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			Prologue 

			Going Dark

			In March of 2009, I was living in Nagoya on the east coast of Japan, studying the language at a local university and being generally irresponsible in my spare time. There was a pretty impressive set of video game emporiums in the local shopping district, Osu, that I used to visit a couple of times a week. If you’ve never been to a Japanese game shop, it’s something you should try to do before you die. They are wonderful places for anyone who loves video games, a world away from the sterile “retail environments” we have here in the UK, with their dispiriting, uniform rows of predictable recent releases in identical DVD cases. In Japanese game stores, 30-year-old NES cartridges hang from the walls opposite new releases. Bargain bins are full of controllers and memory cards and bizarre peripherals for obscure old game consoles. You can still buy a copy of a sumo-wrestling simulator for the Nintendo 64 that you once saw in a magazine in 1998, for a hundred yen.

			That day, at the beginning of March, I was having a browse of the new releases when I saw something I didn’t recognise: a PlayStation 3 game called Demon's Souls. Initially baffled by the apostrophe, I studied the case a little closer and noticed the name of the developer, From Software. I’d played a couple of things from that studio before, and although they’d all been what’s best described as ‘charmingly shonky’, with idiosyncratic controls and rather oblique game design, they’d always been interesting. I bought it, on a whim, and took it home.

			What I discovered was a game unlike anything I’d ever played: mysterious, uncompromising, incredibly difficult, a game that went completely against the grain, preferring to make the player feel as vulnerable and inconsequential as possible rather than powerful and in control. It plucked me from my comfortable surroundings and dropped me unceremoniously into a world in which everything was trying to kill me at all times. It had extraordinarily forward-thinking online features, which allowed other players to either come to your aid or invade your world in order to assassinate you. It was almost psychopathically punishing, but also riveting. Making even the tiniest amount of progress felt like an impossible victory. I was hooked.

			Searching online, I found a teensy community of other people who were also playing, contributing to a wiki, translating guides and theories from Japanese sources, and generally trying to make sense of this extraordinary game and its lore. With their help, I delved further and further into Demon's Souls, defeating foes that first seemed impossible and discovering that whilst parts of it were as stoic and unfathomable after 50 hours as they had felt at the start, other things were possible to learn and master.

			Demon's Souls seemed to have arrived, fully formed and exquisite, from nowhere. This is not how you normally discover video games in the 21st century. Normally there are announcements, teaser trailers, screenshots, oodles of drip-fed information from the game’s publisher, trying to stoke hype and pre-orders. Half the time you’re sick of a game before you’ve even played it, such is the endless flow of marketing that happens now. How could something this good have arrived totally unheralded, and only in Japan and Asia?

			I wrote a somewhat breathless import review of the game for a website called Eurogamer in April of that year. It was part of a gradually snowballing, word-of-mouth buzz that would transform the fortunes of Demon's Souls and the studio that made it. More write-ups followed, and more plaudits, and more forum discussions, and after a few more months, thousands of people were trying to import the Asian version of the game (whose text was in somewhat rudimentary English). People started to pay attention. Over the next couple of years I watched, delighted, as Demon's Souls found a worldwide audience, propelled into the spotlight by the passion and enthusiasm of the people who played it. It was a bit of a miracle. Things like that just don’t happen in the video games industry any more; it’s too tightly controlled. But it did happen – and just a few years after Demon's Souls, there was a sequel.

			Unlike Demon's Souls, Dark Souls had been acquired by Bandai-Namco for a worldwide release. We knew it was coming, and we’d seen the obligatory trailers and screenshots, stoking our anticipation. It had marketing, and part of that marketing involved sending out advance copies to critics. A couple of weeks before its release in September 2011, I found myself part of a small band of reviewers, making our way unaided through its unknown and unforgiving world.

			This turned out to be a dubious privilege. Pre-release Dark Souls was even harder than the version that was actually released a few weeks later, and to compound that we had no idea what we were doing – no guides, no wikis, none of that shared wisdom that makes Dark Souls surmountable. The first thing that I did was spend three continuous hours trying to kill the Taurus Demon, the very first proper boss, a boss that can be despatched in two minutes if you just climb up the tower and fall on its head with a sword a few times. Turned out I’d missed the tutorial prompt on aerial attacks. If you ever want to be driven to the brink of tears by a video game, try fighting the Taurus Demon on ground level with a piddly little rusty dagger.

			That’s the beauty of Dark Souls, though, isn’t it? Things seem totally impossible until you figure out an alternative approach – or until someone shows you the way. What might have proven an extended period of intense pain for you, may barely factor in someone else’s experience. And sometimes, you beat the odds even if you’re approaching things in the silliest, most inefficient manner imaginable. I still killed that Taurus Demon, in the end, with that piddly little dagger, after hours of needless suffering.

			By the time I had a review ready, spending 10 hours a day playing Dark Souls had actually started to affect my mental well-being, partly because some of the systems weren’t quite in place yet. Humanity still needed tweaking, for instance, leaving me unable to kindle Bonfires or summon help most of the time (not that the servers were up, anyway – there were no players out there to offer help). 

			And you know those frogs in the sewers who breathe foul curse-stench at you, halving your health bar? The Basilisks? In the version we played, that curse effect stacked – so you could end up with one eigth of a health bar, a mocking little red sliver in the top right of the screen. Imagine playing Dark Souls with one-eighth of a health bar.

			I once got stuck down in Ash Lake, which I had discovered by accident a few hours earlier, and every time I tried to make the journey back up the hollow tree that leads down there from the putrid swamp at the bottom of Blighttown, a basilisk would drop on my head and curse me again. I nearly broke a controller in half during this lengthy episode. I have never felt so defeated by anything, sitting there at that bonfire in that vast expanse of grey ash with my pathetic sliver of a health bar, after my fourth or fifth failed attempt to escape. I thought I would never see the sky again.

			There were many other hardships, some of them down to us failing to understand how the game worked, some of them further quirks of that pre-release code. Something amazing came out of it, though: the Chain of Pain. The Chain of Pain was the email thread that we started in order to share our experiences of the game, help each other out, and generally marvel/despair at Dark Souls’ scale and complexity, and you’ll read about it in more detail later. Together we discovered things: that you could venture through the Valley of the Drakes to find a shortcut to a diseased swamp; that finding the ability to fling fire from your hands is exactly as helpful as it sounds; that you should never, ever, ever attack the merchants. We’d talk about the life-saving weapons or armour we discovered hidden in unlikely places, compare strategies for the bosses, or just vent (sample quote: “I just got punched to death by a mushroom FML”).

			We didn’t just share our difficulties. We also shared those moments of exquisite triumph: conquering the Gargoyles and ringing the bell; toppling the Iron Golem and taking those first steps into Anor Londo after the extended torture of Sen’s Fortress; discovering the hidden cavern beneath Quelaag’s Domain. One of the biggest and most pervasive untruths about Dark Souls is that it’s wall-to-wall, unrelenting pain punctuated by fleeting moments of glory. In fact there are many, many moments of peace, calm and contemplation: admiring the sun with Knight Solaire; standing at the entrance of the Crystal Cave; resting by the bonfire at Firelink Shrine. We might have bitched a lot about the Capra Demon, but not one of us came away from that first experience with Dark Souls untouched by its majesty.

			It was an abnormal way to experience Dark Souls, and we missed out on some crucial aspects of the game (invading and summoning, to name two), but it was certainly memorable. In the Chain of Pain, I found the purest expression of Dark Souls’ incredible power to create communities out of shared hardship. That sense of camaraderie, of being simultaneously entirely alone and part of a brethren of other lone adventurers, is at the absolute heart of the Souls experience and has been since the beginning.

			It was almost a year before I came back to Dark Souls again, free from the pressures of work. By that time our little Chain of Pain community had expanded to over a million fellow sufferers, and the things that they have made together are incredible. There are hours of lucid breakdowns of Dark Souls lore on YouTube, thousands of hours of walkthroughs, hundreds of thousands of words of advice and speculation on the Dark Souls Wiki alone. Dark Souls is something we’ve all been through together, and new people are discovering it every day. And still there are some things that, collectively, we have yet to figure out. 

			That’s what this book is about: our shared experience of Dark Souls, this incredible, generation-defining video game that has left an indelible imprint on everybody who persisted with it long enough for their initial bafflement to turn to awe and, later, adoration. There’s just nothing else like it.

			Keza MacDonald Brighton, UK

            
            [image: ]

            
			Dark Souls is pretty easy, haven’t you noticed? Spend a few minutes browsing the Internet and you’ll find videos of players who’ve completed From Software’s dark-fantasy opus using toy guitar peripherals instead of traditional gamepads. There are speedrunners who can rip through the entire game in just 45 minutes, boasting the velocity and pathfinding ease of a skydiver. As we prepare to send this book to the printer, a person has just completed an entire game of Dark Souls without taking a single hit, to a shield or otherwise – a new first, which required five hours of spoon-bending levels of concentration.

			There are so-called OneBros, a distinction I’m proud to own myself, who complete the game at Soul Level 1, refusing the consolation of the bonus stats that come with levelling up your character. There are players who complete the journey without a shield, others without any armour or weapons at all, just bare knuckles. Of all the Dark Souls zen masters, I have a particular fondness for these maniacs, out there each day smiting down the demonic hordes of Lordran, all while meting out a quotient of damage roughly equal to the cascade of back thumps by which a masseuse signals the end of a treatment. We’ll meet several of them in a later chapter.

			OK, the subtext here is obvious: Dark Souls wasn’t always so accommodating. There was a point in time for every last one of the aforementioned showboaters when they stumbled lost and nervous, getting cut down by even the most hapless ghouls. But we learned the ropes. We learned where the ambushes lay in wait. We learned the location of the trapdoors and trap chests and arrow traps. We learned when sneaking in Just One More™ attack on a given boss deprived us of the stamina required to somersault away with our skull unperforated.

			Death and dying casts a pall over the wilds of Lordran, but revisiting Dark Souls’ domain offers a kind of nostalgia that we struggle to locate outside the walls of its fantasy: a world unchanging, preserved in technological amber. An alternate reality where every variable can be tested, and we’re afforded a theoretically infinite number of attempts to course-correct each and every folly. What a reassuring fantasy.

			I discovered the Souls series in 2010 after having my curiosity piqued by a column my friend and fellow critic Chris Dahlen wrote for the Edge website, entitled ‘Playing Demon's Souls makes me a boring person’. He wasn’t accusing the game of being boring. He was besotted with it, in fact, but he’d been amused by the fastidious tendencies it brought out in him – the agonising over upgrade paths, the study of maps labelled in Japanese, the methodical health-whittling of minibosses from range with dozens and dozens of arrows.

			Demon's Souls hadn’t yet been given a proper European release, but a pal of mine in Dublin who’d imported a copy from the US let me borrow it. After my first several hours in Boletaria I was still spinning my tyres in mud, dying to Dreglings in the opening stretch of Boletarian Palace. The level designation may have been 1-1 but the score was definitely 1-0, and I was losing. I posted a status update on Facebook, saying I felt like I’d just raked several hours of my life into a pile and lit them on fire. I flirted with the idea of giving up, but as my mastery of the game’s mechanics improved, I could feel my once-spinning tyres gradually finding traction. Sections I’d found impenetrable just hours prior suddenly felt passe. By the time I’d completed the game, I was smitten. So when Dark Souls eventually came along, I was primed and ready. My colleagues at Edge magazine offered to let me review the game. From Software avoided the sophomore curse, and I failed to avoid… more curse. But we’ll revisit Dark Souls’ Basilisks a bit later.

			No matter how much time I spend away, I inevitably boomerang back into Dark Souls. The excuses I tell myself usually centre on the notion of unfinished business. I convinced myself I needed to unlock The Dark Soul achievement so the 100% completion percentage on my Xbox Live profile backed up the declarations of love I continually made in the articles I was writing about the game. It didn’t bother me that, after noticing Dark Souls in my console's online status months after the game's release, a friend once sent me a private message that read, ‘You’ve fallen off the wagon again, haven’t you’.

			When Dark Souls finally made its way onto PC and Peter ‘Durante’ Thoman’s now-legendary DSfix mod enabled players to unlock the framerate cap and enjoy 60 frames per second, I decided I’d dip in briefly to marvel at how smoothly it played before departing Lordran once again, maybe for good. That was the intention, yet sure enough, there I was 40 hours later using my iPhone to take a picture of Gwyn, Lord of Cinder’s harvested soul on the inventory screen, making sure the frame also contained proof of my level-1 status. Just another scrap of unfinished business. It had to be done. If it wasn’t that excuse, it would have been a different one. Because really I just wanted to revisit that place, that world where everything behaved the way I expected it to. The sensation of playing Dark Souls had gradually transformed from bloodbath to bubble bath.

			If I’m honest, this book is just another excuse to return, and really linger this time. I’ve been away for a while. I’ve been playing other games, some of them unapologetic homages to Dark Souls. There are a surprising number of mimics out there with treasure inside. From Software’s masterpiece grows more influential with each passing day. It deserves a love letter that can be held in one’s hands. Whoever claimed the pen is mightier than the sword obviously never wielded a fully upgraded Zweihander. But let’s do this anyway, shall we? Or we could always die trying. Wouldn’t that be a fine, fitting tribute?

			Before completing this project, I’d never written a book, but I figured if I’m stubborn enough for Souls, surely I can tackle other ambitious projects in kind. I was ready to take the advice of all those online pranksters who never tired of urging me to do one deceptively straightforward thing: Try jumping off. 

			Jason Killingsworth Dublin, Ireland
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	Chasing The Sun

			A Tour Of Lordran

			By Jason Killingsworth

            
			If you want to annoy a Lord of the Rings fan, ask why Tolkien’s eagles didn’t just fly the ring’s custodians straight to Mount Doom. Bilbo could’ve easily pitched the Ring into the fires as they soared over, mission accomplished, and Gandalf still would’ve had time to collect his spare robes from the dry cleaner by 5pm. For all the attempts to spackle over this potential plot hole with theories about the viability of a non-stealth approach to Mordor or the disposition of these majestic birds toward the taxi enterprise, the simplest answer is: an Eagle Express direct flight to the Lonely Mountain would’ve produced a pamphlet-length, forgettable work of fiction. Once upon a – time’s up.

			Dark Souls appears to pay homage to Tolkien’s eagles in the form of a crow that spirits you in its talons between Lordran and the Undead Asylum. But your quest through Lordran will be undertaken almost entirely on foot. From Software voted down the swift-moving steeds populating other games in the fantasy genre with a resounding nay. Walking a landscape helps you learn it. And once you’ve learned it, you can close your eyes and imagine stepping through each of its paces without missing a cobble.

			Exploring Lordran is one of Dark Souls’ foremost pleasures, and the seamlessness with which its various zones connect offers the gratification you get watching adjoining puzzle pieces snap together. It’s worth considering each area in its turn, the architecture and meticulous care with which they’re constructed. It’s difficult to think of another game in which every brushstroke feels this considered – everything down to the placement of specific pieces of loot and their significance to the lore. This is why fans feel comfortable speculating so aggressively about the world of Dark Souls. The lack of arbitrariness across so many facets of the game’s construction makes every subsequent detail feel just as potentially meaningful.

			Let’s hike through Lordran together. Not the conventional gaming walkthrough, in which one is merely concerned with locating the goal or prize, but a proper walk – meandering, unhurried, plenty of time to bask in one’s surroundings and glory in the details. This might not be the order in which you visited them – Dark Souls doesn’t enforce linear progression – but I hope it will conjure memories of your own journey.

			Let’s be off.





	
    		Northern Undead Asylum

			By Jason Killingsworth

            [image: ]
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			‘You're no Hollow, eh? Thank goodness. I'm done for, I'm afraid. I'll die soon, then lose my sanity. I wish to ask something of you. You and I, we're both Undead. Hear me out, will you?’

			YOUR QUEST BEGINS HERE, in a fetid, falling-down asylum. Joke’s on you! Where better to raise the curtain on a game full of crazy-making stress and repetition, one that takes a degree of mania to undertake, than in a northerly prison where undead occupants stricken with the Darksign spiral into dementia, locked away till world’s end?

			You, the Chosen Undead, sit disconsolate in the corner of an Asylum cell. This very opening room, its stone floor with patches of rotting hay in the corner masquerading as bedding, encapsulates the whole emotional tenor of Dark Souls. The game’s design acquaints you with deprivation and discomfort, takes away the padding so familiar in other adventure games. Poor succour for a poor sucker. Enjoy your stay.

			Don’t lose heart: you’re special, you’ve been awarded the cell at the end of the hallway (#blessed), the asylum’s equivalent of a corner office. Then again, somebody’s patched over the windows with concrete, presumably because a former occupant hatched an escape plan, if the severed bars on one offer any indication. The skylight in the middle of the roof almost feels like an amenity, but even there it’s not hard to imagine somebody installing it to mock prisoners with an escape portal they could never conceivably access. The game’s story requires this architectural feature, recasting it as a Christmas chimney through which a mysterious benefactor in knight’s garb heaves your present with a thud to the floor below – a grey corpse containing the Dungeon Cell Key that facilitates your exit.

			You’re off. But it’s dangerous to go alone so, here, take this broken-off sword hilt, which looks about as menacing as a rubber chicken. If swords are unavoidably phallic with their slender, permanently erect blade and repetitive thrusting, Dark Souls laughs itself hoarse, arming its saviour hero with a blade whose edge appears to be roughly three to four inches in length.

			The Undead Asylum’s interior establishes one of the central features of Dark Souls’ visual thematic – the duality of light and dark, with light always seeming to be the less capable of the two factions. Torches flicker on walls, barely pushing back the darkness of the asylum’s stone corridors.

			Making your way through the initial hallway, you’re finally able to catch a glimpse of the undead locked in other cells, those fellow prisoners who just a day prior were nothing but disembodied moans. Emaciated, all of them, clad in rags, trapped in postures of eternal supplication, their animation loop the most depressing Vine video imaginable. One wretch teeters back and forth on his knees as if in ritual prayer, arms upraised, bruising his forehead on the floor of his cell. Another occupies a patch of sunlight, the way a cat might. He’s praying to the sun, or praising it, who knows? If these undead are praying for anything, it can only be death itself. You’re meant to feel pity and revulsion for these hollowed undead, not fear. Upon taking damage they’ll remain alert to your position, skulking backward in slow retreat if you approach. They’ll let you chop them down, you’re doing them a kindness after all.

			While this one-sided aggression has thematic poignancy, it also italicises the fact that From Software designed the Undead Asylum to serve as the most macabre preschool imaginable. Start mashing controller buttons and triggers, find your light and heavy attacks, how did that feel? Nice, eh? Take a moment to appreciate the gleeful hyperbole of the sound design – the audible crunch of each weapon strike, the elongated swoosh as an enemy’s soul vacates its body. Every combat transaction in Dark Souls feels rewarding, in large part because of sensory heft.

			The impaled corpse of another hollow adorns the splayed window bars of an arena to your right, where a hulking Stray Demon lurches back and forth in patrol, his belly distended and lumpy. He carries a hammer the size of a felled cedar, but it might as well be Chekhov’s rifle. We’ll see this chap again in a later act during a return visit to the asylum. Dark Souls rarely offers a glimpse of your boss-fight executioner ahead of the encounter. You’ll grow accustomed to the unease of a fog door blocking your view, having to commit to entering before you see what sort of menace crouches in wait. 

			You locate the first bonfire in the middle of a courtyard. Scattered tufts of grass push up through frost. A massive door looms up some steps ahead. In order to accentuate its player- progression curve, Dark Souls makes sure you feel under-powered at the start. That broken sword hilt you’re toting around? Let’s pit you against a boss with that thing. For shivs and giggles, a bit of tone-establishing gameplay theatre.

			As you dash around in blind terror you’ll eventually notice a door inviting you to exit stage left, subtly assuring that you shouldn’t have any qualms about fleeing a combat encounter if the game provides a suitable escape route. 

			After a bit of looping through the side corridors, you’ll locate your first shield and longsword. An archer at the end of a long hallway sending arrows whizzing toward you will impress upon you the value of creeping forward with shield raised. Now the asylum can funnel you back into its boss arena, teaching you how to land a death-from-above critical strike by plunging your sword into a foe while landing atop them.

			Exiting the Undead Asylum after slaying its demonic groundskeeper funnels you uphill toward a stone outcropping, which might as well be the edge of the world. Weathered tombstones cover this hillside, signalling death, priming you for what’s to come. Mountains stretch into the distance beneath low-resolution smears of cloud. The unseasoned traveller has no idea a crow awaits to offer transport to the land of ancient lords. It simply looks as though you’ve found a precipice from which to fling yourself. Not so. You’re about to be carried. This is a rarity in Dark Souls; enjoy it. Very soon you’ll be making your own way, earning each centimetre of forward progress.





			Where Dark Souls Came FROM

			An Origin Story

			By Keza MacDonald

			Dark Souls seemed to appear out of nowhere. It was an inexplicably extraordinary game from a little-known Japanese developer whose previous work had hardly set the world on fire. Indeed, many of From Software’s releases never made it out of Japan. But Dark Souls was, of course, not the first Souls game, and From Software had been quietly working away on a variety of titles for 25 years before its breakout hit. From its founding in 1986 until the mid ’90s, the company made office software. But its first ever game was a foreshadowing of what was to come.

			Demon’s Souls might have been the first game with ‘Souls’ in its title, but the spiritual beginning of the series stretches back to the launch of the original Sony PlayStation in 1994. That was the year that From Software released its first game, King’s Field, a bleak 3D dungeon-crawling role-playing game with a sadistically challenging streak that would make any Dark Souls fan raise an eyebrow in recognition. It came out just two weeks after the PlayStation first went on sale in Japan, on 16th December, 1994, and it is a near-impenetrable experience for any modern player. Its extreme difficulty, in combination with the muddiness of early 3D graphics and juddering frame-rate, make it difficult to stomach today; like many early 3D games, it is throttled by the limitations of its technology. But it was nonetheless interesting and groundbreaking enough to attract some attention at the time.

			King’s Field is, in a word, obtuse. You view the world through the eyes of John Alfred Forester, a member of the royal family of Verdite, a kingdom that is not doing so well of late, what with all the curses and undead (sound familiar?). Its dungeons are mazes full of things that are trying to kill you and your only defence against them is a small selection of weapons that you laboriously swing around in front of you in a comically slow arc, plus a few spells. Actually hitting anything feels as much a matter of fortune as positioning and you move like you’re walking through knee-deep mud. The first thing that happens when you start the game is that you die within a few minutes (likely at the bony hands of a skeleton standing close to where you start off). This has since become a From Software tradition.

			From Software made three more King’s Field games, in 1996, 1997 and 2001. Like Demon’s Souls, the first of them was a Japan-only game. It was never translated into English officially, though a fan-made patch exists that can convert its text through an emulator. The three sequels all made it to North America and Europe, where players were mostly bemused by their unforgiving nature and basic appearance and controls. But the King's Field games were deeply unusual for their time and nonetheless built up a small but passionate following of their own throughout the 1990s. They have become sought-after curiosities for especially devoted Souls fans – partly because they also contain a few references that later appeared in Dark Souls. A dragon named Seath, for instance, was one of the series’ recurring foes.

			What they have in common with Demon's Souls, which is hailed by many fans as King's Field’s spiritual successor (although not, as we’ll get to later, by From itself, or by Souls’ director Hidetaka Miyazaki), is more a general ambience than any specific, concrete ideas or mechanics. It’s oppressive, it gives you absolutely no direction, and it doesn’t mind killing you at a second’s notice. It has minimalist but affecting sound design, and the discomfiting enemies have a touch of the otherworldly about them, once you get past the skeletons. Later King's Field games have an open-world structure, inviting you to go anywhere you like but making it clear that you’ll probably suffer if you do. The King's Field games are about changing up your weapons and equipment to improve your chances against different enemies, rather than “rolling” a character specifically for a certain playstyle (say, a mage or a warrior).

			Most significantly, enjoying King’s Field requires a certain obstinacy that a lot of Souls players will recognise in themselves, a determination to overcome the odds. In King's Field II, the first in the series to be released overseas, you begin washed up on an island, and two of the directions open to you lead directly to death, delivered either by plunging into deep water or by a boss monster that will squish you in five seconds. King’s Field IV starts you opposite a lava pit that you’re very likely to just walk straight into. There’s a shared sense of humour there, as well as the claustrophobic atmosphere and sense of helpless isolation.

			Apart from King’s Field, From Software busied itself with all sorts of different games throughout the 1990s and early 2000s. Other forays into RPG and adventure games included Echo Night, Eternal Ring and Shadow Tower, all of which shared some dungeon-crawling design points with King’s Field. Lost Kingdoms was a card-battling RPG for Nintendo’s GameCube, fondly remembered by a lot of people who played it despite a tepid reception from critics.

			Before Souls, From’s most successful series of games by far was Armored Core, a detailed and deadly serious series of mecha games for PlayStation consoles (I’m personally partial to big stompy robots, so I’ve enjoyed several of them). It is an intimidating series, as devoted to detail and realism as any game about imaginary war machines has ever been, and like many of From’s other creations, the early Armored Core games were so ambitious that they struggled to fit onto the hardware available to them. The first Armored Core on the original PlayStation had one of the weirdest control systems ever committed to a gamepad: you had to look up and down with the shoulder buttons.

			As Armored Core evolved, though, the technology caught up with it, and some of the later games are among the best mecha games out there. One of the key components of the series’ success was that it did not patronise players: with hundreds, if not thousands, of different parts and weapons with which to customise their mechs, each with different balancing implications, Armored Core’s players were left to figure it out for themselves. The series has inspired devoted loyalty; there are still people out there posting pictures and stats of their mecha builds to fan-run Armored Core forums, sometimes for games that are over 10 years old.

			From also developed Chromehounds, another mecha game for the Xbox 360, and Frame Gride for the Dreamcast, which had more humanoid mechs. My favourite of all of From’s robot-themed output is Metal Wolf Chaos, a legitimately insane Xbox game that puts the President of the United States in a combat mecha and has him personally kicking the asses of invading robot armies. Tragically, it was never actually released in America.

			Armored Core is what funded a lot of From’s other development efforts, including Otogi, an Eastern-styled third-person demon-slaying hack-and-slash game for the Xbox, and The Adventures of Cookies and Cream, a cutesy co-operative platformer designed for two players. There was one attempt at a classic Japanese RPG format in Enchanted Arms, which fell flat both at home and abroad in terms of sales and reception. Most importantly for our purposes, though, Armored Core’s success allowed From Software to start working on another dark fantasy role-playing game, years after it had left King's Field behind. That game was Demon's Souls.

			[image: ]

            
			Demon's Souls was in production for about two years, and was first announced in an issue of the Japanese video-game magazine Weekly Famitsu in January 2008. In exchange for exclusivity to the PlayStation 3, Sony supported From with Demon's Souls’ development, helping out especially with the network features – From had never made an online game before. The developer worked with a producer from Sony Japan called Takeshi Kajii, who was the first to call Demon's Souls a “spiritual successor” to King's Field, even as both developer and publisher were trying to distance themselves from the earlier series of bleak RPGs. “I am a fan of From Software, but naturally that also means there are also parts of their games I'm not satisfied with,” Kaiji told Famitsu at the time of the announcement. “If this was a new King's Field game, there would be areas we wouldn't be able to touch since they're part of the series; working together like this, we can try to make something really new.”

			And Demon's Souls was something really new. It fused old-school game design philosophies about world-building and how to treat your players with uniquely forward-thinking online play that was quite unlike anything any of us had ever seen before when it came out in February 2009. It was, frankly speaking, a revelation. Dropped alone into an architecturally-impressive limbo called the Nexus after creating a character, players had a choice of horrible places to explore, each one more awful in its way than the last. There was a pestilence-ridden swamp, a crumbling medieval-style castle, a prison wracked with the tortured screams of the undead. Many of Dark Souls’ most memorable locales riff on parts of Demon's Souls’ Boletaria: the Undead Burg recalls the Boletarian Palace, Blighttown and Quelaag’s swamp are not dissimilar to the Valley of Defilement, Sen’s Fortress is a less disturbing Tower of Latria.

			A great deal of Demon's Souls’ character comes from its director, Hidetaka Miyazaki. Formerly a programmer on the Armored Core series, Miyazaki was brought on quite far into Demon's Souls’ development, and, as he would later explain, he changed everything about it. It was an ideal situation for him: a dark-fantasy role-playing game, which would allow him to indulge his passions for things like the Fighting Fantasy books, the fantasy artwork of Franzetta, and European mythology like King Arthur, Beowulf, and the Niebelungenlied. “They're classics,” Miyazaki told me in an interview I did with him in 2010, just before Demon's Souls came out in the UK. “They show the good and evil in the human psyche and you're made to breathe the unvarnished stench of humanity. They're not trying to put on airs.”

			The game was, in part, a statement about where games were at the time of its development circa 2007. “From the outset, we started making it with the concept of ‘back to basics’, a ‘gamer’s game’, ‘a fun game’ (the way they used to be), and we were confident that we could do it,” Miyazaki reflects. “But as we were also aware that we wanted to avoid following trends, we thought it would only be judged by a handful of core players. However, now that there are so few of this kind of game, we thought that there was definitely a need for it, and we also felt that it was something that the current games industry needed.”

			Demon's Souls immediately became known for its difficulty. Because it gave little guidance, players had to figure things out on their own, often through failure. Because there weren’t frequent cutscenes conveying the story, you had to divine what was happening from item descriptions, snatches of dialogue, and intuition. This, in an era when games were desperate to coddle players, leading them by the hand through dumbed-down stories, felt invigorating. When I played Demon's Souls I had been a games critic for almost four years and a player for 15, and I was beginning to lose faith in their ability to surprise me. Demon's Souls was a formidable intellectual and mental challenge, as well as a challenge for the reflexes. 

			The most extraordinary thing about Demon's Souls – and this has carried over to Dark Souls – is that everyone experienced it together. You’d see echoes of other players, ghostly outlines in your own world, slain by invisible foes. Other people would turn up to help you as you stood nervously before a boss room, or invade at the worst possible moment to assassinate you, or leave messages on the ground warning you of what’s to come or pointing you towards treasure. And outside of the game, you would swap advice and stories, share strategies and pore over wikis together, all trying to make it through. It fostered an amazing sense of community.

			The Demon's Souls team wanted to create a new kind of unobtrusive multiplayer that did not impinge on the single-player experience. When I interviewed him in 2010, Miyazaki likened it to texting rather than phoning: you’re still making contact with another human being, but it’s less intrusive. “When we thought about why that is, two things came to us. The first was the removal of the instantaneousness of communication. The other one was to remove the physicality of the voice,” he said. “What was born out of those two concepts is the asynchronous online mode peculiar to Demon's Souls. At the same time, part of the idea behind the message system was that before, when we didn't have so much information, everyone had to work together to help each other through games. So there was that intention to bring a sense of unity to players.”

			The specific idea for Black and Blue Phantoms, though – other players who could actually be present in your world, either to help or to hinder, a gameplay mechanic that’s become a design hallmark of the Souls series – actually came from a real-life experience. The concept came to Miyazaki one winter evening, when he came up behind a car stuck on a hillside after a heavy snowfall.

			“The car following me also got stuck,” Miyazaki says, “and then spontaneously the one behind it bumped into it and started pushing it up the hill. That's it! That's how everyone can get home! It’s a crazy thing, and then it was my turn, and everyone started pushing my car up the hill and I managed to get home safely. I couldn't stop the car to say thanks to the people who gave me a shove, though. I'd have just got stuck again if I'd stopped the car.

			“On the way back home I wondered whether the last person in the line had made it home, and pondered that I would probably never meet the people who had helped me. I thought that maybe if we'd met in another place we'd have become friends, or maybe we'd have fought. I was thinking about a lot of things. You could probably call it a connection of mutual assistance between transient people. Oddly, that incident will probably linger in my heart for a long time. Precisely because it's fleeting, I think it stays with you a lot longer. Like the cherry blossoms we Japanese love so much.”

			Miyazaki felt that this type of connection was a perfect thematic fit for the game that he and the team at From had in development. “Because Demon's Souls is a game with a lot of dying in it, surely that kind of fleeting co-operation should come out of all the death,” he told me. “We're all dead here, so let's help each other out. That kind of simple concept. But you don't know whom you will meet next. Maybe the next person will be an enemy. That kind of encounter is something we tried to add to the storyline of [Demon’s Souls’] single-player mode. With an unobtrusive, minimal-communication online mode, a lot of coincidences would happen.”

			The potential for any person to be a friend or an enemy is clearly something that fascinates Miyazaki. It’s not just other player characters who might help you out or turn on you in a Souls game – think of Patches, a character that appears in different forms across Demon’s Souls, Dark Souls and Bloodborne, or any of the other non-player characters whom you come across in the course of your travels. Few are unambiguously helpful or harmful. Most can be both, depending on what happens over the course of your playthrough.

			“The blue phantom that's helped you get through an area might, just before you're clear, out of nowhere turn into a black phantom that will kill you,” Miyazaki continued. “Demon's Souls isn't like other RPGS: we've made a different storyline for every player. That's what the network's for. That's what the phantoms are. We made a game where rather than a simple game over, play again, you can come back to an ephemeral existence as a phantom with reduced HP, and this encourages people to co-operate in multiplayer.

			“Because in Demon's Souls you can co-operate and aggravate through the unique multiplayer system, even if 100 players are role-playing they will all have different experiences. When it comes down to it, whether or not the character is friend or foe is up to each individual person.”

			These were the reasons that people fell in love with Demon's Souls: its challenge, its distinctiveness, its extraordinary visual and aural design, and its unique interpretation of multiplayer. But people did not fall in love with it straight away. Demon's Souls sold 40,000 copies in its first week on sale in Japan – not a huge number, but remarkable considering how little it was trumpeted. Neither Miyazaki nor anyone else at From expected much from Demon's Souls, and neither did Sony, which put next to no money into advertising it. It looked like it was doomed to the same fate as the original King's Field, which never made it out of Japan.

			Can you imagine, incidentally, how hard the people at Sony’s publishing division must be kicking themselves for not releasing Demon's Souls abroad or funding the development of Dark Souls, now that the series has sold over eight million units? It must be like being one of the publishing execs that turned down Harry Potter.

			One thing prevented Demon's Souls from fading into obscurity: there was an Asian release of Demon's Souls that had been localised into quite rudimentary English, which enabled curious foreign video-game fans to play it. Word about Demon's Souls spread slowly. At the time I bought it, in March 2009, I’d only ever heard it mentioned by a friend whose speciality was obscure Japanese games: he’d been a fan of King's Field. The odd person on English-language forums would post about it, breathlessly. I picked it up in a shop in Nagoya, on a whim.

			After a week sitting slack-jawed in my Japanese dorm room, working my way through the most extraordinary video game I had ever played, I wrote a review of Demon's Souls for the British games website, Eurogamer. The comments filled up with people who had imported it and were similarly impressed. Other reviews and forum posts followed, building up such a buzz that it couldn’t be ignored much longer. A publisher called Atlus picked up Demon's Souls for a release in America in October 2009 (followed eventually by a European release by Bandai-Namco), and by that point it was clear that Demon's Souls could not languish in obscurity forever. Demon's Souls went on to sell 1.5 million copies worldwide. It was a cult hit.

			It was the fans – the curious review-readers who imported it from China, the enthusiastic players who proselytised on forums and spread the word, the critics that found it and wrote about it, the heroic wiki contributors who came together to help others to understand it – who secured Demon's Souls a release outside of Asia. They created the groundswell of praise, critical attention and enthusiasm that proved there was a market for From and Miyazaki’s particular opaque, uncompromising and mysterious flavour of fantasy game. Bandai-Namco was the company to swoop in and fund the development of a successor (as well as releasing the game in Europe), but there’s no way that would have happened if Demon's Souls’ fans hadn’t brought the game to the world’s attention and proven that people would buy it.

			Demon's Souls’ story effectively ended on May 31, 2012, when the multiplayer servers were finally shut down, closing off that crucial aspect of the game to players who came along later. By that time, though, its legacy had been cemented: Bandai-Namco had partnered with From Software to fund development of the next game in the Souls series. Demon's Souls shared only some commonalities with King's Field, but Dark Souls is quite obviously a sequel to Demon's Souls in all but name. The only reason it wasn’t Demon’s Souls 2 owes to licensing complications: Sony owns the Demon's Souls name, whereas Bandai-Namco was the company that took a gamble on the development of a sequel. Amusingly, Dark Souls was originally going to be called Dark Ring; a person who worked with Bandai-Namco on the European side told me there were some awkward meetings in which the company’s English-speaking staff had to explain why ‘Dark Ring’ was perhaps not the best name for an international audience.

			This is a unique story in this period of video-game history from 2000 to 2010, a decade in which games were so tightly controlled by marketing that the concept of a breakout cult hit was starting to fade away. The stakes of game development were getting too high for risky games like Demon's Souls to get made. Nowadays it would be nearly impossible to find a game like it in the ‘new releases’ rack in a Japanese game store, as I did. We’d already know everything about it, because there would have been trailers, previews, teasers, advertising. But Demon's Souls was lifted from obscurity by the passion of its players. Without them, Dark Souls would never have happened.
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    		Firelink Shrine

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘Well, what do we have here? You must be a new arrival. Let me guess. Fate of the Undead, right? Well, you're not the first. But there's no salvation here.’

            
            LORDRAN’S CENTRAL HUB and preeminent safe zone conveys its identity in the visual language of sanctuary. The Mothra-sized crow that transported you here now perches atop one crumbled side wall of the shrine. There’s something comforting about its presence, the way it jerks its head this way and that like an over-caffeinated sentry. The flooded sanctuary beneath its beak contains a statue of a mother cradling a swaddled infant in her lap, another sentry looking after the vulnerable being in her charge.

			Overhead you’ll notice a vast leafy canopy sprouting from one of the archtrees mentioned in Dark Souls’ opening cinematic. This majestic plant has managed to punch its way through the side of the cliff face abutting Firelink Shrine, and the manner in which its branch network shades the entire site feels like a protective dome to replace the stone one that crumbled in on itself centuries ago.

			To spend any time with Dark Souls is to become intimately acquainted with ruins. Constructing a mental picture of how Firelink Shrine might have appeared on the day of its ribbon-cutting ceremony is like picturing the shape of a dinosaur upon exhuming one half of its jawbone and a few scattered vertebrae. But this is the game’s speciality: provide clues as to the broader shape and leave inquisitive minds to the job of filling in the connective ligament. Dark Souls’ designers understand the power of an artful tease.

			Firelink’s grimmest feature, apart from that string section dragging bows over violins like a razor blade across a trembling wrist, has to be the vestige of its well. The corpse of an undead slumps over the structure’s moss-covered mouth. One can easily imagine the hollowing person mad with thirst but too frail to successfully throw himself into the pit – or perhaps he just gave up when he discovered, no doubt after an arduous journey, that it offered no relief. You certainly can’t make out any water by adjusting the game’s camera to peer inside.

			There are living souls about. As you form acquaintanceships on your travels, many of these characters will make their own pilgrimage to Firelink Shrine, if only for a stop-over. Others set up camp and sell items, sorceries, pyromancy or miracles. The notion of fires linking together finds a mirror in this web of human interdependence, a tiny bulwark against Lordran’s isolating decay. 

            
			




			     
			You’ve Got Chainmail 

			Lordran’s First Victims

			By Jason Killingsworth

			September 19, 2011, 12:41am. “I’m trying to work out in which order you’re meant to do the stages,” reads a despairing late-night email from Rich McCormick, who’s busy playing Dark Souls so he can write a review for the UK edition of PC Gamer. “[I’m] coming to the sad realisation the game doesn’t want you to do any of them, it just wants to sit above you and launch apple cores at your face while going ‘ner ner ner’. Every new enemy fills me with dread. I used to think the cape knights were bad, but I can usually get rid of them without taking damage now. Bar the rapier/buckler ones, anyway, who seem more erratic and unsuited to my pokey man. Even those tree-men started off bad: I got too close to one and he chewed my head from my neck.”

			If ignorance is bliss, we should’ve been euphoric. Yet here we all were, stressing out, grinding our teeth to powder. It was late at night but the majority of us were awake in our respective domiciles, wired, all of us playing Dark Souls. The game’s Japanese release date was just two days off, and it wouldn’t be hitting shelves in Europe till the very end of October. Due to the fact that we’d taken assignments reviewing Dark Souls for various magazines and websites, the game’s publisher Bandai-Namco sent us advance copies of the game to play weeks ahead of release. When you need to vent, you crave empathy, and Rich only had a few people that would read his email and know the precise contours of the pain he was describing.

			For many it’s hard to imagine a world before the Dark Souls wikis arrived, those encyclopaedic libraries of information explaining every last bit of minutiae, the location of every item, the secret to roller-skating over each boss, the exact layout of every area, the nuances of the covenants governing the game’s PvP and co-op interactions, which merchants sell what. Just as it’s hard to believe that, if you trace anybody’s family tree back far enough, you reach a generation with no access to maps, no idea what lay across oceans or beyond distant mountains. In the absence of external references and support literature, oral tradition quickly takes over. Social connections aren’t just about warm feelings of camaraderie in that context, they can often dictate one’s chances of survival. That was certainly true as we stumbled onto Lordran’s doorstep together and started pressing toward its uncharted interior.
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            ——————————————————

            
            
            
			From: Keza MacDonald 

			Sent: Sep 24 2011, 17:25

			

“Urrrrrgh, God, Sen’s Fortress. Got to the point where I can’t even do the easy bits any more, my nerves are in such shreds. Can’t get online either. Gutting :(. I’m really dispirited after four continuous days of this.”




 ——————————————————





			From: Michael Gapper 

			Sent: Sep 25 2011, 13:49

			

“About eight hours in and I’ve managed to link the starting area of Firelink Shrine with the Undead Parish (elevator in the Gargoyles’ Church), the Dragon’s Bridge with the Lower Burg (basement key found on the way to Gargoyles’ church), and the Lower Burg with Firelink (the gate in the aqueduct where the zombie guy is selling poison remedies).

			
Game’s really opening up now, and all the connections between areas are just beautiful. Really tight design. It’s still cruel and unfair and a bit cheaty in too many ways, mind you – the enemies really don’t play by the same rules as players – but the world is an impeccable piece of work. One of the best game spaces I’ve ever played in.”


            
             ——————————————————

             

			From: Keza MacDonald 

			Sent: Sep 25 2011, 16:38

			
“I’m going to have to throw in the towel, friends. I can’t do Smough and Ornstein without help. With a decent helper, one of us on each boss, this fight wouldn’t be so bad. As it is... just impossible.”
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			My co-author Keza, who was working for IGN at the time, dubbed our email support group The Chain of Pain. At the outset, we were a party of three, but word quickly spread and new reviewers expressed interest in joining. The thread expanded, welcoming in journalists from all sorts of outlets, in both the U.S. and the United Kingdom.

			We worked for competing publications but we considered ourselves allies, united by common enemies such as the Taurus Demon, Darkroot’s Hydra, Smough and Ornstein. I was living in Bath working for Edge magazine. We had members on the email thread representing Eurogamer, GamesMaster, Official Xbox Magazine, Xbox World, and others. Hardship strips away the illusion of absolute self-reliance. I needed them, and I’m not unmoved reflecting upon the fact that they needed and relied upon me in return.

			“Hello!” wrote Eurogamer’s Oli Welsh in his first and only missive to the group. “Wow, I’m nowhere. Talk to me about Humanity. As in, why would I cash it in and apply it to my character, rather than just keeping it as items for when I want to reverse hollow/kindle? And what is the point of reverse hollowing, apart from being able to kindle?”

			“Hey dude – I’m not sure, yet,” responded Matt Lees, then employed by Official Xbox Magazine UK, just 14 minutes later. “There might be some bonuses to having lots of humanity, but at the moment it only seems important for kindling. Could be that this is the new light/black tendency stuff – but I’m just guessing.”

			The Chain didn’t always have a ready-made solution to offer, yet it was comforting simply to know that you weren’t the only person scratching your head raw in confusion. My earliest contributions to the list involved a bunch of moaning about contracting multiple stacking curses from the Basilisks in The Depths. I called them frogs at the time – I had no idea what they were. I mentioned to the group having received a pop-up message telling me to visit a healer in “some place called Londo or something”.

			LONDO! Even if I’d known it was the New Londo Ruins I was meant to be looking for, I didn’t know where they were located. I was lost. My hopes had diminished to the point where I started telling colleagues at work that I was likely going to have to create a new character and start the quest over from the beginning.

            
            
            ——————————————————


            
			From: Simon Parkin  

			Sent: Sep 28 2011, 12:50

			

“Hey team DkS! Any tips on those BASTARD bell gargoyles on the chapel roof? I get both of them down to about a third health and then they tag team me till the end of all time. Managed to cut the tail off one of them once too, which I’m guessing is how you get his magic weapon drop? I don’t have any magic at the moment so am maybe thinking this could help me? Anyone know where I can buy some offensive magic or am I too early on for that? Any pointers gratefully received. XXXO”

            

            
            ——————————————————



			From: Rich McCormick  

			Sent: Sep 28 2011, 12:53

			

“Yo Simon! Save the sun knight in the church first, then turn human before you climb the tower. Sun knight will be summonable outside, and he distracts the gargoyles enough to let you swamp them with arrows or magic. I managed to take the first one down before the second one had finished his "I’m here" animation this way.”




——————————————————



			From: Simon Parkin 

			Sent: Sep 28 2011, 23:20

			

“Thanks everyone! Took the Xbox offline, unhollowed and there was a summon sign right there waiting for me. Did it first attempt. KAPOW! Helped that I’d just picked up a BADASS Drake sword drop from the red dragon on the bridge. You can shoot its tail off from underneath the bridge. 200 atk dmg as a base stat and a ranged heavy attack move. AMAZE. Where is best to head now? Down into the creepy woods or back into the horrible town in an effort to ring the second bell?”
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			One of the most surreal days of my entire career in game journalism was the one in which I spent roughly eight hours camped in front of an old TV in the Edge corner of Future Publishing’s Bath editorial office, trying to get from the FirelinkShrine bonfire to Ingward atop the church in New Londo Ruins. Since my numerous curse stacks had left me with one-eighth of a health bar, I could only take one or two blows before dying. It was a mind-numbingly tedious ordeal, and I went home that evening having failed to accomplish my objective. A workday that would’ve been utterly squandered if I hadn’t been able to squeeze a few drops of anecdotal nectar from it just now.

			From Software would eventually reconsider curse-stacking and patch it out of the game. Miyazaki himself confided to me later while I was in Tokyo researching a From Software profile for Edge that he believed they’d overreached. The studio’sQA players had apparently become so adept at the game that they’d lost some connection with the reality of how less- experienced players would interact with it.

