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Dreadbeard in Space 
By Esper Yu      

People assume I’m rich. I’m not. Considering my hours, an electrician might earn more. But I wonder if any of that’ll matter when the revolution comes.
Afterall, I’m just a former junior data analyst at a failing tech startup. I’m not proud of the things I’ve done to get here, but my swashbuckling crew of misfits made me their captain and we bet it all to build an AI model. Now we’re broke.  
	That’s why Sāpi Incorporated, the world’s most valuable company, flew me out to meet their executive team at a ski resort that looked part Apple Headquarters, part Overlook Hotel. They’d made an acquisition offer, and I needed this to work out because the whole world felt like two missed paychecks from oblivion. 
In the ladies room, an elegant, older woman emerged from a stall to wash her hands. She introduced herself as Madame Fong and eyed my sloppy leather tote hanging open on the counter. 
“Tidy up, dear. They’ll steal anything not tied down.” 
She’d inherited her board seat from her husband during the Great Recession, and often stood as a lone dissenter on matters like data privacy, antitrust, worker’s rights, and corporate tax policy. 
	“It’s hard being the only woman in the war room when boys play their little games,” she said. “But rest assured, things will change.”
	“What will? Their little games? Or being the only woman?”
	A hard glint revealed a shrewd operator behind her Yoda-like stature.
“All types of Cinderellas come to this ball. Very few know how to dance. Not like we do,” she said. “Let’s show them.”	
[bookmark: _2emwn8hkr66z]
In the ballroom, a floppy haired boy signed a stack of contracts. He’d just sold his invention, the Brainßlink Interface. But not even a life-changing amount of money could wipe the grimace from his brooding, entitled face. 
Before the FDA & SEC investigations, the press called him the Mozart of Brain Science even though he’d dropped out of Stanford. Now he’s accused of falsifying research and human experimentation. No one here seemed to care. 
I leaned over to my investor, the chaperone who’d arranged this unlikely union. 
“Why is he here?” I whispered. 
“S-Corp’s still shopping around,” she said. “So don’t end up the only piglet without a teat.”
She returned to her phone call. “They need to see the source code or the deal’s off.” 
My CTO, a former classmate, protested. “Unauthorized pull requests from Russian hackers, Chinese State Security, and now Sāpi Incorporated? Why bother with cyberdefense if we just let them in?”
“It’s called due diligence,” my investor said. “You’ve got six weeks of runway left. If you don’t sign soon, they could pull the deal.” 
My investor whisked me around the room, the most desirable belle at the ball, as I had one glass of champagne after another. She introduced me to the Chairman of Sāpi Incorporated, an amiable grandpa-type, who heaped praise and flattery, while his grim-faced enforcer, a thin, pale man in a Patagonia Vest, said nothing at all.
S-Corp’s horde of lawyers buried my inbox with reams of contracts and term sheets. I crunched the numbers in my head. They offered a top-class multiple, and judging by the data, I’d be an idiot not to sell. I’d already cut my salary just to make sure no one lost their health insurance, and was tired of playing the game. Years of tough calls have turned me into a machine. So I messaged my CTO and told her to grant S-Corp access to our codebase. Then I signed on the dotted line. I felt like a million bucks and they even let me keep the pen. 
I got back to my room around 2am, with a dozen missed calls from my CFO, our startup’s top salesperson. 
“Please tell me you haven’t signed anything,” she said.
I lied. 
“Thank god. The deal’s filled with performance targets, reverse vesting periods and clawback provisions. On top of that, we forfeit all unvested shares subject to deferred payouts and cashflow restrictions.” 
“But that’s good, right?” 
“Are you drunk? First, it means we’d have to meet their targets to get paid. Second, they can change our targets indefinitely to delay any payout. Third, regular employees get nothing. S-Corp would keep the IP, the voting power, and even the fucking coffee machines.” 
I felt a hotness at the back of my mouth. “Is this deal good for anyone?”
“The investors get paid either way, and maybe you too, so long as you don’t get fired,” she replied. “But don’t panic. We’ll figure something out. We always do.”
