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	Craddock takes his time introducing each person, and by the time he explains their contribution, I felt like I knew them as human beings, not as developers —what they were like as kids, where they came from, and what their aspirations were. –Venture Beat
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	It's important to have someone like David trying to capture the history of our industry while it is happening. There are fascinating and important stories behind most every company and game that shed light on the drama that accompanies development. –Brian Fargo, founder of Interplay Entertainment and inXile Entertainment
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	Dedication
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	Introduction: Wild Minds

	 

	"Creativity is a wild mind and a disciplined eye."

	–Dorothy Parker, poet, author, critic, satirist

	 

	"The important thing is to just use whatever is at your disposal to create new ideas and come up with stuff that's fresh and new. Rather than trying to recreate something, or go over the same old ground, create new things."

	–Koji Kondo, composer, Nintendo

	 

	"A delayed game is eventually good, but a rushed game is forever bad."

	–Shigeru Miyamoto, creator, Super Mario Bros., The Legend of Zelda

	 

	"You don't make money by working on things; you make money by shipping things."

	–Dave Lang, studio chief, Iron Galaxy

	 

	DEVELOPERS AND FANS of first-person shooters look back on the 1990s as arguably the most fruitful period in the genre's history. FPS games dated back to mainframes on university campuses, but the genre did not come into its own until 1992. Creators were inspired, and consumers reaped the benefits.

	A small team in Texas sat at the movement’s epicenter. Although id Software did not create the FPS, the studio popularized it. Hovertank 3D and Catacomb 3D were its wobbly but promising first steps. Wolfenstein 3D cemented its reputation. Doom left the world knee-deep in deathmatch and custom levels that anyone could make and share. What Doom started, Quake advanced to near perfection: a simple story, an array of super weapons, hordes of nightmarish enemies, endless hours of fun trading maps and rockets online, and a sprawling, four-episode campaign that oozes personality—four personalities, in fact.

	That wasn't the plan. Not at first. Not even later.

	Rocket Jump: Quake and the Golden Age of First-Person Shooters is a time capsule. Continue reading and you'll break the seal, unleashing a torrent of history that recounts some of id Software's boldest ideas, technical achievements, and eclectic personalities. Those breakthroughs stemmed from a culture that was as detrimental to the minds, bodies, and relationships of the Quake franchise's creators as it was motivational to the world outside id’s walls. A culture where those involved in Quake could raise the bar for technology and design in games.

	Others eyed that bar, and aspired to raise it. Rocket Jump examines many of those developers and their games. In chapters labeled "Pause Screens," you'll read interviews, oral histories, and narratives about other developers, games, and fans, and their contributions to the rich history of the FPS genre's golden age. You can read Pause Screens as you make your way through Rocket Jump, or stick to the numbered chapters and come back to the extra content later.

	One last bit of business. Rocket Jump is a narrative account written from dozens of interviews and hours of research. Recreating a story from so many sources is an exercise prone to inconsistency, especially considering that many events took place over 20 years ago. Scenes were written by drawing from information gleaned from interviews, research sources, and the author's best judgment. The views expressed in Rocket Jump are solely those of the individuals providing them and do not reflect the opinions of the author, Shacknews, or its parent, affiliate, or subsidiary companies.

	Months of work went into preparing Rocket Jump. I'm extremely proud of it and immensely grateful to the developers who gave so generously of their time to talk to me about their careers and accomplishments. I hope you enjoy it.

	 

	David L. Craddock – Author

	7 December 2017 (revised on 25 October 2018)

	 

	 


Chapter 1: We are the Wind

	 

	IN THE SUMMER of 1996, Quake became the fourth jewel in Texas-based developer id Software's crown. Yet in a way, Quake had also been the second.

	Commander Keen, a trilogy of smooth-scrolling platform games developed on PC, put id on the map in 1990. As Keen caught on, a buzz grew around id's next game, The Fight for Justice, teased by selecting Preview from Keen's main menu.

	"The Fight for Justice was a top-down RPG," said John Romero. Along with John Carmack, Kevin Cloud, and Adrian Carmack (no relation to John), Romero was a co-founder of id Software and one of the company's most prolific level designers.

	Id's design for The Fight for Justice stemmed from a Dungeons & Dragons campaign ran by John Carmack, dungeon master and technical wizard responsible for writing the engines that powered id's games. Carmack had hosted his D&D campaign for the other id developers since they had founded the company in Shreveport, Louisiana, back when they had been cranking out a new game every two months for Softdisk magazine's Gamer's Edge subscription disk. Every weekend, the id crew would take a break from developing their latest game and gather around a table where Carmack directed their latest adventure. As his campaign unfolded, Carmack paired up his friends' characters with bands of heroes such as the Silver Shadow Band, who rode on the back of a silver dragon and scouted for monsters and other perpetrators of injustice. "You wouldn't be able to see them because they were above the clouds, and they would dive down and solve a situation, and then get out. They were all insanely high-level characters," Romero continued.

	Quake, the leader of the Band, was, as Romero put it, "a really amazing badass." In The Fight for Justice, players would assume control of Quake and wield the Hammer of Thunderbolts—think Mjolnir, the mythical hammer carried by Marvel superhero Thor, only 10 times more powerful.

	Romero and the others had a vision for how Quake's adventures should play out on the screen and got to work on The Fight For Justice in January 1991. Unfortunately, the technology of the era did not measure up to their imaginations. Rather than press on and release a game they weren't happy with, the team mothballed The Fight for Justice and got to work on Dangerous Dave and the Haunted Mansion, a 2D platformer built using Commander Keen's tech.

	The guys at id had dropped their RPG-inspired romp in less time than it would have taken to change a t-shirt. No one gave it much thought. Among the team, such changes of heart were known as bit flips, a programming joke referencing a state in a computer's memory that could only store one of two values: on, or off.

	"We used to just say, 'We are the wind.' We'll change our mind like that on anything," Romero explained. "We did that so many times: We made a decision that would immediately and absolutely change the course of the company."

	 

	FOUR YEARS AND a string of best-selling games later, id Software sat perched at the top of the games industry. Commander Keen had been a big hit, but 1992’s Wolfenstein 3D and 1993’s Doom had forever altered the course of the studio, and the gaming industry.

	Inspired by Castle Wolfenstein, a stealth game on the Apple II where players crept through the corridors of Adolph Hitler's Nazi fortress, Wolfenstein 3D had traded sneaking around for blisteringly fast run-and-gun action from a first-person perspective, popularizing the first-person shooter. When Doom's shareware episode uploaded to University of Wisconsin's servers in December ‘93, online deathmatches brought network traffic to a standstill on college campuses and in offices around the world.

	Commander Keen, Wolfenstein 3D, Doom. Three big hits, the latter leaving an indelible mark on popular culture. The studio's reputation and deep coffers, combined with its status as an independently owned and operated studio, afforded id the freedom to pick and choose what game to work on next. 

	Romero and the other designers harnessed Doom's toolset to build maps for a sequel. Doing so was not an arbitrary decision. They had made a follow-up to the Commander Keen trilogy and a prequel to Wolfenstein 3D, Spear of Destiny, by harnessing each game's respective engine and toolset. Because the team was familiar with a game's technology by the time they were finished, they were able to deliver sequels in record time. Case in point: Where id had taken nearly one year to develop Doom's engine, the DoomEd level editor, and the game's 27 levels, Doom 2: Hell on Earth blasted onto store shelves nine months after the original game. Doom 2 featured more: more maps, more weapons, more monsters, more speed, more weapons, more power-ups, and, inevitably, more custom levels built by Doom's community of fans thanks to free editing tools that enterprising users would base on id Tech 1—known as the Doom engine until it was retroactively branded the first generation of id Tech in order to more easily classify subsequent versions of the tools and programming code that powered id's shooters. 

	Meanwhile, Carmack set about researching and writing a brand-new engine. Although Wolfenstein 3D and Doom let players move freely through environments, the games were not truly three-dimensional, nor were they strictly 2D. Doom's engine is pseudo-3D, referred to by many as 2.5D. Under the hood, Carmack had pulled off a high degree of artifice to generate the illusion of 3D movement and terrain. Although levels are rendered as three-dimensional spaces, Doom's action takes place on a 2D plane, like graph paper with X and Y coordinates. The engine plugs in height information to apply textures to walls, floors, and ceilings, then stretches and projects them. The rendition is convincing. Stairs connect higher and lower floors, and elevators run players up and down shafts.

	Id Tech 1's sleight of hand came with limitations. Floors and ceilings could not be sloped. Players climbed staircases to different floors, but they may have noticed that those floors never overlapped. The reason is that objects such as rooms and bridges could not be placed directly above or below one another. Because all data existed on a 2D plane, any rooms or corridors stacked vertically would occupy the same space on the grid even though they appeared to be distinct locations.

	Carmack's goal for id's next game was to write a bona fide 3D engine featuring six degrees of freedom: The ability for objects to move in any direction over three axes, adding the depth of a Z axis to X and Y.

	Instead of returning to Wolfenstein, Doom, or Keen, the id developers dusted off The Fight for Justice, which they would call, simply, Quake. "The first rumblings were Carmack talking about his six-degrees-of-freedom game," level designer Sandy Petersen, who had joined id Software in 1993 midway through production on Doom, recalled of starting on Quake. "That was the focus. Then, when we got to the point of designing it, the two Johns sat down and said, 'It's going to be based on this D&D guy.'"

	The two Johns were Carmack and Romero. They had been the perfect team dating back to Softdisk, before id’s inception. Carmack was a technical genius able to build game engines from the ground up, while Romero wielded programming savvy and a flair for designing levels that squeezed every last drop of performance from Carmack's code. At Softdisk and during development of Keen, Wolfenstein, and Doom, the two Johns had matched each other beat for beat. Everyone at id expected them to work in sync again on Quake: Carmack writing the engine, and Romero building custom tools such as editors, and leading design efforts to bring their weekend sword-and-sorcery-exploits from the tabletop to computer screens.

	"I remember us wanting to explicitly jump from genre to genre to show that we could," John Carmack told me. "We went from cartoons to WWII to space marines, so we wanted to jump to fantasy next. We leapt... and missed."

	 

	BY THE TIME Doom 2 shipped in 1994, id Software staffed nine people, then its largest size. John Cash and Dave Taylor programmed alongside Carmack. Romero and Sandy Petersen designed levels and, for Doom 2, welcomed aboard American McGee, a designer who got his foot in the door at id by living in the same apartment complex as John Carmack. McGee came in as game tester before proving his worth as a level designer and contributing maps to Doom 2. Adrian Carmack and Kevin Cloud drew and rendered most of the characters, items, and environmental textures that went into id's games, while Jay Wilbur oversaw publishing efforts and other business matters.

	Others had come and gone. Tom Hall, id's fifth co-founder, had been the lead designer on Commander Keen and Wolfenstein 3D. During Doom's development, Hall had grown dissatisfied after it dawned on him that his coworkers seemed intent on making first-person shooters heavy on action and light on storytelling for the foreseeable future. His peers were likewise frustrated with his work. In a classic example of id's bit flip, the other four co-founders called Hall into a meeting and informed him that he was fired.

	No matter how large id's team was at any given time, no matter who had flipped bits or had bits flipped, one practice remained constant. Technology was king. "We don't say, 'We're going to make this tech, so we have to make this kind of game,'" said Romero. "We knew that tech was a really big deal for us. We knew we could design anything. Designing a game around tech is far easier than making the tech, so we just started with the tech. The tech came first, because there's where John had his fun: Creating this great new tech."

	"The whole thing [Quake] was being driven by the tech, by John Carmack trying to solve the issue of presenting a truly 3D environment with six degrees of freedom and at a reasonable framerate," added American McGee.

	One of the first items on Carmack's agenda was writing data structures to hold information such as level boundaries. Once he understood what data these structures needed to encapsulate, Romero embarked on creating QuakeEd, the editor he and the other designers would use to build levels.

	The first few iterations of QuakeEd, compiled over January and February 1995, were rudimentary. That was because Quake's game engine—retroactively named id Tech 2—was rudimentary. Carmack needed to figure out how to represent levels mathematically so that they could fit in memory. While Carmack defined and redefined data structures, Romero added and revised attributes of QuakeEd: windows, walls, surfaces to hold textures such as grime, blood, slime, dirt, stone, metal, brick, moss, wood—whatever the artists and level designers wanted to represent Quake's medieval world.

	QuakeEd presented a top-down environment where designers could draw lines and plant vertices, points where lines meet. Carmack added a 3D view so they could get a firm idea of how levels would look in first-person, the perspective that players would see. "I just needed to get basic stuff working so American could create basic levels that John could use to get the engine [developed] faster and figure out the architecture," Romero explained.

	On Wolfenstein 3D and Doom, Romero had been the one experimenting with features and piecing together levels that made Carmack's engine sing. McGee took on that role during early stages of Quake's development. "There was a lot of work that was built and thrown away, built and thrown away," McGee recalled.

	"I could usually count on American to throw a test map together for me whenever I needed it, even if it was throwaway work that would never wind up in the game," Carmack said.

	"But it all happened very fast," added McGee. "We're talking a matter of months for him to arrive at the theories which then became the working model for how the engine editor led to [level] geometry, which led to the representation of that data so it could be inside the game."

	Carmack and McGee had grown close outside of work. Following the success of Doom and Doom 2, they had bought houses in the same neighborhood, right beside one another. McGee soon gained insight into Carmack's work process: He never stopped working. He barely seemed to sleep. McGee's doorbell would ring at 10 or 11 o'clock at night. He would open the door and Carmack would stride in, talking a mile a minute about his proposed solution to a lighting problem that had been gnawing at him for two days, or how to handle ray tracing, the process of calculating the path of a light source and simulating light's encounters with geometry and actors such as characters.

	If McGee's doorbell didn't ring late at night, his phone did. "There would be times when I would go over there and I felt like I was a monkey listening to Einstein spout off about the mechanics of the universe," McGee remembered. "He would be talking on a level of mathematics or problem solving that was just so far beyond my comprehension, and yet I kind of felt obligated to sit there and nod my head and say, 'That sounds good.'"

	McGee embraced his role as Carmack's guinea pig. The earliest iteration of id Tech 2 consisted of data structures with just enough meat for Carmack to build a working model of a true-3D game and for McGee to put that model through its paces. "It was a lot of just building very simple boxes, and then boxes with boxes inside of them," continued McGee. "At some point we got a player-character in there that was a ball, and then there was another character for multiplayer, so we had two balls running around shooting balls at each other."

	"When you're building a new technology from the ground up," Romero added, "it's a ton of work because you're having to decide, how are we going to represent the world in this 3D space? What kind of data describes a surface, and how do I create tools to create that data? You've got to create tools to build a world and generate data that probably gets baked by some programs, so the data the game wants can be read in and draw the screen really fast."

	Planning and implementing Quake's pipeline was the biggest technical challenge Carmack had faced to date. Building Wolfenstein 3D and Doom had entailed sophisticated tech that ultimately boiled down to simulations of three-dimensional spaces. Writing a 3D engine was uncharted terrain. Drawing surfaces loaded with data necessitated the birth of a new process called surface-refresh cache, called into action to redraw areas that were supposed to display light on their surfaces. The lighting was baked in rather than rendered in real-time, but id Tech 2 still needed a renderer to divide the workload.

	McGee cranked out testbeds, but he could not converse with Carmack about the nitty-gritty elements of 3D engines. When Carmack got stumped, he turned to id's newest hire and one of his heroes. "What happened is that John Carmack was lonely," said Petersen. "He wanted someone he could talk to, and he was trying to do this new game that was true 3D. So, he hired Mike Abrash, essentially, to have someone [around] who knew so much about programming that he could talk to John Carmack on his level, and also help design things."

	Abrash wrote the book on graphics programming. Literally. Amateur game developer turned Microsoft coder, Abrash published articles on assembly language programming in hacker periodical Dr. Dobb's Journal that opened Carmack's eyes to more efficient ways of throwing images onto the screen. But the real breakthrough for Carmack came when Romero gave him a copy of Power Graphics Programming, a tome written by Abrash that divulged how he tackled advanced visual processes. As if the two Johns had not worshipped Abrash already, the knowledge Carmack gleaned from Power Graphics Programming had gone on to form the backbone of Commander Keen's graphics engine.

	In 1995, Carmack wooed Abrash to id Software to assist on writing Quake and id Tech 2. Abrash, long intrigued by the prospect of writing a true 3D engine, accepted. With Abrash digging into ways to optimize id Tech 2's assembly code and devising algorithms to solve issues, Carmack was able to split his focus between graphics and other engine components. He wrote an in-game console that let designers—and later, players—type in commands to change data value as they played Quake. "You could pull it down, look at variables, change them, all that good stuff," Romero said. "That led to [discussion of], 'How cool would it be to have our own scripting engine in the game as well?' The designers could just modify stuff and not have to recompile [game code]."

	Carmack's scripting language became QuakeC. With it, designers could create weapons, modify game rules, even alter logic or physics for specific actors or levels. "The game has gravity because it has physics in it," Romero continued. "Five minutes and a few changes to QuakeC later, you can change gravity. Things like that don't take long to do when you have a [flexible] language and a means of exposing variables to the language. Those were really cool experiments."

	QuakeC demonstrated forward thinking. Carmack had made a habit of releasing his source code to game engines such as Doom and Wolfenstein 3D. Users could download the code for free, dissect it to gain an understanding of how it worked, then build on it to release new maps, campaigns, weapons, and features, dramatically expanding the original game beyond what its creators had made.

	"With Doom, there was a program called DeHackEd that knew the locations of variables in memory when the Doom [program] was running," explained Romero. "It would let players create files that would overwrite values in memory to do very slight hacking of Doom, but it wouldn't let you do all kinds of stuff. With QuakeC, after seeing all of the stuff people were doing in Doom, we decided we didn't want people punching numbers into memory while Quake was running. That's why QuakeC was there, and we wanted to use it ourselves as well."

	 

	ID’S DEVELOPERS RECOGNIZED early on that first-person 3D spaces were the future of gaming. Quake, too, would be a first-person shooter in the vein of Doom, albeit not viewed purely through the eyes of the player.

	"The original idea was that there would be this guy," explained Petersen, "and the hero would have this cube rotating around his head that he could try to orbit into monsters, and a hammer that he could use to hit the ground and make cracks appear and go out and hit the monsters. It would be this D&D-ish fantasy game."

	As Quake's lead designer, Romero had big plans for its direction. The player, in the role of Quake, would be aided by the Hellgate Cube, a sentient artifact with a distinct personality. "It would orbit you, and whenever you were fighting it would help suck the souls out of the enemies you were beating on," Romero said of his design ambitions for the Hellgate Cube. "If you didn't kill stuff fast enough, or kill enough enemies, it would get upset and just leave, and you'd have to find it somewhere and get it back. That would have been an experiment to see how cool it would have been, and to see what kind of world we could have made around those types of combat concepts."

	Players would move in first-person, exploring lush worlds as their Hellgate Cube drifted along near them. When they spotted an enemy—or when an enemy spotted them—the perspective would shift, spinning around to display the Quake character and his foe from a side view used by fighting games such as Mortal Kombat and Virtua Fighter. 

	"You could do a bunch of cool combo attacks that you could see [your character performing]," Romero said, "whereas you don't normally see those because in FPS mode you'd look stupid just moving your arms and hands. Also, seeing your character from the side would help you identify with your character better."

	Romero intended to put a twist on first-person segments by making them more visceral. "Because we had six degrees of freedom, we thought it'd be cool if you were up on a high area looking around, and someone comes up behind you, hits you, and you're tumbling forward down the mountain all the way down to the bottom," he said. "You'd tumble forward, which would be really crazy."

	The idea was tabled after it became clear that id Tech 2 could not handle outdoor vistas well, leading the team to abandon mountains and forests in favor of indoor environs.

	Another of Romero's concepts was the view trigger, spots on maps that would activate when players faced them directly. "Let's say you're going down a path through the woods. There's a cave off to your right. You look over and see red eyes peering out of the cave. Suddenly you hear growling, and the creature starts to come out of the cave just because you looked at it," explained Romero.

	Throughout 1995, Romero's bold vision for Quake failed to materialize. There were numerous reasons why the game's fantasy milieu and trappings fell away as the months marched on. One of those, according to multiple developers, was Romero's leadership. "He was put in charge of designing Quake," Petersen said. "He was the lead designer, but he couldn't give any direction. He just said, 'Just make levels and monsters.'"

	"What I remember was design by doing. We all had our texture sets, and we all ran off to our machines and just started building stuff," added McGee.

	Like Petersen, McGee could not recall many instances of Romero giving him direction for the types of levels he should be building. Not content to wait, he went to Adrian Carmack and Kevin Cloud to ask for textures he could use in the experiments he was conducting with John Carmack. "I could go in there and say, 'I'd like a tile set of lots of metal, some rusted,'" McGee remembered. "I was really into Nine Inch Nails at the time, so I said, 'Give me the Nine Inch Nails palette.' Meanwhile, Romero went in there and said, 'Give me a space station palette.' As I recall, there wasn't a story for Quake until we got to the part where we had to put text on the back of a box."

	"That's why you have medieval castles, and military bases, and weird tech geometry: Because the guys just all started making stuff, and it wasn't really cohesive in any way," said Tim Willits, another level designer and one of id’s newer hires. Willits had caught the level-design bug after playing Doom and discovering a wealth of editing tools available for free on the Internet. Building Doom levels became his obsession. He would create a map, tweak it, then upload it to bulletin board systems (BBSes) where other fans could download them and leave feedback.

	In 1995, to his astonishment, Willits received an email from developers at id Software. They had taken notice of his levels and invited him to submit more for Master Levels for Doom 2, an expansion pack that id would sell to reclaim some of the market share they had lost to companies selling unofficial map packs. Once again, Willits' work impressed id. Not looking to hire at the time, they helped him land a job at Rogue Entertainment, a studio just down the road and working on a first-person game called Strife.

	By day, Willits fulfilled his duties at Rogue. After hours, he'd pop over to id Software to hang out. Near the end of 1995, id had an opening for a level designer. Willits was chosen to fill it. "That's why we ended up making four episodes, and there were elder gods and different dimensions," Willits continued, speaking to Quake's final design. "It wasn't some great game design that was conceived at the very beginning. It was, 'We have a bunch of stuff. How do we put this [together] in a way that's cohesive?'"

	In Romero's defense, Willits was not hired until much later in 1995, so he could not speak authoritatively on the studio's earlier designs or workflow. Even so, Quake's final composition manifested in other ways. "The discussion was also that we would be using modern weapons, not medieval-themed weapons," said Adrian Carmack. "I can't remember how we got to that point other than that everybody liked modern weapons."

	"We said, 'Well, if it's going to be a fantasy game, let's have ogres, but let's have the ogres bleeding into the real world,'" Petersen recalled. "That's why the ogres throw grenades. Then we added zombies. Then we added the death knights, and there were swords. These were all efforts to make [Quake] into a D&D-style fantasy game."

	 

	BY LATE SPRING of 1995, John Carmack was growing concerned. Id Tech 2 was taking much longer to coalesce than any of his previous engines. Quake's design seemed to be flagging as well.

	When the game had not progressed sufficiently by that summer, Carmack took action. 

	"He sent a big email out, and he was sending out ratings on people's performances, writing paragraphs about that person and their effort, and saying he expects the game to be released by Christmas of '95," said Romero. "The game was nowhere close to being done."

	One of Carmack's frustrations had to do with id's traditional to deadlines. At Softdisk where the co-founders had met, they had been tasked with publishing one game a month. As their ambition increased and the scope of their projects swelled, they were given two months per project. One night, Carmack and Tom Hall had stayed late to recreate the first level of Super Mario Bros. 3 using code that Carmack had written to generate smoothly scrolling tile-based graphics on PC. That breakthrough had led to a relationship with Apogee Software co-founder Scott Miller, who gave them a Christmas 1990 deadline to turn in Commander Keen.

	For several months the guys juggled deadlines for Softdisk and Apogee, working on the magazine’s games by day and pulling late nights to build Keen until they were able to split from the magazine and work on id Software full-time. The guys were continuing their tradition of writing code and painting graphics in sprints of 12 or more hours on Wolfenstein 3D, staying up late into the night devouring pizzas and chugging soda.

	"We were a small company and needed to come out with stuff because we were dependent on the games we were making," explained Romero. "We had no loans in the history of the company, so we had to make sure we [generated income]. We'd burned up half of '91 making games for [Softdisk] instead of making stuff for ourselves. So, we still felt the startup crunch during Wolfenstein."

	Despite all its similarities to Wolfenstein 3D, Doom had been a different beast. The guys had sent out a press release in January 1993 announcing the game. Eleven months later, it was done. During that time, however, they had hit a speed bump. The game's levels, most designed by Tom Hall, felt too derivative of Wolfenstein 3D. The corridors were orthogonal; the levels were bland military bases that didn't flow together. "That became a pressure point," Romero said. "That felt like, yeah, we should be able to get this done by Christmas, so that's what we did."

	Romero had been the one to seize the reins on Doom and set the standard for the types of levels they should be creating. Carmack knew that, and presumed the yang to his yin would step up and repeat the process on Quake. "I remember partway through, I went to John Carmack and said, 'Look, John Romero is doing really great levels, but he's not giving leadership or design to the game,'" Petersen said. "I didn't try to tank him. I just said, 'He's also doing these other things. Someone needs to be in charge overall.'"

	Petersen made it clear to Carmack that he was not jockeying for position. He would remain a subordinate to Romero, the lead designer. He, Petersen, would serve as a producer to get development back on track. "Carmack said, 'Absolutely not. John Romero is able to work like a demon when he wants to. He'll do it all.' I said, 'Okay.' He never became this demon worker on Quake."

	Romero had no shortage of ideas. One proposal id had discussed for Doom was building a contiguous, interconnected world rather than players advancing level by level. Romero wanted to resurrect the idea of building a seamless world for Quake. It would be a dark fantasy world full of shadows, grit, and gore, made up of interconnected zones rather than discrete levels. "You'd be in a central area with a bunch of ways to go out of it. It's like you're in a hub, and the last level could be right in front of you," he explained. "You could go into that area and be completely destroyed because you're not powerful enough: You don't have all the weapons and you can't deal with the crazy things there, so you'd start back in the [hub] and think, Where do I go in this world? You'd have the freedom of choice to decide where to go and how much of a challenge it would be."

	He expanded on the idea by writing up descriptions of a device called a slipgate, a teleporter that beamed players not just to a different area, but a different time. The game would be called Timequake, a name change that lasted approximately one week. "There weren't any mechanics designed to take advantage of time at that point, but that was a direction we could have gone," Romero said. "It was already in place because of [going to alternate dimension], kind of like going to a galaxy far, far away in Star Wars. Timequake was a temporary, one-week name."

	McGee and Petersen seemed unaware of Romero's master plan. Petersen observed him designing Doom-style levels, so he followed suit. "The whole idea was that at some point, we'd start adding in levels where there was the Quake kind of stuff," Petersen said, "but at that point we didn't know what that was, so we just said, 'Well, we'll just make guns and things.' John Romero spent all his time playing deathmatch and doing his levels, and we never developed past that. Quake became Doom 3, in a sense. There were different monsters, but it was just more of the same: Levels with demons, you fight them and blow them up. No role-playing elements ever got done."

	Some developers remembered Romero, whose movie-star looks, flowing mane of black hair, and enthusiastic personality had made him the face of id during promotion for Doom and Doom 2, spending more time out of the office than in. When he wasn't at work, they said, he was out playing in deathmatch tournaments or evangelizing Doom. Some days he would roll in late in the morning, take a long lunch, and leave before the sun had set.

	According to Masters of Doom, a bestselling biography written by David Kushner, Romero's alleged absences became problematic enough for Carmack to code and secretly install a program on Romero's computer that tracked the hours he spent at his desk.

	"I was not out of the office all the time," Romero said. "I was in the office most of the time. The logging-of-hours thing, I don't remember that being significant. If we'd had a small meeting of owners where they said, 'You have not been in for enough hours'—I'd remember if any of that happened. I think Carmack probably thought I was out of the office and probably time-logged my machine. Nothing happened from that that I remember, but I know it was [written about] in Masters of Doom."

	Romero admitted that the other level designers may not have understood his aspirations for Quake, nor id's development process: A growing wave of momentum that they had ridden from Softdisk through Doom. First, they came up with an idea. Then they coded it off the cuff. No design documents, no laborious discussions. They worked late through marathon programming sessions until a game crystallized. "We organically grew our games," he said. "When we had tight timelines, we had to say what [a game] was from day one: 'We have two months to make this game; here's what it is.' Bam."

	Quake was different. Romero knew he wanted to make a fantasy game about a character called Quake who carried a giant hammer and palled around with a sentient cube. But until Carmack ironed out his technology, Romero insisted that nothing could nor should be set in stone. "There was no way for us to know what we were making because the technology wasn't there yet," he explained. "That was the idea for the process of development, but for that first year, the details were still being figured out because we didn't know what we were making. We had ideas for what that could be. [Carmack] started working on the tech, which was very difficult, and I had rough ideas about what we could do on the game-design side that were not FPS ideas. We couldn't really do anything with those ideas until we had an engine that could do something."

	"American was happy to put up with my flaming early development code, while some of the more senior developers wanted to hang back until things stabilized more," Carmack said.

	"The [engine] was changing so much that it would have been dumb for me to do that," Romero continued. "I spent my time making the Quake editor to let all four of us level designers create levels for the game. So I was creating the editor, and because the engine was such a massive undertaking, the artists were generating artwork and American was doing all kinds of levels just for testing the engine."

	Romero had plenty of other irons in the fire. He designed some of the maps for The Ultimate Doom, a 1995 re-release of the original game with a fourth episode spanning nine levels. He contracted amateur map makers to make levels for Final Doom, a 64-level sequel to Doom 2. As an extension of his role as the face of id, he supplied assets to Prima Games so their authors could write official strategy guides for the Doom titles. He was also the primary point of contact for Raven Software, the studio working on Heretic and Hexen—fantasy themed first-person shooters built on Doom's id Tech 1 platform. "I'd just got done helping ship Heretic, and I started working on Hexen with Raven," said Romero. "There was a ton of stuff, and I was the only person on the dev team, other than Kevin Cloud, to interface with anything external."

	One claim Romero did not dispute was that he spent many hours at work playing deathmatch in Doom and Doom 2. As passionate about playing games as he was about making them, he sat hunched over his monitor for hours on end, laughing and screaming and cursing as he traded rockets with American McGee and Shawn Green, one of the studio's tech support reps who shared an office with McGee on the opposite side of the wall from Romero.

	On the one hand, Romero asserted that playing lots of deathmatch got his and the team’s creative juices flowing. "That was fuel for making crazy shit: That pumped-up kind of aggression. That's what deathmatch was all about. What formed Quake was what came out of those deathmatches. They were super fun and really loud, and they were providing inspiration for what we were trying to do for Quake."

	Most developers would agree with Romero that playing games at work is a vital part of the job. Seeing what peers in the industry are up to can light a path to ideas. Famously, EverQuest addiction raced through the offices of WarCraft developer Blizzard Entertainment and Diablo developer Blizzard North like wildfire. Blizzard Entertainment co-founder Allen Adham got swept up in the obsession, but saw room for improvement. In 2004, Blizzard published World of WarCraft, acknowledged as the most popular massively multiplayer online RPG of all time.

	But even Romero admitted that he took deathmatch too far. Carmack once got so fed up with the cacophony of laughter and curses that he packed up his computer and went home to code in peace. "There's no way the company I have right now—there's no way that anyone would ever do that," Romero said. "No way can you be playing deathmatch before six pm. Looking back now, if I had anyone in my company that was doing what I was doing, they'd be fucking gone."

	Romero's claim that minimal progress could be made on Quake until Carmack's engine came together had merit. More and more, id's developers recognized that they had to take Carmack's progress into account when planning their days. "Carmack's progress on other elements such as the AI, doors, platforms, switches—that all dictated, what can we do today?" McGee explained. "Oh, look, we've got doors working now. We've got raytracing and collision detection; that means I can deliver damage to another object in the environment; that means we can make guns. It was almost as if he was providing us toys to play with in our sandbox, then we would come into the office and say, 'What can we do with the toys today?'"

	A programmer himself, Romero sympathized with Carmack's troubles building id Tech 2. When he thought of an idea for the game, he did his best to think through its implementation in a way that would be relatively simple for Carmack to integrate. Over time, Romero became aware of negativity emanating from Carmack. Between frustration with Quake's engine and his deteriorating faith in Romero, Carmack became unpleasant to be around. "It's just not fun when you're working next to somebody who's really negative," said Romero. "I'm sure he was mad at me. It just didn't go well."

	To Romero, getting up to his elbows in other projects was part of growing as a company. Carmack didn't want to grow. He preferred to keep id lean, mean, and focused on the game they were making at the moment they were making it. 

	"I almost don't judge him as a normal human being," Petersen said. "He's really smart, and he's really weird, okay? Really, I don't have negative things to say about John Carmack. He just really can't be judged by human standards. You know he got his first computer by breaking into his high school and stealing it? I asked him about it: 'What the heck, dude?' He said, 'Well, I needed it.' He saw nothing negative in that."1

	Another of Petersen's favorite Carmack anecdotes concerned how the genius programmer had handled relocating from Shreveport, Louisiana, to Mesquite, Texas. Carmack had lived in Texas for a while by the time Petersen was hired in 1993, yet still did not have a Texas driver's license. When he asked Carmack why he hadn't registered for one, Carmack just shrugged. "He said, 'Well, it's a pain to go over to the DMV and get it done.' I said, 'Well... yeah. But, you know, you should have one.' He said, 'I'd rather just pay the fine if the cops stop me.' That is not what a normal human would do."

	Adrian Carmack respected his fellow co-founder, but admitted John Carmack could be frustrating to work with. "It's kind of funny, and programmers can all be like this: They throw their weight around to let you know who's boss," Adrian said. Like any creative type, Adrian had a process. Working with Kevin Cloud, he would experiment with textures for the characters before deciding on color schemes. Oftentimes his textures paired discordant colors together purely for the sake of experimentation.

	"I would often come to work, and people would be really quiet," Adrian remembered. "I'd be like, what the hell? Somebody would ask me [about the weird textures], and I would say, 'No, that's not the final texture. I'm just experimenting. I didn't forget how to paint overnight.'"

	Sitting down to his desk one afternoon, he opened his files to discover that the color scheme for Quake's player-character had been locked in: green flak jacket, orange camo pants. "I go to John Carmack, like, 'There's some kind of problem here,'" Adrian recalled. "He said, 'Nope. I locked it down.' I said, 'What? I'm not finished.' He said, 'Nope, that's it. We're not changing it.' Sometimes he'd pull petty bullshit like that, but all I could do was laugh, like, whatever, man. Your name's on the game, too."

	McGee described Carmack as a creative stimulus. Simply breathing the same air as Carmack motivated him to work harder. At the same time, interacting with him could be awkward. "He's the type of person who once he's done with interaction, he turns that off and goes back to work," McGee said. He doesn't have any of the niceties or formalities of typical human interactions. He's more like a Vulcan in that sense. Having a relationship with him was always quite different from the typical relationships you build with friends."

	"I still miss a lot of social cues, although my wife has done a lot to file off the roughest edges," Carmack admitted.

	From Commander Keen through Doom, Romero had matched Carmack's schedule and focus beat for beat. "The funny thing is, we were always together," said Romero. "We would wake up and work together all day. Then we'd go home, and pretty soon after that we were sleeping. Back then, that's all we did: make games. I can see people thinking, oh, you guys must be best friends because you're with each other 24/7."

	To Romero's line of thinking, though, he and Carmack were less friends and more coworkers who spent nearly every waking moment collaborating on a shared passion. "I think we had really good chemistry at the very beginning, but I think as pressure mounted with Quake's development, and me not being on it 100 percent, I think that's what got him more on the annoyed side," Romero admitted.

	Although he did not express it at the time, Carmack was just as sad to see his relationship with Romero disintegrate. To him, id Software was more than a workplace. It was a home away from home. The people he worked with were more than coworkers, even more than friends.

	"For the first couple years, I literally didn't have any friends outside of work," Carmack said. "I had moved away from everyone I knew in Kansas City, and I spent almost all my time working. That wasn't a problem, because I liked everyone on the team, and we did still find time to play video games, Dungeons & Dragons, kneeboard, and watch Star Trek together. I was quite happy."

	 

	IN NOVEMBER 1995, John Carmack made a decision.

	"I do remember the turning point for me was when American copied a bunch of Doom textures over to the Quake engine and made a little snippet of a level, and I thought it looked amazing with the lighting and geometry," Carmack recalled. "The idea of falling back to 'just' making a shooter didn't seem so bad."

	Carmack entered the communal area where most of the others worked. Romero, Petersen, McGee, Dave Taylor, Kevin Cloud, and Adrian Carmack were there, plugging away on tasks. Noticing Carmack, Petersen turned in his chair. When he had their attention, Carmack recapped the team's activity over the last several months. Most everything the designers had created, they'd had to scrap. On the bright side, id Tech 2 had gone through a staggering eight revisions and was more or less finished.

	The tech was in place. The time had come to lock down a game design. For Romero, the impromptu meeting came with big stakes. "The decision to consider was, now that we've innovated in our technology, are we going to innovate in our game design?"

	He made his case. The team had been working long hours for nearly a year with little to show for it. It would be a missed opportunity to apply Carmack's cutting-edge engine to a shooter that amounted to a Doom clone. Quake should include shooting and other action elements, Romero agreed, but why not go further?

	Petersen did not remember the meeting in the same light. Due to one circumstance or another, he and the others had been creating levels suited to an action-heavy FPS the whole time, a motif that conflicted with Romero’s plans. All that was left was to formalize the game's direction. "I vaguely remember, at some point, saying, 'Why are we still going to call it Quake?'" Petersen said.

	Other developers agreed. There was good sense in sticking with what worked, and with what id Software did arguably better than anyone else. A pit opened in Romero’s stomach.

	Petersen was aware that some of his peers dreamed of making games besides first-person shooters. He was also aware that whether they liked it or not, id was a shooter studio. When he had interviewed for the job, they had shown him a few work-in-progress level from Doom before switching over to a second project, a flight simulator. Excited, the guys had outlined their plans. Their game wouldn't be heavy on realism, like Microsoft Flight Simulator. Instead they would let players pilot a plane loaded with bombs and go flying over the world blowing up everything in sight.

	Part of the appeal the id team had seen in Petersen was that he had worked on flight games during his time at MicroProse, the company founded by Sid Meier and John "Wild Bill" Stealey, and famous for Sid Meier's Civilization. However, MicroProse had pulled in impressive sales developing flight simulators before Meier had tried his hand at turn-based strategy games.

	After finishing Doom, Petersen remembered id's leaders toying with the notion of making their flight game. They shied away. Doom 2, they reasoned, made more sense. They had level editors and an engine ready to go. "We did Doom 2," Petersen remembered, "then they said, 'Well, let's put the flight sim off once more, and do Quake. It's going to be a total role-playing game, a big change from Doom.' Then, of course, as it was being done, because there was no direction, all we had to go on was Doom and Doom 2, so [Quake] became Doom 2-and-a-half. By the end of Quake, the flight sim was no longer being talked about, but they never got out of that rut."

	Carmack put his foot down. Quake would be a first-person shooter like Doom. Any assets they had—monsters, items, weapons, fragments of levels—would be worked into a shooter-centric design. Dave Taylor and American McGee, both relatively new hires, agreed.

	Romero's enthusiasm deflated. "They basically decided, 'Let's just slap weapons onto it and make it a Doom [clone], and get it done as fast as we can,'" he said. "That was ridiculous to me. I thought, This is just wrong. We're giving equal weight to the word of people who haven't lived game development for 15 years like we have. We're not committing to excellence in design, now."

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Degrees of Freedom

	 

	IN JANUARY 1996, id Software’s co-founders signed a lease to extend their rental space. Formerly the occupants of Suite 666, the team spread out across the entire sixth floor of Town East Tower. Almost the entire floor. One tenant, a dentist, was friendly with the developers, so they let him be.

	Two months after declaring that Quake would be a first-person shooter, John Carmack made another announcement. All developers were to pack up their essential gear and move into a large central room. "The area was just a big room together with no offices," said John Romero. "We called it the war room, and we all moved into that room."

	Petersen made educated guesses as to why Carmack wanted everyone sharing the same space. Maybe he thought being in close proximity would make them work harder. Maybe he was just lonely. Either way, Petersen didn't care for it. "All of us were in the big [room] together," he said. "To me, that made it harder to do things effectively. We couldn't all play our music like we wanted to; we couldn't listen to our levels as loudly unless we had headphones, and we didn't all have headphones. It was just more awkward to playtest and do things."

	"It made a lot of people uncomfortable, but we were able to work side by side," Adrian Carmack said of the war room. "It was probably a good thing. We got the project finished faster than we would have had we all had separate offices. People start get delirious; you start laughing and making jokes. It wasn't all bad."

	There was another reason for everyone to pile into the same room. Since the meeting in November '95, the team had commenced crunching—industry jargon for working overtime, and a first for the studio. "We did that for seven months. It was the worst time in the company's history," Romero said.

	Romero had a unique perspective on the studio's history with crunch. He and the other id-founders had been crunching from day one, but they had never thought of their schedules as crunching. Everyone had been excited by Commander Keen, Wolfenstein 3D, and Doom. They had pulled all-nighters and all-dayers because there was nowhere else they'd rather be than at the office working on their projects. Quake was different. The team had spent nearly a year experimenting and discarding work as John Carmack’s and John Romero’s design directions had ebbed and flowed, leaving many of them feeling as if they had been running in circles. Part of their motivation for creating another shooter was because at least they would feel as if they were moving forward.

	"As usual, when we made a game, [we knew] it was going to be cool when it came out," Romero said. "But I knew we had more potential than what we were doing. The fact that we were crunching to get it out made it less [enjoyable]. It was not fun because people were in a bad mood that we were doing this full-time, seven-days-a-week schedule."

	Romero secretly planned to leave id following Quake's release. Until then, there was work to be done. He performed triage on the grander design he'd had planned by assessing the levels made by Petersen, American McGee, and Tim Willits—hired full-time in December 1995—as well as his own. "Eventually, we decided to theme [the game] by having each of the four episodes be done by one designer," Petersen said. "That's how it was kind of done. There are my levels, American's, Tim's, and John Romero's. Each [comprised] one section that we did. That was the only theme we had."

	"Before that point, there weren't any episodes," explained Romero. "If you saw the original names of levels, you'd see we weren't naming them E1M1 [Episode 1, Map 1] or anything like that. It was just JRwhiz3, or DMbase3, or Sandycity1. Stuff like that. We just said, 'Let's create a bunch of cool stuff and we'll figure out how to fit it together.'"1

	There was still a problem. Even though each set of levels would be structured as a separate episode, Romero wanted to link them together. Doom's episodes could be played in any order, and were vaguely connected by a screen of text after players killed off an episode's final boss that teased what awaited them in the next chapter. That same narrative device would work for Quake, but Romero wanted to go an extra step in attempting to form a cohesive narrative that would not interrupt the shoot-first-think-later style of games for which id had become renowned.

	His solution was to make the first level in each episode of Quake a military base. "I told Adrian [Carmack], 'I think I want to tie together all the levels from a base-looking [environment],'" he remembered. "The player could launch out of those levels and go into new dimensions. I had Adrian create new textures—he didn't have to make too many—then I started making the first levels for each episode: E1M1 [Episode 1 Map 1], E2M1, and so on."

	 

	FOR ALL OF Romero's disappointment in the decision to bake Quake in Doom's template, he never doubted the game would be fun. Not only that, following the formula he and his friends had created and perfected came with perks.

	"With Doom, it was scary because we were making this huge leap forward [from Wolfenstein 3D], but we didn't know what it was going to look like," Romero explained. "With Quake, we knew what it could look like: A much better version of Doom."