			“Regardless of going overboard with the stacking of The Curse,” he told me, “we believe we did a fairly good job of turning the player’s gameplay into the story. [Like with the Anor Londo Dragonbow archer], I wanted to place some obstacles that people would remember and talk about. But if you hit that character with a poison arrow, he will die if it isn’t treated. Including these kind of cheap strategies, I want people to have fun with strategising. I want the game to be memorable. I want specific things that you will remember when you think back on the game, like that moment with the archer.”

			He needn’t worry. I’ll never forget my thrice-cursed predicament. If anything, I’m almost sad that that particular peninsula of despair has crumbled away from Dark Souls and slid into the ocean. I can describe it to future players but they’ll never set foot there. When you have stories, even traumatic ones – especially traumatic ones – there’s a natural compulsion to get those stories out. 
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            ——————————————————



			From: Jason Killingsworth   

			Sent: Sep 21 2011, 18:16

			

“My biggest time sink so far has definitely been the frog curse, little buggy-eyed shitheads. Spun my tyres for an entire day trying to get to the remedician on the roof of the ghost house in New Londo Ruins with a quarter of my health bar. Then I got cursed a third time and it halved again to one-eighth of its original length, which meant a single hit would kill me. Fortunately I’d already killed the gargoyles so once I got the tip from a kind stranger on Twitter about the guy in the bell tower of the Undead Parish, I eventually managed to get through the knights and undead mob without taking a blow. DON’T GET CURSED.”



——————————————————



			From: Keza MacDonald

			Sent: Sep 21 2011, 18:26

			

“Jason, harsh luck on the cursing! Have you got a handle on how far through the game you are? It just seems to get bigger and bigger. I’ve been through Blighttown as a grinding break from the gargoyles, which has been giving me issues.”




——————————————————



			From: Matt Lees

			Sent: Sep 21 2011, 18:38

			

“Currently grinding 4000 [souls] to get this fucking curse removed. Tried running past the ghosts in Londo, but no chance. Don’t like this curse stuff one bit – not a fair/fun addition :(”
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			The curse may have been broken to our detriment, but my comrades in the Chain of Pain uncovered separate balance issues that were broken in our favour, imparting to us godlike capabilities in the playground that would be Lordran’s launch-day codebase. Rich M. boasted to the rest of us in the email thread that, with a fully upgraded Titanite Catch Pole equipped, his off-hand Crystal Ring Shield was doing close to 900 damage in a single cast. Iron Flesh allowed us to cheese bosses such as the Four Kings and Gwyn by rendering ourselves almost invincible for several seconds in exchange for a trivial movement debuff. Those were the days. At times we struggled and gnashed our teeth, but at other times we got away with the most facerolling tactics imaginable.
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			September 21, 2011, 12:37pm. “I have just killed the gargoyles,” writes Matt Lees, “and I am fucking SHAKING.”

			Reading Matt’s exhilarated declaration now, several years later, I’m reminded of how special those moments truly were. For every Dark Souls player who sees the game’s mastery curve all the way through, there comes a point where it’s almost impossible to think of an early-game boss such as the Bell Gargoyles as anything other than a pair of flies to swat away. Yet watching them disintegrate that first time was an experience that once caused us to shiver in relief.

			Later that same day, Keza writes, “This SODDING BUTTERFLY is doing my head in :( Get it down to about 1/5th health, then lose timing for the dodges or fall victim to her death beam.” Matt quickly deploys an airdrop of empathy and veteran wisdom, “Yeah, timing the dodges takes a few tries to get nailed. Remember to switch to double-hand when it lands!”

			At no point in the Chain of Pain did anybody cry ‘spoiler!’. Hearing a colleague mention the name of a boss you hadn’t reached yet sent an electric current racing down your spine. If anything, it made the eventual confrontation with that boss even more climactic. If all the townsfolk in your village are whispering tales of some dreaded creature out in the woods, that only makes the experience of finally crossing paths with that beast all the more memorable.
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            ——————————————————


			From: Mitch Dyer

			Sent: Sep 29 2011, 01:53

			

“Two hours of aimless exploring later, I’ve made no forward progress from the stone bridge (up high) bonfire in Blighttown. I’ve climbed so many ladders. Where. Do. I. Go.”




——————————————————


			From: Keza MacDonald 

			Sent: Sep 29 2011, 02:03

			

“When you spawn at that bonfire, turn around and head across the next stone bridge where the flame-dogs and skinless zombies are waiting for you. Beware the poison-dart snipers. You want to get down from there. You’re looking for ladders down to the swamp below – once you get to the swamp, you’re near the Blighttown area boss. (Oh, and beware of the swamp. It poisons you.)

			

I really hated this bit of the game. I got stuck there for hours too.”




——————————————————



			From: Mitch Dyer

			Sent: Sep 29 2011, 17:59

			

“Grinding and audiobooks: peanut butter and chocolate.”
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			One of the other unique aspects of our experience with the game is that we all had the spectre of copy deadlines hanging over our heads. As a reviewer you hope to complete the game in its entirety before writing your piece so that you have the most informed opinion possible. Nobody wants to grind their wheels on a mid-game boss for several days and then simply have to give up progressing in order to bash out a review that deftly conceals one’s failure. We all wanted to finish. Almost nobody did, as I recall, but that time pressure made the experience even more fraught. You were progressing through a world of indeterminate – but clearly enormous – size, wondering how to gauge if you were on track to finish in time.

			The first person on the Chain of Pain who’d claimed to have completed the game was a writer from the U.S. called Ryan Taljonick. He was the Chief Sherpa of our morale-support group. I remember being stuck on the Ceaseless Discharge fight and emailing him trying to get a sense of how much further I had to go. I felt like I’d progressed quite a distance into the game at that stage, but when he volunteered the sequence of the various bosses coming up, I felt disorientated by how many names he’d plotted out. He mentioned something about an army of Taurus Demons. I started to despair. I felt freshly humbled by the game’s dizzying scale.
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            ——————————————————


			From: Keza MacDonald 

			Sent: Sep 21 2011, 15:57

			

“I love, love, love the way that Dark Souls (and Demon’s before it) not only encourages but actually requires this kind of communication. I’m a fair bit behind now – trying my bestest to own the gargoyles, but no luck. I have yet to investigate the garden, so I reckon that’s my next stop. Rich, I’m playing similar to you, but don’t have a good bow yet. How many hours are we all at? I’m struggling at 9. Hit a proper brick wall with Taurus, he took me a good six hours to kill.”




——————————————————


			From: Rich McCormick

			Sent: Sep 21 2011, 16:09

			

“I’ve got about 16 hours under my belt. Still not attempted the gargoyles properly – they’re just too tough without a stock of hefty arrows.”
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			When I was attending primary school in Mission Viejo, California, in the late 1980s and early ‘90s, knowledge about games was a very real social currency. The kid on the playground who knew the location of an illusory wall in The Legend of Zelda, even if he’d just learned it by reading a feature in Nintendo Power magazine, felt to the rest of us like a bona fide soothsayer, like a childhood equivalent of Varys from Game of Thrones, full of information that seemed to arrive on the breeze. The Internet has devalued that kid’s currency. Now you ask a Google search field and feel next to no thrill when the solution to your riddle issues forth like a TV dinner from the microwave.

			But here was Ryan, the cool-kid informant on our virtual playground revealing to us the whereabouts of a dope souls-grinding spot in Darkroot just inside the enchanted door where you could get enemies to chase you and then, by tricking the AI’s pathfinding behaviours, get them to leap like lemmings into the adjacent chasm.
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            ——————————————————


			From: Michael Gapper

			Sent: Sep 25 2011, 17:55

			

“Unless I’ve missed something obvious, there’s nothing in Darkroot for me besides three crystal golems and a seven-headed dragon who gobs water at me from the other side of the map. Advice welcomed.”




——————————————————


			From: Jason Killingsworth

			Sent: Sep 25 2011, 18:00

			

“Have you ground the 20K souls for the Crest of Artorias? There are some killer items in the part of Darkroot behind that enchanted door. The stone armour made my life much easier. Ok nothing in the game makes your life *much easier*. But it definitely made my life marginallykind of easier, relatively speaking.”




——————————————————


			From: Michael Gapper

			Sent: Sep 25 2011, 18:01

			

“I don’t even know what the Crest of Artorias is. Is there some trick to getting through the door or will that come later?”




——————————————————


			From: Keza MacDonald

			Sent: Sep 25 2011, 18:03

			

“The door is just a shortcut, don’t worry about it too much – although it’s a good grinding place if you’re struggling. The way to Butterfly is just to the right of the door as you approach it. Although you’re eventually going to have to do Capra Demon. I’m now stuck in a mystical sky-castle, unable to go anywhere else and completely stumped by the DOUBLE BOSS at the end. Brutal.”
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			During lunch with Hidetaka Miyazaki in London in April 2012, I asked him if his team had designed that Darkroot spot especially for grinding. He assured me they hadn’t, but since players had discovered on their own how to manipulate it for their gain, he didn’t want to patch the AI behaviour and steal away something that now belonged to the community.

			The members of our group were of two minds about the Darkroot grinding bonanza. “It’s funny, I’ve been craving a good grinding spot,” Jeffrey Matulef wrote to the group on October 2, “but now that I have access to probably the best one in the game, it feels like cheating. Now that I know it, I can’t unknow it. After indulging by gaining five levels real quick and saving up for a couple spells, I figure I’m going to lay off it unless there’s an absolute emergency and I need a purifying stone or something. I know it’s stupid and my fault for looking into (and then doing) it, but I can’t help but feel like it breaks the game a little bit. 

			“Like I was stuck at level 27 forever,” he continues, “and anytime I’d have more than 3K souls I’d get nervous. Now I just think, ‘ah well, I can get those at THAT spot’. Then again, maybe the designers put it in there on purpose to throw us a bone. I mean, why else charge so much to open a door that connects the toughest enemies to a bonfire? It’s barely even a shortcut.”

			“You’re all far too moral,” Rich McCormick replies, “I spammed 100k souls earlier to buy myself a thousand poisoned arrows. The game’s chucked all it’s got at me; I’d be stupid not to hit it back with both brain-barrels.”

			“Hey, I was level 61 before I hit Anor Londo thanks to that spot,” added Mike Gapper. “Morality schmoralitschmy.”

			Levelling oneself up to the point where you no longer feel threatened is always one option available to players. A few members of our party took that route. Others didn’t. I don’t judge anyone. You do what it takes, and you do what you can. How could you possibly judge someone for wanting to feel strong after they’ve been made to feel weak and vulnerable for so long? It’s merely the Dark Souls equivalent of a scrawny kid who tires of getting bullied and starts beefing up at the gym – he ain’t cheating.
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			Even though the Chain of Pain had its share of moaning and venting about the cliff-face angularity of Lordran’s learning curve, we shared laughs as well. One day somebody is complaining about being forced to stumble about in the pitch-blackness of the Tomb of the Giants, but the next you find in your inbox that one of the less inhibited members of the group has decided to plug the Giant Crow in Firelink Shrine with a barrage of arrows.
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            ——————————————————


			From: Michael Gapper

			Sent: Sep 25 2011, 21:51

			

“Okay, so if you attack the bird at Firelink Shrine, he takes it until half his energy bar is gone, and then he flies off towards the Undead Burg. I AM IN PURSUIT, CONTROL.”




——————————————————



			From: Rich Stanton

			Sent: Sep 25 2011, 21:52

			

“We got a runner.”




——————————————————



			From: Keza MacDonald

			Sent: Sep 25 2011, 23:17

			

“DON’T KILL THAT BIRD! He takes you back to the Undead Asylum later in the game! You need that bird!”




——————————————————


			From: Rich Stanton

			Sent: Sep 25 2011, 23:22

			

“I’d like to register an interest in whether the bird has been killed or not.”
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			I still grin reading that exchange. Dark Souls is so full of interesting interactions, why wouldn’t somebody become curious about whether or not you could provoke or outright kill the enormous bird in Firelink Shrine? Even though you can’t kill it off due to its role in ferrying you back to the Undead Asylum, it’s a marvelous nuance that From Software designed it to fly away toward the Undead Burg after tolerating a certain amount of aggression. It would’ve been so easy for it to just sit there without registering any damage, to be a plasticine pin-cushion. But that wouldn’t have felt real. The fact that it took flight eventually made it seem alive. It only takes one piece  of lazy design to puncture the immersion of a world like Lordran.

			We started out at the beginning of our Dark Souls journey feeling angst over our failures, but I gradually noticed a bit of levity creeping in. We came to appreciate that one’s allotment of respawns never runs out, which means the sting of death only lasts as long as you allow your ego to hold sway.

			“I’ve restarted on 360 retail,” Rich S. writes on September 28. “Waltzed through the first section with nary a scratch, strode up to the Taurus Demon thinking ’this punk doesn’t know who he’s messing with’, and his first baseball swing sends me flying perfectly through the narrow gap in the wall. Home run for Team Demon. When will I learn?”

			We’re always learning in Dark Souls. We never stop learning. The more good-humoured you are while taking that medicine, however, the more fun you invariably have scaling Mount Mastery. “Dark Souls feels smaller and smaller every time you play it,” says Mike Gapper when I reach out to a few of my former co-adventurers to solicit reflections on The Chain of Pain and that first dance with Lordran. “It’s not just the shortcuts, either, but how you come to perceive the difficulty. Just getting to the bonfire in the Undead Burg was an hour’s journey on that first attempt; today it’s a two-minute walk. You’re constantly asked to reinterpret the space in Dark Souls’ world as your skills, equipment and shortcut options increase; it always feels new.”

			“Looking back on the Chain of Pain, it’s as foreign to me now as it was then,” says IGN editor Mitch Dyer. “Dark Souls is such a different language, a different kind of literacy, than any other game. Discovery is obviously hugely important to what makes it special, and I think sharing those discoverieswith each other was really what made it feel like we’d legitimately found something. People couldn’t wait to discuss their findings, to share a strange anecdote, to ask an insane question. Everyone who ever plays Dark Souls for the first time is entirely out of their element, and it’s amazing to see how rapidly they become literate in its ways. It’s a true trial-by-fire, but as a group experience, it’s endurable.”

			Matt Lees, who now makes witty and insightful videos about games under the banner Cool Ghosts, had a tighter deadline for his review than the rest of us. But seeing the thread unfurl like a climbing vine drove home just how special the game was.

			“By the time these emails chains – shared whispers between just a few people – merged into one mega-group,” he recalls, “I was almost done with my review of the game. My deadline was tighter. I was going on holiday. Scanning through this incrediblequantity of secrets I’d missed and things I’d failed to glean was an eye-opening moment, and one that made me feel far more confident about the written review that I’d already sent to print. Dark Souls was a deep, strange, obtuse masterpiece. The sunny holiday that followed couldn’t have been timed better, after a streak of horribly long days spent in increasingly dark and horrid locations. The wonderfully oppressive world of Dark Souls had been my most professionally-testing review to date.”

			That first playthrough felt like a trial at times, something to be endured (Keza still refuses to play any Souls game before release). I was being asked to work for my reward. And the more one is forced to struggle in pursuit of something, the more inclined one is to value it. But there’s also an aphorism that many hands make light work. We didn’t have online co-op summoning available to us playing that offline review build of the game, but we became supporting hands in other ways. Hands applauding one another, hands clasped in solidarity, hands palms-up offering every secret we’d accidentally learned and couldn’t wait to share.
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            ——————————————————


			From: Ryan Taljonick

			Sent: Oct 3 2011, 08:10

			

“Well folks, after 100+ hours between all my characters, I’m happy to report I finally beat Dark Souls. Hooooly crap. What a ride. Have fun with the final boss. He’s quite the jerk. Good luck!”




——————————————————


			From: Simon Parkin

			Sent: Oct 3 2011, 09:16

			

“Gratz! New Game+ playing as Deprived beckons.”



——————————————————


			From: Rich McCormick

			Sent: Oct 9 2011, 12:43

			“Has anyone had any luck with invading other worlds? I’m dressed like the grim reaper and wielding a semi-scythe thing, so of course I want to terrify some small child.”
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    		Undead Burg 

Undead Parish

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘A horrible goat demon has moved in below. And up above, there's that humongous drake, and a bull demon, too. If you stick around this place, it might end up being your grave!’

            
            
            
      
			IN A GAME LIKE OCARINA OF TIME, it feels comic and strange wandering into people’s homes and smashing their belongings to bits, casting about for a spare rupee or five. Dark Souls’ Undead Burg revels in such therapeutic vandalism. Humanity has long since abandoned living in these hovels located just up the hill from Firelink. Most are devoid of furniture, containing only storage receptacles such as barrels, buckets and burlap sacks. When you do a barrel roll, reducing a cluster of them to splinters with a single diving somersault, the natural echo chamber created by the vacant room and stone surfaces makes the din reverberate like a thunder clap.

			Undead Burg benefits hugely from Dark Souls’ refusal to slather music like mood mayonnaise over every second of the experience. Lordran feels lonelier and more evocative when the music fades and the sound of nature – gusting wind mostly – occupies the cavity left behind. At one point this hamlet would have been filled with the sound of life carrying on. The contrasting silence of the present moment underlines the area’s slide into desolation. The Hollow Warriors prowling the streets might have lived in these houses before the world fell apart. Occasionally the footfall of one of them shambling down a nearby alleyway might disturb the silence, but that’s about it.

			You also notice a recurring theme in From Software’s visual design. Undead Burg maintains a homogeneous veneer. Structures blend into one another – mossy stone facades, mossy stone arches, mossy stone footpaths. Even wooden architectural features like beams and joists receive this same sickly greenish patina. I’m willing to allow for the possibility that this might simply owe to the need for being economical with your team’s effort when filling a big old world with stuff, recycling textures and other objects to make the furnishing effort feasible, but one of the byproducts is that you increase the level of challenge involved in navigating the space. There are fewer distinct features by which to orient oneself. Levels in Souls games are famous for the way they fold and double back on themselves like one of those guinea-pig mazes with the coloured tubes. I’m convinced that Souls level designers want to help you lose your way by spacing out potential landmarks by which you might orientate yourself. Just another obstacle to overcome.

			It’s also time for our first encounter with the Hellkite Dragon. As you crest a flight of stairs midway through the Burg, he touches down briefly on the bridge before flapping away to take up his perch near a loftier bridge beside the Altar of Sunlight. This initial encounter makes the world of Lordran feel dynamic early on, as it disrupts the perception of the world having actors occupying fixed marks. I strongly suspect that fantasy games have a time-to-first-dragon-sighting metric that has to be kept below a certain threshold in order to assure fans of the genre that dragons are indeed present.

			Dark Souls’ liberal borrowing from religious tradition and observance is most clearly apparent in Undead Parish, for obvious reasons. There’s the faith attribute you must level up to cast miracles. There are churches and cathedrals and shrines and altars littered about. Your character’s animation when resting at a bonfire resembles a kneeling genuflection before a sword whose hilt creates the silhouette of a cross. The game’s preoccupation with the tension between light and dark finds an ally in religious mythology, and the Undead Church in Undead Parish keeps Lordran’s mystical qualities top of mind.

			Of the two Bells of Awakening in Dark Souls, the one players typically ring first is housed in the tower atop the Undead Church, guarded by a pair of boss gargoyles. In terms of emotional reward, it’s poignant how the game ushers you to the top of this tower and treats you to a gorgeous skybox view of Lordran as you celebrate one of the first key milestones in your quest. This corner of Lordran looks sylvan and regal from up high. For a few seconds it’s easy to forget what life is like down on the ground. And amidst so much rot and nihilistic quiet, sending the simple chime of a bell echoing across the Burg feels hope-giving.

			You’ll have to pass through the Lower Undead Burg before you reach the entrance to The Depths. The cramped, windowless domiciles in this area were presumably designed to help apartment dwellers in urban centers like New York City feel marginally better about their own accommodations. It feels like a joke, a door that opens into an unfurnished brick enclosure the size of a garden shed. I try and fail to imagine residents squatting inside.

			




Crowd Sorcery 

			Twitch Plays Dark Souls

			By Keza MacDonald

			From the beginning, Dark Souls has been a shared experience. No one person passes through Lordran unassisted – or unhindered – by others, whether those others appear in the game as phantoms or leave their echoes behind in messages and bloodstains. Even the act of looking up a wiki is participating in the communal experience of Dark Souls, drawing on someone else’s hard-won knowledge to alleviate your own suffering. Together, Dark Souls players not only figured out how to actually finish the game, but have also pieced together the story and puzzled out its secrets. Dark Souls has always been multiplayer, in all sorts of ways. But in August 2015, that word would take on a whole new meaning: what would happen if thousands of people played Dark Souls not only at the same time, but effectively with the same controller?

			Twitch Plays Dark Souls is probably the craziest thing that anyone has yet tried to do with this extraordinary game. It turned Dark Souls into what’s become known as a “crowdplay” experience, following in the footsteps of Twitch Plays Pokémon, which had become a bona fide Internet phenomenon the previous year. Here’s how it worked: tuning into a live broadcast of Dark Souls via Twitch.tv – the enormously popular service that allows anyone to stream themselves playing a game online, for anyone to watch – spectators would use the chat window to input commands. A script would process these commands before enacting them in the game, resulting in absolute chaos as a single Chosen Undead responded to hundreds (or thousands) of button presses at once. Even the simplest actions became near-impossible – and given that this was Dark Souls, not much was simple to begin with.

			For hours, days even, players flailed hilariously around the Undead Asylum, trying to defeat such diverse and challenging foes as ladders, doorways and cliff edges, with no success. For minutes at a time they’d roll continuously into the corner of a cell, accidentally open up menus and unequip their weapons, hack at a wall until their weapon broke… it was ridiculous. At one point they almost got to the Asylum Demon’s lair, before some joker managed to equip the Darksign, which sent them right back to the first bonfire over and over again every time it was used. For hours. It was excruciating.

			Twitch Plays Dark Souls was set up by a 27-year-old engineer called Daniel Nichols, who had been playing around with programming in his spare time. Given that he was both working full-time and pursuing a PhD, that spare time was precious. He had personally played Dark Souls the year before, after it was recommended by an enthusiastic friend. He wrote the script in an obscure programming language called AutoHotkey, and it worked by reading chat from the Twitch channel and translating it into both commands for the game and text on-screen, so people could see what was happening.

			“It was a ‘can I do this’ kind of thing, to see if it worked,” he says. “Which it did – it just didn’t produce any useful results in the beginning. Every single command was executed, it was all done simultaneously, and it was all multi-threaded, so it’s possible someone could hit forward and back at the same time and you just wouldn’t move. And it was not designed for the amount of people that were in there. On the first night, [games website] Kotaku posted an article about it and it just blew up. The next day we hit 15,000 players at one point, and it was just crazy. I wrote this thing to handle like 50 people.”

			At first, Twitch Plays Dark Souls would spend hours just trying to climb a ladder in the Undead Asylum to escape a teensy pool of water. This went on for so long that players jokingly began to worship the pool of water as their god in chat. It was entertaining to watch, for a while, but it seemed like it would be impossible for them to even reach the game’s first boss, let alone defeat it. It was more likely that the Asylum Demon would die of old age. Once, they managed to reach the boss and land a single blow – cause for rapt jubilation. They created several different characters, starting again each time, and still the stream was getting nowhere. After six days, Daniel started to worry that it would never get anywhere. Seeing that people were starting to get bored and frustrated, he had to change the rules.

			The first thing he tried was implementing a “democracy” mode, something that Twitch Plays Pokémon had resorted to as well in order to make progress. Essentially, everybody would keep typing in their suggestions for what should be done next, and after a few seconds the script would determine which command had the most votes. But that didn’t work either – by the time the voting window was over and everybody had decided to roll out of the way of a Hollow’s incoming sword-swipe, the player would already be dead. The only solution was to implement a delay, pausing the game for five or 10 or 30 seconds whilst everybody decided what to do next.

			Superficially, the delay made Twitch Plays Dark Souls much less entertaining to watch; it would take minutes to do something that would normally take no time at all, like walking across a room. But, vitally, it allowed Twitch Plays Dark Souls to start making progress. And in dramatic moments, the bizarre, stuttering action could actually become even more dramatic. The game would pause, agonisingly, just as the Asylum Demon’s giant hammer was about to smash the player into the ground, and you’d see thousands of people typing “ROLL! ROLL!” into the chat window, scrolling past at a hundred miles an hour. Dark Souls boss fights are already heart-attack inducing, but watching Twitch Plays Dark Souls take on the Asylum Demon had me watching through my fingers. Remarkably, within a few hours of Daniel implementing the delay, they’d beaten it.

			It was an astounding victory. The final moments were almost impossible to bear. The player character throws his last fireball and it misses the Asylum Demon by centimetres, landing in front of its right leg. Then the hammer comes crashing down, and both demon and player are left with a tiny smidgen of health. Scrambling towards the demon as it readies another hammer-swing, the players managed to get in one pathetic little swipe of the axe, and it’s just enough to bring him down. The chat channel went absolutely mental.

			In the voice chat room where Daniel and some other volunteer moderators had been running the stream, things went equally crazy. “Viewership had dropped to maybe 900 at that point, and, we'd had 15,000 a few days before… but finally they get to the Asylum Demon and it took them 50 minutes or something on that last attempt, and it was just so close. So close! I mean, we had a sliver of health, the demon had a sliver of health, everybody losing it, and by the end people just blew up. There were about 5000 people in the room. We had drawn all those people from the woodwork to come and celebrate, and it was amazing. Everybody lost it. Just lost it.”

			It seemed unbelievable at the time that Twitch Plays Dark Souls had managed even this, the first and most basic challenge that Dark Souls has to offer. Right afterwards, they started on their way to the Undead Burg, towards the game proper, and it turned out that actually traversing Lordran was going to be just as difficult as felling any of the bosses. Staying on the path up the cliff whilst Hollows chucked firebombs, even with the delay in place, proved to be comically difficult. I think, deep in our hearts, nobody watching or playing expected Twitch Plays Dark Souls to get that much further. The Asylum Demon was behind them, but think what was ahead. Sen’s Fortress. The Four Kings. Tomb of the Giants. Ornstein and blimmin’ Smough.

			But on they went. Progress was steady, even though it was taking hours to do what would have taken a few minutes to do in the normal game. Boss after boss fell, and Twitch Plays Dark Souls started exploring the further reaches of Dark Souls together. When it was time for Sen’s Fortress and its bastard swinging blades, I expected them to give up. If they couldn’t manage a cliffside path without incident, how the hell were they going to get across those walkways and make it to the bonfire on top of the fortress?

			Surprisingly, though, Sen’s turned out to be one of the less stressful areas for them. “Yeah, they got really, really good at that at some point,” says Daniel. “There was one person in the chat that was really good at timing it, and he was using very short commands, because depending on the command it waits longer between pauses. He was using short commands to wait until it was the perfect moment and then rolling forward and passing, like, the two blades at once. It was definitely awesome to watch, because they’d roll when the blade was right in front of them.”

			Then, on September 11, 2015, Twitch Plays Dark Souls beat Ornstein and Smough. Like the fight against the Asylum Demon, it was fist-eatingly tense: out of Estus, with a tiny bit of remaining health, after several nerve-shreddingly close attempts, they managed to somehow duck underneath Smough’s hammer and land a final blow. Daniel, at the time, was astounded. “Ornstein and Smough is widely considered the hardest boss fight in the game… I was amazed they beat them,” he told me, the day after it happened. “I think… yeah. Yeah, it’s just a matter of time now.”

			It felt like Twitch Plays Dark Souls really might make it all the way to the end.
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			One of the funniest things about Twitch Plays Dark Souls is how it turned Dark Souls’ difficulty on its head. Suddenly the most feared enemies in Lordran were not gigantic demons or vicious undead, but… bridges. “It takes some things in the game that are easy and makes them harder, and then it takes some things that are hard and makes them easier, because you’ve got the time to vote, you don’t have to make split-second decisions,” says Daniel. “You know you get stuck on bosses – that’s why Dark Souls is so asynchronous, why you can go to another boss or area and work on that if you are having trouble elsewhere. But Twitch Plays Dark Souls really didn’t get stuck on bosses. They got stuck on walkways.”

			There was one boss they got properly stuck on, though. After Ornstein and Smough had fallen, the foe they had the most trouble with was one that’s probably the easiest in the game, if you know what you’re doing: Ceaseless Discharge. Of course, pretty much everyone in Twitch Plays Dark Souls knew what they were doing – but there was a constant push and pull between the players who wanted to draw the boss off his precipice for an easy win, and those who seemed to want to take on the massive magma-creature toe to toe. “They probably had 100 attempts at Ceaseless,” laughs Daniel. They were trying to cheese him, getting him to fall off the cliff. I probably watched 20 or so attempts. They tried it at many points in the game – they’d keep going back, when they were stuck somewhere else.”

			As they progressed through Lordran, it became clear that Twitch Plays Dark Souls wasn’t just interested in finishing the game. Collectively, they were hitting every shortcut, every secret. They were even managing to keep Knight Solaire alive. At any time, there was always someone, if not a few hundred people, among the thousands of watchers and players who knew exactly what to do. When the very first group of players embarked upon Dark Souls, they were doing so without any of the knowledge that Twitch Plays Dark Souls’ many participants had accumulated in the intervening years – the shortcuts, the techniques, the intimate knowledge of Lordran and every boss’ attack patterns. Watching Twitch Plays Dark Souls was like watching the entire, collected knowledge of the Dark Souls community play out, minute by minute.

			Pretty early on, they developed a winning strategy: big weapon, suicidal enthusiasm. Helpful sorts edited together the footage of Twitch Plays Dark Souls’ boss fights to remove the long pauses, and watching them play out in real-time is like watching a very drunk person play Souls. There’s so little caution: instead there are wild swings of the weapon, desperate and directionless rolling, Estus-chugging right in the middle of the action. This strategy was crucial to their progress. “Because we had the Zweihander, we hit really hard when we hit – it was sometimes a quarter of a boss’ health,” Daniel explains. “So some bosses became very easy, because you only had to hit about eight times. People would vote to just chug Estus and flail wildly. They had the most trouble with bridges and small walkways! Walking forward was a big deal. A little bit of knockback from a minor enemy and you go flying off the bridge.”

			After Ornstein and Smough, it felt like Twitch Plays Dark Souls was flying through the game. Even the Four Kings went down easy. “The latter half of this game flew by,” Daniel agrees. “It was just like a steamroll. There were a few days where they got a couple of bosses in the same day. I was thinking Bed of Chaos was going to be crazy, but it didn’t turn out to be anything that they couldn’t handle.”

			Forty-three days in, Twitch Plays Dark Souls was approaching Gwyn, and the final hours of their collective journey. As the end approached, viewers began to trickle in again, ready for the big finale. “We were all watching, it was like 4am,” remembers Daniel. “I found it amazing that they brought Solaire all the way to the end. The fight itself was pretty crazy… we had another experience where the fight started with 300 people, and by the end there were 4000-5000 people watching.”

			Zweihander in hand, they traverse the fog gate, Solaire by their side. As Gwyn charges forward with that flaming sword, their first lunge falls completely short, but the next few hits connect. Good old Solaire takes most of the punishment as they land a few more hits from behind the Lord of Cinder. In the end, it’s not even a close call: with three quarters of a health bar left and 17 Estus flasks in the bank, Gwyn falls to his knees.

			In real time, it took a couple of hours. Without the pauses, it was just two and a half minutes of game time. It had taken them 43 days, eight hours, 14 minutes, and 23 seconds. They had died 904 times on the way.

			In the end, Twitch Plays Dark Souls’ monumental, unlikely victory felt oddly anticlimactic, even for those who’d been there since the beginning. “It went really quickly – I was surprised,” says Daniel. “Some of the boss fights we’ve had were six or seven hours real-time, because of the pausing, but Gwyn was… maybe two or three hours. But it would have been awful if I’d missed it!” Daniel’s favourite memory of the whole experience was actually the first proper victory: the Asylum Demon. “I will never forget that moment,” he says.

			But that showdown with Gwyn wasn’t quite how things ended. In fact, the true ending of Twitch’s playthrough of Dark Souls was… well, it was much more Dark Souls.

			The day after the stream had finished the game, Daniel decided to experiment. He opened up the game to some player-versus-player action.

			“I put [the program] in chaos mode so there was no pausing, and I just sat in the Undead Burg where everyone likes to duel,” he said. “Some people from the chat would come in and duel the chaos that is Twitch Plays Dark Souls. They even managed to kill a couple of people with that giant weapon. But then we had one person come in who, I think, must have hacked the game – and with one little stab we were fully cursed, frozen up, and dead. And that’s how Twitch Plays Dark Souls ended.”

			It was a fitting conclusion. Over 43 days of Twitch Plays Dark Souls, it was easy to become accustomed to just how crazy the entire endeavour truly was. Crowd-playing one of the hardest games of all time should have been impossible – but when you think about it, in a way, every one of us was crowd-playing Dark Souls. We might have felt alone, down in the depths of Blighttown’s swamp, but we never were. There were hundreds of thousands of others, leaving messages, helping out, and building the trove of knowledge that Twitch Plays Dark Souls drew upon to make their victory possible.

			One thing’s for certain: if Daniel hadn’t made a change early on and made it possible for Twitch Plays Dark Souls to pause the game and vote on the action, it wouldn’t have gotten anywhere. “I mean, it would have happened, but it would have taken years,” says Daniel. “I don’t think anyone would have hung around to watch that.”

			It’s been quite the experience for the 27-year-old engineer and student who set up the stream as an experiment. “It’s been very entertaining,” Daniel says. “But it’s also very difficult to sit here and watch them struggle with very simple tasks and not just, like, grab the keyboard and do it for them.”

			But as ever with Dark Souls, it was determination and collective spirit that saw them through. And as it happened, amongst Twitch Plays Dark Souls’ thousands of anonymous watchers and players was an unexpected one: Hidetaka Miyazaki, who first heard of the effort when it was in its early stages. “When I first viewed it they were having a hard time!” he told me. “They finally beat that first boss and made it to Lordran, but I didn’t think they’d ever get it finished. It’s wonderful that they did.”
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			The Depths
Blighttown

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘You’re my only hope. Oh, please. Th-thank you. I would have been her supper without you. Being eaten alive! I shudder to think…Thank you, thank you dearly.’

            
            
        UNDEAD BURG FEELS LONESOME AND MENACING, but Dark Souls doesn’t get properly creepy until you plunge into the Depths. The Undead Burg basically flushed its criminal population down the drain, and this is where they ended up. In the antechamber bordering the sewers, you find a torchlit mess hall with food preparation underway. A butcher with an executioner-style sack over her head chops up a slab of mystery meat by candlelight. Considering how few cows, pigs and other conventionally butchered livestock you’ve observed during your time in Lordran, it’s safe to assume the prisoners who end up here aren’t exactly being rehabilitated.

			In an adjacent store room you find Laurentius of the Great Swamp looking at once pitiful and comedic, trapped in a barrel with just his head protruding. “I would have been her supper without you,” he says, referencing the grim gal you slayed outside in the main vestibule a moment prior.

			Behind the butcher’s table a chute in the wall leads to a lower chamber containing a Giant Undead Rat, its body covered in hairless patches raw from plague. The waterlogged network of tunnels running through the Depths has a serious rat infestation, but these are considerably smaller specimens. The placement of the Giant Undead Rat once again demonstrates the care and intentionality of From’s designers. If there was any place where you’d expect one of the Depths’ undead rats to swell to mammoth proportions, it would be the chamber directly beneath the hole through which the butcher discards all the bones, organs and viscera being scraped from her macabre carving station.

			Having only recently made your way indoors, leaving behind daylight and open air, the Depths’ narrow, waterlogged corridors welcome all claustrophobes to their new private hell. Good luck trying to wield any blades that require a wide-arcing swing in the sewer’s most constricted arteries. The name of this area seems intentionally misleading, given how much deeper you will be forced to plunge before hitting the game world’s equivalent of bedrock. The Depths hardly constitute Dark Souls’ deep end. You’ve merely waded into its brackish shallows.

			Like the homogeneous stone facades of Undead Burg, the indistinguishable tunnels composing the Depths’ labyrinth confuses one’s pathfinding. The level designer apparently gets a kick out of watching players wander around as lost as Spinal Tap backstage at their Cleveland gig. Instead of using architectural features as progress markers, you must resort to fauna instead. Once you reach a certain depth, the rats, spike slugs and hollows give way to what could arguably be Dark Souls’ most hateful creation, the Basilisk.

			The Basilisk looks more unnerving than horrific, its most salient feature a pair of bulbous appendages sprouting from its head that deceive predators in the same manner as eyespots on butterfly wings. Alerted to your presence, these amphibians skitter straight toward you, puff out their abdomens and spew a cloud of noxious grey mist into your vicinity like some inconsiderate smoker. Surgeon General’s Warning: exposure to Basilisk smoke increases the risk of curse and semi-permanent HP loss.

			Based on the Channeler presence down here, we can assume that Seath has sent his servants to investigate the Basilisks. Perhaps to understand and reproduce their curse capability, which he gleefully deploys during later confrontations with the Chosen Undead.

            
			BLIGHTTOWN

            [image: ]

			It’s been said that nothing unites people as reliably as a common enemy, and in the case of Dark Souls, Blighttown is that enemy. Every Dark Souls player hates Blighttown. It’s OK to hate it. You’re expected to. Every black thought you’ve ever harboured can be lint-brushed from your psyche and transferred with relish to that unambiguous villain. Of the game’s many navigation challenges, Dark Souls’ Blighttown stands out easily as the most devious, its structural illogic all but necessitating the coinage ‘archi-torture’.

			Imagine, if you will, a rat maze sketched out on paper by a schoolkid passing time in detention, then built out of rotting scrap lumber by a team of blindfolded, booze-addled construction workers who are forced to work from memory after spending just a few seconds with the original plans and prohibited from speaking to one another while carrying out the work. The resulting snarl of wooden planks is then flipped on its side and affixed to the wall of a dim cavern so that it must be navigated from the top down, just to make sure there are ample opportunities to fall to your death while charting a course down its crooked gangways to the retch-inducing swamp muck below.

			The sinister genius of Blighttown lies in the way its piecemeal building blocks allow From Software to create some of the most freeform level geometry ever witnessed in a videogame. What you end up with is the wayfinding version of a practical joke. Also known as environmental graphic design, the craft of wayfinding is all about building signifiers into the environment that create subtle cues as to where you’re expected to go. For example, an airport might have an arrow-like tile pattern that wordlessly beckons travellers from the ticketing counter toward the security checkpoint. The mishmash of planks that make up Blighttown’s walls and floors point in a thousand conflicting directions, compounding the lost player’s bafflement about how to progress.

			You know you’re supposed to go down, but placement of ladders is frequently obscured, meaning you’ll step out onto the precipice of a seemingly dead-end ledge, only to find the “Climb” prompt appear on-screen. While you muddle about in the dim torchlight, fiends lunge at you with knives, unseen blowdart snipers bombard you with poisonous darts and dogs spew flames.

			On the initial console release of Dark Souls, Blighttown had the additional frustration of being a zone in which you encountered horrible frame-rate plunges, which made the level even harder to navigate. Layer such technical hurdles over a general aesthetic of pestilence, grime, squalor, shantytown poverty and violence, and you have the perfect rage-quit recipe. I’ve heard numerous stories of people calling it quits on their Dark Souls adventure upon reaching Blighttown.

			When you eventually reach the floor of Blighttown, what you find isn’t a floor at all but a greenish-brown mire that may just define the Pantone colour value for ‘diarrhoea’. The swamp teems with Giant Leeches, blood-squirting Giant Mosquitos and Cragspiders. And there’s a nice big mound at one end of the cavern that appears to be wrapped in white spider silk. If you look up from here, you can glimpse the sky and even portions of Firelink Shrine.

			How’re you feeling? Stomach OK? You’re not afraid of spiders, are you?

			Excellent. Glad to hear it.






			Knight & Subscribe 

			Turning Lore Into A Living

			By Jason Killingsworth

			Michael Samuels, known to his fans as VaatiVidya, dropped out of university in 2015 to become a full-time scholar. His field of study? From Software’s Souls series, and its next-of-kin Bloodborne, about which he’s been making artful, entertaining videos since late 2012. In the three-and-a-half years since he launched his YouTube channel, he’s amassed over half a million subscribers. Despite having the face of an Abercrombie & Fitch catalogue model, Vaati reacts to limelight the way the pupil of an eyeball would, shrinking instinctively from view. He is not a YouTube Personality™. He doesn't even own a webcam.

			“I’ve never really felt the need to insert myself into [my videos],” Vaati tells me, sitting at his desk in front of his dual monitors, under the watchful, unblinking gaze of the collectible Sif statue he won in an online competition. “I felt like the channel was never really about me. I think for a lot of people who do YouTube for a long time, it sort of ends up being about them because that’s a safe way to go about it. If you make a channel about you, then when Dark Souls inevitably stops being produced, you have something to fall back on. I just always thought that doing the best you can speaks louder than personality.”

			More recently Vaati launched a Patreon account – a service that allows people to pay creative people directly for what they make, in a nod to the patron model of centuries past – to mitigate pressure from YouTube’s ad-based compensation model, which incentivises creators to prioritise volume over quality. At the time of writing, he has almost 800 patrons pledging, collectively, over $4000 each month to enable their favourite Souls commentator to do his thing without the distraction of a separate day job. Not even factoring in Vaati’s YouTube royalties, that’s roughly $50,000 a year to make videos about his favourite video game series. Not bad for an Aussie kid in his early 20s who, for the time being, still lives with his parents in Sydney rent-free (he’s got plans to move out later this year).

			“I doubt very many people at all start with YouTube as a career ambition,” he says. “That’s probably not one of the more clever decisions someone could make, like, ‘I’m going to put all my time and effort into YouTube and expect that to pay the bills’. Pretty much everyone starts with it as a hobby and I did too. I was doing a uni degree at the time and I did [the videos] in my spare time. As [the channel] grew it became more and more obvious that I didn’t enjoy doing my university degree nearly as much as I enjoy talking about this video game.”

			The success that Vaati has enjoyed seems, at first glance, as arbitrary as being tagged by lightning while walking one’s dog. But it seems more logical, if you view it from an entrepreneurial perspective. The most basic requirement of launching a successful business, after all, involves identifying an unmet need and then crafting an elegant, low-cost solution that meets that need. Vaati’s work spun emotionally resonant stories that fleshed out the lore of Dark Souls for players who detected in the game a rich backstory but needed help stitching it all together. Since the game’s story lies scattered about in fragments – explicitly in item descriptions and NPC dialogue trees, implicitly in environmental and architectural minutiae – there was a prime opportunity for some industrious person to mine all that glittering ore, melt it down, and pour it into a tidier narrative mould.

			When Vaati launched his channel in September 2012 shortly after Dark Souls’ PC release, there were other places online where you could go to untangle the game’s plot, but even the various exhaustive Dark Souls wikis simply took the IKEA approach of flatpacking the raw materials and leaving you to piece them together with tongue-chewing force of will. Vaati’s videos do the heavy lifting for you, offering an emotive piece of storytelling, narrated in his own sombre and soulful accent. He then sets these stories against a handsomely edited parade of gameplay footage, concept art, or whatever else he can find. In one of his most-watched videos, ‘Solaire And The Sun’, which currently has 1.24 million views, he even stitches in a few seconds of the trailer for Deus Ex: Human Revolution to support a section of the script comparing Solaire’s quest to Icarus’ fatal brush with the sun.

			Vaati’s fading cross-cuts between disparate footage lends his own lore videos a dramatic yet brisk movie-trailer pacing. What you’re getting is a vignette, a tease, not a documentary. Despite the frequently bleak subject matter of Souls games, Vaati’s work benefits from the approachability of his videos’ snack-sized running times. “It’s a really fun process,” he tells me, “but the majority of the time is scripting because I don’t just ramble on when I make a video. I don’t want to waste people's time, so I try to make it as succinct as possible. Because that’s what I like to watch on YouTube. I don’t like watching really long-form content.”

			Vaati also had the foresight to brand his lore videos so that they had a strong, recognisable identity. He named the series ‘Prepare to Cry’, a somewhat over-earnest but memorable play on Bandai-Namco's marketing slogan ‘Prepare To Die’. It’s impossible to stare into the world of a Dark Souls character, after all, without being caught in a whirlpool of melancholy, and Vaati plays this dimension up to elicit maximum feels.

			“Dark Souls gives you resources that you can interpret in a multitude of ways,” he tells me, “and the way I chose to interpret it was often with a sad twist, bringing out that tragedy. I could talk about a character’s motivations and that could inevitably make the viewer feel something. That’s what Souls does that’s so great. It leaves you wondering, why did they choose to do this? What they did is clear as day, but why did they decide to do it?”

			Dark Souls is better than almost every other game at generating interesting questions. Many of them concern the mechanics of mastering the game itself – why one should consume humanity as opposed to keeping it in the inventory, what the benefit is of joining one covenant over another, which weapon upgrade path to choose, etc. Numerous strategy guides offer answers on those points. But if the answers you want are to questions like, ‘Is either one of Dark Souls’ two possible endings a happy one?’ or ‘Why did the primeval man shatter his Dark Soul into humanity?’ you’re not going to get that in a traditional game guide. And if you go searching for it on YouTube, or even in a Google search field, you’re all but destined to cross paths with VaatiVidya.
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			Even for players who have become Dark Souls’ most enthusiastic cheerleaders, the experience of mastering a complex gameplay system doesn’t always click immediately. There’s a barrier, and that barrier is typically one’s flimsy command of the game’s combat interactions. Some people have a will to scale the wall even if it means sliding back down the first 100 attempts, others just fling the controller aside and blame the game’s refusal to offer a shortcut to mastery. Like many of us, Vaati took a little while to find his footing.

			He first became aware of the Souls series through a friend who was struggling with the Old King Allant boss fight toward the end of Demon's Souls. The idea that an action-RPG designer would give a boss the ability to drain hard-earned experience levels from your character seemed almost too evil to fathom. From Software has never upheld the same credo as Google’s much-discussed corporate motto ‘Don’t Be Evil’; the uncodified motto of Souls’ design pod seems to be ‘You can be evil; just don’t be boring’. Vaati was intrigued and he’d recently gotten a PlayStation 3, so he gave Demon's Souls a spin. Despite enjoying the game, he hit a wall around the Flamelurker boss and aborted his quest for the time being.

