bernard looked at him through mildly squinted eyes. “I thought I was the
only one who noticed it. But ah, we’re outside now—shall we talk more about this
when we’re back in the office? Alison, you should join us too, and no, we are not
using your office for this discussion!” Clearly he was thinking about his bruised
knees.

“I didn’t say anything!” Alison replied with mock innocence before changing
her demeanour to that of seriousness, “But in all seriousness, yes we should. I
think all that emailing nonsense that we’ve been doing for the past few months
have screwed up our informal discussions on the trends that we found, making
us actually work poorer than before despite appearing to be on top of things.
Let’s meet at Lucien’s office and bring in our own analyses and see if we can
make anything out of what is going on. I suspect that no matter the analyses we
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each perform, the conclusions should be very similar, and we should probably
highlight it.”

Lucien looked at Bernard and Alison silently, and nodded his head in agree-
ment.

Back in the office, Lucien, Bernard, and Alison were all seated around Lucien’s
mahogany desk. The door to his office was closed with a ‘Do not disturb!’ sign
placed on the outside of it—the secretary was informed, and the office door was
locked. Bernard and Alison had brought their own small stacks of reports, charts,
and notes and had laid them all out neatly on Lucien’s table.

The three of them took turns to present their own findings, and Lucien
was making notes of the overall discussion. After they had each finished their
presentations, the three of them sat down and looked at each other collectively.

“Wow,” Alison said, the first to break the temporary silence. “I cannot believe
that we did not notice this happening under our noses.”

“That’s only six to eight months of analyses,” Bernard said. “I suspect that it
has been going on for far longer—I was thinking that perhaps we should run the
tweaked crawlbots on older data.”

“How much older?” Alison asked.
“At least three years older,” Lucien replied to Bernard’s and Alison’s shocked

faces.
“Three years older?”
“Yes,” Lucien replied calmly. “Think about it. When did the directive for for

this new line of work come about? It was roughly three years ago today. Now if
you factor in how long it takes for a decision of this sort is made, we can say that
something happened between three and at least four years ago that made the
Permanent Secretary of the Interior decide that it was a good idea to look into
the whole malopinions issue. So okay, maybe we should pull data from at least
four years ago then.”

Bernard and Alison looked at Lucien thoughtfully. His words made a lot of
sense—the only reason why they could not do the analysis then was because the
tools did not exist. But now that they had time to refine the tool, perhaps it was
useful to run it on the data from that far back. . .

“We’ll have to clear it with the Director,” Bernard said finally.
“I agree, but I think we should prep the engineers to set up the infrastructure

to run the analyses in the mean time. It’s non-trivial for this amount of data
crunching,” Lucien replied.
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“We should bring our current analyses down to discuss with the Director,”
Alison said.

“Oh most definitely, otherwise we won’t have a leg to stand on,” Lucien
replied.

“Do you think the Director would approve?” Alison asked.
“If what you said at lunch were true, I can’t think of a reason why he wouldn’t.”

“Okay, you have my attention. I had to rearrange a meeting that I was
supposed to be having with one of the permanent secretaries just to meet the
three of you. I am just perplexed at why you three cannot make use of email
to discuss this with me, and must resort to this face-to-face meeting on short
notice. What is so urgent that you cannot discuss this over the email chain?”
The new Director said rather impatiently, eyeing the trio that was Lucien, Alison,
and Bernard.

“Director Sir, the short summary is that we need to run the Malopinion Virality
Index on the local data from at least four years back as an aggregate as a means
of recalibrating the threshold for a positive malopinion trend identification,”
Lucien started.

“Why these four years? Isn’t the system running as it is supposed to?”
“The model that we have relies on a sense of normality as a starting point.

The available training data that we had when we were developing this was based
on the United States data, which has strong contamination from the fact that
United States malopinions have a global span. We acknowledged that and kept
the required threshold for the local malopinions open since we did not have a
good sense of what that ought to be. We recently did an aggregate analysis of
six months, and found that there were some malopinions on the Index that had
been slowly climbing up the ranks, but the net gain per rank climb has been too
small to be directly observed,” Lucien continued.

“So you’re saying that your system is not working then?”
“No, what we are saying is that we got concerned with just the type of

malopinion that we were seeing on an up-trend. It seemed different from the
rest of the malopinions which till now, generally existed over a very short period
of time, something to the order of at most a fortnight. This trend we saw was
different in that it was always on the Malopinion Virality Index, and always had
roughly the same score or rank over time. This, in our professional opinion
suggested that it was a different class of malopinions. For one, it has been
ongoing for a long time—that alone is different. For two, it has been keeping
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the same score all throughout this time, neither increasing or decreasing—this
suggests that there are agents involved who are actively keeping the level of
activity just high enough to attract attention, but not that high that it becomes
an overt Topic of Interest. The part on the existence of agents who are actively
managing the malopinions over the past six months suggests that they might
have been doing this for a while now,” Lucien said.

“That doesn’t explain why the specific cut off of four years ago. Do you have
any justification for that?”

“Yes. When the directive was handed down to Social Media Monitoring
Services, from the Permanent Secretary of the Interior—that was three years
ago today. We suspect that such a directive did not come from a vacuum, and
estimated that it was likely that they were already seeing some things going on
in the background that made them decide to pursue that particular functionality.
As to what is it that they saw, we think that it might have been something that
happened at the very least during the year leading up to the call for the directive.
This is why we are asking to run the aggregate analyses for the data from four
years ago up to today. Here’s the initial analyses that we did for the last six
months,” Lucien finished and slid his summary of the discussions that he had
with Bernard and Alison.

The Director looked through the summary, and then eyed Lucien as though
he were daring the latter to make a wrong move or say the wrong thing; he was
obviously considering the situation in his mind as carefully as he could.

“Why are you calling for this meeting then if you know what you need to do?
Couldn’t you just run the analyses and then report to me what you found? Explain
yourself!”

“We are talking about running the analyses tools on four years of data. On a
single day’s worth of data, we are already using a few hours of computing time,
and that is with our highly optimised clusters of machines already. If we were
to run that for four years, we are looking at around one thousand four hundred
and sixty ish days of data, multiply that by a few hours means we are looking
at more than six months of calculations using the spare resources we have.
If we set up some borrowed computation power, we can probably finish the
analyses within two weeks of non-stop calculations by the tools, but this will
require your authorisation for us to get the resources needed. Even if we are not
going to obtain more resources to do the computation, we still need to get your
okay on whether the six months of non-stop computation on spare resources is
something that we can do officially,” Alison replied as matter of factly as she
could.
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The Director looked at her with steely cold eyes, but Alison was not to be
cowed. The intent had been clarified, the numbers had been laid bare, the
decision points were made clear, the implications were highlighted. All that
ought to be done by the deputy directors had already been done by the deputy
directors, and it was all up to the Director to decide if they ought to proceed with
the requested analyses or to not do so. In his mind, he was doing his calculus:
there was some strong truth in what Lucien, Bernard, and Alison wre saying, that
there was likely something happening in the background that was sufficiently low
activity whenmeasured on its own, but in the long run, would add up to something
that could threaten the peace and stability of the State. If they could characterise
it fully and coherently, he could forward it up to the Permanent Secretary of the
Interior and have the appropriate action taken, thus demonstrating the efficacy
of Social Media Monitoriing Services, and refuting some of the internal claims
that the programme for creating the ‘fake news’ identification services was a
complete waste of money. That could be an ‘easy’ win for his first year of tenure
as the new Director of Social Media Monitoring Services, a true feather in his cap
that will tell everyone who had doubted him that they were totally and absolutely
wrong in their perspective, and that even though he did not get a commissioned
command status in themilitary due to sheer bad luck, he was still a worthy person
in getting things done, and could provide the kinds of value add that those of his
kind were wont to do.