	Petersen, McGee, and Willits shared his optimism. All had backgrounds in building levels for Doom and Doom 2. In theory, all they had to do was learn the nuances of QuakeEd and id Tech 2, then apply their design styles to maps. "It was great that we all had different styles because the combination of all the different things was pretty charming," Petersen recalled. 

	Romero built the starting base for the first three episodes. Episode One's base was simple, a classic horseshoe design that was easy to navigate and featured a smattering of weaker enemies such as Grunts, human soldiers with probes in their brains to turn them hostile, and Rottweilers that sink their teeth into players.

	Following in Doom's footsteps, Quake's first episode would be released as shareware, like a free sampler platter that tempted players to purchase the full meal. The designers even shadowed Doom's design process, creating first drafts of every level before circling back and polishing until the shareware episode positively sparkled. "Then it was, okay, let's make sure the scale is correct and everybody's consistent with scale; let's make sure jump-height is set so it's consistent," said Romero. "Then we would get formal about how to go forward: How many levels? Who's responsible for what? Where do these levels go? What are the names of these episodes?"

	Ultimately, Quake's shareware chapter showcased the talents of Romero, creator of the base level; McGee, who cooked up the seventh and eight levels, a boss battle and a secret area, respectively; and Willits, the designer who contributed the majority of the episode's maps. Beyond the starting base, Episode One's levels span castles ringed by moats, wooden bridges flanked by flickering torches, and shadowy cisterns flooded with dirty water and inhabited by the undead.

	"I've always liked medieval castles and fortresses, brick textures," Willits recalled. "It was probably a lot of the Dungeons & Dragons I'd had exposure to before that. We had enough technology in Quake that it was really kind of neat to be able to make arches, churches, and this gothic [architecture]."

	What appealed most to Willits about gothic-style sets was how they contrasted from Doom's milieus. Aside from the occasional hellscape and old cathedral, many of Doom's levels had been set in futuristic military bases. In Willits' hands, Quake's graphics and textures could be combined to create a unique sense of place. "Those textures were so rich, and they had some color and depth and texture to them," he continued.

	Castle of the Damned, or E1M2, ranks among Quake's most popular deathmatch levels, and was the first stage to introduce tougher monsters beyond Grunts and Rottweilers. A small castle, the stage features stonework, walkways suspended over water, and long corridors where slits in walls spit nails. One section challenges players to sprint down a metal walkway while dodging nail traps and battling monsters. A misstep can send them plummeting into the drink, where they'll have to swim around until they find their way back onto solid ground. "Back then, level design was part of the character of the game," Willits recalled. "Level design was like an AI, an enemy. We put the traps in, we had lava pits and crazy stuff going on. We created these levels as if they were an opponent, as a creative part of the experience."

	One of Episode One's most memorable levels is E1M3: The Necropolis, a series of catacombs. Players come across a new weapon, the grenade launcher, right at the start, and make use of it to blow up zombies around the first corner. "When people slam Quake's single-player [campaign], I'm like, 'What? Have you even played that? It was excellent.' It was so scary," said Romero. "For 1996, it was as scary as it got, I think. It was, turn off the lights, turn up the sound, and play this game. It was super scary, way scarier than Doom."

	For all the ways Quake sticks to Doom's blueprint, its zombies are a cut above those of id's previous game. In Doom, all enemies could be killed by unloading on them with any weapon. Zombies in Quake can only be killed by blowing them to bits. "The zombie was made to eat grenades and rockets because that was the only way to kill them," said Romero. "You could knock them down with other [weapons], but you can't kill them unless you waste grenades and rockets on them."

	Hitting zombies with grenades or rockets causes them to erupt in a shower of blood and body parts, a violent death the id crew dubbed "gibbing" (pronounced with a "j" sound, Romero insisted). Requiring specific weapons to kill zombies keeps players on their toes. Going up against the undead can be unnerving, such as in E1M3 after dropping into a flooded room where packs of them rise out of muddy water and surround players, ripping flesh from their bodies and flinging it at their targets.

	Their terrifying aura was mitigated for players who watched their attack closely. "The only humor we put in [Quake] was when the zombies reach into their ass to throw meat at you," Romero said, chuckling. "The other thing I wanted was for the Ogres to piss on you when you were dead. If you didn't respawn immediately, they would laugh and walk over and piss on you."

	The Ogre's victory celebration was left on the cutting-room floor due to lack of time. When painting and rendering 3D models, animating basic actions such as walking and attacking took exponentially more time than creating characters from pixels had for games like Doom and Wolfenstein 3D. However, with the base models and animations already finished, it may have taken the artists a matter of hours to rig up victory taunts. That, Romero argued, was exactly why id should have made them. "We're talking a few hours to make that happen versus weeks of work to make the other stuff. People will always talk about the parts that took a few hours, and it's because a foundation was already there. But we didn't have time to put those things in because we were just trying to get the game done."

	On higher difficulty levels, E1M3 holds a foe greater than swarms of zombies. The Shambler, a towering beast with long claws and a mouthful of fangs set against a blank face, is among Quake's toughest non-boss monsters. Shamblers roar upon spotting their prey, growling as they charge. Up close, it tears through the player's health with its claws. From afar, it fires bolts of lightning.  "We wanted to do a lightning-bolt attack versus [fire]," said Romero. "We wanted him to be this big, huge, white thing that had blood all over his face from eating dead bodies. It was something that was referenced in Lovecraft somewhere as one of these crazy minions of the Old Ones."

	"The Shambler came from my [book] Petersen's Field Guide to Cthulhu Monsters," added Petersen, who wrote volumes of lore and game rules for the Call of Cthulhu pen-and-paper RPG during his time as a designer at Chaosium.

	"We definitely wanted to do a little mining there," Romero continued, "but make monsters physical versus Lovecraft's more astral plane-style enemies that you couldn't see."

	Blood coats the Shambler's furry white chest, standing out against the dirty, dingy locales of Quake. The game's color palette seemed limited when compared to its sophisticated engine and feature set, and especially against the more colorful settings of Wolfenstein 3D and Doom. "It's funny because from the perspective of Quake, you look back at Doom and think, Look at this happy, fun game with all its bright colors," said Romero. There was, however, a method to the apparent regression in the color palettes of id's games. "If you go back to our beginning," Romero continued, "we got darker. From Wolfenstein, to Doom, to Quake, we got darker and expanded the shade range of the color. But the colors are more limited because in all three of those games over four years, technology changed."

	Almost immediately upon Quake's release, the abundance of drab colors caused many players to joke about id’s love of brown. Quake's color palette runs much deeper, but Adrian Carmack understands the criticism. "John Carmack came to Kevin and me one day and said, 'American says he's having trouble with his creativity because we haven't solidified the palette yet,'" Adrian remembered. "Which I thought was pretty ridiculous, but Kevin went ahead and filled out the palette. That's what we were kind of stuck with."

	Technology carried as much weight in nailing down the game's visual design. Quake's palette could tap into 256 colors, but choosing one—such as brown—committed the palette to including every shade of that color. Quake's palette consisted of 16 colors. Each shade of every color ate up one byte of memory, for a total of 256. Because the artists and designers chose to create textures based on themes that encompassed lots of earthy tones, the bulk of Quake's levels all appeared hewn from browns, greens, grays, blacks, and whites.

	"We were super limited because of this VGA, 256-color mode that was the standard back then," Romero explained. "It wasn't until colored lighting with graphic accelerators from manufacturers like 3dfx came out that we had full ranges of color."

	Quake's developers made good use of their limited palette. E1M5: The Gloom Keep is one of Willits' favorite levels. The interconnectedness of its crisscrossing rooms and corridors, which occasionally ask players to retrace their steps to open up previously inaccessible areas, was one example of the designers stepping up their efforts in making maps. Romero reminded all of the designers that one of their main goals was to tap into the engine's potential and channel its power to create levels that would have been impossible in previous games. Thanks to id Tech 2, for instance, players would be able to look down at the floor and up at ceilings. 

	Therefore, the designers should consider every surface. Details should be added to the undersides of platforms and along ceilings. Walls should incorporate windows, and players should be able to look through those windows to scope out what awaits them on the opposite side. "We thought about lighting," Romero added. "We had a program that could do light tracing, so we could put a light inside of something so that when the light shines out, it casts shadows all over the walls. So players can look at interesting designs cast from lights."

	The House of Chthon, Episode One's seventh level, came about almost by accident. "I remember doing all the scripts to make E1M7 work. I seem to recall it was an experiment first and foremost. Then it was decided it would be put in line to be a boss fight," McGee recalled.

	McGee had been helping out John Carmack by writing scripts that extended the functionality of QuakeC. He wrote scripts to operate basic triggers such as buttons, and per his scripts, buttons could be placed on walls, floors, or ceilings, and activated by stepping on them, pressing against them, or shooting them. McGee then applied his buttons to an experimental level consisting of walkways surrounding a pool of lava. In front of the pool sits a rune, a key players must pick up to progress. Touching the rune causes Chthon, a giant, devil-like monstrosity, to rise from the lava.

	To defeat Chthon, players must race to the far end of the room, avoiding magma rocks hurled by the demon, and ride a lift to the top floor. There they must run across narrow bridges and step on two buttons, one on either side of the pool. Stepping on each switch triggers a pylon that drops down from the ceiling. Once both pylons have been lowered, players must step on a third button to blast lightning from the pylons. One shock is all it takes to fry the demon on Quake’s Easy difficulty. On harder modes, players must zap it three times to finish the level and the Dimension of the Doomed episode.

	McGee's simple experiment set Quake apart from Doom in a significant way. All of Doom's boss fights had been straightforward: Find the big bad and shoot it until it dies. Chthon changed up Quake's core gameplay loop in a way meant to intrigue players.

	"When I was working with the technology and scripting, puzzle-solving was something I thought we could push, making the player do things other than just shooting enemies in the face. I guess because I was in a position to have access to the scripting early on, and able to play around and experiment with that stuff, that's where that came from," McGee said.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO WENT into Quake's second episode, Dimension of Black Magic, with modest goals. "I didn't decide, for instance, 'I'm going to make long hallways' or anything specific," he said. "I wanted maps to look good and play really well. When I started getting close to the size limit, I knew I needed to figure out how to finish a level and maybe [connect back into] itself more."

	E2M2 exemplified both Romero's objectives and the limitations of Quake's tech. However, his levels played to the engine's strengths rather than suffered from its weaknesses. Ogre Citadel, the second map of Dimension of Black Magic, opens in a cave. Players fight their way out and emerge to find a fortress on the opposite side of a moat. To gain entry, they must shoot two switches on either side of a raised drawbridge to lower it, or dive into the moat and swim through lower passages.

	Across the bridge and inside the citadel, Ogres and other horrors prowl a knot of corridors. Fighting through them earns players a breather before they are pushed off a ledge and into an arena-like room. The only egress slams shut and a Shambler materializes, forcing players into a fight. The level continues in that vein: Bursts of combat in brightly lit areas followed by brief respites through shadowy hallways as players track down keys and search for the exit. 

	"That's something that I always do when I'm making levels: creating contrast in every part of the experience," Romero explained. "There wasn't much color in Quake, but textures could [change up] color. There's contrast in exploration, where nothing's happening, and then intense combat. That also creates contrast by setting a quiet setting, and then introducing crazy [amounts of] noise. No fear, and then total fear."

	With the exit room in sight, Ogre Citadel throws a curveball. To reach the gate, players must jump across a series of narrow stone columns that curve up and around to a ledge. If players jump too far or not far enough, or if they don't control their character by pulling back to halt their momentum after each jump, they'll slip and fall into the water below, and have to climb out and try again.

	In 1996, 3D games such as Super Mario 64 and Tomb Raider were new and in vogue. One problem presented itself right away: Gauging distance and depth was trickier in 3D than in 2D titles such as Super Mario Bros. 3, where depth was not a factor. The issue of jumping had not come up in Wolfenstein 3D, which contained no pits. Doom contained some gaps that players jumped automatically by sprinting across. Id's programmers took the problem of jumping in 3D into account as they built Quake. "You might fall down and have to take the elevator back up to try again, but the game had pretty good deceleration, so it wasn't like you'd jump onto a platform and then slide off and die," Romero said of the series of hops awaiting players near the end of E2M2. "You just had to tap backwards after you jumped. Being in first-person, it wasn't so hard because you could gauge distance better, and you could look down, so it wasn't as [tricky] as in other games."

	Adding a jump function to Quake made sense. A greater range of movement would deepen players' connection to their avatar, pulling them further into the world. "We always looked up to Nintendo and Shigeru [Miyamoto] as the best in design," Romero said. "They represented the best. They spent a ton of time working on and revising designs to see if they worked."

	Being able to jump was also vital to rocket jumping, an accidental technique that players discovered shortly after Quake's release. "There probably wouldn't be rocket-jumping if you couldn't jump [normally]," Romero went on. "You'd be killed if you shot the ground. You wouldn't go very far and you'd take tons of damage. That little amount of jumping [beforehand] really decreases the amount of damage you take from rocket-jumping."

	E2M5: The Wizard's Manse, is another of Romero's favorite maps. Players roam a large mansion full of cramped passageways that weave in and out of large halls. To give the manse personality, Romero carved rooms from blue stone, paved floors in green tiles, and curled stairs up walls adjacent to stained-glass windows. Near the end, he set one of his most devious traps. Players enter a cage and are trapped inside. The cage lowers, submerging them in water. Players begin to choke; their health ticks down. Just when the situation seems hopeless, the elevator rises from the water and players gasp in relief, regenerating their lost health.

	The bulk of Quake's maps are set indoors for a reason. Every level consists of objects called brushes. "It's just a solid block that you can do all sorts of stuff with, but it's solid, turns into BSP, and it's permanent. It doesn't move, so light maps can get generated on it," Romero explained.

	Entities are a special type of brush. Quake classifies any geometry that moves, such as platforms and doors, as an entity. Carmack's implementation of brushes and entities caused problems. A designer first had to determine the size of an entity, such as a door at the end of a corridor of a specific width and height, then create a brand-new map file with the exact same entity brush at the exact same coordinates where it was found on the main map. The designer added lights or other adornments to the entity and then saved that map as a BSP, short for binary space partition, a file that holds an area that has been shrunk to its smallest size. Finally, the designer loaded the main level and directed it to the BSP containing the entity brush he wanted to reference. If the entity in the separate BSP lined up with its coordinates in the main BSP, it would click into place.

	"It was a horrible way of putting in entities, which means [as a designer] I don't want lots of entities in the game. For monsters it was no problem because you'd just put in spawn points," Romero recalled. "I told John, 'Dude, no. We can't do this. It's an awful idea. We can't be leaving a level, creating a shell, making a totally different BSP where light maps might not even match. It's a horrible idea.'"

	Smoothing out entity brushes was one in a laundry list of Carmack's obstacles. "Collision detection was pretty hard," he admitted. "There was a good period where we were making interesting pictures, but movement only worked smoothly as long as you were sliding along walls with obtuse angles—you would get 'stuck' on sharp corners."

	Carmack refined code until he arrived at a solution, albeit not an optimal one. Quake's collision detection functions by expanding the size of every object on a map by half the player's size, treating players as a point moving through terrain. "This was robust and extremely efficient, but it meant that each unique size of entity that moved through the world had to basically have a special version of the map automatically generated for it," said Carmack. "This cost both memory and processing time during level building."

	"You had to really think through things, because it took six seconds to make a change to any geometry in the level after you placed it, and you did not want to move stuff around," Willits added. "There was no, 'Let's move this whole room,' or 'Let's take this staircase and shift it.' Especially when it took you six seconds, which doesn't sound like a lot, but it is when you have thousands and thousands of brushes in a level."

	Quake's engine presented designers with a series of push-and-pull contests. "John Carmack made this great engine, and it was our fault for not taking advantage of it," Petersen said. "But part of that was we were working with stuff that was [difficult to use]. The final Quake editors on the Internet? We didn't have that. That didn't exist for us. That was finished after we'd done all our levels. We had to use stuff that was much more primitive."

	Entity brushes can be seen in action in an early level of Episode One, when players step on a switch that kicks off an impressive but technically laborious sequence: Blocks drift through the air and into openings in a wall. There's a click, then a door flies open to reveal the game's first Fiend, a four-legged enemy that sprints and jumps to get at players with its claws. "That's why in E1M2, when the little blocks come up and you watch them move forward, and they [insert] into the wall, and the door opens, and a demon jumps out—that was really hard to do," Willits said.

	Planting secrets in Quake levels was more strenuous than placing them in Doom. "We had to create full brushes of a certain size; we had to make the ceiling; we had to make every wall; we had to light the secret areas; and then we had to somehow open a door that doesn't look like it's a secret door," said Romero.

	Romero mitigated creating secrets by writing a QuakeC script for a door that resembled a wall panel. That enabled designers to obfuscate entrances to their secrets, and defined how the door-that's-not-a-door should open, by sliding rather than raising. "We used it everywhere in the game, so nobody had to write QuakeC code to make a door open in some weird way because design consistency is important. Having the code there and be able to type in 'secret door' on the entity made it easier for everybody to at least not have to worry about the door part of secrets, because that was the hardest part to deal with. You really had to think about doing secrets in Quake versus in Doom," Romero continued. 

	Another problem was that BSP files containing Quake levels tended to be larger than Doom's WAD map files. Three-dimensional objects consumed more storage. Using binary space partitioning to pack levels reduced file sizes, but id needed to stick to a hard limit so that players could download the game painlessly. "Doom was a pretty small download for people. This was still back in the days where not everyone was on the Internet; lots of people still used BBSes," said Romero.

	Consequently, Quake's episodes ranged in size from seven to eight levels, including one secret level per episode. That was compared to Doom's nine-level episodes: Eight regular maps and one secret zone. The developers agreed that each Quake level should be no larger than 1.4 megabytes. In most cases, that constraint fueled rather than hampered creativity. "When you put a number of that, like 1.4 megs, it's really on the designer to decide how they're going to approach building a level," Romero said. "To stay within that limit, are you going to use hardly any textures? Are you going to use a lot of really cool textures but make [smaller] levels? The amount of brushes in a level impacts the size of it. Are you going to have a bigger level with longer hallway?"

	Another drawback of a BSP file's size, and the reason Quake maps take place indoors, was that maps could only incorporate so many polygons. Likewise, the game could only render a maximum of 350 polygons from the player's point of view. Larger regions such as outdoor courtyards and plains would chew through that count. To keep players from getting bored with running through hallways, the designers pushed themselves to design intricate set pieces involving lots of entities: traps, extendable bridges, cages that submerged players underwater, and elaborate door-opening sequences.

	"I really did like the bigger outdoor maps [in Doom], mostly because the game rendered things so quickly, it almost didn't matter how big a map was," said Romero. "It was great because we could build huge areas that felt like you were outdoors."

	Even building indoor areas, designers had to be frugal with polys. "If you go back and play Quake, you start seeing these 90-degree corners everywhere. You can now see the level designer, on purpose, putting a corner in there because it constrained visibility," Romero explained.

	The game's BSP algorithm rendered only as far as the next corner. What lay beyond it would be whipped up when players rotated the camera to see it. The less geometry within the player's line of sight, the fewer polygons the map had to render each time the screen refreshed, keeping performance smooth and steady.

	As in movies, Quake's designers used establishing shots of grand mansions or towering fortresses to fool players into believing that the world they inhabited was larger than it appeared, then ushered them inside smaller, but no less intricate spaces. "In the Wizard's Manse, E2M5, when you come out of that first cave and you see the front of the big mansion, that's a big outdoor area for our maximum budget of polygons. We were just limited to not having huge outdoor areas," said Romero.

	 

	AMERICAN McGEE MADE big maps by thinking small.

	Each level he architected for Quake's third episode, the Netherworld, began as a small space centered on a specific challenge, usually an enemy or a simple puzzle. From there he moved on to building another room, then another, and another, filling his Quake editor's top-down view with irregularly shaped chambers unconnected from one another, like islands.

	"A lot of times I would have, in the editor, sections where there might be a trap idea or just a general idea for a room. Once I had a couple of those, I'd work on linking them in some interesting way to create flow," he said.

	McGee felt his way through level flow, but he knew what he wanted in other areas of design. Adrian Carmack and Kevin Cloud had spent most of 1995 painting Aztec-themed textures for Quake. The idea was that designers could build architecture such as pyramids from sandstone walls. "The artist made a bunch of those textures, and American tried to work with them for a long time, but he just could not get inspired by Aztec temples and Aztec design," remembered Romero. "It just wasn't interesting to him. It was easier to do pure abstract design."

	Declining Aztec textures understandably incited grousing from Cloud and Adrian. "I think Romero and American were saying, 'We're not really inspired by the Aztec theme. We're having trouble getting into it and designing our levels,'" Adrian said. "All I could think was, Hey, man, I just worked on this for a year. I've done a year's worth of artwork on this, and so has Kevin. We weren't very happy about it. A year's worth of work, and we're basically starting over. Honestly, it was probably for the best, anyway."

	McGee chalked up the loss of textures and time to Quake's development cycle. He'd lost count of how many levels he had designed and thrown away while testing engine features for John Carmack. He steered clear of browns and greens by favoring dark, metallic surfaces, as well as lava for a medley of reds, yellows, and oranges that would pop against metal textures. "We would sit down with the level designers and talk to them about what they were looking for," Adrian explained. "We would also come up with our own ideas, just kind of see what would work, testing the look of the game."

	"I think the fact that the level designers were being fed artwork individually by the art team had more to do with the fact that there was no one in charge of, or leading production or design," McGee added. "I could just walk up to the art team and say, 'Give me a bunch of rusted metal textures and some stone textures to go with them,' and they would just do it. They wouldn't turn around to a project manager or a producer and say, 'Does he need these? What chapter are these going into? Why are we creating these?' It was just, 'Yep, sure, here's some textures for you."

	Metal and fire gave McGee's levels a rougher material feel. E3M3: The Tomb of Terror leads players through dark hallways bordered by pits of lava. Players must find a silver key and then backtrack through rooms, keeping one eye open for enemies that had not been there on their first visit. "I've never been into garish, bright colors. As a personal aesthetic, I was wearing all black all the time," he said. His goth wardrobe reflected his passion for Nine Inch Nails, his favorite heavy metal band. "When I would go and ask for texture sets, I would ask for stuff that sort of mirrored the sound and feeling that those guys were contributing to the product, so it all just felt like it fit together quite naturally."

	McGee liked that his palette and level flow conflicted with those of his peers. "When it came to the product, to building levels, there was competition, but it felt very healthy and fun. It was a fun competition. We were riffing off each other. I'd say it was probably more like jazz in the way that we were creating, rather than something coming off a sheet of music."

	Romero appreciated friendly competition, too. He was particularly impressed by Willits' and McGee's levels, which shone with polish and unique ideas. "We'd look at each other's levels and go, 'Oh, that's such a cool combo of textures,' or 'I love that lighting style,'" Romero said. "You'd come up with a lighting style and use it all over the place. We were trying to make the game as great as we could, and compete with each other to make the best-looking levels within the areas that we decided to go after."

	Willits contributed a level to Quake's Netherworld episode. Deep underground, players discover E3M5: The Wind Tunnels, a warren of wide passageways. Players drop or step into the tunnels and are propelled forward and through turns by gusts of wind—or so they think. "Wind Tunnels used push brushes," Willits explained, revealing that invisible brushes simulated wind by pushing players through tunnels. "Carmack came up with an entity that allowed you to push, which I think we needed for a trap in one of American's levels. He had [a scenario] where the floor opened and you get pushed into lava, so we needed an entity that pushed."

	Episode One's secret level, Ziggurat Vertigo, was born of another of McGee's experiments, this one with gravity. True to form, he crafted it from metal textures and rivers of lava. The centerpiece was a ziggurat that players could climb by jumping. One jump, and they drifted lazily into the air. By modifying the level's gravity using QuakeC, McGee had fashioned a level where players felt like they were bounding around the surface of the moon.

	To Willits, simple experiments that generated radical results like McGee's low-gravity level and his wind tunnels stole the show. "Once we found out we could change the way you moved through the environment, we were like, 'This is awesome. Let's try this other thing now.' That was really the design of Quake. Looking back, it was genius."

	 

	OVER QUAKE’S SEVEN-MONTH crunch, Romero truncated the game's design not once, but several times.

	On March 15, 1996, a Friday, Romero attached a 10-page design document to an email and distributed it to everyone at the company. Sending a design document was almost as unorthodox a practice within id as writing one. Tom Hall had written a design bible for Doom in 1992, much of which had been ignored after the guys had flipped their bit and let him go. At id, the modus operandi was to show rather than tell: Talk about a concept, then start writing code and painting monsters.

	Romero collated all of Quake's design bits and bobs to clear the air. "I've been informed that many of you are confused about the state of Quake's game design," his email began. "I can believe that since I've had to reprint the design sheets multiple times, and I've also changed a couple design elements for the sake of simplicity and implementation. Here I will outline the major elements of Quake, what has changed, and where things should go."

	His 10-page document collects the bones of a dramatically different game than the Quake that shipped to stores less than three months later. Controlling a "military guy," players would be tasked with infiltrating a base to recover weapons and technology stolen by Shalrath, a mysterious foe. The first level would be a base designed to communicate fundamental skills such as moving, jumping, and shooting. The next level, still a base, would introduce players to tougher enemies such as Ogres as well as slipgates, teleporters that beamed players to other dimensions.

	Dimension hopping wasn't as simple as stepping onto a pad. Romero wanted to create artifacts that worked like keys, such as an Amber Element that would correspond with slipgates branded with the Amber symbol. Players’ overarching goal was to free the four Old Ones and confront Shub-Niggurath, a Lovecraftian horror syphoning the Old Ones' life force.

	In the document, Romero calls for elaborate scenes that show slipgates sparking into life, dialogue recorded by an actor to voice the player-character, and levels with branching paths all tied together by long hallways that load the next area seamlessly while players run along.

	As development wore on, Romero whittled his design down to essentials. Instead of cinematic displays, stepping onto a slipgate at the end of a level loaded a high-score screen similar to Doom's carnage report, showing players how many enemies they killed, secrets they found, and time it took them to reach the exit. Instead of arteries linking maps, levels are disparate. Every episode of Quake kicks off in a military base because Romero wanted to include narrative sequences communicating that they were going from a base, through a slipgate, and into another dimension. Without that connective tissue, players were left scratching their heads at the jump from military installations to fantasy castles.

	"I had to revise the design a few months later because we were trying to get done pretty quickly and it had too much stuff in it," Romero admitted. "So, I had to simplify it to what we have now."

	The final version of Quake spans four episodes, a final battle with Shub-Niggurath, and the starting map, appropriately named Start. Of those maps, Start may be the most important. "I made the start map in, I believe, March of '96," Romero said. "It went through a lot of revision during the last few months. It was the last map I worked on. I got all my levels done, then I did the start map."

	Doom had players select episodes from a menu. After making their selection, they played through levels one by one, culminating in a boss fight followed by a wall of text congratulating them on their victory and teasing the next episode. In Quake, players would still choose episodes, but not from a menu. Beginning a new game deposited them in the Start map, which doubled as a hub and a difficulty selection menu. "I wanted to remove the extra layer of Easy-Normal [menus], and then selecting episodes," said Romero. "Get rid of those two menus and just start playing. Boom—you're in it. That kind of design let me do some really cool things in that starting map."

	Start opens with a view of a wide room and three hallways. The leftmost and center halls end in portals labeled with difficulties: Easy on the left, Normal in the center. On the right, players come to a broken bridge over a pit of lava. A zombie hangs over the lava, moaning and twitching. The portal is marked Hard. To reach it, players must hop across the lava,. a challenge just taxing enough to coax the minimum amount of effort out of players.

	All portals lead to a chamber with four archways. Each archway leads to an alternate dimension—one of four episodes. At the end of every episode, players find a rune. Collecting the rune and finishing the level deposits them back at Start and seals off the portal to the dimension they just conquered. Closing all four opens a path to the final level, a battle against Shub-Niggurath who can only be defeated using a tele-frag, a type of kill prominent in deathmatch where one player teleports to a destination occupied by another player, causing the hapless player caught standing in place to explode.

	Each corridor is ornamented with details that speaks to that episode's dimension. "Each of the episodic [entrances] was made to look like the designer of the episode had made it," explained Romero. "Because I'd played everybody's levels so much by that time, I knew exactly how Sandy made his levels look. I knew how thin his posts were, how he lit stuff. With American, same thing: his metal and his caverns."

	The leftmost corridor is futuristic in color and texture. Ahead lies a passage with blue walls and a bridge fashioned from metal beams that zig and zag. Forward and to the right is a hallway that bends before leading to its portal. To the right, a set of wooden stairs leads to a pool of water. Stepping into the water causes players to sink—and then drop out of the air and onto the floor. The fall saps a small amount of life and leaves them perplexed: How, exactly, had a body of water come to hang in midair?

	"We were laughing about his crazy ideas because that was just such an awesome thing you could do with the engine: Swim in a floating block of water," Romero said. "Sandy put it in there and it's something we just laughed about because it was like, 'Oh my god. It's floating water. This is crazy."

	Laughing, Romero continued, "You don't know that's going to happen because you can't see through the water, so it's not even fair. It's just like, 'Here's your torture!' I was just laughing while I made that entrance. It was so funny because it was so Sandy."

	 

	"THE QUAKE LEVELS were small, and I was okay with that," Petersen stated. "The thing is that they took me about the same effort to make [as a larger Doom level] because it was a true 3D game, compared to Doom's two-and-a-half-D engine. I still made levels that were big and made the game chug. I was constantly griped at by John Carmack."

	Romero, McGee, and Willits made no secret of the fact that their levels looked better than Petersen's. Petersen took their jabs in stride. It was all part of their friendly competition. He also knew they were right.

	"I think they put me as the last episode because of three things," Petersen said. "One was that I was using monsters that hadn't been seen before, and it was weird to have monsters appear in an early level but never come back. The second thing was they thought my things were uglier than other people's levels, and there's some [truth] to that. The third thing was that my levels had these convoluted schemes for players to solve. Because mine were the most Cthulian, we were going to [transition] to the final level."

	Petersen also knew, as did the others, that his levels in Doom had been some of the most memorable. Among both his peers and Doom players, Petersen became known for exemplary pacing, tough situations, and unforgettable encounters such as E2M8: Tower of Babel, which starts players in a small room where four Barons of Hell—the game’s toughest monsters up to that point—have been impaled. It was, Petersen explained, the perfect setup. Observant players would deduce that any monster able to kill not one but four Barons must be an order of magnitude stronger and more terrifying.

	Petersen's maps were small in size but big in concept. "One of the things I would do is I would make a level, then I would go back and look through the texture files and say, 'Oh, look at this cool texture. I want to use that.' So, I'd go back to the level and change it to use that texture. We were kind of opposites," he said of McGee.

	Petersen and McGee shared something else in common. They both enjoyed abstract design. The difference was that McGee started by mapping out rooms and tinkering with ways to connect them. Petersen's passion for abstraction stemmed from a lifelong interest in H. P. Lovecraft, a horror author who became popular posthumously. His stories were predicated on the belief that cosmic beings too great and dreadful for human minds to fathom existed beyond the veil of reality; his overly curious characters peeled back that veil and discovered eldritch beings and planes of existence that shattered their minds.

	Petersen was such a fan of Lovecraft that he took pains to sneak references to the author's work into every game he worked on. Working on Quake, he had no need to make oblique references to his favorite writer. Quake's medieval architecture and dimensional travel lent themselves to otherworldly themes. "It not only informed my [level] design work," Petersen said of Lovecraft's writings. "When I spoke to the artists, Kevin and Adrian, about what creatures to put in the game and ideas for them, some of them came right from Lovecraft. For example, the black blob monsters that hop around and explode? I did a game expansion called Sandy Petersen's Guide to Monsters in 1987, and one of the monsters from that game was almost exactly [made in Quake]. And then of course, Shub-Niggurath at the end is another monster from that book."

	The Tower of Despair, level two of Episode Four: The Elder World, begins by dropping players in a safe area. Once they leave, they cannot return. The walls figuratively close in around them, forcing them to go forward. Dark corridors twist through a derelict building centered on a great hall decorated with stained-glass windows and two large buttons adorned with dagger symbols.

	Even on Normal difficulty, Tower of Despair throws overwhelming odds at players, pitting them against Ogres, Shamblers, Knights and Death Knights—both wielding swords, but the latter able to take and dish out more punishment as well as dole out streams of fiery projectiles—and Vores, spider-like creatures with pincers for legs and spindly arms with which it throws spiked pods that slowly and inexorably track their targets.

	The Vore had made its debut as the boss monster of Romero’s episode. Petersen made it a regular enemy in The Elder World, pairing it with mobs of Knights, Ogres, and the occasional Shambler—ratcheting up tension and difficulty as players shoot their way through the game’s final stretch of levels. Petersen pushed players even further by being conservative with the amount of health, armor, and ammunition he placed on his maps. Id's games had a reputation for being shooting galleries: If something moved, players were encouraged to blast it. Dialing back resources was a tool Petersen used to get under their skin.

	Petersen also enjoyed making players wait to get their hands on more powerful weapons like the rocket launcher and lightning gun. One of the things that had irritated him about designing Doom was that he had not been able to claim any episode for himself; every designer contributed to each episode. That had meant if he designed a level low on ammo, players might still be able to clear it easily if they had harvested a surplus of ammo on earlier. 

	The Elder World was Petersen’s domain. He controlled flow and pacing not just through one level at a time, but through all of them. "Not that I wanted to starve you, but some of my levels were more fun, I felt, if you were going through them with the nailgun or shotgun instead of the rocket launcher, or sometimes vice versa," he said.

	Petersen's usage of water became legend around the office, and not only because he made trippy regions such as pools that floated in midair. Water, he explained, was one of Lovecraft's Achilles' heels. "Lovecraft didn't like seafood, and he hated cold. Things that were cold or aquatic were major features in his stories."

	That knowledge spurred Petersen to use water in ways that would cause players to second-guess their progression. Doom had not contained water. There had been floors covered in slime or lava, but those had been textures that dealt damage. In Quake, water was a 3D space, just like rooms and hallways, except players moved sluggishly and had to come up for air.

	"I looked at it and said, 'You know, I can have water that floats,'" he said. "I was thinking, What would be a cool secret to find at the bottom of a body of water? I was thinking of a treasure chest or a pipe that goes somewhere, but I wanted to get back into open air. At some point I realized I could have them fall out of the water and not be able to get back up to it. That would really disconcert them unless they rocket [jump] or something, because you can't jump up into the water. I guess my brain just works this way. It's this chaos theory, because you're like, 'Now what?'"

	Water could also be used strategically. Throughout Episode Four and on many of Quake's deathmatch-only maps, players find the lightning gun near bodies of water. Firing lightning into water while swimming in it instantly kills any living organism that also happens to be taking a dip. On any level containing water, players quickly learned to get to the lightning gun first, especially when paired with the Pentagram, which temporarily granted players invulnerability. "That was pretty fun in deathmatch. In order to get the goodies, you have to go into [the water], but don't stay in long because someone will zap you," Petersen remembered.

	Romero's decision to situate Petersen's levels as the final gauntlet before Shub-Niggurath—always assuming players went through episodes in order—paid dividends. Episode One, the shareware portion of the game, intentionally showcased the work of Romero, McGee, and Willits. Their levels were the most visually impressive, and thus most likely to entice players to open up their wallets and buy the full game. While episodes two and three were excellent, Romero knew that Episode Four was something special.

	"The big surprise would be everybody going through Sandy's stuff," Romero said. "If you can make it that far, you're going to get to Sandy's [episode], where everything is insane. When people got to Sandy's stuff, they'd meet a different design mind so far from what they had played before. It would give them a great ending to the game."

	 

	 


Chapter 3: Coloring in the Map

	 

	ON A COOL night in 1995, Trent Reznor rode a tidal wave of sound from the stage where he and his band, Nine Inch Nails, had just performed. The show had gone well, but he was antsy. Music had been everything to Reznor since founding his industrial rock band in 1988. He was NIN's singer, songwriter, producer, and instrumentalist. His life was a whirlwind of recording albums, performing live in front of sold-out crowds, driving up and down the road on tours, fighting his record labels to maintain control of the band's sound and direction, and partying with groupies.

	Earlier that night, they had performed tracks from The Downward Spiral, NIN's second album and one of its most influential. Right then, however, guitar riffs and vocals were the furthest things from Reznor’s mind. He blew out of the backstage area and headed out to the band's tour bus. The door clicked shut behind him, muting the sounds of traffic and chatter from fans pouring out the doors and into the streets.

	His bandmates would be along shortly. Good. He needed time to prepare.

	Reznor went to the back of the bus, careful to avoid treading on cables that ran between the PC in the lounge area at the back to another spot up front. He entered the lounge and sat at a desk. Reaching down, he pressed the power button on his 486/66 megahertz processor-powered computer. White text flickered across a dark screen. A minute later he found himself at a blinking prompt. Reznor typed a line of esoteric text commands. The screen flashed. Music thundered through the van as his monitor filled with the sight of a marine clad in green armor fending off a horde of demons trying to drag him down to hell.

	The door opened behind him. Chris Vrenna, his drummer, led the rest of NIN into the van. Reznor and Vrenna had been friends since high school. Tonight, they were mortal enemies, and only one of them would leave the tour bus alive. "There's a famous story out there about how we lost a month of work after the Downward Spiral [album] because we got hooked on playing Wolfenstein 3D, and later, Doom," said Vrenna. "We ran cables down through the bus so we could play against each other in deathmatch."

	Many of id Software's developers were as enamored with NIN's work as the band was with their games. When id’s fax machine chirped one afternoon in 1995, American McGee was elated to read a personal invitation from Nine Inch Nails to attend that night's show in Mesquite, Texas, just a few miles from the office.

	McGee was joined by John Carmack. "We went to the show in Dallas, and then I ended up hanging out with Trent and the guys after the show," McGee remembered. "A friendship formed. I'd gone to visit them in New Orleans. At some point, it came up: 'Hey, why don't we collaborate on Quake?'"

	"They were working on this new game, Quake, and were big fans of the band, and Trent was a big fan of everything id did," Vrenna added.

	Reznor and Vrenna were two of a handful of NIN band members to visit id and learn more about what the developers had in mind for Quake's soundtrack. Gazing around the office—and the parking lot, filled with sports cars gleaming in the Texas sun—Vrenna remembered thinking that Carmack, Romero, and the Doom developers were the real rock stars. "They're all driving around in these matching Testarossas, and one of them had just got a Viper. I forget which one, but he took me out for a drive in the Viper, and we were doing 100-and-whatever down the freeway, and I'm scared out of my gourd."

	In a documentary on Doom 3 published in the early 2000s, Reznor explained why id's work appealed to him. Games like Super Mario Bros. were fun, but Wolfenstein 3D and Doom were more in line with the type of creativity that Nine Inch Nails channeled when they wrote records. They were fast, violent, and politically incorrect. The chance to work alongside id on their next ultra-violent shooter was too good to pass up. 

	"There was, I guess you could call it mutual fandom," Vrenna said. "The id guys were into crazy music. They were into the Ministry and all the crazy stuff back then. Trent was immediately like, 'I will do anything.'"

	 

	IN THE DECADES since Quake's release, rumors swirled that id Software had flipped the bit on Bobby Prince, composer for a number of games made by Apogee Software and id including Wolfenstein 3D and Doom.

	The truth was much simpler. "There wasn't a major bit flip with Bobby other than that we wanted to do something really different with Quake, and Bobby was not something different," said Romero.

	Nine Inch Nails struck a deal with id to record the game's soundtrack. American McGee would be id's man on the ground, traveling to NIN's studio in New Orleans to provide guidance where needed. He also got his hands on equipment to produce some sound effects himself. "I think one of the nice things about id in those days was you could be a Jack of all trades," McGee said. "I could be working on level design, scripting, implementing weapons, and doing sound effects for that weapon. For me, that was really interesting. It gave me an opportunity to put my fingers in a lot of different pies."

	Reznor cleared the band's schedule to devote most of 1995 and the early months of 1996 to Quake. "It was one of those things where they needed so much music that we were all hands on deck," Vrenna recalled.

	NIN's studio fit Quake's tone as well as it fit the band's collective personality. Reznor had purchased an old funeral home on Magazine Street, renovating its three viewing rooms into workspaces. The largest space held an assortment of keyboards, guitars, computers, and recording equipment. The upstairs hall was lined with offices.

	At any given hour, the band could be found scattered across the funeral-home-turned-studio. Charlie Clouser, keyboardist, primarily worked out of his office recording sound samples for Quake. Vrenna and Danny Lohner, who played keyboards, bass, and guitar for live shows as needed, hung out in one of the converted viewing rooms where they came up with effects and ambient sounds. "I had a little room with my Pro Tools rig and some synths I owned. It allowed anybody to do anything at any moment. Trent was the spearhead of everything," said Vrenna.

	Quake was NIN's first experience recording a soundtrack for a video game. The amount of work the job entailed left them floored. "You need a ton of music, of coverage," Vrenna explained. "If there are 10 levels, and you need a five-minute piece for each level, you need almost an hour's worth of music. So, there's this challenge of creating different-sounding [themes]."

	McGee communicated id's vision for Quake's aural components. Unlike Wolfenstein 3D and Doom, which used more traditional background tracks, id wanted Quake to take a different slant. Quake's soundtrack should add an extra layer of atmosphere that fit with the game's assortment of keeps, castles, dungeons, and eldritch realms. Being an industrial rock band, NIN was suited to generate just the type of moody setting id was listening for. "It was meant to be really scary, and not entirely musical. It was meant to be made up of [ambient] noises," explained Vrenna. "Coming off of Doom and Doom 2, where every level did have an incredibly memorable song, id wanted to do something different. They didn't want anything melodic."

	"In the studio, they had already loaded up all their synths and their computers with a particular palette of sounds," McGee said. "A lot of that stuff is what you were hearing when you saw them on tour around that time. Essentially, the Quake soundtrack ended up being musically derivative of the palette of sounds loaded on their machines at the time."

	One approach was to match sound to environments. Quake was in a state of flux through all of 1995 and the early part of 1996, so id sent McGee over bearing screenshots, descriptions of settings, and concept art to illustrate Quake's myriad settings. Many effects were ripped straight out of the sound palette NIN had loaded in their synthesizers and computers. "If you listen to the Quad Damage sound, that's just one of the synths sound they had loaded up for their tour at the time," said McGee. "It's just this big 'ROAR,' you know. During their concerts, one of them would lay on that key and it would play for 30 seconds while the crowd went crazy."

	In certain cases, a sound from NIN's palette was close but not exactly what the id guys wanted. McGee or another developer would modify sound files or splice them to create unique sounds, such as the upbeat chord that plays when players pick up the Mega Health, a rare item that boosts their health by 100. "There's the regular health sound and the [larger medpack] sound," recalled Romero. "I didn't want to make something in that same health. I wanted it to sound kickass, so that's why I used the cool guitar riff on it. I put those two things together and created the sound from them."

	According to Vrenna, one technique NIN had to get the hang of was balancing diversity and duration. "If you hear an A part and a B part, melodically, and you're hearing A-B-A-B over and over, that [irritates] people," he explained. "Well, you could be in a deathmatch for 30 seconds or for 30 minutes. When you're playing the story, you may be in there for 10 minutes, I may be in there for 50 minutes. Who knows? And you have to hear the sound effects so you can hear the monster around the corner, or the guy with the gun so you don't get shot."

	For each track, the band found or created sounds that could be strung together and looped in different combinations for 10 to 15 minutes each. Then they cut those tracks down to roughly five minutes apiece, moving parts around until they hit on just the right arrangement. "It became a process of coming up with [musical] drones, coming up with textures, samplings, sounds like banging on metal out in the garage," Vrenna said. "All sorts of different things like that in order to come up with raw materials to write with. Trent oversaw everything. He was involved with all of it. Lots of time Charlie would come out saying, 'Check it out! I made 50 new drones.' Trent would say, 'Awesome, let's see what we got.' With 10 of them, Trent would [score] the next level."