			When Dark Souls came out, Vaati cracked his knuckles and picked up the gauntlet again. It might be surprising to those whose introduction to Vaati’s work happened to be through his heart-on-sleeve character explorations and soothing, public-radio-style voiceover narration, but it was the competitive PvP aspect of Dark Souls that initially hooked him. “The multiplayer is what I fell in love with first, for sure,” says Vaati, “more than the story even. That was the thing I tried to be really good at. I wish [From Software] would put more emphasis on it. I’m the kind of person who loves multiplayer games; Souls games are pretty much the only other singleplayer I really love on the same level as competitive multiplayer.” Unfortunately, due to the geographical placement of the Dark Souls servers, playing from Australia caused lag to be a crippling feature of competitive play. Even still, Vaati took the time to learn how to compensate and play around it.

			Before getting hooked on the Souls series, Vaati primarily spent his time blasting his way through first-person shooter multiplayer modes. He could only afford to buy games on rare occasions and felt like he might as well just get a game like Call of Duty and play it over and over and over until he got good at it. His competitive streak would later spill over into World of Warcraft. Recently he’s been playing Hearthstone, which he describes as an “addictive, terrible game”. He’s tempted by the thought of leaping into Dota 2 or League of Legends due to their high skill-caps, but doesn’t currently have the time to spend mastering a new genre. He’s got videos to make, and the creative process offers its own sort of competitive challenge.

			“I suppose [my love of multiplayer] doesn’t really overlap very much with the lore hunting other than the fact that I enjoy the competitive nature of making videos,” he says. “It’s motivating to try to make the most videos, or make the best video you can. I’m sort of in competition with myself. So, if there’s any overlap, maybe it’s there. I’m trying to become better at doing this whole YouTube thing. Maybe that’s the parallel.”

			But he’s not just in competition with himself. What about all the other talented people on YouTube – EpicNameBro, DaveControl, TerraMantis – who make videos discussing the lore of these games with equal vigour? Does Vaati ever feel like he’s locked in competition with other members of the Souls community?

			“I think I have contact with almost 99% of people who create something about the community,” he says. “I’ve got a Tumblr page where I’ve been reblogging artists’ Souls work for years now. I love keeping in touch with all the other lore guys, although I don’t watch many other lore videos on YouTube, simply because it’s what I do. When I want to relax, watching someone else's lore video doesn’t entertain or excite me. But I appreciate what they do, because everyone has something to bring to these games.”

			There is one stretch of time, however, in which Vaati feels a sense of competition with other Souls video creators, and that’s the ‘capture the flag’-style land grab that inevitably follows the release of any new game, Souls or otherwise. Not because he’s obsessed with getting more views or audience mindshare than other creators, but simply because he feels less motivated to make a particular video when another creator has gotten to it first.

			“You want to be the first one who makes that video about how to beat that boss,” he says. “If someone else does it, I’m not annoyed because it’s going to take views from me. I’m annoyed because it’s like, oh, that’s what I wanted to work on. This exists now, it’s good, I can’t do it anymore, I can’t create that anymore. I mean, I could, but why would I want to if that guy’s already done it?”
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			If you’re an aspiring Souls content creator hoping to glean something instructive from Vaati’s formal education, you’re likely to be disappointed. The university degree he recently abandoned was focused on health systems. He’d been struggling to figure out what aspect of the field he wanted to specialise in, but he was drawn to health as a broader course of study because he was attracted to, in his words, “the helping-people nature of it”. He settled on psychology because he never felt like he was very good at maths or science, which he acknowledges makes his decision to go into the field of health a bit of a puzzling one in the first place.

			His favourite subject in high school had been Extended English, which provided him an opportunity to flex his creative muscles, writing essays on a variety of prompts. During Vaati’s final year, his class was given the theme “After The Bomb” and asked to write an essay about the aftermath of the bombing of Hiroshima and how the availability of such apocalyptic weaponry affected the psyche of humanity on a global scale. Vaati was dealing with real-world issues but he considered what he was doing to be creative writing in the sense that he could explore the nuances of the post-nuclear theme in any way he saw fit.

			“I think creativity can be best explored a lot of the time when you have a theme to work within,” he says. “Because when you’re talking about true creativity – the ability to do absolutely anything and write about absolutely anything – that’s a bit of an overwhelming thought. With that English degree and then with Dark Souls as well, you’re talking about creating a story with the resources you have available.”

			It’s not hard to view his later dabbling in psychology as a telling feature of his personality as well. Vaati’s interest in exploring the connection between characters’ behaviour and underlying motivation seems born out of the same foundational curiosity.

			“The more you dig into stuff with the brain,” says Vaati, “it gets to the point where you’re going to the cellular level and asking, wait, how did that make me feel this really complex emotion? How did all those neurons firing in that specific way make a chemical that did that? And then you’re back at square one where nothing makes sense anymore, and Dark Souls is like that too. There are still so many plot elements that we don’t know if Miyazaki is just messing with us or if he has anything in his mind to answer these questions. It’s frustrating sometimes, but at the same time, it’s motivating.”

			University isn’t the only arena in which a person can learn and grow and explore. A curious person can’t help but research, and Vaati clearly delineates research time as part of his video-making process. He wants to test his theories and make sure he’s getting things right. There’s a nearly scientific rigour to his method. Keeping with the analogy, in a community as spirited as the one that’s grown up around Souls, a creator with as high a profile as Vaati gets more than his share of informal peer review as well. The words he writes are picked over and vetted against all available evidence. It was one such case of peer review, in fact, that gave rise to the most traumatic upheaval in his career – and, arguably, within the wider Dark Souls community – to this day.
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			When Vaati woke up that morning in July 2015, it was as if he’d kicked his legs over the side of the bed and stuck his feet into a bubbling lava field. All of his social media accounts, which tend to be busy on the most average of days, were now exploding. The top posts on the Dark Souls subreddit were dissecting his work and comparing it against the work of others in the Souls community for suspicious similarities. It was perhaps the closest one can come in real life to the sinking feeling of the Chosen Undead the first time he or she revisits the Undead Asylum and the stones underfoot suddenly crumble away, opening like a giant, terrifying sinkhole.

			A member of the Souls community who goes by the handle Aegon of Astora had just dropped the YouTube equivalent of an atomic bomb. His video was provocatively titled “Patreon-supported plagiarist?” and mounted a wide-ranging campaign of accusations. The video, which Aegon has since removed, painted Vaati as an arrogant opportunist who believed himself to exist on a talent plateau above his fellow Souls content creators, yet had no ethical qualms about pilfering their work in assembling his own videos, which he could then turn around and convert into a lucrative, viewer-supported business.

			Aegon had set out to expose what he saw as an alarming lack of source attribution within the Souls community, but the resulting video quickly devolved into uncharitable assumptions and outright character assassination. As the most prominent lore scholar in the Dark Souls community, Vaati ended up the focal point of a flame-war. In a field like Dark Souls, where so much of our knowledge about the game is pieced together collectively, he became a singular villain.

			“When I woke up in the morning it was the first thing I read, and I realised that the fires had already been raging for 10 hours,” he sighs. “It was very overwhelming. I found it difficult to go through Aegon's video the whole way without getting angry and upset, but I knew that I had to. I also knew that it wouldn't be good for me to respond without a calm head, but there was a huge weight of messages rushing at me. So the whole ordeal was pretty taxing. In retrospect, I might have been able to cut to the core of what people were upset about, but I don't think my initial response did that. I responded before I had composed a really good rebuttal to all the evidence.”

			One commenter transcribed the script of one of Vaati's Bloodborne videos and ran it through some plagiarism-detection software, claiming to have found ample similarities between his work and a fabulously detailed, 107-page work of Bloodborne analysis by another community member named Redgrave. After the initial volley of accusations, community infighting and calls to boycott of Vaati’s work subsided, he spent $50 on the full version of the same software and ran his own independent analysis, which showed the script of his video to be 86% unique, and that’s without omitting source material such as in-game item descriptions which would obviously be identical in both his work and Redgrave’s.

			Aegon of Astora didn’t leave his original video up for long. He took it down and posted a follow-up video clarifying his thoughts and offering a few apologies: to Vaati for some of his more venomous insinuations, and to the community for causing a rift. Vaati appreciated the gesture.

			“I'm glad [Aegon] had his opinions heard,” says Vaati, “and I hope he didn't get too much of the same hate that flowed my way. I'm sure he wants to move on from the whole thing just like I do. We all share the same community, and it'd be really shitty to hate other people in that community. I just wish we had talked about it all beforehand.”

			When Vaati makes a video today, he asks himself whether it could be improved by explicitly citing the discoveries made by other Souls fans. Lore archaeology has always been a community dig with numerous people clustered around the same fossils, brushing off the soil and collectively determining the pieces' most logical arrangement. This can easily become a stumbling block for someone like Vaati, who’s become a de-facto figurehead in the community. It’s easy for others to feel like he’s absorbed their kudos or, worse, deliberately appropriated their insights and passed them off as his own. The episode with Aegon has left a scar on Vaati.

			“Sometimes I'll discover something in-game, write about it in a script then think, what if someone else came up with this exact theory before me, and says I stole it from them?” Vaati acknowledges. “The reality is that a lot of people come to the same conclusions when they look at the evidence, but yeah, I do have that paranoia now.”

			Dark Souls prompts a deep sense of ownership based on the expansive freedom that it affords, and it’s easy to feel jealous or protective of the insights we glean on our respective journeys of discovery. The game belongs to all of us, however, and we each share our experiences in a way that’s personal and unique. Vaati has a distinct voice, and it’s that voice that’s drawn hundreds of thousands of fans to his work.

			“People who get the most enjoyment out of [Dark Souls] get it because they looked at something and made up a story in their mind that made the most sense, and that’s what I’m doing. I’m in no way saying [my take] is right, I’m just putting it out there,” says Vaati. “I make a video about it, whereas a lot of people just think about it. What I do isn’t any more special than what other people do and I encourage other people to have different opinions. I guess my videos hopefully are an example of how good your imagination can be with some of these stories. There are probably stories to be told that are completely different to mine and might be even better...

			“Dark Souls is the only game I can play through again and get a very nostalgic feeling. It doesn’t stress me out playing that game, it just makes me nostalgic because I remember how I reacted to seeing all these things for the first time. There’s probably a more poetic way of putting it. I fell in love with it, I guess.”
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			Quelaag’s Domain

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘Sister, it hurts. The eggs have gone still. I fear it may be too late. I'm so sorry, dear sister... You know, I still remember. Your beautiful, silky face. If only I could gaze upon it once more.’

            
            
        
			THE WORD ‘DOMAIN’ SEEMS A BIT GRANDIOSE for one of Dark Souls’ most diminutive zones, a bit like insisting that friends call your studio apartment a ‘palazzo’. But despite its modest breadth, Quelaag’s Domain delivers creepiness in the most literally descriptive sense possible.

			The abundance of silk surrounding the cave-mouth foreshadows your next encounter with all the subtlety of a hypothetical Times Square in which every digital billboard and theatre marquee contains blinking arrows and the helpful memo ‘Spider Boss This Way!’ Each one of the Souls games (and even their stylistic half-brother Bloodborne) contains an obligatory spider boss. You might consider it the video game equivalent of a band performing its hit song during every concert appearance across all eight legs of its world tour.

			Regardless, if Dark Souls can make even half a dozen arachnophobes in its audience squeal “Nope!” and dive beneath their duvet, From Software’s designers can hold their head high. Before Dark Souls shows you a spider, it shows you evidence of spider habitation, then silk-wrapped egg sacs, which your brain will convince you are bound to hatch a clump of spiderlings any second. The egg sacs decorating the cavern walls are tasteful in their silk-bodiced nope-ness, but the game’s designers aren’t above depicting pornographic nope-ness in tandem.

			Populating the Chaos Witch’s vestibule are a pair of Egg Carriers, humanoid figures prostrated beneath the weight of egg clumps fused parasitically to their backs. They mash their palms together in supplication, beseeching their deity to help the Death With Dignity movement gain political traction.

			As cerebral as Dark Souls can feel at times, especially compared to other mainstream action-RPGs, there are plenty of moments that tempt players to scan the end-game credits to see if the name “Nigel Tufnel” happens to go scrolling by. The lore around the predicament of Quelaag’s family contains sympathetic emotional beats, but her visual design is the stuff of heavy-metal album covers. Body of a spider, torso of a porn star – an edgier arachnid remix of Disney’s Ariel that does its damndest to put the ‘raunch’ in ‘tarantula’. Flames leap from the spider portion of her anatomy, which also has its own separate head belching out pools of molten lava. Porno for pyros, softcore edition.

            




Script Keeper

			The Making of Dark Souls in English

			By Keza MacDonald 

			Dropped into the game without any history or context, you wouldn’t necessarily guess that Dark Souls originated in Japan. Its medieval fantasy aesthetic feels distinctly European, the characters are all voiced by Shakespearean-sounding Brits, and the text, though otherworldly, is not the same kind of otherworldly as Japanese text run through imperfect translation. Early fans of Demon's Souls who imported the Asian version, with its weird English, will know all about that: the bizarre translation was yet another challenge to overcome.

			Hidetaka Miyazaki is no stranger to the English language; his love of European fantasy had him reading books in English from adolescence. He felt very strongly that the Souls games should be in English – and that the voice acting shouldn’t be performed by Americans, for the sake of the setting. Unsurprisingly for a man who’s so focussed on getting details right, he felt that might harm the believability of the world.

			So, ever since the earliest days of the Souls series, From Software has worked with a translation and localisation agency called Frognation to make the Souls games seem at home outside of their mother tongue. Frognation handled the adaptation of Dark Souls’ script and text, auditioned actors, and recorded the game’s dialogue. There’s one person in particular we have to thank for Dark Souls’ relatively few but memorable lines: Ryan Morris, a translator who’s worked closely with Miyazaki on every Souls-style game going all the way back to Demon’s.

			“Miyazaki called us into a meeting, the first time we met him, and he showed us the opening movie that plays at the beginning of Demon's Souls, which was one of the first things that was done,” Ryan recalls. “There was a lot of money put into that video. He had that to give us a feeling of what the game was going to be like. He explained the dark, serious fantasy setting, and the blood-message system, and kind of how the multiplayer works, and I remember it sounded rather run-of-the-mill by the description. 

			“But then we got the scripts, and they were surprisingly minimal. I wasn’t sure how such a small number of pages was going to make this vast fantasy game setting work. It didn’t seem like a very fleshed-out story. I hadn’t gotten any of the descriptions for the items yet, so it wasn’t clear to me how this was all piecing together. It seemed rather scattered, and too minimal. I translated all those scripts, then we went over to the UK to do the recordings. Later we did all the system messages and all the weapon and item descriptions.”

			It wasn’t until Demon's Souls actually came out that Ryan understood how the bizarre game he had worked on would come together. “I fell in love with the game when I was about three hours into it,” he tells me. “You might think, ‘Of course you’re going to like a game if you worked on it’, but that’s not really the case. Parallel to working on it, as a gamer I really fell in love with it. I became addicted, playing it constantly because it was so enthralling.”

			A few years later, after Bandai-Namco swooped in to claim the rights to Dark Souls and a sequel began development, From Software and Frognation joined forces once more – but this time, Ryan was both a professional collaborator and a fan. There were peculiar challenges to translating Dark Souls: because so much of the script is intentionally vague, the English must be vague, too, but in the correct way. Ryan would have to know what the line or item description was referring to so that it would make sense to players once they figured it out for themselves. Other idiosyncrasies inherent to the Japanese language had to be clarified for the English; one simple example is that Japanese does not have singular or plural, so Ryan and his colleagues would have to check with Miyazaki to determine whether the script referred to, say, one spider or several.

			Anybody who has ever played a badly-translated Japanese game – and that’s everyone who played Japanese games in the 1990s and early 2000s – knows the symptoms: weird phrasing, random misplaced words, stilted delivery. One of the reasons Dark Souls doesn’t suffer from any of the above is that Ryan doesn’t just translate Miyazaki’s scripts, he actually works with him on them, and Miyazaki is very open to any changes or adjustments Ryan and his colleagues suggest.

			“He is honestly a great pleasure to work with,” Ryan says of Miyazaki, “and the reason is that he has enough of an understanding of translation and localisation, so he understands the need to not stay absolutely pinned on every word or every turn of phrase of the Japanese, and to add a certain amount of flair or creative input as you’re translating. He understands English enough to see what are good ideas and what he thinks are poor ideas and to speak up and say, ‘I think that’s not the intent of the original in spirit or the literal meaning, and that needs to be changed, so let’s adjust it’.”

			Miyazaki, too, appreciates that Dark Souls’ translation into English works most effectively as a two-way process: “With Ryan and the other Frognation staff being involved early in the process to understand the worldview and the various contents of the game, there have never been problems with the drafts," says the game's director. “I have a lot of confidence in them to do their part in making it all work. And it helps that Ryan is a gamer himself and understands what needs to be explained or foreshadowed in dialogue.”

			“With the drafts that I write, I don’t feel like it has to be faithfully translated to reflect exactly every meaning that I included. I want it to be improved wherever possible with input from other sources. I really enjoy the process of having the English come back and seeing how it turned out and what parts were decorated in certain ways. There are even cases where the localised draft would come back and I’ll readjust the Japanese script to reflect the parts that I feel are effective in English. These ideas are like my baby, but in order for them to grow up and enter the real world, it needs input and stimuli from other sources – localisers, my team, everybody who works on the game. Ideally everybody puts in their two cents and it gets better as a result, and that’s part of the enjoyment of the game-creation process.”

			For Miyazaki, the delivery and acting were as important as the words themselves. To assemble the cast for Dark Souls, after the script had been checked and edited and reviewed once again, Frognation auditioned several actors for every role, and then Miyazaki would make the final call. The recording took place at Soho Square Studios in London, and Miyazaki flew over to supervise. If you’re wondering how the game’s director had time to not only write and edit every line of dialogue himself, but also oversee the entire casting and voicing process, as well as every other aspect of Dark Souls’ art and design, join the club. I’ve never met a single other game director who has the time to be so involved in every aspect of development.

			“We had meetings where we heard auditions for about three or four people for each part, and Miyazaki and I and somebody from Bandai-Namco, the producer, would listen through those and choose,” says Ryan. “The final process was mostly Miyazaki closing his eyes and listening very intently and saying, ‘I like this one,’ and asking us what we thought. It was mostly his sense for their voices.”

			The actors themselves came largely from a stage background – some were indeed serious Shakespearian actors – but none of them were intimately acquainted with video games. “For Demon's Souls it was completely out of nowhere, so nobody knew what they were doing,” laughs Ryan. “For Dark Souls we seemed to have more people who were familiar with doing voices for games in general, how you had these separate lines that were isolated and how you’d have to do a bunch of death sounds all in a row and suchlike. We had an actor whose son really loved the game or something, but most of them didn’t know much about it. Some of them actually made some nice little corrections to our script, pointing out the faults in some of our Victorian or ancient language, and corrections by a proper Shakespearean actor were enormously appreciated.

			“Miyazaki likes to do last-minute corrections, or adjustments, depending on how the actor says things. We ask about their dialect – what would be a natural word to use here? We’d get them to ad-lib a little where possible, but it’s a pretty planned-out script, so there was not a great deal of flexibility.”

			Many of the lines in Dark Souls are actually Ryan’s own, original work – most notably, Solaire’s lines. If you’ve ever wished that you, too, could be so grossly incandescent, you’re quoting Ryan’s dialogue. Writing Dark Souls with Miyazaki must be a little like being the person who writes a popular song that’s performed by a famous artist – you’re never the one who gets the credit. “Nobody knows me, but they know my little phrases,” laughs Ryan.

			Dark Souls has affected Ryan’s life more than most of us. “My life would be considerably different if I hadn’t worked on it,” he says. “It’s the largest, longest-running project I’ve ever worked on, the one that’s gotten the biggest response. The most satisfying example would be Solaire’s lines, which became so popular. They were lines that I thought were funny when I wrote them, and the fact that everyone loved them was a pleasant surprise.”

			It’s natural to wonder whether, as not just a translator but, to some extent, a collaborator on Dark Souls’ script, Ryan knows anything about the lore of the game or its writing process that the rest of us will never be privy to. He’s cagey on this topic, but he maintains that if there are any answers to some of Dark Souls’ enduring questions, they exist within Miyazaki’s mind, if they exist at all.

			“Whether or not certain things that are not revealed have a backstory, I don’t even know in some cases,” he says. “It’s sometimes necessary for me to know something for one line, if it’s a vague line; you normally need to know what it refers to in order to write it, so that you know what you’re not revealing. But there are certain things that I don’t need to know about the lore in order to translate the script, and whether those things are in his head, on paper, or don’t exist, I don’t know.”

			The one downside to working on Dark Souls, from Ryan’s perspective, is that much of the game’s story was ‘spoiled’ for him by the time it finally came out. “I’d love to be able to do the Men in Black thing and just erase my memory and play it fresh!” he laughs. “But it’s still so enjoyable, and there are still so many surprises that aren’t story-related, in the level design and the bosses.” Like many fans, he’d been so enraptured by Demon's Souls that he was originally worried about whether the magic could be repeated – but he says it only took him a couple of hours with Dark Souls to know there was no need for concern. “I still have a soft spot for Demon's Souls,” he says, “but there’s a lot that’s great about the seamless world and the greater depth and volume of Dark Souls. It’s a really amazing game.

			“I feel like there is a sincerity of craftsmanship to it – something that can't be mimicked and just comes out of the fact that the team is slightly mad, and focused on their art. I get the same feeling from great music and movies. It’s the potential of the underdog; directors and teams that have followed their own evolution because they never learned how to make games based on a calculation of what can be effectively marketed. Not to speak poorly of big-name games – they are slick, thrilling, digestible and great entertainment. But they also don't give you wonderful nightmares.”
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			The Great Hollow 

Ash Lake

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘Mm! Oh-hoh! Excuse me. I was so absorbed in thought, I just drifted away. You see, I’m actually in a bit of a fix.’

            
            
        
			THE GREAT HOLLOW
At the opposite end of Blighttown’s swamp from the entrance to Quelaag’s Domain stands one of the unfathomably large arch-trees mentioned in Dark Souls’ prologue (“A land of grey crags, arch-trees and everlasting dragons”). A thick, flat branch swerves down from a crevice in its trunk, dipping into the swamp below like a lolling tongue in search of clear water. You can scale this same branch to reach the opening in the tree, which contains a corpse and a treasure chest. The first time I ever arrived at this place, I claimed my treasure and promptly exited, oblivious to the fact that this wooden enclosure holds a secret. Striking the wall behind the treasure chest reveals a passageway leading into The Great Hollow.

			The area’s name seems immediately curious. Your character is The Chosen Undead, after all, undead being the condition just prior to one becoming (in the game’s parlance) hollow. Yet here we have a name that matches the precise structure and theme of your moniker. The Chosen Undead, The Great Hollow. Whether or not there’s authorial intent behind such a coincidence, this tree conveys metaphorical weight. The fact that the upper reaches of this very same tree pass through Firelink Shrine adds to its aura of significance.

			Regrettably, as the game’s conception of ‘hollow’ implies, this tree is beyond saving. There are no leaves, just a tangle of dry, lifeless roots snaking deep, deep into the earth. At times the game reinforces the tree’s deadness by having you walk through branches that snap and flake off as you push through them. Just as Blighttown forced you to carve a vertical path downward to reach your goal, that trajectory continues within the tree’s hollow center. Always one clumsy step away from tumbling to your death.

			On that point it must be said, even though I’ve been known to sleep with my Dark Souls cheerleader pom-poms underneath my pillow so they’re always within easy reach, conventional platforming in Dark Souls is a mostly hateful ordeal. Platforming in zones such as The Great Hollow forces one to – both literally and figuratively – stare into the abyss. The angle of descent when you walk off a ledge, or branch in this case, seldom appears to follow any precise logic. You might be halfway down the tree, only to botch what appears to be a trivially easy leap between branches. As you’re traversing a tricky section, the camera will get wedged behind a branch, obscuring your view just long enough so that you lose your footing. Then again, dying is why we’re here. Even when it doesn’t seem fair, it’s just part of Dark Souls’ Faustian bargain.

			The Great Hollow, though occasionally a nuisance to traverse, warrants celebration. The vast majority of level furniture in RPGs feels like part of a prefabricated set, as if it came out of a Lego box and was artfully snapped together by the designer. A bridge here, a thatched-roof cottage there. The Great Hollow’s interior, by contrast, feels organic, hand-crafted. The roots and branches here loop, weave and curl through the tree’s interior like a calligrapher’s strokes drawn across three-dimensional space. It’s hard to detect any algorithmic sausage-making at work in the code. As a result, you get a world that feels like it was sketched on a canvas, as opposed to programmed on a computer.

			There are few monsters, a handful of Basilisks, Crystal Lizards and Mushroom People, all mostly sequestered to the very lowest portion of the tree. It’s a solitary descent, you against gravity. The most counter-intuitive tree-climbing expedition in the whole wide world – starting at the top and descending from there. You wonder if there is a ground somewhere down below, and how you’ll ever get back up.

			ASH LAKE

            [image: ]

			Though I’m no expert in guided meditation, I’m familiar with the concept of the ‘safe place’ as an interior focal point during such exercises. With eyes closed you’re asked to summon to mind a location from your childhood that you associate with safety, or feels hallowed in some way, a space of medicinal calm. I have several real-world places that fit such descriptions, but I’m not sure any of them do the job quite as well as Ash Lake.

			After descending to the base of the Great Hollow and stepping through an opening in the tree’s trunk, you find yourself on what you’d assume, if not for the text overlay conveying the area’s title, was a white-sand beach. Dark blue water surrounds this narrow ribbon of ash, and you notice the trunks of countless archtrees emerging from the water and stretching upward until they disappear into cloud canopy (a puzzling sight given how deeply you’ve just spelunked into the earth). With so few branches visible, the trees form a kind of organic colonnade. Heightening the sense of calm, you have the untroubled surface of the water, the stately spacing and heft of the archtrees, the initial lack of visible threats to your well-being. A few ethereal shafts of light penetrate the cloud cover.

			To visit Ash Lake is to feel as though you’ve been ushered into the afterlife. After all the pain you’ve weathered up to this point in your quest, you certainly deserve a temporary respite. The environment exudes death, but not a violent one; this is a pillowy dream-like version of the hereafter. A soprano soloist’s voice soars and dives above a droning male chorus, as if there are seraphim perched like songbirds in the archtrees’ branches.

			The ash underfoot evokes cremation. There are no green leaves dappling the surrounding archtrees. They’re all presumably as hollow as the one you just exited. The presence of a single Everlasting Dragon, a proud race that had allegedly died out following their betrayal by Seath The Scaleless, carries a subtext of extinction. A giant demonic-looking skull lies wedged in the ash. There’s even a faintly Stygian quality to the lake waters, which might as well form the barrier between Lordran and some mythological underworld, considering we’ve touched this world’s deepest subterranean threshold. Finally, if you manage to follow Siegmeyer of Catarina’s quest all the way to its final stop in Ash Lake, you’ll even witness a daughter in mourning (“Oh, father… dear father…”).

            Ashes to ashes.

			There’s one small feature of Ash Lake, however, that feels at odds with the signifiers of death and extinction hovering about. Near the base of the tree just outside the Great Hollow, there’s a cluster of reeds with green shoots sprouting in their upper reaches. Could these be sapling archtrees peeking out of the ash? I like to think a designer working on Dark Souls planted that tiny grove with care, beacons of new life sitting in quiet juxtaposition to Ash Lake’s desolation, like a cluster of votive candles burning in the wing of a vacant cathedral.






			
			Souls Mates 

			Finding Romance In Blighttown

			By Keza MacDonald

			If you were to think of good games to play with a new romantic partner – an adventure game, perhaps, or a co-op shooter to get the blood pumping, maybe a pass-the-pad platformer – Dark Souls probably wouldn’t rank high on the list. Playing something as frustrating, demanding and (let’s be honest) bleak as a Souls game together wouldn’t strike many people as an aphrodisiac, or a catalyst for cheery romantic wellbeing. It’s got to be one of the least romantic games ever made. For one couple I met, though, Dark Souls was one of the things that drew them together in the early stages of their relationship – and Dark Souls kept them together, over distance and time, as their connection deepened.

			Alex and Leanne first met back in 2007. At the time, she was working in video-game retail, and he was a game designer (they’re both game designers now). They didn’t start dating, however, until the beginning of 2012 – at which point they were living at different ends of England. Their primary method of communication for the next several months wasn’t drawn-out phone conversations, or even Skype, but Dark Souls, via the magic of Xbox Live Party Chat. Instead of long phone calls, they had long nights in Blighttown. What could be more romantic than scything away at leeches together in a poisonous swamp?

			Leanne had tried Dark Souls the previous year, but didn’t get as far as the Undead Burg before her housemate traded the game in for Skyrim. “I got further than my housemate did at that point, but in the wrong direction – I only got as far as the New Londo Ruins and ended up stuck there for hours,” she laughs. “But when me and Alex started dating, we were at a conference together and he was having a power rant about Dark Souls. As we were walking towards the station to go our separate ways, he was like, right, there must be a game shop around here, and so he dragged me to a Gamestation and bought me another copy. I was kind of sold because he preaches an awful lot about Dark Souls; he evangelises quite heavily about it. And as soon as I realised that the first time I played it I just hadn’t gone the right way… I was like, ohh, I have to go up the hill! I mean, from Firelink Shrine, you’ve got four options of where to go, and three of them are very wrong.”

			Alex, meanwhile, had already finished Dark Souls, having heard about it from his boss, who was a big Demon's Souls fan. But, rather misguidedly, he’d played it solo, without actually connecting to the Internet and taking part in the community of fellow players, invaders and message-leavers. “The first time I played it through, I did it offline. I didn’t want to get invaded. It was fear of the unknown – but it’s not the real experience,” he says. “I’m glad I did it, because it was an achievement, but also because I got to play the game twice and it was a completely different game the second time around, with co-operation and invasions. And messages! All those bastards telling you to jump off a ledge…

			“Half of the community wants to f*** you up, but the other half of the community, the only reason they are there is either because they haven’t played it before, or because they have played it before and all they want to do is help you find all the things. In that respect the community is self-policing; it’s there to help the newer members get through and experience the thing as it should be experienced.”

			Playing Dark Souls together, then, was a new experience for both of them: for Leanne because the whole game was new to her, and for Alex because playing Dark Souls with other people is such a vastly different experience to disconnecting and trying to solo through. Night after night, they’d sit at opposite ends of the country and work their way through the Undead Burg, Anor Londo, Lost Izalith. As anyone who’s ever tried to arrange a co-op game on the console versions of Dark Souls knows, it’s not exactly an easy process – primarily because From Software intentionally made it difficult, preferring people to engage in serendipitous multiplayer encounters rather than coordinating with their friends. The whole convoluted process of trying to get a co-op game going in Dark Souls became a meta-game in itself for Alex and Leanne. They’d hide their summoning signs in special pre-agreed places – “We’ve got this big library of usual spots where we put them – the best ones are in urns,” says Alex – and log in and out until they found themselves on the right servers.

			Alex had to really watch his own reactions; he didn’t want to spoil anything for Leanne as they went. “When you’re playing co-op games and there’s a discrepancy in experience – ie, one person has played it before – that can really ruin it,” he told me. “So I made a point of hanging back, saying ‘you’re going through this and I’m your wingman’. I would warn her now and then – or point out if we’d accidentally gone past somewhere important, like kicking down the ladder in the Undead Burg – but only in dire circumstances.”

			“He did a very good job of not spoiling things,” says Leanne. “Except when we’d just come back from Anor Londo and he said ‘We’re going back to Firelink now, and there’s going to be something there that you may think you have to kill, but you don’t’. Meaning Frampt, of course. There were some bits that Alex was very excited about, but he couldn’t tell me anything about them – like the first time the Gaping Dragon appeared… he built that up quite a bit before it happened, but I had no idea what to expect.

			“It was always especially fun when I pointed out something he didn’t know! Like that wheel at the back end of Blighttown’s swamp: it’s powered by those fire-breathing dogs, running around and turning the lift. He’d never noticed that detail before.”

			As the months passed, Dark Souls started to affect the language of their relationship. They would visit each other’s towns twice a month, and started referring to the purchase of train tickets as “placing a summon sign”. They affectionately refer to a town near their current home as Anor Londo, because of its beautiful old church and castle. Normally, they tell me, playing games is kind of a busman’s holiday for both of them, because they’re game developers – but being game developers also gave them a special appreciation of Dark Souls’ exquisite design, the way that it both embraces and subverts all the worn conventions of video games. The two hollow walls that lead down to Ash Lake are a favourite Dark Souls trick of theirs: the double-double bluff, a joke that only works because Dark Souls is always rewriting what you should expect.

			I wondered, though – as a person who has played many, many games with romantic partners, and not always harmoniously – whether Dark Souls caused arguments for them. What if Alex missed tagging Smough with a Soul Arrow right before he brought his hammer down on Leanne? What if Leanne ran heedlessly across a walkway in Sen’s Fortress and fell to her death, meaning they’d have to start the whole Sen’s run again? The Four Kings are enough to make you hate yourself, let alone whomever happens to have the misfortune of sitting nearby.

			“We are absolutely fine with Dark Souls,” says Alex, surprisingly. “Well… there is just one bone of contention. And that is: we were going through Sen’s Fortress in her game, and we’d turned the corner and walked down the stairs to talk to Onion Bro [Siegmeyer of Catarina]. I ended up taking on some serpent soldiers on the way, and through some strange series of events, because I was fighting the serpents on the staircase, one of them accidentally fell down and hit Onion Bro and he got knocked off the cliff…”

			“That was the end of that storyline,” says Leanne. “I’m still one Achievement short.”

			Eventually Leanne and Alex moved in together, by which point they were on New Game Plus and trawling for Achievements. They once spent a whole evening in Lost Izalith with some friends, all trying to get into the same game and exchange upgraded weapons. They’ve since helped numerous other friends on their journey through the game, too, passing on the favour that Alex paid Leanne. “We’ve basically set ourselves up as a Dark Souls taxi service,” laughs Leanne. “Oh, you’ve never played it? You must! In fact, here are our details, give us a call when you get in and we’ll help you through the hardest bits.”

			Leanne’s favourite moment of the whole experience is one she presumably shares with plenty of Dark Souls fans: that gargoyle flight to Anor Londo. “It’s because you’ve spent all that time in this dank, dark grimness down in the depths of Blighttown, and Sen’s isn’t exactly cheery either,” she explains. “When the Gargoyles fly you up and you see the sunlight, the castle, the church… it’s amazing. The design there is amazing, too. Alex got lost for hours his first time around, but my eyes went straight to the broken window… the Tomb Raider fan in me was going, ‘I bet I can get through that window’. Meanwhile, the Resident Evil fan in me was going, ‘Where are the dogs!?’”

			Alex’s favourite place is Firelink Shrine. “It just feels like home,” he says. “When we first started playing, Leanne thought the music was depressing, and I guess it is – but it becomes the most beautiful music in the world, because it means you’re home and you’re safe. Every time you hear it, you can start to relax. And the fact that you can hear the bells ringing is a lovely touch. Every time you hear it, it’s like ‘I don’t know who you are, but well done!’”

			Since then, they’ve played through Dark Souls II together as well – though they’ve yet to tackle the game where it all began, Demon's Souls. Leanne bought him a special edition of the game for a birthday, but it’s still in the shrink wrap. As hard-working developers, they don’t get an enormous amount of time to actually play games together, but Dark Souls has been a constant in their relationship, and they’ve learned a lot about each other through their shared adventures through it.

			“What I found out about Alex is that he loves to mess with people,” laughs Leanne. “But it was a pretty intense bonding experience, back when we first got together. Even if all the social time that we spent together was killing skeletons and farming titanite, which is frankly weird. We found out that we’re like-minded individuals. Exactly the bloody same, even.”

			Alex and Leanne embody how Dark Souls’ jolly co-operation sometimes extends far beyond the game and into our real lives. Not only do they live in the same place now, they also have a little daughter together – though Alex reckons she won’t be playing Dark Souls for a while yet. I wonder whether getting through Dark Souls together has helped set them up to deal with the other, real-world challenges that every relationship faces. Surely after you’ve been through the Catacombs together, nothing else really seems that bad?

			They laugh. “Well, we’ve had remarkably smooth IKEA experiences,” says Leanne. “I put that down to the fact that we’ve Dark Soulsed first – and if we can get through that without wanting to kill each other… well, everything else is pretty easy, right?”

			Postscript: Shortly before we went to print, Alex proposed to Leanne. Here he is, down on one knee in a Solaire hoodie. Praise the Sun!
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			Sen’s Fortress

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘Mm, you seem quite lucid! A rare thing in these times. I am Logan. I’m a bit cooped up, as you can see. I have a bright idea. Suppose you set me free?’

            
            
        
			
			HAVING TOUCHED THE DEEP-EARTH CUL-DE-SAC of Ash Lake, we’re going to head above ground once more and undertake the climb to Lordran’s higher reaches. It’s refreshing to sip a breath of fresh air and feel sunlight warming your plate-mail after tunnelling like a mole beneath ground for several hours. Plus, there’s no way to follow a perfectly linear path through an open world with more branching limbs than the Google image-search results for “Hindu gods”.

			Most players’ first visit to Sen’s Fortress lasts about two or three minutes. The gate is closed. You linger on the front steps for a moment casting about for a doorbell that doesn’t exist. How vexing. Then you eventually wander back the way you came, unsure how to crack its perimeter, a state of befuddlement that lasts as long as it takes to open a browser window on your phone and search for the solution.

			As we’ve mentioned, Sen’s Fortress doesn’t have a doorbell; it has two.

			Only once you’ve rung the Bells of Awakening – one atop the Undead Church, one in Quelaag’s Domain – does a giant perched atop the fortress draw up the front gate by tugging an enormous chain-link pulley. For a long time I thought the phrase ‘Bell of Awakening’ was just a reflexive convention of the fantasy genre (e.g. Boots of Swiftness, Helmet of Clarity, Tunic of Luminescence), regal-sounding but meaningless. Now it seems obvious that the ‘awakening’ in question refers to the literal rousing of the only creature strong enough to permit entry. In the cutscene you can see the giant lift his head up from a drooped position when he hears the second bell chime. Wakey-wakey.

			The pathway leading up to Sen’s entrance is a thing of beauty. Dense forest on either side funnels your eye to the imposing gateway directly ahead, which resembles a gaping jaw due to teeth-like spikes lining the bottom of the half-raised gate. You’re right to be nervous. Sen’s is a masterpiece of brutalist architecture. No ornate touches, just a wordless declaration of might and impenetrability. This is the proving ground, after all, for those who wish to set foot in the hallowed city of Anor Londo perched high atop the adjacent cliff.

			If Sen’s exterior appears designed by a military tactician, interior decorating duties seem to have been delegated to the torture-porn auteur Jigsaw himself (was Dark Souls the game he kept yammering on about wanting to play?). Scythes tick-tock back and forth across lofty gangways, vying with each other to see who gets to send you on a fatal plunge to the basement far below. Coffins bearing the decorative torso of a silver knight litter the hallways, presumably housing the corpses of those whom Sen proved to be unworthy. Cages hang suspended on chains. Serpent-headed soldiers and mages patrol the corridors, which in combination with the ornamental coffins infuses Egyptian mythological seasoning into the game’s broth. Floor-plate booby traps send flurries of darts shooting out of the wall when stepped on. Treasure-chest mimics lie in wait.

			Sen’s Fortress feels precisely like what you’d get if you had a gamer (or Rube Goldberg, for that matter) build your grimdark obstacle course. One feature in particular feels plucked right out of the classic arcade. In the upper level of the fortress, giants laboriously plunk spherical boulders through a rooftop hole onto a pedestal, from which a hammer mechanism sends them rolling down floor-wide grooves. The effect feels like being trapped inside a medieval pinball machine.

			Since we already know that Miyazaki-san and his fellow designers enjoy laying traps for players in areas where they don’t make thematic sense, Sen’s background lore allows the game’s designers to completely drop the pretense of fair play and be as sadistic as they please. Maybe it’s sado-masochistic to say so, but it feels good to be toyed with in this way. Conquering the gauntlet of Sen’s Fortress feels like cheating one’s executioner. Remember how good it felt to thwart GLaDOS’ incinerator in Portal’s final act? It’s fun to imagine Dark Souls’ designers gritting their teeth as you emerge from Sen’s upper reaches with your head still attached to your shoulders.

            





			
			I Complete You

			The Quest To 100% Dark Souls

			By Jason Killingsworth

			February 9, 2013. There was no confetti-cannon blast when I eventually unlocked The Dark Soul achievement, which means you’ve hit the 100% completion threshold. No music either, just the erratic percussion of a hammer striking an anvil punctuated by a pair of tantalisingly spaced ‘Achievement Unlocked’ sound cues. The final unticked items on my to-do list required me to ascend weapons using the souls of slain bosses, and there’s only one blacksmith in the game who can get the job done – a giant in Anor Londo. Sitting on a wooden stool with hammer in hand, he pauses briefly to introduce himself in Yoda-speak: “Hello. Forge, I can! Strong, I am!”

			I remember the sequence clearly. Mainly because I videotaped it as one might a child’s high-school graduation ceremony. I perched my point-and-click camera on a spare cardboard box and trained it on the television a short distance away. Screen capture of the lowest-rent variety to be sure, but I’m sentimental and wanted a keepsake in exchange for the grueling hours I’d logged to get there. To the 236 YouTube viewers who’ve been riveted by the clip as of this writing, it probably looks as though I’m taking ages to confirm my weapon upgrade choice in an attempt to inject drama into a mindless bit of menu navigation. The truth is that, just centimetres from the finish line, I felt as calm as one might while evacuating a pine cone.

			The Dark Soul achievement requires you to play through the game roughly two and a half times on a single profile, all the way up to NG++. Of the 50 rare weapons that must be stockpiled to unlock the Knight’s Honor achievement, three of them require the Soul of Sif, an early-game boss, as a crafting component. And since you can only defeat the Great Grey Wolf Sif and bag his soul once per playthrough, it’s impossible to acquire all the weapons needed to unlock the Knight’s Honor achievement without completing sequential runs, each one more ornery than the one preceding it.

			As if designed for the sole purpose of unsettling players slogging toward 100% completion, two of the weapons crafted from Sif’s soul share the exact same billing in-game: Greatsword of Artorias. To satisfy the terms of Knight’s Honor you need both a cursed and non-cursed version of Artorias’ greatsword, but you can only detect the cursed version by examining its stats. Based on title alone it looks as though you’re about to craft a duplicate item, which would mean persisting well into NG+++ for another chance to kill Sif and reach the giant blacksmith in Anor Londo, a heartburn-inducing prospect. Even though I felt sure I was crafting the cursed version of the Greatsword of Artorias, I took an extra few seconds to squint at the projected stats of the new item to reassure myself before clicking OK.

			With Artorias’ cursed (hopefully) greatsword in my inventory, just one weapon ascension remained. The Great Lord Greatsword is crafted by fusing the soul acquired by defeating the game’s final boss Gwyn, Lord of Cinder, with a fully levelled +10 straight sword. Any straight sword will do, but rather than finishing my trek to 100% completion like a marathoner limping across a finish line, I wanted to feel more like a spiralling gymnast sticking a dismount. For sentimental style points, I had a unique weapon levelled and waiting to be coupled with Gwyn’s soul – a Sunlight Straight Sword that had originally belonged to Solaire of Astora.

			Believed by many in the Souls community to be the estranged firstborn son of Gwyn, Solaire wanders Lordran in search of “his sun”. What kind of sun did Solaire have in mind? The answer’s never made explicit, but I choose to believe it was his father Gwyn. The game seems to bait this interpretation. In one early piece of dialogue Solaire casually explains, “The sun is a wondrous body. Like a magnificent father!” And by seeing Solaire’s quest line through to its bittersweet and inconclusive end, you can even summon him to assist in the boss fight against Gwyn.

			The sun, a “magnificent father”.

			A son, whose name Solaire literally translates to ‘solar’ or ‘proceeding from the sun, as light or heat’.

			I had in mind a way of linking these two fires.

			Solaire’s wandering carries overtones of banishment, neatly fitting the trope of other fallen deities cursed to walk the earth. If he is in fact the scorned son of Gwyn, how poetic, how poignant to be able to model the reunification with his estranged father by creating a surrogate ascension for his straight sword via bonding with the very soul of Gwyn, Solaire’s weapon achieving the Great Lord status that would elude the once-upon-a-time heir.

			Knight’s Honor achievement unlocked – 20G. The Dark Soul achievement unlocked – 50G. Formulating my own coda in which a father and son’s bond is metaphorically redeemed through a silly weapon upgrade – priceless.
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			Shortly before I undertook the quest to 100% Dark Souls, I informed my younger brother (then a newbie Souls convert) that I would not be undertaking the quest to 100% Dark Souls. It sounded like a bit of a chore, I told him. I was happy with what I’d accomplished in the game, I told him. I had nothing to prove, I told him. In retrospect I was already flirting with the idea, sensing its magnetism. Perhaps on a subconscious level I felt that vocalising my resistance to the idea might help me thwart its tractor-beam lock-on. An ascetic genuflecting to avert the succubus’ stare.

			I’d glanced over the requirements for The Dark Soul achievement, out of academic interest (or so I convinced myself). By completing the game’s central questline, one unlocks a respectable slice of the game’s 41 achievements. Mopping up the remaining few, however, would demand a level of thoroughness that bordered on either the pathological or proctological, I couldn’t decide which.

			Dark Souls’ most gratifying achievements (in the traditional, non-gamified sense) involve the slaying of epic bosses and successfully navigating each zone’s baroque obstacle course: the kind of feats you associate with being a warrior. By contrast, pushing through the final marathon miles to become The Dark Soul more closely aligns with the profile of a scavenger. Welcome to a scavenger hunt designed to test even the most OCD-addled, carpal-tunnel-courting videogame completionist:

            
			
            
            	Acquire all rare weapons, including those looted from chests and corpses, crafted with boss souls, dropped by slain enemies through blind luck, or obtained by cleaving the tails of certain enemies.

				Acquire every last sorcery, pyromancy and miracle in the game.

				Discover and join all nine of the game’s covenants.

				Ascend every weapon class in the game (standard, raw, crystal, lightning, magic, enchanted, divine, occult, fire, chaos) to the highest possible level.

            

            

            

			Even if I did take the plunge, what kind of alchemy would allow me to fabricate an abundance of discretionary gaming time by stirring together the circumstances of my life: a full-time job, a wife and two children under three years of age? As it turns out, there was no alchemy needed; just a big scheduling misdirect.

			When it looked as though I was going to be pulled away by work travel for the bulk of January and early February 2013, my wife decided she’d prefer to dodge the UK’s numbing damp and a stint of single-parenting by arranging to fly with the kids to spend a month with her family in Orlando, Florida (praise the sun, etc.) during my absence.