Lucien was not in the direct sight of the Director, but he kept his eyes on him,
observing the latter. He was trying to make his mind up on whether the rumours
that Alison was telling them earlier at lunch were true, and if they were, which of
the two actions the Director would take. Would he take the more conservative
approach and allow them to run the necessary analyses to determine the four-
year trend of the Malopinion Virality Index to detect the hidden trend to minimise
the risk he would get from authorising a large expenditure of resources to
discover that they were barking up the wrong tree, or would he be gung ho
enough to authorise the heavy resource option to get a quick analyses result
that will answer once and for all if there were something deeper happening, thus
betting that there was something nasty running the background that needed to
have active observation and potentially enforcement actions taken to curb it—it
was, after all, part of the reason why the Malopinion Virality Index was tasked to
be created in the first place.

In his heart, Lucien felt that the Director was a political animal of sorts—
he was by no means a chump, even though half the time he sounded at the
level of incompetence that was to be expected for almost all forms micro-
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managing managers. If the rumours that Alison shared were true, the Director
was designated to be a high flyer in the military, and this hastily shortened career
could possibly give him a chip in the shoulder that was large enough for him to
attempt to make use of the civil service to launch himself into a whole new career
that could possibly dwarf even his own original military one. Lucien tried to steal
a glance at Bernard to divine what the latter was thinking, but Bernard himself
was also keeping his eyes on the Director, as though he were trying to analyse
the Director himself.

An awkward length of silence seemed to have permeated the conference
room in which they were sitting in, with the personal assistant to the Director
sitting on the side, her fingers poised over her keyboard, ready to start taking
down what each person said, the issues that were raised, and naturally, their
associated action items and/or resolution. The old fashioned modern analogue
clock was carefully counting the seconds through its consistent ticking. Tick.
Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick.

“Alright,” the Director began, finally. “Run the analyses using the extra
resources. I want to see the report when it is ready. Are you sure that it can
be done in a fortnight?”

“Very positive,” Alison said, knowing that with the extra resources, they would
need roughly ten days, but fourteen was a good number with a safety buffer in
case things went awry. “We will inform the engineers to prepare the temporary
infrastructure to run this job for us,” she continued, without adding that the
engineers had already been prepped before hand, and that they were already
in the process of setting the extra resources—all that was left was the official
authorisation to start the processes.

“Very well then,” the Director said before looking at his personal assistant.
“Please let it be reflected in the minutes of this meeting that the approval was
sought by the deputy directors who were present, and that I had given them my
approval formally. That will be the documentary proof that you can circulate to
the engineers to get started on the work. The minutes do not have to include
any of the preliminary analyses details because they were technically not under
discussion and were more for information purposes only. Thank you.”

“As for your three,” the Director said, addressing Lucien, Bernard, and Alison
directly, “I hope that you are right for your sakes. Because I just authorised a
large increase in resources that will need some pretty good justifications to the
Permanent Secretary of the Interior.”
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“Urgh, why did he have to be such a dick about it?” Bernard asked in disgust
in the safety of Lucien’s office.

Lucien sighed and shrugged his shoulder. Alison had followed the Director’s
personal assistant to get a hard copy of the minutes before taking it down to the
lead engineer in the floor below to pass them the authorisation that they needed
to start work—the soft copy will make its way through the system normally, but
that usually took a few days of email tennis to complete.

“So okay, we’re going to run the analyses. What happens if we are wrong?”
Bernard asked.

“Well, we might get a good shouting at, but then we’ll just have to explain that
at least it helped to confirm that there was indeed no such problem lying under
the surface. The biger question that we need to ask ourselves is: what if we were
right? What then?”

Bernard looked at Lucien and started to think quietly.



Resurrected Beast Stirs

Three years had passed since the day Desmond had first posted his manifesto
and call to arms for supporters to join the Resistance, the Internet-wide hacker
collective whose primary goal was to rescue the five hundred or so protesters
who had been arrested while they were protesting against the government’s im-
migration programme on trumped up charges three years ago after an extensive
period of large scale surveillance of all the suspected people long before their
arrest. The courts had found in the favour of the State, and had sent each of
the protesters to prison, some on jail terms as long as ten years. The types of
charges that each protester were guilty of varied; most of them involved subver-
sion of one form or another, while the more prominent ones were also slapped
with extra charges that increased their penalties due to their being the “lead-
ers” of the momvement. Desmond, as a righteous seventeen-year-old back then,
could not stomach the apparent injustice, and had sent out that call to arms to
save these protesters and the country’s freedom of speech and freedom of as-
sociation. He had taken steps to cover his tracks on the Internet after guessing
the depths in which the government had stooped to in order to create a case
against the protesters, and among which was the use of a Dark Web mail server
that he used to conduct his Resistance.

From the three local and six foreign Resistance members, the entire Resis-
tance had grown over time to include nearly fifty or so members (it was forty-five
with some variances here and there as some people left due to time commit-
ments while others returned), none of them having met each other in the real
world, but organised loosely into nine sub-units, each headed by one of the orig-
inal nine that had first answered Desmond’s call, and each having four others
under them. All communication was carefully done using proxy servers, virtual
private networks, onion routing, and all sorts of forward secrecy guaranteed cryp-
tography over the Dark Web as much as possible, the details of which were vetted
and confirmed by the two security researchers from the original nine—they were
impressed that Desmond had got most of the operations security aspect right
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and had to only provide a little bit of advice to strengthen things more, mostly
at the local machine level. The three years of the Resistance were spent largely
on training all the members to level up their hacking ability, and more impor-
tantly, to learn how to cover their tracks so that their real world personas were
not compromised, leading to their arrest and eventual incarceration. All of the
members of the Resistance were very clear that what they were doing was very
illegal, but they knew that in the face of the State Surveillance Machine, what
they were trying to do was not only the right thing to do, it was also the only
thing to do against a system that was so heavily stacked against them.

Some of the members of the Resistance had asked through the Dark Web
email why they were not attacking any targets over all these time despite their
improvement in general hacking skill. Desmond had pointed out that they could
only take active action when everyone in the Resistance was confident and
displayed competence in their skills—if they were not experienced enough and
decided to take active action, there was a high chance that they would fail, and
more critically, could end up jeopardising everyone else in the Resistance due to
sloppy operations security. There were many who understood where Desmond
was coming from and agreed with him wholeheartedly, never to complain about
it again. For the few who were impatient with the vision that Desmond had, he
had the unit’s leader release that member and to remind that ex-member that
if he or she chose to do anything, it was on their own terms and not that of the
Resistance.

The issue with attrition was the main reason why the two real-life security
researchers of the original nine suggested that Desmond use a hierarchical
structure to organise the Resistance. In that way, if there were any bad leaks
from any member who were not the original nine, the ensuing damage would
be limited only to that unit. Desmond had found out that his original nine were
good enough to keep their tracks invisible, and that if they were indeed caught,
they were loyal enough to the cause to not implicate anyone else. There was a
certain sense of irony in that he was running the equivalent of a crime syndicate
like the mafia, with the various lieutenants in between him and the “made men”
to ensure safety, and having the two real-life security researchers acting as his
consigliere, except that instead of attempting to gain monetarily, he was trying
to perform some form of social justice.

Not too bad for a twenty-year-old, though on deeper thought Desmond
realised that he should not even have to go as far as he had thus far should the
system be fair in the first place. There was nothing fair about the system, and the
past three years had shown him nothing else to the contrary. The newspapers
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were always talking about the cases for the protesters, and every month or so
they would summarise just how many of those for that month were successfully
sued in the court of law and were then incarcerated.