	"As far as direction went, when I would go over there I had a list, like, 'We need a selection of 20 sounds that can be categorized as [firing] a rocket launcher' or 'We need 20 sounds that can categorized as [picking up] the Quad Damage power-up,'" McGee added, referring to the artifact that quadruples the player's damage and a mainstay throughout the Quake franchise.

	"Things like, 'That piece of music is too X, Y, or Z. Can we make it more like this?' Or, 'This piece of music, when we put it into the game, didn't really fit as well as we thought it would. Is there anything we can do about that?'" Vrenna continued.

	After a trip to New Orleans, McGee would return to id loaded down with CDs full of audio tracks, effects, and vocalizations. Very few went into the game as-is. Most had to be spliced, or reduced to fit a specific duration: Sound effects such as picking up the Quad Damage item needed to sound powerful, yet not stretch out for too long. "While I was doing that, I would also be inventing new events, like, 'Oh, I think we could use a sound here.' I'd write all that stuff down, and then the process would repeat," McGee said.

	Many sounds were American McGee originals. "I would go up to the roof and I had a bunch of crap up there," he said. "I could break glass, I would blow up fireworks. I would go buy fireworks and then blow them up in the pipes, and then record the sound from the other end of the pipe. I would do all kinds of funky stuff like that."

	For McGee, blowing up fireworks and smashing windows was secondary to hanging out with the band. On every flight, he felt like a giddy kid about to meet his heroes for the first time. There was a good reason for that. By his own admission, he was a kid: early 20s, working a dream job by day, partying with rock stars all night. "It was a little surreal," he admitted. "It was already surreal to be working at id, especially at that time in their history. It was one of the top developers you could be working for. And then the opportunity to hang out, make sound effects, and watch these guys make music for the game was thrown into the mix."

	"I remember a couple of crazy nights out with him, as you do when you're in New Orleans," Vrenna said, laughing.

	"If you could imagine lots of late nights out, running around the streets of New Orleans and doing all things sex, drugs, and, rock-and-roll," McGee added. "I think there were parts of that that did spill over into normal life, that might have been a bit of a distraction from work from time to time. But I don't regret it now. I can look back and see that if I hadn't had all that fun and taken some of the opportunities I did, I would have regretted that."

	 

	QUAKE’S COMBINATION OF medieval settings and unsettling score produced a unique look and sound. Dialing in the game's feel, the feedback of moving through levels and shooting Lovecraftian horrors, was just as important to the first-person shooter package.

	By coincidence, McGee crafted Quake's first weapons. He'd been experimenting with QuakeC and brushes, and had hacked together prototype armaments such as a rocket launcher that fired homing missiles (technically entity brushes). McGee asked Romero to hop into a game and test his latest map, then proceeded to fire rockets that chased Romero around the arena.

	McGee's next invention was the nailgun, an automatic gun with two barrels that fired nails instead of bullets. The weapon underwent several iterations, including one that fired larger projectiles that players could fire into walls and use as stepping stones. "What if you could shoot nails into walls and then [climb nails] to get to areas?" McGee remembered wondering. "That didn't pan out because collision was too janky at that early time. We were trying to figure out, do we want nails to stick in the wall? Should they fall out of the wall and onto the ground? They have to disappear at some point, but what are they going to do in the meantime?"

	The nailgun made the cut after McGee and the artists added boxes of nails branded with the NIN logo. Holding down the fire key sent out a stream of nails accompanied by a spliced sound effect that McGee had cobbled together: part helicopter turbine, part office equipment. "Then we made the super nailgun because we thought, well, if the nailgun is a better pistol, then we need a Gatling version of the nailgun," Romero added.

	In retrospect, Romero found the nailgun and super nailgun redundant. "The super nailgun is much better," he asserted. "There aren't many enemies that you'd use a pistol-type weapon on, or the nailgun on, like you would in Doom. In Doom, it was useful to have a pistol and a chaingun, but in Quake it wasn't so useful to have the regular nailgun and then this really cool, super nailgun. You care more about that one."

	The development team transplanted the concept of sharing ammo, used to great effect in Doom, into Quake. Nails were spread between the two nailguns, while the shotgun and super shotgun consumed shells, and the grenade and rocket launchers fired rockets. "It was another way of conserving the items you were picking up instead of having a million of them," Romero said.

	The shotgun, a fan-favorite weapon in first-person shooters since Doom, played a different role in Quake: The player's starting gun. "All designers think about the shotgun in a game. It's being judged and they know it," Romero said. "Shotgun felt like a better starting point. We didn't want you to start out with a wimpy weapon. Use a weapon that feels cool, sounds cool, and is effective."

	Doom's shotgun became renowned as the most balanced weapon in the game: powerful up close, decently accurate for sniping at enemies, and not too slow to reload. Players were especially taken by its reloading animation, showing their marine's hand cocking the weapon back and pumping the slide to ready the next shell.

	Once again, Quake took another tack. Its shotgun fired at more than double the speed of Doom's and had only a slight kickback. "If we did that animation, we'd have felt like we were being [derivative]," said Romero. "Without that animation, we could have a lot more shots come out of it: boom-boom-boom."

	The team's favorite sound, the heavy BONG-BONG of a grenade bouncing over walls and floors, came about courtesy of McGee dabbling in Foley audio, the art of producing sound effects using everyday items such as rapping on tin cans with pencils or dropping melons on pavement. "It was a firework from up on the roof. It was also combined with two other sounds. I think it was a sonar ping and a drum hit or something," McGee said.

	"The grenade was the thing that made the engine feel super solid," agreed Romero. "I don't think I've used a grenade in any other game that made me feel like I was in a real world. The way it bounced, and the way it sounded, made the game feel solid," agreed Romero.

	Id tech 2's physics capabilities allowed players to get creative with the grenade launcher, like expert billiards players calculating the angle of a seemingly impossible shot. "Bouncing grenades off walls to kill monsters made shooting fun," Romero continued. "It made shooting more creative than just [aiming straight ahead]."

	In place of Doom's BFG superweapon, Quake armed players with the Thunderbolt, or more simply, the lightning gun. The BFG had fired a giant ball of plasma that split into smaller projectiles upon making contact with an enemy or solid object, killing weaker monsters instantly and wounding tougher demons. Clearing a room of enemies with a single BFG shot had been supremely satisfying, but had introduced technical drawbacks. "The problem with Doom's BFG originally was that it was going to draw hundreds of sprites on the screen. It would fire a slew of balls and it caused the CPU to chug, because everything was CPU bound with Doom, and with Quake, actually," Romero recalled.

	Id's objective in designing the Thunderbolt was to make a powerful weapon that didn't bring hardware to its knees. Instead of firing one big blast that splits into smaller flares, the gun discharges a stream of lightning for as long as players hold down the fire button. Under the hood, the code replicates a single 3D model of a lightning bolt over and over. In the right circumstances—picking up an invulnerability artifact and discharging the Thunderbolt underwater—the gun has a BFG-like clearing effect, which Petersen and Romero employed in their deathmatch maps.

	Although the lightning gun deals the most damage over a shorter period, its bolt streams straight ahead. Grenades—referred to as "pineapples" in the death taunt printed on-screen when one player kills another with the grenade launcher—and rockets inflict splash damage over a sizable area upon exploding, inviting expert players to aim near rather than directly at opponents.

	In designing the rocket launcher, Romero again compared it to Doom's incarnation. Doom's launcher had hit hard, but its ammunition had also been memorably slow. A fan-favorite activity on large maps had been firing rockets and then sprinting alongside them. "In Quake, in thinking about how to make a rocket launcher cooler than Doom's, I thought, Make it faster than Doom's," he said. "There's no way you're going to get close to it. It's got to be really fast, but not too fast, and put a cool trail on it, and make it do great damage."

	Not only was the rocket launcher a versatile weapon, it became Quake's most versatile tool. During playtesting, id's developers avoided aiming down and shooting the rocket at their feet because of the heavy splash damage it dealt. Why would anyone do that on purpose? Romero remembered thinking.

	A few weeks after launch, some of the developers joined an Internet chat between Quake players and got their answer. "We didn't even think to test and find out, well, the drop-off in damage [from rockets] is pretty crazy when you jump up and then shoot," Romero explained. "The higher you are above the ground when you shoot, the less damage you take, but when you're on the ground you take way more damage. The drop off is almost exponential."

	Several industrious players discovered that if they aimed down, jumped, and then fired a rocket, the explosion would send them hurtling into the air. Taking their discovery a step further, players realized they could reach higher ground faster by blasting themselves upward, a technique they dubbed rocket jumping, instead of following a level's paths. "Then we tried it and started practicing. We made ourselves invulnerable and did it over and over again, and said 'Oh my god, this is awesome,'" Romero said. "A really good player would time all of the health and power-up [respawns] to do rocket jumps with 200 armor and health multiple times."

	Combining the rocket launcher and Quad Damage makes the weapon absurdly powerful. "It felt so good. It's my favorite weapon in Quake," said Romero.

	Looking back, Romero had misgivings about how Quake's weapons had been implemented. "I know the weapon balance wasn't as good as it should have been. It was just massive stress making that game," he admitted. 

	Lightning, he opined, was way too powerful, while the weapons below rockets and lightning—nailgun, super nailgun, shotgun, and super shotgun—weren't powerful enough. Consequently, players tended to switch to the rocket launcher as soon as they found it, and swapped to lightning if the Thunderbolt was available. On the other hand, Quake's weapons lend themselves to combination attacks, a feature not possible in Doom. When players arm a weapon in Doom, an animation shows them lowering one weapon and raising the new selection. Combos are possible in Quake because there is no animation when players switch weapons. Expert players found out they could fire one weapon, such as the shotgun, then quickly tap another weapon key. As soon as the first weapon's firing animation ended, the other would appear in their hands. Enemies such as Grunts could be staggered with a shotgun blast, then gibbed by swapping to the super shotgun.

	Shuffling through weapons in a heartbeat had applications in online play, too. "If you get the quad and you're close [to someone], you switch to another weapon, such as the super shotgun, and blast them in the face, and then switch back to rockets for long distance," Romero said.

	Rocket jumps and other combat tricks would not have been possible without free aiming, an innovation introduced in id Tech 2. In Doom, players had only been able to aim and shoot straight ahead. Bullets connected as long as players and their targets were lined up, even if an enemy appeared to be above or below them, due to the 2.5D engine plotting all actors on the same axis. Quake introduced an option called "mouselook" that let players aim freely with mice or joysticks. Free-aiming was necessary. Thanks to Quake's six-degrees-of-freedom engine, monsters up on ledges or roaming in moats below the player, as well as airborne enemies such as the worm-like Scrag, could only be dispatched by aiming directly at them.

	Technically, other first-person shooters implemented free aiming first. Dark Forces, developed by LucasArts and released in 1995, let players aim with a mouse. The catch was that, like Doom, Dark Forces was written on an engine that rendered levels on a single plane and used visual tricks to add depth and height. LucasArts applied a technique called shearing, rendering the player's view straight ahead in a taller aspect by stretching the image, so it appears they're looking up or down when they're still looking straight ahead.

	By virtue of adding a third axis, Quake became one of a select few FPS titles—the others being 1995's Descent and Terminator: Future Shock—to support truly free aiming. "For people who had tons of skill, there was nothing [better]," Romero said. "There was nothing else that let them have absolutely full control of their character the way that Quake gave it to them. Mouselook is absolutely important."

	 

	ONE OF THE reasons id Software went its separate ways from Apogee after releasing Wolfenstein 3D was the team's mutual desire to be in control of their destiny.

	"We had id Software as our development company, and we created a company called id Distribution that was handling all of our distribution stuff," Romero said. "We were thinking of starting id.net, which would have been a networking company. It would have been a spinoff to handle Quake as a curated service."

	Plans for id.net never progressed beyond brainstorming. The idea was to offer a free online service through Quake that let players play and share levels on a central server. Like the game's Start map, a virtual environment would stand in for text-based menus. "That's your master server, which [the game] would automatically log in to," said Romero. "You would basically run around this castle and see all these other players, but you wouldn't be able to shoot anybody because it's not a deathmatch area. It's an area where you're choosing where you want to go and where you want to play."

	Every so often, the castle's layout would change, adding and restructuring hallways and slipgates as players uploaded levels and created game sessions. In exchange for creators generating levels, effectively shouldering the burden of supporting Quake post-release, id would pay them a small sum—a business move that traced back to recruiting amateur developers to make levels for Final Doom and Doom 2's Master Levels expansion.

	Similar services proved the appeal of the id.net concept. In late 1996, Blizzard North's Diablo shipped with Battle.net, a free multiplayer service where players could create and join game sessions and chat with others. Battle.net's popularity challenged similar services such as Kali that charged players subscriptions or one-time fees. Unfortunately, Quake's development had dragged on for too long to justify spending resources on a multiplayer network. "It was just something we talked about," Romero said. "We never did anything with it because we would have another company make it. We'd be in the middle of making the game, and we wouldn't want to take our focus away from making the game because that would need to be done before [a multiplayer service] existed. But the ideas behind it, I thought, would have been really cool for the community."

	When they weren't shoring up single-player maps, Quake's level designers built a fifth episode, Deathmatch Arena, composed of six maps that could only be played in competitive multiplayer. In a way, Deathmatch Arena was Quake's most important episode. Thanks to the popularity of deathmatch in Doom, id made multiplayer the central pillar of Quake. The developers had been playing deathmatch since the most embryonic prototypes. "When we first made Quake, they made a level that was one giant cube with a weapon in one corner," recalled Petersen. "They played deathmatch on that thing for hours. It was just insane. I said, 'You guys are crazy. Players aren't going to like this.' They said players would like it, but I said, 'We've got to have more than this.' They slightly modified it."

	"We would just spawn over and over blowing each other up," McGee reminisced. "Finding that something so minimal and small could be really fun was interesting to me. That's when I started pushing toward smaller deathmatch maps."

	Id's level designers approached designing maps specifically for multiplayer in their own ways. Petersen built arenas out of a sense of duty rather than eagerness. He preferred constructing elaborate maps filled with challenges for solo players. "Deathmatch levels need to be kind of even and symmetrical," he explained. "There's a lot of restriction involved in making a deathmatch level. In single-player, if you have a monster in a special area of the map, and you have to get through a series of extremely complicated doors or tricks, that's really cool. But no one will ever go there if that's a deathmatch map. To me, deathmatch levels were always super simplistic and easy."

	McGee preferred smaller, tighter maps such as DM4: The Bad Place, one of his contributions to Deathmatch Arena. DM4 takes place in a central room with three floors. All of Quake's weapons can be found on one strata or another, and teleporters can be used to zip players across the arena. He completed the level in a single day. "The moment there was a blob of geometry with some lighting and weapons, we were immediately in there playing deathmatch. Maybe one of the reasons why DM4 got finished in a day was I sat down and started working on it, and I didn't stop for us to test it until I was done. I was really excited about it, so I was running around with it and having a lot of fun with the compactness of it."

	Willits, Romero, Petersen, and McGee had to double back to their campaign levels to ensure they were enjoyable in multiplayer as well. "All levels in Doom and in Quake, you could play in single-player or in deathmatch, so there were some things we had to do to ensure there were no dead-ends in multiplayer. There were a few walls we'd open up just to present more traps and areas," Willits said.

	As proof of multiplayer's importance, id released a multiplayer-only demo called Qtest in late February 1996. Qtest included the first three DM maps from Deathmatch Arena. The studio's goal was to get feedback regarding how it felt to move in Quake and what some of the world's best Doom deathmatch players thought of the game. Feedback was positive, except for one minor sticking point: Movement speed was not as fast in Quake as in Doom, where players moved at nearly 60 miles an hour while sprinting.

	Romero agreed with those who preferred Doom's high-octane speed. Carmack, however, reigned in the Quake avatar's momentum on purpose. Slower walking and running speeds meant players would spend more time in levels, making the campaign last longer than it would otherwise and bringing movement in line with the game's smaller-than-average levels. (Of course, that was before players figured out how to rocket-jump across maps.)

	Qtest proved so popular that some players hacked its code and figured out how to add monsters. Within Qtest's files, players found references to Dracosaur, a dragon that was impossible to spawn in the completed game. The rumor mill went into overdrive when a screenshot of Dracosaur soaring through the sky surfaced online. That image came from John Romero, who created screenshots as a marketing tool. Months earlier he had entered a developer cheat code to rise into the sky, then typed in another code to generate Dracosaur among the clouds. Drifting down to the ground, he had aimed up, pressed a key to capture an image, and distributed it online.

	"That was all the dragon ever did," he said. "It was something that spawned in the world and sat there. It never had any AI; it never flew around or anything. But we hoped that it would someday when we could get all our brain power [focused on] gameplay. That never happened."

	Dracosaur was a leftover from Quake's fantasy-RPG direction. Id had considered using the dragon in a single-player level, but its massive size made it difficult to place. "The outdoor areas in Quake were very small, and a dragon should be huge and look like it's really far away, but we couldn't do that," Romero said.

	One idea for multiplayer that never made it as far as being embedded in code concerned a spin on classic deathmatch. "Part of deathmatch would have been, when a player's head flies off, other players would have been able to pick up that head and find a sacrificial altar somewhere in the level to get a massive power-up, such as temporary invulnerability, or maybe it would have been random," Romero said.

	Sacrificing severed heads would have gelled with id's mission statement to make Quake as violent and absurd as possible. "It was something that would have taken time just to put in, and more time to balance and make it feel good," Romero said. "We would have had to play deathmatch over and over to do that, whereas we needed to actually be making levels and testing those levels over and over because we had to finish this thing. We just had to get the game out because everyone was pretty much exploding."

	


Chapter 4: Aftershocks

	 

	QUAKE’s DEVELOPMENT WAS a seven-month sprint tacked on to the end of almost one year of creating, scrapping, and restarting the project.

	Feedback from Qtest caused ripple effects. The UI was recolored and expanded to more neatly fit information such as health and armor. The rocket launcher's chunky barrel became a steel cylinder. Numbers were tweaked, maps were polished. 

	There was work to be done outside of the game itself. Copy had to be written for the box and manual. A text file explaining how to install the game was written and bundled with the shareware episode and retail package. An installation program needed to be written in order to unpack Quake's data onto hard drives. 

	As summer drew nearer, the team gradually ran out of gas. Still, Quake's developers opted to sleep under their desks instead of go home. "It was still four months before shipping, and there were massive improvements in those four months. Remember, we were in crunch mode. It was seven days a week, as many hours as you can survive," Romero said.

	"The way it usually goes with a multi-year production cycle is you're tired of each other," said Adrian Carmack. "You haven't been home much, so it gets really quiet in the office. Everybody's got their headphones on. If you're talking, it's generally work related. But it's also kind of fun, in a way. All that time you spent on a project, when you see it finally come together and it's almost finished, you think, We're getting close. There's some relief, and pride as well."

	Crunch was perhaps the biggest factor that plagued Quake's development, but there were others. "Quake had three issues," said Petersen. "One was the constant crunch. One was the lack of a central, guiding designer. The last was that it was the time of the rise of Tim Willits to power. All of those things made Quake much less fun to do than Doom and Doom 2."

	Petersen held Willits in high regard as a level designer. His maps looked fantastic, and were the ideal levels from which to generate screenshots used in marketing materials. As an employee, however, Petersen viewed Willits as bad for the team. "Basically, my opinion is that with Tim, we got the first guy in the company whose rivals weren't other game companies, but other guys inside the same company," he said. "He wanted to succeed by rising above the other guys in the company, whereas everyone else up to that point wanted to rise by making our company the best."

	"Tim Willits came in and he essentially wanted to take over," agreed McGee. "That created this sort of split."

	According to various developers, Willits acted differently around certain colleagues. Petersen remembered Willits showing him deference and politeness, perhaps because Willits had no reason to fear for his job: Petersen had been at id for over two years and, though his maps were not the flashiest, his sense of challenging gameplay and exquisite pacing made his designs unique.

	Willits was always willing to lend a hand. Near the end of development, McGee, perhaps afflicted with burnout from the grueling schedule or caught up in partying with Nine Inch Nails, missed a few days of work. When Romero asked Willits to put finishing touches on a couple of McGee's maps, Willits obliged with alacrity. "I had to have Tim finish American's levels because I was still working on them. He just did it, and did a good job with it," Romero said.

	Then an incident occurred. According to Romero, Willits told him one version of a story but reported another to Carmack. (Romero declined to go into detail on the particulars of the anecdote.) Romero went to Carmack and mentioned the story Willits had told. Surprised, Carmack noted that the version he had heard was different. 

	"We confronted him about it in person," Romero said. "It was like, 'Hey, don't do that again.' Other than that, I was already gone before he went into full-on politics mode."

	At least one other incident, chronicled in David Kushner's Masters of Doom, purportedly transpired. Near the end of Quake's development, Willits had become so efficient at making maps that John Carmack announced that his levels would comprise the game's first episode. The other level designers were reportedly shocked, with Romero voicing that he, as lead designer, should be the one making such decisions. Once again, Carmack overrode him.

	Willits has shared the anecdote in numerous interviews, including one given for this book. "Luckily for me, my collection of levels was pretty cohesive," Willits told me during our interview at QuakeCon 2017. "They all kind of had a similar theme and look to them. Carmack said, 'That's the shareware episode.' That was quite a funny conversation because some other people were not happy with that, but [...] it was kind of crazy when Carmack put his foot down and said, 'Willits has the shareware episode.' That was an intense conversation, for obvious reasons."

	Shortly after QuakeCon, Romero published a blog disputing, amid other claims, Willits' assertion that he had made Quake's shareware episode. Of the episode's eight levels, four had been made by Willits. Romero made the first, the base level, while McGee contributed the sixth, seventh, and eighth.

	To Romero, id needed to change the way it approached projects both within the studio and without. "That was basically how the company was broken, [Quake's] cycle," he stated. "No one had ever told us how to run a company. We didn't know, hey, a really smart strategic decision might be to have an engine team and a game team, and let the engine team take whatever amount of time they need to build an engine while the game team uses the previous generation [tech] and makes games. We worked 18 months on Quake, which to us was, like, forever. If we would have extrapolated from the timelines of what we were doing, we might have seen, hey, it might be really tough for the team to spend time doing something they can't [make]. We were just doing things the way we had been doing them."

	 

	AROUND FIVE O’CLOCK on June 22, a rainy Saturday, Romero sat at his desk. Quake was finished. Everyone else had gone home to sleep and reintroduce themselves to friends and family. 

	Romero was at the office to check off the last item on Quake's to-do list: Package and upload the shareware episode. To his complete lack of surprise, he was having trouble—the last in a line of potholes on Quake's road to release. PKZIP, the program id had used to compress Doom so it was small enough for users to download over phone lines, wasn't working. He had to search out another compression program that included support for directories so that Quake's file structure survived being compressed.

	Romero worked fast. He was logged on to IRC and chatting with players eager to get their hands on Quake. "There were hundreds of people on IRC. If you've ever been on IRC, when there's too many people on a channel, the channels just start splitting. It was constantly splitting apart into all these different fragments of Quake on IRC, this one specific server. It was insane. I could barely get any messages out because people were typing tons of shit, and the channels were splitting. It was crazy."

	By five-thirty he had found a solution, compressed Quake's shareware, called over a friend for company, and hit upload. 

	He sat back. Within the next hour, two at the most, Quake would be available and downloading to computers all over the world. When his friend asked him how it felt, Romero took a moment to respond. "Nobody else was there. They were all just mentally destroyed. This was the first game we'd made where everyone wasn't there to ship it. Normally, if it was 4:00 in the morning, the whole team would be there while we uploaded it. It was 5:00 in the afternoon when I put it up on University of Wisconsin's server. I was on IRC, and [fans] were going crazy. Everybody was happy and ecstatic. On our side, we were just like, 'Man, this was a tough game to make.'"

	Outside of id, few players and critics seemed to care that Quake was, on the surface, a Doom clone. "Quake was 3D. It was the evolution, which gave it a huge amount of press legs," said Rob Smith, then editor at PC Games magazine. "There was a leaked demo with a dragon model, which never appeared in the final game. There was Trent Reznor, and a Nine Inch Nails gun. There were contests, the earliest days of eSports."

	"You know a game is great when most of the Jedi team would take a break at 6:00 pm, and compete with the Grim Fandango team in Quake," said Justin Chin, an artist at LucasArts and one of the lead developers on Star Wars: Dark Forces.

	"It goes beyond the game and more into the engine and the possibilities," Smith continued. "Quake presented options to countless designers. It opened the doors for modders who didn't know what a mod was when they started. The game itself doesn't make many 'all-time' lists, but its impact would as a game changer for 3D gaming, for selling engines that allowed other game makers to express themselves."

	After recovering from over a year of crunching, id's developers reflected on finally launching Quake. McGee was unsurprised at the fanfare that greeted the game’s arrival. "There was a naive, giddy innocence about it seeming to happen quite effortlessly," he reflected. "That products were being built even without anyone being in charge, and they were being embraced. It all seemed to happen quite magically. I think everyone had the sense of, 'This is just what we do. This just naturally happens.' That sense of the ease and fun of it is what started to go away in my last year there, as politics and internal rivalries started to manifest. But prior to that, I think everyone was living in this funny dream state of just making cool stuff and having people really enjoy it."

	Petersen felt differently. "I guess I'll have to say I have mixed emotions. It was not as fun to do. And, ultimately, I'm not sure it was a better game."

	"There was a lot of relief. I was ready to move on to a new project," Adrian Carmack admitted. "That was a long project for us at the time, especially. I was glad it was out, but I was ready to move on. Ready to work on the next thing."

	However he felt in June of 1996, Willits points to Quake as a milestone for id, and the industry. "At the time, we had no clue what we were doing. No one planned the awesomeness that came out of Quake. It was just a bunch of guys working hard, having fun, living the dream. Doom was super influential to our industry, but I actually believe, if you look at the games today, and back at what Quake did and the path it set us on, Quake was more influential to what we play today than even Doom. Quake really set the direction of the industry for years."

	It's hard to argue with Willits' stance. Quake gave the industry one of the first true-3D engines, beat to market by Descent but more widely played due to the popularity of id’s previous titles. It was one of the first, if not the first game to support multiplayer using a client/server architecture that let players host their own servers where they could change the rules and run custom maps. Deathmatch, created by Doom, became a global phenomenon when Quake players formed clans, teams that traveled and competed together, and led in turn to the genesis of modern-day eSports. Quake's soundtrack had been composed by a genuine rock star. Major gaming outlets such as Shacknews, founded as sCary's Sugar Shack, a website devoted to Quake coverage before founder Steve Gibson broadened coverage to gaming news at large, came into extant because of the game. QuakeC made creating mods easier than ever.

	"There's so much that Quake did. It's truly a remarkable game that has shaped history over the last 22 years," Willits concluded.

	Petersen and Romero, however, both prefer Doom to Quake. "Quake spawned clans. That was a first," admitted Petersen. "That led to things like guilds in World of WarCraft. Quake was hugely influential. In a sense, Doom is more influential because without it, there would not have been a Quake. Doom put id on the map, and Quake colored it in."

	While Romero shares Petersen's mixed feelings, he is proud of Quake. "We knew that when Quake came out, all the things about it that were really amazing were going to have been done first by our team. I felt that those parts were really great, but I also felt that if we would have spent more time exploring design, maybe we would have created something else cool. We could have advanced FPS more on the design side versus just the technology side. That was the main disappointment for me, but Quake is awesome. I think Doom is a little more [special] to me than Quake, just because Doom turned out exactly the way I wanted it to, while Quake didn't."

	 

	EARLIER THAT YEAR, Romero had phoned Tom Hall. Hall was working as a designer at Apogee and had spearheaded Rise of the Triad, a first-person shooter built on Wolfenstein 3D's technology, before joining a splinter team working on another FPS called Prey.

	"I called up Tom Hall and said, 'Hey, after Quake is done, I want to leave and start another company if you're interested,'" Romero said. "Tom was at 3D Realms working on Prey. He basically said, 'Hell yeah, let's do that.' He kept working on Prey while I made Quake."

	That August, Romero called GT Interactive, the publisher that had brought Quake's retail version to stores. Speaking in confidence, he told his contact that he would be leaving id and starting a new game studio.

	The next day, Romero entered the office to find Adrian Carmack, Kevin Cloud, and John Carmack waiting for him. The bit had flipped. Adrian, Romero's friend, looked uncomfortable, as if he didn't want to be there but was obligated to be present as one of id's co-founders. "I'm not going to go into a lot of detail, not going to talk about what was said, or the decision process, or anything," he said. "But I can tell you I was certainly very upset. I was very unhappy. It was a sad day for me, and a sad day for Romero as well. I fought against it for a long time."

	Romero recalled the incident with perfect clarity. "They just called me into a room and said, 'We're asking for your resignation. Here's your letter.' I looked at it and said, 'I was on my way out anyway.' I signed it. It was five minutes or less."

	Although proud of Quake, Romero regretted that his team had passed opportunity after opportunity to pioneer in game design the way they had with Wolfenstein 3D and Doom. He also admitted he deserved much of the blame for how his relationship with id Software, and especially John Carmack, came to an end. 

	For over 20 years, fans have crossed their fingers in the hope that the two Johns would mend fences and team up to create another first-person shooter. It has yet to happen. Romero and Carmack remain civil but distant acquaintances, leading fans to believe that the id Software of the 1990s, the small and scrappy team responsible for four of the most influential games ever created, had been a lightning bolt of personality and circumstance never destined to strike twice.

	"Romero and I worked great together in the beginning," John Carmack said. "I wish things had turned out differently."

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Ideas from the Deep

	 

	All comments come from interviews conducted by the author.

	BRIGHT AND EARLY on January 24, 1848, James Marshall took a walk along the shore of the channel near his mill in Coloma, California, and fished out two shiny pieces of mineral. Upon examining them, he retrieved a few more pieces and hurried back to Sutter's Mill, the business he owned and operated. The employee working the mill wheel asked what Marshall held in his hands.

	"Gold," Marshall answered.

	When Scott expressed disbelief, other members of Marshall's workforce put the mineral to the test, banging on it with a hammer and boiling it in a solution containing lye. He had indeed found gold.

	Over the next several months, trade ships sailing out of California carried the news, information their most precious cargo. Word traveled even faster through the United States. Beginning in the early spring through the end of the year, people poured in from all corners of the world. Oregonians traveled south in search of their fortune. Anyone coming from the east coast had to sail over 18,000 nautical miles or, alternatively, set sail for Panama, disembarking on the east side before taking mules and canoes through the jungle to the west, where they would board a ship due for California.

	In 1849 alone, more than 90,000 forty-niners—so named because of the year they arrived—had made the journey to California. Not all hailed from the United States. Latin Americans traveled from Mexico. Asian merchants and gold hunters took ships in pursuit of Gum Sum, or "Gold Mountain," the Chinese appellation for California. Danger loomed over every route: sickness, Storms out at sea, precipitous mountain trails.

	Those who made it enjoyed a period of prosperity, especially in California. The population explosion ballooned the economy. Merchants set up shop in San Francisco, roads were paved. schools and homes erected, and church bells rang. Industries were born.

	Marshall had not been fated to discover gold in the channel near his mill. He did not go looking for it, nor dream of chancing upon riches. It was just there, ripe for the taking.

	There are parallels between the story of id Software and James Marshall, and the California Gold Rush and the panoply of groundbreaking first-person shooters released during the1990s—regarded by many as the genre's golden age. The creators of Wolfenstein 3D, Doom, and Quake weren't trying to get rich, nor were they interested in pivoting to meet the demands of a capricious and transitory marketplace. They just wanted to make games they wanted to play, and became pioneers fueled by a passion for games and countless bottles of soda and extra-large pizzas.

	Before they architected virtual worlds in which millions of players could kill Nazis, brandish big fucking guns, and skewer Shamblers with nine-inch nails, id Software's perpetually tiny team created 2D side-scrolling games with technology which, like the gold embedded in the channel by Sutter's Mill, was just there, a rich vein waiting to be tapped.

	Id Software simply got to it first. From that moment forward, everyone else followed.

	What follows is an oral history of some of id's early pioneering efforts—from their first 2D side-scroller through the release of Doom in December 1993, told by some of the pioneers who lived the story as well as other developers and industry pundits who wrote chapters of their own along the way. It is by no means a complete account. Rather, this oral history is intended to chart a rough outline of the history of id Software and the game designs and technology they appropriated—and later created—that have ensorcelled and inspired imitators and fans.

	 

	1990: Dangerous Dave in Copyright Infringement

	Almost overnight, the popularity of Super Mario Bros. made two-dimensional, smoothly scrolling platformers the norm on the Nintendo Entertainment System in late 1985, when the Japanese company's boxy console appeared in limited quantities in New York City. On the PC, such technology was considered impossible. Platform games existed, but they were set on a single screen, like Nintendo's Donkey Kong. When players hit an edge, the screen faded, and a new environment was loaded into memory.

	Tom Hall, a game programmer working at Softdisk magazine in Shreveport, Louisiana, played a big part in helping the PC catch up to consoles when he met the acquaintance of new hires John Romero and John Carmack, programmers who were equally fervent about programming games.

	Elsewhere, a fellow entrepreneur by the name of Scott Miller had taught himself how to program games in BASIC, and created a series of adventures known as Kroz. Each Kroz game exhibited text-based graphics drawn from letters, numbers, and special symbols. Though rudimentary, the Kroz games were easy to sit down and play. All Miller needed was a market through which to sell them.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER [founder, Apogee Software]

	It's funny: through high school, the only time I got a grade less than a 'C' was my computer science class. I got a 'D' in it. I think the issue there was, someone donated a computer to the school. It was a Wang 2200, and very PC-like. It had a built-in floppy drive, built-in keyboard, built-in screen. It was really ahead of its time, looking back, but the teacher didn't know anything about it. It was his first computer.

	 

	TOM HALL [co-founder, id Software]

	I graduated from college with a BS in computer science and prepared to get a 'real job.' I did a bunch of interviews, they liked me, then I did plant trips, as they were called back then; now it's just 'flying you out for a second in-person interview.' They all went well: IBM, Gould, and such, but they all said at the end of the interview, 'We like your resume, we like your skills, we like you. Just one last question: is this what you really want to do?'

	And I flew home and thought. And the answer was, 'No, this is boring, I want to make games, however I can.'

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	I walked over to the lab and saw what they were doing, and I thought, 'Oh, okay. This makes the computer kind of interesting.' I started to look at these programs that people were typing in, and that's how I taught myself BASIC. I started typing them in and started to modify code to make the games more interesting. It almost became an obsession, like, 'If I'm going to learn this, I'm going to learn it inside and out.'

	 

	TOM HALL

	I started working at Softdisk as an assistant editor, working for Jim Weiler. He was a great boss. It was super hard work for little pay, but boy, was it a great training ground. Basically, Softdisk was an Apple II 'magazine on disk' or a 'monthly software collection.' So we'd write eight to 10 little utilities, games, applications a month, often just sprucing up submitted programs. We worked like hell to blast out that much content every month.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	I didn't have enough time to learn during school so I'd leave a lab window unlatched. After hours I'd go back over, just crawl through the window and stay for around three hours at a time, just me and the glow of the computer screen as I typed in my games. I got to the point where I was coming in on weekends, and I finally got caught. I had to go in front of the principal, and he looked at all these programs I'd done and saw that I hadn't vandalized a thing. In fact, I was doing this really advanced programming. My computer teacher saw the stuff and said, 'My gosh, this is really advanced stuff.'

	 

	TOM HALL

	Our competitor, UpTime, went out of business, so we hired good folks from there. Jay Wilbur came over, and a coder named John Romero, who'd done a number of cool games for them. He said he'd come over if he could work on the IBM PC because he wanted to learn it. Special Projects, if I recall correctly, did one-off disks, like a business app, a game collection, or something like that. I didn't work on it.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	The principal said, 'Tell you what: we're going to give you the key. You don't need to break in anymore. But only under the condition that if the teacher needs any questions answered, you help him out.' It was a done deal. There I was, 15 years old, and I had the key to the school so I could go in and use the computer. I did that for the last six months that we lived in Australia before we moved back to the States. As soon as we got back, my first priority was to get my father to give me the money to buy a Commodore. I've had a computer ever since.

	 

	TOM HALL

	When Romero came to work [at Softdisk], we kind of bonded over Apple games. We were both avid fans of all the classic games. He had Coke-bottle glasses, and liked hair metal and classic [rock] music. I did the Softdisk newsletter for a while, and took his photo for it holding a Great White CD and a classical CD.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	In 1987, I started using shareware through online distribution. That all came about because I was trying to find an avenue to make money making [the Kroz series of] games, and the kinds of games I was making were not the kinds of games that appeal to publishers. They wanted games that were big-budget, elaborate games. Mine were more simplistic games. But when online distribution sort of became a reality through BBSes, a little light bulb went off. I thought, I don't need a publisher. I can do this on my own.

	 

	TOM HALL

	Carmack was a submitter to Softdisk. He did a cool tennis game.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO [co-founder, id Software]

	Michael Abrash, back then in 1990, he was a total deity to us. He was this incredible programmer who'd been working for decades and knew everything about PC hardware and assembly language, cycle timing on instructions, everything. He wrote a book called Power Graphics Programming that I had while I was at Softdisk. When I hired Carmack [at Softdisk], I gave him that book and said, 'This is everything you could possibly know about this hardware. There's nothing that's not in here.'

	 

	TOM HALL

	After about three great little games (ones we didn't have to clean up like others' games), we said, hey, maybe we should hire this guy. Romero pitched Gamer’s Edge [Softdisk’s gaming disk] with Carmack, I believe. We got in a room to name it with the senior staff. I came with a bunch of names, everyone liked that one the best. It was supposed to be two games a month; eventually it became one game [every two months]. I was buds with Romero and a bit with Carmack, and they were doing the fun project at Softdisk. [I became involved with Gamer's Edge] soon after it started.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	There were some games out there that were pretty good, but no one was making any money. I had several little games that I'd made and wanted to use to make money, so I contacted these authors and they basically said, 'If you release your game online, you won't make any money. No one's going to pay you any money.'

	 

	TOM HALL

	John [Romero] did a PC update to his Dangerous Dave, which is crazy popular because it runs on really old computers. Romero gets mails once in a while from [gamers in] developing countries who love the game. John did all the graphics for the VGA game. I had planned to do a port to the Apple IIgs, but that never got done.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	Back in the mid-'80s, I really developed an interest in marketing. I read tons and tons of marketing books. Somewhere along the way in reading these books, the idea hit me that if I release my games online like many people were doing, I'm not going to release the whole thing; that won't make any sense.

	 

	TOM HALL

	We had a multi-disc CD player, so each person would get a turn to play their music. And we were all doing discretely separate tasks, so we could just go. We'd ask for various things we needed, but we were just blazing on our own stuff, then playing, occasionally tossing about ideas.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	Instead, I would release a portion of it. That portion would serve to advertise the full product that people could buy.

	 

	TOM HALL

	We all played games together on the NES and PC, and we all loved Apple II games, so we were always talking about what was cool. We watched Carmack finish Sonic the Hedgehog on the Genesis. I helped Romero get through the maze before the boss in Super Mario World. It was games, games, games.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	It was a slow start, but it became successful. People started sending me my checks, and that was really the start of the business, back in 1987. I quit my day job at a computer consulting company in 1990.

	 

	TOM HALL

	Carmack had just finished the smooth-scrolling-tile trick and had a sample sprite of Dangerous Dave bouncing around over it--first time there was cool scrolling that we'd seen on a PC. That was like his first amazing hack I remember, one that let technology jump forward. Seeing that, then I looked over in the corner to the NES, which had Super Mario 3 on it. I smiled, and said, 'What if we did the first level of Super Mario 3... TONIGHT?!?' Carmack smiled and said, 'YEAH!'

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	Side-scrollers had been around for a while, and so the fact that the tech could do side-scrolling, we knew that that was going to be super impressive on a PC.

	 

	TOM HALL

	So, we got to it. I started/paused, started/paused the NES, copying all the tile graphics, then grabbing them with a tool, getting them in Romero's editor, setting tile attributes, Carmack and I agreed on what meant 'solid,' what meant 'death,' what meant 'coin block,' and so on. Carmack made the little character behave [correctly]. So I painfully made the whole first level, did some sounds, did the coin graphics, made the title screen, animated the Dave character. I don't think we got any enemies in. So we did that from the evening to about 3:00 a.m., finished it, put it on Romero's desk, crashed. It was made for fun as a joke, out of pure joy and love of games. We came in the next day. Romero closed the door and said, 'I've been playing this all day. We're so out of here.'

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	That's where he got the information to do smooth scrolling. That Power Graphics book did come out in 1990, but the tech specs for EGA had been out and nobody had gone to the assembly-language level to figure out how to make stuff run fast.

	 

	TOM HALL

	In the science of happiness—one version at least—there are three things that make you happy. Pleasure-seeking is short-term. But experiencing flow, where you love what you are doing for work so much, you lose track of time' and creating meaning for others, people enjoying games, are the things that make people happy long-term. And that's exactly where we were. The time working on games just flew by.

	 

	1990: Commander Keen

	In a single night, Hall and Carmack harnessed aging technology to draw backgrounds that scrolled smoothly left and right. The Gamer's Edge team was over the moon and had one foot out the door at Softdisk. Their plan was to put together a demo that cloned Super Mario Bros. 3 using Carmack's smooth-scrolling tech and pitch it to Nintendo. If the Japanese developer/manufacturer wanted to break into the PC business, id would be the hammer.

	Nintendo demurred. It was enjoying tremendous success with its NES and had a successor, the Super Nintendo Entertainment System, in development to compete with Sega's 16-bit Genesis. Down but far from out, the gang at Softdisk looked for another way to split from the magazine and start their own business.

	Scott Miller offered them an out, albeit from an oblique angle. Writing several letters to Romero under pseudonyms, he gushed over the Dangerous Dave platformers. Romero swelled with pride until closer examination of the letters outed Miller as the author behind nearly all of them. Miller phoned to apologize for his subterfuge and offered a deal. If Romero and his friends could pitch him a game, Miller could help them sell it using his shareware model of distribution.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	John [Romero] sent me this disk in the mail that was this beautiful, side-scrolling demo of Mario. It looked exactly like what you'd find on the Nintendo; it was just the most amazing piece of technology I'd ever seen. So they had this technology and they didn't know what to do with it.

	 

	TOM HALL

	When we couldn't do Super Mario, we talked about what to do. I said, 'I can do anything.' Carmack said, 'A kid that saves the galaxy or something.' I was so there. I left for 15 minutes, wrote the paragraph you see in the game, read it to Carmack in a Walter Winchell '40s newscast voice, and Carmack applauded. That was it.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	It was easy to see that the founders of id were special—they were the total package. Their pre-Apogee games were fun, had impressive graphics, and had cutting-edge technology for the PC right from the beginning. When I saw their scrolling engine demo of their mock-up Mario game, I was blown away by the smooth pixel scrolling.

	Kingdom of Kroz, Miller’s breakout shareware hit and the game that put Apogee on the map.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	That's why we made Commander Keen: Nobody on the PC had made a smooth-scrolling game. Even though other platforms had smooth scrolling, the PC just didn't. When we had that, we took advantage of it and made side-scrollers to show off that tech because it was perfect for [that type of game]. We made a lot of side-scrolling games, a whole bunch. At least a dozen; probably more than 12.

	 

	TOM HALL

	It was just a fanciful universe. Beyond that bit of framing story, you just want to create a consistent universe. If you create a fun to control character, and have the enemies act in a funny, consistent way, the joy is there even if you don't get into the pure context of it. But I never put so much story in that you were just waiting to get into the game. Keen 1's story is just in the menu mostly. The end uses story as a rewarding finish. And Keen 1's is a cliffhanger to get you to want Keen 2 and 3!

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	I immediately worked out a deal with them to fund their first shareware game, sending them a check for $5,000, which was nearly all the money I had at that time. I encouraged them to form a game studio and make games for Apogee to publish using my shareware trilogy model, and id was born.