			Unexpectedly, as the date of her departure neared, my travel commitments for work dried up. One trip to Texas to interview a swathe of its local game development scene morphed into a remote Skype-a-thon. A separate trip to a game-dev conference in San Francisco fell through, as my editor decided it would be more economical to use freelancers already on the ground. These were lean times for print publishing, after all.

			Wife and kids eventually departed for Orlando and I found myself waking up in an empty flat like some adult facsimile of Home Alone’s Kevin McCallister. Had my unspoken wish to 100% Dark Souls caused the family to vanish, leaving me at home to indulge the whims of my inner eight-year-old? I didn’t even have maiming Joe Pesci to distract me from spending an entire Saturday in pyjamas farming titanite shards from Blighttown swamp leeches. Turns out I’d need a mountain of them to complete the needed weapon upgrades on my checklist.

			When the family flew out, my first thought wasn’t ‘Ah-ha! Now’s my chance to get The Dark Soul achievement!’ I’d simply forgotten how tedious the bachelor life could be for a seasoned indoorsman like myself. More than a year after Dark Souls’ 2011 release, I was still in that zone where other videogames felt gristly and bland by comparison. I thought I might use my surprise windfall of free time to clear a few games off my backlog, but quickly it became obvious I just wanted to sink more hours into Dark Souls. I’d already completed the game multiple times. What excuse could I use to justify another 30-40 hours trekking through Lordran? I hadn’t yet unlocked all the achievements in the game. I hadn’t planned on doing so, but now I had the time, if I wanted to. Did I want to? Why the hell not? Might even be fun.

			I printed out itemised lists of all the sundries I needed to collect. All those rare weapons, pyromancies, sorceries, miracles and covenants. A list of all the achievements in the game so I could keep track of which ones I had yet to unlock. Bundles of pages stapled together. I’d undertaken the work of a Project Manager, plotting out tasks and sub-tasks to make sure everything got done. I kept the stack of pages on the entertainment stand next to my television with a black pen resting atop. That way I could access them easily while I played.

			Plus, having hard copies meant I could strike through items in real time as I added them to my inventory, each inky line a swing of the metaphorical ice pick pulling me closer to the summit, which felt cloud-covered and remote up until the very moment I set foot there.

			My quest to become The Dark Soul had begun. I was committed, all in, 100%.
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			I fished my pile of old scavenger-hunt checklists out of storage prior to writing this chapter. At the top of one page there’s a handwritten note that reads “Fire upgrade – 10 green titanite / 7 red chunks / 1 slab”. For the most part, my contributions consist solely of margin tick marks and the litany of strikethroughs that make the document resemble some Dark Souls-themed intelligence report full of redactions. The surplus of farming required to complete all the weapon upgrades prompted me to jot numbers in the margin to keep track of how many titanite pieces I needed in order to get the base weapons upgraded to a point where they could then be ascended.

			The Dark Soul quest is like a marathon, in that it requires stubbornness and tenacity to power through, but it differs from a marathon in that the scenery doesn’t change at a steady clip. Every task with a farming requirement attached to it forces you to re-run a narrow slice of a level where the enemy species most likely to drop it resides. You butcher all those enemies. Occasionally one of them drops what you need, more often they don’t. Then you rest at a bonfire to repopulate the monsters you’ve just slain so you can do the loop again. Each farming requirement becomes yet another roundabout along the marathon route that you’re obligated to circle 50 times before you can continue on your way to the finish.

			Playing Dark Souls for fun involves the kind of farming you might find on a small family-operated farm. Playing Dark Souls as an achievement hunter is to spend a couple of weeks working on one of those industrial factory farms you see on documentaries promoting veganism. The monsters you have to kill by the dozen to secure the item drops you need pose no gameplay challenge. They might as well be Eeyore-faced cattle filing placidly onto Dark Souls’ version of a kill floor.

			The farming isn’t restricted to upgrading weapons either. Some of the required items on your checklist are given out as rewards for hitting a certain rank in a covenant. For instance, if you want to lay your hands on the Gravelord Greatsword Dance miracle, you’ll need to offer a total of ten Eyes of Death to Gravelord Nito in order to achieve +1 rank in his Gravelord Covenant.

			Off I’d go to my browser to Google “best place to farm Eyes of Death”. Turns out the Basilisks in The Depths drop them every so often. Some dude on the GameFAQs message board said he was able to farm a grand total of six from those Basilisks in just one hour. Anytime you’d come across one of these anecdotal time estimates, you could typically double it and be somewhere in the ballpark. Random number generators are psychopathic. They are incapable of empathy. They watch you suffer and feel nothing.
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			Now that I’ve uttered the G-word (rhymes with bugle), let me say that I’m not ashamed of my decision to summon the wisdom of the Internet to aid in my quest to become The Dark Soul. I journeyed through Lordran for the first time with precious little guidance. I know what it’s like to wander in darkest ignorance, to have a stacked curse and no idea how to lift it. Then again, I don’t resent people who rely on guidance even during their first playthrough. The person who climbs Mount Everest doesn’t sheepishly confess to using a Sherpa. The person who dons robes and attends her university graduation doesn’t apologise for mining textbooks for the information needed to complete the requisite coursework. The joy of discovery and the joy of learning are two separate things entirely.

			I experienced the awe and rush of unaided exploration in my maiden playthrough. The purpose of my quest to reach 100% completion was to illuminate some of the lingering gaps in my knowledge of Dark Souls, and for that I needed to climb the scaffolding of communal expertise.

			I swan-dove into the various Dark Souls wikis and forums and message boards. Like Bill Murray learning the piano in Groundhog Day, I used my 2 ½ playthroughs in pursuit of The Dark Soul achievement to complete all the NPC quest lines. Despite trying to follow the recipe of Solaire’s quest to the letter, I inadvertently caused him to go raving mad because I didn’t fully breach the threshold into Lost Izalith before returning to his location in the shortcut passage. Instead of finding him sitting on the ground moping as expected, he came at me, bro! I’d journeyed all that way with him, dutifully following the steps laid out, hoping to save him, and instead I was forced to put him down. At least it meant I’d come into possession of his Sunlight Straight Sword, which would go to good use at the tail end of my quest. And since I was already obligated to see the NG+ campaign through to the end, I had another chance to save him. And I’d get it right that time.

			Fumbling Solaire’s quest wasn’t my most resounding facepalm en route to completing The Dark Soul achievement. That would come in NG++, toward the very end of my quest. I can’t even recall now why I needed to retrieve the Large Ember from The Depths before making my way to Anor Londo to complete the last of my boss-soul weapon crafting, but I was a bit exhausted by this point and eager to finish. To kill Sif for the third time and ring the subterranean Bell of Awakening to reach Anor Londo, I was able to shave time by using the Master Key starting item to take the shortcut through New Londo Ruins, which provides speedy access to both Darkroot Garden and Blighttown. Reaching The Depths in the conventional way would require me to wade through a couple of extra boss battles and by now I was losing patience.

			I was in a rush and I got sloppy. I thought to myself, if I can take a backdoor into Blighttown, why don’t I just access The Depths from the reverse side by scaling the shanty maze? If you think descending the maze of ladders and platforms in Blighttown was a chore, try climbing all the way back up from swamp level. It’s like trying to recite the alphabet backward. In all my time playing Dark Souls, I’d never climbed my way upward through Blighttown. Relieved to have made it all the way to the top of the concrete drainage pipe, I found myself standing in front of a very, very closed door. You probably anticipated this the moment I spelled out my plan. The door blocking my way could only be opened from one side, with a key dropped by The Gaping Dragon. I suppose I learned something else, a variation on a worthy axiom: measure twice, reverse-shortcut once. The Derp Soul: achievement unlocked.
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			Dark Souls still feels bottomless to me. I’ve tried so hard to exhaust it. Even after completing The Dark Soul achievement, I continue to learn new things about the game. If I searched YouTube for “Dark Souls” this very second and picked a Let’s Play video at random, I’m confident I’d witness some new gameplay, lore or environmental wrinkle I never knew existed.

			I’ve learned so much since returning to the game to work on this book, to the point that it’s made me question whether it’s disingenuous to put myself forward as a subject-matter expert. Since the game’s journey of discovery has no clear end, part of me hoped that the quest to reach 100% completion would help provide a conclusive, if arbitrary, bookend to my time with the game and allow me to lay my obsession to rest.

			Returning to a static action-RPG quest repeatedly over the course of a lifetime feels intuitively frivolous, no matter how exalted the work may be. The hundreds of unplayed games in our Steam libraries roll their eyes as we sheepishly skirt them in favour of another romp with Dark Souls. Online games such as League of Legends and Destiny patch frequently with new things to explore. From Software unveiled one additional strip of Lordran in the Artorias of the Abyss expansion, admittedly, but there will be no more forthcoming. The studio has moved on, so why can’t I? I suspect that whatever guilt I feel over my Dark Souls fixation derives from years inhaling the secondhand smoke of the wider culture’s condescension toward games. Read James Joyce’s Ulysses 100 times, write essays about it, parse it endlessly with strangers on the Internet, and you’re a scholar, but do the same thing with a videogame and you’re a… fanboy? 

			Why do I feel the obligation to establish a bookend? Dark Souls isn’t a book, after all, it’s an entirely separate reality. If you discovered that you’d accidentally come into possession of C.S. Lewis’ magical wardrobe through a fortuitous second-hand furniture purchase, would you limit the number of times you permitted yourself to go padding through Narnia’s snowy wood? I clearly haven’t put my infatuation with Dark Souls to rest. I won’t ever.

			The only thing anybody ought to deem 100% conclusive is the coroner’s clipboard. As long as I’m breathing and my thumbs work, I’ll continue to be a Dark Souls astronomer, delighted and confounded by how many unmet constellations emerge when you squint into any given patch of its night sky.
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			Anor Londo

			By Jason Killingsworth

            [image: ]
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            Since the day Father his form did obscureth, I have await’d thee. Once living, now Undead, and a fitting heir to father Gwyn thou art, O chosen Undead’

            
   
			
			THE MAJORITY OF OPEN-WORLD GAMES ARE FLAT. Their topography might vary slightly – hills, valleys, possibly a mountain range – but players will still spend most of their time adventuring north, east, south or west across a scenic sprawl. Dark Souls’ most revolutionary contribution to the genre is that it invites you to explore a world that feels as deep as it is wide.

			At times you’re venturing down into the deepest reaches of the earth; at others stages of the game, you’re charting a climb toward nose-bleeding altitudes. After a lifetime of traversing action-RPG worlds as you might go about eating a big, tasty crepe, navigating Dark Souls for the first time feels like being an insect nibbling through a layered wedding cake the size of the Burj Khalifa.

			The upward climb toward the roof of Sen’s Fortress marks the start of Dark Souls’ most memorable vertical ascension. One expects a roof to be a dead-end, akin to scaling a tree to its highest branch, but after showing the Iron Golem who’s boss, something rapturous – in the Christian, bodily sense – occurs. You’re about to visit a heavenly city. Yet in a deliciously subversive twist, the winged creatures the game dispatches to carry you there are not angels but instead snarling, emaciated gargoyles. Consider it a dab of foreshadowing.

			The first glimpse of Anor Londo is a pivotal and euphoric moment in the timeline of every player’s journey through Dark Souls. After innumerable hours wandering the ruin and decay of Lordran below, what you behold upon arrival is a city utterly alien in its perfection and wholeness. Anor Londo once served as home to the gods and you sure as hell don’t need a lore expert to explain this fact.

			The signs are all there. Anor Londo’s location atop a forbidding cliff all but screams ‘Mount Olympus’. Sunlight blankets the city, god beams worthy of any self-respecting deity. White marble abounds, conveying purity. At first glance, the city appears to be composed entirely of cathedrals. Americans joke about certain towns in the country’s highly religious southern states having a church on every corner. You could say the same about Anor Londo, however each one of its churches just so happens to boast the grandiosity of St. Peter’s Basilica. The most imposing cathedral in the city looks like a freakishly steroidal Cinderella Castle from Disney’s theme parks. In terms of pathfinding, there’s no ambiguity about where your journey through Anor Londo will reach its culmination.

			All is not right, however. This is Dark Souls, in case you’d forgotten. The Fire Keeper guarding the first bonfire you discover laments, “If not for me, what beacon would there be in this lost city?” All that sunshine you’ve been shading your eye against? All that heavenly fire and warmth? Too good to be true. An illusion wrought by sorcery to keep up a charade, like a family away on holiday leaving a lamp lit in the front room to make it seem like nothing’s amiss. Gwyn’s youngest child Gwyndolin, the only god to remain behind after the rest of his family departed Anor Londo, has conjured a projection of his sister Gwynevere along with the sky’s deceptively bright countenance. Attack the illusion of Gwynevere, however, and she vanishes along with the illusion of sunlight, causing a pall of twilight to cover the city.

			Within Anor Londo you’ll need to secure a crucial artefact known as the Lordvessel, but it lies tucked behind one of the most demanding boss encounters in the game – a fearsome pair known as Smough and Ornstein. Having to fight two bosses at the same time seems needlessly cruel, even by Dark Souls standards. Then again it’s certainly a convenient way of motivating players to try out the game’s co-op summoning mechanic, even if they’ve insisted on flying solo up to that point. When Ornstein comes blitzing toward you as you enter the boss arena, prepare to be slain in the spear-hit. In this game even heaven can be hell.

            





	
			Final Boss 

			Understanding Dark Souls’ Creator

			By Keza MacDonald

			What do you imagine when you picture the kind of person responsible for the nerve-shredding gauntlet that is Dark Souls? Does your mind conjure an intimidating figure with crossed arms and cruel eyes? Or a creative sadist, perhaps, along the lines of John Doe from the movie Seven (only with glasses, obviously, because this is a game developer we’re talking about)? A tortured, brooding soul, like Angel from Buffy the Vampire Slayer, but good at coding? In reality, Dark Souls’ director Hidetaka Miyazaki is neither intimidating nor obviously troubled by some inner darkness. He’s a quiet, affable, slightly mysterious Japanese chap, quick to laugh, easy to be around. But he does wear glasses.

			Unlike many auteurs, Miyazaki is not an egocentric man – or if he is, he hides it very well. He’s generally reluctant to talk about himself; in the years after Demon's Souls suddenly thrust his work into the limelight, he was actually reluctant to talk that much at all, at least to the press or the public. This is a great shame for fans of the Souls series, because when Hidetaka Miyazaki does talk, he is extremely interesting to listen to. He has this thoughtful, literary turn of phrase that translation rarely does justice.

			Fans seize on his every word because, unlike most video games of its scale, Dark Souls bears the image of its creator. Where most games are composite creations, influenced and guided by hundreds of pairs of hands, Dark Souls’ singularity and consistency of vision owes much to Miyazaki’s detailed, hands-on style of direction. He sits with his programmers, designers and artists and takes an interest in everything from a character’s resting animation to the length of a piece of body armour. He often defers to his team when talking about how Souls was made, but – and this is not to diminish the role of any of the other talented people who worked on the game – his overall aesthetic and thematic sensibilities filter down through the team and into the tiniest nuances of Dark Souls. Simply put, without Miyazaki, there would be no Dark Souls at all.

			Hidetaka Miyazaki was born in Shizuoka, a city on the east coast of Japan, about halfway between Tokyo and Nagoya. Shizuoka is not one of the more storied Japanese cities; most residents of Honshu, the main island of Japan, know it only as a stop on the Shinkansen bullet-train Tokaido Main Line from Tokyo to Osaka, though it has a few places where you can catch a good view of Mount Fuji. His parents were office workers, and in a 2015 interview with The Guardian he described his upbringing as “tremendously poor”. He spent much of his childhood and teenage years reading, borrowing books and manga from his local library, and playing tabletop RPGs. He doesn’t self-identify as an ambitious person; the fact that he has become one of the most interesting figures in game development is, as far as he is concerned, something of an accident.

			Miyazaki didn’t start working for From Software until 2004, after completing a degree at Keio University and working at an IT company for several years. He was 29, and From was one of the few companies that would hire him with no experience. He began as a coder on Armored Core, but when he caught wind of an action-fantasy project spinning rudderless within the company, he saw an opportunity. That game was Demon's Souls, and From was struggling to convert the premise into a gripping demo. It was a perfect opportunity for Miyazaki: he could turn the game into anything he wanted, and because expectations for the project were already low, there would be little blowback if it didn’t pan out. He conspired with Sony producer Takeshi Kajii to hide the extent of the game’s difficulty from higher-ups who would certainly have misunderstood it. “He felt that if we were too forthright about all the death, about this concept, with the marketing people, they would have run a mile,” Miyazaki told me in 2011. “So that's why we had to be a bit sneaky about it.”

			At first, their bet appeared to flop. Demon's Souls struggled at retail, at least initially. “I thought at that point that I’d never be able to make an original game ever again,” Miyazaki told me years later, in 2015. “I certainly didn’t expect any of this, at that moment. It’s hard to believe.” But it turned out to be the beginning of an astronomic rise. 

			The first time I interviewed Hidetaka Miyazaki in person back in 2011, just a month or so before Dark Souls came out, he was poised on the brink of his first real success. Demon's Souls had burrowed into the western psyche by then, and he found himself in the unexpected position of being able to make a sequel. He didn’t care for interviews back then, reticent and uncomfortable with eye contact, but it was clear from an hour of conversation that he had an estimable intellect. We talked about his game’s approach to difficulty, which at that point was still quite novel, about death as a motif in Dark Souls’ world, and about how he was handling all the sudden attention as the new face of Japanese game development. “The pressure is like a muscle ache after you train,” he said. “It’s painful, but it's satisfying to know that you're growing. In that way I'm really enjoying it.”

			“Originally he never wanted his photo to be published, and he never liked interacting with the media,” says Ryan Morris, the writer and translator who has worked with him on all the Souls games. “He has some personal ideas about the relationship between creators and consumers, and I think that he believes a certain amount of distance is a good thing for the mystique of the product. He’s not aloof in any way, but he’s just not one of those directors who loves every chance to talk or get in the limelight. He kind of stays behind the scenes.”

			Life is very different for Hidetaka Miyazaki nowadays. He has transitioned into a new role as president of From Software, which makes staying behind the scenes an impossibility. The last time I saw him, he was giving a presentation on Dark Souls III before a packed house. He stood confidently, tablet in hand, sporting a well-fitting suit jacket over smart jeans, keeping his eyes fixed on a point somewhere just above the audience’s head. His manner has changed, too; he’s more outwardly confident, more comfortable sharing his sense of humour. His job now entails making big decisions about the future of From, travelling, meeting other company directors (with whom he has a strange fascination – he told one interviewer for The Guardian that he sometimes bases enemy characters on them). And yet he still makes time for the exact same style of detailed, hands-on direction for which he has been known since Demon's Souls.

			It always seemed to me that, rather like Tolkien, the worlds that Miyazaki designs exist fully-formed in his head before a single line of code is written, and his main challenge as a director involves communicating these worlds to the people who help create them. Miyazaki doesn’t quite agree with that. “Your assessment captures half the story,” he says. “When I create a game, I begin by defining the core concept, and at the same time creating a general idea of several pillars that will support the core concept. These can be ideas concerning the game system, level design, game universe, narrative, art, etc. I also start to imagine the size of these pillars, and their relation to one another. After that point, the core concept never changes, but the supporting pillars do.

			“I am fortunate enough to have many trusted and talented designers on my team, and as part of the development process we hammer things out through discussion. When the ongoing process of brushing-up uncovers anything that could improve the final game, that discovery is applied immediately and without hesitation within the existing framework. This is made possible partly due to my directing style, in which I have a direct hand in most aspects of the game. I believe that this is a vital process, despite the imperfections that may arise due to my own shortcomings. This allows me to immediately embrace change even in mid-development.”

			When you talk to Miyazaki’s colleagues, this hands-on approach is the first thing they bring up. When I visited From Software in 2015, one of the lead artists on Bloodborne told me: “Director Miyazaki is much like an art director himself, the way he works, so he gives the art staff very specific, concrete ideas on what he wants. The team works together with Miyazaki on specific nuances of how things should look in the design.” Masaaki Yamigawa, the Sony producer who worked with Miyazaki and From Software, calls him “a very interestingdirector, and a very logical person”.

			“He’s very willing to kind of let us do our thing and let creative people give their input,” says Ryan, the Souls series’ localisation collaborator. “He’ll respond to that and try to let things flow naturally rather than being too commanding.”

			In nearly 11 years of gaming reporting, I've never come across another company president who takes this kind of approach. There are other directors who enjoy unilateral oversight – Hideo Kojima springs to mind – but none who also have to run a company. Miyazaki sees his close involvement in the creative process as just part of the job of being president.

			“Having such a hands-on approach to everything is very important to me, but it’s also important to the company,” he says. “The most important thing is to create something great, no matter how long that takes. The development team understands that, the surrounding staff understand that, the chairpeople understand that. So the way I see it, it’s not about having the time to do everything, it’s creating the time to do everything – ensuring it. Because without that, From would not be From. If we don’t create something great, that compromises what we’re all here to do.

			“Even the board is lenient with me when I say I need more time to do something. People are accommodating. But that’s because everyone understands the importance of quality. I feel very lucky, because I do get away with things for the good of the game – we’ve got a parent company now, Kadokawa, and they’re understanding, and [our publishing partners] are also accommodating to some of the things that I decide not to do, because in order to make time to make the game I must forego some other duties. [At any other game company], nobody would allow you to do that.”

			Miyazaki has earned such trust over the past several years by repeatedly demonstrating the distinctiveness of his creative vision. His inspirations occupy a wider range than many other game developers, who occasionally seem to have spent their cultural attention doing nothing but watching and re-watching Star Wars and Lord of the Rings. Miyazaki grew up trying to decipher fantasy fiction from his local library, rather than playing games. Apart from Ico, which he speaks about in extremely complimentary terms, he doesn’t often name other video games that have gotten his creative engine humming.

			That’s not to suggest that he’s oblivious to other creative directors in the field, even those working on more populist offerings. When my co-author Jason interviewed Miyazaki prior to the release of Dark Souls II, and stressed that fans would be interested in the reasons for his lack of involvement in the sequel, just as Gears of War fans would be interested if Cliff Bleszinski were hypothetically to announce (while still at Epic) that he wouldn’t be directing the next Gears of War sequel, Miyazaki replied: “You should not compare me with Cliff Bleszinski. He’s on a higher level than me.”

			“[Miyazaki] is extremely smart,” says Ryan. “A little bit beyond me, if I’m honest, but I try to keep up with him. I suspect there is a darkness in him somewhere, but if there is, he lets it out in the games, not when you’re interacting with him. And he’s also just a through-and-through geek. He loved Magic the Gathering – I think he was in a club back in university – and lots of anime, and as it happens, a lot of the things I like. There’s the Berserk comic, which is the foundation of his creative visions sometimes, and Game of Thrones… he’s a massive fan of English fantasy.”

			“I’ve always been such a huge fan of George R.R. Martin that it overwhelms me,” Miyazaki says. “His approach to fantasy is kind of like the Romance of Three Kingdoms, the Chinese historical-political drama, which I’m a fan of as well. The political elements are a lot of fun and the drama is done really well, too.” Unsurprisingly he seems most enthusiastic about fantasy that is devoid of happy endings: he’s also mentioned Beowulf and the Nibelungenlied as favourite works, two grim Northern European legends that can essentially be summarised as ‘Bad things happen, then everybody dies’.

			“He gets inspiration from a lot of different things, but his strongest inspiration comes from novels,” says Yamigawa. “He is a big fan of literature. He’ll read a book and be like, ‘THIS!’, and underline a section, and show it to the artists and attempt to draw – he’s not an artist himself, but he’ll draw what he’s looking for. He does everything in his power to expand his imagination so that his worlds take on a life of their own. I am very impressed by that.”

			He doesn’t take much inspiration from real life, though (apart, presumably, from those boss characters he models after fellow executives). Miyazaki does not see anything autobiographical in his work. “Most of my creative drive is derived from a yearning for things that are absent from my life – a notion of experiences that will never be had, or things that will never be encountered in our age, or even in this world,” he says. “Naturally, such yearnings are products of my life and life experience, so they do reflect upon me, but I don’t imagine that they could be considered autobiographical.”

			For example, given all the overt religious iconography and ritual present in both the Souls series and Bloodborne, one might guess that Miyazaki himself holds a predilection for the sacred and spiritual. He disavows personal piety, as it happens, yet admits to offering up the occasional prayer when circumstances feel beyond his control.

			“The reason for including the symbolic items that are present in Dark Souls – crosses, kneeling, churches, demons – is to stay true to the world and the emotions that we’re trying to express within the game. I’ve used the analogy of trying to grow seeds in dead ground. Whatever situation the player may be in, I feel strongly about this uncontrollable power, this miracle, the act of praying – whether it be to a god, or something you believe in – there’s this power or miracle, something that cannot be controlled by how you act, how you train. And that element is probably something that is very important to somebody that is in this devastating state, this hopeless, lonely, cold state. Trying to stay true to that concept and ideology is something that is important for the game.

			“I tell my designers that the weapons and items are not an image of power or strength. They’re an image of something that is your last hope, something you grasp onto in order to live, in order to achieve your goal. Having that desperation within the actions and visuals is important in helping players understand what is involved in the game concept and design, and what is truly important in being able to feel the sense of satisfaction when you overcome these difficulties. The religious symbols evoke that uncontrollable element. 

			“I myself am not religious, but when I’m faced with something I cannot control, my last resort is to pray. It’s that element that I want to express in the game. It can be anything – a being, prayer, hope, anything that’s the last resort that you want to grasp onto. It’s deep and hard to verbally explain, but that's the emotional impact I want to express.”

			Miyazaki is fascinated by spaces, by shadows, both literal and metaphorical. He describes his games as full of blank space, whether it’s in the lore or the level design: he likes to create intentional vacuums into which players can rush. We talk a lot in this book about how Dark Souls feels endless, how it always feels like there might be something more behind the curtain, and that’s because – in stark contravention of normal game-design protocol – there’s so much of the game that cannot be seen on a single playthrough. I didn’t know that Dark Sun Gwyndolin existed, for instance, until about a year ago. There had been this massive secret, right there in Anor Londo, that I’d never chanced upon. It blew my mind.

			“I designed the world of Dark Souls, and indeed all of my games, to include patches of impenetrable darkness throughout,” Miyazaki says. “I believe that this mirrors the real world, and that it leaves more to the imagination of the players, and makes it easier for them to adopt the world as their own. I also think that it’s more interesting if we never know the true boundaries of these patches of darkness. It sounds like you may have discovered Gwyndolin at the edges of the universe, after believing that you had seen it all. If that is indeed the case, then I’m very pleased to hear it.

			“It follows that we were never concerned about whether or not some things would be left eternally undiscovered by the users. The spirit of exploration amongst players goes far beyond the imagination. This notion had occurred to us while working on Dark Souls, and we remain firm believers in it.”

			Despite that, Miyazaki is still continually surprised by the force of players’ reactions to Dark Souls. As I was telling him some of the stories included in this book, he kept laughing in disbelief. “Once at PlayStation Experience, a fan talked to me and said he’d gotten married as a result of either Demon’s or Dark Souls. I never imagined making anything that had such an effect on people. It is a surreal experience,” he told me. “I suppose for a creator that’s a wonderful thing, to have people who’ve been so affected by it, but I almost have trouble believing that it’s true,” he says. “I wonder why, if all these people are getting married because of my game, why haven’t I been able to get married?!

			“I receive fan letters, too, and enjoy reading them, usually while struggling with English. I’m unable to respond to them individually, but they are a source of joy. I tend to keep myself isolated, and these letters serve as precious stimuli, and are a chance to reflect upon what it is that we are creating. But I must admit that I prefer the kinder messages [laughs]. As I’ve mentioned in several interviews, I’m the type that responds better to positive reinforcement.”

			Dark Souls’ director has taken well to his success, and risen to the challenges that it has presented him with. But he has conflicting feelings about how long it will last. He’s perhaps a bit too savvy to entirely buy into his own hype. “Not too much has changed about the place where we make the games, at From’s offices,” he says. “Numbers have changed, we hear a lot from fans. But it feels like a mirage. I prefer it that way, because I feel like if I were to believe that this was deserved, that it was an affirmation of my own or From Software’s talents, we’d get complacent. It would go to our heads, and we won’t be able to do what we always have so well. So I’m leaving it as a wonderful mirage, and keeping at it.

			“There’s this expression in Japan: in political relations or business success, when the situation changes, people can change their tune very quickly. They can sound quite the opposite of how they did just a day previously. I always keep that fact in mind. Whether it’s the game business or in wider life, one’s fortunes can reverse very quickly. I always remain cautious, and remember that things can change very quickly, for better or for worse.”

			As is abundantly clear from this book, I consider Dark Souls a masterpiece. But even masterpieces aren’t perfect – and Hidetaka Miyazaki knows better than anyone what could have been better. Is there anything he’d do differently about Dark Souls, if he could do it all again?

			“Dark Souls is in some ways an incomplete game, and I like to think that it has been completed by players, by their discoveries as they moved along. I’d love to say that the nature of this incompleteness was completely deliberate. But it is both deliberate and by accident, in different ways.”
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			Painted World of Ariamis

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘Thou must returneth whence thou came. This land is peaceful, its inhabitants kind, but thou dost not belong. I beg of thee, plunge down from the plank, and hurry home.’

            
   
			
			
            
			FOR ANY MUSEUM-GOER WHO’S EVER WONDERED about the purpose of that rope cordoning off the space in front of a painting, the answer resides within the first cathedral you pass through in Anor Londo. Museum security staff aren’t worried about fingerprint smudges; their primary concern is your safety, as they realise touching paintings can cause a dark magic to drag you into alternate realities from which it’s difficult to pry yourself loose. Sounds like my experience interacting with video games.

			Provided you’ve paid a return visit to the Undead Asylum to retrieve the Peculiar Doll, interacting with the Anor Londo painting will convey you to a bonus stage of sorts. From Software designed The Painted World as a prototype during the early stages of Dark Souls pre-production. It appears they couldn’t find a logical place to bake the completed stage directly into the geography of Lordran so instead they found a free-floating pocket in which they could nestle their Painted Easter Egg.

			It’s not hard to understand why From wanted to preserve this stage. The Painted World has so much atmosphere. Milky half-light. Snow-frosted terrain that crunches pleasingly underfoot. Lonely crow squawks. Corpses of hollows impaled on javelins, which I imagine the flocking crows see as enormous party-platter cocktail sticks.

			Beyond aesthetics, the prototype nature of the stage becomes evident in the range of architectural variation. You have waterlogged basements; maze-like segues between interior rooms and fortress ramparts; a cemetery courtyard that feels tailor-made to serve as a PvP duelling arena; the husk of a tower whose spiral staircase can be scaled by treasure-hunters who feel like braving the Crow Demons for a chance to pick up the Red Sign Soapstone and get a fabulous crow’s-eye view. There are two types of bridges, a rope one at the start and a stone one at the finish. It’s hard to think of an architectural feature that doesn’t appear in some form, as if From’s level designers simply wanted a zone in which to prove them all out.

			The Painted World’s boss, Crossbreed Priscilla, has the dubious distinction of being a favourite subject for Dark Souls fans who enjoy drawing naughty pictures. Without even trying to order up a plate of smut, doing an image search for “Crossbreed Priscilla” yields an... eyebrow-raising batch of results (dark fantasy, indeed). I’m curious as to why.

			For those with an active erotic imagination, perhaps the notion of Priscilla’s hinted-at origin story involving a romantic tryst between a human and a dragon – creatures as diverse as birds and bees – feels aberrant enough to add an element of risk and excitement. Or maybe the downy-soft white fur covering much of her body transforms her into a walking approximation of the ol’ bear-skin rug love-making cliche. Maybe the way she turns invisible during the fight becomes the ultimate ‘hard to get’ tease. I’ll leave it to someone smarter than me to figure out.

            





	
			Beginner’s Pluck 

			How A Total Novice Beat Dark Souls

			By Keza MacDonald

			One of the biggest misconceptions about Dark Souls is that it’s only for super-hardcore macho gamers looking to prove their mettle – players looking to test their already hardened skills. The challenge is too intimidating, runs this line of reasoning, for anyone else to contemplate attempting. Bandai-Namco played on this idea with Dark Souls’ marketing slogan “Prepare to Die” (which, though successful in America actually proved to be something of a turn-off for European players, if Dark Souls’ early sales data is anything to go by). The difficulty is, disappointingly, often the first thing that comes up when people talk about the game, especially people who haven’t played it much. It can give the impression that Dark Souls is basically a video game equivalent of the habanero pepper challenge: are you tough enough to survive it?

			This whole principle is, in my experience, a total fallacy. I know plenty of people who aren’t enormously interested in most video games, but who have totally cleaved to the Souls series. A friend of mine had a housemate, Amy, who had literally never played a video game before in her life, but was so intrigued by watching him play Demon's Souls that she picked up the controller for herself. Demon's Souls ended up being the first game she ever completed, and she loved it. There are a lot of stories that puncture the stereotype that Dark Souls is inherently forbidding to all but the hardcore.

			One such story is that of Kay, an American woman in her thirties, who chronicled her wonderful Dark Souls journey on YouTube. One day in 2013, she and her boyfriend P sat down to play some Borderlands 2 co-op together, and her ineptitude at driving – specifically, at using a twin-stick controller – inspired him to sit her down in front of Dark Souls and record her playing, for laughs. “He was probably thinking it would be an episode or two of me being squished by things. And it was, at first,” Kay told me. “I knew nothing about it other than the fact that it is very pretty and very difficult. He set the computer up and wouldn’t tell me anything about what I was about to face. I think he hoped I would fail utterly and hilariously, but instead I was … okay, I suppose. Not great. Slow to pick up the controls, but quick to understand the game mechanics and story.”

			The first episode went live on December 16, 2013. Kay certainly doesn’t help herself with her choice of character class: she picks Deprived, a class that starts completely naked and with all stats at an even 11. Most players would agree that it’s the hardest starting class of all, especially for a beginner. It’s wonderful watching someone with no idea what’s about to happen throw themselves cheerfully at the Undead Asylum. Kay spends a good 10 minutes in the cell, trying out the controls (and figuring them out pretty quickly).

			She had played plenty of games before, of course – just not this kind of game. “My older brother and I used to get trotted off to my grandmother’s house when we were little, and this would have been a supremely boring experience if we hadn’t discovered my uncle’s old room from when he was little,” she says in one of her videos. “He had left behind all of his old gaming stuff – games, Dungeons & Dragons books, Choose Your Own Adventure books, all sorts. It’s funny how many of my interests today I can trace back to my uncle . We didn’t have much face-to-face interaction, but I got his hand-me-down interests.”

			The first time Kay encounters the Asylum Demon, her poor character is still completely naked with nothing but a broken sword hilt. Unsurprisingly, it doesn’t go well – but she responds with curiosity rather than despair. “My heart is pounding right now,” she says, opening the door to face him again, heroically wielding the broken sword hilt with two hands. It does 2 damage with every hit and she hasn’t found Oscar and his Estus flasks yet. “I guess this’ll be a long fight,” she says.

			At the beginning, everything is new to Kay – the concept of soul retrieval, the controls, the bonfires, the inventory system, the lot. What makes it so compelling to watch for a long-time Souls fan is the awareness that every Souls player was once completely new – but after hundreds of hours in the company of the game, we’ve all forgotten what being uninitiated feels like. Watching a player as intelligent and inquisitive as Kay approach each new challenge with willingness and curiosity is an absolute treat. I wish I could say I’d been as calm and patient in my first hours with Dark Souls.

			Kay did not expect to get as involved with Dark Souls as she eventually did. “Admittedly, it was originally going to be one of those, ‘Hey, let’s watch her suck at video games’ kind of things, but after a few strangers watched and left comments on the first episode or two, it was no longer just a joke for the friends,” she tells me. “Plus, sometime around Undead Burg, I started to really like the game. So I decided to just play the game the way that I would if nobody was watching.”

			There was one particular moment in the Undead Burg that totally sold Kay on the game. “It was my encounter with the Black Knight, when I was up on the roof and started throwing stuff down on him and trying to jump onto his head. Oh man, that was a great fight,” she says. “The fight was frantic, had me on the edge of my seat, and went down to the wire. One hit from death. No more healing. I had thrown every item in my inventory at it. Arrows, firebombs, daggers. I had done a series of drop attacks from the rooftop and whittled him down to near death. I had to do one more. I did … and missed. All that was left was a suicide leap to land the killing blow, and… !

			“I fell in love with Dark Souls in that moment.”

			And play she did. Over the course of 88 episodes and almost three months on YouTube, Kay fought all the way to the Kiln of the First Flame, gaining a pretty big following in the process. At every turning point, you feel like you’re right there with her, like the moment she discovers sorcery, or when she decides to try going up the hill from Firelink Shrine, away from the gigantic skeletons. What’s so captivating about watching Kay’s videos is that it really is like experiencing the game all over again for the first time, from the perspective of someone who hasn’t so much as read a review. It’s brilliant to see her go from someone who can’t find her way around the controller to someone who can comfortably despatch most of Dark Souls’ bosses in five or fewer attempts.

			It’s also refreshing to watch someone play Dark Souls without constantly going on about how difficult it is. It isn’t the challenge that attracts Kay to Dark Souls; it’s the exquisite world-building, the mystery, the lore. Her observations on the game are a lot more interesting than ‘holy shit, this is tough’. “I was constantly impressed with the world as a whole,” she tells me. “Early on I kept spotting a tower in the distance. The same tower each time, that marked the bridge where I’d fought the Taurus Demon. But I encountered it from a different angle, within a different zone each time.

			“Looking down into Blighttown from Firelink, and up from below. Spotting the Demon Ruins from the Tomb. Lower Undead Burg from above. Darkroot Basin from the Forest. The Archive from the Parish. The Parish from Sen’s. Over and over I’d find myself looking back at places I’d been, or spying new locations I hadn’t yet traveled.

			“It turns out, I think, that the sorts of things I do like in games – which is to make a record of what I do, ask for help, and draw maps and diagrams and read everything and look at everything – really pays off in this style of game,” she says. “The Souls games reward you for patience and for observation and for memory, and for exploration and attention to detail. It’s that, with a really fun combat system layered on top of it. It was a good fit for my personality.”

			Kay is wholly unbothered by Dark Souls’ supposedly macho image. “I see it differently,” she says. “I think the game would be hard if you were impatient, if you neglected NPC dialogue, if you overlooked mechanics taught to you during the Asylum escape. For example, I learned how to roll, then promptly forgot it was in my repertoire for 30 episodes. Luckily, a shield protected me until I remembered. I think the game tells you everything you need to know.

			“Dark Souls doesn’t hold your hand, but it points you in the right direction and says, ‘I’ve given you all the tools you need to survive. Use them wisely’. You go that way, and there are land mines. But Dark Souls gives you a manual for disarming them. But then the manual is in Swahili. But Dark Souls also gives you a Swahili dictionary. It expects you to listen, and to learn, and to improve. If I could do it, anyone with patience could. I don’t think Dark Souls is brutally hard; it’s challenging in a good way. I wish more games found this balance.”

			Dark Souls has had a pretty big impact on Kay’s life. It was the beginning of a YouTube channel that she and P have worked on together ever since. But she doesn’t see completing it as something that’s changed her. “I was 33 when I started the game, and already had a good idea who I was,” she says. “I knew I cared more about stories and characters than about stats and big numbers. I knew I was calm, patient, analytical, and not very funny. I didn’t know anyone was interested in watching someone like that. I’d love to say that, through Dark Souls, I discovered some hidden quality about myself. It’s the sort of game I can see having that effect on people. Maybe it gave me confidence that I could play more technically challenging games. Before, I’d tend to stick to story-driven games and, bar a few exceptions, avoid heavily strategic, skill-based games.”

			One thing that it has done, though, is bring her and P closer together. What started out as a joke for friends ended up being quite an important factor in their relationship. “I think it’s fair to say that P learned something about me while I played this game,” she says. “He knew I had a history playing games, but I think it surprised him how much I threw myself into the world. Maybe it’s sappy, but video games like Dark Souls, and working on this channel together, made us closer. I haven’t said anything on the channel, but we married last year.”

			Kay has played plenty more games for her YouTube audience since. Her Dark Souls run, though, will always be special – both for her, and for any Souls fan who’s enjoyed it. We might have started from different places, but ultimately, the journey Kay goes through is the same as anyone’s: initial bewilderment and incompetence, gradual learning, and eventual mastery. It’s a reminder that even if you’re fluent in all the buttons on an Xbox 360 controller, even if you’ve played hundreds of games before, we were all once total novices when it comes to Dark Souls.
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			The Duke’s Archives 

Crystal Cave

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘The tomes stored in these archives are truly magnificent! A great pool of knowledge, the fruits of superior wisdom and an unquenchable desire for truth.’

            
   
			
			
            
			
			YOU CAN SEE IT FROM THE UNDEAD BURG BELOW, perched high atop a hill above Anor Londo: the Duke’s Archives. In fact, there is no loftier point in all of Lordran. If the notion of the ‘ivory-tower academic’ is all about feeling high and mighty, the elevation of this sprawling library means you can take a break from your reading to step outside, get a breath of fresh air and look down on the whole of humanity.

			Dark Souls uses The Duke’s Archives to rehash the shopworn video-game trope about the gifted intellectual pursuing scientific progress so intently that he ends up unleashing a power that he’s hopeless to control. In a fun twist though, it’s the beast Seath the Scaleless who plays the part of the devil-may-care scientist in Dark Souls.

			Seath has been experimenting with the potent magical properties of crystal in developing his sorceries and chasing his own elusive immortality. There’s a wonderful transition that occurs over the course of the level as you move from an environment filled with ordered shelves of books into ones such as the Crystal Cave just outside the archives, places that have been overtaken by jagged crystal shards jutting out at chaotic angles. This provides a subtly shifting visual context that mirrors the journey undertaken by Seath: a knowledge quest that seeks clarity, but only causes the student to become increasingly unhinged as deeper exploration reveals unanticipated and indigestible realities.

			Whether intentional or not, the numerous facets of a piece of crystal provide an apt metaphor for the complexity of any intellectual riddle. Then again, it could easily be a metaphor for psychological breakdown, just as films will often depict a shattered mirror to represent the fractured mental state of a character losing their grip on reality.

			Along the same lines, it’s curious that the visuals associated with the “curse” status effect in Dark Souls just so happen to involve the same crystalline formations. When you enter Seath’s lair in the Crystal Cave, you see half a dozen black, crystallised corpses in various poses of supplication, like those poor denizens of Pompeii whose death poses were immortalised in volcanic ash. Seath’s breath raises crystal formations on the ground and inflicts curse. The link between the game’s crystal iconography and the malady of curse seems to function as a wry repackaging of the familiar idea that knowing too much becomes a curse of its own. That certainly proved to be the case for Seath, one of the most tragic characters in a game already renowned for doling out tragedy with the heftiest of ladles.

            
            





	
					Good Grief 

			Trolls, Invaders & The Shadow Self

			By Jason Killingsworth

			There’s an overweight red phantom jogging up the steps of Sen’s Fortress. He’s decked out in the bulky armour set of Black Iron Tarkus. The helmet and chestpiece alone are sturdy enough to deflect an inbound asteroid, but Fat Tarkus also has a Black Iron Greatshield gripped in both hands, lending him the appearance of a human snowplow as he runs toward his destination. Fat Tarkus has not, however, invaded the world of Falcon679 to run. Or even to fight. He has come here to stand. His red aura, the signifier of all invading members of the Darkwraith covenant, glows continuously like a traffic light refusing to change.

			Fat Tarkus has come to troll, in an amusingly literal fashion, playing the part of a fairy-tale bridge troll who will deny others passage. He settles into a doorway at the top of Sen’s Fortress through which this world’s host must eventually pass in order to reach the area’s boss and progress to Anor Londo. But nobody’s squeezing past Fat Tarkus, his raised greatshield pliant as the bank-vault doors you see in heist movies. And just like the criminal masterminds in those movies, Falcon679’s first attempt at cracking the barrier involves munitions. He conjures a pyromancy flame, runs up to Tarkus and hurls it at him from point-blank range. The force of the explosion knocks Tarkus back slightly but does virtually no damage, being almost entirely absorbed by the shield. The only impact – a tiny chunk of lost stamina – regens in seconds.

			Falcon679 changes tactics and hurls a throwing knife, which ricochets off the shield with a shrill ping. Then he tries arrows, unleashing a steady barrage, but they too prove useless. The spectre of a player from yet another world  materialises briefly and dashes right through Tarkus, as if to mock the host’s predicament. Having come to terms with the impotence of his bow and arrows, Falcon679 stands motionless, perhaps weighing his options. Then he kneels abruptly and uses the Black Separation Crystal, an item that, according to its menu description, “sends phantoms back to their homes, or sends you back to yours”. Nothing. (Unfortunately for this desperate player, the crystal only banishes co-op summons from your world, not invaders.)

			The nature of the stand-off has turned Falcon679’s game of Dark Souls from an action-RPG into a Monkey Island-style  adventure game. He finds himself in one of that genre’s trademark cul-de-sacs, no idea how to progress, scrutinising every item in his inventory, wondering if there’s a way in which one of them might be applied like lubricating oil to the present stalemate.

			Out of ideas, he starts gesturing at Tarkus using the game’s emote system. He waves like a chummy next-door neighbour. Then he beckons. He raises and lowers his shield with comical rapidity as if a bit of counter-tomfoolery might weaken the troll’s resolve. Fat Tarkus is unimpressed. Fat Tarkus has all day. Falcon679 switches to two-handing his weapon and attacks. Nope. He regresses to failed tactics, letting fly another couple of throwing knives. Nope. He tries repeatedly to kick Tarkus backward out of the passage. Good luck with that.

			Approximately 15 minutes into the encounter, Falcon679 starts jogging laps around the perimeter of the chamber, as if he’s stuck in a prison yard and might as well exercise to pass the hours. At other times he stands idle, facing Fat Tarkus.

			Skip forward to the 20-minute mark and Falcon679 has caught a fresh wind. He tries to hack and slash and huff and puff and blow Tarkus down. Dark Souls has taught this player, like it has the rest of us, that throwing yourself at any of the game’s brick walls enough times will eventually allow you to punch through triumphantly like the Kool-Aid Man in those old television commercials. But absolutely nothing is working. He’s just stuck. He has no more ideas.

			Suddenly Falcon679 gets a private message, which reads, in a string of all-caps as chunky as the knight blocking his path: “YOU HAVE PASSED FAT TARKUS’ TEST OF PATIENCE. PLEASE STAND BACK TO RECEIVE YOUR REWARD.”

