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Dedicated to the brave people of Ukraine. Slava Ukraini!
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My anonymity. My notoriety. They protect and torment me.


[image: ]




I reread the post on Reddit’s /DroneWarsGame forum: 


WSJ reporter seeks meeting with Stiv Bators, leader of Lords of the New Church. I know there’s more to your story; DM me here. Jennifer Matthews.



Replies to the query mocked the reporter. They reminded her that the person behind Stiv Bators was as mysterious as that of the inventor of Bitcoin. Other commenters joked she’d have better luck speaking with the real Stiv Bators, but he’d been dead for decades.

How did she know there was more to my story?

It had been two months since nearly a quarter million people watched the livestream of our final Drone Wars mission. 

Seconds after our mission completed, I convened the Lords at our private Discord. As was customary, we scrutinized the mission’s video replay frame by frame in search of teachable moments. Near the end of that review we discovered the anomaly. The livestream didn’t match our actual game play. 

After the meeting, we learned another surprise. Destiny Labs, the Kyiv-based developer behind Drone Wars, had abruptly shut the game down for all other players moments after our public livestream ended. Yet our game play continued for an additional 23 minutes.

Destiny Labs issued an immediate public statement upon the closure of the game. They said they were ending it out of respect for war-weary Ukrainians who’d suffered more than 12 years of continuous war and the loss of an estimated 100,000 Ukrainian soldiers and civilians.

At first players and fans were outraged. Why would Destiny Labs end the award-winning drone battle game at the height of its international popularity, and while the war still raged?  The game had become a significant fund-raising platform for Ukraine’s humanitarian relief and war effort, estimated to generate over $100 million annually from in-app donations. 

Rumors swirled on social media that Destiny Labs had been infiltrated by Russian operatives. For the most ardent supporters of Ukraine there was no other rational explanation of the betrayal.

We knew differently.

The public outrage proved short lived, however. Two days after the game’s shuttering, bigger news struck like a thunderbolt: Russia’s war machine had finally collapsed. The war was over. 

In the eight weeks that followed, the public’s attention shifted to talk of reparations, demining, reconstruction, the self-immolation of the Russian empire, and war crimes trials in The Hague. 

Destiny Labs even announced plans to repurpose the AI engine of Drone Wars for a new game, Sapper Ukraine, that would release in six months. The game would allow players to operate simulations of demining robots.

In the meantime, former players and fans of the Drone Wars game moved on. 

Yet we Lords struggled to move on. We felt like flies trapped in the amber of that day, haunted by our revelations, but bound by a self-imposed vow of silence.

And now this surprise query from a Wall Street Journal reporter. What did she know?

In the weeks that followed the war’s end, we continued meeting regularly on our private server. We’d become a support group of sorts for one another, lonely veterans of an imaginary war. As a group, we unanimously agreed we could never speak our truth outside the Lords, not even to our spouses or priests. For their protection as well as ours, our secrets were not safe to possess.

Our strange funks were inexplicable to our friends and families. Their well-intentioned attempts to help only strained relationships. All the Lords reported hearing similar words of advice. They told us to buck up, or, it was just a video game, or, see a therapist if you must!  

If only they understood.

We hoped, prayed even, that our burdens would ease over the passage of these weeks. Yet we found our anger, disbelief, and unanswered questions only festered. 

We tried to remind ourselves of our many accomplishments, especially the fundraising enabled by our former celebrity. 

So here I was, stunned and staring at the reporter’s query.  

I was already familiar with this reporter’s prior coverage of the war. To her credit, Jennifer Matthews wasn’t one to regurgitate and amplify Russian disinformation verbatim like so many other journalists. She'd reported from Ukraine’s front lines numerous times to interview civilians, soldiers, prisoners, and even Volodymyr Zelenskyy himself. Her stories were factual and sympathetic to Ukraine.

This was not my decision to make alone. I called the Lords to a meeting. I put the question to a vote. Should we break our silence?  I proposed we’d maintain our silence unless at least 2/3rds of the group voted to break it. 

After a short deliberation all but one of our 50 voted for disclosure. The clear consensus was the team felt the weight of this cross was no longer ours to bear alone.

I responded privately to the reporter’s query with an old screen shot of my former Drone Wars dashboard to prove I was the individual she sought.

***
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A week after our decision I found myself navigating hordes of pedestrians. It was a sweltering mid-day trek from my hotel in Hell’s Kitchen to News Corp.’s headquarters on 6th Avenue. 

New York’s sanitation workers had been on strike for a week, leaving the sidewalks partially blocked by putrid piles of decomposing trash. 

The pungent reek of rotting meat was everywhere. Some pedestrians pressed handkerchiefs to their noses to little avail. 
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