	 

	TOM HALL

	My mom gave me a love of cryptography. I love secret codes, puzzles, and so on. My childhood was filled with puzzles, cyphers, and such. I love that, so I made a sign for the EXIT, but I wanted it to be in 'alien language' but recognizable as an exit sign. So I drew those four characters, then thought, It would be fun to have a whole alien alphabet on signs and stuff.

	It grew from there. It is just another fun secret to discover.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	We released the first episode of the game on December 10th, I think. I remember releasing the game to all the BBSes I had partnerships with because they would feature the game on their front pages. Then I went away on a ski trip. Before I left, I put a message on my phone machine because I didn't have customer relations at the time, so I just used a message machine.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	I think back then on a PC, because the PC had languages that were compiled like Pascal and C, people mostly used those languages. Whereas on other platforms that were 8-bit, people used assembly language and were used to messing with registers and doing everything at that level.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	Two days into my ski trip, I called the machine. It was maxed out. It was maybe 30 straight minutes of people placing orders. I thought, 'Oh my God.' I remember having my mom go to my house, write down all the orders, and reset the machine so it could take more orders. I left the ski trip a couple days later and immediately hired a guy to go to my house and take orders. That was Shawn Green. Shawn would come to my house and man the phone all day to take orders. In the first month, I think we made [nearly $30,000].3

	 

	TOM HALL

	It was really fun thinking of things that pretty quickly came to life. Sonic the Hedgehog came out and had a rotating spiky bar you run across. I surprised the guys with that by staying up and doing the graphics and setting up tile animations. Then we put it in, but with energy posts instead of spikes. We did the original trilogy so fast. It was create and go. Coming up with new ideas was fun. Like having to turn out the lights to get past Vorticons. It was just a flow of ideas. The original trilogy was a joy.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	Once my company was associated with Commander Keen, the game became the rage of the shareware world. Not only was the game great, but we'd worked it out so that it made the authors and Apogee tons of money. Suddenly, people were calling me. Tim Sweeney sent me a demo and said, 'Hey, would you be up for working with me?' I still kick myself to this day for not working with him. He was brilliant. His game was cool and all, but it was kind of like Kroz and we were working toward getting better in graphics. Of course, Tim went on to become a big success at Epic Games.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	Because of the PC, fewer people worked at the assembly level and didn't bother to get into graphics and things like that. Far fewer people went down to that level. Luckily, Abrash did, and we benefitted from getting his information and turning it into some awesome side-scrolling games.

	 

	TOM HALL

	We got our first check for $10,000. We looked at each other and said, 'We can live on this!' It was a revelation. We could have our own company making games and making a living. The brass ring had arrived. We had to reach for it.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	My deal with id was we were splitting things 50/50. So yeah, the floodgates open. We started releasing probably five to 10 games a year for a few years there. We were making a lot of money. Those were good times.

	 

	TOM HALL

	We were just excited to make the games we wanted to play. Just the four of us working endlessly together, each in pure creation mode—tools, game, design. We were just flowing, a set of folks each doing their part to the best of their ability. No production. No design docs. Just flow.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	When we finally got to the point where we were being recognized, there was a point at id, right [before] Wolfenstein, when I felt like we were invincible. From the company we'd started in 1990, doing stuff that no one else had done on the PC, which had been out for nine months at that point. In nine years, no one had done what we did, what John Carmack did, with Commander Keen.

	 

	TOM HALL

	That should be your goal: Make yourself happy. Make meaning for others. Don't worry about the money. That's the short-term pleasure focus, and a mistake. Focus on what you absolutely love, and what would be meaningful to others. Then if the money comes or not, you made what will make you happy.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	Going into Wolfenstein after playing around with a couple of 3D games, it was like, 'What can't we do? We can do pretty much whatever we want to do. Anything we set our minds to, we're doing it.' That invulnerable feeling was just a ton of confidence that we'll be able to do what we decide we want to do.

	 

	1991: Hovertank 3D, Catacomb 3D

	The Gamer's Edge crew lived two lives. By day, they went dutifully to Softdisk's office and built games for the magazine. After work, they loaded their work computers in their cars and trundled home to set up shop and write more entries in the growing Commander Keen series. Pizza boxes piled up. Stacks of soda cans were used to measure just how long they had been glued to their monitors.

	At first, they called their nascent enterprise id Software, short for 'Ideas from the Deep.' Later, they shortened the acronym to 'In Demand,' as appropriate a designation as the word's other, psychological denotation: The id, or the ego in the psyche.

	With Carmack's technology in place, id cranked out 2D platformers with plenty of time to meet Softdisk's deadlines. As their game designs grew more complex, the deadlines stretched out. Their next endeavors, a pair of 3D shooters, proved their most technologically ambitious to date.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	There were 3D games before we made ours on PC, but they were really slow, and 'really slow' means 'not fun.' If you look at LHX Attack Copter, look at the early Novalogic stuff, there were games in 3D on the PC, but they were really slow, and 'really slow' means 'not fun.' We knew framerate meant more than anything. If you have a super-fast 2D game, you'd rather play that than a slow 3D game. 

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	3D games push PCs to their max ability in practically every possible way, including sounds, music, and interface. In the early days, these 3D games came closest to simulating reality, and giving you the actual feeling of being inside a game world. These early 3D games demonstrated the exciting potential future of gaming, with true immersive experiences.

	 

	TOM HALL

	Battlezone was really where you first felt 3D. Skyfox, Horizon V on the Apple II. And for first-person mazes, Wizardry, Ultima's dungeons and such were not smooth-movement, but gave you that sense. So, this was just all those growing up, taking that next step, literally.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	The very first 3D thing that John [Carmack] wrote was a spinning cube in January of 1991. We finished making Commander Keen on December 4th of 1990, and we took Christmas vacations, and when we got back, we were still working at Softdisk at that time. He thought about it more, and finally, around April of '91, we were making games every few months. February and March was Dangerous Dave and the Haunted Mansion. In April, we took two months to make another game, and John decided, 'Hey, I think I want to try to make a 3D game.'

	 

	TOM HALL

	It wasn't too hard, though it meant a lot of new stuff. But we were in the zone. We still used TED [Tile Editor, John Romero’s custom editing software] to make the maps, really 2D in nature. The hardest bit was on Carmack, figuring out how to get smooth movement in a 3D maze of sorts. Some of the same design principles applied. Some needed changing. Some language and mechanics and controls needed inventing. And the first forays were a lot more simplistic, and had to be finished in a month.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	Hovertank [had] solid-filled, polygonal walls, ceilings, and floors. That was his first real 3D code, and it was the only time he felt real stress while making a game because it was hard to do. In fact, he didn't get the game done until the two months. It was just grinding constantly, trying to get 3D working, getting rid of problems like the fish-eye lens—it was his first really, really hard [project]. He got it done under deadline, and it was all him. He wrote all that code.

	 

	ROB SMITH [former editor: PC Games, Maximum PC, PC Gamer]

	You have to understand what came before, which was not any of what id Software delivered. This was the emergence of 3D, which wasn’t a thing in [1991]. Or not [for any consumers except] the hardest of hardcore. So, we all entered a new market, a new environment. And it seems so odd now, but manipulating a 3D space was not obvious.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	John wanted to make a 3D game, so it was like, 'Oh, he wants a 3D game? Let's put some design on it.' That was Hovertank 3D. We basically had already made Catacomb 1 and Catacomb 2 for Softdisk. The idea of Hovertank was [navigating] this 3D maze, but we decided, 'Let's do another 3D maze, but this time do texture mapping on the walls.' Because it was the third Catacomb, we called it Catacomb 3-D. Which is exactly how we named Wolfenstein.

	 

	TOM HALL

	Having textured walls was a big difference from a game where a 10x10 cube was a 'tree.' The previous game was very limiting. This could convey better sense of place, for sure. And since [the world] was magic, secret walls could just blow up to reveal areas.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	The interesting thing about texture mapping is that I was working at Softdisk in 1990 when I would periodically talk to Paul Neurath on the phone. Paul started Blue Sky Productions, which changed their name to Looking Glass later. I would talk to him periodically on the phone, and he told me that he was doing a game for a company that he couldn't tell me but I could probably guess, working with a company that was also pretty popular, and I could probably guess that.

	 

	TOM HALL

	Having your hand out there in front of you made it feel a lot more personal. You were casting those spells. That really felt like the first FPS-feeling game, though Hovertank was technically first, and Wolfenstein 3D is the most well-known.5

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	They had a really great 3D graphics programmer, who was Doug Church, and they were using a really great technique called texture mapping to put drawn graphics onto rendered polygons on the wall. When I got off the phone, I told Carmack, 'They're using something called texture mapping to put tiles on walls and move them in 3D.' He thought for a second, then said, 'Yeah, I could do that.' That was a whole year before we used that information. We learned about texture mapping probably around November of '90. It wasn't until November of '91 that we used it in Catacomb 3-D.

	 

	TOM HALL

	I just put [the player’s hand] in there as the natural thing to do. It gave you person context, sort of body awareness, and was natural to do after Hovertank's turret. Also, it was important that you were a person casting spells, visually conveying the state of casting and readiness.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	When you're making a game as big as Ultima Underworld, those games take years. When we made games [back then], we took two months. We put out six games in six months in 1991, in the last half of 1991. We did a lot of games that year. That's why we could get texture mapping up and out within two months.

	 

	1992: Wolfenstein 3D

	With some assistance from Apogee, the id Software crew put a bow on their contractual obligations with Softdisk. At last, they were free and clear to write Wolfenstein 3D, their most cutting-edge FPS yet.

	Inspired by the 1981 title Castle Wolfenstein and building on the foundation of the code that Carmack had written for Hovertank 3D and Catacomb 3D, Wolfenstein 3D originally shared much in common with its Apple II namesake. Players would creep through floors of Castle Wolfenstein, Hitler's secret fortress, stealing Nazi plans and looting Nazi corpses for keys.

	Romero and the others soon grew bored of sneaking through castle corridors. As Carmack's 3D engine took shape, the guys were having more fun shooting their way through obstacles instead of thinking their way around them, racing along stone corridors and killing Nazis with big, loud guns.

	While Hovertank 3D and Catacomb 3D represented significant but small steps of progress for first-person shooters, Wolfenstein 3D was a giant leap forward. The game's speed, immersive aural design that put newer sound cards such as Creative Technology's Sound Blaster 16 to work, and blisteringly fast action immediately gave PC owners who had let their hardware molder ample reason to upgrade.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	So there was Catacomb, then Wolfenstein, which we started doing in EGA mode. Then, only a week or maybe a couple of weeks into Wolfenstein, Scott Miller called us.

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	My gut feeling was that cutting-edge graphics was the way to go.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	He said, 'Don't even waste your time on EGA. If you do this in VGA, it's going to just be the coolest, hottest game.' So we said, 'Okay! You're the marketing guy. If you say the market's ready for VGA, we're ready for VGA.'

	 

	SCOTT MILLER

	I pitched the argument that while VGA [Video Graphics Array, 256-color cards] was a smaller market than EGA [16-color cards], every single person who had VGA would absolutely have to own this game because they would want to show it off to all of their friends. I still remember stating that as an argument. Not sure it was a great argument, but it made sense to me.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	You could see your hand throwing fireballs out there [in Catacomb 3D], which was kind of lame. So, for Wolfenstein, we decided, 'Let's just put guns [at the bottom of the screen].'  The funny thing about doing games in first-person like that was that our first instinct was to go third-person. But we didn't want to go third-person because that would involve too much [rendering] on the screen and kill our framerate.

	 

	TOM HALL

	We recorded bad German interjections from the back of a Merriam-Webster dictionary I had, and still have. I assumed that since my sister took German in high school, I could by osmosis pronounce and be vocal coach for the phrases. Not so much.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	Drawing a character over a 3D scene would be like drawing a whole bunch of pixels over pixels you'd already rendered, which would be a waste of time and it would hurt your framerate. We wanted a high framerate, so we decided, well, what if we don't even draw a character? Just put a gun there.

	 

	TOM HALL

	The audio was so amazing. The brash sound of the chain gun is one of my favorite video game sounds. And that was important to be true to its ancestor, Castle Wolfenstein on the Apple II. Hearing 'SS' and 'Aieeeee!' in that early game was amazing. But the sonic impact added a ton. That's a big component of feel, mood, and feedback in a game.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	It sounded great compared to nothing, because everybody was using FM Synth for all their sound effects. We were doing that as well. So when you hear digital audio, and all you've been hearing is FM Synth, it sounds amazing comparatively, but those sounds were only 11 kilohertz, as low as it gets. But that's what we needed to use because it would have slowed down your computer if we had too high of a DMA rate getting those sound samples off the hard drive and into memory. 

	 

	TOM HALL

	Bobby Prince made [sound effects], and we'd give him feedback if a sound seemed off, or ask for something specific we had in mind.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	Back then, computers were really slow. We're talking 33 megahertz back then, so we couldn't afford to do 22khz [sound effects] because the whole game would have felt a lot slower. Every decision about why those games were the way they were is so they would have a high framerate and be responsive. We had to sacrifice quality in certain areas to get a high framerate.

	 

	TOM HALL

	The game was made to be fast and brutal. The slow version just felt too fiddly and awkward, too many keys to press. And speed is what really made the early games sing.

	 

	ROB SMITH

	My 386 SX was average—possibly below average—at the time, so you had to figure out ways to make the games play. So there were memory management programs like QEMM, and I will never forget the Qemm did not cause this error, but is just reporting it to you; error message. For gamers, that forced a rethink of our technology. And then came the 3D card revolution—much later, of course.

	 

	TOM HALL

	In Wolfenstein and Doom you could blaze around a map. Quake and most other games slowed you down a lot. The faster running amps up your energy, your dopamine levels. Kind of puts you on edge and amps up everything.

	 

	1993: Doom

	For many, Doom is more than a game. It's the game. Carmack's custom engine, id Tech 1, was an order of magnitude more advanced than any he had written before, enabling players to climb stairs, ride lifts, adjust lighting, and arm players with weapons that could eradicate an entire room of demons in a single blast of toxic-green plasma.

	Enormous as those features were, they paled in comparison to Doom's two greatest achievements: Out-of-the-box support for multiplayer over modems and networks, and the ability for anyone to build and distribute their own levels.

	First-person shooters have undergone dramatic paradigm shifts in the days since Doom was bright, shiny, and new. But even the best—Half-Life, Halo: Combat Evolved, Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare, even id's Software true-3D spiritual successor, Quake—stand on Doom's shoulders.

	 

	ROB SMITH

	Any time I'm asked about my favorite game of all time it's always Doom. I loved Wolf, the Apogee games, but Doom changed what a game could be.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	Before then, everything was just 90-degree walls—cubes, basically, from Wolfenstein. When we started Doom, we were just replicating that design aesthetic, and it was just boring and garbage for probably five months. One day I finally just said, 'I'm going to solve this level problem.' I spent a few hours going nuts with the Doom tech, trying to do stuff we hadn't done before.

	 

	ROB SMITH

	I haven't played it on all the formats it has appeared on—which is all of them, right?—but I hear that music, hear that growl, and never gets old.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	I made a really neat room that ended up being in E1M2. When you go into the level, you go through the red door on your left, move down the hall that curves around to your right, go up the stairs, and there's a room that has slime in it. Go over the slime and walked onto the elevator. The elevator lowers into a really tall room that's dark but has some lights on ledges with monsters on it.

	 

	AMERICAN MCGEE [level designer, id Software]

	I dropped out of high school when I was 16 due to issues at home. I then went on to become a car mechanic. At the time that I joined id, I went from being a car mechanic to working on games. I met John Carmack because he and I lived in the same apartment complex. He would come home driving a Ferrari, and I would come home covered in grease and burns, but we became friends. We started playing games together, and he started inviting me up to the id offices to work on testing their games. That eventually [led to] a job offer.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	Basically, everything made from that point on, in shooters made during the '90s, sprang from that day. Everything before that was [modeled after] Wolfenstein-style levels. All of the games—Ken's Labyrinth, Isle of the Dead, any of the numerous Wolf clones—were all simple copies of Wolfenstein. But Doom was the first engine that was capable of a more interesting world, but we were still replicating that stupid design until I decided I was going to do as much as I could with the engine.

	 

	AMERICAN MCGEE

	Carmack put me in the position of answering phones for tech support. It was myself and a guy named Shawn Green—we were the entire tech support [department] for id Software.

	 

	TIM WILLITS [level designer, id Software]

	I'd never actually played Wolfenstein, so for me, Doom was the first id Software game I played. I'd just gotten a new computer, which is funny because when I downloaded the shareware episode of Doom, I didn't realize the door opened [in the first room].

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	I think with modding games, you should be able to release tools that are easy to use and that keep people away from the low-level details they don't need to know, but still give them the ability to modify config files if you know how those work, and let players run their own servers.

	 

	AMERICAN MCGEE

	While I was answering phones, I was also tinkering with the [Doom] editor. I taught myself level editing, and then that eventually allowed me to transition, I think it was within six months of joining id, that I transferred over to being a level designer. The first project I had maps in was Doom 2.

	 

	TIM WILLITS

	I was running around for a while and I thought, This is awesome. I'll buy this game. Then I figured out how to open the door. That was a moment where my whole life changed.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	With poor tools, it can be harder for people to mod the game. But closing the game off, and not allowing people to run their own servers, kills the potential for the game to live for a long time.

	 

	RICHARD 'LEVELORD' GRAY [level designer, Apogee/3D Realms]

	For me, of course, [the ability to create mods] was life-changing. It is how I became a level designer. All of my colleagues and coworkers were educated and honed by modding and level editing tools.

	 

	TIM WILLITS

	I was really fascinated by the fact I could download a level editor. At the time, it was DEU [Doom Editing Utility]. I was fascinated that I could create an infinite amount of content. I thought, I can build anything I want.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	In the middle ground, publishers could support modding and release really nice tools for your game, kind of like the way Pinball Construction Set worked. Everybody could make pinball tables on it, and they could come on their own disks, and you don't have to know anything about programming, or format a disk, or anything.

	 

	TIM WILLITS

	I had a membership at Software Creations' BBS, and there were other people who had made Doom levels and uploaded them, so I [uploaded mine]. It was really cool that people would email me and say, 'Hey, these are great. I downloaded them.' Then the id guys were looking to contract folks for the Doom II [Master Levels]. They sent me an email saying, 'Your levels are pretty good. Would you be interested in making two more?' I was like, 'This is the greatest thing ever. I can't believe this.'

	 

	RICHARD GRAY

	I think [lack of mods in console games] is a horrible situation. I'm not sure it [stifles] innovation, so much as developing talent and culturing new designers.

	 

	TIM WILLITS

	No one really was in that position at that time because there weren't games you could download editors for and make things, so the idea that you could create something to mod a game and end up getting you a job in the industry? That really did not exist. I was very blessed.

	 

	ROB SMITH

	In the formal style of an English company, we got to work at nine and left at five or so. And noon to one was lunch, and so that meant multiplayer Doom. We were sat in a row, playing away. Then, the company had launched a PC gaming magazine, PC Action, and one of the people hired was Pete Hawley, latterly of Bullfrog, Sony, others. Pete got to go to id [to cover], I think, Doom 2. When he came back he took a week off work. Turns out he’d discovered that the id guys used a mouse instead of just the keyboard, and they schooled him.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	The way PC keyboards are laid out, there are what's called scan lines. There are scan-line rows. You get scan codes, which are hex values for every key that's pressed. Back then, keyboards could only report two scan codes simultaneously. They couldn't do more than that. Running by holding Shift and arrows was okay because [those keys] were on the same scan line, but hitting Space [to jump] would have overwritten a scan code and you would have stopped running.

	 

	ROB SMITH

	Turns out Pete had discovered that the id guys used a mouse instead of just the keyboard, and they schooled him. So he learned how to play with a mouse and in turn came back and schooled all of us. That was also defining. We’d played Wolf 3D and others with the keyboard, but Doom brought the mouse into the equation. Seems so simple today, but then, it was revolutionary.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	That's the reason why in Wolfenstein, when you hold down MLI, that's the cheat code. The reason why it's MLI and not BNM or something on the same scan line was because keyboards couldn't read all those keys. That's why I used three scan line rows: M, L, and I. Some people thought it was ILM for Industrial Light and Magic. It wasn't. MLI for Machine Language Interface, which was the way you communicated with Pro DOS on Apple II, in assembly language.

	 

	ROB SMITH

	Doom changed the game. I was writing about Gameboy games in 93, but those PC guys had their Duke Nukems and Blake Stones. But not to go into too many details about how I came to own a PC—best investment of lay-off money ever—there was a moment when I was connected, and I was playing Doom, and another player slid awkwardly into view. Suddenly, another player was in my game. This had literally never happened before. And I shot him!

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	It's kind of funny, though, thinking about it. At the point where we did Commander Keen, and reviews were coming out, and we were doing interviews with people—before that, my life was still on a rocket trajectory. I went from not knowing anything about programming to learning and learning and making and making. I wanted to go to Origin, and I got the job. I beat out four other people who were experts at a machine I didn't even know, and I beat them. It was one thing after another. I'd think, I don't know where I'm going, but I'm going up. Every step I took was taking me up toward id, and from there we continued going up.

	 

	ROB SMITH

	Id was the leader. John Carmack was the founding father of this leadership. The gameplay was rudimentary—shoot demons in hell—but multiplayer changed the game. I still couldn’t play multiplayer at home. Internet services were expensive.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	To me Doom is optimal. Quake was way slower than I like to play; Doom was super high speed. People who are used to playing Quake are used to going at half the speed. Unless they're amazing Doom players who have been playing for years, I can usually win.

	 

	ROB SMITH

	I had a 14k modem at work that was state-of-the-art so I could download WAD files from CompuServe to put on the disc packaged with our magazine. Ah, the glory days before copyright and ownership, and an internet to air grievances.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO

	I'm always joking around, I'm always sarcastic. That's just the way I am. But I never, ever [adopt an attitude of], 'I'm better than you.' I've never done that to anybody. I'm just so excited about making games and knowing how to do it really well. That was really the whole point of what we were doing: To continue doing what we wanted.

	I did not love doing interviews, and I did not love showing off that I had a bunch of money and cool cars. It was just like, 'Yes, I bought those things,' and people are going to see that. Whenever people come to do interviews, they've heard about the cars and they want to see them, and take all these pictures of you with your cars, just perpetuating [that rock-star image]. I'm excited to show off my car because it's really cool, but the enthusiasm makes you look like you're trying to be better than everybody.

	It's all enthusiasm. 'Look at what the poor kid did. He worked so hard.' That's what it was. It was just a bunch of fun. It was just fun, you know?

	 

	 


Pause Screen: The Death and Rebirth of Ranger Gone Bad

	 

	MATTHEW VAN SICKLER is a special kind of bastard, and he's the first to admit it.

	Like many teens and college students who acquired their gaming legs during the golden age of first-person shooters, van Sickler divided 1996 unevenly between pursuing higher education and blasting opponents into bloody gibs in high-octane bouts of Quake. He didn't frag alone.

	Van Sickler and half a dozen of his friends belonged to the Rangers, a gaming clan founded by Heath "ColdSun" Brown, ex-marine and author of a short story set in Quake's universe.1 Based in far-flung countries, they ran roughshod over Quake's then-nascent online scene every time they convened in the game to pincushion foes with nails and ride rockets to victory. "We were fairly competitive since a lot of us cheated by being in college and having access to university T-1 lines," recalled van Sickler, who played under the online handle 'Unknown Soldier.'

	Playing over T-1 connections gave the Rangers an advantage. Faster connections meant better ping rates, translating to their networks sending and receiving data at lightning speeds.

	Think of van Sickler and his cohorts as Han Solo: they always shot first. 

	"Yes, we were HPBs and proud of it," he said, proudly labeling his clan high-ping bastards.

	The Rangers prevailed so often and so decisively that Quake's creators, the crew at id Software, inevitably took notice. "I remember playing a sort of exhibition match on id Software's own Quake server, with the gods of id watching us play," van Sickler recalled. "I think we played against Clan Dong, not sure though—but I do remember we got our ass[es] beat in front of John Carmack himself. Oh, well. It was still fun."

	Van Sickler and his buddies didn't take their gaming too seriously at first. They were just a bunch of Quake addicts who aspired to make games, and who liked dreaming up new ways to play their favorite game exponentially more fun than they liked going to class. Over time, tinkering with ways to play Quake led them to built-in tools that let players capture gameplay and show it off demo reels to friends.

	 

	HACKERS HAD BEEN recording and playing back game footage since the 1980s. It started as a way to plump their feathers: They'd work out how to crack an encryption, then add their own splash screens or animated introductions to pirated versions to call attention to their handiwork. Stunt Island, a flight simulator published by Disney Interactive 1992, wiped away that line in the sand separating hackers and users by giving players tools to set up, record, and review stunts.

	A year later, id Software's Doom attracted widespread praise not just for its groundbreaking 2.5D engine and deathmatch mode, but for simplifying the work involved in building levels, and in capturing gameplay sequences that users could weave together.

	Quake built on Doom's foundation. Not only did it give players the means to record gameplay events, its enhanced array of gameplay possibilities—such as firing rockets at the ground to jump higher, and its engine's ability to render true 3D environments—facilitated more elaborate recordings in the form of demo files that could be played back in the game.

	In October 1996, Rangers member Heath Brown (known in Quake circles as ColdSun) got an idea for a story he and the other Rangers could tell by splicing gameplay recordings into a short film. Discoveries documented by fellow Quake player Uwe Girlich would have streamlined his idea of cutting gameplay sequences into movie-like productions possible—if he'd known about them.

	Girlich shared much in common with the Rangers. He was a doctoral student based in Germany and was the object of a game of tug-of-war between Quake and attending classes. After some dabbling, he reverse-engineered Quake's demo file format and gained insight into processes such as adjusting camera positions and player coordinates.

	However, Girlich's discoveries had not yet been disseminated at the time Brown got it in his head to shoot a movie in Quake. Another Ranger, Eric 'ArchV' Fowler, jumped on board and engineered custom tools to reposition the in-game camera and splice together footage.

	Brown dashed off a simple story while Fowler took charge of technical considerations. Other Rangers grew excited by their breakthroughs and pitched in. Van Sickler was appointed director.

	"I was only tagged as the 'director' because I had the fastest internet connection and a fairly powerful computer to run the server and record the action. The story and action were all ColdSun's ideas for the first few movies, and I would just give my input as to what looked good from the camera's perspective."

	Brown set his story, Diary of a Camper, in a Quake map labeled The Dark Zone, known to Quake diehards as DM6 (deathmatch map 6).2 Diary of a Camper opens with the Rangers convening in a round room with two levels and a few guns and health packs scattered around. A portal leads to another zone of the map; Brown's character orders two other Rangers to beam through and scout the area. Stepping through, they're immediately ambushed by a camper—a rival player who hides and picks off unwary players as they wander by.

	Learning the fate of their comrades, the three remaining Rangers unload a volley of rockets into the camper's hiding spot and blast him into chunks. They move in on his position and identify him as John Romero, id Software co-founder and Quake co-designer.

	Diary of a Camper's runtime clocked in at 1:36. Planning and filming took place in a single night, and Fowler's custom tools, while impressive, amounted to a starting point. As director, Van Sickler harnessed a combination of Fowler's tools and Quake cheat codes to float the camera and clip—move freely into, like a ghost—through walls, and disabled the in-game status bar showing health and ammo counters for a more immersive experience. Fowler realized they could add dialogue by sending in-game messages. 

	"That was actually the genesis of pretty much everything in the early days: ArchV saying 'I figured out how to do X' and so we had to put X in our movie," van Sickler remembered.

	Diary of a Camper sparked an immediate reaction when the Rangers—who took to calling themselves United Ranger Films—released it online on October 26, 1996. Lots of players had released short demo files of impressive kills and speedruns through levels, but those were glorified highlight reels, like replays during a sporting event. Diary of a Camper took demos to the next level by orchestrating events around a narrative.

	"As far as I know we were the first to create a Quake demo that told a story," said van Sickler. "Of course, video games have been telling stories with scripted set pieces using in-game assets long before that. It just hadn't really been done by the gamers themselves before we came along. The reception was incredible and a huge ego boost for everyone involved. We were extremely motivated to continue."

	 

	HOURS AFTER WRAPPING Diary of a Camper, Van Sickler and the other Rangers set their sights on loftier goals. Where Diary had told a simple story in a quick burst of gameplay, Ranger Gone Bad would be the first in an episodic series. The story is told from the perspective of an enemy sergeant who makes his rounds through Gloom Keep—a level from Quake's single-player campaign—and inspects his troops in advance of an impending assault by the Ranger clan.

	Ranger Gone Bad showcases choreography and staging similar to Diary. The film is shot from Quake's first-person perspective, circumventing the need for fancy camerawork by van Sickler. In-game messages relay dialogue and actions such as salutes. Troops are played by the level's monsters, and are placed exactly where players find them in the campaign. Some patrol corridors, others remain in place; all are made passive (so as to prevent them from attacking the player during filming) by way of cheat codes.

	At just over 11 minutes in length, Ranger Gone Bad II: Assault on Gloom Keep upped production values in every way possible. The story picks up with the Rangers launching their assault on Gloom Keep. At the outset, two Rangers coordinate their plans just before another Ranger—given the tongue-in-cheek name of Sgt. Judas—betrays them, firing a rocket from atop the keep's ramparts and killing off one teammate. Knights storm out of Gloom Keep's front gate and surround the remaining Ranger, Sgt. Pedowski, before escorting him inside. Once past the perimeter, Pedowski makes a bid for freedom; he grabs a rocket launcher and clears a path to the exit, but his rampage is cut short when Judas and two squads of knights take him prisoner.

	As more drama unfolds, each story beat is blocked out in scenes. "Suddenly I was actually directing: gathering actors onto my server and voice chat, giving them staging instructions, telling everyone when to move and what to shoot," remembered van Sickler. "It would take a while for everyone to learn their parts and execute them properly, so we'd do a scene a bunch of times until everyone got it right."

	Camera angles changed as needed, fluctuating from sweeping establishment shots to zooming along just behind a character as he sprints through hallways. The Rangers finagled their slick cinematography with a little help from Steve 'Wedge' Bond and John 'Choryoth' Guthrie, two other members of the clan who spent more time programming than gaming. Taking an interest in their friends' movies, they wrote a camera mod called RangerCam that accepted input from van Sickler and moved according to his specifications.

	"It was a remarkable tool and it allowed me to do a lot of great things like queuing up dialog with binds, moving characters around, allowed the actors to change models, skins, and weapons on the fly, and provided me with a sparkly pointer to show people where I wanted them to move. Without that sparkly pointer we couldn't have been able to do some of the complex choreography of our later movies."

	Logging on from their respective dorm rooms or campus computer labs, the Rangers met online to film scenes for RGB II at night. When someone had to duck out for work or class, an understudy—usually another member of the clan—hopped in and had to be walked through details like staging and when to send dialogue.

	"Imagine you have a litter of Tasmanian Devils who have just taken a massive dose of amphetamines, and you must then instruct them on how to perform Swan Lake, from memory, using a mouse and keyboard and anything from 20ms to over a 400ms connection to the filming server, while each one has to stay in sync with everyone else's movements," said van Sickler. "It was a lot like that. I think a lot of our final cuts got done when everyone was too damn tired to keep screwing around and we just decided to do it right so we could all go to bed."

	United Ranger Films published Ranger Gone Bad II on October 31, a mere five days after the release of Diary of a Camper and right on the heels of the first RGB. If Diary could be considered a quaint novelty, Ranger Gone Bad II signified the advent of movie-like cinema in video games.

	It's easy to trace any medium to its origins and dismiss inaugural efforts as primitive. The very first movies lasted seconds, lacked audio, were in black and white, and were accessible through tower viewer-like devices called Kinetoscopes that cost money to use. Likewise, contemporary pundits like to criticize Diary of a Camper's short length and elementary narrative, which amounted to a choreographed deathmatch.

	Even so, kinetoscopes and Diary innovated in their day and, perhaps more importantly, provided a springboard for United Ranger Films to go above and beyond their freshman effort. The popularity of Ranger Gone Bad II triggered an influx of what became known as Quake movies and later became known as machinima, defined as using real-time computer graphics to create animations. Devil's Covenant, made by Clan Phantasm, is considered the first full-featured in-game film; Clan Undead's Operation Bayshield broke ground by simulating lip synchronization.

	United Ranger Films had no interest in outdoing the competition. They were creative types determined to push the envelope of a medium they happened to help pioneer.

	"Honestly I never watched a lot of other Quake machinima that came out," said van Sickler. "The creative aspect was what I enjoyed about it, not so much the consumption. I got a rush from seeing what new and cool ways we could abuse the Quake engine to show people something they hadn't seen before."

	Ultimately, it was an early showing of one of those cool new projects that led to the collapse—and eventual restoration—of their final project.

	 

	IN THE MIDDLE of cranking out Ranger Gone Bad QMovies, United Ranger Films honed their craft on another project called Torn Apart. It was less a film and more a tech experiment: id Software had rolled out a patch that let players assume control of enemies, and the gang thought it'd be a lark to step into the cloven feet of baddies like the Shambler. Trying their hand at a new project also gave them a chance to put RangerCam through its paces prior to kicking off production of Ranger Gone Bad II.

	URF rode a wave of Internet fame into 1997, one that propelled them to QuakeCon, the second annual Quake-centric convention where hundreds players from around the world lug their tricked-out PCs to a hotel in Texas for a weekend of sleepless days and nights trading grenades in deathmatch. Ranger Gone Bad was so popular that URF's members had received a personal invitation to show off their work on RGB 3, then in early stages of production, to id co-founder and programming whiz John Carmack.

	Ranger Gone Bad 3 was shaping up to be the team's most ambitious project to date. Van Sickler and Fowler spent the better part of QuakeCon working frantically to put finishing touches on their sneak preview. First, they'd show it off to Carmack. Then attendees would be privy to a public demonstration.

	Handing off their presentation to reps from id, the team went out to dinner. For them, the convention was doubly worthy of a celebratory feast: not only would they soon breathe the same oxygen as John Carmack, it marked the first time any of them had met in person.

	When they got back from dinner, their elation dried up.

	"They showed our preview to the convention attendees while our whole clan was out at dinner," van Sickler said. "And from what I heard they showed it on a machine where the timing was off, so nothing synced up properly and it looked like ass. This absolutely killed us."

	URF made a few attempts to finish Ranger Gone Bad 3 over the next few years. Each one petered out. Technical snafus abounded, and scheduling became an issue as members finished school and entered the workforce, some as game developers. Bond's and Guthrie's RangerCam tool caught the attention of then-tiny startup Valve Software. The pair went on to contribute to some of the company's biggest games such as Half-Life, Half-Life 2, and Left 4 Dead 2. David 'Zoid' Kirsch gained Internet celebrity status for creating Capture the Flag, a mod for Quake. Steve 'Blue' Heaslip founded Quake-centric site Bluesnews.com, which evolved over time to cover a wider spectrum of gaming news.

	"We had travelled all that way and worked our asses off to get that part done, and had our moment of glory stolen from us. The team never really recovered from that hit," van Sickler admitted.

	 

	BRYAN HENDERSON, KNOWN among the Shacknews.com community as 'CrustaR,' walked the path that van Sickler and his friends had helped pave. He went from playing Quake, to idolizing id Software's programmers and daydreaming of writing games, to making his daydreams a reality.

	"Right after the Quake demo was first released, there were mods for it straight out of the gate," he remembered. "The mods instantly increased the longevity of the game because there were so many things you could do with the engine: it was no longer about the game out of the box, it was what people could do with the game."

	Henderson was as interested in modifying Quake as he was playing the game itself. After learning his way around Quake's weapons and monsters, he loaded up editing software and created a Doom mod that replaced the game's default weapons and demons with those of Quake. From there, he blocked out and recorded machinima in Quake 2, id's 1997 follow-up.

	Where most machinima circa late-1990s recycled monsters and weapons, as Ranger Gone Bad had done, Henderson built his own character models, animations, music, and environments from scratch. He brought these pieces and parts together through a technique known as block tree editing. Each demo file started with one empty block that he proceeded to fill with entities such as actors, map coordinates, and sound effects or music that triggered on a certain cue.

	"It took a super long time to make. I would get extremely picky about each individual frame and make sure that models wouldn't slide their feet or anything. In hindsight, I probably could have been doing more productive things with my time, but I learned a lot about scripting and animation then."

	Between projects, Henderson logged into chat rooms and talked with friends he'd met in Quake. "I used to hang out in all the channels back then. The community wasn't that large, so I had a lot of mutual friends with the Ranger clan. I mainly lurked around back then. I was fairly shy back then and mainly just deathmatched dudes."

	One of his friends was Unknown Soldier, civilian identity Matthew van Sickler. As they traveled the same online circles, Henderson was acquainted with Ranger Gone Bad; he just couldn't grasp how, exactly, it had been made, since the Rangers had engineered their movie using custom tools that no one outside of their inner circle would understand.

	Henderson gave himself a crash course in building Quake movies. He looks back on his debut effort, Prison of Hell, less than fondly. "It took, like, an evening, and it was bad. A lot of my friends in the Quake movie community always thought I was joking when I say I made that, but it is the truth." 

	Despite his aptitude with Quake 2's more robust toolsets and his mortification over Prison of Hell, Henderson felt drawn to creating machinima in the original Quake. Several times during the year 2000, he logged into chat and asked for ColdSun's permission to finish Ranger Gone Bad 3. His passion for URF's earlier projects was evident, so Fowler welcomed him into the circle.

	Henderson slaved over the film's first 15 minutes, simultaneously struggling to get the hang of URF's editing tools and piecing scenes together. When he finished, he sent it to Fowler, who made it public. No one noticed.

	Van Sickler wasn't surprised. There had been other attempts to close the loop on RGB III over the years, and had come to the same result. "ArchV and I worked on it sporadically, and when he finally threw in the towel I found another demo editor to work on it. And then that fell apart. And so on," he said.

	For 16 years, Henderson let sleeping dogs lie. In June 2016, his interest in another long-running machinima rekindled his enthusiasm for RGB. "I was drinking some beer one night and wanted to check out the new Machine Games Quake episode. I happened across the RGB 3 directory and then messaged Unknown Soldier on Steam and kind of joked about it: 'Why not just record it to video and send it out as is to people?'"

	"At first I was like, 'Dude that was almost 20 years ago, let it go!'" van Sickler remembered. "But eventually he wore me down and I gave him carte blanche to do whatever he wanted with it."

	 

	FINISHING RANGER GONE Bad 3 became more than a passion project for Henderson. It was an obsession. "I know it's selfish to think so, but I just really wanted to see the end result of the film all in one piece. I never finished it after all the years, and I wanted to see how the story played out. If people dug the movie, great. If they didn't, I still finally got to see it."

	Over June and July, Henderson did little else but work on RGB 3. When he wasn't working on it, he turned problems over in his mind, grinding away at possible solutions he could implement as soon as he could wrap up his daily duties as a husband, father, and gainfully employed citizen, and rush back to his computer.

	He never ran short of problems to mull over. Ranger Gone Bad 3 was in as inchoate a state as it had been in 2000. Demo files that needed to be tied together were scattered across folders. Scripts—files that automate tasks—had been dumped in seemingly arbitrary directories rather than paired with adjoining demo files. Some scenes had voices, some didn't. Some scenes had scripting files written and ready to go; most didn't.

	"It was a nightmare. Putting it all back together would take a tremendous feat; one would have to come up with missing pieces to the jigsaw puzzle out of thin air."

	Henderson pounded virtual pavement to see if some of those jigsaw pieces might exist elsewhere. Online, he hit up other former members of URF to see if they had leads on missing files. Each told him to give up. RGB was dead.

	Henderson rolled up his sleeves and exported RGB 3 in its fragmented state. What he got was a raw file that more closely resembled a car freshly run through a junkyard press than one fresh off the assembly line. He loaded it in Windows Movie Maker and got to work—making cuts and adding text where voices were missing, agonizing over each line so that his additions felt appropriate for each character.

	Even with dialogue filled in, RGB 3 lacked tension. That was no good. RGB 2 had caught fire because it had been the first machinima to feel like a movie. It had things that RGB 3 still lacked—things like sound. "I don't think it was ever meant to have a full music soundtrack. You can tell from the drum lines at the beginning of each scene that each scene was supposed to start and end with a drum beat. Only the intro had music."

	He hunted around online for free percussion beats that would gel with the film's minimalistic composition. None felt right. Instead of looking to music recorded by others, he set his sights closer to home and ended up with a combination of free tracks as well as music from Zombie Slayer, a mod he'd created for Doom 3.

	"A lot of the tracks fit perfectly. Some tracks went to silence just at the right time. It was weird how well some of it just fit in place," he said. "I also removed a few of some really long cuts. I don't know why they were there. They may have been an artifact of Unknown Soldier saying cut at the wrong moment. I cut out about 10 minutes of dead scenes where nothing was happening."

	 

	OVER TWO MONTHS, Ranger Gone Bad 3 came together not like a puzzle, but like a quilt. Each time Henderson finished one piece, he had to weave it through three or four others. On August 4, 2016, the quilt was finished: he released RGB 3 on YouTube and credited the production to United Ranger Films.

	The final installment of the trilogy runs 43 minutes and is a tapestry of threads old and new. Van Sickler was one of the first to tune in. "I watched it and it made me really happy to see it all put together for the first time. It was amazing. I had honestly forgotten just how much we had done before we gave up all those years ago, and just how much of it there was."

	Henderson did his best to drum up excitement. He shotgunned messages to former URF members as well as old friends and rivals whom he had deathmatched during Quake's heyday. Response has been minimal, but Henderson doesn't mind.

	"I am happy with how it turned out. I feel like it is the product of all my years developing cinematics and my final farewell to game cinematics. I know a lot of aspects are incomplete, but it's finally done. Finally. It's a huge weight off my shoulders."

	Much like working on game cinematics in general, calling a wrap on Ranger Gone Bad 3 specifically was bittersweet for Henderson. Before taking up a torch that had fizzled back in 2000, he'd put together a portfolio showing off his work in machinima and animations, and applied for a position at BioWare Austin as a cinematic designer. He reached out to contacts he'd made in the games industry, hoping a few of them would be willing to put in a good word with anyone they happened to know at the studio.

	None of them came through. The bigger slap in the face was the fact that many of them had the gall to tell him he shouldn't bother holding his breath; he was an amateur, and didn't have what it took to hack it in game development.

	"I'm not one to be discouraged easily, but when people who I thought were my friends told me they wouldn't help me, it took a lot of wind out of my sails and made me wonder why I was really making game cinematics."

	Henderson tried not to let his supposed friends' criticism get him down. He downloaded Epic's free Unreal Development Kit and began work on an adventure game. Months later, he had finished a cinematic that would play at the beginning of the game, introducing players to the world, story, and characters, but retired the game after some soul searching.

	Playing video games will remain a cherished pastime, but he no longer nurtures a passion to develop them.

	Having a dream taken away is painful. Letting go of a dream because it no longer makes you happy takes courage. Henderson let go of one passion and found another—and with it, a sense of peace. "I have been drawing and painting these past several years on and off just for myself. I'm a huge art collector now. I'm pursuing a few certifications as well. Other than that, I'm glad to say that I don't really have any long term commitments project-wise."

	Van Sickler struck out at getting his foot in the door of the games industry as well, but hasn't let it get him down. "I spent just about every waking hour working on that movie for months at a time, and just quit going to class altogether. But I learned a ton about map making [and] texturing, and I even interviewed at a few game companies—id, Ritual, and Valve—but never made it past runner-up at any of them. So I decided the game industry wasn't in the cards and went down a different path."

	Henderson, van Sickler, and every other member of United Ranger Films deserve credit for forging a path of their own. Red vs. Blue, Portal, Time Commanders, A Law-Abiding Engineer—every piece of machinima—indeed, the art form itself—traces back to Ranger Gone Bad, an epic that United Ranger Films started and Bryan Henderson finished, and with exemplary results.

	Although he no longer keeps one finger on the pulse of machinima, Henderson likes what he sees as the future of the medium.