			Back in game, Fat Tarkus proceeds to drop five units of humanity from his inventory in the doorway for Falcon679 to collect and finally, mercifully retreats from the doorway to let him pass. Moments later the player controlling Fat Tarkus gets a notification on his own console: “Falcon679 sent you a message.” He opens this message from the person he’s been stonewalling for the past 20 minutes. It reads simply, “hahaha beer spilt”. As Tarkus triggers the Black Separation Crystal to return to his world, Falcon679 steps through the previously blocked doorway into the daylight outside and emotes a bow of the head as if to say, ‘well trolled, sir’.
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			The actual human responsible for Fat Tarkus, Jeremy Greer, may troll occasionally but he doesn’t live under a bridge (unless somebody manages to construct a giant bridge over Lafayette, Louisiana, after this book goes to press). He’s a respectable southern gent, 35 years old, happily married, dog owner, a contributing member of society. He sells electronic reading systems to cities, municipalities and public works. “I was a computer guy for years and years, and then somehow got into sales because I have a personality,” says Greer. “That’s kind of what happens to guys like me.” During our hour-long conversation he laughs easily and often. And, trust me, when the subject comes to PvP trolling tactics in Dark Souls, there is a lot to laugh about.

			I’ve tracked down Greer, who also co-hosts the wonderful Dark Insight podcast, to discuss numerous facets of Dark Souls PvP. I’m especially keen to understand the mindset of players who’ve latched onto the game’s invasion mechanic. Members of the Darkwraith covenant have the ability to brute-force their way into the games of other players and hunt them for sport. If an invader manages to kill you, they can derail your progress and force you to respawn at your most recent bonfire checkpoint. Or they can just stand in a doorway for 30 minutes holding a shield. Once inside another player’s world, invaders can pass the time however they like.

			I must confess up front, I’ve always had an irrational phobia around invasion. I’ve been invaded countless times over the hundreds of hours I’ve spent with Darks Souls, but I’ve never reciprocated. The ability for one party to force an unwilling participant into a duel made me squeamish. Any time I unhollowed at a bonfire, rendering myself vulnerable to invasion, I instantly felt like I was walking to my car through an empty parking garage at night, gripping my Balder Shield like keychain pepper spray.

			Unversed in the nuances of PvP tactics, I rarely offered invaders any meaningful challenge. Encounters were less of a duel and more of a let’s-get-this-over-with turkey-carving. Eventually I began jumping off the nearest ledge if an invader ever showed up, the PvP equivalent of shouting ‘You can’t fire me... I quit!’. No matter how many times I died to the Capra Demon or Ornstein and Smough, I never felt inferior or judged by them, but it was impossible to get one-shotted by an invading player without a tinge of shame and inadequacy.

			Greer found his early encounters with invading Darkwraiths as terrifying as I had, but instead of fleeing the experience, he simply decided to heed the Internet meme that urges one to... git gud.

			“I’d never played a lot of multiplayer games on the Internet before [Dark Souls],” he says. “I’d played racing games and stuff like that but nothing with an active competitive element to it. I remember my first time getting to Anor Londo and going out to where the bridge would be, but I hadn’t raised it yet. Someone left a message there that said, ’Beware of Darkwraith’. I remember not understanding at all what a Darkwraith was, just holding my shield up and spinning the camera in a silly circle expecting something to attack me. The first couple of times I was invaded, it was a terrifying experience, and I thought, ‘I bet it’s a lot more fun if you’re on the other side of that’. And it was absolutely true. It was a lot more fun!”

			After such a negative experience on the receiving end of invasion, did he have any qualms about turning around and becoming the aggressor?

			“Well, I didn’t view it as negative,” says Greer. “It was terrifying and it was scary, and the actual fight didn’t last very long, but it was kind of thrilling at the same time. I was like, oh wow, this game has a whole side I haven’t seen before.

			“So you invade somebody and you die almost immediately because you can’t heal and you have no idea what you’re doing, but then you go online and you see videos of these people doing awesome things and you’re like, ok, I could probably get better at this. And then you start getting a little bit more practice and all of a sudden you spend eight hours on a Saturday morning doing nothing but Dark Souls PvP.”

			Greer found himself craving the unpredictability of human-controlled opponents. He’d already completed the game and proven that he had what it took to outwit the lines of code governing enemy attack patterns. He’d gotten an adrenaline rush out of developing the mechanical skills necessary to face-roll through PvE, but human players were, as you’d expect, less exploitable, more dynamic in their item builds and combat choices. He’d uncovered a level of depth and complexity that only really shone in PvP encounters. There’s an arms race that prevents you from ever declaring victory in any definitive sense.

			The enjoyment for Greer wasn’t confined to the journey of mechanical mastery. PvP became a sort of Fashion Week front row as well (if you want to be dizzied by the array of wardrobe options available in the Souls series, just spend a few minutes on Fashion-Souls.com). He noticed a steady parade of weapons he’d never encountered before, used in novel ways. He’d have a small epiphany seeing a weapon wielded unexpectedly in his opponent’s off-hand, opening up a whole new range of attack possibilities. He viewed each new sparring partner as a potential mentor, there to teach him something that would raise his level of proficiency, or expand his Dark Souls combat vocabulary. He was internalising a form of sign language that involved the whole body, a language of which PvE had only taught him the rudiments.

			Greer made friends, too. This fact shouldn’t be surprising given the natural intimacy of fighting. Fighting another person is simply a couples dance that ends with a bloody nose instead of a smooch. It’s not arbitrary that the beats of a staged fight are referred to as ‘fight choreography’, or that people refer to fights as “taking two to tango”. Once you learn the move-set of a boss and the tells for all their attacks, fighting that boss feels poetic in a way, a seamless dovetailing that takes you from one corner of the floor to the other. He steps right, you dive left; he dashes forward, you parry; he crouches to unleash an AoE, you lunge clear. But PvP adds to the broth an element of improvisation and stylistic co-expression. Step, ball, change.

			“When you’re invading the same spot for a couple of hours straight, you’ll eventually run into people that are hanging out there to be invaded,” he tells me. “So I’ve made friends online. We’ll see each other and we’ll wave in the game and we know how the other person fights. Just like in a normal fighting game, you start being able to exploit their tactics. Like, this dude always does a light attack after he rolls back twice, or this person always always tries to run over here and I can go over there and try to exploit it.”

			The beautiful thing about such intimacy is that it needn’t only apply to getting in the head of a duelling partner or proving one’s ability to impede another’s progress via invasion. You can feel connected and important to other Dark Souls players via altruistic co-op gestures. The way in which both extremes tickle the brainstem seems like a kind of yin and yang, the tar-black heart of invasion a perfectly balanced complement to the white knighthood of the game’s co-op. Heat and cold. Light and dark.

			“I would invade in New Londo,” says Greer with an almost sheepish tone in his voice. “I would invade somebody, I would knock them off the ledge into the water, they would die. And then I’d get a message. I’d open it up expecting the person to be like, bleep, bleep, bleep, a whole lot of slurs. But what it would actually be is like, ’Hey man, can you help me against The Four Kings?’ And I’d be like, yeah, I can do that. So I’d drop the summon sign down and help the person I just killed do the level.

			“Being a PvP dick is fine but I also like helping people kill bosses because that’s a lot of fun as well. I had just as much fun with the PvP magic build murdering Ornstein and Smough for people as I did murdering people on the way to Ornstein and Smough.”

			Greer pauses for a moment before revising his previous statement.

			“Not just as much fun, but I had fun.”
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			When I started writing this chapter I set out to find an honest-to-Kaathe “PvP dick” (to borrow Greer’s phrase). I was Clarice Starling in search of my own Hannibal Lecter, a diabolical serial invader who could help me understand the mind of other serial invaders, somebody who stayed up nights fuelled by the imagined torment of his victims. Somebody who carried about a stockpile of humanity and, simultaneously, none at all.

			I turned to the Book of the Guilty, an item in Dark Souls designed to function like a hybrid of Santa’s Naughty List and an arcade leaderboard. When you invade somebody’s world as a Darkwraith and kill them, they are given the option of indicting you, which then adds to your sin tally.

			“My wife calls the Book of the Guilty ’The Biggest Assholes in America’,” says Greer, laughing. “She’d say, ’so people are just calling you an asshole, and it’s going into some Official Asshole Book?’ And I’m like, ‘That’s actually accurate, that’s exactly what’s happening’. It was fun for a while, too.”

			For a while. Until the hackers showed up and ruined the integrity of the leaderboard by modifying their save data to artificially boost their sin score, which proved to be trivially easy on both the PC and console versions of Dark Souls. It’s kind of perfect, really, if you stop to think about it. Of all the hacked leaderboards in existence, this one is the most accurate. Hackers telling a digital falsehood to augment their sin score, which almost makes the leaderboard legitimate again, in a weird way. I was overcome by a desire to interview somebody in the Book of the Guilty’s Top 10, one of the Biggest Assholes in America, or Europe, or South Africa, or wherever they happened to be plying their hateful trade.

			I booted up my PC copy of Dark Souls and consulted the Book as if it was some kind of attendance roll call for a Satanic Black Mass jotted down by none other than Aleister Crowley himself. I started making my way methodically down the Top 10: Alts, WerWolf, stewkat916, Footsteps, et al. I attempted to find the relevant players by cross-referencing these IDs against the Steam database. No luck. Many of them returned no search results, claiming the IDs didn’t exist. Others I was able to locate but, inexplicably, their game libraries didn’t contain Dark Souls. The more bland and generic the name, the less sad I was to hit an investigative dead end. But while searching for the Steam ID belonging to Reimu’s Armpits (#9 in the Book of the Guilty), you let yourself hope. Disappointment followed.

			All of the players in the Top 10 possessed the maximum sin score – 60,000, Dark Souls’ mark of the boast, if you like. If players were going to risk a potential account ban to cheat on an exam, they’d at least give themselves full marks. So I decided to scroll down the list until I found people who fell just short of the 60,000. A search for #58 on the list, a bona fide sin-star named SongNonymous, the proud owner of 59,999 sin points, led me to the profile of a player with 515 hours of gameplay logged in Dark Souls. I cross-referenced against Twitter and sent a message, asked him to drop me a line. To heighten my odds, I followed the same protocol with #72, a player named Nephutis who had slightly fewer sin points (59,933) but had racked up a mind-melting 1,089 hours played, not to mention an impressive 100% achievement completion.

			Nephutis got back to me quickly with a short but promising reply, offering to answer any questions I may have, drawing on his approximately 2,800 hours of PvP experience. I sent Nephutis a list of questions. He still hasn’t responded. A cheat and a liar... figures. Just what you’d expect from a person whose soul was sagging beneath the weight of 59,933 units of sin.

			SongNonymous was more forthcoming. Toby Andersen (a.k.a. SongNonymous) is an 18-year-old student and aspiring writer based in Sweden doing his final year of pre-university studies. I find him friendly and forthcoming, with an endearingly nerdy sense of humour built around hyperbole, which he double-underlines via theatrical emphasis in his speech. He lingers on provocative phrases, sounding wholly self-conscious. He knows I’ve reached out to him because I’m looking for a deviant personality and he treats me as part journalist, part community-theatre casting director.

			“I hope you got lucky with the Souls fans,” he tells me after I describe this book and its interest in the Dark Souls community. “Because there are some of them that are not very, how should I say… nice. I should know. I’ve killed a lot of them.”

			“Are you one of the nice ones or one of the shady ones?” I ask.

			“Well, as a part of the PvP community I’d say I’m one of the nicer people,” says Andersen. “Like, I won’t kill someone if they’re fighting an NPC or someone else. That’s just not fun, I don’t enjoy doing that. But I’m still a scumbag because I jump into other people’s games and murder them.”

			Similar to Greer’s experience, the first time Andersen was invaded also happened to be in Anor Londo during his first playthrough. The invading phantom positioned himself on the narrow ledge that leads around the side of the cathedral by the infamous Greatbow-wielding Silver Knights, blocking his advance. The red phantom waved cheekily. Undaunted,  Andersen proceeded to kick the invader off the ledge and waved back, eliciting a direct message calling him a scumbag for doing so.

			It’s hard to demonise anybody for trolling in a Souls game when Miyazaki himself admits to placing that particular archer in the location best suited to knocking players to their death. It’s like a Dark Souls re-enactment of the famous 1987 anti-drug PSA:

			Miyazaki: “Answer me! Who taught you how to do this stuff?!”

			Troll: “You, alright? I learned it by watching you!”

			To this day, kicking people off cliffs remains Andersen’s favourite PvP troll tactic. “It’s just so humiliating,” he says with obvious relish. “You can’t do anything. You just get stun-locked off of a bridge or something by someone who’s running around with no armour, just a shield on his back, and he’s kicking you in the face multiple times. It’s great to be able to do such terrible things and win.”

			When Miyazaki designed the invasion mechanic, which first appeared in Demon’s Souls, he had his own Pandora’s Box concerns about giving players the freedom to bring chaos and havoc into the lives of their fellow players. How much anarchy do you permit before your game world turns into Lordran of the Flies?

			“I did worry [about the consequences of creating that opportunity for trolling], and still do,” he admits.

			“I like games with ‘gaps’ – spaces that allow the users to be resourceful and make discoveries, and invent their own ways to enjoy the game. So, if a player uses Chameleon to inventively fool an opponent, or someone leaves a message that leads you leaping to your doom, then in my mind, they’re doing justice to the Dark Souls style of fun. But there are cases where it goes too far, and the player on the receiving end is not given a fair shake.

			“This is an example of failing in my goal of using online play to distill the fascinating aspects of humans and human society. Back to the drawing board!”

			When I ask Andersen what keeps him coming back to Dark Souls PvP after hundreds of hours, he ponders silently for a moment. “I guess it was just the invasion itself,” he says. “Knowing that you are in someone else’s world and you are there to ruin their entire existence for a couple of minutes. You can do basically whatever you want and they can’t do anything about it. I love being in control like that, it’s fun. The actual fighting is not as much fun as ruining someone else’s day.”

			“What is fun to you about ruining someone else’s day?” I ask, trying to sound as non-judgmental as possible. I imagine myself as a distinguished psychiatrist, inquisitive and unflustered by my patient’s sociopathic declaration.

			“I guess it’s kind of revenge for what I had to suffer through when I was a noob,” says Andersen. “Like, I know how it is to be invaded and killed when you’re new to the game, and so I just want to put other people through that kind of misery.”

			“Do you feel like the Dark Souls equivalent of the kid who was raised in a violent home and grew up to be violent?” I ask.

			“Yeah, I do,” he says. “I mean, I’m not a very violent person in real life. I act like a douchebag in Dark Souls because I don’t want to go to jail in real life, you can put it like that. On a bad day, I’d say, I’m going to stay up all night non-stop ruining people’s lives.”

			“Have you done that?” I ask, trying to suss out if it’s just another bit of sporting hyperbole.

			“Yes, but never when I had school,” he replies. “Just during the weekends.”
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			That last statement from Andersen perfectly embodies the schism between the virtual menace prodding at the freedom built into Dark Souls’ systems, and the conscientious human being outside the game world who wants to make sure he gets enough rest to be able to function in school the next day. It reminded me of a similar topic of discussion that arose during my conversation with Jeremy Greer about the disconnect between the adult hovering outside Dark Souls and the mischievous avatar fooling about inside.

			“I’m a super nice guy,” Greer told me. “I know a sales person would say that, but in my personal interactions with people, I never get mad. I never get upset. I never call people bad names. I’m a really laid-back and chill dude, but there was something so tempting [about invasion in Dark Souls], it was like the dark side if you want to apply the Star Wars metaphor to it. You’re like, ‘Oh shit, they’ve got Force Lightning? I want Force Lightning!’ [Invasion] brought out that evil side in me for some reason. It was a lot of fun.

			“I look back on playing Dark Souls PvP with a lot of fond memories. I spent time in the Tomb of the Giants trying to invade people for a while because if you’re going to be a dick, go all out, right?”

			“Did you ever look at your trolliest exploits and think, ‘Who the hell is that guy?’” I ask.

			“Absolutely,” he replied without hesitation. “But in the back of your head you’re like, ‘That guy is kind of always there, but you don’t let him out because that’s not a good guy!’ Nobody wants to see that dude.”

			Maybe the human psyche functions like a simulation of Dark Souls running on the brain. Thoughts invade like red phantoms, uninvited, one after another, day in, day out. Some are full of spite and retaliation, some bow and give you a chance to top up your health before the duel begins, some simply pop in to make you spill your beer laughing then drop a gift of humanity. But the reality is that every phantom evaporates at some point and gets kicked back to whatever world it came from. Outside the fantasy’s surface membrane, you’re noble and safe regardless. The invaders can’t touch you.

			Several days after my conversation with SongNonymous, I realise that I never asked him if his Book of the Guilty entry was legitimate or a hack like all those others. So I send him a message to ask. A few minutes later I get a two-word reply: “It’s legit.” If true, he’s a rogue but at least an honourable one. And with a score of 59,999, that means he’s one single point from Dark Souls’ level cap of pure, irredeemable evil. That’s just one more indictment, which ought to be trivially easy to acquire. I’m going to let myself imagine that Dark Souls doesn’t allow anyone playing by the rules to hit the 60,000 cap. If you’ve murdered thousands of adventurers but resisted temptation in one key respect, it would stand as a testament to the fact that there’s still a drop of goodness left. There’s hope for him, for all of us, yet.
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			Darkroot Garden  

Valley of the Drakes

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘Cometh thee not for the grave of Sir Artorias? My advice true, forget this! The legend of Artorias art none but a fabrication… Traversing the dark? ‘Tis but a fairy tale.’

            
   
			
			
   

			I’M NOT OBLIGATED TO UPHOLD ANY PRETENSE OF OBJECTIVITY HERE so let me just say: Darkroot is my favourite area in all of Dark Souls. I find it so easy to imagine the feel of the damp, spongy earth underfoot. The pervasive quiet feels both duvet-safe and primed for horror. Magical iridescent white flowers planted throughout the stage glow reassuringly, illuminating one’s carefully proceeding footfall.

			Though removed by a fair distance from the Duke’s Archives and Crystal Cave, we find in Darkroot Garden and Darkroot Basin shared DNA strands – crystal golems, the boss version of Seath’s Moonlight Butterfly creation, evidence of sorcery and enchantment. One of the game’s most impressive feats is how it takes the most wooden of fantasy genre conventions and pulls a Pinocchio-like vivification. Welcome to Dark Souls’ spellbinding take on the enchanted forest.

			Speaking of wooden things coming to life, beware the Demonic Foliage that rises Ent-like from the forest floor and shakes the soil from its branches before attempting to wallop you with outstretched limbs. The magic holding sway in Darkroot appears to have a similar effect on other entities in this same area. You’ll witness giant suits of armour, covered in moss and looking as if they’ve been buried in the forest floor for decades, climb to their feet when you approach.

			I used to laugh at the absurdity of those mushroom dudes padding around the swamp near the Enchanted Ember, but now it strikes me as internally consistent. If the magic in this area is possessing and anthropomorphising foliage elsewhere in the Garden, why not mushrooms? Then again, as in Super Mario Bros, including mushrooms in your game when trippy shit is going down always strikes me as a sensible design call. Also, let’s just take a second to appreciate the work of whichever artist at From Software painted the knuckles of the Mushroom Parents’ fists with blood spatter, signalling that these foes’ lazy haymakers connect like a medieval battering ram knocking on a castle’s front gate.

			The winding cliff-ledge path that leads from the higher ground of Darkroot Garden to the Basin below adds a sense of geographical progression and dynamic contrast. You’ll hear jazz musicians talk about how playing the rests in the music can be just as important as hitting the notes surrounding them. In Dark Souls, more spacious arenas such as Darkroot Basin provide a necessary counterpoint to the highly crafted arteries through which you pass in the game’s maze-like sequences.

			But there’s another ingenious aspect to Darkroot Basin’s layout. With the imposing Hydra occupying a lake at the far end of the area, you create a sublimely gradual tension ramp. Torpedoes of water come rocketing across the map, alerting you to… something not entirely clear at first. The careful approach to the Hydra makes your encounter with it all the more momentous.

			On the other side of a cave tunnel cutting through Darkroot Basin’s cliff you find the Valley of the Drakes, a narrow bit of connective map ligament that lodges in the memory due to the dramatic chasm that cuts through its middle and the lightning-spitting drakes patrolling its confines. There’s a giant Undead Dragon slumped over the cliff’s edge, looking haggard and partially decomposed. As he succumbs helplessly to even the most timid-ranged attack, it’s hard not to feel a stab of regret. No bard ever spun verse about a warrior putting an age-withered beast out of its misery.

			Similarly and sublimely melancholic, the two bosses inhabiting Darkroot each have their own way of making your heart ache. The Moonlight Butterfly does it with music. Deviating from the game’s usual climactic-moment soundtrack – what game critic Oli Welsh exquisitely described in his review of Dark Souls as “the appalled shrieking of a chamber choir” – you instead get an otherworldly siren lullaby. The scene is pure video-game hypnosis: the metronomic rhythm of the Butterfly’s slow-beating wings, the glittering particles hovering around its body, the lilt of the soloist’s aria. Dying to the Moonlight Butterfly feels like expiring peacefully in one’s bed, or surrendering to death in a winter wood as the elements draw a white shroud over your body. The Moonlight Butterfly is beautiful and there’s dramatic tension in being asked to kill something that angelic.

			As for the other boss, the Great Grey Wolf Sif guards the grave of his slain companion Artorias, a noble act which inspires empathy before a single blow has been dealt by either party. Once you’ve flogged Sif to a tiny bit of health remaining, the once-regal creature begins limping about the arena, drawing one of his front paws off the ground as if there’s a thorn lodged in it.

			Then, like in Shadow of the Colossus, you’re expected to finish  the deed even though the behemoth earmarked for extermination looks pitiable. So few combat-driven games ever force players to confront the reality of remorse, and even among the few that do, the percentage that actually hit the note in an emotionally resonant fashion is vanishingly small. There’s no way to walk away from Sif at this point. You kill him, or he kills you. Dark Souls expects you to fight, but let’s take a moment to appreciate the fact that it also expects you to feel. In a game full of sketchbook monstrosities, Sif is just a wolf, albeit a towering one with a sword in his mouth. Still he reminds us of our canine companions outside the game, of man’s best friend. We ruefully put him down.
         
			
			
            





	
				
			Tough Love

			On Dark Souls’ Difficulty

			By Keza MacDonald

			Dark Souls’ most obvious trait also happens to be its least interesting; fixating on ‘gosh, this game’s hard’ seems a bit obvious when we could be talking about its themes, its lore, its fascinating game design. Dark Souls is more than a Tough Mudder challenge for the couch-bound. But Dark Souls’ difficulty is also inescapable and, rightly or wrongly, it’s what the game is most famous for. Ask players for their recollections, and they will tell you the moments that made them cry, the moments when they felt physically and mentally broken by a boss fight, the moments when they nearly gave up. And if you dig a little deeper, examining Dark Souls’ difficulty yields a lot of insight into what makes it work.

			If a game’s punishingly hard, people tend to just give up on it; we’ve all been there, throwing the controller at the floor after the 12th attempt at some badly-checkpointed level or irritating boss. What is it about Dark Souls that makes us persevere? Is there something essentially masochistic in the makeup of a Souls fanatic?

			Of course, some people do just give up. The breaking point for many arrives somewhere before the 10-hour mark. Often it’s the Taurus Demon – on my own first run through the game, I spent four hours hacking bravely away at Taurus’ heels on that bridge, having missed the helpful tutorial about plunge attacks back in the Undead Asylum. When I finally beat him, using a rusty dagger on that narrow platform, I nearly cried with relief – though I actually did cry when, weeks later after the game had come out, I discovered how easy that whole process could have been if I’d just climbed the ladder and dropped on his head.

			Most Dark Souls players can name the moment that they broke through ‘the wall’: you need one big, hard-won victory to cement the cycle of effort, frustration, reward and release that drives people through the game. That first big victory, where you’ve faced something that seemed impossible at first and conquered it after hours of failure and death and learning, is also necessary before you come to understand the core idea at the heart of Dark Souls’ design: death as education.
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			This is, of course, not conventional game design. Conventional game design eases players into an experience, gradually introducing new concepts and abilities before putting you in any real danger, rather than dropping you right into a world full of things that are trying to kill you as swiftly and horribly as possible and watching you get on with it. This type of game design relies upon trusting the player to persevere, to learn from dying and try again, rather than just put down the controller and walk away, and it’s baked into every design decision in Dark Souls. Every death presents an opportunity for reflection and improvement. Even the long run back from the bonfire to the fog-gate before a boss domain offers an opportunity to contemplate where you went wrong last time.

			When Miyazaki took over the reins on Demon’s Souls, this concept of death as education was rather difficult to explain, because… well, it hadn’t been done before. As we’ve mentioned, he and his producer from Sony, Takeshi Kajii, actually had to lie to the Sony higher-ups about it to get the game green-lit. “To be quite honest, we didn’t really mention that aspect of the game when we did the presentations to Sony,” Miyazaki told me back in 2011, on the day Dark Souls was released in Japan. “We knew that people at the publisher would feel [that it was too difficult and off-putting], and that they’d make us change it. So in the product concept presentations I didn’t talk about it much.

			“Of course I communicated with our producer at Sony, Kajii-san – but he actually agreed with me. Before Demon’s came out, both Sony and players would have thought ‘What the hell is he talking about, death as education? What is he thinking?’ But now everybody is fully aware of the concept.

			“The main concept behind the death system is trial-and-error. The difficulty is high, but always achievable. Everyone can achieve without all that much technique – all you need to do is learn, from your deaths, how to overcome the difficulties. Overcoming challenges by learning something in a game is a very rewarding feeling, and that’s what I wanted to prioritise in Dark Souls and Demon’s Souls. And because of the online [gameplay systems], you can even learn something from somebody else’s death. I’d say that was the main concept behind the online [aspects], too.”

			Miyazaki makes an often-overlooked point about technique. You don’t need to be an enormously skilled gamer to play Dark Souls (though it certainly helps, especially if you go for a close-quarters style of play). The range of weapons, magics and techniques that Dark Souls accommodates means that if you’re not finding much success with an enormous sword, you’re encouraged to experiment with other approaches. Because of the way the game communicates and asks you to learn, anyone can play it as long as they’re willing to persevere and adapt.

			“I come down on the side saying that Dark Souls isn’t especially difficult, it’s just extremely punishing,” says Jamie Madigan, a psychologist (and big Dark Souls fan) who specialises in the intersection of games and psychology. “If you don’t do something correctly, you’re dead. Once you figure things out, it’s not especially difficult; probably more so than a lot of games, but it’s not on the level of Super Meat Boy or Ori & The Blind Forest or some of those maso-core platforming games, and it’s not difficult in the same way that playing a competitive first-person shooter against a really skilled and experienced team is difficult and frustrating.

			“Dark Souls does require manual dexterity and twitch reflexes, but it’s also pretty obvious in its feedback. I think one of the appealing things about it from a psychology perspective is that we only learn and are motivated to pursue goals to the extent that we get feedback about what we’re doing. Dark Souls provides pretty clear, immediate and useful feedback, which our brains are designed to pay attention to and make use of.”

			Understanding the psychology of Dark Souls and what it does to our brains is the key to understanding why its version of difficulty is so rewarding and absorbing, where difficulty in other games is just frustrating and off-putting. One of the key psychological models behind human motivation is something called self-determination theory, which posits that for a person to persist and feel motivated by an activity, it has to satisfy three different needs: mastery, autonomy, and relatedness. Dark Souls offers mastery in spades, in that you always feel like you are getting better. Autonomy is the feeling that you are free to make choices, and that those choices are meaningful, which Dark Souls also accommodates. And finally, there’s relatedness: the feeling of connectedness to people. That’s one of the things that prevents Dark Souls’ difficulty from being too demoralising: it has a sense of community. You know that you’re going through it with thousands of other people, too, and seeing their messages and ghostly presences in your own game helps you feel like you’re not alone.

			It’s also important to feel like we have control. Unfair difficulty is never fun. And though some deaths in Dark Souls are unexpected, they’re rarely inexplicable and are usually your fault. If you play through the same sections over and over again, as most people have to, you come to realise that there is fundamentally almost no randomness in Dark Souls. The environment and enemies always behave in the same way. It’s what you do that changes, and the predictability of everything else makes mastery possible.

			“If there’s no clear relationship between what you do and what the outcome is, it’s not as motivating to play because you don’t feel like you’re accumulating any mastery,” Jamie explains. “You don’t feel like anything you do has a direct result. So I think that’s one reason why [Dark Souls] is so appealing: once you start to learn it, it’s essentially predictable.”
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			Over the course of writing this book, one thing I’ve heard over and over again from Dark Souls players is that, because of the high stakes, both victory and defeat feel more meaningful. This is something that especially appeals to people who have been playing games for decades, because since the early ’00s, games have generally been trending away from that kind of challenge. 

			Dark Souls’ translator Ryan Morris sums it up: “[Dark Souls] put the significance of things that were happening back into games. Like, you have to care about dying when your souls are on the line. You have to assess a situation and figure out if it’s really worth taking the risk and doing it. And so it keeps you on the edge of your seat, because your time investment in the game is actually at risk, so you get spooked and freaked out.”

			That physical component to the Dark Souls experience – the sweating palms, the racing heart, the cold, nauseating dread when you fall victim to a little gang of Hollows on your way back to a bonfire and lose 20,000 souls – intrigued me. Other games are exciting, sure, but I don’t think I’ve ever leaped up and screamed at the television, arms raised in jubilation, whilst playing any other game. The way you feel during the final minutes of those tight boss fights, where both you and your foe are millimetres from death and you’ve been holding your breath for seemingly minutes at a time, is not something most video games are capable of eliciting.

			“We have that reaction whenever we reach any sort of goal in life, a goal that you’ve been working towards and applying things you’ve learned,” Jamie says. “It’s in proportion to the amount of energy and effort you’ve invested. You have an endorphin release not dissimilar to what you’d have with an orgasm: when you reach a goal your brain releases chemicals that make you feel happy and satisfied.

			“In video games, probably a lot like in sports, there’s a feedback system. When you’re doing something demanding, your heart rate goes up, your skin galvanises, you start to perspire and breathe faster, you have all these physiological reactions – and there’s lots of research in the psychology literature showing that those things can feed on each other and cycle back. You’re excited, and because you’re excited, your heart rate goes up, and you become aware that your heart rate has gone up and you interpret that as evidence that you’re excited, and so you get more excited and your heart rate goes up more. And these physiological and psychological systems go back and forth.”

			It’s possible to trick people into this kind of feedback loop, of course. Consider the insidiously addictive, but not meaningfully rewarding appeal of slot machines and less scrupulous free-to-play games, for example. But it’s difficult to fake for long. If achievements are illusory, we become wise to it, and the thrill dissipates. Because Dark Souls keeps the stakes consistently high, its thrill does not noticeably dissipate – well, certainly not until you’re past your first few playthroughs.

			For all the suffering that Dark Souls has inflicted upon us, it’s rarely totally demoralising. There’s always something else to try or someone to turn to in search of help. And even when they are smacking you in the face with your own incompetence, you get the impression that From’s designers are often doing so with a cheeky smile on their faces rather than a sadistic grimace. Dark Souls’ sense of humour is greatly under-appreciated: in what other game can you get punched to death by a mushroom?

			“It’s all tied in with the difficulty level,” Miyazaki said, back on the day of Dark Souls’ release. “The development team did think it might be funny to design, for instance, an area where you’re forced to play on a tiny little beam with traps everywhere. It’s hard, but never impossible, and there is that element of humour – that people might laugh when they get killed, that they might feel caught out by the game. The game design is intended to be such that you don’t feel frustration, but instead feel understanding – the urge to try again.”
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			Sanctuary Garden 

Oolacile Sanctuary

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘Well, look at this one. From what far-away age has thou come? Thy scent is very human, indeed, but not intolerable. Ah, Princess Dusk’s saviour. Thine aura is precisely as she described.’

            
   
			
			
   

			YOU DON’T HAVE TO SQUINT VERY HARD to recognise in Dark Souls a deep indebtedness to The Legend of Zelda series. Swords and shields, bows and arrows. The vast interconnected world map, which generously rewards exploration. The embrace of Tolkienesque fantasy. A voiceless protagonist. Goliath-duel boss encounters. Combat in which z-targeting invites circling stand-offs. An abundance of environmental secrets such as illusory walls, which the first Zelda entry, released in 1986, experimented with in a variety of forms. 

			When I asked Miyazaki a few years back to name his favourite game of all time, he settled on A Link To The Past, which will come as a shock to nobody. If you were to swap out the Chosen Undead’s garb for a green tunic and hat, place a Master Sword in his left hand, Dark Souls could easily pass for a gritty, alternate-universe sequel to Ocarina of Time: Link’s version of Batman’s Christopher Nolan makeover.

			As our survey of Lordran takes us through a portal in the rear corner of Darkroot Basin to the Sanctuary Garden, we view yet another mark of kinship between Souls games and the Zelda series: a recurring fascination with time travel. Venturing through this portal takes you back in time to the lost land of Oolacile, renowned for its sorceries. This slice of backstory goes a long way to explaining the enchanted nature of Darkroot, which would arise in this same location 200-300 years after Oolacile fell.

			Whereas Ocarina of Time hosts a time-hopping transition between two stages of Link’s lifespan, Dark Souls does the same for a patch of Lordran. Observant players will notice that Oolacile Sanctuary occupies the same location as the boss arena where you encountered Great Grey Wolf Sif. Proceeding into the Royal Wood, you make a daylight trek through the same trees that will, in a later age, be veiled in perpetual dark.

			Circling back to an earlier point about how Dark Souls entices your imagination to connect the dots between intentional gaps in its narrative or missing chunks of its ruined architecture, Oolacile accomplishes the same thing on a historical timescale. Even as you’re walking through the Royal Wood, you’re comparing it to Darkroot in your head and trying to construct the missing ligament. Are these imposing Stone Guardians precursors to the Giant Stone Knights that doze on the floor of Darkroot Garden until your footfall rouses them? Are the scarecrow beasts toiling in the Royal Wood with pitchforks and pruning shears ancestors of the Demonic Foliage, ancient kin that hadn’t yet gone feral and evolved traits of the very trees they once tended?

			Most RPGs dominate players’ attention with quests and subquests. Dark Souls specialises in posing questions and sub-questions.

			
            





	
			
			You Lived 

			How One Fan Cheated Death

			By Keza MacDonald

			Every Dark Souls player has faced death many times, in the virtual realm. We’ve all learned from these shadow demises; death, after all, is Dark Souls’ primary system of education, woven into every aspect of the game’s design. But for all the dying we do, it’s all still comfortably removed from the terror and finality of real-world death. Few of us, fortunately, have had to contend with that.

			For Jon Showalter, though, his experience with Dark Souls intertwines with a real-life brush with death. A video game player since childhood, Jon was blown away by the challenge and artistry of Miyazaki’s series. He first encountered Demon’s Souls in his senior year of college, intrigued by a trailer that sold him on a pre-order; it was around the same time that he first began dating his wife-to-be Sara. He’d wake up early on Friday mornings and devote hours to Demon’s Souls while she slept. By the time Dark Souls launched in 2011 he had already fallen hard for Souls. Jon spent, by his estimation, 700 hours on Dark Souls in those first couple of years, from a 70-hour first playthrough to crafting perfect PvP builds for a weekly forum-organised ‘fight club’. He reckons he created and deleted around 25 different characters.

			“I felt like Dark Souls was exactly what Miyazaki wanted to create with Demon’s Souls,” says Jon, reflecting on his many hours with the game. “I think that set up a perfect platform for Dark Souls to perfect a lot of mechanics that weren’t quite there yet, like the Estus Flask healing system. The whole interconnected world is just incredible. I think it’s so cool how everything was so elegantly crafted. I remember beating it for the first time and thinking, man, I have so many ideas for different things I want to do with this. I started off with a strength build and wanted to get the biggest, heaviest weapon I could and do as much damage as possible, but then I realised there are so many different character types you could play with… and that’s all before I got into PvP.”

			Recently, however, the game has come to mean much more to him. On the night of July 11, 2015, whilst staying at his parents’ lake house with his family, Jon experienced multiple seizures and went into cardiac arrest – something that just one in 10 people survive, if it happens outside a hospital. His heart just suddenly stopped working. He was 27 years old. He had been born with a heart defect that had gone undetected all that time, and if he had not been around his wife Sara and her parents – who were trained in CPR – he would not even have made it to the hospital. He spent nine days in a medically-induced coma, and awoke with a tube down his throat and no idea where he was or what had happened to him. After another week, during which he endured the worst three-hour ambulance ride you could imagine to get him to an appropriate hospital, he had surgery to place a defibrillator in his chest. The scar runs across the left side of his chest, unignorable.

			He was extremely lucky to pull through. When he was awoken from his medically-induced coma, his family had to contend with the possibility that he would have major brain damage as a result of the lack of oxygen to his brain; his wife, an occupational therapist herself, was no stranger to the implications of such damage. Fortunately, a CAT scan revealed that he’d escaped unscathed, save some short-term memory loss, and he was discharged from the hospital. It was during the ensuing long weeks of mentally and physically exhausting recovery that Jon rediscovered Dark Souls.

			When he got home, Jon found himself on a strange, disrupted sleep schedule, adapting to several new medications and feeling increasingly anxious over lying down at home all the time, unable to do much for himself. “It was a very hard time for me,” says Jon, in what is possibly the understatement of the century. “I became depressed and was struggling with figuring out how to move on and attempt a normal life. I had become hollow. I couldn’t enjoy movies or even think about playing a game until I came across a lonely Twitch channel in the middle of one of my many sleepless nights. Some guy had just begun his first run at Dark Souls. I watched for a bit and chatted with the streamer about how much I had enjoyed the game.

			“The next morning I woke up, took my daily medicine, and popped in Dark Souls to peruse all of my characters I’d so proudly crafted and poured so much time into. I set out to start a new playthrough as a pyromancer build. Over the next few days I meticulously worked my way towards ringing the two bells, obtaining the Lordvessel and slaying Gwyn. It was the first time since my accident that I was able to forget about what had happened and actually enjoy something.”

			Jon had often played games as an escape in the past, wondering occasionally whether it was entirely healthy; sometimes, of course, one has to confront stress head-on. But this time, Jon had something serious to escape, and he found that Dark Souls helped him process his ordeal. “It was the first time I could be mad at something other than what happened to me,” he reflects. “I could be mad about some terrible floating platform mechanics in Dark Souls that had caused me to fall off a cliff, and not the fact that my heart sucks for no reason and I don’t understand why. It was an enormous relief for me, to finally get mad at something and care about something other than this.”

			Jon has since recovered and returned to work, adapting to his new reality – though it’s not always easy. You might think that Dark Souls took on something of a different meaning for him during his recovery; what game teaches us more about determination to survive than Dark Souls, after all? But he says that for him, at that time, it was actually comforting, despite the prevalence of death as both a game mechanic and thematic motif in the world of Lordran. 

			“It was a completely positive thing,” he says. “I think it’s the kind of game where you have to be in a certain mood to sit down and play. I can’t just sit down and play for 20 minutes coming home after work. It’s the kind of thing you want to get up early for on a Saturday or Sunday morning. I’m either 100% way into Dark Souls and can’t do anything else, or I’m completely out of it. It totally consumes you.” Which, of course, is rather useful when you have weeks to kill at home, recovering from a near-death experience.

			Nonetheless, he’s currently taking a break. After 700 hours, Dark Souls would always hold a special prominence in Jon’s life, but after his experiences in 2015 it became more than a game to him. “I may not play Dark Souls again for a while,” he says, “but I am eternally grateful for it, and how it therapeutically got me through the worst time of my life. 

			“It is a wonderful product of Hidetaka Miyazaki’s creativity, a shining example of what is perhaps the greatest gift of video games: a temporary escape from the stress and anxiety that can consume our everyday lives.”
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			Oolacile Township

Chasm Of The Abyss

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘You are astonishing. The truth I shall share without sentiment. After the advent of fire, the ancient lords found the three souls. But your progenitor found a fourth, unique soul. The Dark Soul.’

            
   
	
			
			THE RESIDENTS OF OOLACILE TOWNSHIP DIDN’T RESPOND WELL TO THE DARK ushered in by Manus, whose grave they unwisely desecrated. They degenerated into so-called Bloatheads, grotesque beasts with overlong arms, mutated heads, too many eyeballs. Upon entering the township, the area’s designers immediately show you a courtyard and gazebo, as if to reaffirm that this was once an area that had marketplaces and music. Several Bloatheads linger in this courtyard with their backs turned, as if still loitering about in the exact place where they happened to be congregating at the moment of their transformation.

			The ruins of the Township bear a uniformly vomitous hue, moss and lichen creeping across filthy stone facades. This look gives the buildings a corpse-like pallor, as if the warmth and lifeblood has drained out of the architecture itself. As you progress toward the base of the area, you start to see turquoise ribbons of Dark corruption webbing through the stone like rampant varicose veins, once again treating the structures around you like organic entities in their own right. The visual thematic almost perfectly mirrors the spreading contamination in the Duke’s Archives, where patches of crystal invade surfaces like the first tendrils of a climbing vine, intent to strangle.

			One other minor but lovely design touch: many of the buildings in Oolacile Township display a Pisa-like tilt. Not only does this make the overall shape of the area less samey, but it provides a visual clue that something has destabilised the foundation beneath. Indeed, when a cursed abyss hollows out the foundation beneath your city, you’re not left with much foundation to speak of.

			CHASM OF THE ABYSS

            [image: ]

			The entryway to the Chasm of The Abyss beneath Oolacile Township takes the form of a broken wall in a prison dungeon, as if somebody has used a controlled detonation – or an undaunted fist – to punch a hole in the side of a bank vault. The Chasm is not a prime sightseeing destination. Inky darkness consumes the area, leaving only a small halo of visibility. You must puzzle your way through a meandering cave system, navigating barren rooms dotted with Bloatheads and floating packs of Humanity sprites. The stone floor and walls boast the purplish iridescence of obsidian, and stalagmites subtly mark the perimeter of ledges. You’re on your way to the lair of Manus, The Father Of The Abyss, where you will also find the exhumed grave mound that started all this trouble in the first place.

            		
			
   





	
			Why We Play

			Untangling The Allure Of Dark Souls

			By Keza MacDonald

			There’s this thing called the Bartle Test of Gamer Psychology, named after its inspiration Richard Bartle and developed by two psychologists called Brandon Downey and Erwin Andraesen, which is essentially a Myers-Briggs personality test for gamers. Through a series of dichotomous questions, it assesses what motivates you when you’re playing a game. Do you like competition? Achievement? Finding things out? Making friends? Every person has a different combination of four characteristics: Explorer, Achiever, Killer and Socialiser. You can take the Bartle Test online, if you like. It has its limitations, but can still illuminate aspects of your personality that affect how you engage with games.

			Different player personalities tend to prefer different kinds of games. If you’re an Explorer, you’re not going to find much to like about a competitive shooter, and you’re highly motivated by the accumulation and sharing of knowledge; Killers, meanwhile, see little value in a game where there’s nobody to compete with and no AI to antagonise. Achievers will tire of games that don’t allow them to fete their accomplishments (and give them status symbols to go with them, like the appropriately-named Achievement points), whereas Socialisers couldn’t care less about leaderboards and are more interested in sharing their gaming with friends, and making new ones.

			Dark Souls is unusual in that it has ways of satisfying every kind of player. As a result, when you ask people what they love about Dark Souls, you’ll get a fascinating array of answers. Most will talk about the difficulty – something we’ve already explored at length – and there are people who see overcoming that challenge as the biggest reason to play Dark Souls. Achiever-types find enormous satisfaction in flaunting powerful weapons they’ve gleaned from running the Dark Souls gauntlet. Others find joy in the calculated, creative destruction of unsuspecting players in PvP, in duelling, invading or just straight-up griefing. Exploration-loving players have the time of their lives in Dark Souls, accumulating the knowledge they need to understand the game and the lore, before passing that knowledge on to others. Some people play co-operatively, or at least during the same window of time in which friends are experiencing the game fresh, finding immense satisfaction in being part of the community of Dark Souls players. Others still yank the Ethernet cable from the back of the console or PC and play through in isolation, motivated to succeed without help (or hindrance) from others.

			A great number of the fellowship of Dark Souls devotees are people who’ve been playing games all their lives, and have found in it something they’d lost over the years: not just challenge, but wonder. You don’t have to be a long-time gamer to love Dark Souls, but if you are, it feels like a direct retaliation to modern video games’ obsession with spoon-feeding, with setting out a banquet of fun and inviting you to gorge, rather than work for it. But then, a great number of Souls fans aren’t lifelong gamers at all. Indeed, having a vast amount of experience with video games can be as much of an impediment as an advantage with Dark Souls, because it plays so knowingly with video-game conventions. What you expect from it is often the exact opposite of what it does.

			Why do we play Dark Souls? Everybody has their own answer to this question. The impulse to write this book arises, in part, from a desire to more clearly articulate an answer, and it’s often best expressed in players’ own words. We’ve received hundreds of testimonials over the course of writing this book. What follows is a small selection of them: dispatches from Lordran that give some idea of the vast plurality of reasons why we play.

            
			

            EXPLORERS

			“I’d have to attribute my love of Dark Souls and its world to its lore and the way the game’s story revealed itself. Forcing you to jigsaw every tidbit of the story together ensures the player’s involvement – you have to want to engage to actually understand the story. Clever symbolism and some really engaging philosophical ideas on creation, the meaning of life, mortality, decay and the idea of cycles are a big part of why Dark Souls’ story is so special to me.”

			— Wil Palmer

			“I love Miyazaki’s map design and level design, which I think is a key part of what makes the games interesting. But it’s easy to overlook because it’s all kind of just there, and you’re not really conscious of it. His designs seem maze-like, but they actually guide you. They mean to show you the way, and he designs it so that you don’t need a minimap; you should remember things as you learn them, and you should be guided by the design instead.”

			— Ryan Morris

			“Darkroot Garden was the point where it really became clear that Dark Souls was a work of genius. Transparent hunters chasing you down, trees that saw fit to eat your face, mysterious plodding mushrooms that I didn’t have the courage to even approach – after hours of pushing you through treacherous tight corridors, the game finally offered up the freedom to explore, and I found myself paralysed by fear at the prospect. Until of course, you had to move.

			“Unwanted attention saw you running and stumblingwithout any clear direction, perhaps off a cliff, perhaps into the arms of one of those genuinely horrifying cat-bear hybrids. Upon finally reaching the limits of the area, the scale and ambition of the game became clear, as you looked down upon the distant glistening beauty of the hydra, awaiting in the lake below. Darkroot Garden felt like the perfect pinnacle of what the game offered, enticing you forward with magic and wonder whilst keeping you at arm’s length with gut-wobbling worry.”