He had been planning quite a fair bit with the original nine, and apparently,
the one local who was among the first to reply the initial call to arms had informed
Desmond some time later privately that he was the younger sibling of the “ring
leader” Alice—Desmond assumed that the sibling was a “he” just be default, but
since no one had actually attempted to meet each other in real life, “he” was
good a pronoun as any to refer in the third person. Alice’s sibling also shared
with Desmond some of the details that he had known about the Alice case that
was not reported in the news properly, like how Alice was not the ring leader the
way the media and the court had made her out to be (she was merely the one who
had some academic background and was thus considered to be a “ring leader”
due to the subject of her study in the university), and how she was also not some
anti-establishment person (she sole goal was to fight for injustices wherever she
could see them—she was always protesting against specific actions that had
been taken against those who were suffering the injustice as a means of creating
awareness for people at large to start thinking about things that they would never
really think about before, and was never about taking down the government or
anything along those lines; mere slander from the mainstream media who were
quicker to jump to a conclusion than anything else). Desmond had only half-
believed what Alice’s younger sibling had told him over the Dark Web email—
while large parts of the monologue had demonstrated at least some kind of
interlink with being local th same way that Desmond was, there was nothing else
that concretely validated the claims of this person. Desmond did not bother with
trying to dig through the clues to figure out the whole set of details; there was
really no need to know more about anyone for everybody’s safety, and moreover,
so what if that person were really Alice’s younger sibling? Did this person have
special knowledge (no)? Would it have made a difference (no)?

Desmond leaned back on his chair in front of his massive computer in his
room. He had upgraded his rig recently, and with it came even more computing
power to mine ever more cryptocurrency to run his little operation to liberate
the protesters. Cryptocurrencies were still unregulated, but after nearly three
years of running it, the financial regulators were starting to take more notice of
it, especially when fiat currencies were starting to be brought into the picture
as people tried to buy some market capital by trading in fiat currencies for
cryptocurrencies. The price match between fiat currencies and cryptocurrencies
was very volatile, with jumps both positive and negative of one thousand percent



94 RESURRECTED BEAST STIRS

being very common. To Desmond, there was no real problem since he never
really needed to convert the cryptocurrency back into dollars, and neither did he
have to convert real currencies into cryptocurrencies—the whole enterprise of
mining cryptocurrencies was solely to ensure that all his clandestine Dark Web
tool hosts were paid for their services in ways that cannot be easily traced. He
had a real part-time job in web site development that he used to pay for the
electrical bill—his parents had been nagging him before when he first started
to mine for cryptocurrencies, but he had told them that he was running some
computations from his computer and offered to contribute for his share of the
electricity use, and from then on, he had no more problems with his parents.
While it was a little difficult juggling between studies, his part-time job, and the
Resistance, Desmond never felt that his time was being wasted.

Three years. Desmond had spent the past week thinking and assessing the
situation of the Resistance. The chatter online on the Resistance had died down
considerably after the first year or so, but that was by deliberate action than a
loss of interest. After all, all the forty five other members were undergoing their
training to ensure that the operational security of all was not compromised due
to weak members who were ill disciplined enough to leave enough traces behind
to get caught. It was almost like a martial art in some way—the first year of the
past three were spent training all members on the art of staying out of sight
online, on the tricks of the trade to keep their tracks as obscured as possible,
and the sharing of high effort but practically “invisible” track hiding techniques
using as many relays and as many obfuscating factors as it was possible and
affordable. The rise of the cryptocurrency was a great boon to all as it provided
a slightly cleaner way of paying the various third party relay machine operators.
Some, like Desmond, ran their own cryptocurrency miners locally, while others,
after they had mastered the art of staying in the shadows online, started plying
their next level training on the various Dark Web forums that called on hackers
to help the unseen anonymous task masters for payment in cryptocurrency; their
initial costs for setting up the vast anonymising infrastructure was funded by
the pooled cryptocurrency of the original nine. As the leader, Desmond naturally
contributed the most cryptocurrency to the members’ initial boostrapping costs,
but of course only through the intermediaries that where the original nine.

The second year of training involved probing systems to look for vulnerabili-
ties, and after discovering the said vulnerabilities, to start seeking for useful in-
formation that lay within, all without leaving any tracks behind. Desmond himself
was not very familiar with this step, and had deferred to the two real-life security
researchers to provide the training materials. It was a necessary offensive skill to
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have because it helped with balancing the information asymmetry—by learning
good infiltration skills, the Resistance could penetrate the information systems
and look for embarrassing data that could then be released to the public to spark
a much deep seated anger against being lied to by the population. That alone
was one of the many golden goals: to have the general population’s support of
the Resistance in the demand for greater transparency and respect for the con-
stitutional concepts of liberty. For while they had forty six people in all, it was
not an army of any sorts, and more importantly, had no mandate from either the
people or the government to get anything done; in the court of public opinion,
they were bound to lose unless they can convince the court itself that the State
was doing wrong and hiding it from everyone, thus stirring up the strong senses
of justice that was necessary to overthrow any rules that could have been there.

Infiltration and information retrieval was also a good low aggression type
offensive skill that was needed to boost the confidence of the members of the
Resistance, and also to teach them the preliminaries that were needed for the
last set of skills that only a small group was going to have access to due to the
high level of technical competence required—active offense skills in the form of
payload delivery. This was a truly devastating set of skills to be mastered, and
only three of the nine sub-units were actively trained in it. The difficulty was one
of the reasons for the limited number of people who were going to do it, but it was
also because of image—if all the Resistance was heard doing was causing havoc
on every information system it went to, then the more noble causes of having
the protesters released and the constitutional rights of freedom of speech and
association would be completely marred by the broad stroke of anarchism that
the media (both mainstream and social network based) that would definitely play.
Credibility was the main key to success, and Desmond knew it.

The three years had also seen Desmond slowly drifting apart from his two
other friends, Lucas and Chee-Harn. Lucas had gone on to study overseas, and
was thus in a different time zone most of the time, making it hard to synchronous
the times across time zones that they could play together. Chee-Harn was saying
that his new school had lots of project work, making it necessary to meet up with
his classmates after the end of the normal academic day to discuss and work
on the projects, which also meant that he could not easily meet up to play as
well. Ordinarily, Desmond would be disappointed by the entire affair—they had
been playing with each other for a long time after all and were basically like
family—but since he started running the Resistance, he had been afraid that he
would not have enough time to administer it properly. So in many ways, the slow
drifting apart of the three friends actually worked well in his favour, though he,
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like the rest, gave some perfunctory statement about how he needed to focus
more on the increased work load from the school and had much less time to
play. Desmond had felt moody the first time he realised that he was not going
to be having a similar type of life as before, but after a while, the idea of the
Resistance doing the type of social good that he wanted made him resolute
enough to acknowledge the lack of gaming with his old friends as the type of
sacrifice that was necessary for the times.