	"These people basically make 3D movies with full animation. I think I was ahead of the curve on that one because I also used pure 3D animation with my work. In other words, I believe that 3D animators are the future of game cinematics. I'm sure scripting is still there, but many engines now support people exporting cameras and objects directly from the 3D programs. You basically have CGI films at this point, but in real-time."

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Sandy Petersen, Renderer of Veils

	 

	Over months of interviews and research, I got to know the names behind the credits screens on each Quake game. These profiles dig deeper into a developer's career beyond analysis of id Software's culture and the Quake franchise.

	 

	JOHN ROMERO AFFECTIONATELY refers to Sandy Petersen's block of Quake maps—which comprise almost all of Episode 4: The Elder World—as "insane." Petersen doesn't mind the label. Insanity has factored heavily into nearly all of his creative endeavors since he since he stumbled upon his father's copy of The Dunwich Horror and Other Weird Tales, a WWII Armed Services edition of H. P. Lovecraft's horror stories, at the age of eight.

	Petersen joined id Software a mere 10 weeks before Doom was uploaded to the University of Wisconsin's FTP server on December 10, 1993. In that short period, he built 19 of the game's 27 levels, less than half of which stood on a foundation of maps that Tom Hall had built before his departure earlier in the project. Of Doom II's 32 maps, he constructed 17. 

	Drawing on years of designing tabletop and PC games, Petersen imbued every id game he touched with level constructions that—by his own admission—were not as aesthetically pleasing as those of his peers, but were inarguably distinctive. From grisly tableaus of mutilated Barons of Hell in Doom, to rows of explosive barrels set amid swarms of monsters in Doom II, to pools of water floating in midair in Quake's fourth and final episode, Petersen was responsible for some of the quirkiest, most challenging, and most memorable levels in arguably the most influential shooters of the 1990s. 

	Petersen and I discussed his attraction to Lovecraft's writings, how he impressed John Romero during his interview at id Software, and the many signatures and indelible marks that set his maps apart from every other.

	 

	I grew up in a religious home, and there were times when I had to talk my parents into letting me play certain games, namely Mortal Kombat and Doom. Before you made video games, you made pen-and-paper RPGs that stemmed from your interest in Dungeons & Dragons. Growing up as a Mormon, did you encounter resistance to D&D or other games after witch hunts for those games started to occur?

	 

	Sandy Petersen: I didn't get into Dungeons & Dragons until 1973, which is when it first came out. At that time, I was 18. There's two aspects to that. The first is that no one was on the radar saying D&D was satanic. It took years before people started to pretend that that was the case. The other thing is that the Mormons are not actually a fundamentalist Christian sect. We don't really behave like one. Mormons have a lot of variation within them, but in general the "people bothered by D&D" group and the "people worried about satanic rituals"—that's [not a cross-section]. We didn't have to deal with that. The Mormons kind of didn't care.

	 

	Now, when Doom came out, there were some Mormons up in a place of Utah that got [upset] over this "satanic" game, and were picketing and saying bad things. I got phone calls from radio stations in Utah, wanting to get my feedback on that. They asked me what my local Mormon church leaders thought of it, and my answer—which was truthful was, "Well, mostly they want to know if they can get free copies of the game so they can play it."

	 

	Let me tell you about the one time there was sort of a conflict. Here's the thing: I have no problem depicting demons, partly because that's not what Mormons think demons look like anyway, and partly because they're the bad guys, right? You're totally not in favor of the demons in Doom; you're walking around shooting them every chance you get. Later on, in Quake, Kevin Cloud and Adrian [Carmack] started doing some really nice art. It was sort of creepy, but it was almost a Christian orientation where there were images of Christ. They had patterns of Christ they put up on the wall, usually displayed over a room to make it more ominous. I also had no problem with that, because why would I object to having images of Christ, right?

	 

	So, we had these images in the game, and images of demons, despite the fact that almost everyone in the company... either they were atheists, or I didn't know what [faith] they were. But John Romero was making this level, and one of the rules we had was that when you have a button you press on in the game, you put a special texture on it so you can tell it's a button. He put the face of Jesus on a floor button as his texture. I went to him and said, "John?" He said, "Yeah, what's up?" I said, "Look, you know I haven't been all [uptight] about 'We can't be satanic, we have to be good,' but this button that you have to press before you lower the bridge?" He said, "Yeah?" I said, "Probably let's not make our players step on the face of Jesus to lower a bridge." And he goes, "Oh! Good call," and we switched it to a demon face.

	 

	He was firmly atheist, but even he could see that that [could be a touchy subject]. He wasn't trying to offend anyone, he just didn't think. That was the one contribution of my Mormon faith to Quake and Doom. They would occasionally ask me, "Is it okay to have images of Jesus?" and I'd say, "Sure, I love Jesus. Just do it in a respectful way," which I think Doom did.

	 

	You were uniquely suited to design Quake, in particular, because of your knowledge of Lovecraft and work on Call of Cthulhu. How did you discover his writing, and what about it resonated with you?

	 

	Sandy Petersen: I was one of those annoying, precocious kids who read a lot. My dad was a science fiction fan from the old days. He had lots of these old science fiction books. We lived in a house where he didn't have anywhere to store the books, so they were all downstairs in big boxes. I would go down into those books and pore through them and look for things to read. I was around eight, and I wasn't able to understand all the books, but I was able to read a lot, so I'd pick out books and take them [upstairs].

	 

	I'd read Edgar Allen Poe and liked him, and I liked ghost stories and scary things, so I got this book that was published in 1942 about Lovecraft. I read it, and it just blew me away; I'd never read anything like that. I didn't understand a lot of the stuff that was in it, but it was really cool. When I say I didn't understand, I did know what the words meant; it was more, What's going on in this? I wanted to read more Lovecraft.

	 

	One of the things the book had was a lengthy introduction about Lovecraft which referenced stories that weren't in the book. I couldn't find Lovecraft stories anywhere. Then the book vanished. It was gone for three years. I didn't know where the book was, but I remembered that Lovecraft was this really amazing [writer] who I'd never got a chance to investigate. I'd see one Lovecraft story in a collection of scary stories, and I'd go, "Oh, Lovecraft. That's the guy."

	 

	When I was 12, I found out where my book had gone: I'd forgotten I'd loaned it to a friend, and he brought it back after three years. When I was 14, I found out that the local college library had hardback copies of the old Arkham House editions of Lovecraft's tales, and I could check them out with my junior-high badge. I checked them out and read them. I'd check them out every six months and read them all again, just saying, "This guy is amazing." 

	 

	I read other things, but there was something about Lovecraft that really spoke to me. I'm not exactly sure what. Maybe it was the combination of science fiction and horror; maybe it was his semi-logical approach to horror. I know a lot of people like illogical, vague horror where things are not clear, and that's okay. I have no problem with that. But Lovecraft was always pretty straightforward. He was big on fear of the unknown. It wasn't really psychological horror. People would go insane, but it wasn't really psychological horror; there were actual things trying to get you. Everything was very [tangible], which I liked.

	 

	About when I turned 15 or so, the college library found out that the Arkham House editions of Lovecraft's books were worth hundreds of dollars, so they put them under lock and key; I couldn't get to them anymore. When I turned 17, Ballantine released Lovecraft's stories in paperback. I was able to use my small amount of money from various part-time jobs to buy them. Since then, Lovecraft has been in print. He was still a super experimental writer. Every person I knew who knew about Lovecraft had learned about him through me; I evangelized him.

	 

	It's hard for me to verbalize exactly what struck me about Lovecraft. I think that's partly because I've [admired his work] for so long, since I was eight years old, and I certainly couldn't verbalize thoughts I had at that age. It was just everything about him. It amazed me. He wrote long, fancy words that I liked, and I'd have to look them up sometimes. Also, his approach. He did things beyond what any other horror writer had done. He had monsters that were going to destroy the world, like Cthulhu. He had a whole town full of monsters. He had eldritch horrors, invisible monsters bigger than a house. 

	 

	And there were implications of other things going on. He never just told a story; there were all these implications [layered] above them, and each of those implications could have been other stories. These things drew me to him. I started out with his short stories before moving on to longer ones, and even the short stories had implications that amazed me.

	 

	Part of it may have been the long slog of trying to find his books and read the stories. It took me eight years to gain access to more of Lovecraft's tales, and even then I couldn't find all of them. It was almost like I was one of the heroes in his stories, trying to find this ancient tome of forgotten lore. 

	 

	But I read Lovecraft differently than other people [today]. I had the experience of reading the story The Call of Cthulhu without any idea what a "Cthulhu" was, other than a word. I had no clue. When Cthulhu shows up at the end and he's huge, that was a surprise to me. I don't think that's an experience that would be possible to have today. I'm not saying I had it better or worse; it's just different. Now, if someone reads the story The Call of Cthulhu, they probably have an idea what Cthulhu is from the start.

	 

	It was all those things together [that intrigued me].

	 

	Your path to Lovecraft is interesting, because what I love about Lovecraft is this idea that there are these eldritch beings all around us, and if we keep poking and searching, we can rip the veil aside, and there they are; they've been there the whole time. How did you become principal designer on the Call of Cthulhu game?

	 

	Sandy Petersen: What happened was, I got into D&D when I was 18 or so. I made levels and things, and then got into another game called RuneQuest, which I really liked. A friend of mine encouraged me to contact the company, Chaosium, about some stuff I'd made for RuneQuest. They liked it, and I published something in their magazine, then I published the RuneQuest Bestiary for them with a big list of monsters, and they liked that.

	 

	In talking with them, I proposed that I would do a supplement for the RuneQuest game. It was like D&D—not quite the same rule system, but still fantasy with guys and girls running around with swords and spells. It was set in the Dream Lands world, which is a high-fantasy world. They said they weren't interested because they already had someone doing a game set in the modern world involving Lovecraft stories. That was really interesting to me. I said, "Can I help in any way? Can I read manuscripts?" I was fascinated by the idea of a Lovecraft game.

	 

	They called back and said, "This guy who's doing it is doing kind of a crappy job. He's going really slow." And they gave me the entire project, out of the blue. I asked to get the materials the other guy had written, but they never actually sent me anything, so I did it all from scratch, which was fine. So, I really liked Lovecraft, and I'd never missed a deadline [for Chaosium], so they liked those things.

	 

	The other thing that was interesting was that Lovecraft wasn't well-known yet, certainly not like he is now. The Stuart Gordon movies [Re-Animator, From Beyond] hadn't come out, and nobody had played my game, Call of Cthulhu yet. Those were the two things that kind of popularized him. The general attitude toward Lovecraft was that he was a hack; he wasn't widely appreciated. The Chaosium guys thought he was a hack, too, and didn't care for his stories. But they were smart guys. A lot of people, if they didn't care about a movie or something they had to do, they'd do an exploitation job, or even a parody. The Chaosium guys said, "If we try to do a Lovecraft game, we'll get it wrong, so we'll get this guy, who loves Lovecraft, to do it. Then we'll have [the support of] Lovecraft fans for life."

	 

	That was a stroke of genius. That's why the third movie in many superhero series sucks because the original director is gone, and they bring in the guy who thinks superheroes are for kids. They said, "[Superheroes] are jokes, I'll just make a comedy," and [the movie] is terrible, right? That's when you get movies like Batman & Robin. Chaosium didn't make that mistake. And I didn't know they hated Lovecraft until after I worked there.

	 

	What did being in that position give you the chance to do with Lovecraft's mythos? Growing up a fan, did you have certain stories or ideas you'd wanted to explore?

	 

	Sandy Petersen: I wanted to have the player feel like he was a character in a scary story, primarily Lovecraft's. I wanted him to feel like there was nothing that could help him, and it was up to him. I did a lot of things differently. Most horror-themed roleplaying games will cast you as part of a government agency—some kind of thing to give you help and give you an easy way to find stories. Like, your assignment is to go to New England and explore this old house. I didn't have anything like that; my [characters] were on their own.

	 

	I also made the game very contrarian. It's very different from the usual RPG. In typical roleplaying games, the general thing is you go out, beat the monsters, get experience or money, and then you're better. Then you go back and fight again. There's a grind to upgrade your character. Call of Cthulhu was totally different in that the more your character went out and did things, the crappier he got. You were gradually being ground down. Instead of grinding to [upgrade] yourself, grinding caused you to grow more insane or get infected by alien viruses. The characters get worn out. Your character ends in a terrible fate. Whereas in a regular game you grind your character up to level 14 and conquer the world, in Call of Cthulhu, you're kind of feeling, yeah, at some point my guy will die a spectacular death. That's his endgame, in a sense.

	 

	Also, you're trying to avoid combat instead of [seeking it out]. In Call of Cthulhu, fighting is the last event in the whole experience, so I had to find other things for players to do to make up for the fact that you weren't going into dungeons and fighting. That's where the library use came from. That's what you're doing: You're investigating, exploring, gathering information. How often do you get to do that?

	 

	I felt good about this because my logic was that if you wanted to have a game where you could go fight monsters to get stronger, most other roleplaying games did that. But if you wanted a game where your character felt helpless and the weakest monster, a cultist, is stronger than you are? Well, he's probably tougher than you because he's bloodthirsty and has an organization behind him. Call of Cthulhu did that. You're weak, but when you pull off a victory, it's great. Even if some of your guys died doing it, that's okay because you saved the world.

	 

	Now you can see that Chaosium is doing [revisions to] Call of Cthulhu. Everyone seems to get this idea the way to improve Call of Cthulhu is to make your characters tougher and able to fight monsters. I think, if my Call of Cthulhu had done that, it wouldn't be as popular as it is now. Because it was contrarian, it gave an alternative experience. This goes along with my theory that if you blend adventure and action with horror, you end up with an action story with horror elements; you don't have a horror story. Alien, the movie, is a horror story. Aliens is not. It's an action movie with horror elements. I'm not saying it's bad, it's just not horror.

	 

	You mentioned that Chaosium was wise to hire you because you were a Lovecraft fan, but did being so contrarian to other RPGs make them skittish? Because once D&D took off, that's the type of game everybody wanted to make. Did you encounter any sort of resistance?

	 

	Sandy Petersen: In general, they got my vision. The only resistance was, in the original game, your sanity went down and never went back up again. They wanted to include a mechanism for your sanity to increase. We incorporated that, but it doesn't increase by much, though. If you win an adventure, your sanity goes up by an amount equal to the monsters you killed or something like that. It can help your character last a little longer, but I was fine with that.

	 

	They were a small, quirky group out in Berkeley that smoked a lot of weed. They were what they were, so they were okay with weird stuff. Of course, none of us had any idea that Call of Cthulhu was going to become by far the most long-lived and popular horror game. For years, it was Chaosium's flagship game. I guess it still is. Now they love it. No one there can say anything bad about Lovecraft now if you were to ask them.

	 

	How did that experience help you get a foot in the door in the videogame industry?

	 

	Sandy Petersen: It did lead to my job at id Software, but indirectly. Even though the game was a big success, pen-and-paper roleplaying games are not particularly remunerative. I was [making next to nothing] living out in California. I took a job to do computer games at MicroProse. There, probably the best-known thing I worked on was Sid Meier's Civilization. I was way down on the [credits], but I was still on the team. I did a bunch of other computer games.

	 

	When MicroProse started suffering its death by hubris—that a lot of software companies seem to succumb to—I was looking around for a new job. A friend put me in touch with id Software; they were looking for a designer. Or, to be more accurate, their artists were looking for a designer. What happened was that the programmers at id Software, John Romero and John Carmack—the Johns—they were pretty unhappy with Tom Hall's work [on Doom]. They decided that designers were bad and made games worse. This was all stuff I learned after the fact. They wanted to [replace game designers] with an artist to design levels. They brought in an artist; the artist designed a little level; but id wasn't too sure.

	 

	Then the artists, Kevin Cloud and Adrian Carmack, said, "No, the problem with Tom is he just isn't the type of designer we need." They looked at my work and their claim was this: "If there was a designer who would work for us, it'd be this guy. He's made a lot of stuff; he's worked in software; he's worked with horror properties. He should know his stuff."

	 

	So, they brought me in, and the first thing I did was I blew away John Romero at dinner by being the only guy he'd ever met who knew more about games than he did. I had no idea I was trying to do that, but apparently he was impressed. They said, "Here's our [editing] tool, make a level." I spent a few days putting together a level, and what the artists had done, apparently, was they'd done a stairway. I made part of a level with doors that opened and closed, secret panels, monsters, acid floors that would rise up—I did all this stuff. I was amazed their editor was that far along, but it was, so I put together this whole visual level.

	 

	That impressed John Carmack, that I was able to do so much compared to what the artists had done in their time. I'm not saying they were bad artists, but the whole job of "level designer" didn't even exist, right? No one had thought of that as a [position], but that's effectively what I was going to be. The artists felt justified, and I got hired. I did 20 levels in Doom, and 17 levels in Doom 2, and a fourth of the levels in Quake. I made stuff for Quake 2, but they did the Kremlin thing after I left and erased my history working on the game. They erased stuff that was mine, but I didn't really care; I was happy to get out of there.

	 

	Do you remember what knowledge specifically impressed John Romero?

	 

	Sandy Petersen: We were there just having dinner, and I was just being pleasant. I thought, We're having dinner, so let's talk. John would say, "Do you know about this game?" I said, "Oh, yeah," and talked about how much I liked it. I think we talked about Dungeon Master, and a little bit about the first Zelda game. Zelda II as well, and about how it was [worse]. We talked about D&D, and the differences between D&D and RuneQuest.

	 

	You've interviewed John Romero, so you know that he talks constantly, every single second. He was doing that, the John Romero charm thing, and that was fine; I was charmed. But I could do that, too. Afterwards I guess he told the others, "Wow, Sandy knows a lot about games," because I would say, "Oh, have you seen this game?" and he would say, "No, I haven't." As I recall, he brought up games I hadn't seen either, but he was more impressed by the games I brought up that he hadn't seen.

	 

	John Romero had what the other guys called the bit flip. Either you were the absolute bomb and he loved everything about you, or you were Satan and he hated everything about you. I triggered the bit flip off and on.

	 

	How did the skills you'd learned designing pen-and-paper games help with your work designing levels for video games? Or did they not translate?

	 

	Sandy Petersen: They translated to an extent. I'd been building D&D levels since I was 18. When you're a Game Master in Dungeons & Dragons, you create dungeons, lairs for players to go adventuring in. In the early days, they didn't have to make any sense. You'd put traps in them, and monsters, and have spooky things for them to see. All of that transferred 100 percent to making Doom levels, even the part about it not making sense.

	 

	Originally, there were two groups of levels I was doing. I was taking Tom's levels, which he had done a few of, and some of them were stubby. Sometimes they would have only one texture in the entire level. Everything was silver. To illustrate how amateurish id Software was, the reason his levels were all silver is because that was the first texture the artists had designed. It was everywhere because that was the only texture he had. When I did my levels, they weren't all silver, but occasionally I'd put in a silver plate somewhere. The programmers would say, "Don't use silver, it's overused." I'd say, "Dude this game isn't even out yet. It's overused because you saw a lot of it in Tom's early levels." They didn't really get that.

	 

	So, I took Tom's levels and added monsters and traps and other Doom stuff to bring them up to par. I spent weeks on all of Tom's levels, and when the game came out, id Software did its Kremlin thing where they said, "Let's take away all of Tom's credit in the game." I said, "You really shouldn't do that. Tom did a lot of this and that level." He also helped write what they called the Doom Bible. I insisted that his name go in on the levels. Then I did my new levels.

	 

	I've talked to other Doom and Quake designers, and they mentioned that everybody had trademarks, or signatures. What were some of yours?

	 

	Sandy Petersen: First, because I was never an artist, I was never a true level designer. My levels were often not very attractive, but they're often very striking. They would do things [with gameplay] that hadn't been done before. For example, I did the first outdoor level [in Doom], I did the first level that looked like a city [in Doom 2]. Then, after I'd done an outdoor level, John Romero would do one.

	 

	I also had a feature where I would try to have [the tone] be ominous. One signature move was you'd walk into a room, or there'd be a BFG on a pedestal with a spotlight on it. And you knew that the moment you touched the BFG, monsters would teleport in from everywhere and it would be hell on earth and they'd be all over you. One level was named after that signature: Tricks and Traps [level 8 of Doom 2].

	 

	I also was generally skimpier with ammo. I wanted you to use your brain on my levels. I don't know if that was good or bad. John Romero would give you all the ammo you wanted; you could blow up everything. That was his thing, and that worked because he had really fast-paced levels. I think, at his weakest, he would do a lot of meaningless things. For example, when you're about to be ambushed by a monster on one of my levels, I prided myself on you always kind of knowing that it was going to happen. Like, here's this long hall with lights flickering. You know something's up.

	 

	In some of John's maps, you walk down to a place, and then [monsters] would teleport in behind you. I usually didn't do that kind of thing; it was more like a story for me, I guess.

	 

	On that note, probably my favorite level in all of Doom is E2M8, the Tower of Babel. What I really liked about it is it sets a scene perfectly. The first thing you see is these Barons of Hell impaled on the wall. When you go out, you see an enemy, you shoot, and you hear this roar, and you realize you just woke something up.

	 

	Sandy Petersen: That level was really fun because that level was an example of me at my best. What you got was this huge, outside, open area with these big pillars and an ominous sky. As I've said, it wasn't the most beautiful level, but it was striking. The Barons impaled against the wall was a clue that something really bad was there, and then you heard the roar, which of course is the Cyberdemon. You know something really terrible is around there.

	 

	I wanted [the atmosphere] to be ominous as you worked up to that confrontation. Something was going to come and be really nasty, and you'd have to run around this giant, open level. Part of where that came from was from playing the very last level in Wolfenstein [3D]. There's a giant hall lined with pillars, and then a boss comes out and fights you. Of course, the pillars in the Tower of Babel serve the same function, which is you can hide behind them. But that worked in another way: You couldn't always see the monster because sometimes he would be behind them.

	 

	That stood out to me because up until that point, the Barons of Hell had been at the top of the food chain. As a kid, I knew that any monster that could make short work of four of them, let alone one, had to be even worse.

	 

	Sandy Petersen: That was the genius of Adrian Carmack. He gave me those Barons, and I knew just where I wanted to use them. He said, "Can you use this art anywhere?" I said, "Oh, boy, can I." I know exactly where I want it." I knew it would set the tone. People would go, "Uh-oh, something killed Barons of Hell?"

	 

	I think E3M6: Mount Erebus, which was another one of your maps, was the largest level in Doom.

	 

	Sandy Petersen: Yeah, I was constantly breaking their level-making engine. That always made John Carmack mad. He wanted things to be smaller, lighter, easier to handle. He always cared about speed of programming, and I was making these sprawling levels that went all over the place.

	 

	What was the process of designing a level that big? Because the first time you play it, you think, Oh, wow. There's so much here. Where do I even go? I'm curious how you map out, and set a pace for, a level that huge and intricate.

	 

	Sandy Petersen: In every case, the way I did all my levels was I would start with a section of the dungeon. Often that would be the starting area, though not always. It was always what I thought might be the start. I would think, What would be a cool theme for this [level]? For example, there was one level [E3M4: House of Pain] that was based on a pair of lungs and an intestinal track. I think E2M3 was the warehouse level; I modified that from one of Tom Hall's. I'd figure out a theme and try to work around it. If I got tired of a theme partway through, I'd add to it. Like, "Oh, this part of it should be absolute hell."

	 

	So, I would do a little part of a level. Then I would test that part out to make sure it worked. Then I would add another section to it and test that part out. It was almost episodic: I'd go through each part and the level would get bigger. Then I'd say, "Okay, I've come to the end of this section. Here, I'll get the blue key, and I'll put a blue door near the start so I have to go back and open it." The blue door would lead somewhere, and maybe I'd give you some [item] to send you back to another part. I'd want to add a clue to that part, so I'll make sure you can see a chainsaw or something sitting behind a window, so you know you'll want to get there eventually. Their desire became to get the chainsaw, which let me draw them toward it.

	 

	Then I'd say, "You know what? This starting area isn't working for me. I've got to add an annex to it, so before you get to it you have to go through this long hallway full of scary things." Sometimes I would get [assets]. John Carmack would come and say, "I've put in this new functionality that lets the lights flicker, so do that in your levels." I'd have to figure out a way to use that, because that was the order from on high.

	 

	I did the level that was a big cathedral [E3M5], which had a huge pentagram in the middle. Levels would just grow as I added on to them, but eventually I'd feel that a level was big enough. I played through my levels every time [I added to them], so I'd eventually say, "There's enough stuff in this now. I'm having fun playing this level and feel like I've accomplished something. It's good to go." I'd put it aside and go to the next level, then later I'd go back to an earlier level and play it again, and I'd look for cracks, things I could add. Like, "You know, this would be a great place for a sniper to sit." I'd pop one of those in. Or, "I want a big surprise here."

	 

	One of the things I'd do while playing a level is I'd run around and look for things that caught my eye that, if I was a player, I'd expect something to be there. Maybe a secret door. Like, "There's a big expanse of [bare] wall. There should be something here." If something didn't work, I'd delete it and save it for a later level.

	 

	Actually, open a Web browser and pull up the map of E2M6. That was the first map I did.

	 

	Oh, Halls of the Damned. Yeah, I love that level.

	 

	Sandy Petersen: This was the map that got me my job at id. It was the first level I ever did. Now, of course, it wasn't complete. What happened was I made the start area and a door to open. You go into that room, and I said, "Oh, I should have a secret behind the other door and have a monster in there." That's where that came from.

	 

	Then you walk into that initial hall with all the pillars, and there's a stairway. That section in the middle was the stuff that got me my job. You're fighting, and there's a hall off to the side; you could run in there really quick and get a treasure [large medpack], and if you didn't get out fast enough you'd die in the acid, so it was a little treat you could get if you ran quickly. Then there was a surprise when the bridge started to lower [Berserk pack].

	 

	You need all three colored keys to get out, so you have to go running through the dungeon looking for them. There are essentially three sections you go to in order to get all the keys. The lower left is the section that has all the dark rooms that are spooky and hard to see things in. When you go down the hall, you hear monsters growling. The three areas where you get the keys are very different from each other. It's [the level] really like four mini levels: the starting area, the blue-key area, the red-key area, and the yellow-key area. They have almost nothing in common with each other, because at that time I hadn't learned how to integrate [chunks of] levels. Not that you necessarily have to.

	 

	Another feature of my map is that they don't always lend themselves well to deathmatch. This map [E2M6], for example, is a terrible deathmatch map. If you run down into the dark halls, you have to hope someone wanders down there after you. Deathmatch maps are better if there's some [quick] way to run through the level. I didn't have that, but of course, no one was thinking about that at that time.

	 

	The eerie music for that level fit in so well, too. Did level designers have any input on the music that would be used for their maps?

	 

	Sandy Petersen: I did not have any input, no. None of us really did. We just had Bobby Prince do them, a guy from Florida. He wrote all our music for us. I thought he did a really great job, but eventually the other id guys did their bit-flip routine. That's why we got Trent Reznor for Quake. I thought his music was great, too. I wasn't particularly a fan. They said, "We got Trent Reznor!" and I said, "Who's he?!" and they said, "Nine Inch Nails?" And I said, "What's that?!" I was 10 years older than all the other [id] guys, so Trent Reznor wasn't on my radar as an artist.

	 

	He came by, and I met him, and he seemed like a nice enough guy, actually. They all went to dinner with him. I didn't go; I had something else I was doing because I wasn't super excited about it. Someone at the dinner put PCP in American McGee's drink, and he got really sick for several days. We thought we knew who did it, but weren't sure. But we knew it wasn't Trent [Reznor].

	 

	So, you see, we were so innocent. When I worked at Chaosium, they would openly smoke weed. When making business decisions, they'd sit in the back and say, "I'm going to go cook up some hash for us." I'd always think, Oh, hash, that sounds yummy. No. Not that kind of hash. But they were very open about it. I'd be there, and they'd pass the [pipe] around, and they'd always politely pass it to me, just to give me a chance. I would never take it. I'm sure I got plenty of second-hand [exposure], but that's all right; what are you gonna do?

	 

	But at id, they weren't even hard drinkers. Those guys were amazingly clean cut. They had to figure out [American had been given] PCP from what the doctors said. Maybe some of them smoked dope at home, but if they did, they didn't talk about it.

	 

	I'm interested in your take on Doom versus Doom 2. Many fans point to Doom 2 as their favorite, but I prefer the original because it had a mix of horror and action. Halls of the Damned is a perfect level to demonstrate that. I just wondered if you had a preference between the two games, as someone who made so many levels for each of them.

	 

	Sandy Petersen: We learned a lot on Doom 1. With Doom 2, we weren't constrained by the episode [format]. But I always have to go for the first one. Everything was fresh and new. No one had seen anything like it. It was cool and exciting. I did do new things in Doom 2, like the city levels. But everything was new in Doom 1.

	 

	I don't know which one is more fun to play. It took about six weeks to do a level and get it to where I felt it was polished and finished. Now, that wasn't six weeks only on that level. I spent probably two weeks only on one level, and then there were four weeks where I'd work on other levels, try new things out, get an idea and go back to an older level. So, I played all those levels a lot.

	 

	In fact, I'm often asked this question of my modern games, "What's your favorite civilization in the Cthulhu Wars?" The answer is always the same: The level, or the feature of the game that's getting the most love and attention for me at any given time, is the one that isn't fully working. It's broken, or something doesn't feel right about it, so I spend all my time playing and focusing on the things that are the worst in order to make them good and bring them up to [the standard of] the other levels. So, my favorite thing is always the worst thing, which I know doesn't make logical sense to most players.

	 

	That said, some of the levels were super fun and easy to design. Tricks and Traps was super fun in Doom 2.

	 

	Yeah, that's one of my favorite Doom 2 levels. When I wanted to play for a few minutes, I'd load Doom 2, jump to that level, give myself all the weapons, and then go into the room with all the Barons and the Cyberdemon and just watch them fight.

	 

	Sandy Petersen: Isn't that a great fight? I love that fight. You have to be careful not to participate or they'll turn on you. That level was an octagon with eight different places, each of which is a prank. That was really fun to design for me. Another big thing about Doom 2 was I no longer had any of Tom Hall's levels that I had to adapt to my way of thinking. A lot of levels in Doom 1 were mine from the start, but I think the combination of what he'd done and my trying to adapt it often led to interesting results. They weren't all mine, which was kind of fun. I'm not saying my way was better or worse; I was just different.

	 

	I named all the levels, is another thing.

	 

	That you worked on, or in the entire game?

	 

	Sandy Petersen: All the levels in the game were named by me. John and American didn't name their levels. I had to name them; that was part of my job.

	 

	When he talks to me, John Romero usually refers to levels by their episode and map numbers.

	 

	Sandy Petersen: Yeah. Oh, Barrels of Fun [Doom 2, Level 21] was really fun to design, too. I love the opening to that level. You have to charge down the hall through barrels and dodge backward at just the right moment so you don't get exploded.

	 

	That seems to be another signature of yours: The first thing you see at the start sets the tone for your levels.

	 

	Sandy Petersen: Yes. I like to let players know what's in store for them. I telegraph things. I think that's more fun for the player. Also, you get that in E1M8, which is one of the two levels I did for Episode 1. You start off and see the barrels below, with all the demons around, and if you hit the barrels just right, you can [explode] all the demons.

	 

	That was interesting, too, because it's sort of a gimme. You see a big pack of monsters, but you can kill all of them with a single bullet by shooting a barrel. From there, the progression takes you from that, an easy challenge, to a more significant challenge, the first fight against Barons of Hell.

	 

	Sandy Petersen: Yeah. You know, I think Map 10 of Doom 2—and I could be wrong because this was 23 years ago—I think that was the original boss level for Episode 1 of Doom. Tom Hall started it, and I ended up building one from scratch, which became E1M8. But then I said, "Maybe this map [Map 10] isn't so bad, but just not a boss level." I took elements of it—going through this big underground base, and then at the end was the Baron of Hell—but I just said, "This isn't a boss level. A boss level should be themed around the boss. It's the boss's house." That was my feeling. The boss levels in Doom and Doom 2 weren't ordinary levels, or in Quake. The boss levels were [unique].

	 

	They also had a much tighter focus. You didn't have to worry about going through a labyrinth.

	 

	Sandy Petersen: Yeah, and even if you didn't want to get to the boss, you were forced to fight it. I did get assistance from John Romero on E1M8. I wanted to have this giant, star-shaped [interior] and for all the walls to lower after you killed the Barons of Hell. John Carmack didn't want to do it, so Romero went to bat for me.

	 

	Sandy Petersen continues to venture further beyond the veil. In the summer of 2017, he crowdsourced Cthulhu Wars Onslaught 3, smashing through his Kickstarter goal of $100,000 by raising over $1 million.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 5: Above All

	 

	JOHN ROMERO WAS dismissed from id Software in early August 1996. Before leaving the office, he packed up mementos: Floppy disks CDs containing game assets, posters, personal items. Along with his keepsakes, intangibles departed with him. Elements of id's culture that, like Romero, had overstayed their welcome in the eyes of some of the remaining principals.

	"Quake 2 was an enjoyable project to work on, but I definitely missed Romero," Adrian Carmack said. "He's very funny; he has a great sense of humor. You've talked to him a bit, so you know. He's fun to hang around with. He adds a lot to the atmosphere."

	Billiards and foosball tables were shunted off in corners. Deathmatch during office hours was prohibited.

	"It was more because we were shuffling offices around, rather than some kind of work ethic thing," said Sandy Petersen of the changes that took place at id. "Deathmatching was indeed banned, which was a problem, because obviously you need to test levels in deathmatch. But it is also true that some people spent too much time on deathmatch instead of working."

	Veteran developers suspected what they would work on next. The back-to-back-to-back success stories of Commander Keen, Wolfenstein 3D, and Doom had established id's production formula. When the team developed a new franchise, they carved up its inaugural game between shareware and retail. The next step was to develop a sequel using the same technology, and consumers would snap it up while excitement over the first game was still fresh. 

	Quake 2 seemed a given. However, there was another step in the company's methodology.

	The two Johns had been the wizards of id. Romero had been the face of the company. Carmack did his best work operating behind the curtain. Romero was gone, but Carmack's role did not change. He was a metronome, setting the beat to which everyone else marched. While the rest of the team built sequels by harnessing proven technology, he set aside old paradigms and engineered new tech.

	Following Quake's launch, Carmack committed himself to upgrading id Tech 2. Implementing new features and building new platforms was Carmack's favorite part of development, and it took as long as he needed it to take. "'Glacial' isn't the right word because he isn't slow," American McGee said, speaking to Carmack's methodology. "He didn't care about story or design. He just wanted the thing to be implemented, the structure to be built, and to push it out the door so he could move on to the next thing. I think his timing, more than anything else, pushed everything forward."

	Carmack also cared little for social niceties. New hires such as Jennell Jaquays discovered that while Carmack could be civil, not every developer received the honor of his full attention. "John was aloof, John was remote," Jaquays said. "If you weren't really interested in cars, like his Ferraris, you didn't really have a point of reference, and I was not a car person," she continued. "I drove a 1981 Lincoln Continental because that was the family's second car, and I needed something that could get through Wisconsin winters: A big chunk of steel."

	Paul Steed, another new recruit, joined Carmack's inner circle. An artist known for painting fantastical environments and buxom female characters, Steed was a relative newcomer to technology. He served in the U.S. Air Force for six years before joining Origin in 1991 after answering a job ad that read simply, Fantasy artist wanted. He landed the job based on sketches illustrated by hand. At the age of 27, he put down his pencil and picked up a mouse to learn art software. Judging polygons too blocky and ugly for the type of aircraft he envisioned for Strike Commander, the next game by Wing Commander (and Star Citizen) creator Chris Roberts, he rejected the industry-wide push toward 3D graphics and painted beautifully detailed, pixel-art ships and tanks using older software.

	Steed climbed the ranks at Origin, taking the lead on several titles as art director and later as project director on several games. A potent mix of artistic talent and tireless ambition led him to the position of art director at Iguana Entertainment before being hired by id Software in 1996. 

	Steed prioritized art before technology, but his chiseled physique and swagger, both honed during his time in the military, caught Carmack's eye. So did Steed's ability to create assets that played to Carmack's latest and greatest engines, one of the qualities that had endeared Romero and American McGee to Carmack.

	Besides his Type-A personality and striking visual style, Steed introduced another element to id's culture: The drive to create art that served a purpose. "I think Paul's arrival put the art department at id in a different position as far as thinking about what they could do, and what they should do as their contribution to the game," said McGee.

	Id’s artists had left indelible marks on projects before Paul Steed joined the company. John Carmack's engines drove technology, and level designers constructed shooting galleries with unique architecture and monster placement; but without the vision of Adrian Carmack and Kevin Cloud, id's games may not have been as memorable. When American McGee had wanted to drape Quake maps in metal and lava, Cloud and Adrian had delivered textures. Sandy Petersen had the brilliant idea to open Doom's E2M8 map with four Barons of Hell impaled on the walls, but Adrian had been the one to paint the grisly décor.

	Adrian's and Cloud's concept sketches and game assets did more than meet needs. More often than not, they served as guideposts. "The art department largely drove output because they were the first in the factory," McGee explained. "You had to have textures before you could start building stuff. If the art department started making textures with an overarching goal in mind, then without having to say anything, they could get a result of certain content being built, or not."

	In Wolfenstein 3D, Doom, and Quake, art direction had performed a function. They were memorable—Wolfenstein’s Nazi décor and grisly death animations, Doom’s hellfire and brimstone, Quake’s mix of military bases and Lovecraftian castles—but utilitarian. They established theme and setting, then took a backseat to running and gunning. For id's next project, Steed sought to unify visuals with gameplay. To make art direction an extension of storytelling, and vice versa. 

	He was not alone. Several developers who had been around since the Doom and Quake days had been keen to write narratives that linked levels and characters, an approach contrary to that of Quake. "We had a group of people by that point who were interested enough in [telling stories]," McGee recalled, "but there was also the other faction who were not interested in that, and who were looking at the engine purely as a vehicle for multiplayer-action type stuff. I think that's another part of the split that started to happen. It wasn't just politics and personalities, it was also a pulling in two different directions of what that technology could do and the kinds of products that id would make."

	Cloud and Adrian fell on the same side of the fence as McGee and Steed. While John Carmack toiled on tech, artists drafted sketches depicting members of a fierce new type of enemy. "Kevin came up with the concept of the Strogg, this vampiric race of aliens that would invade planets and then just Borg-ify the people, steal them, use their body parts," said Tim Willits. "It had a little bit of horror, a little bit of sci-fi, a little bit of action."

	Seeking cohesion, Cloud and the other artists thought of ways to connect art and narrative. They devised little touches such as a communications device for players to carry around. By pressing a button, they could call up the device’s interface and read over mission objectives, track how many enemies they'd killed and see how many secrets remained to discover. As they progressed, unseen comrades would bark updates and new orders through the device, guiding them to the next area and mission. "You would occasionally hear other voices coming in over the coms," said Jaquays. "A lot of that came from Steed, who was the only member of the staff who had a military background."

	Steed's military background informed the story that Cloud devised for id's next game, a first-person shooter inspired by The Guns of Navarone, a 1961 action-adventure film based on the 1957 novel of the same name. Influenced by the Battle of Leros during World War II, Guns of Navarone sees Axis forces capture the island of Kheros, marooning over 2,000 British troops. To keep the Allies at bay, they install radar-powered superguns on Navarone, a nearby fictional island. The Allies take to the sky and attempt to bomb the guns, only for the superweapons to blast them out of the clouds. Knowing the guns must be destroyed before Kheros can be retaken, Allied commanders assemble an elite squad of soldiers to infiltrate Navarone, destroy the weapons, and clear a path for assault.

	Cloud's pitch mirrored the film's story, but with an alien race called the Strogg instead of Axis soldiers, and the Strogg’s home planet instead of an island. "We would be fighting the Strogg, and our fleet couldn't invade the Strogg planet because of the Big Gun," Willits elaborated, "so they sent in these small groups [of marines] in the little pods. Your mission was to find the Big Gun and knock it out so the strike force could come in. Straight out of the movie Guns of Navarone."

	The story had numerous benefits. It was easy to follow, heavy on action, and bore no resemblance to a proposal for Quake’s inevitable that had been made months earlier by John Romero. "After I left, there was all this bad blood," Romero said. "Now [they were of the mindset that] Quake is a piece of shit and they hate it, even though it's doing unbelievably great for them. They're like, 'Fuck H. P. Lovecraft, fuck all the shit that was supposedly random. We're going to do something [different].'"

	Critics and fans shared the opinions of many of id's developers. While they praised Quake's gameplay and multiplayer, the campaign's levels had felt discordant, jumping between futuristic military bases to castles to metallic fortresses to eldritch dimensions. For roughly a week before his firing, Romero had spitballed Quake 2's direction with the other designers. He had proposed that players take on the role of a miner on Mars, or perhaps a moon of Mars. "You're in a mining facility," he said. "It's funny because Red Faction [developed by Volition, 2001] went all the way with that original idea, except they had destructible environments."

	With Romero gone, id's developers saw no reason to adhere to build on Quake's narrative. There was little to build on, anyway. "I remember Sandy Petersen, John Romero, and American [McGee]," Willits said of early design talks for Quake 2. "I can't remember who else was in the room, but we came up with this story, and it was so bad. Once Romero got the boot and we rebooted the design, it was, 'Let's do Guns of Navarone. It's a classic story and easy to understand. Let's change the setting and use aliens.'"

	Romero had bounced back quickly after his firing, co-founding Ion Storm with Tom Hall and setting up shop in the penthouse suite of Chase Tower in Dallas, Texas. T new digs, only a few miles from id Software, were a study in contrast to the Quake developer's more spartan grounds. Ion Storm spent lavishly, hiring interior decorators to deck out the penthouse with arcade cabinets, a big-screen TV, couches for gaming marathons, and beds and a shower room so developers could crash at the office. A gigantic company logo dominated Ion Storm's lobby. Curse words and shouts echoed through the halls as Romero and his associates blasted one another to bits in deathmatch.

	Soon enough, Romero was seated on the opposite side of the negotiating table. No longer hashing out licensing agreements to build games powered by Carmack's engines, he licensed id Tech 2 to get a running start on Daikatana, his samurai-themed first-person shooter. Working with id gave Romero a window into his old company's evolving culture, and new hires like Paul Steed. "He brought a weight bench into the center of id," he said of Steed, "and if you ever called the place, you'd hear, 'UGH! UGH!' He's bench-pressing constantly, trying to get everyone else into it. John [Carmack] got into it because John liked to lift weights."

	Carmack had no qualms about licensing his tech to a former colleague. Romero had crashed and burned during Quake, in his view, but Carmack acknowledged him as one of the best level designers around—when he channeled his exuberance and creativity into being productive. Besides, working with Romero was good business. According to id's licensing agreement, the studio got a cut of royalties on any game built on its foundation.

	Few developers at id expected Daikatana to be good, but not because Romero was the one behind the wheel. "The culture at id was an interesting culture," Petersen recalled. "It was partly 'id über alles,'" he continued, the German term for above all and featured prominently in the first stanza of Germany's national anthem prior to the end of the Third Reich following WWII. "We were the best company. We were super cocky. We thought we had the best stuff. Everything we did was absolutely the bomb. Sometimes that hurt us."

	Quake's developers took one look at the likes of Unreal, a shooter made by Epic Games running on an engine coded by studio founder Tim Sweeney, and dismissed it. They gave an equally chilly shoulder to the release of a demo for Half-Life, another FPS made by startup Valve Software that ran on a heavily modified version of id Tech 2. Half-Life differed from Quake and Doom by inserting character interactions to break up fights against soldiers and aliens. The game featured advanced artificial intelligence as well as unorthodox weapons such as tiny one-eyed bugs that chewed through living creatures in their path and a fleshy alien hand that fired swarms of hornets.

	"Generally speaking, the attitude inside id was more negative toward things that weren't invented there," Jaquays agreed. "That's just the simplest way to describe it. I remember [Valve] came in, I just don't remember a lot of the details, other than that [Half-Life] was different than what we were doing. It was less shoot-em-up than what we were doing."