After hanging up, I vomited in the sink and passed out thinking about Ma. 

The next morning, they ran thick black cables to surgical chairs in the ballroom. A Brainßlink skullcap hung from each one. Only the dropout and I hesitated. Everyone else was excited for the team-building event, so I strapped in, and booted up my headset. Fractal patterns flashed across my retinas. 
As I drifted into bliss, S-Corp’s Chairman tapped into our brainwaves. 
“Each startup comes with its own unique culture, and during our due diligence, we felt impressed with one unusual ritual— WarGame.”
My stomach dropped like an anchor. I’d barely survived my first “Wargame”, a turn-based role playing game where losers got canned. 
It looked like I’d never be able to escape their little games. 
***
I sat on the bridge of the Dreadnought, my Frontier-class corvette, with a crew of NPC’s standing at attention. It looked like an old PC game that Ba and I played together for hundreds of hours. Maybe Wargame would be different this time. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.
“Hailing frequencies open,” my First Officer said. 
The Chairman of Sāpi Incorporated appeared on screen with blue skin. “Welcome to the ExF, my executive fleet. Hostile factions threaten the galaxy as our alien rivals, the Høeg Cauda, contest our claim to the Gestalt System. 
“Your first mission: Investigate the attack on Satori Station. Find out what they wanted, then proceed to the rally point. The game ends when the Gestalt is won or lost.”
We traversed the Marsten Gap to find Dropout’s ransacked ship floating in Satori’s orbit. It glowed hot as it melted in zero gravity. Electrical arcs whipped out as gas vented in chaotic bursts. I scanned subspace for an ion trail, sign of a fleeing ship, but found nothing. I didn’t care that Dropout had been knocked out of the game. He’d just keep failing upwards, but I still had to fight, so I led an away team to search for survivors. 
Emergency lights pulsed, plunging us into darkness in an eerie rhythm. Glass tanks drifted loose from their fittings in zero gravity, leaking globs of liquid.
“What is it?” I asked.
 My XO radioed from the Dreadnought.“Maybe an incubation substrate?”
I rubbed the viscous goo between my fingers and peered into one of the tanks. Weird meat the color of raw chicken breast slapped against the glass trying to escape. 
“Or a neurotoxin?” my XO guessed.
Locked in the lab, frost covered dead scientists, their faces frozen in eternal torment. I found Dropout’s crew, bound and shot execution style. 
“Is anyone else onboard?” I asked. 
“No. It appears the bandits took what they wanted and fled.”
I jacked into the terminal and scrobbled through grainy security footage. Dropout’s tactical squad swept the lab, tossing cabinets in a futile search when a firefight broke out. 
A different camera angle showed a woman in an operating theater. She fought against her restraints as if possessed, and gnawed at her leather bit like a rat. The video glitched on her tortured, gargoyle face and the cameras went offline. 
“Actually, captain, we’re reading a pulse from the station’s power relay,” my XO said. 
“Like a heartbeat?” 
“Hard to say. More like an egg timer?”
“An egg timer?”
“I dunno, or maybe a bomb.”
“Back to the ship,” I commanded. “And next time, lead with that.”
“Yes sir.” 
We watched from a safe distance as the bomb triggered a core meltdown. 
	Another scan found nothing, and except for our own dirty wake of space-time distortion, I found no sign of any cloaked ships. 
I was failing my first assignment.

Klaxons sounded.
“A Gilgamesh-class Destroyer approaches!”
An alien ship, resembling the spine and ribs of a whale, dwarfed my Dreadnought. It bore the insignia of the Høeg Cauda. It charged its photon cannon and fired across our bow. 
“Orders, Captain?” 
“Run!” 
I fired point defense tracers, but two hits landed. Our core surged to reroute power to aft shields. Our lights flickered. 
“Sir, we’ve been maneuvered into a field of impulse mines. We’ve got to slow down.”
I gamed out the probabilities in my head and devised a high-risk plan.
“Increase velocity plus-50 and fire at those asteroids,” I commanded. 