			— Matt Lees

			“I had been growing a bit tired of all of the clichéd and overblown stereotypes in most video games. I just wanted to do something other than follow a blip on a map to a destination, collect this, kill that and then follow the next blip. I wanted to go on a journey of my own and not constantly be told to do this or that. I wanted to be afforded the opportunity to think for myself, to be treated like an adult. For all of the horrors and seemingly impossible challenges that inhabit it, Dark Souls is a thing of pure beauty. An expertly crafted, interlocking, vicious world with the sombre tranquility of Firelink Shrine at its heart; a concertina effect, origami-esque world, folding in on itself and unfolding again with each new area visited. A world that only affords the player the faintest hint of why they are there, what this world once was and what has made it what it is today.”

			— Adam Clarke

			“I love the the little ghosts that push through into the world -  ghostly outlines of people in other worlds. You might see them falling off a cliff. Sometimes you can press on the bloodstain to see how people died, though I never ever do it because that feels like a massive spoiler. But I love the ones that come unbidden into the world, the ones that are there for a split-second, maybe a character getting up from a bonfire or somebody else in a parallel world fighting a boss. That always feels really wonderful. It nicely supports this idea that this world’s not built for you. It’s just another way that the player doesn’t feel like all of this stuff is just for them to go and explore. There’s loads of other people doing this as well, and here they are.”

			— Ricky Haggett

			“For a game with so few traditional RPG elements, it’s amazing how far you can actually go with the roleplaying in Dark Souls. I myself built a Don Quixote, complete with hokey armour and oversized lance. Helping those in need, I did loads of co-op, putting my summon sign down wherever it was needed. Through this, I met some other great builds: Joan of Arc; a green-skinned Incredible Hulk who used only his fists; once, Jesus Christ. My favourite was Ghandi. This fella was playing Dark Souls as a semi-pacifist, wielding only shields and healing spells! To progress he summoned other people into his game and let them fight whilst he took the aggro and healed them. It was amazing how much flexibility you had in expressing yourself within Dark Souls’ game mechanics.”

			— Sam Greer

			“There’s not much in Ash Lake, and that feels like the point. The feeling in Dark Souls that resonates most for me is that sense of isolation, and I think it excels most at this when there is a sense of peace, a little bit of a void, when they’re giving you room to breathe and kind of soak things in. By the time you get to Ash Lake, it can be pretty late into the game. You saw a little flash of this area in the prologue cutscene, but here you have a wink to the beginning of its whole cosmology. This is the way it was before, peaceful and undisturbed.”

			— Kole Ross

			“I knew Dark Souls had a story. It was about this First Flame and a Lord of Sunlight named Gwyn and I was some chosen undead, but I wasn’t really reading the item descriptions so I didn’t quite realise the depth of it. This would come back to bite me. When Princess Gwynevere asked me very nicely to reignite the flame, that’s what I did. That’s what games have taught me to do. I run around and nice people – often very attractive ladies – give me quests and I do them and everybody loves me. That’s just how games work. I defeat Gwyn in an epic battle with melancholy music in the background. I link the first flame and rather than being crowned as some amazing saviour I am consumed by the flame. What?! I just spent six months and 85 hours just to die in a fire? I’d never played a game before that made me commit so much effort to it only to have the twist ending be ‘turns out lots of people were lying to you and now you’re dead’.

			“Time passed and one night I discovered some YouTubers talking about the story of Dark Souls. This was the moment my love of the Souls series turned into obsession. There is so much story in Dark Souls that I had no idea was going on. The princess that tricked me into lighting the First Flame turned out to actually be an illusion created by another god designed specifically to trick me. There was another layer to the twist ending that I didn’t even realise. It was like a twist inside another twist, and that was just the start of it. I started going to parties purely to talk to people about how great Dark Souls was. People would be like “Oh yeah, I was playing Skyrim or Dota or whatever" and I would be like "NO! DARK SOULS! WE HAVE TO TALK ABOUT DARK SOULS RIGHT NOW!"

			— David Michael Paul

			
            
 
ACHIEVERS

			“A lot of people claim that Dark Souls is about death and failure, but I don’t see it that way. For me, Dark Souls is about triumph, about mastering systems and movements until you can overcome barriers you never could have before.”

			— Luke Russell

			“A friend asked me recently if there was any resonance between my time in the military and my experience with Dark Souls. There’s definitely a correlation there. From 1995 to 1999 I was a Psychological Operations Specialist in the US Army. The phrase ‘intestinal fortitude’ was thrown around a lot. And that is what being an excellent soldier is about: persistence and resilience. For ruck marches and demanding physical situations, your body will work mechanically, but it’s your mind that determines what your real limits are. In his work of historical fiction about the Battle of Thermopylae, Gates of Fire, Steven Pressfield writes: ‘The hardship of the exercises is intended less to strengthen the back than to toughen the mind. The Spartans say that any army may win while it still has its legs under it; the real test comes when all strength is fled and the men must produce victory on will alone.’

			“Dark Souls is similarly demanding; not in the physical realm but in the much more difficult mental one – willpower. I’ve now logged 1400 hours total across Xbox and PC. My wife says that when it comes to Dark Souls I’m a masochist, but I respectfully disagree. When I think about the most impactful, special moments in my military career, Dark Souls shares the same qualities at its core. The game demands that you fully commit, have the guts to continue on and the patience to learn from your mistakes. When you finally achieve victory, you’re rewarded with an overwhelming feeling of elation and relief, your arms praising the sun in real life as surely as they are in-game.”

			— Jason Adams

			“Dark Souls is a game that made me feel shitty about myself for hours on end, for a month or so. And I loved every second of it. That game, more than any other I’ve ever seen, reflects the people who play it. It’s a mirror that shows ourselves back to us.”

			— Karl Morgan

			“There’s been plenty said about how Dark Souls changed gamers’ views of failure, but I think Dark Souls did more for my perception of success. Being a gamer with OCD, it takes effort to just enjoy playing a game, to forget trawling through collectibles and trophies, boring side quests and padding for that feeling of reward and completion. But Dark Souls isn’t about failure either; that’s just its tagline. Dark Souls is about playing. It’s why there are so many people on their second, third, eighth New Game+. It’s why I don’t care that I’ll never get its platinum trophy. Because Dark Souls is about playing, and it reminded me how to.”

			— Scott Rian

            
			
KILLERS

			“I spent most of my time in Dark Souls harassing people as a Darkwraith – or ‘Dickwraiths’ as me and my friends refer to the covenant – or meting out justice to invaders as a Darkmoon member. I chose to get myself a Black Knight cosplay outfit on the go to harass people in Sen’s Fortress. I felt that ganking in the Burg was boring, as people couldn’t defend themselves properly and didn’t really understand the game well enough at that point to make hunting them enjoyable. I chose Sen’s because of the traps and painful layouts of the environment, which gives the place its nickname of ‘Sen’s Funhouse’, so I was not the only thing pressuring the player. I enjoy people dying from their own mistakes. As I’d be spawning into my prey’s world, I would address them through the recent-players list with a message of ‘NONE SHALL PASS’. I would appear at the top near the Golem boss fog and wait. Any attempts to make it towards me would be met with me charging to attack. Any attempts to fight me on the platform usually resulted in a bomb landing on their head, or me kicking them off into the abyss below. I did this for hours and hours. People would usually waste boatloads of Estus flasks trying to kill me, with me eventually claiming their souls and humanity for myself. If they ever got past me, through help or sheer determination, they were usually so resource-low that the Golem would wreck their shit and send them back to the bonfire for Round 2 with me.”

			— Dante

			“In the last area of The Duke’s Archives, on the stairs that take you down into the Crystal Caves, you could hang out there and use the Chameleon spell to turn into an astrolabe – because that’s basically an astrolabe factory – and you would wait to get invaded. And 90% of the time the invaders know that area very well so they would run straight past you on their way to catch you before you get to Seath. And as soon as they ran past you, you could shoot them in the back with the Crystal Soul Spear and they would die. And at that point I would be like, I hope they send me a message calling me a dick because that is hysterical! And some people would, and some people would send me stuff going like, ’Oh my god, that was amazing, I’m gonna steal that!’ Some people really got into the spirit of it. Those times, you kind of hope to get a message. If you blew somebody’s mind so much they had to send you a message about it.”

			— Jeremy Greer

			“There was an insta-curse hack that showed up in PvP. You’d put something on your sword or your weapon, usually a Crystal Greatsword, and what would happen is you’d hit someone once, they get cursed, all of their equipment breaks and usually their game crashes. And then if you find them again, you either black-crystal out, or you take off all your clothes and you kick them off a cliff. I’ve had that experience, unfortunately, but I didn’t sit and cry about it. No, I invaded him right back and kicked him off a cliff. Actually, I didn’t kick him. He flung himself off a cliff. In the forest area, there’s a ladder that goes down to the Hydra. I climbed down that while I was standing on the edge. I was one frame away from climbing up the ladder, he swung, missed and fell down in the river and died, and I laughed like a maniac. I was naked at this point, I’d taken off all my broken armour. I didn’t even have any weapons, I backstabbed him with my fist to piss him off and then I ran. It’s bad manners. It’s pure BM.”

			— Toby ‘SongNonymous’ Andersen

            
			

I CAN’T TAKE THIS...

			“My worst experience with Dark Souls was whilst breaking my skull against the Ornstein and Smough wall. My experience, however, was made far worse by my choice of weapon. After several runs, I believed I’d discovered the holy grail of Dark Souls: behold, my trusty Crystal Halberd! And it only took seven hits to kill Ornstein! I quickly sunk nearly all my titanite into the thing. I had a plan! I tried a couple more attempts at the duo, practicing getting to grips with lightning Smough, who’s quite the tricky bastard if you don’t know about rolling into his sweeping hammer swings. The game picked this moment to inform me that my weapon was at risk. I quickly checked on my newest mate, Crystal Halberd, only to discover that something was definitely up with the crystal part. Long story short, I could never hope to repair my Halberd unless I wanted to waste my final upgrade materials on the thing, in which case I’d have to be impossibly efficient in my play-through. In conclusion, fuck you, Ornstein, and fuck you, Smough. I did eventually finish the fight after a solid day of summer holidaying, after the most terrifying pillar-cheesing I’ve ever perpetrated in my life. I’d finally emerged from the lowest low point of any game I’ll ever play.”

			— Wil Palmer

			“The first thing I did when I played Dark Souls and reached Firelink Shrine was turn around and head down to the Catacombs. Unaware that it took a special kind of weapon to properly kill the skeletons, I just kept plugging away, reaching each bonfire, and getting to the next. Eventually I reach the Tomb of the Giants, pitch black, creeping along slowly thinking this was the way it was intended to be played. After all, I’d been told it was a merciless game and some parts might seem unfair. Still oblivious, and after about six hours of dying, I finally made it to the door that led to Gravelord Nito and... it was LOCKED! I had to fight (or, more accurately, die) all the way back through the Tomb of the Giants and back through the Catacombs just to see daylight again.”

			— Anthony Reitz

			“One thing that sums up my experience with Dark Souls is one of the most grueling bosses I’ve ever faced in gaming. Or rather, two bosses: Dragonslayer Ornstein and Executioner Smough. I feel I should set the scene. Having arrived in Anor Londo, I was feeling pretty good about myself. I’d just fought my way to the top of Sen’s Fortress (something akin to being trapped in a twisted episode of the Crystal Maze) and had defeated the Iron Golem and a string of other bosses. Not without a struggle at times, but by this stage I was beginning to see what Dark Souls was about; chiefly, getting through. It didn’t have to be pretty. I stepped through the fog gate, equipped with Havel’s Armour, Havel’s ring and a Steelplate ring and Havel’s Dragon Tooth slung over my shoulder to boot. Within minutes I was dead, doubled-teamed against a wall after a failed attempt to take cover behind a pillar that had given way to one mighty swing of Smough’s hammer.

			“The arrogance I’d felt upon arriving in Anor Londo started evaporating and then dried up completely with each successive death. But this was worse than death. After a few more failed attempts to deplete their health bars, the fear was back. The learning curve had spiked exponentially and I could see no obvious way to level the odds out or even swing them more firmly in my favour. I tried a switch to lighter armour to improve my movement speed. I just died faster. I kept the heavier armour on but subbed the Dragon Tooth for a Black Knight Greatsword. I bought new armour with high lightning resistance to combat Ornstein’s lightning halberd and upgraded it to within an inch of its life. I died even faster. The anger started to be replaced by fear. I craved a God of War-esque quick-time event that would allow me to tear Ornstein’s ornate helm off and lodge it firmly up Smough’s hulking arse. After one particularly close but nonetheless failed attempt, I remember sitting there with tears in my eyes. I was a wreck. I didn’t think I or indeed my health could handle getting so close again only to be denied at the last second. Had Dark Souls beaten me?

			“Lost in my own thoughts over coffee that afternoon, I decided that my character’s level was much too low. It was survival of the fittest and I was just simply not fit enough. So I embarked on an evening of grinding. Hours passed, but as dull as the process was, I had my eyes firmly fixed on the prize. I headed for the fog gate. I died a few more times before settling into a groove. Ornstein fell first and, after a careful game of cat and mouse, dodging in and out of those flimsy stone pillars, Smough finally fell to a hard two-handed swing of my Greatsword. That sound, that ethereal sucking noise when a boss finally falls, a sound only Dark Souls players know, signaled to me that I had done it! ‘Victory Achieved’ appeared in shining, golden letters. I had done it! I shouted through to my girlfriend in the adjacent room, ‘I’ve done it! I’ve done it!’ She seemed genuinely quite pleased. Probably more relieved actually. That moment made me realise that Dark Souls was more than just a game. It was an experience. No other game I have ever played, before or since, has made me feel as exhilarated. There are days and dates I will never forget for as long as I live: my wedding day, the day my son was born, and the day I completed Dark Souls.”

			— Adam Clarke

			“Dark Souls can be a cold game. Its beauty is austere and harsh. It doesn’t make you feel powerful. It makes you feel small and weak and human. It makes you feel real. The risks you face are genuine. You can lose hours of progress with one mistake. You can die falling off the same ledge twice, missing your little pile of Souls by a few pixels the second time. You can fail. You will fail. Other games might encourage you to be brave, but Dark Souls often punishes the courageous. It rewards the cautious and the clever. The pragmatists. The realists. The cowards. In Dark Souls, all the graves belong to heroes.”

			— Thomas Welsh

			“A weird thing happened when I was playing Dark Souls. After that battle with Ornstein and Smough, I went back to Firelink Shrine and there was that snake creature and he’d fallen asleep. Instead of waking him up by hitting him – which I later learned you can do – I jumped straight down into the well. I just thought ‘I’ll see what’s down here’, I messed around for a bit. When I went back up again, he’d gotten pissed off and disappeared. He said I’d done something wrong. Thing is, I was so invested in the story and playing it a certain way, that I didn’t want to piss this guy off. I felt like I’d transgressed some ethical rule, which is not the way I wanted to play it. I tried continuing for about 10 minutes after that happened and I was so pissed off that I thought, ‘I can’t deal with this’, so I deleted my save file and started all the way over from the beginning. And then I played the whole game through again. And now I’m playing it through on New Game+. For whatever reason, that game got me completely fixated and I love it.”

			— Alex Garland

            
			
JOLLY CO-OPERATION

			“My friend Kevin and I were playing Dark Souls – we try to make single-player gaming a social thing by sitting on the couch together. We had just discovered that he was able to travel back to the Undead Asylum by curling into a ball in the Giant Crow’s nest, which we thought was pretty cool. I warned him at the outset that maybe he should go back and cash in his souls. He brushed me off and said it was fine: it was the tutorial area, after all. As he returned to the boss room, he was mid-sentence – ‘See? Everything’s under control…’ – when the floor collapsed under him and he took half a health bar’s worth of fall damage. I started laughing. Then, the familiar boss battle music started up and I started laughing harder. The pièce de résistance was when the Stray Demon unleashed a brand new area-of-effect fire attack and killed him in one shot, causing him to drop his controller in agony and me to fully double over laughing at his hubris.”

			— Ron Lo

			“I had slogged my way through the Undead Burg and defeated the Taurus Demon with the use of all my available firebombs. At the Undead Parish I hit a wall. The knights were overwhelming, and beyond the blacksmith a titanite demon blocked my path. I made a few attempts at the Gargoyles, but I was clearly outmatched. I knew the game had an innovative online mechanic, but I wasn’t entirely sure how it all worked. I laid down my sign hoping to find some help and found myself quickly summoned into another world with two other players. We barrelled through the undead knights and quickly stormed the top of the Parish where the Gargoyles awaited. The ensuing battle was epic. Magic was flying, swords were swinging, the music was perfect, Gargoyles were breathing fire and swinging their tails, and neophyte me was running for his damn life. I doubt I contributed much but when those Gargoyles went down, my heart was beating, my hands were sweating, and my mind was blown. What a co-operative experience! Unfortunately, with zero understanding of how the summoning/co-op/humanity/fog-wall system worked, I quickly stormed to the top of the Undead Parish in my own world and went through so I could see what was beyond the Gargoyles. Little did I know that they were still there in my world. I lost all my newfound souls and humanity. I learned a hard lesson about Dark Souls at that moment, but it was also the moment I became hooked.”

			— Aaron

			“Dark Souls was an important part of my adolescence and probably the only game I played through all of my years of high school. I always felt alone in my enthusiasm and passion until meeting a group of PSN friends who would go with me through all of my junior and senior years. Tuloom was a dex user who preferred daggers and passion over everything else. Zero was just a typical meta-tier player who was crazy good with his straight swords. And the great Oxymitsu was probably the guy that left one of the bigger impressions on me. Our group knew that if he pulled out his Murakumo it was business time. 

			Dark Souls is more than a game to many players; I learned a lot about that game, myself, and life from my extensive hours of play time and the people I played with. I will make sure that my future teenage children are also challenged by this game when they are old enough to handle its many disappointments. I think Dark Souls made me a better person and I think it will do the same for anyone who plays it.”

			— Merrick Morgan

			“I went as far as I could on my first playthrough of Dark Souls, capping out at about 20 hours, which left me at Anor Londo, a location I couldn’t survive. I gave up. The game felt old-school but I was past my Super Metroid days where I’d go into school the next day and chat with friends about what we’d found while exploring. I knew Dark Souls was made for me, but I was playing it at a time where knowledge about the game was at a minimum, so I stopped. But the Internet is a place where things happen fast, and two months later I jumped back into the game from scratch. With my newfound knowledge of the game, I knew how I wanted to play and where to uncover weapons and armour to accommodate my style of play and knowledge of the game’s mechanics. Is that cheating? I’m pretty sure it’s not... it’s how the game was meant to be played. Secrets are hidden where only the more dedicated or lucky would find them and share them around the world for others to see and experience. What allowed me to finish the game was the help of people on the internet getting me equipped, and guides leading me through Anor Londo. What I first accomplished with help, I later did on my own over the course of multiple play-throughs, gathering weapons and uncovering every secret that I could.”

			— David ‘Ryatta’ Wyatt

			“When Dark Souls came out, I had no idea what an impact it would have on almost every aspect of my life. About a year after it came out, a few people from Twitter asked me to join their Dark Souls support group. I was eager to share my wisdom with those who hadn’t exactly clicked with the game yet. Eventually everyone in the group finished Dark Souls, but the bond that we had developed made these random people from Twitter my close friends. Two years on, our Dark Souls support group is still going strong, and the people within it have influenced my life and career in such a significant way. To say Dark Souls changed my life is an understatement. Everything I am today has stemmed from it, it’s an undercurrent to everything in my life.”

			— Sayem Ahmed

            
			[image: ]

			I find, in these various answers to the question of why we play Dark Souls, echoes of a conversation I’ve been having all my life: why play video games at all? It’s a question usually posed by people who think they’re at best a waste of time, an odd thing for an intelligent person to take an interest in, and at worst straightforwardly dangerous: honey-traps of mindless fun designed to lure young people into a life of stimulus-chasing delinquency. I’ve spent a great deal of my adult life trying to articulate why I play video games, and have never found a single clear-cut answer. For fun? Sometimes. For edification? Definitely, but not always. For escapism? We all need that, from time to time.

			But reading through all these testimonials, I found myself arriving at a simpler answer: I play video games because of video games like Dark Souls. When an experience this rich comes along, the need for self-justification melts away.
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			New Londo Ruins 
The Abyss

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘Well, this is a surprise. I don’t get many visitors, except for ghosts… I’m an old man, bound to these parts. But I don’t mind a chat. I may even be of some help.’

            
   
	
			
			THE ARTORIAS OF THE ABYSS downloadable content is, of course, not the only place where Dark Souls players encounter The Abyss. You spend a brief moment there fighting The Four Kings in New Londo Ruins, but that boss area feels more like the black vacuum of space with the convenience of an invisible floor installed (provided you’re wearing the Covenant of Artorias ring). Let’s journey that way now.

			Though our tour is just now arriving at New Londo, it is one of the earliest accessible locations in Dark Souls, sitting as it does directly beneath Firelink Shrine. Embarrassing admission: during my review playthrough ahead of the game’s release, I failed to thoroughly explore the area around Firelink Shrine and completely missed the spiral stairwell leading down toward the entrance to New Londo. It wasn’t until I got cursed later in The Depths and began casting desperately about for a cure that I discovered it. I learned from an NPC that there was a healer in New Londo, which sounded like a promising lead, but I lamented to a fellow journalist that I’d never come across the area. Imagine my chagrin when he pointed out that I’d wiped my boots on its doormat a hundred times before, completely oblivious.

			After the chain-pulley platform finishes plunging you down into New Londo, you step into a vast subterranean cavern. What looks like a moon hanging above in the sky turns out to be a cave-mouth opening (plausibly man-made) in the surface of the earth, which allows just enough light through to add a silvery veneer to the fog-choked waters below – the same waters unleashed to drown the city at the moment of New Londo’s fall, a nuclear option used to try to contain the blight of The Four Kings, the Darkwraiths and whatever else the Abyss had corrupted. Everyone drowned, and all that’s left are ghosts. The spirits of New Londo’s dead drift restless, wielding jagged blades and lashing out in retribution for their unmerciful fate.

			New Londo must have been a majestic city at one time, presumably, based upon the name, modeled after the heavenly province of Anor Londo itself; a dark, subterranean yin to Anor Londo’s sun-drenched, clifftop yang. Even post-fall, you can still observe the remains of tiered colonnades, spires and arches. At the base of the entry shaft you notice statuary of the enigmatic maiden witnessed in other holy sites across Lordran. This must have once been a hallowed site. When you meet Ingward, the only benevolent soul remaining in the entire city and the lone remnant of the three Sealers responsible for flooding it, he’s gazing out across the ruins of New Londo from the rooftop of what was once a church. Ingward can remove your curse status ailment, a poignant touch given the fact that he appears to have failed in offering such ministration to the city’s former inhabitants.

			Whatever the true nature of Lordran’s dominant religion, it proved wholly inept at halting the Dark’s onslaught. The stone icons of the maiden oversee New Londo Ruins, just as Ingward does, staring on impotently from their pedestals, unable to redeem the place.

			In terms of level design, the New Londo Ruins hold an ingenious twist. Once you reach Ingward with the Lordvessel, he grants access to a mechanism that drains a large portion of water from the city, revealing a previously submerged lower tier that you didn’t know existed. Yet another moment in which you presume to know where the actual floor of Lordran’s world terminates, only to have the game slyly reveal how very wrong you are. It’s a perfect metaphor for the entire experience. You think you’ve plumbed every last secret, dusted every last corridor, looted every last chest, opened every illusory doorway, and then the most cursory return visit to Lordran reveals some brand-new discovery or revelation. At a certain point you legitimately start to question whether the game’s code base has a finite number of lines, or if the space between its figurative walls subtly expands like the dimensions of the house in author Mark Z Danielewski’s surrealist masterpiece House of Leaves.

   





	
			Talking A Good Game 

			The Guys Behind Dark Souls’ Best Podcast

			By Jason Killingsworth

			When I first joined Gary Butterfield and Kole Ross as a guest on their Bonfireside Chat podcast back in August of 2013, it was to discuss Demon’s Souls, not Dark Souls. Regrettably I’d missed my chance to stomp around Lordran with them since that season was already complete, but we decided it would be fun to catch up for a later episode. And it was.

			In the opening minutes of that episode, we touch on the fact that I was working on a book about Dark Souls. 

			Kole deadpans: “Now I feel really bad, because we’re transcribing the entire podcast and publishing that as a book.” 

			Gary jumps in: “I have a confession, Kole. Every time I said I’ve been transcribing the podcast, I’ve been lying. I’m way too lazy. You’re safe, Jason!” 

			Kole: “You’ve ruined me, Gary!” 

			This infectious banter is one of the hallmarks of Bonfireside Chat, but it’s only the icing. The rich, multi-layered cake underneath it consists of meticulously detailed analysis of the various areas of Lordran, each taken in turn. Gary and Kole welcomed guests from every corner of the Souls fan scene to enthuse about their favourite sequences in the game. Listening to each episode felt like being taken on a guided tour by a couple of smart, funny and energetic young historians. Then at the end of each episode, they’d read and respond to letters from listeners who had memorable anecdotes to share about the relevant section of the game. Despite Dark Souls’ notoriously grim setting, Gary and Kole make sure your time in Lordran feels as charming and intriguing as a stroll through Wonka’s Chocolate Factory.

			The two of them met on the Something Awful forums and have been co-hosting podcasts together since 2011. Their repartee is so effortless that it feels like listening to two members of a seasoned improv troupe sitting in a pub, two drinks in, bantering about their favourite games. We’re all aware of that experience in Dark Souls where you keep burrowing down and finding new areas, which open up into new areas, which open up into more areas still – that’s kind of how the pair’s hilarious digressions play out. Somehow, right before their train of thought jumps the rails entirely, they always manage to Homeward Bone miraculously back to the original topic.

			Gary points to the longevity of their partnership as one factor behind the pair’s chemistry, while the rest comes down to politeness and respect. “Kole and I don’t always agree – I think we’ve had different takes on the endings of each Souls game so far, except perhaps Dark Souls II – but in that disagreement is a genuine desire to understand the other person’s point of view and a sense that our own conclusions could very well be wrong.”

			“You bring so much of yourself into it too,” adds Kole. “What you care about and what you personally value and which narrative or tonal themes will resonate with you, that differs hugely from person to person. I’m generally looking for the more hopeful interpretation and [Gary and I] just come to wildly different conclusions based on that same thing. That even extends to different areas or characters you care about. When you’re having these conversations, you have to keep in mind that your interests and strengths and what you’re willing to dig into, that complements whomever you’re having a conversation with.”

			Gary and Kole continue to juggle several video-game podcasts at once, each providing an outlet for contrasting zones of discussion. For example, in their longest-running show Watch Out For Fireballs!, the pair focuses on a different retro game each episode. But in 2012, after they’d both latched onto Dark Souls, discussion about the game started bleeding into whatever podcast they happened to be recording.

			“When you first get into the game it’s like you need to get the poison out, only it’s not poison,” says Gary. “You just need to share it. Your cup’s overflowing and you need somebody else to talk to about this stuff. We were talking about it for a half-hour every two weeks. That wasn’t enough, even with texts in-between. We needed a full two-hour conversation that goes through everything just to get it out.”

			The fact that every area in Dark Souls seemed to have its own stories, fauna, theme and design principles made it easy to imagine mapping the experience onto an episodic podcast structure. Kole came up with the brilliant wordplay for the title, Bonfireside Chat, and let’s be real, when you have a title that good, you’re pretty much obligated to make the show. At last, they could corral all their Dark Souls discussion into the new podcast and take listeners on a far-ranging journey through Lordran, creating the travelogue they’d dreamed of.

			Kole had gotten into Dark Souls first, when it launched on the Xbox 360, but his playthrough had stalled out at the final boss fight against Gwyn, Lord of Cinder. When it came out on PC, he started sherpa-ing Gary through the game. Quickly the student became the master. “In the time it took me to do that one really thorough playthrough,” recalls Kole, “Gary had done, like, three or four.”

			Gary’s favourite moment in any Souls game is the moment at which the credits roll for the first time and he can swan-dive into the communal metagame of breaking down what he just experienced with everybody online, and discovering all the juicy bits he missed completely. Given the vastness of the playspace, there was no way to find it all by himself. It was like everybody who’d completed the game was running around with half a Dark-shaped locket, looking for other people who might have the other half and be able to form an intelligible whole.

			Kole’s natural proclivity is to spend a bit more time, taking what he calls “languid swoops” and following his nose. However, playing Souls games for the Bonfireside Chat podcast has added some pressure to get through them more quickly so he can start cataloguing them, not unlike the way a traditional game reviewer must get through a game under a tight deadline so that she can transition into shaping her formal critique. “I think that I still do take a little bit longer,” says Kole, “because I’m bad at the games, I’m not as competent as Gary is. But also because I’m paying a lot of attention to mood and atmosphere, and doing a little bit of detective work as I go. Not that Gary doesn’t do that.”

			Gary jumps in with mock indignation: “Yeah, my hands are just blunt instruments. I more or less just throw my wrists down at the controller until the credits and grunt, ‘Game good, very good,’ and then just walk away.”

			Gary may be speaking in jest – he’s completed Dark Souls’ base quest and DLC at Soul Level 1 and pulled off assorted challenge runs – but he’s not wrong in his assessment of Dark Souls. It’s a very, very good game. For both he and Kole, it still occupies an exalted spot in their pantheon of favourite games, Souls or otherwise.

			“Depending on when I’m asked, it’s my favourite game,” says Gary. “I could draw a map of Lordran right now if you asked me to. I could list everybody you meet on the journey. I just know it so well, and because I spent time thinking about it and putting things together, I feel like I own it, I feel like it’s mine in a way that’s really special.”

			“Definitely,” Kole agrees. “It’s the first one I played, and it really lit a fire. I can’t say if it would’ve been different if I’d played Demon’s Souls before I played Dark Souls, but I love the fact that everything is connected.”

			Creating each new episode of Bonfireside Chat, a show that frequently brought guests from the wider Souls community into its on-air orbit, allowed the joy of connection-forming to stretch outside the game. Each new friendship cemented with another Souls-lover acted like a map shortcut that made the community feel smaller and more three-dimensional.

			“I’ll always have a sense of gratitude,” says Gary, “for how this piece of art has helped me be part of a community. People joke about how the Souls community is shitty because it’s so evangelical but every person I’ve met has been really sweet and thoughtful. At a base level, everyone is just really into this game, so much so that a cottage industry has sprung up with multiple people making all, or part, of their living from this fandom.

			“Something I say about Souls a lot is that it contains multitudes. We have people who make lore suppositions, and we have people who make art. We have speedrunners, we have Let’s Play-ers, we have challenge runners, we have Kole and me. If anything, the fandom has widened in scope.”

			That raises the question of how to describe exactly what Gary and Kole’s role is in relation to Dark Souls. Are they critics? Gary finds the term flattering because he likes the association with precision and thoroughness that goes along with it, but he mainly feels like he’s just playing video games and talking about them. “Then again, for Dark Souls part of the work does feel like being a critic,” says Gary, “because it’s not enough to just like it or dislike it, you know? It demands more, which makes it a training ramp for criticism because you have to put in the work.”

			Kole laughs and assures me that, if he’s a critic, he’s “a very sloppy one”. In preparing for an episode of Bonfireside Chat, Gary typically makes arrangements with the guest they’ll be having on, while Kole holds the responsibility of drafting the show notes. These notes, a daunting scroll I can attest from my times guesting on the show, offer a backbone of what they’ll be discussing on the podcast, outlining the various scenarios that occur in whatever area of the game happens to be under discussion in that episode.

			At the beginning of this chapter I mentioned Kole’s moustache-twirling plot to pre-empt the book you have in your hands by publishing a transcript of the 14 in-depth podcasts that make up the Dark Souls season of Bonfireside Chat. He was taking the piss, of course, but there’s a valid parallel between our respective projects. He and Gary were able to pay homage to one of their favourite games in a way that feels complete, a cohesive document of their experience with Dark Souls that ought to be required listening for any future convert. When From Software eventually realises that, as a genre-defining game, Dark Souls deserves a chance to have a new life on more recent console generations, Bonfireside Chat will still be there online, waiting. Prepare to Digress, all you newcomers.

			What does it feel like to have that document living out in the world?

			“The goal for all of our shows but specifically with Bonfireside Chat,” says Gary, “is this idea that you have a sort of encyclopedia set, literally a travel guide to this area. That allows some feeling of closing the book on it. For however many hours I’ve talked about Dark Souls, I’ve had the chance to articulate and elaborate on everything that I felt playing through the game and everything that I saw, and it just feels really good to have a record of that. I know that ‘it feels good’ is not the most interesting answer to that question, but it’s true.”

			“I’ll echo that,” says Kole, “It’s very satisfying. I’ll occasionally get restless and think, what would it be like to go back and revisit Dark Souls just to do another Dark Souls season? Since, as we do [more podcasts], we get better at it. But ultimately I think that would be a fruitless pursuit because, as incomplete and changeable as our conclusions are, Bonfireside Chat already exists as our first and most candid response to it.”

			Gary may have closed the book on Dark Souls podcasts, but he hasn’t closed the book on talking about Souls. Like so many of us, his enduring obsession with the game keeps finding other outlets. Earlier this year he published Souls of Darkness, a work of parody illustrated by Nick Daniel in the fashion of the retro Worlds of Power book series, using an imagined Dark Souls-like release for the NES. Who can blame the man? When you finish Dark Souls, the game doesn’t end. Everything starts over and the world is made new. The love affair recommences, just like it does when NG+ comes courting.
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			The Catacombs
Tomb Of The Giants

			By Jason Killingsworth
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            ‘What, you again? Well, well! You’ve been a stranger. Ah, good to see you’re well, mate. Oh right, you came at the perfect time. There’s a fine stash of treasure right down that hole.’

            
   
	
			THERE ARE SO MANY GRAVES IN DARK SOULS. New Londo represents a watery one. The Chasm Of The Abyss reaches its climax at a burial mound. Gwyndolin guards his father Gwyn’s honorary tomb in Anor Londo. Ash Lake feels like one with its cremation overtones and hulking skull fossil. Like Demon’s Souls before it, every glowing bloodstain in Dark Souls signals the grave of a player in some separate game instance who’s fallen in battle once more. There are so many graves.

			If you descend a flight of stairs along the left flank of Firelink Shrine, you find yourself in a cemetery, surrounded by snaggletooth headstones. This couldn’t possibly be where the denizens of Lordran inter all their dead. As players learn early on, these lands are a meat grinder; it’s hard to imagine there being any feasible method of digging that many individual graves. No, what you’d expect to find in a land with so much death would be an enormous subterranean crypt, a mass grave. Of course that’s exactly what you find when you reach The Catacombs.

			Unsurprisingly for a game that prizes internal consistency to such an exacting degree, the majority of the enemies you’ll fight in The Catacombs will be reanimated skeletons, presumably having climbed off their stone bunk beds for a little post-death revenge. Unless you’re wielding a divine weapon, their bones will cheekily reassemble moments after they crumble to the floor. I never tire of seeing them give their a skull a little pat to make sure it’s squarely in place before they turn to give you their full homicidal attention. Even the area’s blacksmith is a walking lab skeleton.

			The Catacombs are replete with stone mechanisms, booby traps, majestic interiors that leave you gaping. Though much of your descent through the area involves traversing claustrophobic, torchlit burial crypts, there’s a natural chasm slicing through the centre of the final stretch that has an underground waterfall pouring down one side and sunlight piercing through a skylight gash in the earth above.

			Not every body buried in The Catacombs gets the same level of luxury. Some rooms have hills of discarded bones that some janitor appears to have unceremoniously swept into a corner. You see innumerable shelves carved into walls, but deeper within, you find lavish stone coffins lining the walls of an ornate hallway, as if this resting place follows the inverse logic of a hotel, the floors getting pricier as you descend.

			You can even climb into one such coffin, its lid partially ajar, to be spirited to Gravelord Nito’s crypt, where you’re offered a chance to join the Gravelord Covenant. Few games would think to offer such a novel interaction with the environment, but even fewer would be droll enough to signal it with the text prompt “Nestle in coffin”. Nestle! A quick visit to the dictionary provides the following choice meanings of that word: “(1) to lie close and snug, like a bird in a nest; snuggle or cuddle. (2) to lie or be located in a sheltered spot; be naturally or pleasantly situated.” Pleasantly situated, indeed. Envy those for whom the struggle has ended. All of Dark Souls’ gameplay employs a third-person vantage, but the coffin cutscene makes a brilliant leap to first-person, allowing you to feel the panic of a skeleton you only barely glimpse sliding the coffin lid over your head, trapping you in claustrophobic darkness.

			Even though you didn’t have to worry about dying while stashed in that coffin, passing into the Tomb Of The Giants at the base of The Catacombs, you’re about to revisit a similarly lights-out experience. Only this time you’ll have to navigate and fight your way through it. It’s never the dark, per se, we’re afraid of; it’s skeleton giants smashing machetes down on our heads in that dark that gives one pause.

			Any bonfire you stumble upon while journeying through Lordran offers a rush of relief, but for me personally, finding that first bonfire near the base of a tall ladder in Tomb of the Giants is the happiest I’ve ever been to discover one. It felt like being in a haunted house during a power outage, scrubbing my hands along the wall trying to find a light switch and eventually finding it. Before the bonfire-rest animation had even cycled through, I felt a nauseating pang of regret. I’d anchored myself to a kind of deep-sea floor, as I didn’t yet have the Lordvessel that allows one to warp between bonfires. When a game designer creates a save-point mechanic that can toggle so violently between emotional poles, he or she is onto something fabulously special.

			Tomb of the Giants is the darkest Dark Souls gets. All the better to see those glowing, unblinking skeleton eyes waiting for you out there in the blackness, creatures that can’t wait to send you to your next grave. So many graves. From the upper reaches of the Tomb, you’ll catch a glimpse of the lava of the Demon Ruins flowing in the distance. At the deepest altitude, you’ll see the trunks of archtrees descending into fog. These vistas help tie Lordran together. Even though you’re about to hit the dead-end of Gravelord Nito’s boss chamber, the game helps you feel ambiently connected to the rest of Lordran’s lower reaches, both demonic fire and cool ethereal mist. That puzzling duality, forever before you.

            





			Suffer Club 

			All Hail The Challenge Runners

			By Jason Killingsworth

			The first time you slay a Dark Souls boss, the surge of adrenaline almost blurs your vision. You scream impulsively, sending nearby pets scampering from the room. You gesture obscenely at the television. You pull up Twitter on your phone to broadcast the news to friends and strangers. You set down the controller and stare at the screen for a minute, drawing out the moment, relishing what you’ve just accomplished. However, the second and third time you return to a boss and find him or her a relative pushover, the outcome doesn’t send nearly the same level of voltage through your limbic system.

			Like a long-married person trying to spice up an overly familiar bedroom, many Dark Souls players have experimented with creative ways of altering their approach to the game to render the experience tantalisingly alien once more. This usually means introducing handicaps that force one to reformulate how to approach the game’s obstacles. Some have completed the game without levelling up, or without equipping a shield, but when you consider the feats of the most daring players in the Dark Souls community, a triumphant OneBro begins to feel more deserving of a polite pat on the head than a windmill high-five.

			If you ever hear anybody boast about completing Dark Souls with one hand tied behind their back, know that they’re still only 50% as beast as Benjamin “Bearzly” Gwin. The 25-year-old Canadian software programmer commenced a challenge run in August of 2015 in which he spent roughly 30 hours completing the entire game hands-free using nothing but verbal commands funneled into a piece of voice-recognition software.

			The challenge runs Bearzly routinely pulls off remind me of the squirm-inducing news story of a man from Northern California who amputated his own left leg just below the knee with pocket knives after being pinned beneath a fallen tree for 11 hours. That’s what Bearzly does on a regular basis, self-handicapping in creative ways to prove his absolute mastery of Dark Souls’ mechanics.

			One commenter on YouTube named ‘A Random Guy’ comments: “Pfft. Noob. Make a mod giving the game a first person mode and then beat it on the Kinect with your tendons slashed and then I’ll be impressed.” Don’t give the man any ideas, I think to myself. 

			As it turns out, Bearzly explains to me that he’s already working on a motion-controlled run. “I had to write entirely custom [software] to translate Kinect actions into Dark Souls. A lot of that stuff I have to do entirely by hand.”

			In the video clip of Bearzly’s ‘Voice Souls’ battle against Smough and Ornstein, reputed to be Dark Souls’ toughest boss fight, his voice commands sound terse, almost robotic. “Forward… strafe right… forward… heavy...” he says in determined monotone, trying to make his voice as intelligible as possible to the VoiceAttack software. “Strafe right… backward,” and on he goes. It’s commonplace to hear awed spectators use the term ‘machine’ to describe a person who performs extra-hard tasks in games with apparent ease, but Bearzly appears to transform into one, issuing a string of input commands with the precision of a synthetic organism. He’s no machine, though, as we are reminded at regular intervals. Despite his best efforts to suppress colour commentary or stray exclamations that might fling spanners into the voice-detection works, occasionally he just can’t help himself.

			“How’d that hit me?” he snaps after Smough’s hammer clips him with a lethal stampeding shovel swing. At the bottom of the screen where Bearzly has made the flow of text inputs visible to people following the stream, the software’s input log reads, “Unrecognized: elected me”. In a more tickling example, when Bearzly takes a moment during a mid-fight-cutscene to inform viewers, “I don’t even think I’ll be healing really here, maybe once at most,” the input log notes, “Unrecognized: and indigo refuelling rally here maybe once a month”.

			“After you struggle with bad voice controls for 20 hours,” says Bearzly, “you have to learn how to make them work for you. That run was painful and my voice was definitely wrecked by doing it. So I had to kind of get into a rhythm so I wouldn’t start screwing up. I know there are some parts where I very nearly died and I just wanted to make some exclamation but I knew if I did that, I’d be dead. It was quite a challenge.”

			After 111 attempts at talking Smough and Ornstein into an early grave, Bearzly finally lands the killing hit on Smough. He emits a cascade of exhausted but celebratory swears, which VoiceAttack innocently interprets as “the Michelle cuts if the link between god and if”. What you hear next is a few seconds of what sounds like unguarded weeping, followed by the statement “a moment of silence for my sanity”. At this point, Bearzly only has one final bit of unfinished business to conclude. “‘A... one-eighty… right…” he says, “... right… stop… one-eighty… well, what is it?” With this string of commands, he’s closed out the menu showing the acquisition of the Soul of Smough, run to the centre of the room, adjusted the in-game camera to face his character and, finally, triggered a gesture that has his character throw his arms wide in a kind of ‘Heyyyyy, check me out!’ flourish.

			Twitch chat visible in the right-hand corner of Bearzly’s stream instantly fills up with a massive litter of cartoon puppy-dog heads (an in-joke emoticon known as ‘FrankerZ’ that conveys sarcasm or playfulness in chat rooms). The fans have been entertained, and that’s all the streamer really wanted.

			Fellow software developer Gary Magenheimer is likewise impressed, but why wouldn’t he be? He’s the guy who created the VoiceAttack program Bearzly used in his ‘Voice Souls’ challenge run. “I was made aware of [Voice Souls] by somebody emailing my support inbox,” he tells me. “So I immediately went online to see what it was about. I think it’s a pretty cool accomplishment and a true test of patience. My site’s replacement is under construction so there hasn’t been a update in some time, but perhaps on the new site I can include a VoiceAttack Hall of Fame. I haven’t seen anybody with a more visible accomplishment.”
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			Possessing the real-life surname of Gwin, Bearzly was perhaps destined to form a special connection with Dark Souls. But I had to ask him just to be sure: was Gwin really his last name, or was it a pseudonymous way of concealing his identity while dialling up the Soulsiness of his online persona? “I had a chuckle when I first played Dark Souls and saw what the final boss’s name was,” he says, grinning. “But yeah, that’s legitimately my real name.”

			Familiarity hasn’t yet bred contempt. Bearzly can’t seem to get the game out of his system, despite having played it for roughly 500 hours. He can go back to it any day of the week, he tells me, and just play through the whole game all over again, enjoying the world and the way in which the gameplay stays engaging and fresh. After his first couple of playthroughs he got deeply invested in every aspect of the game and became determined to know everything there was to know. Then later, during a stretch of unemployment, he found himself watching Dark Souls speedruns and challenge runs all day, especially the most prominent Souls challenge-runner in the community, Lobos Jr., whom Bearzly adores and cites as his inspiration for getting into challenge-running in the first place.

			“I guess I’m trying to reduce Dark Souls to being playable with the most minimal advantage possible,” says Bearzly. “Because Dark Souls to me is about the learning process that everyone goes through when they play the game. Like, I had people coming to my stream all the time and saying, ‘You’re better at playing this game with voice controls than I am with a controller!’ And I’m like, yeah, probably, but it’s because it’s a game where you learn so much and get so much better. I do consider every boss in Dark Souls pretty trivial now if I’m just playing normally. When you take away so much that you know and try to apply something new to it, the challenge is back, and the reward is also back.”

			The video archive on Bearzly’s YouTube channel is a veritable Pandora’s toybox of game peripherals. By now he’s completed Dark Souls with basically every Rock Band peripheral in existence – guitar (the peripheral for which he’s best known), drum kit, even the piano. In the case of the piano, he had to reverse-engineer how the piano actually functioned in order to write the custom software necessary to make it play nice with Dark Souls. He’s completed the game with nothing but the Donkey Konga bongo drum controllers (Donk Souls?). He’s used a DDR dance mat (DDRk Souls?). During our interview, he asks me if I’d seen the guy on YouTube who figured out how to play DOOM with a toaster. Gwin promptly throws down the tease: “Well, stay tuned, I guess.”

			I haven’t personally attempted the ‘Niagara Falls in a barrel’ breed of Dark Souls challenge runs, but I’ve completed the most common entry-level one: the OneBro run, or Soul Level 1 run, in which you must complete the game without levelling up. I’d spent hundreds of hours playing Dark Souls on the Xbox 360, but when the PC release came out and Durante’s DSfix mod provided glorious 60 FPS and high-resolution textures, I had an incentive to return. The OneBro run imposed a restraint that would amp up the difficulty, giving me a hit of the challenge-runner’s high that I’d heard so much about. I missed the euphoria of those first-playthrough victory screens, the jumping-up in front of my TV and flipping birds at the ashes of particularly hateful bosses. 

			It was fascinating to see how tweaking just one major parameter of the experience fundamentally altered my whole approach to the game. I was expecting to feel grotesquely underpowered, but realised quickly that by aggressively upgrading and adding elemental damage to my Battle Axe and Reinforced Club (two of the only weapons OneBros have the requisite strength stats to wield effectively), I could pack a punch, even as a level-one character. 