The three sub-units who were trained in payload delivery were headed by the
security researchers for two of them (a sure no brainer), and the other one was
headed by the local of the original nine replies who claimed that Alice was his
sister. The three teams had been quietly taking on jobs from the more sketchy
parts of the Dark Web forums as a means of gaining more experience in payload
delivery, but also as a means of getting pay for the Resistance. Desmond’s
cryptocurrency mining was by no means of a small scale, but it was definitely
insufficient as a consistent income source. This led to the joint decision to use
the three teams who had payload delivery training to get their hands even dirtier
by taking on jobs that had no question about their moral correctness—they had
none, just so long as the data is retrieved, the tracks of people were kept clean,
and the payload was delivered promptly and safely. The amorality seemed like
a liability when Desmond was suggested this by one the security researchers,
but the other security researcher pointed out that by not casting the tasks into
any form of value judgement, it helped to dissociate the team member’s sense
of righteousness and appeal more strongly to their sense of professionalism,
i.e. when they were given a task to do (infiltrate, download all activity, release
payload), they would still do the job. That kind of neutral amorality was essential
in maintaining a head cool enough to break through the the increasingly well
secured government information systems, which was a necessary step towards
getting the protesters out, as well as setting up situations for the future where
they could activate time bombs that were necessary to disable parts of the
government again as a form of formal protest and attack to get the full attention
of the government.

But that was all in the near past—it was all about the training, it was to ensure
that the Resistance had the means and ability to carry out what Desmond had
sought to do as f4nt0m. The time has come for all good men to come to the aid
of the Resistance, and Desmond sent out a missive through his Dark Web email
to his nine to disseminate.

“Comrades of the Resistance, it is I, f4nt0m. For three years you have toiled
through your education to make you much more savvy at using these tools of
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information so save our country from the malaise that has overcome it, taking
with it the freedom of speech, and the freedom of association. For three years
you have learnt how to protect yourself, how to extract information from places
where they want you to not find such information, and for some of you, the art
of leaving behind interesting pieces of code that will allow you or other fellow
Comrades to do future work should the need arise. I know that some of you
had thought that it was a waste of time, and have felt as though the Resistance
was not doing anything useful in the fight against illiberty. Those who had no
patience are no longer with us, but those of you who have persevered—rejoice!
For you are now more skilled than before, capable of protecting yourself as you
take on the big issues that we had talked about for three years, from three years
ago.

“First, I thank you all for your patience. The time has come for all good men
(and women) to come to the aid of the Resistance and those who have languished
in jail for the past three years, and here are some of the tasks that need to be
done by all of us. Choose the tasks to your ability, then tell them those whom
you have patiently learnt from over the past three years; perform the task, then
report back to them when it is accomplished. Remember what the Resistance
had taught you—while it is important to do the best impact one can, it is also
important to ensure that one does not get compromised, because if one of us
gets compromised, the rest of us can also get compromised. Remember that,
and remember your training, andmay you prevail in your chosen task! If, however,
you fail, you should still inform those whom you have patiently learnt from over
the past three years, so that we will know what has been done, and what has not,
and can adjust accordingly.

“Here are the tasks (in no specific order):

1. Obtain the following information from Social Media Monitoring Services:

(a) Documents describing the universal surveillance tools they have.

(b) Code examples of the universal surveillance tools they have.

(c) Machine, operating system and software specifications on which the
universal surveillance tools are run on.

(d) List of topics that they are looking for.

(e) Database of surveillance outcomes.

(f) Internal reports that can show extent in which universal surveillance
is used in the government.
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(g) Meeting minutes and internal reports that demonstrate no ethical
consideration against universal surveillance.

2. Obtain the following information from the Police Constabulary Force:

(a) Jail locations of as many of the five hundred protesters from three
years ago.

(b) Riot police numbers and associated equipment.

(c) Riot police tactics and deployment manuals.

(d) Police communications protocol, including the radio frequencies that
are used, code books and code words and the like.

(e) Internal reports on either the five hundred protesters, or actions taken
on warrants derived from universal surveillance, or on the Resistance.

(f) Standing orders and procedures regarding freedom of speech and
freedom of association and other potential constitutional violations.

(g) Databases of any sort, preferably involving people who were arrested
due to ‘politically motivated crimes’.

3. Obtain the following information from the Ministry of the Interior:

(a) Internal memos and reports on anything that mooted and/or autho-
rised the creation of Social Media Monitoring Services.

(b) Internal memos and reports on the extent of information gathering,
fusion with other intelligence sources, and sharing.

(c) Internal memos and reports on other programmes at the scale of how
Social Media Monitoring Services operate at, either clandestinely or
overtly.

(d) Software code for other tools that the Ministry of the Interior have
been using to monitor the population especially on civil liberties.

(e) Databases of the types of intelligence that the Ministry of the Inte-
rior has on various peoples (arrested or ‘merely’ under surveillance),
topics, and other related issues.

4. Set up backdoors on associated equipment in Social Media Monitoring
Services to ease stealthy access.
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5. Set up automated counter-intelligence on associated equipment in So-
cial Media Monitoring Services to disrupt their universal surveillance pro-
grammes.

6. Set up logic bombs that can disrupt communications of Police Constabu-
lary Force, Social Media Monitoring Services, and Ministry of the Interior
to reduce their coordination capacity.

7. Commandeer enough resources based in Social Media Monitoring Ser-
vices, Ministry of the Interior, and Police Constabulary Forces to send out
a mass notification to all citizens in the country to stage a massive walk
out protest at a to be specified time to protest against the illiberal slant
that the government has taken the country to.

“Fellow Comrades of the Resistance, remember that you have trained so hard
for so long, all for this one moment in time. This moment, is our moment, where
we bring all these skills to bear upon the juggernaut that is the government
surveillance and anti-freedom machine. Let us stand together and rise against
tyranny before there is no longer any chance of doing so!

“f4nt0m, out.”
With that message typed out carefully and painstakingly into the Dark Web

email client directly, Desmond proofread it another time and was satisfied with
what he had written. He applied f4nt0m’s digital signature to the message as a
means of proving that it had indeed come from him, and sent it out to his nine
first followers via the Dark Web email for them to disseminate. The program took
a few minutes to run through all the cryptographic algorithms at each layer of his
defense meant to cover his tracks on the network at large, during which Desmond
sat in his seat in front of his beefy computer looking eagerly at the progressmeter
to see how far into the processes his message was going through.

A small ‘ding!’ of confirmation of the success of sending out the message
greeted Desmond at the end of it all. He went into his Dark Web email inbox,
and was glad to have a visual confirmation of its successful delivery—he had
done the equivalent of a blind carbon copy out to his first nine for dissemination;
technically the first ten, since it included himself. With his message and call to
battle sent, there was nothing else the Desmond needed to do for the Resistance
for now, and he quietly logged out of his Dark Web set up, closed all the relevant
programs and browser windows, before logging out and re-logging in to his
computer on the account he used for his part time job to continue on a piece of
work that had been commissioned.
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It was several hours before Desmond stretched himself out and pushed his
chair away from his computer. He had been working on the new web site’s design
for the past few hours, and had reached the point where he knew he was done
for the day—he could keep going on for sure, but at that point there would not be
anything useful to be gained since he had more or less drained himself of all the
creativity that he had mustered through the day. He rubbed his sore shoulders
for a bit, and made a mental note to relax them a bit more the next time he was
working on the computer. He went back to the computer, made a final save of the
work that he had, sent a copy of it as a back up to the client’s file server, before
closing all the programs that he was using. He then logged out of the account
that he used for his part time job and lingered at the log in screen for a little. On
the one hand, he was curious if the people of the Resistance had selected the
tasks they wanted to do and had gone out to do them, but on the other hand, he
knew that if he started looking through all those, he was going to be sucked in
for another few hours doing more of the high level coordination to ensure that
there was sufficient overlap to ensure success, but without so much overlap that
the tasks were not adequately covered.