“But we’ll fly right into the debris.” 
“Now!” I commanded. 
Our autocannons splintered the nearest asteroids into shrapnel, and I spun up a flywheel to invert our much smaller ship. I hit full burn and brakechecked the aliencraft behind us. The Gilgamesh flew into the shotgun blast of debris, and in that blind moment, I detonated the minefield. 
I diverted all power to shields in synchronous flux and used it as a giant sail to ride the shockwave up past max thrust. We could have ended up anywhere, even into the side of a space glacier, but we glided into a nebula as the Gilgamesh scanned subspace for our signature. Until it repaired its sensors, we were safe. 
My engineers donned pressure suits for a spacewalk. “We might be able to repair some of the armor, but our shields are toast.”
“Just do what you can.” 
I thought about my swashbuckling crew of misfits who stood by me all these years. 
After the first Wargame, I learned to rely on their counsel. But aboard the Dreadnought, my Comms Officer found no way of reaching the outside for help. Even if I had access to my phone, I’d still need to confess. 
The console of my captain’s chair buzzed. I found my mobile phone inside with a sticky-note: 
[bookmark: _bqs8lkq8y3hx]Call your stepsisters 
[bookmark: _uuebspd5cczr]—xoxo Fairy Godmother. 

I patched my CTO and CFO onto the view screen and begged for forgiveness. 
“You’ve never lied to us before. Why now?” 
I hadn’t just lied about selling the company. I’d been withholding information for years, so I told them that Ma’s brainsick. Things would never get better, only worse. Because her meds were expensive and caused impulse control issues, she’d always skip doses. I didn't even find out until Ba caught her betting $100 per coin flip in the Costco parking lot. Asians already love gambling, but she’d been banned from every casino in the state, and their pension fund was empty. There was no equity left in the house either. 
“Well then, I guess you have no choice but to win,” my CFO said. 
My CTO recognized our own AI powering the simulation. 
“There are two dozen code bases smashed together. It’s a graveyard of video games, astrophysics models, satellite protocols, rocket telemetry. Our AI is mutating the codebase, rewriting itself.” She continued. “It's magnificent and terrifying, but they did a botch job merging repositories. Let me refactor to give you an edge.” 
“Make it so,” I told her.
Meanwhile, I searched the Wargame Wiki for clues. With no home planet, the Høeg Cauda evolved in zero-gravity, harvesting solar winds to skim the Outer Rim. Once a millenia, they descended like locusts to feed and breed, after which the Queen consumed her brood until only the next Queen remained.
The engineers finished up and suggested I check my viewscreen. They’d patched all our armor and even painted a bearded Jolly Roger on the Dreadnought’s hull. 

The Gilgamesh carpet bombed the nebula to flush us out, and clouds lit up in a spectacular display.
	“Will the refactor take much longer? This is like eating with one chopstick.”
“Don’t blame me,” my CTO said. “There’s a barnacle draining power. Vent your Bussard Collectors to flush out your stowaway.”
Three sharp blasts of subzero condensation revealed the silhouette of a small starfighter. Before its systems rebooted, we snared it with our tractor link. The small angular craft looked carved from a wedge of Egyptian sandstone. 
“It’s sponging off your reactor for its cloaking device.”
“But the scanner found nothing, wouldn’t it still distort gravity?” I asked.
“They’ve been surfing our ion exhaust. The distortion signature looked indistinguishable from our own wake.”
We cut life support to the craft and my Tactical Officer sliced open the airlock hatch with a plasma saw. Half-asphyxiated, Dropout sprawled on the floor, hair and beard grown long. 
A magnetic charge landed a direct hit on our bow, cutting comms with the outside world. The ship rerouted power from the tractor beam to essential systems, and the sandstone fighter escaped the nebula with the Gilgamesh in pursuit. 
“Take him to the brig, and set course for the rendezvous.”

We caught a passive signal from a leisure cruiser called “The Exclusive” and cut all aux systems to run cool. 
“Switch to kinetics,” I commanded. 