			I quickly realised that I was playing a glass-cannon build. Two light attacks from a boss or one heavy attack would finish me, but I could wear them down quickly enough. Realising the importance of evading damage, I made damn well sure I had light enough armour to maximise my agility. I needed to land my attacks on bosses’ flanks and buzz away like a mosquito before the lash of the horse’s tail came whipping around.

			I didn’t put myself through the torture of veering into the DLC’s ornery cul-de-sac to face down Kalameet and Manus, but I did kill that bastard Gwyn. I was able to take a screenshot with the Soul of Gwyn in my inventory and my level-1 stat in plain view. Like Gwyn, I’d burned to cinder for 45 hours or so, enduring that scorching gauntlet. The feeling of accomplishment was rapturous. But no achievement unlocked when I reached my goal, even though it was one of the most difficult things I’d ever accomplished in a video game. No Kotaku or Polygon journalists scrambled to compose a post about my triumph like they did for Bearzly when he slayed Smough and Ornstein with his fret-covered “axe”.

			What was it like to be a celebrity for a day, I wonder? Was that recognition part of the fuel that kept Bearzly on the road when the trail got particularly bumpy? “I don’t really care about any of these gaming blogs talking about me; I consider it an interesting footnote on my life,” he says. “It’s been an interesting experience. It’s not a huge part of me, but it’s fun while it lasts.”
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			Bearzly’s challenge-running idol Lobos Jr. has been punching an elderly man in the testicles for almost two solid hours. Adding to the ignominy, there’s a crowd watching him do it, cheering him on. The old man happens to be Gwyn, Lord of Cinder, Dark Souls’ final boss. The decrepit god-king wields an enormous flaming sword and stands nearly twice as tall as Lobos’ player character, but he’s brutally outmatched in this fight. Lobos isn’t making any attempt to play evasively. He’s just standing directly in front of Gwyn, defiantly, daring him to land a swing of his sword. When the swing comes, Lobos parries effortlessly and, since he has no weapon equipped in his right hand, he ripostes with a below-the-belt jab of the right fist.

			Each time one of Lobos’ punching ripostes connects, Gwyn crumples to his knees with such a ruinous wobble, you half expect a boxing umpire to run into view to signal the KO and end the charade. Yet, each time, Gwyn climbs to his feet again and silently asks: May I have another? Without a weapon equipped, Lobos’ punches are doing a vanishingly small amount of damage. The initial riposte inflicts a grand total of 1 damage, while the follow-up strike that knocks Gwyn flat onto his back does either 4 or 6 damage, depending on some random damage calculation. Lobos would be doing even less damage, but he’s wearing the Hornet Ring, which gives a 30% boost to critical attacks. 

			Gwyn’s health bar is depleting so gradually that, an hour and a half into the fight, the red segment has only just reached the left-hand portion beneath Gwyn’s name. “We’re nearing the beginning of the ‘w’!” Lobos tells the thousands of viewers watching the endurance test via Twitch. Anticipation builds with each new letter conquered in the painfully slow advance. As the health bar drops so low as to become barely visible, clusters of puppy emoticons are soaring up the Twitch-chat scroll so quickly, it feels like some kind of bizarre homage to the animated classic All Dogs Go To Heaven.

			There’s a fantastic bit of unplanned tension at the very end of the fight because, with Gwyn’s health decaying by such minuscule increments, it’s impossible to predict which blow will actually be the killing blow, even though there doesn’t appear to be any health left in the bar. Lobos keeps his cool and keeps parrying with flawless timing all the way down to the final blow. “That’s all she wrote for the Gwyn boxing challenge,” Lobos tells his fans before exiting the ring.
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			Mike “Lobos Jr.” Villalobos, a resident of Austin, Texas, has been broadcasting himself playing video games regularly for about six years, but his channel didn’t explode in popularity until he began streaming Dark Souls challenge runs back in early 2013. He attributes the audience spike to the fact that he got in at the right time. Since the game only had a cult following at that point, he was one of the only streamers challenge-running Dark Souls. All of a sudden the Souls community had a court jester a la Johnny Knoxville. If completing the game normally equated to pedalling a bike up the side of Mount Everest, here was somebody who’d already reached the summit and was determined to go back down...butt-naked in a shopping trolley with a snarling Rottweiler inside. No brakes or crash helmet required.

			Lobos gave Demon’s Souls a shot but had tossed it back in the pile after 2 ½ hours. “This game is garbage,” he recalls thinking at the time, “I’m out! This isn’t fair!” Later when Dark Souls came out, however, his friends staged an intervention and sat him down, forcing him to play it while they offered hints on how to survive. Those friends probably deserve a cut of his streaming royalties; thanks in part to the success he’s found streaming Dark Souls, he was able to quit his day job at BioWare performing quality assurance on Star Wars: The Old Republic to begin streaming full-time. He’s already built a dedicated audience of 124,000 subscribers on YouTube and nearly 129,000 followers on Twitch, the latter of which he’s affectionately dubbed ‘The Wolfpack’.

			In addition to the Gwyn bareknuckle takedown, he’s completed Dark Souls in a myriad of dementedly difficult ways. During our interview I ran down a non-exhaustive list of my favourite Lobos Jr. Dark Souls challenge runs and asked him to offer his abiding impression of each in lightning-round succession. If you want to experience the most profound suffering that Dark Souls has to offer, feel free to take notes. Off we go...

			>> Complete game solely dealing damage by rolling into enemies while wearing Kirk, Knight of Thorns’ armour set. 

			Lobos: “Didn’t kill Four Kings [with rolling], every other boss was doable but not Four Kings.”

			>> Complete game with 1 stamina point, no spells. 

			Lobos: “Lots of dying.”

			>> Complete game using bow only, no lock-on.

			Lobos: “Miserable. Basically I had to aim my neck area at characters to kill them, that’s how you aim without locking on.”

			>> Complete game using only consumable items to inflict damage.

			Lobos: “Manus took two hours.”

			>> Complete speedrun of the entire game in under an hour. 

			Lobos: “Satisfying.”

			>> Complete speedrun with no healing, bonfires, attuning or levelling.

			Lobos: “The run [from Firelink] to Nito is the most exciting part.”

			>> Speedrun to acquire The Dark Soul 100% achievement.

			Lobos: “Didn’t really care about it. I’m not an achievement hunter. Someone came up with a speedrun route for it and said, let’s race this, and I was like, alright, cool. It took a long time and I did it, but I probably wouldn’t do it again.

			>> Complete game while switching to each successive weapon you find in a new chest or gain via loot drop (a.k.a the ‘Use What You See’ challenge).

			Lobos: “Surprising. I could plan it out to a certain extent in terms of, ‘Oh I need to go pick up this weapon’, but occasionally an enemy would drop a weapon and all of a sudden I have to drop my good weapon and switch to this crappy weapon.”


			>> Complete Dark Souls blindfolded with friend offering seeing-eye dog directives (a.k.a. ‘In The Dark Souls’). 

			Lobos: “Tedious, very tedious. We got all the way to Anor Londo. We got through Sen’s Fortress, that felt like a victory there almost. But yeah, it’s not that we really gave up or anything, we just didn’t return to it.”

			>> Complete game using only weapons which you don’t have sufficient stats to wield (a.k.a. the bouncy-sword run). 

			Lobos: “Very slow, very slow.”

			>> Shield-only speedrun.

			Lobos: “Fun but grindy. The best shield to go for is the Bonewheel Shield, but it’s got a very low drop-rate so the very first part of the run, which I had to do over and over and over, involves trying to get that shield to drop while not dying to Bonewheel Skeletons.

			>> Reach 1,000,000 souls held, can only spend souls from items.

			Lobos: “All I remember is losing like 700K souls at some point and having to start over, so: heartbreaking.”

			>> Complete the game by summoning in viewers to kill everything on your behalf.

			Lobos: “Unique.”

			>> Kill Gwyn in a boxing duel.

			Lobos: “Endurance test. Gruelling.”
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			The more I hear Lobos talk about the unique sort of enjoyment he gets out of challenge-running Dark Souls, the more his interaction with the game starts sounding like an extension of his previous gig working in video-game QA. He’s naturally drawn to the ethic of playing games in ways that were never intended, and gets a bird-hunting thrill out of spotting a rare animation or AI glitch during his escapades.

			“Even before I worked in QA,” he tells me, “that is what I loved to do with games. Also, I love how speedrunners will find certain glitches that you can exploit to get through the games faster. I’m just so interested in the mechanics of games. Once I went into QA I got to harness that and use it in an actual professional setting, and now when I stream, sometimes I have to stop myself because people don’t want to watch me jump at this corner for an hour [trying to find a sequence break in the map].

			“If a game is very well polished, that’s great. If a game is horrendously broken, that’s almost better. Because I’m just in love with mechanics and how they break. When stuff breaks, my mind goes crazy thinking, ‘OK, here’s the logic for why this is happening’. And Dark Souls being broken makes me love it even more. Every time somebody asks me who on the development team I would love to talk to, everybody expects Miyazaki, but no, I would like to have a conversation with one of the QA guys and be like, ’Did you guys know about this?!’”

			To date, he’s never gotten any indication from the Souls developer that they’ve discovered and patched a bug based on his stream, but there are some choice Dark Souls bugs still in existence that can be exploited, he assures me. His favourite glitch, which he used just the other day, is known as ‘tumble-buffing’. By casting a buff such as Magic Weapon in the middle of a roll, it will send the command into a queue to be executed the moment you come out of the roll. However, if you quickly swap the weapon out for a different one mid-roll, the Magic Weapon buff will automatically be applied to whatever weapon you’ve subbed in, even if it can’t normally receive the buff. This allows you to cast a Magic Weapon buff onto a bow or a shield, or even your bare fists.

			“I did a run with my bare fists,” says Lobos, “which revolves around using Magic Weapon and levelling intelligence just to buff your fists. It does enough damage where you can get through the game that way.”

			If you’re wondering how many hours it takes to get as good at Dark Souls as Lobos, you might want to pack a lunch for the journey. He does most of his challenge runs offline, and Steam doesn’t track offline hours, but he’s been keeping a mental tally over the years and he estimates the total amount of playtime to be somewhere between 6,000 and 7,000 hours. He’s completed the game 300-400 times in that span. “It sounds ridiculous,” he says, “but they say it takes 10,000 hours to master something, and I’ve been [playing Dark Souls] as a full-time job for a year and pretty much full-time as a hobby for years before that.”

			I’d like to take a moment at the close of this chapter to personally congratulate Lobos on having crossed the halfway point along his journey to mastery of Dark Souls. When he reaches 10,000 hours, hopefully we can all gather in his stream chat together – you, me, Bearzly, all of us – to give that beautiful bastard a dogpile for the ages.
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			Demon Ruins 

Lost Izalith

			By Jason Killingsworth

            [image: ]
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            ‘Excuse me. I was so absorbed in thought, I just drifted away. It must be the warmth. Well, what’s on your mind? No, don’t tell me. Those monsters making life difficult for you?’

            
   
	
			
			
			DARK SOULS OFFERS A BIT MORE JUSTIFICATION for its own fiery pit than Christian mythology attempts with its Revelations equivalent. Nosing into item and pyromancy descriptions reveals that The Witch of Izalith, in her attempt to duplicate the First Flame, inadvertently created a Chaos Flame instead, which twisted living beings into grotesque forms and gave rise to Lordran’s demonkind.

			We’ve already touched on the encounter with Chaos Witch Quelaag: one of the most pitiful byproducts of the Chaos Flame’s curse, as her own mother bears responsibility for unleashing its scourge. Just beyond that encounter, descending into the Demon Ruins, the juxtaposition of the Egg Carriers’ prostration and torment against a backdrop of lava says “welcome to hell” like few other scenes. Cinders dance about in the air, inviting you to imagine the sulphur stench and the waves of heat pulsating against your skin.

			Killing the next boss, a mopey-faced tentacle fire demon with the charming title Ceaseless Discharge (a grotesquely changed son of the Witch of Izalith), hardens the lava in the basin below, allowing passage through. A small army of Minor Taurus Demons identical in appearance to one of the first bosses you encounter in the game stand sentry in the partially drained lava field below, a genius ploy by the game’s designers.

			By reintroducing an enemy type that some players may have spent hours trying to bring down in the opening stages of the game, the spectacle of this clone army feels like an impossible taunt. Yet this is one of the moments in which Dark Souls reminds you that you’re no longer that weakling whose corpse had to be scraped off the Taurus Demon’s club. This is a redemptive moment. You get to feel like a badass, dispatching (hopefully) this crowd of bull demons in turn as if tipping over a pasture full of dozing cows. No sweat, you say, as you go dashing through the lava to retrieve the glowing loot they’d encircled. Then to underscore its intentionality, Dark Souls immediately unveils a welcoming committee of Minor Capra Demons, again identical in appearance to their boss counterpart, for the Chosen Undead to exterminate like a train of rodents.

			The ruined but clearly once-grand architecture nested in the cavern terrain – arches, colonnades, tiled promenades – speaks to the mighty civilisation that existed here before the demonic blight moved in and let the place go to hell. By the time you get to Lost Izalith, the structures have transitioned from something resembling ancient Rome to structures that more closely resemble rock-cut pyramidal Dravidian architecture seen in temple ruins across southern India. Unlike those ruins, sadly, Lost Izalith has Bounding Demons loitering about, the bisected lower halves of undead dragons, which still have plenty of stomp left in them.

			Gnarled root systems snake out of the chamber of the Bed of Chaos and look as though they’re trying to strangle the very landscape, unflustered by the lava, reaching desperately in all directions. Their wild, unpredictable trajectories elegantly allude to the chaos the Witch of Izalith ushered into Lordran with her failed experiment.

            





			
			Dark Matters

			Dark Souls’ Influence on Video Games and Beyond

			By Keza MacDonald

			One of the advantages of writing a book about Dark Souls years down the line is that it’s now possible to appreciate how far-reaching the game’s influence has been. It might not be one of the best-selling games of the past decade (though moving a few million copies is a perfectly respectable achievement, especially for a dark fantasy game for masochists), but it certainly stands as one of the most influential. It has deeply affected both the people who’ve played it and, on a less personal level, video games as a whole. The highly-regarded UK game magazine Edge released a special publication in 2015 entitled The 100 Greatest Video Games, which awarded Dark Souls the #1 spot above legendary titles such as Tetris, Half-Life 2 and The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time.

			There are many stories in this book about how Dark Souls has changed individual lives and brought people together. Couples have bonded over it; people have overcome difficult times in their lives with its help; a fortunate few have discovered a way to make a living out of their passion for it. We’ve already met Michael, aka VaatiVidya, who earns decent money making videos that explore Dark Souls’ lore in his own unique way. Another of the most well-known people in Dark Souls fandom is Marcus Sanders, aka EpicNameBro, one of the most mechanically skilled and insightful players in the community.

			“The impact the series has had on my life and career is pretty huge,” he says. “My appreciation for the Souls games led to meeting quite a few like-minded people who were also interested in what I had to say about game design. From there, it’s been kind of a wild ride, from being ‘just’ a passionate fan to working together with Future Press and From Software on the official guides, to having people I respect validating my own designs and concepts. Every time I turn around, something else that I never thought possible is happening. I’m actually working on two separate titles right now, and consulting on a couple of others. I wouldn’t be doing this without Souls or without all the great people I’ve met through the series.”

			Dark Souls’ influence in the game development community remains disproportionate to its popularity. You’d be hard-pressed to find game designers that haven’t either played it or at the very least spent time analysing its design. Get a few developers around a table for lunch and there’s a high likelihood that Dark Souls will come up at some point. 

			It’s understandable that games like Super Mario 64 and The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time would prove enormously influential, because they set the standard for different types of 3D worlds back when 3D worlds were cutting-edge. It’s understandable that game critics and historians cite DOOM and Wolfenstein as foundational works in the video game form, because they wrote so many of the early rules of the first-person shooter. But Dark Souls didn’t invent new rules, or set new technological standards, or change the conception of what a video game could be. What it did was make people think differently about how a game could be, and what would resonate with players.

			Dark Souls proved that people respond well to being treated like adults and trusted to engage voluntarily with a game’s challenges and systems, without having them explained to death beforehand. It proved that, as a game designer, you don’t have to be so worried about scaring people off; that if a game is good enough, players can be trusted to find their way without having their hand held. This is a liberating concept for many game designers.

			“The best word to describe the Dark Souls series is ‘confident’,” says Greg Street, Design Director for League of Legends developer Riot Games. “The game subverted conventional wisdom in a number of ways: the difficulty of the battles, the punishment for failure, and a general lack of explanation for how anything works. Dark Souls knows exactly what it wants to be and who its target audience is, and isn’t interested in trying to attract players looking for a different experience. The percentage of players who beat the final boss is always low, and the game is fine with that.”

			Dark Souls has plenty of famous fans in the world of game design and publishing – including people like Shuhei Yoshida, the president of Sony Worldwide Studios and one of the key figures behind the PlayStation 4. Dark Souls even inspired the PS4’s menu system.

			“The game design of Demon’s Souls and Dark Souls has been a good antithesis to the industry norm, when game designers are usually worried about stopping players’ progress in the game, and provide lots of tutorials and assists,” says Yoshida, who, as a long-time Sony employee, had also played and appreciated Demon’s Souls when it launched on the PlayStation 3. “The harder difficulty of the regular enemies, coupled with their low health points, created a tense but always solvable situation for the player throughout the game and gave a much larger reward in the sense of accomplishment when you do succeed in reaching the next checkpoint. The clever 3D level design is without match in the industry: it has a beautiful and intriguing level structure that assists progression.

			“The asynchronous social connectivity introduced in Demon’s Souls was truly a visionary feature, providing players with a sense of playing together but not making it too intrusive like regular online multiplayer games. This feature has been an inspiration for many contemporary game designs, and now popular ‘Share’ features have been developed [on the PS4] expanding on the experiences that Demon’s Souls pioneered.”   

			Shuhei’s favourite Dark Souls moment was the final battle with Gwyn, incidentally: even though he ended up watching from behind a pillar whilst two more experienced players parried Gwyn to death. “I would have liked to beat the boss by myself, but I felt that this was nonetheless a legitimate way to succeed in this tough game – Miyazaki-san would be proud to hear of my triumph using his generous game design,” he laughs.

			Many other game designers point towards Dark Souls’ fearlessness as a particularly fascinating aspect of its design. The conventional industry wisdom for many years was that you couldn’t piss off a player too much or they’d give up and rage-quit. The fact that Dark Souls walked that line between satisfying and challenging its players and making them want to defenestrate their controllers is one of the enduring mysteries of its design, and almost any game designer you talk to has their own ideas about how and why it works.

			“Dark Souls showed me that games don’t have to be too easy or hold your hand too much,” says Sigurdur Gunnarsson, one of the co-creators of EVE: Valkyrie, a spin-off from the famously evil MMO EVE Online (he’s just started his fourth playthrough of Dark Souls II, experimenting with a Dex/rapier build combo).

			“People should be trusted to explore and discover things on their own. What I find fascinating about the Souls games is the emergent gameplay and how you learn by trying, and pure pattern recognition. You can‘t really say the game is unfair, it is consistent and totally up to personal skill.

			“It‘s a great example of a game that is easy-ish to pick up but hard to master, something we‘ve wanted for Valkyrie from the start. In my future projects, I plan to embody more of what the Souls series, and that kind of gameplay, stands for."

			“Dark Souls does things with difficulty curves and risk assessment that I’ve never seen before in a game,” says Zach Gage, a conceptual artist and game designer living in New York. “Once you’ve beaten the game and start reflecting on its structure, you start to notice some very clever things going on in the way the level design and difficulty curves intermingle. Dark Souls is structured like one long path wound around itself, sprouting off branching paths that sometimes reconnect and sometimes don’t. The long path has a relatively gradual difficulty curve. The branches, however, have random difficulties. Some of them are easier or the same as the part of the long path you are at, and some of them are substantially harder.

			“When you pair this with the risky economy of the game, with the omnipresent risk of losing your souls, it creates a really fascinating system. The structure of the level design, the variety of weapon strategies, the learnable nature of the bosses, and the way you move around the world all come together to present a fascinating puzzle of optimisations and risk. As developers, it’s rare that you get to play a game that does one singular truly new thing, but Dark Souls was from another planet conceptually. You can look at those aspects of its design and it’s just not following any of the paths that things before it did, and it pulls off all of its new ideas just perfectly. Demon’s Souls was the practice run for these ideas, but Dark Souls reaches a kind of Mario-perfection, but in an alternate universe where video games are about completely different things.”

			For Ricky Haggett, designer of the wildly creative Hohokum and Super Exploding Zoo, Dark Souls brings him back to a time when games were more mysterious: when we got our information through talking with other kids in the playground, rather than watching YouTube walkthroughs. “The game’s full of secrets,” he says. “The sense you get when you play Hohokum, hopefully, and definitely Dark Souls and The Legend of Zelda: A Link To The Past, is that as you’re walking around there are all these secret things, sometimes completely hidden, sometimes just below the surface. You got it in DOOM as well. Below the skin there are tantalising, wonderful places you can get to if you can only figure out how. I mean, a lot of games have secret stuff hidden, but most of the time the stuff you find isn’t very interesting, because the games themselves aren’t very interesting.

			“Dark Souls had the balls not to put massive signposts everywhere to make sure you see everything. That feels super special because even when you found a weird little thing in Link To The Past, it was super cool, but it was quite meagre. It might be a room with a weird guy in it who says a couple of lines of dialogue. Whereas in Dark Souls you find whole worlds that had significantly more time and energy spent on them. In 95% of other developers’ games, they just would’ve gone, ‘Well, no one’s going to see this, so we have to make sure someone sees this!’”

			That depth – the knowledge that, as you play Dark Souls, there are countless things that you won’t have seen, and might only find out about years later during a conversation, or whilst watching a streamer – is what fascinates Seth Killian, one of the most prominent figures in the world of fighting games. “I sometimes feel like a lunatic watching people swoon over other games,” he says. “Meanwhile, I’m feeling like I’m playing something that does several of the seemingly disconnected things that other games do, at the same time, better, and also does seven other things that nobody ever even brings up.

			“I get so crazy that even when some games site gives Dark Souls their Game of the Year award, I’m all ‘Yeah, but you don’t even know, man!’ The only experience I can compare it to was being a young Street Fighter 2 nut, with its slow unfurl of potentially boundless depth, all while watching the game be deeply misunderstood by everyone else, even as they professed fandom and while the game itself was at its arcade heights. Miyazaki games are like finding Dostoyevsky’s Notes from the Underground stuck into a comic-book rack at your local 7-Eleven.”

			‘Flexible’ isn’t a word I personally associate with Dark Souls; indeed, at times it feels infuriatingly inflexible, as you bang your head against the same wall for hours on end. But Jochen Mistiaen, whose first game Malebolgia was heavily influenced by Dark Souls, sees so much in the game that can be absorbed and repurposed in new, interesting ways. “You could in effect strip down Dark Souls’ combat, take away the various weapons, stats and equipment builds, but still retain the core and satisfying enemy encounters and the system, with its emphasis on timing and tactical movement,” he says.

			“The nice thing is that they can be stripped down yet still retain their appeal. In other words, I could as a developer create a smaller world with a more simplistic combat system yet still create something fun to play. It’s easier to copy, in a way. Compare it for instance to RPGs which need elaborate stat systems and stories, or other action games, e.g. Devil May Cry, which need many different enemy and weapon types, or first- person shooters that require long campaigns or a very robust multiplayer. The core elements of Dark Souls can be so easily replicated, in theory, that as a designer, you can more or less take any setting and scope, and visualise in your head how it would play out. It triggers the imagination in a way few other games have done before. I can visualise the gameplay and level design, rather than, as with many other genres or series, only story or set-pieces.”

			Long-term observers of video games will remember that they went through something of an identity crisis in the mid-’00s, during which they were continually trying to ape films, as if the creative apex of the video game form was to be exactly like a movie. As graphical capabilities finally began to approach something close to realism, many big games started aspiring to the universal accessibility and emotional scope of film – and to achieve it, they employed the linear processes of filmic storytelling. It took a good while for games to emerge from this phase and realise that they didn’t actually have to be like film; that they have their own ways of telling stories, their own ways of getting into your head. Dark Souls didn’t start that counter-movement, but it was a hugely persuasive example of it.

			“For decades there was a largely financially-driven movement to make games more and more accessible, to hit an ever larger audience,” reflects Tom Cadwell, VP of game design at Riot Games. “Somewhere along the way, the industry – in the race to make ever more accessible games – started to lose sight of how rewarding a challenging (and possibly punishing) game can be. There has been a renewed interest in modernising these old game-design approaches and introducing them to a new generation of gamers. Dark Souls was one of a few critical games that launched this renaissance by reminding players and game designers alike that mastering a challenge is something hardcore gamers love. 

			“We are seeing this trend continue in other games through the continued interest in Dark Souls-like experiences, the revitalisation of the roguelike genre, the continued growth of MOBAs like LoL and Dota 2, and the popularity of sandbox open-world PvP games like Rust, DayZ, and Ark.” That’s a lot of important games, all of which share something in common with Dark Souls.

			Perhaps we are just at the beginning. The true extent of Dark Souls’ influence may not be felt for another three, five, even 10 years. “While Souls has obviously had a tremendous impact on the industry already, I think that the true effects are still a couple of years off,” reckons EpicNameBro. “There are people in studios all around the globe right now who have been inspired to do something different with games – just as Ueda Fumito inspired Miyazaki-san. Some of them are indies, some of them are junior designers at large companies. A lot of them don’t have a lot of visibility right now, but they’re there. And they’re more connected to each other than you would ever imagine. 

			“That’s the real power of this series. It draws people out and reveals their bonds. The community is already linked together in their ideas and interests. Dark Souls just illuminates those connections and makes us appreciate them. And each other. I know it sounds cheesy, but it’s the damn truth."
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			Firelink Altar 

Kiln of the First Flame

			By Jason Killingsworth

            [image: ]

            
			[image: ]

            ‘My lord, bless thy safe return. Let Kaathe, and Frampt, serve Your Highness. We are here to serve Your Highness. Let true Dark be cast upon the world. Our Lord hath returned’st.’

            
   
	
			
			
			AFTER SETTING ALIGHT THE LORDVESSEL IN FIRELINK ALTAR by filling it with the requisite souls, it’s time to venture into the final area of the game, the Kiln of the First Flame. Gwyn, the Lord of Cinder, awaits your visit. After proceeding down an ethereal staircase across which a procession of spectral knights pass, you enter a twilight wasteland. Grey dunes of ash create the sense of trodding across the moon’s surface. An assortment of black knights from Gwyn’s guard do their best to thwart your approach.

			On the horizon looms the ruins of the Kiln, a structure built to encircle and mark the site where the flame was originally discovered during the Age of Ancients. Up to this point the game has impeded your progress with mazes, traps, sprawling zones that take endurance to see through. Not so in this final area, which funnels players down a shockingly straightforward run-up to Gwyn’s boss chamber. There’s a sense of the game saying: OK, you’ve proven yourself, we’re going to set the trickery aside and escort you to the Lord’s chamber. He’s been expecting you. Right this way, please.

			The idea of grey-bearded Gwyn still lurking in this dour shrine over such a vast span of years inspires more sadness than fear or reverence. He appears to have gone hollow, his body charred from linking the flame, his eyes missing. As the majority of the bosses you face in your journey through Lordran are demons, dragons and other monstrosities, there’s something touching about your final battle being against a man; an old man with a sword.

			Gwyn is the only boss in the game whose attacks can be parried and riposted, incidentally, yet another way in which the game humanises, and perhaps even encourages sympathy for, your final opponent. He’s supposed to remind you, the Chosen Undead, of yourself after all. You are destined to take his place whether you decide to link the fires and beckon in another Age of Fire or step callously from the chamber, ready to succeed Gwyn in presiding as Lord over an Age of Dark. 

			In the final analysis it doesn’t really matter what you choose. Once the short cutscene plays, you return to the title card. Continue to play and Lordran is reborn in a tougher state, a rowdier stallion to break. Everything is renewed. All the pilgrims you killed, or maybe just failed to save from the malice of a fellow pilgrim, return to life. You awake in the Undead Asylum. But you have an inventory full of items, a head crammed with know-how. This is what some call reincarnation. The path before you, once a midnight hallway, now has a beam of afternoon sun slanting through.

            





			
			
			Epilogue 

			What FROM Did Next

			By Keza MacDonald

			What has happened to From Software in the years since Dark Souls’ release is something that not even the most optimistic fan could realistically have predicted. Dark Souls managed to sell more in its first week on sale in 2011 in Japan than Demon’s Souls did in its entire lifetime in the whole of Europe. Hidetaka Miyazaki, who said in a 2009 interview with Game Informer that, “I’m just an employee of the development company, so I can’t directly answer whether there’ll be a sequel to Demon’s Souls”, was promoted to president of From in 2014, and is now in charge not just of the creative direction on his games but the overall company’s direction, too.

			The developer and its work are now feted as some of the leading lights in Japanese game development. The Souls series has grown from an obscure Asia-only PS3 phenomenon to some of the most loved and respected video games ever made, and Dark Souls in particular has been canonised as the loftiest peak in that chain of releases.

			It didn’t happen all at once, of course. In 2012, the Artorias of the Abyss content was added to the PlayStation 3 and Xbox 360 versions of the game, and a PC port – the result of a fan petition that garnered more than 100,000 signatures  – was released in August 2012. Shortly afterwards, with the announcement of a sequel in December 2012, Dark Souls officially became a franchise.

			Initial jubilation from the Dark Souls community dampened somewhat when it emerged that Hidetaka Miyazaki himself was not actually working on Dark Souls II – at least, not in anything beyond an advisory capacity. While reporting for Edge magazine’s Dark Souls II world reveal, Jason brought the regrettable news back from Japan. There had been  no forewarning in the press briefing from publisher Bandai-Namco. In fact, Miyazaki was the first interview of the trip, and after one question, Jason was politely informed that the influential Japanese developer would not be answering questions about Dark Souls II as he had limited involvement in the project.

			Dark Souls II could not, by definition, be as ground-breaking as its predecessor, but it is well-loved nonetheless. Few would argue that co-directors Tomohiro Shibuya and Yui Tanimura made a fine, respectful work of painstaking Dark Souls homage. The absence of Miyazaki’s touch, however, became evident in the branching nature of its world, Drangleic, which contrasts strongly with Lordran’s interlocking, interconnected spokes, and perhaps in the absence of a certain majesty in the boss designs. But a slightly worse Dark Souls is better than 90% of other video games. It was very successful, selling around 2.5 million copies, and welcomed a whole new population of Dark Souls fans into the fold.

			It turned out, of course, that Miyazaki had been busy on something else whilst Dark Souls II was in the works: an exclusive game for the PlayStation 4. Sony had approached Miyazaki and From to work together on an original game shortly after they shipped the Prepare to Die edition of the original Dark Souls. Bloodborne was developed in parallel with Dark Souls II, by a different team, headed up by Miyazaki. It came out in March 2015.

			Bloodborne might initially look like a Souls game in all but name, right down to the noise that your protagonist’s feet make upon the stone flagons of the hauntingly doomed town of Yharnam, and the font of the familiar YOU DIED message that appears every time you fall victim to one of the monstrous creatures (or monstrous people) that live there. But thematically, it is a very different beast. If Dark Souls was about dying, Bloodborne is about killing. You are a hunter, exterminating a scourge that turns out to be the product of humanity’s insatiable curiosity and hunger for power. Bloodborne is so much more overtly a horror game than Dark Souls, a game about bloodlust and madness and transformation and the dark, awful things at the fringes of human understanding. Rather than Fighting Fantasy, its inspiration comes from the Cthulu and Dracula stories that Miyazaki obsessed over as a young adult.

			Bloodborne is a fascinating, disturbing, monstrously absorbing creation that takes the game design philosophies, double-edged online multiplayer and twisted creativity of Dark Souls and unleashes them in a whole new setting with distinctly different weapons and more aggressive, fast-paced fighting. It is, astoundingly, as deep and dark and multi-faceted as Dark Souls. Most Souls fans did not dare to dream that From Software could pull it off twice.

			Miyazaki returns to Dark Souls, however, for the third entry in the series: Dark Souls III, which should be out in the world by the time you are reading this. This homecoming was not entirely his own idea; the former president of From asked him to take charge of the project when it was running into problems at the prototype stage, back in 2013 at the peak of Dark Souls II and Bloodborne’s production. Miyazaki agreed to help. “Being immersed in Bloodborne and then looking at the prospect of working on Dark Souls again, it gave me the chance to make comparisons, and come to realisations about what is interesting about Dark Souls’ world, and the differences between what was done in Bloodborne and what could be done in a world of swords and shields and magic and fantasy,” he said an interview conducted a few months before we completed this book. “I had a second revelation about the potential of fantasy, so I felt it was a good time to return. It was good timing.”

			Anyone who’s worked in video games for long knows that they operate on a short cycle. They’re developed, they’re announced, they’re finished, they’re released, everybody talks about them for a month or two, and then they usually fade away. It takes an extraordinary game to break out of that cycle, to remain the subject of fascination not for a few months, but for years, even decades. Dark Souls and its sequels – both literal and spiritual – still only appeal to a niche of players, but that niche has grown exponentially. 280,000 people bought Dark Souls in its first week of release; In July 2015, publisher Bandai-Namco claimed that the Dark Souls series as a whole had sold 8.5 million, all over the world. That’s at least a few million individual players, a vast number of whom have been changed by it in some way. We have proof of that. You are holding it in your hands.

			For both of us, reporting on Dark Souls has been the highlight of our careers as video-game journalists and critics. Five years on, the affection and fascination we hold for this extraordinary game has only grown. This book, this collection of stories about Dark Souls and the slightly mad people who play it, does not mark the end of the Dark Souls story. It’s not a eulogy. Dark Souls is the kind of art that will continue to capture and inspire people for decades to come. You died, many times over. But Dark Souls hasn’t. And there’s a good chance it never will.
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			The Lore Wrestle 

			An Intro to Dark Souls Lore

			By Keza MacDonald

			I remember sitting with a friend over some beers, trying to do what every single Dark Souls player has done at some point: persuade the uninitiated that it’s the best game of the past decade. Well, this particular friend wasn’t entirely uninitiated. He’d gotten as far as the Taurus Demon before stopping. “It’s just not my kind of thing,” he told me. “I like games with a good story.”

			Naturally this vexed me, not just because I am afflicted (like most Souls fans I know) with a mania for converting people, but because Dark Souls has an amazing story, one of the best, most intriguing, most complex, most intellectually involving stories in all of video games. It just does everything it can to hide it from you. 

			It is totally possible to play through Dark Souls in its entirety and have no idea what actually happened. There is no shame in this. Dark Souls’ story took months – even years – to fully uncover. It required careful excavation. This is because enjoying Dark Souls’ story is not a passive experience; it’s not told to you. You have to find it. You have to search for hints in item descriptions, in the sparse snippets of dialogue, in your surroundings, in the forms and lairs and implied histories of the bosses you encounter, in the game’s one and only narrative cutscene (the prologue). And it’s been a collective effort: Dark Souls’ story has been uncovered over the course of years by thousands of individual players, each contributing their own observations, deductions and – of course – wild conjecture.

			It’s an extraordinary approach to telling a story. Most games are so straightforward with their plots. There are good guys, bad guys, heroes that save the world, and all of it is laid out nice and clearly in interstitial cutscenes that narratively contextualise the level you’re about to attempt. In Dark Souls there are binaries – fire and darkness, light and death – but nothing is straightforward. From a normal playthrough it’s not even clear who you are, or if there even is a villain.

			This philosophy of ambiguity derives from Miyazaki’s teen years reading fantasy novels in English. He had a particular fondness for the Fighting Fantasy series, written by UK game-industry pioneers Steve Jackson and Ian Livingstone. Because of the language barrier, much of these stories remained mysterious to him: he was left to fill in the blanks with his own imagination.

			“When I was young and I was reading fantasy novels, at a stage where I could only understand maybe half of what I was reading, there was an allure to not knowing entirely what was going on,” Miyazaki said in a 2012 Edge magazine interview conducted by my co-author. “So I had this idea that there would perhaps be some way to create that kind of feeling in a game. My method of storytelling comes from that inspiration – the shadowy parts of a story, or a legend that you can’t make out.”

			An especially interesting aspect of Dark Souls’ story is that it could only be told through a video game, making it almost unique. It tells us very little through the mediums of text or film, and vast amounts through context, exploration and environmental storytelling that simply would not be possible in any other format. Nowadays it’s widely regarded as a masterclass in interactive narrative design, despite the fact that any given player could bypass the story entirely if they weren’t inclined to investigate.

			Perhaps Dark Souls succeeds in this area because Miyazaki is acutely aware of video games’ storytelling limitations, as well as their strengths. “There are different types of fantasy, ones that are better told in games and others that would be better in a drama,” he told Jason back in 2012. “Political, human drama [like you find in Game of Thrones] – the relationships between people and so on – is better suited to a book. I don’t think it would be possible to tell that story with a game, or at least I wouldn’t want to attempt it.”

			Even years down the line, there are still parts of Dark Souls’ story that we can’t decipher. The Artorias of the Abyss storyline answered some of the lingering mysteries about what happened in Lordran’s past, but many remain. Plenty of things are still debated – for instance, the true identity of the Furtive Pygmy, a character mentioned only once, in the game’s prologue. (The prevailing theory is that he and Manus – the antagonist of the Artorias of the Abyss portion of the story – are one and the same, but as with most things in Dark Souls, this isn’t absolutely certain.) Many of the accepted conclusions about the backstories of Lordran and its inhabitants are essentially received wisdom; there’s good evidence, but we cannot know for sure.

			Jason and I visited the Brickwood Cafe in London’s Clapham Common to catch up with Ryan Morris, one of the key localisation partners used by From Software going all the way back to Demon’s Souls and the subject of a previous chapter. We’d often wondered if the answers to unresolved questions in Dark Souls lore truly existed, or if they’re akin to state secrets known by a small inner circle but guarded from the rest of us. So we asked Ryan if Miyazaki ever makes him privy to background details of Souls lore that provide necessary context for his work in writing the English script, but which he’s instructed not to make explicit.

			Ryan chuckles, “Well, I can’t really answer directly, but I know that … [Miyazaki] has a certain sense for the power of mystery. Some of the deeper questions are practically questions about the meaning of life itself, so I don’t think the answers would be in Dark Souls anyway.”

			He nimbly swivels the interrogation lamp back on us. “Why don’t you tell me about some of the different lore theories out there? Because I don’t keep up with it.” We point out a rather obvious, uncontroversial theory – that Solaire isn’t just any wanderer but the spurned firstborn of Lord Gwyn, stripped of his deific status.

			“Interesting,” he says noncommittally. Ryan happens to be a semi-professional gambler outside of his localisation gig with Frognation, and it’s interesting to see his poker face come out in a non-cards setting. We rephrase our original line of questioning to make it clear we’re more interested in From Software’s creative method than trying to Heimlich a specific lore epiphany out of him. From a process standpoint, how are decisions made around what aspects of the story to reveal and what to obscure while putting together the game’s script?

			“It’s not my decision [in the end],” Ryan says, “but there are...gradations of it.” Then, putting a less ambiguous stop to this line of questioning, he excuses himself from the table to visit the bathroom. I politely fold, declining to press for additional insight. When Ryan returns we shuffle the conversational deck and deal a fresh hand.

			Going straight to the source and asking Miyazaki himself doesn’t yield much additional insight – he’s careful to preserve the air of mystery around Dark Souls’ lore (the “shadowy parts”, as he would say), and most Dark Souls fans prefer it that way. The cherished pieces of concrete info that he has let slip in interviews and the official Dark Souls Design Works book are few and far between. He does have his own ideas about certain things, but they exist largely in his head – though there is, he says, a version of Dark Souls’ lore written down somewhere: a bible, if you will.

			“[The bible of Dark Souls lore] does exist,” he said in that 2012 Edge interview. “I create the whole story and worldview so it’s a very shorthand, rough document of my own. It is inside my computer and it also includes photographs of white-board layouts from the From Software meeting room. I might tape some photos up that were in the ballpark of an image for a certain particular thing and some drawings of characters. But it’s mostly text. I really like reading that type of background thing, like if you can get your hands on the ‘bible’ for this or that; I really like that kind of document. And so it’s a pretty detailed thing, but it’s not in actual paper form so it hasn’t been publicised. I’m embarrassed to show it to anybody. It’s too rough, and it reveals too much about me.”

			How unbearably tantalising. But who knows? Maybe one day, when the series inevitably ends, he’ll let us see it.

			The following chapters contain some of our own evidence-based opinions on the lore of Dark Souls, as well as some informed speculation, but the uncovering of this lore has been a communal excavation effort. It’s something that the entire community – and, in particular, passionate Dark Souls scholars such as VaatiVidya, DaveControl, EpicNameBro and others, whose YouTube videos on Dark Souls lore are essential viewing for any curious fan – have pieced together over time. As such, we lay no claim to these insights and discoveries: they belong to all of us.
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			A Guide to Dark Souls’ Plot 

			(In Case You Missed It)

			By Keza MacDonald

            
            
            
		 
         
			
			In the Age of Ancients,

			The world was unformed, shrouded by fog

			A land of grey crags, archtrees, and everlasting dragons

			But then there was Fire

			And with Fire came Disparity. Heat and cold, life and death, and of course... Light and Dark.

			Then, from the Dark, They came

			And found the Souls of Lords within the flame.

			Nito, the first of the dead

			The Witch of Izalith, and her daughters of chaos

			Gwyn, the Lord of Sunlight, and his faithful knights

			And the furtive pygmy, so easily forgotten

			With the Strength of Lords, they challenged the dragons.

			Gwyn’s mighty bolts peeled apart their stone scales

			The witches weaved great firestorms

			Nito unleashed a miasma of death and disease

			And Seath the Scaleless betrayed his own, and the  dragons were no more

			Thus began the Age of Fire

			But soon, the flames will fade, and only Dark will remain

			Even now, there are only embers, and man sees not light, but only endless nights

			And amongst the living are seen, carriers of the accursed Darksign.

			-Prologue, Dark Souls




		
        
        
        
			In the beginning of the world, there was no fire, and therefore no life, except for the immortal dragons who lived amongst the archtrees. But then, suddenly, fire came into the world in a place that would later be known as the Kiln of the First Flame. With it, four powerful Lord Souls came into existence and were claimed by four different beings: Nito, the Witch of Izalith, Gwyn, and the furtive pygmy (the most mysterious of the four, and the progenitor of humans – we’ll go into that later). The souls gave the four of them great power; they became something close to deities.

			Emboldened by the power of the Lord Souls, Gwyn decided to go to war. There raged a great battle, with Gwyn leading the Witch of Izalith and Nito against the dragons. Seath the Scaleless – one of the dragons, born without scales and therefore mortal – joined the Lords and helped to defeat his brethren, thus ushering in the Age of Fire. The Age of Fire seems to be as good as life has ever gotten in Lordran; a long age of prosperity ensued, and other lands sprung up around the kingdom. Lord Gwyn made his home in Anor Londo, and ruled from there.

			After that, things start to get murky. Decades, centuries, possibly millennia have passed, and the fire of the First Flame is fading. In the Lordran we know, time is distorted. Demons are everywhere. Every human in Lordran is slowly dying or – worse – turning Hollow. Many theories exist concerning what happened between then and now, but the thrust of it is that darkness and death have nearly completely overtaken Lordran, despite some desperate attempts from Gwyn and the Witch of Izalith to preserve or rekindle the First Flame. A curse, the Darksign, condemns humans to an eternity of death and rebirth, but with each death they lose something of themselves and gradually become Hollow, turning insane and violent. The balance of light and dark, death and life, has been disrupted by this curse. And that is where you come in.

			As one of the cursed Undead, you’ve been incarcerated in the Asylum with your Hollowed brethren. It’s not clear how long you’ve been there; quite probably, hundreds of years. You are suddenly rescued by Oscar, Knight of Astora, who pushes a corpse down into your cell, bearing a key that will secure your escape. Oscar, like you, is Undead, and close to going Hollow – so he selects you to continue his pilgrimage. He tells you about the legend of the Chosen Undead, a tale passed down through his family:

            
            
			…Thou who art Undead, art chosen…

			…In thine exodus from the Undead Asylum, maketh  pilgrimage to the land of Ancient Lords…

			…When thou ringeth the Bell of Awakening, the fate  of the Undead thou shalt know.

            



            
			And with that, he dies, and it’s up to you to inherit the quest he was unable to complete himself. Incidentally, if you come back to the Undead Asylum later in the game, you’ll see him again – but he’s gone Hollow, and attacks you on sight.

			You make your way through the asylum, encountering the guardian who probably finished off Oscar – the Asylum Demon. After one or two (or five, or 20) deaths, you manage to defeat it and escape. You are whisked away to Lordran – the Land of the Ancient Lords – by a giant crow and deposited at Firelink Shrine.

			So there you are: a cursed Undead with a distinction, possibly the only one to ever escape the Undead Asylum, given no more direction than “ring the bells”. One bell is up at the top of the Undead Burg, guarded by the Bell Gargoyles. The other, deep in the bowels of the earth, lies beyond Chaos Witch Quelaag.

			After you’ve rung both bells, and encountered many more interesting and horrifying things along the way, there’s a bit of a shock waiting for you back at Firelink: Kingseeker Frampt, a primordial serpent who has presumably been around since before even the Age of Fire. Frampt offers you more guidance: seek Anor Londo, find a powerful artefact called the Lordvessel, and succeed Lord Gwyn as the next Great Lord (he doesn’t tell you what this actually means, of course. You won’t find that out until the end).

			Once you return with the Lordvessel, after suffering through Sen’s Fortress and Ornstein and bloody Smough, he tells you to fill it with powerful souls to unlock the way to Gwyn’s resting place. From there you head off to find and defeat the Witch of Izalith, Gravelord Nito, the Four Kings, and Seath the Scaleless, feeding their souls to the Lordvessel. Eventually, you gain passage to the Kiln of the First Flame, where Gwyn awaits, surrounded by the ashes of his army.

			You must fight this husk of a once-proud deity, who has been trapped for a thousand years in this ashen prison, fallen from the Lord of Sunlight to the Lord of Cinder. Once he’s dead, you can take his place in the Kiln, lighting the bonfire and sacrificing your body and soul to prolong the Age of Fire. Hooray?

			There’s another way, though. A way that most Dark Souls players will never have encountered.