The list of tasks was a very interesting one that was suggested almost three
years go by the first nine. One of the self-declared foreigner had said that he had
ran an information insurgency before, and found that the most effective means of
achieving the aims of the Resistance especially with the support of the public was
to discover information that would create a massive outrage among the usually
apathetic public. One of the ways that he had found useful was to start showing
Joe Everyman that his every action throughout the day and night were actively
being watched, recorded, analysed, and then judged, all while he was completely
unaware. That particular set up was ingenious because it did not have to create
any complicated abstract arguemtns about how the government was supposed to
be working for the people and not the other way around, and instead bring out the
highly creepy aspect of always being observed by the State, with all observations
kept potentially in perpetuity. The foreign Resistance comrade also said that the
moment Joe Everyman had his life style information displayed before him in such
a blatant manner, it was higher than likely that he would get outraged enough
to actually do something. The rest of the nine (including Desmond) had agreed
with the general strategy that the self-declared forigner was trying to convey.

The payloads that were suggested in the task were carefully put together
by the two security researchers in the team. They have had their “infiltration
teams” trained on how to decide which of the five variants they had depending
on information that they saw or did not see after they had broken into the
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organisation’s servers. Desmond was amazed at the level of dedication that
those two security researchers had invested, and had asked them through direct
Dark Web email privately why they chose to continue to invest all these time.
While the actual answers were phrased differently, their content was clear: they
wanted to use what they knew to right some of the wrongs that were present in
the world, and if they could successfully do that, it was a win, no matter how large,
or how small.

But that all said and done, Desmond did not believe that those few short hours
were enough to get a good response from all the forty five people who were part
of the Resistance. He logged into his gaming account and stared at the program
window for a good while before deciding that he should let off some steam by
playing some computer games with a friend. He opened up the main window
of the game launcher program and clicked on the ‘Friends’ button. On the list
of friends that were present, only Chee-Harn wa on–the rest were basically away
from the keyboard. Desmond was rather surprised—he had not seen Chee-Harn
online for a very long time, not because of lack of trying, but because their life
trajectories had diverged quite a fair bit.

Desmond pulled up a chat window with Chee-Harn and started typing through
it.

desmond: hey Chee! you there?

cheeeee-ham: wait, who r u

cheeeee-ham: wah lau eh, desmond! u cheebye

cheeeee-ham: long time no c, thot u mati!

desmond: hahaha same same

desmond: what are you up to? wanna game?

cheeeee-ham: wah game arh

cheeeee-ham: dis one izz uhh veri hard

cheeeee-ham: i busy

desmond: busy? on what?

cheeeee-ham: uhh

cheeeee-ham: some kind of take home exam lah

cheeeee-ham: veri difficult and long

desmond: seriously? an exam now?

cheeeee-ham: yeah

cheeeee-ham: de teacher damn cibai

cheeeee-ham: teach veri little, talk a lot of cock

cheeeee-ham: den gib so hard take home exam

cheeeee-ham: dunno for fuk
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cheeeee-ham: lan lan lor

desmond: hmmm

desmond: okay okay

desmond: talk to you next time?

cheeeee-ham: yah, next time lor

cheeeee-ham: sorri man, jin paiseh

Desmond looked at the exchange between he and Chee-Harn and sighed. He
decided to go take a walk instead, and check on replies to his message over the
Dark Web email in the morning.



Resurrected Beast Unleashed

“I don’t believe this!” the Director said as he gripped his hair tight and tugged
on it in anger. Social Media Monitoring Services was in turmoil—the attack had
been continuing for the past twenty four hours, and the supporting engineers
in the floor below were not able to determine what was wrong despite having
unplugged the servers running the crawlbots from the Internet. They had tried
rebooting the servers in safe mode with almost no files running, and tried to
figure out what was wrong. When that did not work, they had tried to re-image
the server with a back up, but that failed.

They progressively went back in time; one week, failed; one month, failed; six
months, failed. They ran out of options there. The next best thing that they could
do was to re-install the servers’ operating systems with the original installation
media, but it also meant that the data and trained model that was used to
power the crawlbots were no longer available. Actually, even the crawlbots were
compromised because there was no way to run any of the crawlbots without
reactivating the problems that they were being hit with, and this was even when
they used code from their internal code repository that ought to be “good” in the
first place.

The Minister of the Interior had contacted the Director of Social Media
Monitoring Services and demanded for a report from them regarding the recent
spike in the number of protesters who were publicly gathering and making a lot
of demands. It was not just about how the protesters had managed to amass
themselves to such a degree without any forewarning, but that some of the
demands that they were making were very specific in nature, and had hints that
the information from which they were based on had been from sources that went
beyond that of the public. What was also puzzling, the Minister of the Interior
had said to the Director, was that the police force could not seem to marshal
their people in effective ways to control the protesters—there were always more
protesters than the number of police officers and riot police officers that were
available for any particular geographical region, and when the police were told
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to alter all deployment plans, the same thing kept on happening. The Minister
wanted to know if there was any form of coordination that was happening using
the sources that were being monitored by Social Media Monitoring Services,
and if so, how long were they coordinating it. The Director had tried to tell the
Minister that he would try his best, but had his ass chewed out instead.

Lucien was smart to avoid the Director for that day the moment he heard that
the servers of Social Media Monitoring Services were under attack. He, Bernard,
and Alison were on the floor below their offices, working with the engineers in
trying to solve the weirdness that they were seeing.

“Lucien, it’s not working,” the Chief Engineer was telling him. “We tried to
do diffs on the code all the way till around one year ago. Everything seemed to
be reasonable. Then we load it up into the servers, with the older model data,
boom! the same problem is back. And these are the machines with the brand
spanking new installs of the OS too. . . I have no f. . . idea what is going on now. I
don’t think it is the operating system, and I highly doubt it is the crawlbots’ code.
Got any suggestions?”

“Have you tried using an older dump of the model parameters?” Alison asked.
“Huh? How old are we talking about? We can get up to a year’s worth of it

here, but mind you, these models are only check pointed one every month, so
that’s at most twelve older versions we can work with. We have a couple more
freshly installed OS servers that we can try on, but if you want any more, it will
take even more time,’ the Chief Engineer replied.

“The one-percent rate of the model parameters is like once every six months,
so that covers only at best a two-percent parameter change only,” Lucien mum-
bled out loud. “Do we have any more older parameters from way back, say just
when the new crawlbots were deployed?”

“Wow that’s like. . . I don’t even know if we still kept those,” the Chief Engineer
replied, wiping his brow as his team was reinstalling the operating systems on
a few more servers in the background. “All the older than one year data back
ups are off site, and that requires Director-level approval to access, of which we
need at least a month before they can return us with the data we requested. Also,
we have to be rather specific with what we are looking for—they need to make
copies to hand to us since the originals are stored on deep ultra high density
storage that was impractical to move around.”

“Damnit!” Bernard exclaimed as Lucien and Alison turned to look at him.
“I tried to load it with an all-zero model parameter—the damn thing is still
happening!”

“What is? Same damn thing, or something different?” the Chief Engineer
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barked out.
“Same damn thing Boss! The disk I/O rate was high, the number of network

I/O attempts were also high—those didn’t work because we didn’t connect the
server to anything. The associated PIDs that were supposed to be the process
owners for these attempts were found to be invalid when a normal listing for them
on either /proc or via htop. There were a couple of file handles that were opened
that we could sort of see but not really. We tried to kill these phantom processes
with root using kill -9, but nothing happened,” one of the engineers working
with Bernard reported succinctly.