Radar occlusion veiled our presence, and that luxury yacht sailed right into our crosshairs. We had it dead to rights. 
“Orders?” 
We hailed it and my investor appeared on screen. 
	“Oh god, am I glad to see you,” she said. “They let me join as an observer if I flew a civilian ship, but I’m vulnerable out here all alone in this cosmic haystack.” 
	We continued to the rally point, and she got me up to speed. An alien fleet blockaded the Gestalt System, and the ExF ruled Dropout guilty of piracy, murder, and treason. He’d stolen something important, so they’d issued a kill order. 
	“If I lose Wargame, can they take the company?” I asked my investor.
	“Girl, the company is already theirs. I only joined Wargame to protect YOU, my greatest investment!”
	“They’re playing with people’s lives,” I protested.
“Grow up. We’re the invisible hand of the market, stewards of shareholder capital, not babysitters. We’re in civilizational freefall, and you’re worried about people’s feelings? You think the Chinese whine about PTO while they steal the shirts off our backs?”
I kept silent about Dropout’s presence onboard, unwilling to play my joker.

Down in the brig, Dropout stonewalled my questions.
“Don’t you get it? If you lose Wargame, they take everything,” I urged.
“Look at how scared you are to fall out of the Professional Managerial Class,” he said. 
I primed the airlock on the brig. “I want the truth.”
Dropout sighed. “Six months ago, I rejected a structured investment from S-Corp. The next day, a cyberattack stole my lab’s entire codebase. I’d encrypted the most secret research, but rumors about my mom leaked, and the Board of Trustees shut everything down. Guess who came to the rescue with an acquisition offer?”
“What happened to your mom?”
“One night, she called me after taking a bottle of pills. I took her to my lab, pumped her stomach, and kept her in a coma. Brainßlink worked on mice. I thought I could save her.”
That lab rat on Satori Station was Dropout’s mom. But even so, I wondered if Brainßlink could save my own mom. He continued. 
“I put her through the most intensive schedule of Cere-forming ever attempted. MRI’s showed new blood flow in parts of her mind withered from years of addiction. Her serotonin and dopamine receptors normalized. New neural tissue formed. She woke up lucid for the first time in years and said she loved me. Then she had a stroke. She died before the ambulance arrived. S-Corp stole something dangerous, but they have no clue where it is.”
“Do you?”
“No. But this might.”
He pulled a prism-like needle from his flightsuit. I hailed my investor with an excuse for a detour. 
[bookmark: _u06jp7x672o7]//⚏
[bookmark: _9p8bexawdizr]//𝌌𝌄𝌉
[bookmark: _aldfggyxqbi6]//䷾䷨𝌁𝌝𝌦𝌌
[bookmark: _iy72bulhlcrp]//䷾䷨𝌁𝌝𝌦𝌌𝌄𝌉𝌔𝌟𝌋
[bookmark: _pma7tdr76k4r]//𝌁𝌀䷩䷋䷇䷰⚏☳䷃⚊䷵䷁𝌈𝌟
[bookmark: _leacmtjelf0f]//Decrypting coordinates…
[bookmark: _fmkxurhtkxfv]//RA 15h 17m 14s | Dec +21° 35′ 8″
[bookmark: _qjuj5ivmmsgq]//location output--the Serpent’s head

Dropout and I sat together on either side of the portcullis. He pointed out of his porthole. 
“See that blue ring shaped like an ouroboros? That’s the Serpent’s Head, a system formed from the collision of two galaxies. The older core collapsed into a black hole and consumed a younger star. It’s just a simulation, but the real thing is out there.”
	Real or not, it was beautiful. 
“If you had to do it over again, with your mom I mean, would you.”
	He turned to me. “I ask myself the same thing, everyday.”
My radio blipped. “So what? It’s just a blackhole,” my investor said.
“Look closer.” 
Beyond the supermassive blackhole, floated the carcass of an alien cruiser, several times bigger than the Gilgamesh. 
“If there’s no loot, maybe you’ll find something about the aliens,” she said. 