			There’s another primordial serpent whom you might meet, you see: Darkstalker Kaathe. His aims are very different to Frampt’s. He wishes for you to defeat Gwyn and usher in the Age of Darkness, and is also the source of most of the concrete information about humans in Dark Souls. But you’ll only encounter him if you neglect to place the Lordvessel at Frampt’s request, and go on to defeat the Four Kings, meeting the serpent in the Abyss. Most players will never meet Kaathe, but he is crucial to understanding Dark Souls’ ending, the origins of humanity and the mysterious fourth Lord Soul: the Dark Soul, the one claimed by the Furtive Pygmy right at the story’s outset.

			Kaathe paints Gwyn as a selfish, deluded deity who tried to subvert the course of nature by prolonging the Age of Fire. He tells you that the Age of Darkness is the age of man, a new era. If you walk away from the bonfire in the Kiln of the First Flame after defeating Gwyn, as Kaathe implores, the fire will die and the Age of Dark will begin. Instead of replacing Gwyn, you become his antithesis: the Dark Lord.

			What happens after you either sacrifice yourself or walk away? Perhaps prolonging the Age of Fire is futile; we’ve already seen how far Lordran has fallen, and you’ve already killed most of what was left there. The whole game was, structurally, a way to dupe you into taking Gwyn’s place. But will Lordran stay in a state of suspended animation, as you slowly burn in the Kiln of the First Flame? And if you walk away and become the Dark Lord, do you become the liege of humanity, shepherding its ragged, disparate remnants and creating a kingdom of your own? Or does everything end up enveloped in darkness, leaving you the Lord of nothing? We can’t know. As with so much of Dark Souls, the beauty is in the ambiguity.

			The supplementary narrative running through the Artorias of the Abyss content, however, set several hundred years prior to the events of Dark Souls’ quest, sheds more light on what happened to cause the spread of the dark in Lordran, as well as the thematic connection between humanity, darkness, souls and fire.

			The Kingdom of Oolacile – which you visit once you’re sucked through a portal down in the Darkroot Basin – provides a clue as to how inhabiting the Age of Darkness impacts one’s quality of life. The local township’s inhabitants aren’t exactly feeling tip-top. Seduced by a serpent (probably Kaathe, who really does seem to get around), the inhabitants of Oolacile were duped into disturbing the grave of the ‘primeval human’ in search of the fourth Lord Soul: the Dark Soul. The results were very, very bad indeed. They ended up unleashing the Abyss.

			So, what is the Abyss? It is the embodiment of Dark, the opposite of the First Flame. It’s a formless subterranean void. How did it come to be? It was spawned by a malformed creature called Manus, the Father of the Abyss, the primeval human whose remains the sorcerers of Oolacile disturb. He may or may not have once been the Furtive Pgymy. His rage at being awakened was what resulted in the Abyss, which may be formless but it wouldn’t stay empty for long. It became a kind of limbo-like domain for those who’d succumbed to the Dark.

			Anyone who comes into contact with the Abyss is kinda screwed. Like the theoretical two-headed trout spawning in the pond next to a nuclear power plant indulging questionable waste-disposal practices, the appearance of the Abyss causes a blight to seep into the local populous. That’s why Oolacile is in such dismal shape.

			News of the plight of Oolacile eventually reaches Gwyn and the other lords up in Lordran, who are already scared shitless of the encroaching Dark by this point. Sir Artorias, one of Gwyn’s most trusted knights, heads off on a rescue mission, after Manus abducts a member of Oolacile’s royal family, Princess Dusk (tellingly, the concept of dusk refers to the gradual transition from light to darkness, which is precisely what Oolacile’s fall embodies).

			Dark Souls ain’t no happy-clappy fairy tale. The noble Artorias became the first outsider capable of traversing the Abyss through the use of an enchanted ring, but even he couldn’t hold up under it indefinitely. While hunting Manus in hopes of freeing Princess Dusk, he and his close companion, the grey wolf Sif, are overwhelmed. Artorias uses his Cleansing Greatshield to create a magical barrier around Sif, sparing his young comrade, but he himself becomes irreparably touched by the Abyss, going mad and hunkering down in Oolacile’s colosseum. That is where the Chosen Undead finds him and puts a violent end to Artorias’ equally violent suffering.

			The lesson is clear: even men of Artorias’ exalted stature have reason to fear the dark. But if Princess Dusk can revive from her slumber after being rescued from Manus, maybe there’s a way to retrace one’s steps back to the light. The Broken Pendant, a modest possession which Manus sought to recover with the ardency of Tolkien’s Gollum clawing about for his misplaced Precious, is described in the game as having “a distinct air consisting of both reverence and nostalgia”. Maybe the Broken Pendant represents Manus’ nostalgia for the light, a memory of warmth that’s so easy to forget in the nearly pitch-black Chasm of the Abyss.
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			Character-Building 

			Meet The Cast of Dark Souls

			By Keza MacDonald & Jason Killingsworth

			THE KNIGHTS

			Oscar, Knight of Astora

			You and I owe a lot to Oscar of Astora. Without him, Dark Souls would have been a game about sitting in a cell and contemplating your dwindling humanity. This chap is the knight who drops a corpse bearing the key that lets you escape the Undead Asylum – and, minutes later, before he dies for good, awaiting his end in a separate chamber, he tells you the prophecy of the Chosen Undead, and hands you an Estus Flask. That’s another thing to be grateful for. I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to play Dark Souls without healing, but it ain’t much fun.

			In escaping the Asylum and making a pilgrimage to the land of Ancient Lords (that’ll be Lordran, then), The Chosen Undead is destined to learn the fate of the Undead, and by extension, what’s up with the curse that is slowly damning humanity. We can infer that this was Oscar’s own mission, before it was cut short. How tragic that he didn’t get to do it himself.

			Interestingly, a lot of Oscar’s role in Dark Souls was cut from the final game. Snipped dialogue uncovered by enterprising Dark Souls code archaeologists reveals that Oscar was originally going to accompany you through ringing the Bells, all the way up to Anor Londo, right to the Kiln of the First Flame, always taking the opposite path to yours. He was almost a rival, and he was there for every important turn of the story. Perhaps it was felt that his guidance – and opposition – made things too obvious.

			Siegmeyer & Sieglinde of Catarina

			Siegmeyer of Catarina appears every bit the pudgy underachiever when you first encounter him moping atop a wall outside the closed gate of Sen’s Fortress, yet there’s a fetching knight encased within. You can glimpse his face by exploiting a bug to intentionally clip the in-game camera through his onion-shaped helmet, and he’s a handsome specimen. The name Siegmeyer derives from ‘sieg’, the German word for ‘victory’. His distinctive chestplate mimics the shape of billowing fat rolls, possibly a ruse employed by the knights of Catarina to lure their enemies into misguided confidence. He’s an odd chap, a riddle.

			Siegmeyer has come to Lordran in search of glory and adventure, even against the wishes of his daughter Sieglinde, who arrived to impart her dying mother’s last words and beckon Siegmeyer home. She too is a knight of Catarina, which implies a level of affection for her father in that she emulated his choice of vocation. She carries a Bastard Sword, which could be a significant detail given the complicated relationship between her and her father. In one of her lines of dialogue, she makes a startling admission. “If he goes Hollow,” she says, “I’ll just have to kill him again.”

			Indulge a pet theory: it’s possible the game’s designers planted this sword as a clue to her backstory. If she was in fact a bastard, that might explain why Siegmeyer chose to abandon his family to embark on his “final adventure”, a phrase which has a vaguely suicidal ring to it, especially as his face indicates somebody in the prime of his life. Maybe he was crushed by the revelation that his wife had been unfaithful and given birth to another man’s child. 

			Siegmeyer seems so pensive, constantly adrift in thought. “Excuse me,” he says, apologising to the Chosen Undead at one point. “I was so absorbed in thought, I just drifted away.” Where are his thoughts drifting? To his family? What if he’d done something rash that caused him debilitating regret? 

			Not to mention that odd line from Sieglinde about having killed her father once before. What is that about? She alludes to her father “having a knack” for causing people trouble. What if he’d done something unconscionable, like attack his wife? Perhaps Sieglinde intervened to protect her mother from her father’s assault, which is why she’d been forced to end his life on that first occasion. As an undead, Siegmeyer would’ve eventually revived. If he had any memory of what he’d done, the shame would’ve compelled him to flee the presence of his wife and daughter, no question.

			Was his final adventure to Lordran simply an attempt to reclaim his honour? He wants to end his life with an honourable deed to replace the shameful one that haunts him. Another thought that causes him to drift off into reverie: his daughter Sieglinde, how he loves her like his own, even though she maybe isn’t. He loves her ferociously and misses her every second. If you kill Siegmeyer yourself, his final words are, after all, “My dear little Lin…” (evidently a pet name for Sieglinde).

			What we know for certain is that Siegmeyer, who came to Lordran to reclaim his honour and enjoy one final adventure, finds himself shamed by his dependence on the Chosen Undead’s babysitting. You help him breach the sealed gate of Sen’s Fortress, you divert the boulders he’s unable to outrun, you save him from a contingent of Silver Knights in Anor Londo, you pass along clumps of antidote moss when you find him in the Blighttown swamp. In Lost Izalith, when Siegmeyer hatches a plan to take on a group of Chaos Eaters to provide a diversion for your escape, if you intervene and rob him of that glory, you seal his fate. It’s the last time he’ll suffer the emasculation of your routine bail-outs. It’s the last time you’ll see him alive. The next time you chance upon him will be in Ash Lake, where he lies splayed undecorously in the ash by the area’s bonfire, flanked by the grieving daughter who put him out of his misery.

			The conclusion of Siegmeyer’s quest line is heartbreaking, but the specific words Sieglinde says in mourning over her dead father are even sadder if you subscribe to the bastard-daughter hypothesis. “Oh, father... dear father…” she murmurs through sobs, choosing him, cementing their bond in memoriam. The mysterious parting words Sieglinde intended to relay from her mother to Siegmeyer were possibly ones of tender absolution. Throughout Dark Souls, you find Siegmeyer dozing and nodding off, craving the peace of slumber where his thoughts quit blaring condemnation. There in Ash Lake, the knight of Catarina finally gets to sleep unperturbed, not just pardoned but loved.

			Solaire of Astora

			The Chosen Undead may be the star of Dark Souls by default, but the jolly, co-operative Solaire of Astora wins Best Supporting Actor by a landslide. When you encounter him early in the game atop a rampart along the Undead Burg, he gushes, “I have come to this great land, the birthplace of Lord Gwyn, to seek my very own sun!” The fact that Solaire name-drops Gwyn holds special significance, as he is widely theorised to be the firstborn son of Gwyn. “The sun” feels like it could easily serve as an abbreviated moniker for The Lord of Sunlight. 

			Just as happening upon bonfires throughout your quest creates tiny islands of rest and optimism, early encounters with Solaire inject humour and lightness into an environment that can otherwise feel oppressive. But like the sun slouching behind the horizon, Solaire’s mood darkens to depression and uncertainty as he nears the end of his quest. He comes to believe that it has all been in vain. He is Bono, still not having found what he’s looking for, discarding his signature wrap-around sunglasses in the confidence that no sun is forthcoming.

			SPOILAIRE WARNING: Solaire fails to locate the ‘sun’ he’s been chasing, although one particularly depressing branch of his quest involves him celebrating a delusion of success. If you fail to kill the sunlight maggot skittering about in the shortcut to Lost Izalith, Solaire wedges the bioluminescent creature over his own head and babbles incoherently about having found his sun. “I am the sun!” he concludes.

			Solaire’s quest may end in tragedy, his optimism may falter, but he is the most reliable support the Chosen Undead will find while journeying through Lordran. Solaire’s phantom can be summoned to help fight the Bell Gargoyles, the Gaping Dragon, Smough and Ornstein, the Centipede Demon and finally even Gwyn, The Lord of Cinder. He gifts you the White Sign Soapstone in your earliest encounter, which allows you to summon the help of others beside him. He is the model of teamwork and persistence in the face of terrible odds. In this way he becomes a role model, quite literally Dark Souls’ leading light.

            
			THE WITCH OF IZALITH AND HER CHILDREN

			The Witch of Izalith

			One of the most interesting of the Lords who defeated the dragons back in Dark Souls’ ancient history, the Witch of Izalith is the original pyromancer, known for her extraordinary powers with flame. Unfortunately, in an effort to stave off the end of the Age of Fire, she experimented with trying to recreate the First Flame and accidentally transformed Izalith and everyone in it into a hellish demonscape, all flames and malformed creatures. Whoops. She herself was absorbed into the Bed of Chaos and subjected to an eternity of agony.

            
			Chaos Witch Quelaag

			Ahh, Quelaag: the flame-wielding arachnid-centaur-demon that comes at you after you’ve spent a few minutes delving through suspiciously web-covered caverns, having just suffered through Blighttown. Her backstory turns out to be more interesting than the fight: she is one of the daughters of the Witch of Izalith, she of the Bed of Chaos incident above.

			Quelaag was transformed by the flames, but she escaped with her sister and created their domain below Blighttown. They live there pretty happily for malformed spider-demons, until you show up and ruin everything by killing her.

            
			Quelaag’s Sister

			You’ll meet Quelaag’s Sister (also the sister of Quelaana and Ceaseless Discharge) if you happen upon the illusory wall in Quelaag’s Domain, where she is Fire Keeper to a nearby bonfire. You won’t, however, be able to understand anything she says unless you happened to pick the seemingly useless Old Witch’s Ring as a gift way back on the character creation screen, or traded for it with a crow. Of course. Because this is Dark Souls.

			Quelaag’s sister – named Quelaan by the Dark Souls community – is one of the sadder characters in an all-round depressing bunch. Blind, on the brink of death, she stays immobile near her bonfire, having been transformed into an arachnid demonic hybrid along with Quelaag when their mother, the Witch of Izalith, tried to recreate the First Flame and ended up transforming everyone in Izalith into demons. You can glean from her dialogue that Quelaag is the only person who’s spoken to her since they escaped Izalith together. She’s been otherwise cared for by her assistant Eingyi, the permanently prostate humanoid with grotesque egg sacs protruding from his body. Talk to Eingyi enough and you’ll discover the source of Quelaag’s sister’s malady: she sucked the blight pus out of him and the other stricken residents of Blighttown, sickening herself in the process. As part of the Chaos Servant covenant, you can join her egg-bearing supplicants in feeding her Humanity to improve her condition.

			It’s only after you defeat Quelaag herself that you come across her sister, meaning that you’ve just killed the only family she’s had for a thousand years. How’s that for a guilt trip? Happily for most players, you’d never know what you’d done unless you happened to read up on your Dark Souls lore, or follow the convoluted steps to extracting the right dialogue from Eingyi. Given what you’ve done to her, joining her Covenant and sacrificing your Humanity to her seems like the least you could do. If I could hazard a guess, I’d say that might be why the Chaos Servant Covenant doesn’t enforce a limit on how much Humanity you can donate to it, whereas all the other Covenants have a limit of 100.

			Quelaana of Izalith

			Rounding out the tragic Quelaag family is Quelaana: seemingly the only one of the siblings to have escaped the Bed of Chaos without being transformed into a grotesque demon. She is pretty haunted by the experience, unsurprisingly. Rather than hanging out in a weird web-cavern, she can be found slumped up against a pillar in the poisonous swamp. Also a great lifestyle.

			Quelaana is a master pyromancer, tutor to Salaman – you need a +10 Pyromancy Flame before she’ll even appear. She sells some exceptional spells. If you talk to Quelaana enough, she will essentially beg you to kill her sisters and mother: “A thousand years of atonement is enough.” Well, at least now you can feel slightly less horrible about murdering Quelaag.

			Ceaseless Discharge

			The Witch of Izalith might not have fared well in the Bed of Chaos incident, and her daughters didn’t come out of it too well either, but none of them suffered like her son, who was born with sores that erupted with lava and eventually turned into a gigantic furious lava demon stuck guarding the door to the Demon Ruins. The revelation that he is actually the Witch of Izalith’s son is hidden in the item description of the Orange Charred Ring, dropped by the centipede demon in the Demon Ruins: “Since his sores were inflamed by lava from birth, his witch sisters gave him this special ring.” He attacks if you take the Gold Hemmed Black Set from a corpse nearby: the outfit worn by his sister Quelaana, and presumably his other sisters. We can infer that he was guarding the corpse of one of his sisters and your intervention provoked him into a rage. Poor Ceaseless.

			Wondering what happened to the remaining children of the Witch of Izalith? In addition to Quelaag, Quelaag’s sister, Quelaana, Ceaseless Discharge and the corpse he protects, there are three more sisters mentioned in the opening cinematic. One of them guards the Bed of Chaos, attacking you on sight, and the other two are theorised to be the limbs of the ‘boss’ itself.

			THE LORDS OF DEATH

			Gravelord Nito

			Nito is the most enigmatic of the four Lords that ushered in the Age of Fire by defeating the dragons. He is a god of death, described as “the first of the dead”, living in the Tomb of the Giants, hiding away down there whilst he builds an ever-growing army of dead things (as opposed to Undead things – important distinction, there). Various item descriptions reveal him to be both the overseer and the bringer of death. His Covenant – the Gravelord Servants – have a pretty simple job: spread death and disease using the Eye of Death items.

			You might wonder: why would Gravelord Nito have joined the other Lords in their fight against the dragons if he’s a god of Death? But then, without Fire, there’d be no light and dark, no life and death. There’s a theory that Nito was actually working with Gwyn to prolong the Age of Fire – but this is predicated on a complex theory about another boss: Pinwheel. Or perhaps the very existence of an everlasting, immortal race is simply too grotesque an affront to any self-respecting god of Death.

			Pinwheel

			Residing in the Catacombs, Pinwheel was once a powerful necromancer, but things went horribly wrong for him when, driven to desperation, he stole power from Gravelord Nito and tried to resurrect his dead wife and child. Pinwheel became a horrendous being composed of all three corpses, as evidenced by the masks that adorn his shroud: mother, father, and child. He seems to have remained conscious, though: his crypt is littered with the evidence of his continuing experiments in necromancy. Who knows how long he’s been there, or how close he has gotten to achieving his goal.

			Depending on which of Pinwheel’s three forms absorbs the Chosen Undead’s finishing blow, he drops the corresponding mask – as well as the Rite of Kindling, a secret magic used to strengthen bonfires. The mask item text describes Pinwheel as having stolen the power of Gravelord Nito. Now, the nature of this power is up for debate. Some people believe it to be related to necromancy, perhaps the power to raise the dead, which he stole in order to try to cheat his family back to life. Others believe that what he stole was the Rite of Kindling – which would indicate that Nito was working with Gwyn to spread the bonfires, thus prolonging the Age of Fire, and keeping up his supply of living things upon which to bestow death.

			THE SORCERERS (AND THEIR ANTAGONIST)

			Seath the Scaleless

			Seath is, essentially, a dragon with an inferiority complex, having been born naked and blind – without the stone scales that plate the rest of the eternal dragons. This makes him mortal, a fact that evidently upsets him so much that he turns on all the rest of the dragons and joins Lord Gwyn in defeating them, using his sorceries. You see him in the prologue, sat atop a pile of dragon corpses, crushing one of their stone scales in his claw and screaming. He’s not exactly a gracious victor.

			In return he is named a duke, and holes himself up in the Duke’s Archives near Anor Londo to study magic in the company of an artefact he stole from the dragons: a Primordial Crystal. Which, it turns out, does make him immortal, but only until you smash it before killing him. Hard luck, Seath.

			You’d think Seath might be happy with his lot after being made a duke, but of course he goes too far and is driven mad by his study of magic and his obsession with becoming eternal like all the other dragons. His experiments, the evidence of which can be seen all around Lordran, are seriously messed up. His servants – the intimidating, trident-wielding Channelers, who wear helms with six eyes to compensate for Seath’s sightlessness – abduct people from Lordran and beyond for him to perform his awful experiments upon, especially ‘maidens’. Channelers became known as ‘snatchers’, and their victims were held in the prison beneath the Duke’s Archives. Those servants of Seath left in the Archives now “struggle to keep their sanity, as the horde of ‘mistakes’ writhe at a fearfully close proximity”, according to the item description text of the Archive Tower Giant Cell Key. Eurgh.

			As for those mistakes… You know those snake-octopus things that guard the prison in the Archives? Yeah, they used to be human. The Crystal Golems down Darkroot Garden way? Also his cast-offs, mobile prisons for his victims. He created the Moonlight Butterfly, too. The Hydras? Possibly them as well, as some evidence links Seath to Ash Lake (and we already know he’s been near Darkroot Garden, because the Moonlight Butterfly is there). His abductees end up horribly deformed, as evidenced by all the crystalised enemies wandering around his library.

			Seath might be the godfather of magic in Lordran, but he is not the only one in the Dark Souls universe who knows a fair amount about sorcery. The lost land of Oolacile has sorceries of its own, ones that Seath definitely coveted. Why else would his crystal servants be found wandering nearby in the Darkroot Basin?

			Big Hat Logan

			Perhaps the only being in Lordran more interested in Seath than Seath himself, Big Hat Logan devoted his life to studying the dragon, the source of all sorcery. His heretical approach to magic has made him more powerful, and closer to Seath, than any other sorcerer. He wears the hat – as noted in the item description – to keep the world at arm’s length; he doesn’t care much for his own appearance, or for other people.

			You first encounter Big Hat Logan all caged up in Sen’s Fortress, after which – if you unlock his cage – he will become your tutor in sorcery. Almost everything we know about Seath the Scaleless comes from Logan, who studied at Vinheim Dragon School, and has become consumed by his obsession with the naked dragon. He is the source of extremely powerful spells, spells that draw from Seath’s crystal powers.

			Unfortunately – assuming you rescue Big Hat Logan from Sen’s Fortress, and follow his path through the game to the Archives, where he immerses himself in Seath’s terrible learnings –  Logan follows in his hero’s footsteps and succumbs to madness. The last you see of him, surrounded by Seath’s sorcery tomes, he’s babbling, insane, naked in the image of his idol – save for that big hat.

			Much sorcery in Dark Souls appears to involve the manipulation of souls; think of Soul Arrows, or the Homing Soul Mass. It seems that intimate knowledge about the relationship between them is too much for any mind to take.

			Griggs of Vinheim

			Poor old Griggs. All he wanted was to find Big Hat Logan, and he ends up wandering Lordran, lost and dispirited, locked behind a door in the Lower Undead Burg. And then, when he finally meets Logan, he runs off again. He describes Logan as “a true hero”, but also refers to “awful rumours”. Perhaps Logan’s methods are not so far removed from Seath’s horrible experiments. There’s also compelling evidence in the item descriptions of Griggs’s sorcery arsenal to suggest that he may be a spy sent by the Vinheim Dragon School to follow Big Hat Logan and report back on the man’s research.

			Eventually, poor old Griggs goes hollow in Sen’s Fortress. One thing’s for sure: if you’re concerned for your longevity in the world of Lordran, don’t become a sorcerer.

			Rickert of Vinheim

			The last of Dark Souls’ sorcerers lives an inauspicious life, trapped behind bars in New Londo Ruins, where he is happy to magically enhance weapons for you. As he rightly points out, at least it’s safe in there. It seems everyone in Vinheim has heard of Big Hat Logan: Rickert, though, has little patience for “fancy scholars”. It is perhaps his lack of interest in how magic actually works that saves him from its power.

			Havel the Rock

			Okay, there’s one more person who might care about Seath even more than Big Hat Logan: Havel the Rock, a former “battlefield compatriot” of Gwyn’s, whose life’s mission involves finding and killing the big old naked dragon. Actually he hates all magic; we know this because he is the creator of the Magic Barrier spells, which block its effects.

			We know little about Havel’s motives. When we find him, he is already Hollow, and we never get to hear him speak. But it’s not difficult to make an educated guess: Seath’s methods are vile, and perhaps one of the people he abducted for his heretical experiments was someone dear to Havel. Or perhaps it has something to do with Havel’s weapon: the Dragon Tooth, created from the actual tooth of an everlasting dragon. And where’s the only living dragon in Dark Souls? Down in Ash Lake – where we find one of Havel’s miracles. Perhaps he’s been down there, and learned from another dragon the extent of Seath’s cruelty and treachery. Or maybe he’s just a big burly warrior who thinks magic is for nerds.

			Another interesting theory about Havel is that he may have been part of a plot to overthrow Lord Gwyn – despite their established friendship. This theory stems from the fact that an Occult Club can be found in a booby-trapped chest in Anor Londo along with a lot of other gear that belonged to Havel. Why would he have an Occult weapon – something that we know was “used to hunt the gods”, if we read the item description of the Dark Ember used to create them? Perhaps that’s why we find Havel locked away in his tower: perhaps Lord Gwyn found out about his betrayal, and imprisoned his former friend there.

			LORD GWYN AND HIS INNER CIRCLE

			Gwyn, Lord of Sunlight

			Gwyn – arguably more than you, The Chosen Undead – is the central character of Dark Souls’ plot. Everything begins with events that he set in motion: a war against the eternal dragons. He is the most important of the four beings that found a Lord Soul. Lordran, during the prosperous Age of Fire ushered in by the dragons’ defeat, lies under his rule. He built and reigned from Anor Londo. And his faltering, desperate attempts to keep the First Flame alive are the driving force of the story.

			Before Dark Souls begins, Gwyn is more god than king. He has worshippers both in Lordran and further afield. His army – whose remnants can be found all over Lordran, kitted out in splendid armour – defeated the dragons, and it appears there was little other challenge to his authority, save one easily-quashed plot to overthrow the gods that’s hinted at in some Occult item descriptions. In exchange for loyalty, he bestows fragments of his power – his Lord Soul – to a selection of allies: the Four Kings in New Londo, Seath the Scaleless, and his four knights.

			Unfortunately it doesn’t last. The fire is fading, and the Dark encroaches. Gwyn’s allies freak out properly about this: the Witch of Izalith, in an attempt to recreate the First Flame, ends up setting her entire kingdom on fire and spawning a bunch of demons. It’s implied that Gwyn’s army fought these demons and beat them back past Quelaag’s Domain, but obviously by the time you get to Lordran, they’re kind of running wild around the place. More dreadful things are happening: the Four Kings of New Londo have fallen victim to the Dark, Seath the Scaleless has gone bonkers in his library, the curse of the Undead is becoming a real problem… it’s all a bad scene.

			Gwyn ends up taking things into his own hands. With his army in tow, he returns to the Kiln of the First Flame and offers himself up as kindling to prevent the encroaching dark. The resulting flames destroyed his army, but not Gwyn: he was stuck there, in the Kiln, a shell, a husk of his former self, still wearing his crown. Tough break, Gwyn. He who was Lord of Sunlight for so long became the Lord of Cinder.

			Dark Sun Gwyndolin

			Know who really worshipped Gwyn? His son, Dark Sun Gwyndolin – one of the strangest, eeriest and most mysterious characters in Dark Souls lore. Gwyndolin is an optional boss in Anor Londo, probably the most difficult-to-find of any of them. Raised as a daughter because of his “affinity for the Moon”, Gwyndolin stayed behind in Anor Londo after all the other deities left, even after Gwyn left to rekindle the First Flame. From his lair near Gwyn’s tomb – a magnificent structure erected in memory of his father, presumed dead after his final voyage – he weaves extraordinary illusions over Anor Londo.

			The Anor Londo we see in the game – magnificent, pristine, bathed in sunlight – is not the real Anor Londo. It’s an illusion woven by Gwyndolin. If you attack Gwynevere in her chamber after defeating Ornstein and Smough, you discover that she wasn’t actually there: she was just an image projected by Gwyndolin, and he does not take kindly to your defiling it:

            
            
			Thou that tarnisheth the Godmother’s image.

			I am Gwyndolin.

			And thy transgression shall not go unpunished.

			Thou shalt perish in the twilight of Anor Londo.




			Whereupon the illusion fades, allowing the darkness that fell over Anor Londo when the Age of Dark descended to become evident once more. We finally see Anor Londo for what it is: a disintegrating wreck. The radiant sunshine pouring through the clouds vanishes. The Lord of Sunlight has abandoned Anor Londo, leaving darkness its new tenant.

			Gwyndolin seems extraordinarily devoted to his father and sister. Not only does he stand guard over Gwyn’s tomb, he inducts Undead visitors into his covenant, the Blade of the Darkmoon, which is dedicated to serving the gods (ie, his family). It is he – through the considerably more appealing image of his sister – that bequeaths the Lordvessel upon you, and urges you to take Gwyn’s place in the Kiln of the First Flame. His crown embodies his adoration for the sun (and, presumably, the Lord of Sunlight, his father). It’s never evident that this affection was returned. Gwyndolin is conspicuously missing from the art and statuary adorning Anor Londo, and sees himself as “repulsive and frail”, usually an indication of some neglectful parenting.

			Gwyn’s Firstborn Son

			Not much information is made explicit about Gwyn’s firstborn son, except that he was a god of war, violent, very fond of battle and apparently not very smart. The reason we don’t know much about him is that he was wiped out of history at Gwyn’s command and exiled from Anor Londo. Why? He somehow lost the annals – the history books, which presumably chronicled the Age of Fire. Maybe if this joker hadn’t lost the annals we wouldn’t have to spend so long trying to figure out what the heck is going on in Lordran.

			Gwynevere, Princess of Sunlight

			Worshipped as a goddess of fertility, her freakishly out-of-proportion bosom evoking the engorged breasts of a nursing mother, it seems Gwynevere was well loved by the people of Anor Londo, and in wider Lordran beyond. She is the daughter of Lord Gwyn but followed the exodus of the city’s other gods, evacuating Anor Londo as it became clear the Age of Fire would imminently be drawing to a close. It’s a delicious reversal; people tend to flee their home when they realise something has burst into flame, after all, not when they notice a fire extinguished.

			The entirely real-seeming Gwynevere you encounter in Anor Londo is but an illusion wrought by her sibling Gwyndolin, the only god that stayed behind at the time of the exodus. The genuine princess you expected is in another castle: she’d left much earlier, and all we really know about her fate is that she married someone called the Flame God Flann. Sounds like a sweet guy.

			Dragon Slayer Ornstein & Executioner Smough

			Ornstein and Smough are Dark Souls’ preeminent odd couple, a valorous knight and a cannibalistic executioner, tasked with guarding the cathedral in the forsaken city of Anor Londo. Before taking up his present post, Ornstein had been the captain of an elite circle of Lord Gwyn’s four most trusted knights, which also included Artorias the Abysswalker, Hawkeye Gough and Lord’s Blade Ciaran. As the ‘dragon slayer’ title conveys, Ornstein led Gwyn’s troops into battle against the everlasting dragons in the great war that marked the beginning of the Age of Fire. You can even see the dragon-head trophies from that conflict mounted upon the walls of Anor Londo as if its cathedral were some kind of high-fantasy hunting lodge.

			Smough would never enjoy so vaunted a reputation, his dream of admittance to Gwyn’s elite guard stymied by his reputation for grinding the bones of his victims into his food as seasoning. (Not exactly a CV footnote you’d want Lord Gwyn to stumble upon while deciding whether or not to invite you to his professional network on LinkedKiln.)

			Ornstein and Smough perfectly encapsulate the oil-and-water smoothie that is Dark Souls. Things that don’t appear capable of harmoniously coexisting are repeatedly mashed together and playfully, insistently, wedded. Slapstick comedy and survival horror. The elegant and the grotesque. The paunchy armour sculpt and droopy golden moobs of Executioner Smough paired with the svelte counterpoint of lion-helmeted Ornstein (though the Design Works reveals that Smough is quite a hunk underneath). The polar opposition of the duo’s weapons, spear and mallet. Yet both men share the golden plate, which gleams with sun-surface ferocity, plus the crackling lightning enchantment that Gwyn’s forces used to pierce the scales of the everlasting dragons.

			Hawkeye Gough

			You never get to witness Ornstein slaying a dragon, but Hawkeye Gough, another proud member of of Gwyn’s Four Knights, is more than happy to offer a demonstration of his dragon-hunting prowess. During the Chosen Undead’s visit to Oolacile, you get to see Gough shoot Black Dragon Kalameet right out of the sky with one of his giant arrows. The feat is even more amazing considering he does so without actually being able to see the dragon.

			Gough believes himself blind, but in fact he’s just dumb; a group of detractors sneakily plugged up the eye holes in his helmet with tree resin one night while he slept. Perhaps his gullibility is merely a trait of giants.

			Gough is relieved when he hears that the Chosen Undead has “freed” Artorias, ending the corrupted knight’s torment. The giant archer is in need of freeing himself, locked as he is atop one edge of Oolacile’s coliseum. He’s not going anywhere, though. He’s taken up the craft of artisanal wood carving. The fabled knight has already felled everlasting dragons like they were so many clay pigeons; maybe this is his way of living out his retirement in peace, nothing left to prove.

			Lord’s Blade Ciaran

			The lone female member of the Four Knights of Gwyn, Lord’s Blade Ciaran used assassination and subterfuge to take down those who displeased her lord. The Lord’s Blades were a band of lethal female assassins whose blades danced in golden streaks through the night air, inciting terror in their targets just before their killing blow hit home. Ciaran distinguished herself as the most venerated of this order before taking her place among Gwyn’s inner circle.

			When the Chosen Undead returns to the coliseum in Oolacile after killing Knight Artorias, Lord Ciaran can be found kneeling at his graveside. A white flower rests on his headstone. She requests the soul of Artorias so that she may pay her respects with it. In exchange for the soul, she gives the Chosen Undead her two signature blades, which she claims to no longer need.

			It’s not clear whether her affection for Artorias was platonic or romantic, but the distinction isn’t important. She counted him a dear friend, and would spend the rest of her days at his graveside, which would later relocate from the coliseum to the spot where it appears in Darkroot Garden during a later age. To mark her presence there, Dark Souls’ designers placed a female corpse containing Ciaran’s signature Hornet Ring beside Artorias’ grave.

			Perhaps Sif mauled her, jealous of her bond with Artorias. Or maybe Sif blamed her for Artorias’ corruption, that she wasn’t there to come to his aid when Manus overwhelmed them in the Chasm of the Abyss. If the latter is true, Ciaran never left his side again. She stood sentry until it was her time to follow Artorias into the dark.

			ARTORIAS & THE ABYSS

			Knight Artorias & Great Grey Wolf Sif

			Before Dark Souls’ DLC arrived, the closest you could get to Knight Artorias, also known as Sir Artorias The Abysswalker, was a visit to his memorial tomb in Darkroot Garden. You find it guarded by the knight’s dearest companion in life, a towering grey wolf named Sif. Artorias is a tragic and venerated hero, one of the Four Knights of Lord Gwyn. He managed to procure an enchanted ring that allowed him to traverse the Abyss. In an epoch long before the events of Dark Souls’ main quest, Artorias and Sif ventured to Oolacile to combat the Abyss, to halt its spread and rescue the abducted Princess Dusk of Oolacile. Artorias failed in his mission. He became tainted by the Abyss and sacrificed himself to save his then-young companion Sif by creating a barrier around him with his Cleansing Greatshield.

			After travelling back through time to Oolacile to finish what Artorias started, the Chosen Undead put the once-proud knight out of his Dark-infected misery. A husk of his former self, Artorias lurched and somersaulted around the colosseum of Oolacile, dripping Dark like a spectral ooze, the shield arm he used to forge the barrier that would spare Sif’s life hanging limp at his side. Artorias’ Cursed Greatsword crashes down with the impact of a falling oak. He’s a pitiful sight. Oh, to see what Artorias looked like when he was whole, before the Abyss ruined him and separated him from  the wolf that would, years later, die at the hand of the Chosen Undead, attempting to protect the sanctity of his friend’s grave.

			The Four Kings

			As a pitiable case study of what happens when humans choose darkness over the light, consider New Londo. After gaining the favour of Gwyn and receiving fragments of a Lord Soul in reward, the Four Kings of New Londo were seduced by evil. They descended into the Abyss with their knights who, once there, became Darkwraiths. Sir Artorias was the first outsider to uncover a method of traversing the Abyss, which allowed him to go there to hunt the accursed Darkwraiths. But the Abyss clearly did not remain an entirely separate domain. The Dark and its murderous inhabitants began breaching the confines of Lordran, specifically New Londo, which is why a red-robed sorcerer named Ingward and his fellow Sealers flooded the city to try to contain the spread of the Abyss. Alas, in the rock-paper-scissors cosmology of Dark Souls, they learned that water does not trump dark. Everybody in New Londo died, along with the vibrant culture of the city. All you see is its ghostly remains.

			Manus, Father of the Abyss

			Despite his demonic freak-show appearance, Manus was originally a primeval human – quite possibly the primeval human – exhumed from his grave by Oolacile’s residents at the deceptive urging of a Primordial Serpent (how’s that for a distinctly biblical-sounding faux pas?). Oolacile’s sorcerers wanted to harness the power of the Dark Soul, the fourth Lord Soul, for themselves.

			Oolacile had become renowned for its pacifistic magical tradition, one of its best-known sorceries camouflaging the caster as piece of environmental furniture, but the sorcerers there began to lust after more powerful (read: weaponised) forms of magic. This led them to torture the primeval human to uncover the key to such methods. Manus was driven mad and his humanity twisted into something grotesque, spawning the Abyss from his rage and agony. He becomes intent on establishing dominion over Oolacile and desperate to reclaim his beloved Broken Pendant, an item which you the Chosen Undead must have in your possession before Manus will drag you through a portal in Darkroot Basin into the past to begin the Artorias of the Abyss expansion content.

			The genetically corrupting influence of the Abyss and the way it twists those it touches seems an apt metaphor for the moral degradation of Oolacile’s sorcerers: those humans who became monsters, retreating from spellcraft that drew on the light to pursue darker forms of magical power, resorting to torture to force the outcome they desired.

			Dusk of Oolacile

			It’s not known conclusively why Manus chose to take Dusk of Oolacile captive after he conjured the Abyss and began propagating its scourge through Oolacile. Perhaps he was trying to lure Artorias or one of Gwyn’s other knights, whom he suspected would come to the province’s aid. Perhaps Dusk’s exalted stature as a princess made her a tempting high-profile target that might give him added leverage over the surrounding township as he proceeded with his conquest. Or if he was in fact tortured by Oolacile’s sorcerers and their inhumane experimentation, it makes sense that he’d hold an abiding grudge against those who practiced the art of sorcery.

			Regardless, Dusk remains a damsel in the classic sense, and damsels are seldom blessed with deep, gratifying backstory. Dusk sells the Chosen Undead sorceries upon being rescued, only dimly aware that it was you and not Artorias that ultimately pried her from Manus’ grasp.

			THE WAY OF WHITE

			Petrus of Thorolund

			Gwyn ruled over Lordran, but he was worshipped further afield as well. He had an uncle named Allfather Lloyd who founded an entire religion dedicated to the furtherance of Lord Gwyn and his godly purpose: the Way of White. This pious collective practises miracles that draw on the power of light. They also – when the Darksign came into the world, and with it the curse of the Undead – seemingly dedicated themselves to eradicating Undead from the world, rounding them up in the Undead Asylum and killing Hollows. They’re not the most tolerant of religions.

			Unfortunately, before long, some of their own members became undead, which posed a problem: if undead are an abomination against the gods, how should the Way of White deal with its own undead clerics? They are given a special mission: to delve into the Catacombs and try to retrieve the Rite of Kindling, a magic used to strengthen bonfires, from Gravelord Nito. It’s a win-win situation for the church: most of the undead clerics who head down there, believing themselves to have a noble purpose, end up hollowed and killed. And if one happens to make it out alive? The church will receive the Rite of Kindling, a magic that allows them to prolong the Age of Fire by kindling the bonfires, if only for a little while.

			You meet a few adherents to this religion in your adventures through Lordran. The first, most likely, is Petrus, who’s hanging around in Firelink Shrine, a posh, stand-offish chap who’s waiting on the arrival his companions. Chat to him enough and he’ll allow you to join the Way of White yourself, at which point he warms up a bit and tells you about his mission: to kindle the bonfires, in furtherance of the gods’ aims, in the hopes of one day receiving “magnificent powers”.

			Petrus turns out to be one of Dark Souls’ most notorious traitors. When his companions arrive in Firelink Shrine – Rhea of Thorolund, the daughter of a most powerful family, and her knights Vince and Nico – all of them head down to the Catacombs on their sacred quest. But only Petrus returns. Turns out, he abandoned them down there, and if you find out the truth from Knight Lautrec – the golden-armoured psycho who hangs around Firelink Shrine – Petrus will admit to it. Why do such a thing? He appears to hate Lady Rhea for her high birth, cackling at the thought of her weeping alone down there until she goes Hollow. But maybe, as a devoted servant of the Way of White, it’s his job to ensure that undead clerics never succeed in their mission down in the Catacombs.

			You can avenge her, if you like, by taking your sword to Petrus – but as always in Dark Souls, even if you do the right thing, it may not have beneficial consequences.

			Rhea of Thorolund

			Sent out from her homeland to Lordran on her sacred quest, like so many undead clerics before her, Rhea of Thorolund is a deeply tragic figure. Betrayed by Petrus, left alone down in the Catacombs, her two companions Vince and Nico go Hollow, and she’s left alone to go Hollow herself. Unless you happen to find her, of course – in which case she eventually makes it out, and retreats to pray at the chapel in the Undead Burg, tortured by her failure to save her friends or fulfil her mission.

			If you don’t find out about Petrus’ betrayal in time, he’ll murder her himself. You’ll find her remains in front of the altar, and her Ivory Talisman on Petrus if you avenge her. If you kill Petrus first, though, Rhea will pray in front of the altar, teaching you Miracles until you’ve learned all you can from her.

			Turn around at that altar, though, and you’ll see that Rhea is being watched. From the second floor of the building, a sinister,six-eyed Channeller looks out – one of the servants of Seath the Scaleless, whose experiments require the abduction of maidens. There’s nothing you can do to prevent her being taken.

			If you see her again, it will be in a cell in the Duke’s Archives. She’s lost everybody dear to her, failed in her mission, and perhaps it is the final extinguishing of her belief that causes her to go Hollow. Earlier, in the Catacombs, she begged you to finish her off if she lost her humanity. It is up to you to decide whether to keep that promise.

			THE ROGUE DEITY

			Velka, Goddess of Sin

			Velka is one of the more enigmatic deities. Though you never lay eyes on her directly, you can feel her presence hovering close in the form of the crows with which her order is closely associated. She oversees the Book of the Guilty and has ties to the Painted World of Ariamis, home to so many crows it looks like the set of a Hitchcock movie. It’s in the Painted World where you begin to sense that the Goddess of Sin may have played a not-insignificant role in the diminished stature of the gods now scattered across Lordran. 

			Descriptions of Velka refer to her as a ‘rogue deity’. And, given the presence in the Painted World of the Dark Ember – whose description reads, “Occult weapons were used to hunt the gods and are effective against their following and kin" – plus the occult orientation of Velka’s Rapier, it seems she could’ve been implicated in a plot to exact punishment on the Gods. Perhaps she deemed Gwyn’s assault on the EverlastingDragons during the Age of Ancients an unjust war and sought to punish them using whatever means she had at her disposal. It’s a crow, after all, that bears the Chosen Undead from the Asylum to Lordran, the same Undead that will go on to systematically exterminate the gods that led that crusade.

			Some have theorised that Velka is the mother of Crossbreed Priscilla, due to statuary in the Painted World depicting a mother cradling a child. If Velka had a child with one of the Everlasting Dragons, that would provide a compelling motive for seeking revenge on the Lords who decimated them. Not to mention, Priscilla herself would have ample motive to seek revenge. Is that why the Gods feared Priscilla’s lifehunt ability? Since Ariamis’ painting hangs in Anor Londo, it’s easy to imagine the Gods who once resided there deciding it prudent to shut the child away to preempt any chance of retaliation.

			Consider an even more tantalising, if fanciful, possibility: what if the Undead Dragon in the Painted World is the undying corpse of Priscilla’s father, standing sentry on that bridge, even in death, trying to keep intruders from visiting harm on his daughter residing in the arena just a few steps beyond? As if we needed yet another reason to pity that beast’s condition, lashing out impotently as the Chosen Undead peppers him with arrows from range till he expires. Even in death, his haunches remain on the bridge blocking your advance, one last attempt to safeguard Priscilla.

			At any rate, with Velka’s acolytes locked away in the Painted World, twisted into harpy-like Crow Demons, perhaps she needed another weapon she could deploy against the ancient lords. Someone like you, eager to believe the words of an old prophecy that could’ve been devised by anyone, perhaps even by a black-haired witch.

			THE PRIMORDIAL SERPENTS

			Kingseeker Frampt & Darkstalker Kaathe

			The two primordial serpents you encounter along your travels,Frampt and Kaathe, seem analogous to the tiny angel and devil that perch on the shoulders of cartoon characters, trying to coax them into either making a moral or immoral choice.

			Frampt seems to play the part of the angel, an alleged close friend of Lord Gwyn’s who wants to find the Chosen Undead that will succeed Gwyn in linking the flame, thereby bringing back the Age of Fire. The fact that he appears in a chapel section of Firelink Shrine after you’ve rung the two Bells of Awakening bolsters this veneer of trustworthiness. He directs the Chosen Undead to journey to Anor Londo to acquire the Lordvessel in order to access the Kiln and fulfill the prophecy.

			Kaathe, whom you encounter in the Abyss after defeating the Four Kings, instantly comes across as a baddie. If he had arms he’d surely commence twirling the bizarre flap hanging off his face like some cartilaginous moustache. He belittles Frampt for taking Gwyn’s side and urges you to end Gwyn and become The Dark Lord, presiding over the Age of Dark, also known as The Age of Man.

			But what are primordial serpents and where did they come from? All we have to offer is an appropriately serpentine-shaped question mark in reply. There’s not much evidence to go on, but when did that stop any Dark Souls fan from conspiracy-theory crafting?

			The word ‘primordial’ seems to imply that their kind has existed since the beginning of time, but it also hints at them being evolutionary precursors to dragons. Both the gold and silver varieties of the Covetous Serpent Ring contain a curious line of description about serpents being “imperfect dragons”. Maybe ‘imperfect’ means something like rudimentary. If there’s a hereditary link between the primordial serpents and the everlasting dragons so ruthlessly exterminated in the clash with Gwyn’s forces, it’s easy to understand why they might feel antipathy for the Age of Fire that followed their demise. Also, the simple fact that these serpents are still alive to converse with the Chosen Undead, having existed since the beginning of time, suggests that they may be everlasting, which provides another potential link between Dark Souls’ serpents and its dragons.

			After defeating Gwyn, if you leave his chamber without sacrificing yourself to link the flame, you emerge to a whole welcoming party of primordial serpents bowing low in deference. A serpent’s voice says gravely, “My Lord, bless thy safe return. Let Kaathe, and Frampt, serve your Highness”.Wait, what? Frampt? Were both serpents hoping for this conclusion, only one of them surreptitiously? Like the game’s ending itself, Dark Souls leaves you to decide.
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