	McGee remembered standing at the back of a group huddled around a monitor while one of id's developers played through Half-Life's demo. "The typical id response for something that looked like a challenge was to denigrate it and to insult it, and to reject that it could be better than what our team was doing. I said something like, 'That looks really cool. It's really amazing what they've done with the technology.' I got really dirty looks for having said that. It was just this reactionary sort of, 'That's not the right way. That's not how you do this.' When I left id, my first instinct was to go off and use the tech to tell stories because by that point we were seeing games that were leveraging our technology to do more than just running around shooting things."

	"[Jaquays and I] would say, 'These guys are doing good things. This is good that they're doing this," Petersen remembered. "Everyone else would say, 'No, it's not good because it's not us.' It's like they wanted other things to be bad. I guess on one level I wanted [other games] to be bad because I wanted us to be the best company and get all the money, right? But I could see that we weren't the best company anymore, at least in some respects."

	Petersen observed a disconnect between the dismissive attitude of his peers and what other developers—both professional studios and amateurs who made mods for fun—were making with id's technology. Quake Rally, a mod written in QuakeC by a user who went by the online handle Bravo_Zulu, was a racing game that had race cars speeding around turns from a third-person perspective. The fact that Quake, a shooter, could be repackaged as a racing game impressed Petersen. "They'd say, 'Look how great our game is. People are making these creative mods,'" he remembered. "I'd say, 'Why aren't we doing this?' That's when I started losing faith in the genius of id Software."

	Romero floated a theory in answer to Petersen's query. "Id Software didn't trust anyone who wasn't an owner to take charge of a discipline."

	The team had been small during Romero's years at the company, leaving its early members to play to their strengths as a way of covering for their weaknesses. Adrian Carmack and Kevin Cloud created art; Tom Hall had led design on Commander Keen and Wolfenstein 3D; Romero and other level designers had built flexible tools and incredible levels featuring a variety of settings and gameplay opportunities; and John Carmack wrote game engines. 

	Although Carmack took input from other developers such as Michael Abrash, who had departed id after shipping Quake to seek other coding challenges, id's road was paved by Carmack's whims. "There's nobody there who can tell him what to do because nobody else can code," Romero said. "I'm a coder; I could talk to John about programming all day long. But I was gone, and there was nobody left at the company who could really challenge him because no one had experience. There was a big design void and no ownership of it. That meant that if Carmack wanted to do something, he was going to do it."

	Romero was half right in his assessment of id Software's post-Quake hierarchy. He was hardly the only other programmer to code alongside Carmack. A parade of others followed, from Michael Abrash and John Cash to Brian Hook, another new hire who had nearly two years of experience writing tools and applications for graphics cards before joining id. Where Romero was correct was in his declaration of the role those coders filled. Abrash was a hero of John Carmack's, but although Abrash had proven invaluable during the development of id Tech 2, Carmack had been the vision holder, as he had been the driving force behind the breakthroughs that had informed every id game to date: scrolling graphics for Commander Keen, pseudo-3D spaces for shooters from Hovertank 3D to Doom, and true-3D movement for Quake.

	At id, Carmack's technology came first. Design, and everything else, came second.

	 

	BY MID-MARCH OF 1997, id’s team had made significant progress on the creative direction of their next first-person shooter. The identity of that FPS was still a subject of debate.

	Since their Guns of Navarone-inspired project had no relationship with Quake's premise and milieus, there was no reason for the game to be labeled Quake 2. After months of arguing, those in favor of creating a new property waved the white flag. The new game was being written in QuakeC, which meant that even though its characters and story would be unrelated to Quake, its technology made it a branch on id Tech 2's family tree. "Quake was different because it was a whole different engine, and the feeling was that Quake 2 wasn't a different engine, therefore it was the same game," Petersen said. "John Carmack always looked at the engine as the important part. Not the storyline, not the action, not the art. The engine was the game."

	Adrian Carmack explained that id's lawyers rather than John Carmack or another developer planted the seed for positioning the game as a Quake sequel. Anytime their attorneys foresaw a single possible trademark dispute—not just in games, but washing machines, tables, clothing—they would advise id to go with a different name. The titles Doom and Quake had been generic enough that legal disputes had seemed unlikely. "We had a list of a hundred or so names, and they would all get rejected," Adrian said. "Finally it was just, 'Fuck it. Quake 2 it is.' It was terrible, you know? That should have been a new franchise."

	"It really should have been called something different," Willits admitted. "We should have had Quake 1, the new IP, and then Quake 3 would be Quake 2, and Quake 4 would have been [a sequel to] the new IP. That's what we should have done. Now we have this identity issue for Quake. Quake 1 and Quake 3 kind of fit together, and Quake 2 and Quake 4 fit together, but they don't all fit together."

	Work on Quake 2 proceeded apace. Weapons were derived from Quake's arsenal. In addition to a grenade launcher, players would be able to pull pins on grenades and lob them. The longer they held the fire button, the further the grenade would sail. 

	Strogg enemies inhabited levels in various stages of completion. John Cash, one of id's programmers, developed a complex AI system that made the Strogg exponentially more intelligent than the demons and denizens of Doom and Quake, whose behavior defaulted to moving toward players in a straight line and attacking. "They were starting to develop production content," Jaquays remembered. "The game was actually more complex at that point, in terms of play mechanics, than it would end up being. Then John [Carmack] and two other people went off to E3, which was in Atlanta that year, and when they came back, we were told that John was going to rewrite the entire game in DLLs. And he did."

	Short for dynamic-link library, DLL files promote greater efficiency in programming as well as user resources. A DLL can contain blocks of code and data that can be shared between any applications that uses it, cutting back on the number of times programmers have to duplicate information. DLL files were not available in DOS, Microsoft's command line-driven operating system, but were being embraced by developers of Windows 95 and 98 applications.

	Reading up on DLLs, Carmack saw numerous advantages over QuakeC. "It would definitely be more efficient as a DLL," he wrote in a .plan—work logs created in UNIX and popular among developers, and a precursor to blogs—dated March 13, 1997. "As we do more sophisticated game logic, efficiency becomes more and more important. For simple deathmatch modifications this wouldn't be a big deal, but for full-size game levels it will likely be at least a 5% to 10% overall speed improvement."

	Carmack found that Quake 2's game logic could be nestled in a DLL file. When and if that logic needed to be debugged or revised, id's programmers would only need to sift through a single file, preserving the architecture and state of other files. "We are directing significant effort towards making Quake 2 a better game, as well as just a better multiplayer virtual world. Quake 1 was pretty messed up from a game [design] standpoint, and we don't plan on doing that again," Carmack wrote in another .plan posted on March 18.

	Restructuring Quake 2 to run on DLLs boosted efficiency in some areas. It did not, however, mitigate the ripple effects caused by Carmack's unilateral policies.

	"The biggest issue we had with the game, with any of the games and with John working on them, was sometimes he would leave the building at night and break the system," Jaquays explained. "It had a direct effect on me because I had kids. I'd get the kids off to school and then come into work. I was one of the first people in. I would come into the office at eight-thirty and have a broken engine, which meant I had nothing I could do."

	 

	 


Chapter 6: Backtracking

	 

	OVER SIX YEARS, John Carmack had proven himself one of the most brilliant programmers in the world. 

	He had repurposed old technologies to coax PC hardware into drawing tile-based environments that scrolled as smoothly as Super Mario games flowed on Nintendo’s NES console. 

	He had broken free of two dimensions and set players free to explore vibrant 3D worlds. 

	He had invented deathmatch, where friends and strangers armed with a modem and a BFG can close the gap between continents.

	All those accomplishments, all that genius—until 1997, when Carmack met his match. 

	A door. 

	"It has always been a problem with Quake that putting a door in front of a complex area didn’t make the scene run any faster, unlike Doom," Carmack wrote in a .plan.

	Following Quake's release, Carmack had run a test. He had been keeping an eye on GPUs (graphics processing units), more commonly known as video cards containing dedicated processors and memory which generate visuals more efficiently than a PC's built-in hardware. Many manufacturers predicated their GPUs on OpenGL, a set of graphics routines capable of rendering visuals an order of magnitude more stunning than those produced by software, the paradigm used in Quake and other early first-person shooters.

	Carmack took OpenGL and GPUs for a spin by writing GLQuake, a port of the game that wrapped the original source code in hardware-enhanced capabilities such as transparent water, crisper textures, and real-time lighting and shadows. GLQuake was a testbed for features Carmack wanted to include in Quake 2, but doors and OpenGL seemed unable to get along.

	The problem, he explained in his write-up, was twofold. As players approached a door, GLQuake would slow to a crawl due to the complexity of the geometry being drawn and redrawn hundreds of times every second. That hadn't been a problem in Doom: Whether a door separated the player's location from a closet-sized chamber or a sprawling cave full of monsters, id Tech 1 had deftly processed sprites and pixels, pumping out environments and animated actors without missing a beat. 

	The second issue was that Quake's monsters could hear sounds on the other side of doors. It was a realistic but unintentional touch. Forbidding monsters penned in rooms from hearing sounds until players opened a door facilitated better gameplay by giving players a chance to get the jump on enemies.

	Carmack quickly pinpointed the cause of both problems. Quake's engine employs a culling mechanism known as PVS, or Potentially Visible Set. PVS calculates an approximation of everything players can see from their current position. When a door opens, all the data previously sealed behind it—monster positions and movement, architecture, items, projectiles such as bullets and fireballs—are added to the PVS, which labors under the increased amount of numbers to crunch. 

	To lighten the load, Carmack modified id Tech 2 to include an entity called areaportal. Each areaportal acts as a fence post with which programmers can demarcate areas of a map. Most are placed in doorframes. If Quake 2 detects areaportals beyond a door, and those areaportals are inactive—meaning the door is closed—nothing beyond the door will be counted as active and factored into PVS. Adding areaportals not only gave id Tech 2's rendering speeds a boost, it lessened burdens placed on network bandwidth as well, especially for deathmatch sessions on larger maps.

	Many of Carmack's sweeping changes to id Tech 2 manifested in ways noticeable only to those with an eye for technical details. Under the hood, the engine increased support for hardware-accelerated graphics provided by GPUs by building on the foundation Carmack had laid for GLQuake. Packaging Quake 2's logic and other proprietary components in DLLs permitted modders to write custom gameplay rules for Quake 2 without revealing trade secrets that id preferred to keep to itself.

	Other engine upgrades benefited Quake 2's artists and level designers. The most obvious change was the game’ palette, which brimmed with primary colors that juxtaposed sharply with the first game's brown and metallic leanings. Also unlike Quake, the sequel's palette and texture sets facilitated the overarching goal of synthesizing gameplay, art, and story. "Going into it, we felt we had good design, which, you always feel that way. You never feel like, 'This game is going to suck, but we're going to make it anyway,'" Adrian Carmack said. "I was happy with the design direction, so the palette was decided from the get-go. There was nobody coming in saying, 'You need to get the palette done now' because someone doesn't feel creative or whatever. There were no excuses. We took care of the palette as we felt like it."

	Quake 2 flooded screens with a multitude of colors. The result of a broadened palette translated to environments that varied, but within the context of the story being told and larger setting of the Strogg's planet. Mines and dungeons were draped in grays, blacks, and browns. Other areas hosted unique architecture such as ziggurats, roads, and computer labs. Blazing, sunset-like color schemes made for distinct backdrops. "Near the end of Quake 2, one of the projects we had was to go back into every one of our maps and think in terms of colored lightning," said Jennell Jaquays. "That was our first foray into 3D accelerators. We changed lighting, but we couldn't change geometry because it still had to work in software rendering. So, we knew that he had been working on something, and his shiny object was 3D [accelerated graphics]." 

	Drawing from a deeper spectrum meant that designers and artists had to think about factors such as color theory. For instance, if players spent a lengthy period of time roaming around terrain that was blue, a transition to red backgrounds such as bridges suspended over boiling lava would be much more conspicuous than speeding through structures painted in shades of brown.

	The first Quake had boasted unique yet disjointed levels. Quake 2, while still a shooting gallery at heart, presented a consistent world thanks to the combined efforts of id's artists and designers. "In the early days, we didn't have the bandwidth to think about color," McGee said. "As we became more confident as storytellers, and learned architecture and how to work with tools, and as we had artists coming on board who were able to think that way, the team started to adopt that more and more."

	 

	QUAKE 2’S ENEMIES were conceptualized by senior developers such as Adrian Carmack, Kevin Cloud, and Paul Steed. Outside of initial mockups, bringing them to life was a responsibility shouldered by developers from every discipline within id.

	First, artists envisioned characters and added features that communicated their role in the Strogg race. Cloud imagined the Strogg as a cruel race that enslaved and vivisected their enemies to meld cybernetics and living organisms into abominations. Fliers, for instance, are hawk-sized monsters built from cybernetic parts and a human face stretched over their chassis. Berserkers are captured marines implanted with metal arms that pound and pierce. The Gunner is a nightmarish construct of a marine merged with a cyborg body—one arm replaced with a machine gun, the other with a grenade launcher, a spine fused to their fleshy backs.

	Once a character's design was more or less pinned down, programmers wired it with a personality. Guards toting laser pistols or machine guns occasionally drop into a crouch to let rockets and bullets sail over their heads. Berserkers sprint at players along a weaving path, making them harder to hit. Such characteristics are minor, but occur frequently enough to establish the Strogg are smarter than the average zombie.

	Ambulatory and mean-spirited thanks to a programmer's code, a Strogg became one more tool at the disposal of level designers American McGee, Tim Willits, Jennell Jaquays, Christian Antkow, and Brandon James. Unlike id's previous games, Quake 2 would not divide its levels into episodes. Stratification had worked in the past because simple stories did not hinge on players knocking off episodes in a particular order. Levels are grouped in 10 units, or settings, such as a military base, a prison, a factory, and mines. A unit's levels connect seamlessly by way of doors, access tunnels, corridors, and vehicles such as trams. As players leave a unit, they trigger a brief loading screen and then continue playing in the next unit.

	Along with visual cohesion, Quake 2's units charged players with missions broken into smaller tasks. The level designers had to keep those tasks in mind as they worked. "For most of the groupings of levels, we were given an objective that we had to have the player complete in that level," Jaquays remembered. "Usually the theme was, 'Find the big expensive piece of Strogg hardware and blow it up.'"

	Before beginning a map, designers were told what objectives players would need to accomplish as well as enemies and weapons they should introduce in their maps. Jaquays was assigned the Flyer, which debuts in Unit 1's city-like environs. She unveiled the Flyer by having it wait to appear until players reached a point where they had returned to a previously explored area, one of any level designer's best tricks that spices up backtracking. "A lot of times we could trigger new events," Jaquays said. "If you went through a map and completed the one beyond it, we could set a flag that said, 'When players come back, there are new challenges.' Guards had shown up, there was a bigger monster that hadn't been there before."

	Triggering events and rolling out new challenges can be a clever trick if it's used fairly and logically. Players might feel cheated if they traverse a corridor half a dozen times only to get jumped by a mob of Strogg with no warning their thirteenth time through. In Quake 2, event triggers tie into progression. Players make two trips to Unit 1's Installation area: first to gain access to the Comm Center, and again to throw a lever that lowers a bridge leading to Unit 2. Between visits, events such as explosions and the appearance of Jaquays' Flyers are telegraphed in different ways. Flyers, dispatched by Strogg lieutenants to slow the player's momentum, can be heard before they're seen thanks to a telltale whirring sound. 

	Backtracking is one of Quake 2's most distinctive features. Mission objectives send players back and forth, opening up new wings of regions they were unable to enter until completing goals in another, and instilling a strong sense of place. Knowing that players would traverse regions more than once meant the designers would have to map out each area with continuity in mind, treating levels like patches on a quilt instead of separate pieces of cloth. "You make maps that wrap back on themselves so that you pass the door you're going to come out of on your way back, as you're making your way in," explained McGee. "It might be a door, a cliff overlooking [terrain] so that you jump down from the place you've been. The fun in backtracking is when you surprise the player with the way they get back to the point where they started."

	Architecture and seemingly innocuous visual cues could be used to foreshadow where players needs to go or what they should try next. Quake 2's interconnected world meant players often ended up at a vantage point overlooking buildings and landscapes, teasing where they may be headed next. "A lot of times you communicate by foreshadowing: 'Oh, there's a key I can see at the other end of the level, so I know what my goal is,'" McGee went on. "But what you don't realize is there's also something right in front of you that acts as the mechanism for allowing you to come back to where you've started. I think that surprise is what makes people feel like, 'That's really cool: This was in front of me all along, and I've walked through it and I'm back where I've started."

	Players did not wind up in expansive outdoor areas just to catch a glimpse of the next landmark on their journey. Improvements to id Tech 2 freed designers from the constraint of claustrophobic levels necessitated by the first Quake's inability to render larger areas. Sites such as massive courtyards broadened Quake 2's scope.

	Not that rendering sprawling cities was simple. For all its enhancements, Quake 2 found itself straddling a dividing line. Many players had slotted GPUs into their PCs, but they were a minority. "For Quake 2 especially, the bigger focus was, how do we keep things simple enough that they can be shown in the software renderer?" Jaquays said.

	Even with changes such as Potentially Visible Set, Quake 2 had to accommodate players with video cards as well as those without. Larger spaces such as the mountainous Outlands in Unit 8 and the Toxic Waste Dump rotting away in Unit 6 were possible, but had to be crafted with awareness of how much scenery the engine could draw. "If you saw really large spaces, you knew that designer was overcoming a challenge," Jaquays continued. "I put some really large spaces in, but the thing was to design to make it work, and create a bug-free space that looks interesting. Because of the Strogg architecture, the game had some interesting play spaces in it."

	 

	AT FIRST BLUSH, Quake 2's mission-based objectives appear to be smoke and mirrors.

	Instead of finding the blue key to open the blue door, the mission du jour of Doom and Quake, players have to lop off a Tank Commander's head and carry it to a door scanner to access a new region. Instead of every creature being a hostile, players penetrate a Strogg prison to find walls painted in gore and fellow marines crawling and stumbling about, driven mad by torture and vivisection. Ambient noises such as marine chatter over radios flow beneath the heavy-metal soundtrack performed by Sonic Mayhem, another major departure from Quake..

	Greater scrutiny exposes those mechanics as roses by other names. The severed head players use to open a door functions no differently than the keycards of the past. Tortured marines are set decoration, incapable of fighting alongside players or chatting with them. The player's radio regurgitates chatter until players advance to the next objective.

	For all the thought and attention that went into settings such as mineshafts and warehouses and Strogg laboratories, Quake 2 is still a shooting gallery. Unlike its predecessor, though, that gallery is active rather than passive.

	Quake 2's campaign straddles the generational line between the shoot-don't-think formula created by id, and the more narrative-driven FPS games such as Half-Life and Halo that followed. Most of Quake 2's objectives amount to shooting enemies and destroying objects, but crossing off objectives such as such as interacting with a satellite dish to beam a signal into the sky or smashing the Strogg’ Big Gun to bits so that more marines can storm the planet remind players that they are agents of change as well as mass destruction.

	"I think it was the next logical step," Jaquays said. "I think that was around the time Half-Life was being developed off the original Quake engine, and I know they brought it down for us to see. Shooting things was the Quake method [of progression]. A lot of it was just figuring out where players go next, and [asking] what other things can they do while they're here? What else would be interesting to investigate while they're here? You fight the monster, and you turn the corner, and there's your big reveal of this giant temple in the city, and, 'Oh my god, what's that thing? I've never seen anything like that.'"

	Most importantly, hallways tie together rooms, which make up areas, which make up the units that form a larger setting, deepening immersion and reminding players that they inhabit a world, albeit one where advancement still hinges on itchy trigger fingers. "I think that was an element that arrived as we saw other games doing the same thing, and with the inclusion of new blood like Paul Steed," McGee agreed. "I think that inspired everyone to up their game and wrap more story into what was being presented."

	Quake 2's motivation was straightforward, but that was fine. Keeping things simple allowed players to jump feet-first into a Quake sequel without fretting over what happened in the first game. Once players were in, game design, artwork, and audio would do the rest, provided the developers were given time and space to nurture the elements in their care.

	"We were going to fight these aliens, the Strogg; they did horrible things to the soldiers and turned them into themselves. That was the storyline," Jaquays summarized. "At the end, we needed a big bad to shoot, and, oh, we don't have time to do it really well, so we'll put this guy [the Makron] out there. That was also classic id: We got rushed at the end."

	 

	ONE AUGUST WEEKEND in 1997, Jennell Jaquays emerged from her programming cave soaked in sweat and hustled into the common area. Once a week the team met for a show-and-tell to bring other disciplines up to speed on what everybody was working on. Tim Willits, steadily advancing his way up id's pecking order, was the game's de facto lead level designer, looking over the maps built by the others designers and giving feedback. Jaquays showed one of her works in progress, a secret level found in Unit 1 where players battle enemies in an industrial building. Their reward is getting their hands on the super shotgun a little earlier than those players who overlooked the secret area. 

	After the session ended, Jaquays went back to her desk and opened her top drawer. She withdrew a bottle of Pepto-Bismol, unscrewed the cap, chugged a mouthful, replaced the cap, dropped the bottle back in its cubby, and got back to work.

	The staff not-so-fondly referred to id's office building as the Rubik's Cube from Hell. Their home away from home was the sixth floor of Town East Tower. All dark windows and steel, the cube-like building squatted just off I-635. A blacktop-paved parking lot surrounded it like a squared moat. All that blackness gave the tower a sleek, futuristic look. It also came with a nasty drawback. "We had light shining in, and the outside was black, so it got hot in those offices," Jaquays said. "You could pull the blinds, but it still got warm. So, Friday afternoon, hot office, crammed into a 10-by-10 space with a bunch of other guys, watching over somebody's shoulder while they played."

	Hailing from a background designing pen-and-paper games, Jaquays needed time to get her videogame-design legs under her. She erred on the side of caution and followed examples set by others. Willits, Petersen, and McGee had all been prolific on Quake, so she stuck to their design schemes at first to give herself a foundation to work on, starting with cube-shaped maps and branching out until she had cultivated her own design voice. "At that point, the id engines were additive engines, so everything had to be put together in a certain way to keep visual seams hidden," she said. "We went for a fairly simple style. The other guidance we had was this really large library, for the time, of surface materials that Kevin and Adrian had been making."

	Kevin Cloud and Adrian Carmack shared an office for the majority of Adrian's time at id. Their relationship was symbiotic, each functioning like one arm of a super artist. "Neither one of us really took ownership of the art," Adrian said. "We could take [one another's] art and do your own thing with it, and we were totally fine with that. We talked often. Since we were working in the same office, we were always seeing what the other guy was doing. That helps to keep everything cohesive. We knew what we had to do. We had a good relationship."

	As id's political atmosphere deepened, some developers looked at Adrian and Cloud askance. American McGee came to think of them as the secret leadership cabal of id, often holding differing opinions from Carmack, the third of id's three remaining co-founders. "When you walked past the art department, which was Kevin and Adrian sitting in a room, the door was closed," said McGee. "They lived in an isolation space, and you felt kind of weird going in there because you couldn't talk to one without talking to the other. I worked in the same building with them for four years, but my interactions with them were fairly limited to, 'I need a texture' and 'Okay, you can have that texture,' or 'No, you can't have that texture."

	To McGee, Cloud and Adrian operating like wizards behind a curtain was symbolic of how id had changed since he started at the studio. Like Romero, he had enjoyed id's nonstop crunching on Doom 2 because the context and circumstances had been wildly different than Quake's. Doom 2 had involved coding and design marathons, but it had been fun. "The innocence was gone," McGee said. "To me, that was the radical shift. Going from a place where when I joined up, it was a bunch of boys having fun with their toys and just having a great time showing the world what they could do with technology, to an internal competition that I think was detrimental to the spirit that led to our games being as much fun as they were. I think those things are intrinsically connected. You can't make a happy, fun product if you have a team that's dysfunctional and unhappy."

	According to multiple sources, several tributaries poisoned the well at id. One was ongoing frustration with John Carmack's tendency to make calls that affected projects and the developers working on them. Adrian Carmack had weathered storms such as John locking down player-character textures in Quake, but felt worse for artists and level designers, who scrambled to salvage their work when a game's underlying tech went through abrupt shifts.

	Programmers were just as likely to lose progress thanks to Carmack's whims. According to Adrian, John Cash had written advanced AI routines for Quake 2. With them, the Strogg would have been capable of doing more than occasionally ducking to avoid the player's attacks. Late in development, however, John Carmack rewrote sections of code that broke Cash’s AI. The game was due to ship soon, leaving Cash with no time to reinstitute his designs. "At the end of Quake 2, that was just bullshit," Adrian said. "That wasn't the time to do that. You don't do that at the end of a project. He claimed it was the right thing to do. Well, I had a hard time believing that. It definitely wasn't the right thing to do within the last six months. It tanked the AI and a lot of the gameplay elements that we had. There was so much [content] that was cut out. Kevin was pissed, and I don't blame him. Everybody was mad... except for John Carmack." 

	Paul Steed created other problems. Perhaps fueled by his alpha male personality that originated from or was stoked by his years serving in the U.S. Armed Forces, Steed took id's work-first culture to extremes. "I do recall having some pretty violent interactions with Paul Steed," McGee said. "I would go in and work for 15 or 16 hours and go home, and he would call me from the office at four in the morning and go, 'Where the fuck are you? You should be in the office with the rest of us.' I would tell him, 'I was already on for 16 hours. I needed to go home.' I was just at this limit [of] how long you could stay functional and alive."

	While Steed embraced and enforced id's around-the-clock schedule, he by no means set it. John Carmack famously pulled 12-hour shifts from afternoon until early the following morning. There was an expectation—sometimes tacit, sometimes explicit—that others, especially those he favored, work his schedule.

	There's a simple logic to developers sharing a schedule. Games are multi-faceted constructs that depend on numerous disciplines to take shape. A level designer in need of a texture must speak to an artist. Programmers need to consult one another when code they're working on shares resources with code under a coworker's jurisdiction. Still, some of Quake 2's developers shunned Carmack's all-nighters, either out of preference or outside obligations. Jennell Jaquays had a wife and kids. She set a work schedule of approximately eight o'clock in the morning until six in the evening. Weekends were optional, unless one observed the unspoken rule that every day was a workday. As development wore on, extra hours encroached on her family time. "It was difficult, and it cost me a marriage," Jaquays said. "We were at the office a lot, so you ended up not seeing your kids, not seeing your spouse, not being able to participate in a lot of [family activities], or feeling guilty if you left the office to go participate."

	Steed seemed to welcome conflict over id's schedule, or any other topic. After Quake 2's release, he created a skimpy female skin—or character—for dubbed "Crackwhore" in response to a contest put on by the Crackwhore Clan, a group of female Quake players. When gaming press outlets caught wind of the model, some accused Steed of sexism. Crackwhore may be a clan of female gamers, but the model had been created by a man, which made it sexist. "I like voluptuous women, and I think guys (and some women) like and appreciate the 'cheesecake' aspect of it. It was just for fun," Steed said in an interview with gaming blog loonygames. "It irks me how people responded to it as far as the sexist and misongynistic [sic] overtones were attached. I'm not a sexist and I'm not a misogynist. Funny thing about it is that more guys than women really voiced their offense to me. How can you be offended by it? It's just a computer image. There's nothing lewd about it. Well...borderline lewd, but nothing pornographic unless you slap some naked skin on it."4

	When the interviewer pointed out that the Crackwhore character collapsed and wiggled her butt in the air after dying, Steed shrugged off the insinuation. "Well yeah, that was intentional," he said in the interview. "She was 'in character'. I'll make the 'wholsome [sic] girl' model next month and make her fit somehow in a world of death and gibs."5

	Steed continued his self-professed infatuation with beautiful women when, after joining WildTangent in 2001, he created a visualizer for music app Winamp that depicted a scantily clad woman dancing to the user's tunes. In 1999, he partnered with Ritual Entertainment's Murphy Michaels to hold a fan contest called Low Poly Lovedoll challenge. It started as an informal contest between artists in the industry over who could build the best low-polygon-count model of a female character. Steed and Michaels extended it to the Quake community. The winner would see his or her model rigged into Quake 3 as a custom character, with Steed passing verdict on entries based on the categories of pose, proportions, texture potential, animation potential, and overall use of triangles. 

	While participants were impressed and delighted by the fact that a developer at one of the world's most popular game companies was interacting with them, many looked back on the contest with a critical, more mature eye. "The result was essentially a pornography competition, with some models even having incredibly detailed and animating genitalia," wrote Kotaku user Hawk, who competed. "The competition was scrapped because they couldn't find a way to judge the models without them fall into the public's hands and possibly ripped. I think it was for the best, as it was sort of a shameful competition anyway."

	In a 2008 episode of The Jace Hall Show, an online program starring the eponymous game designer and founder of Blood and Middle-earth: Shadow of Mordor creator Monolith Productions, Hall interviewed Steed about the negative press attracted by the Crackwhore model. "So, they thought you were maybe misogynistic?" Hall asked. "No, no, no," Steed said, "I'm not misogynistic. I just objectify women."

	Although Hall's show was known for taking a sarcastic slant on interviews, other comments Hall and Steed made seemed indicative of his reputation in the industry. "You've been known to go to bars at game developers' conferences," Hall said, "have a bit to drink, and then kick someone's ass if they're talking too much shit to you." Steed hesitated, seeming to decide whether or not to answer. "The games industry people are… they're kind of soft," Hall continued. "They're not trying to hit each other."

	"Well, I let them hit me first," Steed replied.

	Steed died suddenly in 2012. A prolific designer and artist, his body of work and talent left a mark on every product he touched and inspired peers who set up a college fund to help support his wife and two children. 

	Others, however, found it difficult to shed a single tear. "Nobody missed him," one developer told me. "This wasn't even during Quake 2. This was his whole life, basically. Beating people up, just being a big bully."

	In October 1997, id Software pushed out Q2test1, a demo that let the general public try Quake 2's single-player campaign. "It's always hard to release a version of a product that you know isn’t in its final form," Carmack wrote in a .plan (lightly edited for grammar). "There are plenty of things that are getting better every single day, but we need to chop it off at some point to let everyone test it out."

	Mentioning that another demo would follow Quake 2's retail release in December, Carmack gave his thoughts on the game's quality so far. "I am pretty happy with the test. I think Quake 2 is definately [sic] the most cohesive game we have ever done."

	 

	QUAKE 2 ARRIVED in stores in early December, just 18 months after Quake's release and after development had begun in earnest that March. Carmack's assessment bore out. From a fun multiplayer mode and tools that encouraged amateur designers to release modifications, to gorgeous, hardware-enhanced visuals and a single-player campaign that, while as guileless as ever, featured a world teeming with creatures, artifacts, weapons, and mission objectives that gelled compared to the first game's hodgepodge of ideas, Quake 2 received above-average marks and took home Computer Gaming World magazine's Action Game of the Year award.

	"I thought it was a fun game, that it was cool, and would be well-received. I felt proud of it," said Adrian Carmack.

	In response to players and critics who pointed out that Quake 2's more narrative-oriented progression still boiled down to finding keys and shooting everything that moved, John Carmack reminded consumers and his peers alike that the game still accomplished what he wanted it to do. "We are trying to evolve a genre, not move to a different one," he wrote in a .plan. "If you don’t want a game that mostly consists of running around and killing things, you will be disappointed. We are trying to be cohesive, but not deep. I have high hopes for the games that are attempting to apply our technology to other genres, but don’t look for it in Quake 2."

	"We probably produced the game that we could have produced," Jaquays said. "That's the best way to put it. Within the scope of time and personnel we had available, we produced the game that was possible [for us to make]."

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 7: Mismatch

	 

	AMERICAN McGEE STEPPED into the art room and froze. John Carmack sat at a table beside Adrian Carmack and Kevin Cloud. 

	The scene was eerily and purposefully reminiscent to John Romero’s dismissal nearly two years earlier. Sure enough, the three co-owners wasted no time on platitudes. "They said simply, 'We're letting you go,'" McGee remembered. "I said, 'Why?' They said, 'We just don't think you fit with the team anymore.' That was it. They didn't give me any more explanation than that. Being fired from id was simultaneously the best and worst day of my life."

	McGee walked in a daze, packing up his desk and heading home for the last time. Driving his usual route, he reflected on the last few months, wondering if his termination shared anything in common with an equally surprising departure months earlier.

	Veteran developer Sandy Petersen had tendered his resignation midway through Quake 2's development. Jaquays remembered feeling shocked and a little betrayed. "When Sandy Petersen hired me at id, it was on the premise that I was being hired as a level designer to replace John Romero, what John Romero had contributed to the company as a level designer," she recalled. "What I found five years later, when I left id and went to Ensemble Studios where Sandy was working, was that Sandy had hired me to replace him. He knew he was out the door [when he hired me]."

	The cohesion of Quake 2's elements ended up in stark contrast to the chaos eating away at id from within. While Petersen declined to comment on the reason for his departure, he spoke of the toxicity he perceived at the studio. He pointed to Tim Willits as one source. "It went from a whole bunch of guys working really hard to make the best games we could, to feeling more like a bunch of jackals eating a carcass," Petersen said. "If you've ever seen, like a National Geographic image of that, the carcass still gets eaten pretty fast, so it's an efficient process, but it's not very pleasant to watch. All the jackals are snapping and snarling at each other. That's kind of where [our culture] went, from us all being a team to looking over our shoulders. It was a great team, and even the toxic version [of the team] was able to make good games."

	American McGee was no stranger to Tim Willits' alleged behavior. One morning a year or so earlier, McGee had stepped into the Town East Tower's elevator. Willits had entered with him. Before long, Willits had turned to him, grinning. "He turns to me and he goes, 'Hey, did you ever have butt sex with your ex-girlfriend?' We all knew each other. He knew my ex-girlfriend," McGee recalled. "I remember saying something like, 'Tim, fuck off,' or 'I don't know what you're talking about.' And he looks at me and he goes, 'Well, I had it last night, and it was great.' And that was it, and he walked away."

	McGee did his best to ignore Willits. Around the office, Willits had become infamous for needling anyone he considered equal to or below his station. His goal, McGee speculated, was to get them so riled up they could not concentrate on their work. One morning McGee had found a series of Post-It notes stuck to his door. Each contained crude language. McGee assumed Willits was the perpetrator, but no one said anything, so he didn't speak up either. "I think he was just trying to push everyone out of the way," McGee said. "Ultimately what he wanted was to be the main guy in control. He was incredibly ambitious and cared not for how he moved up, only that he moved up."

	"He was definitely a politician," Adrian said. "As he liked to say, 'Never turn your back on a level designer.' Both he and American were politicians, but Tim could be brutal. If Tim had it out for you, it wasn't good for you."

	According to Petersen, Willits had his eye on id's upper echelon of management from the moment he became a full-time hire. After Romero was fired, Willits had coveted McGee's status as John Carmack's favorite—the teacher’s pet. According to Petersen, Willits set his sights on eliminating McGee. Their feud reached a boiling point when McGee ran into trouble designing levels for Quake 2. "American could tell something [was not right]," Petersen said. "So he went to Carmack and said, 'What should I do?' John Carmack said, 'Okay, to make your levels look better, go and talk to Tim.' And Tim Willits could make absolutely spectacular-looking levels. They were great levels. He said, 'Talk to Tim. Look to him to show you how to make your levels look really nice.'"

	Willits deployed misdirection to further weaken McGee's status with management. When McGee submitted new and revised levels for appraisal, Carmack lost his temper and accused him of doing A when he had expressly wanted B. "American was horrified," Petersen said. "He said, 'Yes, I did just what he said.' Basically, what had happened was Tim Willits had literally told American the opposite of what he should do, to get him in trouble with John Carmack. And Carmack couldn't believe it. Who could be that dirty? He absolutely refused to believe that Willits had done it, but he had. That was Tim Willits literally tanking American McGee."

	"The owners didn't know at the time, but we found out later about Tim, and how he told American to do the opposite," Adrian Carmack added. 

	McGee remembered the situation differently. Carmack had no say in level design, and would not have given him or any other designer an evaluation. Any feedback would have come from Adrian Carmack, Kevin Cloud, or Willits, the studio's de facto lead level designer. "That's not to say he didn't. I just don't recall it," McGee said. "Somebody, Tim or someone else, would come to me and say, 'This isn't really the direction we want you to go. Why don't you try something different?' I think at that point, they had unofficially elevated him to lead level designer. He had purview over that process, sort of the instruction-and-review process. I remember he had been elevated to a position above mine, for sure."

	Whether Carmack reviewed McGee's levels or not, he may well have had trouble believing Willits would sabotage a coworker. A troublemaker and brownnoser, Willits was also considered the best level designer on staff. "I will say that I'm not a huge fan of Tim Willits, but Tim Willits got Quake 2 done," Jaquays said. "He built a lot of the content that ended up in Quake 2. The lion's share of content is stuff that he developed."

	American McGee not only recognized Willits' ability. He confessed to his own failings. "I feel certain he was a large part of the reason I got fired," said McGee. "But in saying that, I also want to be very clear that I also had my own issues and weaknesses. I don't think he could be called the primary cause [of my termination], but I definitely think he was high on the list."

	"The writing was already on the wall,” said Adrian Carmack. “American was either going to leave of his own accord, or [be fired]. That one incident wasn't the final nail in the coffin."

	McGee’s interest in his job had been slipping for months. His run-ins with Tim Willits and Paul Steed, coupled with the long hours, had taken their toll. Money didn't help matters. Far from being broke, McGee was 23 years old and flush with cash. Like many of his peers, he spent extravagantly, buying cars, clothes, a house, and eating out almost every meal. 

	Parties were his true weakness. After working 100-hour weeks, he cut loose with friends, a habit that hindered his performance at the studio. "Hooking up with the Nine Inch Nails guys led to a level of partying I wasn't accustomed to," McGee said. "I know there were more than a few weekends when I was able to rest, but instead I would party so that when I would go into work on Monday, I wouldn't be 100 percent. I think that sort of thing definitely started to become noticeable to others."

	Peers did notice. "Brandon James and I, and even John Cash, had to go in, fix, and in some places, complete American's levels in Quake 2 in the final days before we went gold," said Jaquays. She and the others had to review McGee's levels and add bits and pieces he had forgotten, such as starting locations for multiple players.

	"I think there were times when everyone there might have been able to look at me and say, 'You're having a bit too much fun outside of the company,'" McGee admitted. "Sometimes I was hanging out with them more than was necessarily required to get music and sound effects done. But, again, I was a 23-year-old kid being told I can hang out with rock stars and smoke cigarettes with David Bowie. It was like, I like my job and all, but if you don't mind I'd like to go over here and have a little fun. I guess that wasn't the proper response."

	As McGee's problems mounted, his relationship with John Carmack soured. While McGee's behavior was grounds for their friendship to erode, id's tech guru had a reputation for distancing himself from those whom he believed had fallen out of sync with his goals. "My fiancé at the time didn't like us living next door to John Carmack, because Carmack would come over unannounced quite often and want to bounce ideas off of me. She really wanted us to leave that house," said McGee.

	McGee and his fiancé sold their house and moved a few miles away. That proximity gave them more privacy, but it ended up hurting McGee’s standing with Carmack, and removed a source of discipline that, no matter how aggravating and obtrusive, had been good for McGee. "It put me in a situation where I didn't have a big brother-type living next door to keep me under control for fear he might pop over at any time. I definitely think there was a sort of downward spiral."

	The more McGee thought about it, the more the clues to his departure had been piling up. After finishing Quake 2, he and many other developers had taken extended leaves to catch up on rest and pick up the pieces of their personal lives. When McGee returned, Adrian Carmack and Kevin Cloud had assigned him tasks he’d found bewildering. "I remember the artists being very weird toward me," remembered McGee. "Adrian and Kevin started tasking me to produce geometry. They would say, 'Come up with a new design idea for a door, and the arch surrounding the door.' I couldn't quite get my head around what they were asking me to do in terms of what was going to satisfy their requests."

	McGee was fired by Adrian Carmack, Kevin Cloud, and John Carmack in early March of 1998. Years of frustration and fatigue boiled over in their private meeting. "I remember breaking down right there in the room," McGee said. "Just saying, 'What? Why?' And they just kept repeating 'It's not a match' or 'It's not working out.' They wouldn't give me any more concrete information than that."

	By the time McGee pulled into his driveway, he felt more at peace. For all his mistakes, working 16 to 18 hours a day, six or seven days a week, had been untenable. After finishing Quake 2, he had contemplated approaching management with a request that the studio as a whole ease off the gas. Recuperating for a few weeks or months was pointless if it meant the developers would be thrown right back into a grinder.

	Perhaps being fired would turn out to be a blessing. The time had come for McGee to stretch his wings and try something new. "I thought, What's going on? Why am I feeling like this? Why do I feel relieved? I inspected it, and ultimately realized I was glad to get out of there. I was glad to get away from it," McGee said. "I feel bad about the way it ended and the loss of friendship with John. I think I mishandled some things there. I was quite young."

	 

	 


Pause Screen: American McGee's Kindred Spirits

	 

	Over months of interviews and research, I got to know the names behind the credits screens on each Quake game. These profiles dig deeper into a developer's career beyond analysis of id Software's culture and the Quake franchise.

	 

	Before American McGee became a brand, he was just a normal guy. A normal guy who landed his dream job at 21 years old and got to contribute design ideas to computer software that set the direction of the games industry for the next two decades and counting.

	As if working for id Software wasn't cool enough, part of his job required him to travel to New Orleans and hang out with rock stars.

	McGee is the first to admit that his tenure at id Software was not always pleasant. He'll also readily admit that he has few regrets, if any. If it wasn't for Doom and Quake, he may never have seen his name stamped on game boxes, met and worked with famed novelist Michael Crichton, or bummed cigarettes off David Bowie backstage at a Nine Inch Nails concert. We talked about those subjects, as well as the kinship he developed with Trent Reznor and Will Wright, how Electronic Arts transformed his name into a global brand, and the fortuitous sequence of events that enabled him to develop his Grimm episodic series of fairytale-themed adventures.

	 

	How did you meet Trent Reznor and Nine Inch Nails?

	 

	American McGee: When we worked in Mesquite, Texas, we got a fax that said the band was going to be in town, and [an invitation] to come to the show. John Carmack and I were big fans of Nine Inch Nails and we went to the show, but I stuck around for the after-party backstage and met Trent [Reznor]. I think John was backstage that night as well. They also became friends, and I think they're still friends to this day.

	 

	You mentioned to me that you spent a lot of time with the band. What was that like? 

	 

	American McGee: It was a little surreal. It was already surreal to be working at id, especially at that time in their history. It was one of the top developers you could be working for. And then the opportunity to hang out, make sound effects, and watch these guys make music for the game was thrown into the mix. I was traveling to New Orleans quite often, which is where they had their studio at the time. It was in an old mortuary, a three-story, very long. It took up half a block in one direction and a full block in another. They had crammed their studio into it, so rooms filled with music equipment, and they'd be having jam sessions, working on either material for a new album, or stuff for the Quake game.

	 

	I ended up going out on the road with them quite a bit. I [celebrated] at least one New Year with them. I think that was in New York. I also got to know Marilyn Manson and the guys in his band. If you could imagine lots of late nights out, running around the streets of New Orleans and doing all things sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll. I think there were parts of that that did spill over into normal life, that might have been a bit of a distraction from work from time to time. But I don't regret it now. I can look back and see that if I hadn't had all that fun and taken some of the opportunities I did, I would have regretted that.

	 

	I remember moments like being backstage at the concerts, where I was standing just off stage. Stage right, just behind the curtain, and being able to watch Nine Inch Nails on-stage doing their thing, and being so close to the action of it. I remember almost being hit by a flying drum or a flying guitar at one point. I had to duck as Trent threw some musical instrument off-stage and almost hit me with it. Going and exploring the swamps around the outskirts of New Orleans. Talking with Trent about games and life. I got to know him and his story quite well. It felt like he was a pretty inspirational figure. He's a self-made man. He'd gone from being a studio engineer to the lead of his own band.