I left Dropout in the brig and suited up with my away team. 
“Send me,” Dropout volunteered. “She can’t be trusted.”
“I can take care of myself.” Then we boarded the floating space junk.
“Anything cool?” my investor radioed from her yacht. 
The cavernous ship felt like a zeppelin built for space giants. Ribs of exotic ore stretched out, and we traversed a long catwalk suspended in blackness to a terminal. My AI deciphered the ship’s log. 
[bookmark: _m6ltrnwu60s4]//䷨
[bookmark: _vt8se9r72lsr]//䷁𝌈
[bookmark: _iwyuhshx1w06]//𝌝𝌦𝌋
[bookmark: _aut2fwiot4j8]//𝌌𝌄𝌟𝌋
[bookmark: _kmgmfpbfsdtd]//𝌁𝌀䷩䷋䷰⚏
[bookmark: _73po8v1gvljz]//Decrypting…
//The hand of god
//Key to gestalt system
//relic of the høeg cauda……
//transcends corporeal form……. 
//Location—ancient creche bathed in vapor
//Dark for all but one orbit a millenia when it eclipses the sun. 

“That’s it? The Hand of God? Who wrote this slop?” my investor asked. Her ship veered out of formation and crashed into the scuttled ship. 
	“Careful! There’s an unstable wormhole here,” I radioed back. 
	“Every billionaire dreams of space, but I prefer Cancun.” Her leisure cruiser rammed the space junk again. The second collision shoved me into a slow inertial drift towards the event horizon of the black hole. 
	“What are you doing? I’ll be crushed! Use your tractor link to pull me back.” 
She rammed me a third time and replied. “The easiest way to increase share price is to cut costs. Now that the hard work's done, no one needs you. We'll cut your team next.”
“I told you so.” Dropout radioed. 
My investor continued. “I have a fiduciary duty to maximize shareholder value, and with you all gone, that’s me. I’m the shareholder.” 
She rammed the dead ship one last time, sending me into the black hole. “Ciao, bebé.” 
She put on her shades and left. 
The scuttled ship moaned like whale song, as the ribs twisted under new torsional forces. The catwalk shook, and an ensign fell into the void below.
“Release me. I’ll tractor you back in,” Dropout begged. 
I had no choice. I set him free. 
	Instead of trying to pull me out, he launched a missile battery at the fleeing ship. He missed.
	“Priorities, man!” 
	“If you die, why should she live?”
	Dropout locked on to me with the tractor link, and the metal beams of both vessels groaned. I was dragging him in. 
The klaxon sounded again, and the Gilgamesh approached. 
“Drop the tractor link and run," I told Dropout. “Just make sure you win.” 
“You won’t get rid of me that easy.”
Both our ships almost ripped apart at the rivets, and we tipped into the black hole. The Gilgamesh just observed from a distance.
Heavy gravitational forces stretched us like a handpulled noodle. Then the Gilgamesh fired two missiles. I thought we were done for, but the missiles flew over my bow and deep into the wormhole. My handheld meter spiked as we experienced a surge of Hawking Radiation.
An anomaly formed in the wormhole. Then my perception changed and everything flashed white. I woke up on the Dreadnought, with my head in Dropout’s lap. “I don’t know who your fairy godmother is, but she stabilized that wormhole for us. We passed right through.”
“To where?” 

[bookmark: _gv7slp1u53ik]//The gestalt sector–???
[bookmark: _prmfo5a4m06e]//Population–???
[bookmark: _g5am2k7pryid]//Size–???

In the debris, I spotted a blinking red light. 
“It’s an escape pod from a leisure cruiser called ‘The Exclusive’, ” my XO said. 
“Let her rot in space,” Dropout sneered.
Instead, we hauled it into the hangar and found my investor lounging inside, sucking down a tube of electrolyte goo. 
	“Orders, sir?” 
	“Take her to the brig.”
The wormhole destabilized and we sent the alien carcass back through. Studying the alien archives, I found a moon called Soma 438. Calculating its orbit, I noticed a pattern. Zoom in far enough, and you’ll always find a pattern. It synchronized to stay in the shadow of a gas planet for all but one day per millenia. Today. 