“Nothing happened? No error message or anything?”
“Yep. It looked like it worked, but all the other symptoms were still there, and

that included the phantom PID as well.”
“Did you try to trace which IP addresses that the machine was trying to

connect to?”
“We did—but two things happened. One, we could not access the IP ad-

dresses and ports that it was connecting to from the box because for some rea-
son, the phantom process had a privilege level higher than that of root. Two,
we tried connecting a test machine which had a simulated router running of the
port to capture the IP address and port that the phantom processes were trying
to connect to, but the IP address and port seemed random. Aaand the test ma-
chine itself started to show signs of the same problem despite being completely
unrelated.”

“And this is from a freshly installed copy of the operating system from the
CD-ROM?” asked the Chief Engineer with great incredulity.

“Yep,” the engineer replied with the type of fake cheeriness that came when
one felt utterly stumped and had no recourse.

“Wow, fuck me. . . ” the Chief Engineer muttered under his breath.
Lucien and Alison looked at Bernard, who merely shrugged his shoulders. The

three of themmay be deputy directors, but they worked on the research aspect of
the development of the crawlbots from the machine learning perspective, not on
the system administration and system programming aspects that the engineers
were currently engaged in. And seeing the Chief Engineer’s face was enough to
know that something had gone terribly and horrifically wrong.

“Lucien, Bernard, and Alison, I think I don’t have a good solution here.
Whatever is hitting us isn’t from the outside any more, and it has the type of
persistence that I think the Russians and Americans would drool about—it is
the most sophisticated attack I have ever seen, and I’m pretty sure that the
Department of Cybersecurity would be most interested in looking at it when they
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have the chance. I can try one last thing, which is to do a hard power down and
re-power up of the server thirty minutes later to wipe out the RAM contents in
case the persistence is somehow over the RAM, but really, I kinda doubt that
someone would go through all the trouble to set up such a payload only to be
defeated by such a simple mechanism,” the Chief Engineer said.

“What are you trying to say?” Bernard asked, just to want to hear it straight
out of the Chief Engineer’s mouth.

“I’m trying to say, don’t get your hopes up that we will have this up and running
any time soon. We haven’t gotten it up in twenty four hours, and thus it is very
unlikely that we are going to have this up within the next twenty four hours. I’m
going to contact the CERT in Department of Cybersecurity to seek their advice
on what to do next. You should think about what are the actions that you can and
will be taking, and tell the Director about this.”

Lucien shook his head. This was not a day at all. And it was about to get
worse as they had bad news for the Director. Alison and Bernard looked at him,
and they too had grim faces on.

“What do youmean ‘there’s no way to get the analyses in’? Are you three really
that incompetent?” the Director had asked with a cold sneer. Lucien, Bernard,
and Alison looked at the Director from across the conference table, with the
Director’s personal assistant sitting on the side and taking notes furiously on
her laptop computer.

Lucien bit the bullet and decided to speak out.
“Director, that is a slur on our professionalism. There is no way to get the

analyses in because we do not have any working computing engines that are
available. The attack that was discovered twenty four hours ago had taken down
our entire distributed computing infrastructure, and as we speak here, the Chief
Engineer is still trying to solve it. It is his opinion that the attack that we saw
was one that was much worse than any we had ever seen.”

“Don’t you dare talk back to me this way! What about your laptop computers?
What about Social Media Monitoring Services’ laptop computers and desktops?
Don’t we still have those? How about the spare computing infrastructure that
you had wanted me to to approve nearly three years ago for you three to work
out the trends that lead to the arrest of those protesters in front of parliament?
Can’t you make use of that?”

“The laptop computers and desktops are not powerful enough to run the
analyses,” Alison began, “because the analyses done by the crawlbots are highly
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distributive in nature. Trying to run them on the laptop computers and desktops
would mean a rewrite of the crawlbots to ensure that they can run on the myriad
of platforms, which requires time, and I think that time is something that is what
you are saying we are lacking here!”

“Yes, you people didn’t think of this eventuality. . . but what about that spare
computing infrastructure? Why haven’t you even used that before coming up
here with all these excuses and nothing that I can use to report to the Minister?”
the Director continued, this time bellowing loud enough that Lucien could see
the Director’s personal assistant physically jump from it involuntarily as she was
typing furiously on the keyboard to track the information from the one-sided
“discussion”.

“Because, Director, we had to deploy the additional computing infrastructure
to augment the existing one for the new demands and requirements that you
had said we had to look out for after we had that successfully deployment and
computation three years ago. You pointed out that with the longer horizon,
we were getting exactly the type of information that the various government
agencies were looking for, and as such we should have all of them I quote ‘firing
on all cylinders so that we do not waste any resource by keeping them lying
idle’ unquote. Alison had warned you about how those computing infrastructure
was for back up in case the main systems were facing a debilitating attack such
as this one we are facing now, and that the main reason why we used those
for the computation three years ago was that it was a good way to test out the
enhanced crawlbots that computed the Malopinions Virality Index on the back-
up system, and that it was a one-off computation used to decide if there was a
need to extend the horizon, and if there was, it could serve as the justification for
requisitioning additional hardware to improve on the capacity, which Sir, I recall,
you told us to just make use of the existing ones without a back up,” Bernard said,
starting calmly and ending with a roar that equalled that of the Director.

The Director’s personal assistant sat there, her hands suddenly stopping over
the keyboard, unsure of what to write as the Director and Bernard had a staring
match. Each man was red in the face, with the tell tale throbbing vein in the
forehead, as though they hated the heck out of each other’s guts. On right of
Bernard, Alison sat there, her muscles tensed, as she stared at the Director,
waiting for the latter to suddenly get physical and throw something heavy in the
general direction of the deputy directors. On Bernard’s left, Lucien sat there,
alert as well, trying to decide whether he wanted to be the mediator or not. Just
by looking at both the Director’s and Bernard’s face, Lucien thought better—there
was nothing to be gained in trying to mediate. The words of the Director hinted at
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the righteousness that he thought he had, while Lucien knew that Bernard stood
firmly in the technical incapability of supporting the request, and that neither
would give any ground whatsover. It was, in short, an impasse stemming from
the conflict between politics and technology.

The Director slowly relaxed himself and started to take deep breaths, to which
Bernard also started to stand down. The overall tension in the room suddenly
lowered itself to something of a more acceptable level, and Lucien could see
from the corner of his eye that the Director’s personal assistant looked less ready
to bolt out of the room to get help, her hands still poised over the keyboard
waiting for the discussion to continue.

“So,” the Director began, trying to keep his voice even, “now what? Do you
guys have suggestions in answering the Minister? I’m sure that all of you know
the situation out there—it is borderline chaotic, and the Minister strongly thinks
that we have the answers for him. What should we answer him then, given
everything that you three have just told me?”

“Director,” Lucien started as calmly as he could as Bernard stood down to
regain his inner calm. “We tell the Minister the truth. Social Media Monitoring
Services had always been a passive observer from the very beginning, and this
principle was still extant even when we started compiling the Malopinion Virality
Index in addition to the usual Topics of Interest that we did from the beginning.
Now we are under an active attack of sorts from actors of which we knew not who
they were, how many they were, what their intent was, what they could do, and
what they have done. We’re severely outgunned here, and can no longer perform
the passive observe and report role that was our task. Basically, we need to admit
that and inform the Minister that he will have to bring in the big guns now. And
yes, that means bringing in the actual intelligence agencies. Because clearly,
we are working against hostile elements as opposed to ignorantly misguided
citizens.”

The Director sagged into his chair in the conference room as his personal
assistant typed away on the laptop computer, keeping track of all that was being
said. The Director looked at Lucien, Bernard, and Alison in turn and gave an
audible sigh.

“Lucien, I know you are right, but it is so hard to admit defeat.”
Bernard suddenly felt a stab of pity for this man who was the Director.
“We understand,” Bernard said. “But it had to be done the right way.”