	 

	You ran with NIN during the Outside tour in late 1995. I believe that's when they were opening for David Bowie in New England. Did you get to meet him? 

	 

	American McGee: I remember being backstage once, and asking a guy if I could bum a smoke. I realized I was asking David Bowie if I could bum a smoke. I ended up standing there talking with him for five minutes. I never got close with him, but he was out on tour with the band—either Nine Inch Nails was touring with David Bowie, or David Bowie was touring with Nine Inch Nails—but that was one of those weird little moments. You're a 21-year-old kid who's landed in a job where there's a million other people in the world who might be better at it than you are. And then on top of that, you're thrust into this weird life of rock-and-roll.

	 

	What was Trent Reznor like when he wasn't performing? 

	 

	American McGee: He's a really smart guy, first and foremost. He's a deeply intellectual and emotional person. I think that comes from a past that contained a fair amount of drama and pain. That shows up in his work. When I was spending time with him, I was seeing a side to relationships and adult life that I had never really been exposed to before. I think he was one of the first people to get inside of my head. He was one of the first people to tell me to stop walking around thinking my shit didn't stink. 

	 

	At that age, I was pretty immature, as I imagine most 21-year-olds are. I got embroiled in a bit of drama when I ended up dating the girlfriend of a photographer. This was his girlfriend, and then she ended up jumping to me. That created a stir among the band members. I just remember him not lecturing me, but trying to talk me through the moral lessons of my behavior. It was interesting because this was coming from a person who, from the outside, you might think was living this rock-star life without morality. Yet there was. There was a lot of depth there. That was one of the things I found quite interesting: He went back and forth between someone who you felt like was potentially off the rails, and somebody who was putting on the act of somebody off the rails. 

	 

	I got the same impression of [Marilyn] Manson. Manson is another one in that group: incredibly articulate, smart, well-read, and you feel at times, 'This [rock-star image] is all just an act.' Then at other times you see that the act takes over and isn't an act anymore. Both of them had that going on. It was interesting to be around people who were that complicated.

	 

	You've talked about dropping out of high school because of trouble at home. Trent had a tumultuous childhood as well. Is it accurate to say you found a kindred spirit in him?

	 

	American McGee: I had that relationship with John [Carmack] as well. John is maybe a few years older than me, but if you know John Carmack's story, he also had a troubled childhood. He was reckless, and had some of the same things going on as Trent. I think I drew inspiration from both. I grew up without a father, so I never knew my [birth] father. 

	 

	I had a series of stepdads, none of whom were all that great as far as male father figures or role models went. It was quite easy for me to latch on to men who projected an aura of having gotten through something and become successful, or at least become whole. That was definitely part of the relationship. I also had the sense, with Trent, that he had taken me under his wing. I felt quite honored to be in that position.

	 

	After leaving id, you became known for your Alice game at EA. Was that your next job?

	 

	American McGee: The first job I took after id Software actually wasn't with EA. It was with Michael Crichton, the guy who created Jurassic Park. I had finished my time at id and I got a mysterious email that said, 'Would you like to come out to North Carolina and come out to see this project we'd like you to work on?' They wouldn't tell me anything about it. A plane ticket was sent. I flew out and ended up sitting in a room with Michael Crichton. Over the course of a year, I worked with him over the course of a year on this project called Timeline, which eventually became a game—that Eidos published—and a movie and a book.

	 

	He was another person who was an absolute creative genius and a very attractive individual: super rich, tall, handsome, very intelligent and articulate. That project was what got me into EA because it was Maxis, under EA, that was looking at managing and funding that production. It was a game developer out in North Carolina working on it, and EA was funding them. All of those interactions—spending a year with Crichton, spending my year at Maxis working with Will Wright—set a fire in my mind that here are people who use their minds to tell stories to entertain people, and who made me ask, 'How and in what way can the technology we're working with be leveraged to tell stories in ways that rival what Crichton does on the big screen?' 

	 

	These things were a massive influence, and a massive inspiration as well. At all of these points, I would sometimes pinch myself and think, Am I really sitting in Michael Crichton's house talking about the next book he's writing and helping him come up with scene scenarios? How the fuck did this happen? That just seemed to be the path I was on at that point.

	 

	What was Michael Crichton like?

	 

	American McGee: Very, very extroverted. Very self-assured. Very charming. He absolutely knew how to push people's buttons to get what he wanted in terms of asking people nicely to accomplish things he wanted to get done. He had a unique aura about him. At the time I was on the plane flying to go to meet him—I didn't know I would be meeting him—I happened to be reading his book, Travels. It was a midlife autobiography. I was really fascinated with him because I'd read all of his novels, and then my girlfriend at the time finished reading travels and said, 'Read this.' I was halfway through that book when I took the flight to North Carolina. When he walked into the room, I said, 'Is this a joke? You're the guy on the back of the book I'm reading.'

	 

	He was broadly read and experienced. He dabbled in religion, and obviously knew a great deal about science and medicine because he went through medical school. The thing he wasn't good at, though, was computer games. He had a history of being involved with or creating concepts for computer games that failed miserably. In the process of working with him, this was one of the big disconnects and frustrations on both sides of that relationship: The fact that he wanted to do things with games that people in the industry had trouble doing [at that time]. Telltale has done well with their episodic games, especially The Walking Dead. But at that time, the notion of storytelling, especially nonlinear storytelling, weaving that into a 3D environment in a seamless way—the technology wasn't there to make it happen. He was asking for the moon and was getting the parking lot outside of McDonald's.

	 

	You went to Maxis with experience working on Doom and Quake. How did experience working on some of the most popular games of all time help you at your next job?

	 

	American McGee: To be honest, I think I came out of id quite limited in terms of skills that would be applicable in normal game development. We never wrote a design document. By the time I was given the opportunity to build the Alice game, that was the first time I'd ever sat down and had to design something. It was the first time I'd sat down and thought about story, level layout, and player progression. We never had done any of that. I was just a really fast and good level designer. I learned how to build maps and make sound effects, and write code, but I had to unlearn a lot. I had to learn a lot of new stuff in order to integrate [at other companies]. 

	 

	Working at id was like working in outer space, and then you have to come back down to earth and relearn how proper earthlings function. I remember on one of my first days at EA, the guy who had helped get me hired—his name is Richard Hilleman—he stood up in front of a board room full of people, 20 to 30 people who were managers and producers on projects. And he goes, 'I want to introduce you all to American McGee. He's come over from id Software, and he's going to show you how it's done!' I was like, 'No! Dude!' 

	 

	But there was this sort of aura, this weirdness of, 'Oh, you're one of the guys who was at id.' I had to constantly disabuse people of their preconceived notions and tell them, 'No, I actually have no fucking clue what I'm doing.' 

	 

	The story about your friend introducing you has me wondering about the "American McGee" brand. Did it start there?

	 

	American McGee: The name-before-the-title thing was weird, and at the time quite distressing for me as well. We built Alice, and because it was based on public-domain property, EA's legal team came back and said, 'We're having a really difficult time establishing a strong name for this.' Almost every kind of variation you can imagine had been squatted on: Alice in Nightmare Land, Alice in Wonderful Land.' 

	 

	People had done a million variations: as comic books, TV shows, animations, you name it. There was also concern about Disney and the other bigger players out there who operated in the [fairytale] space. The legal department said, 'We think it would be safest, from a legal perspective, to have American sign a piece of paper saying we own his name in connection to this [product], and then call it American McGee's Alice.' I was resistant, but they said, 'Well, we think this is the best idea.' I had people telling me, 'Don't be stupid; of course you want your name on the box.' 

	 

	I went back and told the team in Texas, Rogue Entertainment. And they were pissed. They weren't happy. From their perspective, it was, 'We're doing all the work, here. We're building all the levels, we're writing the code. We're operating in the shadows and you're getting all the interviews and all the credit.' I said, 'Yeah, I understand.' I went back to EA and lobbied for that not to be the name of the game. They said, 'Okay, if you really don't want to do that.'

	 

	I thought I had a win. I went back to the team and said, 'Hey, guys, I convinced EA to not call it this.' They were happy. They rejoiced and said, 'Oh, you're a great guy. Thanks so much.' Then about a week before the game was finished, I got a call [from EA] and they said, 'By the way, we're still going to call it American McGee's Alice.' 

	 

	By that point I had already signed this piece of paper that said they could control my name. I had to go back to the team, and they were pissed. They were like, 'This isn't right.' But it was too late. I can laugh about it now, but at the time I was distraught. I was very upset. I remember getting on the phone with my creative partner, and him saying, 'How should you break this to them?' It made me quite uncomfortable.

	 

	But then it became sort of a thing. Fortunately for me, that first game did quite well, and I've got a weird name, so it makes it easy for people to remember its association with products. It's been largely advantageous for me.

	 

	Since you were at Maxis, did you get many opportunities to talk with Will Wright?

	 

	American McGee: When I came out of id, I think I'd been [in a bubble]. There weren't a lot of rules both within the organization and in my own life, I think as a result of hanging out with rock stars. Meeting Will Wright, he was interesting to me because he was like John Carmack in terms of smarts, but with this laidback, California-hippie, pot-smoking, very personable personality. If you can imagine a [precise and detail-oriented] personality combined with somebody who smokes pot, you have Will—quite different, but at the same time quite similar to John Carmack. I would spend time going to lunch with Will, talking about game design and method. 

	 

	A lot of it his leading by example: seeing how he interacted with his team, seeing how he worked through design. He had an emphasis on design instead of technology. I took inspiration from the idea that a person could have a role within a development organization which was purely focused on storytelling, gameplay mechanics, presentation, and challenge to the player, sort of getting into the player's mind in a more strategic way as opposed to what we [at id] were doing with first-person shooters, which were all about action and adrenaline. 

	 

	I was only at Maxis there at Redwood Shores for... I don't know if it was even a full year. That was the period when they were working on The Sims, so I was going to quite a few meetings for The Sims. I don't know if it was only my suggestion, but I know that one of my suggestions was that the Sims could pee on themselves. I had some darkness injected into that. 

	 

	I remember we had a meeting for Sim Mars, which was going to be a Mars-colonization game that I don't think ever went anywhere. I remember being in the room and suggesting that, 'Well, if the death of the colonists was going to reduce the efficiency and happiness of the remaining colonists, why can't I have those colonists drive a tractor out far away from the colony, dig a hole for themselves, and get in it?' I was disinvited from design meetings for that project after that.

	 

	You're still in Shanghai, 12 hours ahead of me, yet all of our interviews have taken place at 6:00am your time or earlier. Have you always been an early riser?

	 

	American McGee: I have been for a long time, especially the last 10 years. The two big projects the studio developed, Grimm and Alice, in both instances the publisher/funding source was back in the US. With Grimm, the publisher was in Atlanta; that was GameTap. I would get up early [because of the time difference] to interface with them. 

	 

	Another thing is it's just quieter. You can get a lot more work done in the morning. If you go into the office at 7:00 a.m., there's no one on the streets. It's very pleasant to be outside. But if you wait until everyone else is going to work, it can be a madhouse. For me, it's always been nice to get up early and start tackling things.

	 

	You probably get questions about Alice all the time, but I'd like to talk about your Grimm series of episodic games. I reviewed those for Joystiq back in 2008, and really enjoyed them. How did that project get started?

	 

	American McGee: It was such a weird project. There was a guy at GameTap named Ricardo [Sanchez, vice president of content and creative director for GameTap]. He's a comic-book guy. You'd find him as the executive producer. He called me up out of the blue when I was living in Hong Kong. I was writing a film script, taking a year off and living on this remote island, disconnected from the world and happy about it. I suddenly got this phone call from this guy about a thing called GameTap, which I'd never heard of before. He said, 'We want you to make a game. You'll own the rights. We'll pay you based on easy milestones.' 

	 

	I said, 'Well, I don't have a studio or a team, but I've been traveling to China a lot. If I was going to do this, I'd want to start a studio there. Would you allow me to take your $3 million and build a studio in China?' And he said, 'Yeah, go for it.' Which is insane, right? Nobody does that.

	 

	I didn't have anyone. A partner, a technical person, a concept artist, no one. He said, 'Go for it,' so we did. I built the studio and was very fortunate to attract some of the most talented and well-respected animators, programmers, and 3D artists early on. They helped build up the team. 

	 

	I wondered, because the episodes were released in rapid succession.

	 

	American McGee: We could only build small chunks of content. We couldn't build in a lot of interaction for the player because we didn't have the time, so it was going to be mainly set building. That was where the concept of converting the world from light to dark came from. We did a proof of concept of that, and it looked really cool on-screen. So we said, 'All right, this is it. We don't know if this is right or not, but we're going to just run with it.'

	 

	Grimm's gameplay was simple, but that's what I liked about it. You just ran around and dirtied this pristine, shiny world, and watched the scenery and characters change as a result. It was very easy to play. I remember just sitting back, holding the mouse buttons to move Grimm forward, and steering him occasionally.

	 

	American McGee: We were trying to play to strengths. We knew we could tell story, and we knew we had a story. The core concept was the transformation of [classic] stories. And we knew that at any moment, players would potentially start playing in a season that was already up and running. We weren't going to have a lot of time for [developing] episodes, which also meant we wouldn't have a lot of time to teach them stuff. We had to make it as simple as possible, and we were fortunate that GameTap was receptive to that. 

	 

	What I liked was that from the first episode to the last, the game kept getting better in terms of design, mechanical implementations, what we were able to do in terms of presentation and story. It makes sense, because the last thing you build is the best thing you build. By the time we were getting to the last set of episodes, it was the best stuff the team had built.

	 

	As far as the design went, I knew we had a team who had never built something before, working with a technology they were going to have to teach ourselves as we went along—that was the Unreal engine—and that we had to start delivering within 12 months of opening our doors. 

	 

	We had to deliver the first episode, and there had to be episodes coming out after that in quick succession. Twenty-four of them. It was a really insane challenge: Go to China, where you don't speak the language and don't know anyone; build a studio; get your first content out 12 months after you first turn the lights on. But I like a good challenge.

	 

	McGee's creative ventures show no signs of slowing down. Over the summer of 2017, he ran a Kickstarter campaign for Out of the Woods, a combination card-game-art-book featuring artwork reminiscent of his designs for American McGee's Alice. McGee hoped to raise $175,000 in funding and received over $259,000. Out of the Woods is slated for a January 2018 release.

	 

	 


Pause Screen: The Height of Gaming Excitement

	 

	Indisputably an industry touchstone, Quake was one of many first-person shooters released during the genre's golden age of the 1990s. To further illustrate the era's creativity and innovation, I spoke with developers of other shooters to learn about their contributions—and in many cases, how id Software's work served as their foundation and influence.

	 

	BY 1993, APOGEE founder Scott Miller had settled into his role as publishing impresario. His relationship with external development teams was clearly defined. Miller cut checks to get startups off the ground, published their software by giving away a chunk of the game for free according his shareware distribution model, and recruited a few friends to answer tech support questions. Occasionally he weighed in with design and tech suggestions, such as recommending to id Software that they upgrade Wolfenstein 3D from EGA to VGA graphics, a boost from 16 simultaneous colors displayed on the screen to as many as 256.

	The arrangement had proved fruitful. "Whereas Commander Keen was making us $20,000 a month, Wolfenstein 3D was making $200,000 a month," Miller said. "Apogee and id split everything 50/50. After a year of making $200,000 a month, Apogee and id were rolling in the money, enjoying good times."1

	Shortly after Wolfenstein 3D was released in late 1992, id Software's John Romero called Miller to deliver industry-altering news. They planned to strike out on their own for their next game, a first-person shooter they were calling Doom. The two parties had differing points of view on the reasons for the split.

	In mid-1992, id had staffed up its team to a then-unprecedented size of six. Romero and John Carmack wrote code, Tom Hall headed up design, Adrian Carmack and Kevin Cloud painted pixels, and Jay Wilbur handled business concerns. Cloud also took an interest in the business end of development, and ran a series of tests on Apogee unbeknownst to Miller.

	"Kevin was always on top of the biz stuff," Romero said. "He wanted to make sure nothing would go wrong. He would make phone calls to Apogee's order line, pretending he wanted to order the game. He had a timer, and was counting how long it took them to pick up the phone. Too often, it took forever for the phone to get picked up."

	Romero claimed a source inside Apogee had confided that the guys who were supposed to be staffing phones waged epic rubber-band fights and joked around instead of answering calls. Their ordering system was allegedly archaic to boot: scribbled orders impaled on spikes, like receipts at a diner.

	"Scott didn't like the fact that I was telling him what to do with his company," Romero continued. "He didn't improve [support and order processes], didn't do anything different. After four months, we told him, 'Nothing has improved. We're going to go out on our own with our next game and handle it ourselves.'"

	According to Miller, he and his business partner, George Broussard, had expected id to leave the nest sooner or later. The guys at id were sharp, and had the resources to hire a call center and order fulfillment operation that measured up to their standards. The time had come for Apogee to expand its publishing portfolio.

	"George and I decided that we didn't know if id would always want to work with us," explained Miller, "so at some point we should start our own internal development team using our money. It was at that same time that Apogee shifted from being strictly a publisher, funding and co-designing third-party games, to also being a developer ourselves."

	Despite id's accusations, the two parties remained on good terms. Miller suggested to Romero that while id built new tech for Doom, Apogee would form an in-house team to develop Wolfenstein 3, a sequel to Spear of Destiny, itself a follow-up to Wolfenstein 3D.

	Id agreed, and Miller and Broussard commenced recruiting. Their first developer was a relatively inexperienced programmer with a passion for games. Another hire was one they knew quite well, and had been partly responsible for catapulting Apogee and id Software to the top of sales charts.

	 

	LIKE MANY 20-SOMETHINGS in the early '90s, Mark Dochtermann knew he wanted to Do Something With Computers. He just didn't know what. His first inclination was to build electronic instruments. He dreamed big, sending resumes to Yamaha and Casio. They rejected him out of hand. Both companies were based in Japan and uninterested in hiring unproven westerners.

	Dismayed, Dochtermann resumed his current hobby, learning how to write code. His girlfriend worked at a computer store and had applied her discount on a machine running a 386 processor—the latest-and-greatest in 1992. As he learned more about writing code, Dochtermann stretched his wings, tapping into VGA's Mode X graphics library to write a pixel-perfect version of Atari's Missile Command coin-op game. At night, he browsed the alt.games newsgroup to keep tabs on gaming news. Fortuitously, he stumbled on a newspaper ad that aligned with his burgeoning skill set.

	"This company in Garland, Texas, was looking to hire a programmer for games," Dochtermann remembered.

	Dochtermann copied his Missile Command clone onto a floppy disk and mailed it off to the address listed in the ad. Days later, he got a call from Scott Miller inviting him to fly out to Texas on Apogee's dime for a job interview. Dochtermann took a cab from the airport to his hotel room. Once settled, he went downstairs and exited the lobby to look for Miller, who was supposed to pick him up.

	He didn't need long to spot his ride. Wearing stylish shades and a broad grin, Miller sat behind the wheel of a brand-new Datsun 280ZX. Dochtermann hopped into the passenger seat and Miller blasted off onto the freeway and straight on to Apogee. The office was in contrast to Miller's wheels. "The office was predominantly a call center," Dochtermann said. "It had tech support, accounting, shipping, packaging, and a webmaster, Joe Siegler."

	Miller and George Broussard outlined their grand plan to Dochtermann. Apogee would continue to publish titles for third parties while bolstering an internal development team to create Wolfenstein 3. If hired, he would spearhead programming.

	Not only did Dochtermann land the job, he received Miller's car keys. Apogee's founder invited him to joyride for a few hours and get the lay of the land in Garland. The reality of cruising around in a sports car with the wind in his hair almost measured up to the fantasy.

	"I remember his car had this horrible alarm system," Dochtermann said, laughing. "I could drive it a little bit but then I'd have to stop, park it somewhere, lock the keys in, leave it, take the shuttle back to the airport. It was pretty funny. It was also cool that he was so trusting right off the bat. That was a good signal. So, I was the first in-house developer for Apogee Software. That's how I got into games."

	Starting in 1993, Dochtermann bounced between Wolfenstein 3 and some of Apogee's ongoing third-party projects, such as the sci-fi-themed Blake Stone: Aliens of Gold first-person shooter. Gradually, other developers such as William Scarboro, a programmer who passed away from an asthma attack in August 2002, and artists Chuck Jones and Stephen Hornback, who died of a heart attack in November 2016 at the age of 62, joined the team.

	Hornback and Dochtermann were at opposite ends of the age spectrum at Apogee. Where Dochtermann was fresh-faced and green-eyed, Hornback brought age and experience to the team. "He was the anchor for the group. Older, more mature then the rest of us noobs," Jones said in an obituary published on Shacknews. "He had an old-school approach but he got the job done consistently. He had an explosive laugh. Quiet one minute, then the guffaw."2

	"He was the first artist ever hired by Apogee internally, and moved to our Dallas-area offices," Miller said of Hornback in the obituary. "Before being hired, we worked with him as a contractor on numerous games, like Duke Nukem 2 and Cosmo's Cosmic Adventure. In fact, I think it was Stephen who first suggested the name Cosmo, which I think was perfect for our cute green kid alien with suction cup hands."3

	Tom Hall, an ex-pat from id Software, rounded out Apogee's team. Hall's tenure at the Wolfenstein 3D and Commander Keen developer had come to a bitter end. "I had to fight to get creative ideas in, like non-bipedal creatures," said Hall, who had battled growing dissatisfaction while working on Doom. "Cacodemons and Flaming Skulls are in there because I fought for them. But the shutting-down started as I was hovered over by John Carmack for 'too many poly(gon)s.'" 

	Hall and Carmack had disagreed over aspects of Doom's technical and creative underpinnings. According to Hall, Carmack had wanted him to build simple levels comprised of straight lanes and rectangular buildings painted in drab shades of grays and browns. Carmack began monitoring Hall, dampening the normally bubbly designer's enthusiasm. He acquiesced, building levels on grids like Wolfenstein 3D's. One proclamation that Hall found particularly troubling was Carmack's insistence on building contiguous environments—seamless stages that formed a cohesive world rather than sets of discrete levels.

	"I fought against one big world which Carmack wanted to do," Hall explained. "That was not the thing to innovate; people liked the completion feeling of levels since these games were new. We'd trained them for that with Wolfenstein. Romero and Carmack agreed though, so I designed a cool base for a month."

	Hall had made the best of his marching orders. He designed a military base littered with grisly décor such as a chewed-off captain's hand that players would have to collect and hold up to scanners to unlock doors. Just when Hall was getting a feel for Doom's direction, Carmack declared that they were reverting to level-by-level progression. "What I had argued for was now announced as the right thing to do, like he was declaring it," Hall remembered. "So, I felt bad two ways: I saw it was the correct call initially, and [Carmack changing his mind] now threw out of a month of my work. That kind of broke me."

	Hall was one of the company's founding fathers, but his word was carrying less weight. Every time he pitched ideas such as a moving track that transmitted sparkling orbs that harmed players if they ventured too close, Carmack shut him down, admonishing him to scale back on levels so the game would run fast. Romero seemed to be the only one able to stand up to him. When Carmack tried to force Romero to scale back his stages, Romero told him to make his engine faster.

	The situation reached its breaking point when three other co-founders—Carmack, Romero, and Adrian Carmack—confronted him and asked for his resignation. "In all these various ways, there was a butting of heads," Hall said. "And from his point of view, Carmack was trying to help, and not getting what he needed. Sometimes things just don't work out. The break, though traumatic, was a big relief. I was not happy. But we all did make some beautiful music together while it lasted."

	Hall found a group of kindred spirits at Apogee. The team was small, like id's, but much more freeform. When not plugging away on Wolfenstein 3, the guys would watch anime, hit up strip clubs, and go out to eat. Most importantly to Hall, Scott Miller and George Broussard allowed him a long leash. They had hired him to write the game's plot and set a direction for its levels and weapons, imposing few restrictions on his ideas. He even came up with its title, Wolfenstein 3: Rise of the Triad, starring a team of operatives who specialize in assassinating Nazis, just like Wolfenstein 3D's leading man William "B.J." Blazkowicz.

	Midway through development, id threw up a roadblock when John Romero phoned and withdrew permission for Apogee to use the Wolfenstein license. "I was never really clear on their reasoning," Miller said. "My guess is that the game was taking longer than expected to make, and that they didn't want it coming out around the same time as Doom."

	Miller bounced back quickly. They would drop the Wolfenstein name, scrap or retool assets to avoid any connection to id's shooter, and call their project Rise of the Triad.

	The rest of the team was in accord. "Tom came up with the actual story of ROTT, as well as the name," Dochtermann said. "The thing you have to remember about the team back then was, we were four or five people and incredibly tight. There was no decision that didn't have a great deal of group consensus put into it. We worked seven days a week. It was all about the game. We had fun outside of that, but we worked hard and played hard. It was our life."

	 

	BETWEEN A DEEP bank account and an array of development talents, Apogee's embryonic team had almost all the tools they needed to create a first-person shooter on par with id's finest. All they needed were costumes.

	The team liked the feel of Wolfenstein 3D, but found its graphics too bright and colorful for their liking. Too cartoonish. For Doom, id Software had hired Gregor Punchantz, a sculptor famous for crafting models used in Hollywood blockbusters such as A Nightmare on Elm Street 2 and RoboCop. Punchantz wrought elaborately detailed figures from a range of materials such as foam and steel. Developers or Hollywood directors could pose his figures in a number of ways so artists could photograph them and animate the images.

	Apogee contracted Punchantz to create a few models for Rise of the Triad. All other characters, a corps of human guards, would be digitized reproductions of the game's developers. The team piled into a car and motored to an Army supply store, where they rented out uniforms and model weapons.

	Creating Nazi soldiers wasn't as simple as slipping into a uniform and waving around a gun. "I built a standing turntable, which I believe was about five to six feet square," Dochtermann said. "It was two pieces of quarter-inch plywood and casters you'd put on something so you could turn it. I put casters on the bottom and top parts of the plywood, then I bolted the whole thing together to give us around eight or 16 rotations. We set up a camera, and this turned into a whole-office affair. Everyone in the office made it into the game."

	To make the leap from flesh-and-blood developer to bytes-and-pixels game characters, each employee first got into costume and climbed atop the turntable to strike poses. All characters were animated as sprites, a two-dimensional cluster of pixels. Sprites are rendered parallel to the camera, so players only ever see one side of one-sided sprites such as trees, rocks, and bushes. Capturing developers from several angles enabled the artists to assign each character a sprite for any direction—facing players, turned slightly to one side, retreating straight ahead or at an angle—making characters feel more real.

	Triad's overall visuals had a more realistic bent, as well. While still colorful, its palette was darker and dirtier than Wolfenstein 3D's. B.J. Blazkowicz, the archetype of the shooter genre's taciturn tough guy, was supplanted by a trio of agents tasked with battling cultists and Nazis in an old monastery.

	Similarly, Rise of the Triad's tone took Wolfenstein's violence and cranked it up full blast. "We talked to Scott and George and said, 'Now that we're free from Wolfenstein, let's make the goriest game possible,'" Dochtermann remembered. 

	"It needed to differentiate itself from the other few shooters," Hall added. "So, in addition to the crazy story, we made crazy weapons and crazy power-ups and crazy over-the-top violence, inspired by anime and some kung-fu films. It was sort of a kitchen-sink, this-would-be-cool aggregation."

	Even at the time of its release, Wolfenstein 3D's violence paled in comparison to the likes of Midway's Mortal Kombat. Players raced down corridors mowing down Nazis with progressively larger guns, but gore didn't spray the environment the way it did in Mortal Kombat, nor could players finish off enemies by ripping off heads complete with dangling spinal cords. Wolfenstein 3D seemed bloodier than it was thanks to technical decisions that enhanced the game's presentation. Guns weren't just big; they were deafeningly loud. When killed, zombies and Nazi soldiers didn't just drop to the ground; they screamed, moaned, spun around, collapsed in a pool of blood. But that blood was part of their sprite; it didn't leak, ooze, or splash.

	In comparison, killing enemies in Rise of the Triad was like upending a bucket of red paint over an industrial fan. "There was a new rating systems that had come out, the precursor to the ESRB," said Dochtermann. "It was called RSAC, for Recreational Software Advisory Council. We saw these parental ratings, and we said, 'Let's try to make something that hits every single one of the categories on RSAC.' That was our goal."

	In December 1993, Doom armed players with a rocket launcher that reduced zombies to a neat mound of bloody chunks, or gibs. Like Wolfenstein's sprites, Doom's fallen enemies were all one piece. Bodies always erupted into the same number of gibs, and those gibs always settled into the same tidy pile. Dochtermann and Scarboro had other plans for Rise of the Triad's missile-based weapons.

	"We knew that we wanted rockets in the game, and when we shot them out, we wanted players to basically explode into a pile of gibs that fly out," Dochtermann explained. "We ramped that up, putting on around 300 particles, 300 gibs to begin with. And it crashed the game. We said, 'Oh. That's a bug.' We ended up putting that in as a cheat code: '/EKG: engine-killing gibs."

	Even at levels below "EKG," Triad's gore—which could be adjusted in the options menu for players who couldn't stomach the harsh virtual realities of waging war against Nazis and cults—was extreme. Enemies murdered by missiles exploded like a fireworks display, spewing blood and brains and body parts. Every so often, an eyeball would fly directly at the player, an effect that never failed to elicit cackles from the developers.

	 

	AN INTEGRAL PART of Apogee's everything-and-the-kitchen-sink approach to designing Rise of the Triad was equipping players with a full suite of weapons. Wolfenstein 3D had limited players to four: knife, pistol, Uzi, and chaingun. Triad gave them a baker's dozen divided into three groups: bullets, missiles, and magic.

	While all weapons were rooted in WWII-era technology, reality was more a starting point and less a rule. All bullet-based weapons offered unlimited ammunition. Players could pick up two pistols and dual-wield them like an action hero in a John Woo film.

	Missile weapons quickly became the darlings of Rise of the Triad's fans, and its developers. "Probably the one that really [defined] what the multiplayer experience would become was the drunk missile," Dochtermann said. "It shot five missiles, I believe, that came out of your gun. They had a timer on them, and for about three seconds, they would fan out in this random pattern away from you, up into the air, and at that point, they would heat-seek to any heat source they could find."

	Drunk missiles went through round after round of testing. The team wanted them to be both powerful and fast, yet not so dominant that a single missile would cause a target to erupt like a firecracker. More missiles seeking and hitting a target equaled more damage, as well as greater odds of greater gibs. Dialing in drunk missiles' speed was a delicate balancing act. The faster missiles flew, the faster players moved—never at a greater clip than the missiles themselves, yet speedily enough that they had a fighting chance of outrunning projectiles literally in hot pursuit—say, by ducking around a corner at the last second.

	By the time Rise of the Triad shipped, players were zipping along at the equivalent of nearly 30 miles per hour.

	"That kind of added to the comical nature of [the game's] deathmatch," Dochtermann said. "On some of the more popular levels, you'd be going down a corridor and see a player running by. Then one, two, three seconds later, you see this whole clump of missiles chasing him. It created really cool, really fun gameplay that didn't rely that much on skill. At that time in the industry and the [popularity] of deathmatch, it was just really fun." 

	"A lot of the crazy weapons were from William Scarboro's love of the crazy attacks in anime," said Hall. "They [were] wildly tactically different, like the Flamewall making you jump over it."

	Some magical weapons riffed on the nascent shooter genre's tropes. In addition to a code that triggered god mode—invulnerability to all damage—there was dog mode, transforming players into canines and replacing gun muzzles with a muzzle. Players could run around biting their foes, or hold down the fire button to emit a deafening bark that vaporized nearby enemies.

	Meanwhile, the Excalibat was a Louisville Slugger that the team digitized into a medieval weapon. Players could club enemies or knock away projectiles. "It was really hard to do but really satisfying. It was all timing," said Dochtermann. "Also, if you held down the button while wielding the bat, you'd hear an energy-building sound, and then it would shoot out an arc of flaming baseballs in a 45-degree swath that would cause mass destruction."

	 

	ALTHOUGH RISE OF the Triad is remembered for its over-the-top bloodshed and panoply of weapons, it has a number of more substantive claims to fame. The game experimented with verticality in a manner unsurpassed even by Doom's staircases and lifts, novelties at the time of its release. Triad took steps a step further by implementing jump pads, trampoline-like surfaces that rocketed players skyward. 

	More notably, Doom may have invented deathmatch, but it did not pack in maps built specifically for multiplayer. Players had to frag friends and strangers alike on the game's 27—updated to 36 in 1995's Ultimate Doom expansion—single-player levels, or download custom maps. Rise of the Triad and Bungie's Marathon, both released on December 21, 1994, offered something id's revolutionary shooter did not: Maps and modes engineered explicitly for multiplayer.4

	"Much of our design was trying to one-up id Software," said Miller. "ROTT didn't have a cutting-edge engine, so we had to innovate in a lot of other ways."

	Capstone Software's Corridor 7: Alien Invasion was the first first-person shooter to feature maps specifically for deathmatch. Released in March, the game was largely ignored due to being one of the last games build with Wolfenstein 3D's aging technology.4 But deathmatch, a staple by late 1994, was only the tip of Rise of the Triad's gib-laden iceberg. In Score More, players earn more points for certain kills than others. Hunter strips one player of all weapons and challenges him or her to avoid other players for as long as possible, like a game of "it" in reverse. Players can even partake in a weapons-free game of Tag. Arguably ROTT's most revolutionary multiplayer type was Capture the Flag, the first instance of the mode in a first-person shooter.5

	No matter which multiplayer maps and modes players favored, Rise of the Triad permitted deep customization. Player health, traps, types of weapons, and other values could be adjusted or removed from play entirely, a level of in-game customization—that is to say, without user-created mods—only surpassed by Rare's GoldenEye 007 shooter on consoles three years later, and in Epic Games' Unreal on PC in 1998.

	"Multiplayer deathmatch was great, and I wanted ours to be amazing," Hall said. "Tons of features and ways to play, and didn't want to be constrained by the nature of single-player level design. That way we could craft each environment to have the flow to make the intended multiplayer experience fun."

	Despite his games being in competition with Apogee's, John Romero enjoyed Rise of the Triad. "I thought it was a perfect Tom Hall game," he said. "It was wildly imaginative, it had different multiplayer modes—just fun stuff everywhere because Tom was so hilarious. To me, it was the first 3D game that Apogee published that set a blueprint for how complete Duke 3D needed to be. It had so much stuff in it because they loved that game so much, and when Duke 3D came out, it had every multiplayer feature. It was a fully fleshed-out game. They filled up ROTT with so much stuff, so when they did Duke 3D, they knew from their previous game, 'This is all the stuff we have to put in there.'"

	While Rise of the Triad never reached the lofty heights of Doom, Scott Miller was content with its success. "Rise of the Triad was originally intended to be a new sequel to Wolfenstein 3D, but never a true competitor to Doom," Miller said. "However, it did some things pretty well, such as deathmatch taunts, looking up/down with a mouse, and some really radical weapon designs."

	For months after ROTT's release, fan mail poured in. Dochtermann gleaned satisfaction from each and every letter. Apogee had done a fine job getting the game into as many hands as possible, even extrapolating from its shareware distribution model by offering a Site License, a purchase option that allowed players to distribute up to 10 copies of the game to friends. More copies in circulation meant more opportunities for online play.

	"I know we sold quite a few of those, and a lot of our fan mail was about the love for the multiplayer mode of ROTT," Dochtermann said. "I think we would have been wise to have capitalized on that, but in retrospect, Duke Nukem 3D was coming, and I don't think we realized how big Duke would become."

	 

	THERE’S AN ASTERISK next to the Rise of the Triad team's status as Apogee's first internal development team. While that group was the first to write a game within the company, Miller and Broussard had hired outside parties to create games that credited Apogee as both developer and publisher. Duke Nukem was one such.

	Tan and muscular with blonde hair shaved in a military flat top, Duke Nukem was the brain child of Todd Replogle and Allen H. Blum III. Replogle and Blum's humble beginnings mirrored id Software's. Like Romero, Carmack, Hall, and the others, the duo had got their start working on a 2D platformer littered with enemies and items worth points.

	Following Duke Nukem's publication in 1991, Apogee partnered with Torus Games and Interceptor Entertainment to produce Duke Nukem 2: Escape From Alien Abductors! Touting similar gameplay as its predecessor and designed by Replogle, the platforming sequel boasted a refined technical pedigree. Graphics were sharper and more colorful. Weapons were more advanced, such as a laser able to go through walls and a flamethrower capable of blasting players into the air. The audio received an upgrade, too, treating players with high-end cards such as the Sound Blaster 16 to explosions and thunderous weapon reports.

	After Apogee shipped Rise of the Triad, Miller and Broussard staffed up. Replogle and Blum came on board  full-time. The Rise of the Triad team bifurcated, with developers such as Tom Hall assigned to come up with concepts and designs for another first-person shooter called Prey while others, led Replogle and Blum, broke ground on a third Duke Nukem game, aptly titled Duke Nukem 3D.

	"3D was where the industry was going, and after ROTT we wanted to continue with 3D development," said Miller.

	Apogee doubled down on its investment in the third dimension. Setting aside the Apogee brand, Miller and Broussard registered a dba and became known as 3D Realms. Miller continued to scout for promising titles to publish, prioritizing teams working on 3D games such as Terminal Reality's Terminal Velocity. Even so, Duke Nukem 3D quickly became the centerpiece in 3D Realms' catalog.

	As with Rise of the Triad, 3D Realms did not intend for Duke Nukem 3D to challenge Doom, still the king of FPS mountain in 1995. Instead, Miller's and Broussard's strategy was to look for holes in id Software's pedigree, and fill them. "Duke's attitude and personality were so key to the game's success," explained Miller. "Id's philosophy was to make games with a main character that acted as an empty avatar, allowing the player to feel like it's them in the game, rather than playing as a defined character. And that's a valid approach. But to be different, we decided to have more fun with Duke, give him a personality, and add humor to the game."

	To bring Duke to life, Broussard hired Jon St. John, a disc jockey with a deep, gravelly voice. Broussard directed St. John in the recording studio, feeding him iconic lines such as Bruce Campbell's "Hail to the king, baby," from the Evil Dead movie, and quips such as "Your face, your ass—what's the difference?" when players obliterated alien enemies.

	Unlike Wolfenstein's and Doom's protagonists, who were fluent in grunt, Duke never stayed quiet for long. Certain events elicited a response from Duke, such as "I'm gonna rip off your head and shit down your neck" when the boss of Episode 2 appears, uttering a long sigh of relief when players empty their bladder in urinals or toilets, and entreat strippers to "Shake it, baby" after tipping them crisp green bills in strip clubs.

	Giving Duke a voice seemed a superficial choice, but the character's one-liners had a transformative effect. Players felt connected to Duke in a way they had never bonded with id's monosyllabic protagonists. 

	"Even though Duke 3D only had about 100 short lines of dialogue, it was enough to make Duke one of the most popular game characters of the '90s," said Miller.

	 

	DUKE NUKEM 3D ran on Build, technology written by Ken Silverman for use by 3D Realms. Like Doom's id Tech 1 engine, Build was not true 3D. The engine constructed virtual worlds on two-dimensional planes and populated them with characters crafted from pixels instead of polygons.

	Also similar to Doom's tech, Build was incapable of performing seemingly simple functions such as placing one room overtop another. Actions such as climbing staircases or riding elevators were made possible thanks to trickery performed by expert level designers like Richard Gray, whose ingenious designs earned him the nickname "Levelord."

	"I had my first level designing experience by using DEU [Doom Editing Utility] to remove a wall in the first level of Doom," said Gray, one of several level designers on Duke Nukem 3D alongside George Broussard, Allen Blum, Keith Schuler, and Randy Pitchford, who would go on to co-found Gearbox Software.

	"I still remember removing the walldef[initions] and loading the edited E1M1 in Doom," Gray continued. "I was hooked. I then spent every waking moment making levels and putting them on CompuServe. These levels got me making contract levels for Q Studio's Blood, which in turn got me making levels for Duke Nukem 3D."

	Once again, 3D Realms was one step behind id Software in terms of tech. Rise of the Triad had been made as a competitor to Wolfenstein 3D, only to be eclipsed by Doom. Likewise, Duke Nukem 3D came to fruition as id was knee-deep in Quake, slated to be the first true-3D first-person shooter. Nevertheless, many fans threw in with Duke thanks to the game's deceptively deep layers of interactive elements and realistic environments. 

	Duke 3D's opening stage, Hollywood Holocaust, designed by Allen Blum, is a masterclass in design. Set in the mean streets of Los Angeles, players hop over and on top of cars, and enter a functional cinema replete with video arcade, rest room, a warren of ventilation ducts, and a giant screen.

	Players can activate an automap to pore over a top-down view, but on most levels the map winds up feeling extraneous. The verisimilitude stemming from Duke 3D's real streets, of stepping into a theater and taking a left to the bathroom or hooking right to go up to the projector room, facilitates intuitive navigation through most areas. Even the stages of the second episode, set on a lunar base, managed to fuse sprawling environments with easy-to-follow floorplans.

	"Always, in every level, this was the goal, unless the aim was to intentionally be nonrealistic," said Gray, who designed the bulk of Duke 3D's third episode. "For me, that quote from Die Hard's Hans Gruber is perfectly fitting: 'I always enjoyed models as a boy. The exactness, the attention to every foreseeable detail... perfection.' I enjoyed making everything as realistic as possible."

	The attention to detail shown by Duke's designers extended to interactive elements. Toilets could be broken and drank from to regain health. Walking up to a billiards table and pressing the Use button caused balls to scatter. Busy signals chirped from payphones. Pressing the Use key before a mirror prompted Duke to admire his good looks. Vents could be kicked or blasted open, revealing a maze of tunnels that players could follow to caches of items or passages to otherwise inaccessible areas.

	Cracks in walls tended to hide the most and best goodies. In Hollywood Holocaust, players who venture up to the projection room can operate the projector, dimming the lights in the theater below and kicking off a titillating picture on the big screen. Firing a rocket-propelled grenade at the telltale crack in the center of the screen opens up a hidden room containing a jetpack and several boxes of shotgun shells.

	"Back then, destructible walls and such were not common," Gray said, "so often, adding these were the focus of an area, and that area was built around the player breaking the barrier. Other times, these breakable barriers were used for secrets or shortcuts."

	"That first level was so well-paced, with the mirrors in the bathroom and the huge explosions in the hallway as you went into the theater," gushed John Romero. "Even being able to activate the projector and go behind the theater screen, and go into the bathroom and climb up into vents, and you could look through the window in the projector room and fire an RPG into the screen as it was animating, and having flying enemies—there was so much cool stuff on that first level. And if you had a jetpack and flew up, there was even more."

	"My favorite two levels are the first two, simply because we polished those levels to extreme perfection knowing that they would be the levels that would make or break the game," Miller agreed. "For their time, they were simply jaw-dropping levels of pure perfection and fun."

	 

	THE RPG, SHORT for rocket-propelled grenade, was only one in Duke's bag full of tricks. Taking cues from Rise of the Triad, Duke Nukem 3D balanced staple firearms—pistol, shotgun, chaingun, rocket launcher—with more creative implements. Pipebombs had to be manually detonated, encouraging players to scatter them like birdseed and lie in wait until hapless enemies wandered into their veritable minefield. Laser tripbombs, especially effective in "Dukematch" sessions online, could be placed almost anywhere, leading crafty players to tuck them in areas where foes might not notice them, such as at ground level or in higher areas that players had to jump to reach.

	"We tried to design weapons that added tactical gameplay value to the game, so that these crazier weapons had both pluses and minuses. We didn't want to make any all-powerful weapons like BFG in Doom," Miller explained. "The pipe bomb is a good example of a weapon with tactical implications, in that it's powerful but only goes a short distance. But, you can trigger it from far away, which leads to interesting ways to use it."