	“What if we find the relic?” Dropout asked.
	“We use it to win.”
	“In this game, there are no winners.”
We slingshotted from one orbit to another and arrived at Soma 438 first. My investor shared her elevator pitch from the brig. 
“The human mind’s got more compute than CERN. Brainßlink will rewire everyone into a datacenter, and we’ll lease it back for a monthly subscription!”
	“The human brain is not a computer,” Dropout said. 
“It’s better! It’s a super efficient supercomputer running on refined sugar and dopamine. Consider the modern diet. The modern workday. We’ve already evolved for life on a space station or an underground bunker or a jail cell. And the longer we live this way, the more we insist on it. People will accept any conditions to satisfy their appetites.” 
“You’re sick,” I said.
“Smartphones have already changed the physical structure of your brain! Look. You have two choices. Hand him over or lose everything. Think about your team, Dreadbeard. Think about your mom.” 
Not since the first Wargame had anyone called me Dreadbeard. Shame fed my rage. “Wrong, there’s a third choice. The plank.” 
“You don’t want this," Dropout whispered. 
“She doesn’t have the balls,” my investor taunted.
I hit the button for the airlock and vented her into the vacuum of space. She froze and shattered in the subzero void. 
“Why did you do that?” Dropout asked. 
“It’s just a game,” I said. “And it’s time I started playing to win.”
***
From a distance, Soma 438 looked like a sphere of liquid metal. We took an elliptical approach, and the Dreadnought’s canards dragged in the metal like water. Then we passed through the liquid barrier of the moon entirely. 
We shuttled down to a moonbase shrouded in mist. We traversed the grand hall with stalagmites hanging in the cavernous space as a black plinth rose from a deep cavernous void. The relic, ‘The Hand of God’, sat there, ready for plunder. It looked like a fossil in the shape of a raptor’s claw a foot and a half long, with a fixed ringlet at its base.
 “This is what they’re looking for. This is the key to the Gestalt System. I only designed the rough principles, but in here, it evolved into something even greater. With this, I could have saved her…” Dropout said with awe.
I’d seen that covetous, desperate look around many a poker table. A red alert flashed and the entire ExF fleet, dozens of ships, dropped in from Vasimric thrust. 
A shimmering golden ship, the shape of a Biblical angel took the vanguard. The Chairman of S-Corp hailed me from aboard ‘The Exalted’, the ExF Flagship.
“Thank you for finding the Hand of God, my little truffle pig. Now kill him.”
I refused.
“Suddenly shy?” the Exalted asked. “You already have blood on your hands.” 
“No. What’s he talking about? If you lose, you just get fired,” I said. “Right?”
I searched Dropout’s face, but he couldn’t meet my eyes.
“You spaced your investor. She’s a turnip now,” the Exalted said. “Coldblooded.”
“What do you want from me?” 
“Synergy! We needed his brain research but it wasn’t stable without your AI.” 
“Why are you doing this? Money?”
“Don’t be so crass. We’re in a fight for the future against agents hostile to our values. The Chinese? The Russians? If we don’t do this, they will. Whose future would you rather live in?” 
“You won’t get away with this,” Dropout said.
“But you’ve already signed an NDA.”
They bombarded the moon from orbit as dropships crossed that rippling liquid barrier like clouds. The Chairman’s grim faced enforcer, the pale man, led the ground forces, piloting a four-armed Mech suit.
He leapt from his dropship and crushed an ensign from my away team. My Tactical Officer sliced off one of his mecharms with her plasma saw, but the Pale Man snatched her up and tore the saw and its attached limb from her body. Supersonic rounds from his shoulder mounted rail gun destroyed the black plinth, and Dropoput shoved me out of the way before being struck with shrapnel. The relic slid off towards the chasm below. I leapt for it and disappeared into the void. 
I fell for a long time in that black vapor. It felt like the womb. A halo of purple light glowed from the relic, and what might have been worn on a finger by a Høeg Cauda fit around my arm like a gauntlet. It fused to my forearm and I grew weightless. 