Political inmate 86753 was sleeping in his stainless steel cell on his pillow-
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less stainless steel bed. It was a lazy afternoon, and the one meal for the day had
been delivered and consumed as well. He was now in Block B, Cell two ninety-
six, which was incidentally located on the second floor. He lost track of all the
minutes, the hours, the months, and the years. He was still acutely aware of the
day though—the daily cycle of night, then day, then night again was something
that his incarcerators had not figured out how to randomise yet.

As he laid there and looked unfocusedly at the ceiling and thinking about
nothing as much as he could in a room that was deliberately constructed with a
lack of any stimuli, his hearing was triggered by an acutely different sound. There
were many clangs of metal that sounded suspiciously like the forceful sliding of
some very familiar metal barred gates. His mind slowly cranking from the sudden
appearance of the extraordinary, he sat right up almost at once on his stainless
steel bed and looked about across the bars of his cell to the ones that were
opposite him, his ears keen to hear of the familiar but out of place clanging
sound.

There! He heard it again, and this time, he had seen it as well. A fellow
inmate from the opposite block that he could see from his cell had walked up to
his barred gate in a tentative sort of way, looked about for one reason or another,
before grabbing hold of the barred gate, and sliding it away from the wall. Inmate
86753 looked on quizzically as the barred gate slid to the side unexpectedly and
slammed on to the other wall with the characteristic clang! sound, and observed
the inmate sneakily slipping his slippered foot out of the barrier delineated by
the now opened barred gate. When no prison officers seemed to have appeared,
he stepped his whole self out more boldly and looked around quickly, before
darting for the stairs.

Inmate 86753’s mind was slow from the lethargic settings designed to kill
all senses of thought to reprogram their way of thinking, but even he could
sense that there was something amazing that was happening through the foggy
thought. He walked up to his own barred gate after putting on his slippers,
grabbed a vertical bar in each hand, and then gently tried to slide the barred
gate to one side. To his surprise, the barred gate slid to the side without any
resistance whatsoever, and since he did not throw his entire weight like how his
fellow inmate had, the barred gate slid without slamming itself with full force into
the other wall.

Inmate 86753 calmly stepped out of his cell and took a breath of fresh air.
Beside him, his fellow inmates had seemed to catch drift of what was happening,
and had opened up their own gates to step out as well. All twenty inmates of the
second floor of Block B had stepped out of their cells, and were looking at each
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other collectively in a haze, having never had to do any thinking on their own for
however long each had been in the prison. Those who were more alert and quick
thinking (relatively) were those who had been imprisoned for not too long, and
they were suddenly taking the lead, scouting about looking for prison officers,
and seeing that none of them, also noticed that there were no alarms of any
sort—the entire prison complex seemed to be deserted by the authorities, with
almost every door and gate unlocked.

Knowing that some of their comrades were still stuporous from being brain-
washed for too long, the quick witted ones started shouting and herding their
fellow inmates to follow them to freedom. Inmate 86753 found himself following
behind a throng of inmates who had decided to band up to head to the nearest
exit led by a couple of the quick witted, while several more quick witted ones
were moving on ahead, scouting as much as possible to ensure that they were
not caught unawares by any weird trap that the prison officers had set up for this
occasion.

It was completely unbelievable. If not for the fact that he was hearing a few of
his fellow inmates shouting commands, and that he could feel pain when a more
stuporous inmate bumped into him, Inmate 86753 would have thought that he
was still in a thoughtless dream. But it was not a thoughtless dream—it was real!
He was walking, he was following, they were walking, they were following, and
more importantly, they were heading to freedom! There was no need to stop and
ask silly questions like why, who, how, and where—everyone who had been stuck
in the prison complex for any period of time had the urge of seeking freedom
bubbling latently in their blood and soul, and despite how dumb they had gotten
from the deliberate deprogramming, they could still rely on that sense of yearning
of freedom to lead themselves out of it when a chance presented itself.

And surely there was not a better chance than this one, where some kind of
malfunction of the prison complex had made it ridiculously easy for everyone
incarcerated to just walk out.

No one asked how they could be rid of their prison garb so that they would be
less easily discovered in the populace. No one asked how they could get back
to a normal life from being a fugitive. No one asked anything—they just shuffled
onward, following the person in front, who followed whoever was in front of them,
who followed the few who still had their wits about them, the de facto leaders.

Down the stairs Inmate 86753 went with his fellow inmates. Across the
corridors they continued. On the concrete pathways they walked, avoiding the
grass as they had always done. Past some of the doors that were normally barred
and locked electronically by a central office that none of them had ever seen.
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Through more corridors that ran past administrative offices that they had seen
only through the protective laminate plastic that separated the officer on duty
for in processing from them. Down more hallways that hitherto only the prison
officers and their support staff had ever used. Passed the room that housed a
great vault door with lots of banging sounds on it that was the armoury that they
never knew existed. Through another series of hallways with metal doors that
were opened at the slightest touch. Through a hall which had nice benches and
tables in front of some small stalls that seemed to sell food. Through another
hallway towards a metal door that was once a mystery. Through the inprocessing
hall where each of the inmates had stepped through exactly once, and had not
stepped through it in any other direction ever since. Past the double doors that
each one was first brought into the prison. Through the parking area where
each of them was first unloaded from the prison bus. Through the two double
doored openings that breached through the wall that wrapped around the prison
complex.

Into freedom.
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Epilogue

The cold wind howled as I huddled up against myself in the warmth of the
overcoat that I had bought for myself. I was happy to be alive considering
everything, but was not pleased that I had to leave and make my way to the
United States for political asylum. I had to leave all that I cared about behind;
my thesis on gender studies had to be started from scratch since I have lost
access to my primary population of study, my advisor, my university standing,
and my dignity. I could probably work on it here at some college, but it would
require me to take some rather expensive standardised tests and fill out a pound
of application forms just to get in, not to mention all the attempts that I would
have to take to get my academic credit transferred over from my old university
(ha ha ha) when I have no more standing there. Yeah, not worth it. Money was
tight enough as it was without having me heaping a whole new amount of pain
on me.

That I escaped to the United States at all was nothing short of a miracle.
The patriarchy called me the ring leader of a left wing conspiracy hell-bent
on toppling the status quo over values that the society then deemed as being
irrelevant or even downright dangerous. They threw me into a place that could
be politely called a prison, but was really a patriarchy led deconstructionist post-
industrial psychological reprogramming facility. Each day was designed by the
fascist pigs to be as monotonous as possible, but with just sufficient amounts
of unpredictability that would make it impossible to completely shut everything
out and just count the time. It was definitely cruel and unusual punishment, but
what can one do in the face of such a fascist society where capitalism ruled
supreme, where gender and minority rights were ridden roughshod in the name
of commerce and supporting the sycophantic foreigners who out priced all the
citizens just because of the arbitrage that they could leverage on when remitting
their meagre earnings back home?