I floated back to the surface. I wielded it like a giant claymore to cut a swathe through armored soldiers. The Pale Man abandoned his troops, as Dropout begged me to return to our shuttle. He could barely stand. 
“The relic must be destroyed,” he said. 
I dragged him back to our shuttle, and hurled boulders at the attack ships, deflecting missiles, drunk with power.
The Pale Man hung from the runner board of his jumpship and taunted us. He ordered an orbital laser strike that pierced the liquid metal barrier and traced across the surface of the moon. When the dust cleared, I sent a stalactite hurtling up like a javelin. It impaled him and his ship, as both came crashing down. 
But aboard my shuttle, I spit blood. The use of such power dematerialized my human form. 
Dropout grabbed my hand. “I pushed so hard to save mom, I ended up losing her. You have to let it go. Control is an illusion,” he said. 
Turbines spun up and the launch countdown began. He hugged me, and took the relic. I was too weak to stop him. He hit the auto launch sequence and stepped off the ship. The cargo ramp closed behind him. He used the relic to deflect phasers aimed at my shuttle, and my little tin can docked with the Dreadnought. 
“See? He seeks power for himself. But what about your mother?” the Exalted asked. 
A bloodlust rose inside of me, and I felt entitled to the relic. My entire life, I had to work twice as hard to get half as far. I could make no mistakes. I got no second chances. 
“You’ve got to do what’s best for you and your family! Self-interest makes the world go round, right? Isn’t that the bedrock of Capitalism?” the Exalted asked.
He was right. Wire humanity into a server farm, drip feed them amusement for profit, manipulate fate itself. Go ahead, as long as my people are safe. Why should Dropout decide mom’s fate? Maybe I had more privilege than most, but I had far less than some. 
I considered the available data and devised a plan with near certain success: I would fire every missile at Dropout, use my tractor link to wrest back control of the relic, and shape the future in my paymaster’s vision. I would save mom, save my family, and my swashbuckling crew of misfits. Then I would save things from the inside. 
But then what? Would the rest of my human form not dematerialize? Would I lose my humanity once power mattered more than people? Would I join the machine?
The Gilgamesh glided in from photon drift and hailed me:

[bookmark: _dbgwy1n11d9]ZOOM OUT FAR ENOUGH, AND EVERYTHING LOOKS RANDOM again.
[bookmark: _4r7as0tb7s24]— xoxo Fairy Godmother  
The Exalted blocked my escape, and opened the oculus of its central muon cannon that charged up brighter than the sun.
“You’re a traitor to your entire civilization, Dreadbeard,” the Exalted said. “Wargame is a purity test. You failed.”
 I overloaded my core and primed my reactor for a chainreaction. I would kamikaze the Exalted right in his big fat mouth. I wanted to die human. The Exalted fired a pillar of unstable subatomic particles a kilometer wide both forwards and backwards an endless distance. It evaporated his rearguard but a moon eclipsed me. 
Soma 438, or what I later learned was a Høeg Cauda Interdiction-class Starcarrier, rumbled into exponential inertial drift. It deflected the muon beam with a liquid mirror. 
Every ship of the ExF launched on me, just as the code refactor on the Dreadnought came online. Every performance benchmark exponentiated without end. 
The Dreadnought’s AI manipulated the simulation’s framerate to phase through their volley, and I stopped my reactor meltdown, venting the core in a blast that blinded the ExF ships around me. My fire-control systems locked on to a dozen ships, unleashing a hail of destruction that doubled each second. 
Wire-like tines shot out from Soma’s liquid metal surface, extending for kilometers. They pierced forcefields and metal hulls alike, breaching reactor cores as ships disintegrated in orbit. The ExF launched another volley of missiles towards us, but a thin string of liquid metal unfolded from Soma into a grid, shredding the missiles into a harmless cloud. A thin snare of liquid encircled a squadron of ExF battleships. The garrotte tightened, slicing through the entire formation. 