But I digressed. Fuck ’em. I was done with trying to help a society that did
not want to be helped, a society that preferred to be herded about as sheep than
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to stand up for themselves, and stand up for what was right.
So yeah, fuck ’em. Enough said for now.
My escape, as I said, was nothing short of a miracle. They got me good, and

the deputy public prosecutor nailed a heavy twenty years on me for “persistent
attempts at undermining the social fabric”—I literally could not make shit like
this up; it was something that was said out in open court. The evidence was all
over the place, but relied heavily on the outcomes of a damn machine running
some software that had been monitoring my actions and communications for
a long time. I was surprised that I could be indicted in the first place, since
I was careful to be as neutral sounding as I could in public. I would admit to
myself that some of my private communications could get a little harsh, but I
was not expecting that to go out of the group of two people who read it, namely
me, and whoever I was corresponding to. Yet at the trial itself, the deputy public
prosecutor pulled out a report generated by that infernal anti-social Social Media
Monitoring Services of the Ministry of the Interior that highlighted that I ranked
high on the Malopinion Virality Index and was a Person of Interest for as long
as three years before the protest outside the parliament house. The deputy
public prosecutor claimed that while posts and articles associated with me as
the creator were often low in score in the Malopinion Virality Index, there was
a long time trend that showed a premeditated attempt at ensuring that while
controversial at times, whatever I had allegedly posted was still self-censored
enough that it would be kept under the collective monitoring radar. My defense
lawyer (God bless him) had tried to argue that the ‘evidence’ as provided by
the deputy public prosecutor was inadmissible because it was based on the
judgement of a machine whose reasoning processes were not easily queried
and therefore any attempt to explain the output of the machine was nothing
more than educated cases, and thus failing to reach the level of proof that was
mandated by law. He was shouted down by both the deputy public prosector and
the judge (weren’t judges supposed to be neutral?) and slapped with a Contempt
of the Court summon when he tried to explain himself.

Long story short, I was going to be in the slammer for a long long time.
Before I went into jail though, my little brother Chee-Harn told me that there

was a new Resistance online working in the shadow of the Dark Web that was
recruiting members who could help amplify the awareness that I and the other
five hundred other protesters who were trying to do. He also added quietly that
he was going to join the Resistance so that he could help figure out how to get
me out of prison through ways that would route around the legally impossible
position, but added that it might take a while, and so I should be patient.
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I told him to not be an idiot and get himself into trouble—that Resistance
thing sounded scammy and more importantly, was a good way to get all the
government’s apparatus targetted on you. Chee-Harn then told me not worry
since had allies who could help him. I shrugged and told him to not do anything
I would’t before I was dragged into the prison.

I languished in prison for roughly two years. I knew that Chee-Harn was going
to try and spring me in a less than legal way, but I did not know how or when.
What I did know was that whenever that moment occurred, I had to be ready to
use my wits and escape among all the likely chaos that was going to ensue, and
thus I had to make sure that the deprogramming exercise they had created for
the likes of us would not be successful on me, while simultaneously not drawing
too much attention to myself wherever I ended up—even though it was a female
prison, the prison officers took the entire deprogramming exercise very seriously
because it was the only way to rehabilitate successfully to return to society. If I
did not show the right amount of regression, they were likely to takeme away from
where I was an subject me to more active and direct rehabilitation techniques—I
did not want to find out what it was, but I was pretty sure it was going to involve
a third party citizen who would ‘perform the role of rehabilitation operator’ by
pushing the buttons on the electroshock machine that was based on Pavlovian
responses.

And so for those two years, I kept my cool as much as I could. I spent lots
of time thinking quietly, never showing any form of intelligence that was higher
than that of a potato as much as I could do it. All the thoughts that I could do, I
kept on doing to keep my mind as sharp as I could. The entire process started
to tire me near the six month mark, and I slowly allowed myself to regress more
than I was planning on showing—my willpower was slowly draining over time.

Just about a week ago, I found that the barred gate to my cell was unlocked.
It was very unusual since the prison staff had been damn proud of their “all
electrical” prison complex that was relatively new. I carefully and silently slid it
aside and peeked around the corner. There was no alarm, and no one running
towardsme to stopme fromwhat I was doing. Thankingmy great luck, I opened a
few more gates containing my fellow inmates after I had stepped through mine,
and those kind of went out all over the different blocks in the prison complex
to open up the barred gates. We then made our way out of the prison complex,
where we then split up asmuch as we could to escape through the fields that were
surrounding the walled up complex. I did not attempt to immediately escape,
but instead wend my way to a specific location near the far side of the prison
complex walls. I looked about the storm drains near there and found what I
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was looking for—a tightly sealed bundle of street clothes and sandals, with some
money that I had prepared there during the bail period before my trial. I did
not really believe Chee-Harn then that I would have a chance to walk out of the
prison before my time, but hedged my bets just in case he or the Resistance
was successful. I quickly changed into the street clothes, and shoved the prison
garb into the bundle and redid the seal as best as I could before I shoved it back
into the storm sewer—I was not going to be caught holding prisoner’s garb while
attempting to escape from a meticulously planned exit.

After that was done, I tool a very long and very circuitous route all the way
back home.

When I reached there, Chee-Harn was answering the door, and quickly
dragged me into the apartment before closing the door behind me. Without
saying anything, he had given me a big hug before telling me “See? I told you
you’d be out.” Pa and Ma were not at home—Chee-Harn had sent them on an
errand to help him get something over a few places so that they would not be
there when I returned—it helped to leave fewer witnesses.

Chee-Harn then went to his room and returned with a haversack full of things
that he had prepared. He told me briefly that I was to dress up like a girly boy,
then meet up with a guy near the docks to take a boat out to the island of the
next country illegally, before taking an official bumboat there into the country
itself, and then using the money and the fake passport to make my way to the
United States. He also told me that he had scanned my real birth certificates and
national IDs and passports and had sent them to a password protected server
where I could download them and have them printed so that I can apply for
asylum, and gave me the password to it.

I was never close to my brother, but this was the first, and sadly the last, time
that I would ever meet him. I hugged him fiercely and followed his instructions
and so now here I was, in Chicago in the middle of my application for political
asylum.

I had wanted to delay for a bit, but it was a good thing that I did not. I read
from the international news section in the Chicago Tribune after I had arrived
in the United States that shortly after I had left, the prime minister had called
for an emergency parliamentary meeting and had every one of the members
of parliament vote on whether he should be granted with emergency powers to
deal with the deteriorating situation, considering that there were protesters out
on the streets everywhere, that there were escapees from prisons running out
of the prison complexes, and that there was a very persistent and large scale
cybersecurity attack that was crippling the Ministry of the Interior’s coordination
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of efforts to bring stability back using only domestic police forces. Parliament
voted nearly unanimously to grant the prime minister emergency powers, and
when that was confirmed, he promptly declared martial law, set curfew hours,
and sent in the military to both break up the protesters and to hunt down the
fugitives.

It was a bloody day. Many protesters got badly hurt when their protest against
the draconian surveillance dragnet clashed head on with the infantry units, who
were more inclined to resort to force than the riot police. They had no intention
of arresting anyone, and ended up breaking up protests through sheer brutality.
The Chicago Tribune reported that the protests were organised due to a large
trove of uncensored information from the Ministry of the Interior was released
anonymously on to the world wide web. There was a summary as well which
described what the information was describing, and within a couple of hours the
information had been replicated all over the Web, with the juicy bits of “universal
surveillance” and “ensuring people always saw the correct stuff” starting to
make its rounds over the social media and social network. Enough people got
angry and they quickly organised protests unimpeded due to the Social Media
Monitoring Services of the Ministry of the Interior being one of the important
divisions within the Ministry of the Interior that was crippled by the large scale
cybersecurity attack. With martial law declared, all the existing protests were
quickly shut down, and new ones were not forthcoming when people started to
realise that the military was indiscriminate in the use of force to dissipate the
protesters.

As for the fugitives, many of them were literally hunted by the Army as it made
its sweep from the prison complex out. Those heinous actions were authorised
only because it was past curfew hours, and as a drastic measure to restore peace,
it meant that anyone outside of curfew hours without any official authorisation
was liable to be shot on sight.

I shivered from the cold—I should have kept on walking. There was nothing
left for me to do just standing around like that.