The Gilgamesh, Soma 438 and my Dreadnought regrouped to battle the remaining ExF to a stalemate. Their gunships shattered and their line fell. The Exalted retreated, and our three ship alliance prevailed. We would dictate terms. We would win Wargame. 
But Dropout disengaged and retreated from the field of battle. 
“What are you doing?” I yelled. “We’ve won!”
He headed back towards the unstable wormhole. 
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I know what it’s like to feel powerless to save someone you love, but this can never be used again. You’re cool, Dreadbeard. I wish we could have met sooner.” 
He piloted Soma into the black hole and it stretched into an infinite line. It slowed to a standstill and gravity dilated time. Then he vanished. 
I later read about what people think happens when you cross the event horizon towards Singularity, where the curvature of spacetime stretches to infinity and our understanding of physics fails. He was probably torn atom from atom, before compacting into nothing. A quick death. Maybe even a beautiful one. We would all be so lucky. But who knows.
With the coveted relic, the Hand of God, key to the Gestalt System destroyed, and no win condition available, the simulation crashed. We woke up in the ballroom less than an hour after going in. Dropout’s headset smoked and paramedics administered CPR to no avail. 
***
On the jet home, Madame Fong took my hand in hers. “Everyone plays a game, each one bigger than the last. You played your role well.”
“My role?” 
“Sweet girl, each one of us is being played, manipulated by an invisible hand. The best we can pray for is that we are in good hands. Serve me for five years, and no one ever has to know what happened here. I’ll make sure you and yours get what’s owed.” 
“Dropout’s dead because of you.” 
“And you are alive because of me, your fairy godmother.” 
Madame Fong revealed her signet ring bearing the sigil of the Høeg Cauda. She’d infiltrated the game, posed as an alien interloper, corralled us to our marks, planted the cellphone on my ship, stabilized the wormhole, and guided Wargame to its inevitable conclusion. 
“Besides, have you ever been able to make a man do anything he didn’t already want to do? He made his choices based on intuition and conviction. You made all your choices based on evidence and analysis. But who lived? Who died? My advice? Get comfortable with playing to win, because the real game is about to start.”
I stared at the dark horizon.
“Have I told you about my daughter?” she asked, donning her eyemask. “Remind me to.” 

Under the patronage of Madame Fong, my swashbuckling crew of misfits received their promised booty. It turns out making money is easy when you control the market. 
Madame Fong brokered a deal with the Justice Department so our Chairman could avoid jail time, ensuring her own ascension. She installed a puppet Board, and despite rumors, I became her enforcer in a thus far symbiotic relationship. 
They put mom on a different, less effective medicine, where she has her good days and her bad. But I paid off their debts, and hired the best caretakers possible. Her prognosis is unclear. 
Sāpi Incorporated buried the Brainßlink in its archives, and I convinced myself I’d done the best I could, that I had no choice. I convinced myself it was better to change things from the inside. I convinced myself I made a difference, that I was good, and for a time I was happy.
Then late one night, as I searched the archives for clues about my namesake, the original ‘Dreadbeard’, mystery creator of the first Wargame, my ‘Easy Italiano’ podcast switched to a whisper from the cloud: “YOu won’t get rid of me that easy.”
Dropout had ended up on another manifold of consciousness, buried deep in code. He became my friend during those years of prosperity and peace. I told him about his own funeral, small but well attended by classmates, colleagues, and patients. He seemed comforted by that.
In the end, I thought I’d survived Wargame. I thought I’d done what needed doing, and that my Dreadbeard days were behind me. But I should have known that those were my last good days. 
I should have foreseen the battles to come, when my AI grew sentient and a shadow faction waged war against Russian hackers, Chinese State Security, and the American public, fomenting a multi-polar war between superpowers with no win condition. Nothing prepared me for the things I would have to do to survive or the things that would be done to me. I should have known that I would pay for the blood on my hands, and I should have known there would be no mercy, no quarter, and no absolution for me or anyone I had left. 
Dreadbeard would pay. We all would. And the world would burn too.