	Other weapons likewise necessitated more work on the player's part to use effectively, but made pulling off a kill immeasurably more satisfying than using conventional weapons. The Shrink Ray shrinks players to the size of a mouse. Players who run over them initiate an animation of Duke's big black boot stomping them flat, leaving behind a puddle of blood that sticks to boots and generates trails of footprints that can be followed. However, pint-sized players who manage to stay out of harm's way will eventually grow back to full size, giving them another lease on life. 

	The Freezethrower spews a stream of ice crystals that damage enemies until they are frozen solid. Follow up with any weapon to shatter them into cubes. Guns do the trick, but planting a kick right in their midsection and watching them break like glass is particularly gratifying.

	"These new types of weapons, like the freezer gun, required a lot of playtesting to get them to feel and play well," Miller admitted. "That's where the real magic happens: playing the game a thousand times and relentlessly fine-tune every aspect of the gameplay. Weapons are the primary way to interact with [an FPS] game world, and therefore it's beyond important to have them look cool, feel right, sound awesome, shoot projectiles at the right speed, and deliver the right amount of damage or special effect, like shrinking an enemy. A lot of '90s-era FPS games didn't get the weapons right because it's really, really hard to fine-tune them, and when they're not done right, it's a mistake that can sink a game."

	Intentional or not, Duke Nukem 3D gave id Software a significant challenge when the game launched in January 1996, nearly half a year before Quake. John Romero, in the midst of a seven-month-long crunch to finish Quake, recognized what Duke got right and id got wrong. He and his coworkers had the upper hand in technology. In terms of gameplay, Duke Nukem 3D was exactly the type of game he wanted to play, and to make.

	"I thought Duke Nukem 3D was amazing. I love that game so much," Romero said. "I listened to the soundtrack to that game every day for years. And the game itself, I was just crazy nuts over it. I played through the whole thing multiple times. The humor was so funny, and the interactive environments and music worked so well together."

	"It wasn't 3D, we all knew that. But it was interactive in a way we'd never seen," said PC Games editor Rob Smith. "The opening level is probably one of the best designed of all time. The Bronco, the pool table, the movie theater. It didn't really matter what happened after that. As openings go, I'm not sure I could think of a better one."

	For Scott Miller, Duke Nukem 3D upheld the old Apogee tagline: The Height of Gaming Excitement. John Carmack's Quake engine ran circles around Build, but in terms of moment-to-moment gameplay, Duke strafed circles around the latest in id's growing line of forgettable characters. 

	"It's so hard to push technology and create a cohesive, fun game, but during id Software's Beatles era—Wolf, Doom, Quake—no one did it better," Miller said. "But, at the same time, Quake's gameplay stayed true to id's style of minimalism, super focused on core gameplay and familiar weapons. Our approach was to do things no one else was doing."

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Observing and Simulating with Jennell Jaquays

	 

	Over months of interviews and research, I got to know the names behind the credits screens on each Quake game. These profiles dig deeper into a developer's career beyond analysis of id Software's culture and the Quake franchise.

	 

	RIGHT AROUND THE time the bottom dropped out from under the North American videogame market, Jennell Jaquays was stepping up. Already a veteran designer, Jaquays cut her teeth designing campaigns for Dungeons & Dragons and publishing The Dungeoneer, one of the first magazines tailored to gaming hobbyists. Her desire to try her hand at designing and creating art for different types of games—as well as a burning need to earn a living wage—led her to Coleco around the time the leather company released the ColecoVision to go head-to-head with Atari's Video Computer System (2600) and Mattel's Intellivision.

	Her mission as one of Coleco's principal designers was to recruit teams of engineers and artists and convert popular arcade games to the 8-bit system. There was just one catch. They were given no code, no art assets, no documentation—no foundation on which to duplicate hits like Donkey Kong and Pac-Man. To create faithful adaptations on Coleco's notoriously thrifty budgets, Jaquays and her team took the only approach available to them: observe and simulate.

	Over our two-and-a-half-hour interview, Jaquays and I discussed her introduction to tabletop roleplaying, how she became one of the first publishers of a gaming magazine, and what it was like to work before and during the North American videogame market crash of the 1980s.

	 

	You attended college when tabletop RPGs like Dungeons & Dragons were in their infancy. What led to your interest in games?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: Before college, I played some [wargames]. My friends in high school played Risk, and we did play some of the Avalon Hill wargames. My younger brother was an avid wargamer—still is, actually—so it wasn't until college that I discovered fantasy roleplaying games, or any roleplaying games, because it didn't exist before then. Before then it was just tabletop wargaming. I played stuff like that with my brother; we used to fighting miniature battles on our dad's pool table. In fact, not long after he built it, he never got to play pool on it again. We just co-opted the surface and would set up armies, and have these massive battles.

	 

	I know some wargamers who enjoy the hobby for the deep tactics and strategy, while others see it as a form of roleplaying. What drew you to it?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: I'd always been kind of a world designer, even as a child. Growing up, my influences were having really cool sets of blocks, and having a lot of small plastic toys. Not as many big toys, but smaller figures. My dad was a model railroader, so he was a world builder in that sense. I got exposed to what he did as a very young person. He was a hobbyist all his life, so just about every single hobby he got involved in, I got involved in, in some way. He read comic books, too, and Mad magazine. This was the early '60s. I started reading the comics he collected, finding ones I liked, and I started collecting them. I'd read the ones my friends would read.

	 

	I came into roleplaying games with this rich experience of make-believe worlds, and [an interest in] fantasy and science fiction. Later on came Doctor Doolittle, a lot of young adult stories about exotic worlds. I used to love that. I used blocks to build those worlds and populate them with small characters. My brother and I each had our personal avatars that we would put into our play. He'd be this figure, and I'd be that figure, and they would be our characters in the world. This was in the mid-'60s and early '70s, before [roleplaying games were prolific].

	 

	Did you have an avatar that you carried from game to game, or did it change depending on the game?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: A lot of times we played with small plastic animals. I actually had a couple avatars that represented me. I don't have them here at my desk, but I still have them.

	 

	What led to the founding of the Fantastic Dungeoning Society gaming group at your college?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: My friends Mark [Hendricks] and Merle [Davenport] and I said, "Hey, let's take these skills that I [Jennell] am learning from doing the school newspaper"—I did production on my college newspaper—"and [create material for] this game we're interested in. From our perspective, no one seemed to be making material for it. We were all writers and liked sharing our experiences, so we said, "Let's make a magazine and see if anyone's interested in it."

	 

	It was originally just the three of us, and then we created an organization that represented [our interest]. There was no organized "society"; that was just a name we created for publishing. Then we realized after the fact—it's not a thing these days—back in the '70s, there was a thing called FDS: Feminine Deodorant Spray. We didn't make the [connection] between the acronym and ours at the time.

	 

	What did you learn about campaign creation and storytelling while working on The Dungeoneer?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: We only worked on the magazine for around two years. It was less, actually. I'd say it was a year and a half, until the end of 1977, but we learned a lot about creating magazines and even more about how to get a magazine into the hands of people who might be interested in buying it. We learned how to shorthand, how to teach people to fill out a room, drawing maps that you could print. A lot of [what we learned] was production oriented. 

	 

	We didn't realize at the time that we were making history; for us, it was just a hobby. It was something fun to do, and we found out other people were interested in it and were willing to give us money to do this. [laughs] Not much money, even in 1976 terms, but we were able to do it and make enough money to pay for the printing and distribution.

	 

	How far removed from publishing The Dungeoneer did you learn that yours was one of the first for the hobby?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: Realistically, we knew there wasn't a lot out there at the time. I went to a small Christian college in southern Michigan, and when I lived there, the town I lived in had a big toy store, but it really focused on toys and modeling hobbies; there was no gaming. We used to go up to Michigan State University's campus and check out stores around there. That's when we realized that there wasn't a lot out there for DND or other roleplaying games. There were some places that stock [material], and we could buy miniature figurines, but that was about it.

	 

	So, we decided to make this thing. Later, as I published more and more, there were other magazines out there. And later on, some of them did publish adventure [campaigns]. But—and I didn't learn this until maybe 35 years later—that I was the second. Not the first, but the second to published a fully-worked-out game adventure in a publication of any kind, and the first to publish a mini-adventure.

	 

	Is that how you got your foot in the door at TSR?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: Actually, no. TSR at that point was one of my clients. I was throwing sketches at [Dragon] magazine to publish. I actually have a drawing in the first issue of Dragon magazine. It's not a very big drawing, and it's not a very good drawing, but it's in there. When I left school—I graduated with an art degree in the summer of '78—my first job out of college was doing paste-up [the process of doing page layout prior to desktop publishing] for a local print shop. I'd worked there part-time during the school year, so after graduation I went to work for them full-time.

	 

	I was there for a month, maybe two months, and got let go. There was extended sewer construction on the street they were located on. It blocked off walk-in traffic; no walk-in traffic meant they couldn't support the staff, so I got let go. That was around the time I started finding other clients. I worked for Martian Metals [manufacturer of miniature figures with six-sided bases] doing some concept artwork and advertising artwork, and I worked for the guy I'd sold my magazine to about nine or 10 months earlier. He was now working for Judges Guild. 

	 

	At that time, Judges Guild was the only licensed publisher of DND material. They were starting to publish my magazine. Chuck had taken the magazine with him to the company, and they were gearing up to publish the ninth issue. I had done [issues] one through six; Chuck had done seven and eight; they would publish nine in a new format. I went down to interview with them. They were in another state; that was the longest trip I'd done driving by myself, and I interviewed for a couple of days. They hired me and bought a bunch of artwork I'd brought down. I went back [home] and started working on my first commercial dungeon, one that would be included in the ninth issue of the magazine.

	 

	That's how I got my start. It wasn't with TSR; it was with one of their licensees.

	 

	How did that work lead you to the videogame industry?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: I worked for Judges Guild as an adventure designer and illustrator for one year. Everything I produced back then—well, nearly everything—is still in print. I was not making as much money as I wanted to. I'll be honest, it was minimum wage plus 10 cents an hour. That's all I was making, but I did get health insurance, which wasn't a big deal because it wasn't expensive back then as it was now.

	 

	So, I went freelance and started working for other clients. I did that for about a year. I bought my first computer to do word processing; worked with a number of clients both in gaming and outside of the industry. At the end of that year, someone I'd met at a game convention, just weeks before, called me up and said, "I'm working for this toy company in Connecticut. They need one more designer. Would you want to come out and interview with them?" I said, "Sure!" Because I was kind of broke at the time. I'd been working with clients and not making as much money as I needed to.

	 

	They flew me out to Connecticut, and I interviewed with Coleco Industries, Inc., and they hired me that day. They expected me to just start working, and I said, "No, I've got to go home and shut down my life back in Michigan." So, I flew back, made some commitments for my life at that point, packed up enough stuff to live out of a suitcase for a few weeks, and moved to Hartford, Connecticut. I found my contract for that job recently. It was for 15 weeks working as a designer, doing electronic toys.

	 

	I worked in their advanced research department with [fantasy author and Wasteland co-designer] Mike Stackpole. The two of us had come in to design a roleplaying game for a new toy that was using two super-hot new technologies in late 1980: barcode reading, and a speech synthesis chip. We designed the game, and the way it worked is you would create cards and use a plotter to create a barcode that had the faux-names for a word or short phrase on it. So, we could put together a set of roleplaying rules where you used the cards like dice, or to reveal secret information. You fed cards through this reader, and it would say, "Roll 20" or "You hit." We did some other games. We did a detective game where you would try to guess who was the murderer, but with spies, so you could find clues.

	 

	We did these things, made prototypes, but when they were done, Coleco said, "Eh, there's not enough interest. Next!" I stayed with them, but Mike ended up deciding that, rather than a career making electronic games, he went back to Arizona and became a famous science fiction and fantasy author. And he did. But I got the same offer [from Coleco], and I stayed. I was with the company from November 1980 through early June of 1985, so I was there when they came up with the idea for the ColecoVision. 

	 

	I was one of the designers of record on their tabletop electronics: Pac-Man, Galaxian, Donkey Kong—that was the one I had the most input into. The reason I say that is because at that point, I worked with one engineer and was one of the only designers left on staff. We had a cocktail table version of the game, and we sat there and took measurements, analyzed what was happening on the screen. Between the two of us, we turned that into an engineering design that would create a vacuum florescent tube of static images that, when turned on and off, would simulate movement. I drew the production art for that. That's one of my claims to fame in handheld electronics.

	 

	But I was there when we started the ColecoVision, and by that time the design department had gone through some reductions to the point where I was the only designer left on staff. Because of that, and because I had a good relationship with the department's vice president, I ended up becoming the manager of the group. And then later, the chief designer; and later, the director of design. So, my basic responsibility was to recruit, train, and guide—both creatively and as a personnel manager—all of the art and design teams for all ColecoVision and ADAM games that came out of Coleco.

	 

	So, a guy whom I'd met at a convention, whom I'd become friends with because he was another RPG designer, called me up two weeks after I'd met him to work with him at a company that, to be honest, I'd never heard of. But they were paying real money, relatively speaking.

	 

	I'd love to hear some of your anecdotes from that period working on the ColecoVision. That was a really interesting time in the industry, especially in North America, when consoles hit their peak and then the market bottomed out. What was it like to work in the industry at that time?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: The interesting thing was we really didn't realize we were coming in at the end. Coleco, as a company, their corporate philosophy was, "See what other people are doing. If it's successful, imitate it for cheaper and make money." That was basically their philosophy. They were a me-too company. They saw Mattel and Atari in the toy market—there was no [console] market at that point—selling these electronic consoles, and they said, "We think we can do that better and cheaper." They were able to create a console that was mostly built from off-the-shelf parts: a Z80 microprocessor, and a TI color chip. That was the core of it: parts that were off-the-shelf and easy to get, and they figured out a way to do it without a lot of video RAM [random access memory]. So, they had a fairly economical console.

	 

	They figured they would jump into the market by licensing arcade consoles, because another thing Coleco did was they wanted someone else to pre-sell their work. They liked licensing, and they'd already found out from the tabletop electronics they'd sold that people knew what Pac-Man was, people knew what Donkey Kong was, people knew what Galaxian was. [Consumers] liked the game and wanted to play them at home. That is the experience that, as ColecoVision designers and artists, we were expected to reproduce, and to be honest, we did.

	 

	ColecoVision and Intellivision could do similar types of games. They used tile-based systems, much like the Commodore 64 later on. You made graphics from smaller tiles that you could store in memory. ColecoVision had a higher resolution: it was 320x200, which was high resolution in 1982 terms. The Intellivision never got anywhere close to that. It used much coarser graphic tiles. Our graphics system was close to what arcade games were doing. They weren't exactly the same; ours was a lower resolution, and we couldn't use quite as many colors, but we could simulate the arcades. But when Coleco got these licenses, they expected us to simulate the arcade games not only on ColecoVision, but on the Atari 2600 and the Intellivision.

	 

	Over the course of that period, two of these things are not like the other. We were able to recreate a few games fairly well on the Atari. We hooked up with some super-talented programmers who knew the systems and could make them jump through hoops. For Intellivision, we found people who had reverse engineered it, but it really wasn't designed to [run ports of] arcade games. It worked really well with the types of games Intellivision's designers created for it, but they were creating new, original content that made use of what the console could do. So, in a way, [ColecoVision and Intellivision] were apples and oranges.

	 

	One of the terms I miss from back then is "arcade perfect." I loved comparing and contrasting home ports with arcade games. It seemed like the executive game-design du jour of that era was, "Okay, Donkey Kong's popular. That brings in a lot of quarters, so make that." These mandates often came from people who knew business but didn't follow games. What were some of the tips you gleaned for making a good, faithful console port?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: Most of them were done with the monitor set on end so the scan lines went up and down, so one tip we had to invent for ourselves was, "How do we take these vertically oriented games and put them on a horizontal screen, at a lower resolution?" We would look at [the arcade game] and get best estimates of proportion and scaling, because to be clear, we never got design documents of every kind. We never even got code or [art assets]. Everything we made was created from observation. Observation and documentation.

	 

	We had an art team of usually one or two people, and a designer team, usually just one person. They would spend time with a manual stopwatch, wax markers, and measuring tape, and we would figure out what was going on in the game and write up an order that we could give a programmer to replicate that, and to an artist, all to make a game based on what we observed. If there were secrets about a game we never found out in the arcade, they didn't make it into the console port.

	 

	Another thing was to figure out what were the most important features. If we had to sacrifice something, what would it be? In Donkey Kong, the main map is one ramp lower [than the coin-op original], and the character starts on the opposite side than he does in the arcade. The graphics are simpler. Those were some things: We had to figure out how to overcome technical limitations of the graphics chip, and how much memory we could use.

	 

	That was the other limiting factor. When Coleco would figure out a budget for a game, they were looking at Atari cartridges that had 2K or 4K of ROM on them. At that point, manufactured ROM was fairly expensive, so that was one of Coleco's biggest expense points, and they were looking at these Atari cartridges that were really small. What they didn't factor in was that Atari did graphics through timing and calculation. ColecoVision primarily did them by using data sets of tiles. We had to store a tile-data set, a color-data set. Each screen had to have an array map [of tile data]. Another map over that remembered the colors for each of those tiles, and there were different modes we could use.

	 

	So, we were making a lot of choices about color modes, the amount of detail we could include, the complexity of the graphics. Sometimes, we opted for the most expensive graphic quality we could use; other times we opted for, "Can we do this in half-pixel-block squares?" We did a few cartridges that way. The result was we ended up with larger cartridges, around four times as large, minimum: 16K cartridges.

	 

	That's incredible. I'm endlessly fascinated by that era of the industry. What are some of your fondest memories from that time?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: Mostly, the people I worked with. Because I was initially the hiring manager for both the art and the game design for projects, every designer and technical writer who came in went through me. I was able to put together a team that really worked well together. A lot of us had come from the roleplaying-game industry, like I had. We brought in people who were writers, and system designers, and storytellers, but we rarely got to make original games. We were mostly doing arcade knock-offs. 

	 

	The closest we got to original games was making a game connected to a cartoon character license. That was Tarzan. There was a Tarzan movie that came out in the mid-'80s. I was the designer on War Games, based on a movie that came out [in 1983]. We did Smurfs. We actually had quite a few [licensed projects]; later on we did a Cabbage Patch games, but most of those were conversions of other people's games.

	 

	I've talked to a lot of people who got their start in the 1980s and '90s, and one common theme is that teams were small, so everyone wore a lot of hats. Today, you have mega publishers like Ubisoft and team sizes in the hundreds. You're someone who could this, that, and the other. Do you find today that people still need to be able to multifaceted, or have you noticed more specialization?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: Specialization is huge, but it really depends on the size of the team you end up on. A lot of independent developers, if you're on the art side, you pretty much do everything, or at least you need to know how to do everything from 2D graphics through 3D. Programmers need to have more than one specialty: they're not just a gameplay programmer, they're not just a bug fixer. They've got to be able to write engine components, game mechanics, tool construction. The smaller the team, the more general you have to be.

	 

	Larger teams become more focused. They're like an animation studio where you have a talent to do a particular thing, but that's all you're going to do at the company: that thing. You never do anything but the thing. If you want to get out of the niche, you have to go somewhere else.

	 

	Early on, when I was working at Coleco, we had one animator. He was our go-to guy. He did all the character animation. He'd come from the film animation industry, and he was good at what he did. He was good at getting things to happen with very few frames. But most artists had to do backgrounds, character designer. The same thing for the designers.

	 

	The comparable position to a designer [from back then] on my team now would be an associate producer with design responsibilities. Someone who has to get everything done: managing design, communication, all the aspects of working with outside teams. He wouldn't have to be a programmer or an artist, but he would have to be a communicator. That was the key skill. We also had production managers who did bean counting for us and managed contracts.

	 

	Observe and simulate—that was our job.

	 

	Following your tenure at Coleco, what were some of the projects you worked on that kind of paved your path to id Software?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: When I left Coleco, we were all laid off. I was one of the last to be let go from the design side. My wife is over here saying everyone else got turned into Cabbage Patch Kids. [laughs] I went to a small, local company that had been started by my first boss at Coleco. The name of the company was International OmniCorp, Inc. Later on, that became Penguin Products. I joined as a design director, and I was there nine months, maybe. It just wasn't working out. It wasn't a creative position, and I needed a creative position.

	 

	I ended up being let go. One of the guys who worked there with me had been my second-in-command at Coleco as a designer, and he was just heartbroken to see me leave the company. But I was feeling better that day than I had in months. So, he's crying, he's this wonderful gentleman, 16 years older than me, and was just brokenhearted that day. But I'm feeling like, "I'm free!"

	 

	I went freelance at that time, and went back to two industries I knew. One was fantasy roleplaying games. The other was being a design contractor to people who had originally been our contractors at Coleco. I ended up working with a developer who was creating stuff for Epyx. I actually interviewed with Epyx for a design position near the end [of the company] and decided not to take it, even after being offered the job. So, I was working with this developer making stuff for Epyx, and my only design that got produced by them was 4x4 Off-Road Racing, a truck-racing game. Even though I wrote the design document and a lot of the content of the game, I am credited with "theme."

	 

	[laughs] What does that mean?

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: Modern historians have interpreted that as, "Jennell wrote the music!" No! That's one of the things I don't know how to do. I had to go into IMDB, where I was credited for that, and change it to... I think it was "Miscellaneous" or a "Design" credit. But at some places I am still credited with that.

	 

	I didn't realize I was talking to the great composer, Jennell Jaquays.

	 

	Jennell Jaquays: [laughs] I know composers, and I'm no composer. But there were other big projects I worked on. I worked on some of my own big book series called Central Casting, which were game aids for roleplaying games. I produced a series of books called City Book for a publisher, Flying Buffalo, where I did everything for the book except print it. I worked for Interplay as a freelance designer on Lord of the Rings: Volume I, which was what they were allowed to call Fellowship of the Ring. I was the content designer on that. It ended up coming out on the PC. I worked with EA on the original Bard's Tale IV project, which ended up being killed because it was costing too much money, it was not going to make money, and by the time it would have come out, the technology would have been outdated.

	 

	Because EA changed their policy for how they worked with outside developers, I couldn't work with them anymore. They needed a full [internal] team. If you weren't a full team, they didn't want to work with you. Raven, up in Madison, they were working with [EA] and got to stay in the family, but I got booted out.

	 

	After that, I ended up focusing on art—doing illustrations, primarily, and really focusing on becoming a better painter. I got hired by TSR, the DND people, as a staff artist. I painted covers and other stuff, including a stint as a director of graphic design. I worked for them for three years right up to the point when it looked like they were starting to tank. I was at a game convention in Chicago during a stormy winter weekend in January, and one of the other guests at the show happened to be Sandy Petersen. He took me out to lunch and proceeded to sell me on coming to interview with id.

	 

	Now, the curious thing on that is that 12 years previous, I had brought Sandy out to interview for a position on one of my teams. He wisely refused it, and ended up at MicroProse. Id flew me down, and I interviewed with them for a week.

	 

	At Coleco, nobody expected me to make a game level. I just went out, showed a lot of the design I'd done. I had a lot of credits already. At id, I would make the jump from being a roleplaying-game designer, to making really interesting maps with a 3D ideology behind them. In fact, that's what I became known for: not necessarily the way I drew them, but the way I could seed them. I was an illustrator at that point, so I knew my way around art, just not around modern art tools and not around 3D [level] editors.

	 

	I took a week of vacation I had coming at TSR; that's when id flew me down and I stayed with Sandy Petersen for a week. I went into work with him and edited maps for the week. I learned [the tool] that would eventually become Quake2Edit, and made my first Quake 2 map. At the end of the week they sent me home. That was around Valentine's Day. I think it was Monday before they offered me a job.

	 

	 


Chapter 8: Forward Thinking

	 

	JOHN CARMACK TREATS discipline as more than a state of mind. It's a way of life.

	Discipline, along with a sharp intellect and a ceaseless desire to experiment and build, had enabled him to construct digital platforms that caused seismic shifts across the landscape of technology. From before Commander Keen and id Software through Quake 2, discipline intermingled with curiosity had been his mana, a wellspring that fueled him to barrel over obstacles and bring his visions to life on computer screens.

	In early 1998, Carmack took his seat at a table surrounded by high-rolling executives and drew from that well once again. 

	"Having a reasonable grounding in statistics and probability and no belief in luck, fate, karma, or god(s), the only casino game that interests me is blackjack," he wrote in a .plan blog dated February 9, 1998. "Playing blackjack properly is a test of personal discipline. It takes a small amount of skill to know the right plays and count the cards, but the hard part is making yourself consistently behave like a robot, rather than succumbing to your 'gut instincts.'"

	Carmack's strategy was to play a basic high-low count and scale his bets far and wide. The prospect of losing did not faze him, nor did winning. Making games was what put food on his table and Ferraris in his garage. His robotic mindset paid off. By the end of the night, he'd racked up $20,000 in winnings. He did not pocket the money. Instead he donated to the Free Software Foundation, partly out of respect for the institution, partly because he felt he owed them. He and his team had written Doom and Quake on NeXTSTEP, an operating system that offered tools distributed through FSF at no charge.

	Besides, Carmack was playing for fun. Activision had flown the id team to Las Vegas for a bacchanalia of food, drinks, and gambling on the publisher's dime in celebration of Quake 2's launch the previous November. Carmack had passed the time between the game's arrival in stores and Activision's fete working on id Tech 3, his next engine.

	The rest of id's team fell back into step more slowly. Shortly after Quake 2's completion, Tim Willits and Paul Steed had hopped a plane to Australia, one of many legs on a global tour to promote the game. Jennell Jaquays had been one of a handful of developers still at the office. Most of her peers had headed home for their well-deserved rest. "When Tim left the office to go on the tour, he said, 'Whatever you do, don't open the maps and recompile them.' What were 75 percent of the things we had to do? Open the maps back up and recompile them," Jaquays remembered.

	As the only level designers still on duty, Jaquays and Brandon James sifted through reports of bugs, many embedded in Quake 2's maps. To squelch the bugs, the maps needed to be opened. Cognizant of Willits' forewarning, James and Jaquays braced for impact and went in, clearing out errors and recompiling levels. They worked carefully. Fixing errors carried a high probability of introducing others. Next, John Cash went in to patch up the code involved in planting connecting points in each map.

	Patches for Quake 2 had rolled out without incident, and the skeleton crew had gone home. Jaquays and her spouse had sent their kids to stay with grandparents and traveled to France, where they rang in 1998 with friends. By the time developers began trickling back into the office, Carmack had long since slipped right back into the stream of his usual schedule, entering his programming cave in id's black cube around four in the afternoon, working for 12 hours, heading home for sleep, then returning the next evening to do it all over again.

	Everyone else kept busy. Xatrix Entertainment, Inc., had been contracted by id to develop The Reckoning, the first of several planned map packs for Quake 2. Xatrix's team was building single-player and multiplayer levels as well as weapons and enemies such as the Repair Bot, a foe that went around resurrecting dead monsters in an ode to Doom 2's Arch-Vile. Although Xatrix was at the wheel of The Reckoning, id's developers were its navigators, guiding the project to completion. Once the team at Xatrix finalized content, id moved on to oversee Ground Zero, another expansion in the works at Rogue Entertainment, where Tim Willits had worked before joining id.

	External map packs did not consume all of id's time. While Carmack and programmer Brian Hook wrote id Tech 3, a small team of in-house artists and programmers built levels and monsters for a third Quake 2 add-on. "What we started working on was, basically, Quake 2.2," Jaquays said. "We wanted to do our own map pack that was going to be a second Quake 2 story. We were working on that, kind of poking on it, not really inspired. I know I did a few map designs on paper, trying to make some new and interesting things in the editor. Then—this was mid-spring of '98—Carmack comes in and says, 'I want to do Quake 3 as graphics-accelerator-only.'"

	Carmack outlined his plans for a third Quake that would eschew software acceleration in favor of graphics that would require players to own video cards. Graphics processing units had not yet become ubiquitous. Only users willing to pay top dollar for graphical bells and whistles in games such as Quake 2 and Half-Life installed them. On the other hand, id Software had fostered a reputation for developing games that sang on the latest and greatest hardware. The need to run Doom and Quake at the highest possible settings had impelled consumers to trick out their systems. Developing a game that refused to run on computers without a GPU was all but guaranteed to drive hardware sales.

	"We knew it was radical, and we knew it would upset some fans, but we also knew that this is the thing we wanted to do," remembered Jaquays. "The idea of not having those damn polygon limits that software rendering required—that was a godsend. We were all behind it. We were 100 percent behind it. We took Quake 2.2 or whatever we were making and [abandoned it]. And that was it."

	Carmack's second announcement held the potential to foment even more controversy. After years of cursory plots and characters with less depth than sheets of cardboard, id Software would abandon any pretense of a narrative in Quake 3. "What Carmack envisioned was a world full of servers you could jump in and out of. You could play with your friends, or against bots," said Tim Willits.

	"We all knew that this was going to make waves because we were going to alienate people," Jaquays agreed. "But, we all loved running around shooting other people in our maps. This was an opportunity to do what id really did best, which was a multiplayer shooter."

	Like embracing GPUs, renouncing stories in favor of deathmatch made as much sense to id's community of players as it did to its developers. "We had tournaments, we had QuakeCon," Willits said. The annual gathering had begun in August 1996 when a group of Quake players from around the globe had decided to rent out a hotel room in Dallas and play computer games—namely Quake—for an entire weekend. The conference had grown year by year, spurred by appearances from id developers and highlighted by an annual keynote from John Carmack. 

	"When people talked about their love for Quake, or their first time playing Quake, it was usually about multiplayer," Willits continued. "'I played with my brother' or 'I carried my computer to college and we ran network cables down the hallway.' There was so much passion for multiplayer that it made sense to steer into what people love the most about the game."

	Industry pundits concurred. "It’s where we were going, so not a surprise," said Rob Smith, then an editor at PC Accelerator magazine. "But the technology changed in those intervening years, so it was always going to be different. What it meant was we had to get better. There was the emergence of these people who could play way, way better than us."

	 

	GRAEME DEVINE WAS new to id Software, but he was by no means unfamiliar with Quake and its growing legion of pro players. "We were aware of it, definitely," Devine said in regard to the growing movement of pro gaming tournaments, or eSports. "Programmers would come in and show us how they played Quake 3, and of course we had QuakeCon. People like 'Thresh,' Dennis Fong, would come in and play us at Quake 3."

	Like Mike Abrash, Devine was a programmer after John Carmack's heart. Growing up in the UK, Devine had learned how to program on the BBC Micro PC before starting his first game company at age 14. Two years later, he was writing code for Atari. In December 1990 he co-founded Trilobyte with Rob Landeros, whom Devine had met when they worked together at Virgin Games. 

	Trilobyte's most popular titles were The 7th Guest and follow-up The Eleventh Hour, full-motion-video (FMV) adventure games driven by point-and-click interfaces and pre-recorded video with special effects sprinkled in instead of traditional graphics such as polygons or pixels. Released in April 1993 months before Cyan Entertainment's Myst, The 7th Guest sold over two million copies and received credit for stimulating sales of CD-ROM drives.

	A short time later, Devine became enamored with Apple co-founder Steve Jobs' NeXTSTEP operating system. Through Jobs, Devine met John Carmack. Giddy over the power of NeXTSTEP machines, Devine and Carmack exchanged messages through the early '90s, taking advantage of powerful features such as the ability to record and send audio files and images embedded within text emails. In 1996, Carmack sent Devine in-progress shots of his Quake engine. Devine was impressed, and endured good-natured teasing from Carmack over his decision to create games like The 7th Guest using FMV rather than real-time graphics. During the odd trip out to Texas, Devine would swing by id to pay his friend a visit. After Trilobyte closed its doors in early 1999, Carmack extended an offer to Devine to join id full-time as Quake 3's lead game designer.

	Devine knew his limits. Though he was still new at id, he recognized that he could code rocket launchers better than he could fire them. Nevertheless he threw his weight against Dennis "Thresh" Fong, one of the top Quake players in the world, when Fong visited id. Devine did not fight alone. Id's developers followed the franchise's competitive scene and looked to players like Fong to help them tighten screws on Quake 3. To put the game through its paces, they had challenged Fong to deathmatch: The entire development team against one pro.

	"He was pissed that Christian [Antkow] took him out once by camping with the railgun," Devine remembered, laughing. "He was mad as hell. But he still beat us 31-1. It was just funny. He'd fire down a corridor, and we'd say, 'Why'd he fire down that corridor?', and then someone would run in at the very last minute at the end of the corridor, and we'd go, 'Oh. Well."

	Player control had become a staple of Quake's multiplayer. Devine knew it, and looked to pros to help him dial in nuances such as the speed of the player versus the speed of projectiles such as rockets. "A lot of it was [solving problems such as], 'I couldn't get back to the battle fast enough, and now the game's over' and 'I couldn't get away from the spawn point' and 'I heard the red armor [appear] and I couldn't get to it before it was gone,'" Devine explained.

	Jumping, a crucial piece of Quake's DNA, got a literal boost by way of jump pads, circular pads on floors—and able to be positioned at angles thanks to id Tech 3's capability to render curved surfaces—that launched players into the air. Devine and the rest of the team took great pains to craft jumps that felt smooth and natural so as not to disorient players. Rocket jumps, normal jumps, pad-enhanced jumps—the developers iterated on them time and again, especially after playing Unreal Tournament, their chief competitor in the nascent arena-shooter genre.

	A multiplayer-focused sequel to 1998's Unreal, Epic Games' Unreal Tournament boasted jump pads as well. Quake 3's team didn't care for them. "We felt their system was very linear; it didn't have the same graceful feel that our jump system had," Devine said, "because we worked a lot on making our jumps feel perfect and forgiving. The thing Nintendo spent the most time coding in Super Mario was jumping, and we spent a lot of time making our jump feel like you could just make [that leap]."

	Fine-tuning Quake 3's movement and control for human players was only one step of the development process. A second, arguably greater challenge was emulating those same players.

	 

	JUST BECAUSE QUAKE 3 would not contain a campaign did not mean id Software intended to abandon single-player modes.

	Rather than scribble out a paragraph about human-alien hybrids or portals from hell, the Quake 3 team would develop bots, artificially intelligent opponents to challenge players in deathmatch, team deathmatch, capture the flag—any and every mode included in multiplayer.

	The idea was that players could hone their skills by playing against bots, then jump onto servers and challenge human players. "You wouldn't need to have a great Internet connection or know a bunch of people. You could experience the game as if you were playing multiplayer," said Willits.

	In keeping with tradition, Quake 3's premise was charmingly simple. A god-like creature scoured the universe for the greatest warriors, plucked them from their habitats, and forced them to fight in a deathmatch tournament for the enjoyment of spectators across time and space. "Paul Steed had a gimmicky idea to have [the developers] be the first player-character models," recalled Jaquays. "He did one basic player model that became the character Visor, but the rest of us went around shooting each other in the maps for most of the rest of the year."

	Quake 3 opened with a beautifully rendered intro video, created by Steed, depicting Sarge—a buff military man with gun-metal-gray hair and a cigar stub wedged between his lips—fighting off aliens before an unseen force snagged him out of the fray. That video was as much story as players were given. From the main menu, anyone who entered single-player competition progressed through ranked tiers of maps called arenas where bots fought for the same turf and went after the same weapons and power-ups as players.

	Although Carmack, Devine, and other programmers at id understood AI, it was not their forte. For that, they looked to Quake's community. "Sometimes it was people working in concert, like the way we found Jan Paul van Waveren," Devine said of id's development process.

	 Together, Devine and level designer Christian Antkow downloaded user-made bots for Quake and Quake 2 and played against them. Some were clearly pet projects. They moved, but without purpose, grinding against walls and ignoring players or, worse, firing with no rhyme or reason.

	Loading a set of bots coded by a grad student, Antkow and Devine shared their verdict. The bots were so good, so advanced, that they had forgotten they were deathmatching against an AI-powered construct. "That was all Jan Paul van Waveren, from the Netherlands," Devine continued. "He came up with the AI system and the neural network the AI used to determine how far could they see, how fast could they turn, how much are they attracted to each of [items and opponents], all of these things. That was all of his genius, and he really was. He was up there with John Carmack as being a genius coder. Absolutely fantastic."

	Johannes Marinus Paulus van Waveren knew his way around id Software's catalog. In 1995 he put together a pack of custom maps for Doom before turning his attention to programming bots for Quake. Although van Waveren passed away on January 31, 2017, he cemented his legacy as a virtuoso of artificial intelligence through his work on id's games, as well as a graduate thesis written for University of Technology Delft in 2001 in which he extensively documented his bot-development process.

	Van Waveren's first success in AI was Omicon, his Quake bot. He wrote it in QuakeC, which came with disadvantages. Carmack's scripting language offered no way to implement data structures or manipulate strings of text. More problematic was the fact that Quake interpreted QuakeC code line by line, a much slower process than compilers, which crunched an entire program before running it.

	Rather than stretch QuakeC to its breaking point, van Waveren wrote Omicon to play to the language's weaknesses as a slower language. "The bot has no prior knowledge about the environment when it enters the game and has to find its way around while playing," he wrote in his thesis. "The bot wanders around and drops bread crumbs or waypoints as it goes. These waypoints allow the bot to find back locations along the route it followed."

	As Omicon learned a map, it remembered pathways and traveled them at will, like a human learning his or her way around a neighborhood. Despite its ability to learn, the bot suffered some handicaps. Traversing maps was one thing. Exploring environments was another; van Waveren likened Omicon to a blind man groping his way forward with a stick.

	What Omicon lacked in exploration savvy, it made up for in diversity. Players who downloaded the bot could spawn dozens of Omicon instances, each wearing unique colors, just like human players who competed online. "Although these characters have not much more depth than their own outfit, name and personal chatter, human players often have the illusion that all bots have different personalities with different skills and abilities," van Waveren explained. "The bot uses fuzzy logic to decide on how much it wants to have or do certain things. Fuzzy logic is also used for weapon preferences and to decide which items the bot wants most."

	Coined in the 1960s by Dr. Lotfi Zadeh of University of California at Berkeley, fuzzy logic is a branch of computing that explores degrees of truth rather than binary yes-or-no, one-or-zero logic. Dr. Zadeh invented fuzzy logic over the course of trying to teach his computer a natural language, a concept impossible to break down in absolute terms. He based fuzzy logic on the way human brains worked: collate data, sort it, and derive partial truths based on prior knowledge. In other words, when faced with a new task, brains evaluate elements of the task and perform it based on a combination of what they perceive in their environment and what they already know about actions related to the task.

	Van Waveren transplanted all he learned about fuzzy logic into Gladiator, his bot for Quake 2. Gladiator sported numerous advantages. For one thing, it wasn't written in QuakeC. "These characters have a lot more depth than just a different name and looks," van Waveren wrote of Gladiator. "The characters have their own play style and preferences. These preferences are stored in personal fuzzy logic for each bot character."

	Joining id, van Waveren centered Quake 3's bots on the advancements he had made writing Gladiator. Quake 3's AI-controlled combatants roam maps using an AAS, or area awareness system, written by van Waveren. Upon spawning on a map, a bot begins moving, analyzing level geometry as it goes and assimilating knowledge of navigable spaces: venture along solid ground and into water, but avoid pits and walls. From there, bots examine that data to find connections, such as pathways between rooms. Connections are established by simulating movement along each possible pathway and then bunching areas together, forming an understanding of hierarchal path-finding: efficient trails from point A to B, where a particular power-up or weapon is located, and so on.

	Quake 3's bots are formed from several layers. AAS is but the first. Learning areas as they go along, bots interpret their surroundings through sets of variables fed to it from the game. One layer down, AI logic routines ping away, guiding a bot toward its top-priority goal, interpreting chat from players and other computer-controlled opponents, and devising replies based on pre-programmed personalities. The third layer consists of AI programming for different situations and if-else reactions for those situations. "All the higher-level thinking and reasoning takes place in this layer," wrote van Waveren. "This layer also contains a command module which allows the bot to understand orders and commands from other players or a team leader. This includes AI for the fighting behaviour of the bot and AI to navigate around obstacles and solve puzzles."

	While the third strata processes thinking and reasoning, the bot's fourth tier holds the brain for any constructs designated team leader in group-based modes such as team deathmatch and capture the flag. In deeper layers, characteristics are sent to processing levels. These characteristics include but are not limited to the bot's skill at attacking, how often it moves, whether it primarily moves forward or backward, when and how often it should perform strafing techniques to throw off opponents attempting to track it, and its accuracy as it shoots while retreating.

	Fuzzy logic informs most of the Quake 3 bot's interactions with the world. Each time the state of the world changes, the bot considers the world's present status, what the bot wants to do, and how much it wants to perform that action. If the bot falls below a certain health or armor threshold, for example, it will seek out appropriate restorative items. Likewise, each bot favors certain weapons. If it doesn't have its preferred weapon, and it determines that the current map offers it, the bot will—based on a host of inputs from the world—go to claim it. If its favorite weapon is in its possession, it will favor that weapon in combat.

	Drawing from behavioral variables aided van Waveren in creating opponents that felt realistic. Above all, those opponents fell short of perfection to varying degrees. "A bot that is just a little bit better than the human player is often very suitable for training and practice," he explained. "A perfect bot would not be any fun to play with. Human players do not want to loose [sic] the game continuously. They at least need to win every once in a while or need to know they can eventually beat the game after a lot of practice."

	The combination of fuzzy logic and so many moving parts resulted in diverse personalities for each Quake 3 character. Lucy, a chunky female dressed in biker attire, tends to crouch to make herself harder to hit. Crash, the first bot players face in the game's single-player tournament and a female variant of Doom's space marine, is the only AI opponent to walk instead of run. "Doom," the titular marine clad in green armor, exhibits aggressiveness to keep players moving and excels at wielding the railgun, rocket launcher, and—his favorite—the BFG.

	Developing Quake 3's bots was an iterative process spearheaded by van Waveren with assistance from other programmers including Devine. "I would sit behind two testers from Activision for hours and hours, adjusting the AI's aggressiveness, how far they could see, how much they loved armor versus how much they loved health and so forth. I'd sit and try to make scalable AI that emulated how people played," Devine explained.

	Devine and the others did their best to account for every type of behavior, from aggressive players like Dennis “Thresh” Fong to campers who tended to go after one of the map's most powerful weapons then hide out and pick off passersby. Although multiplayer ended up being the breakout star of Quake 3, its versatile array of bots made the game as enjoyable offline as it was on servers that sprouted around the globe, and set the stage for future projects.

	"Getting those styles into the gameplay was fun," Devine said of programming the game's bot behaviors. "I think we got more technology out of it than we did gameplay, because out of that we got the pathing system, AI system—all the stuff that was used in Rage and Doom 3. The beginnings of [those projects] started there."

	 

	 


Chapter 9: Arenas

	 

	AS GPU MANUFACTURERS such as 3dfx and NVIDIA competed for consumer dollars, John Carmack evolved id Tech 3 in parallel. The first and most obvious upgrade, evident in screenshots published in magazines and online, was Quake 3's dazzling 32-bit color modes, and the franchise’s richest color palette yet.

	Bricks that make up floors appear uneven and scuffed, and brick walls employ different textures than those used in floors. Ornate doorframes separate hallways and courtyards. Pillars can be crafted from different types of stone and bore a range of decals, from skulls and granite to sharply angled arteries that glowed like circuits on a board.

	While surfaces could take many forms, id Software's artists and designers created order by dividing arenas, the levels where deathmatches against humans or AI-controlled bots or servings of both, into categories of textures. "We had a limited palette, which boiled down to goth, metal, dark stuff, medieval, and tech," said Jennell Jaquays. "Tech could be varied, because there was room. We all interpreted every theme in our own [ways]."

	The id Tech 2 engine had imposed restrictions on design based on mathematical factors such as allowing only so many polygons per stage. By handing off graphics processing to a dedicated source, the GPU, id Tech 3 removed many of those limitations. "By that point, we were getting a pretty good idea of our tech," Jaquays continued. "I don't think we had to rebuild a lot of maps through that first part of [making Quake 3]. We had to rebuild some, but we ended up locking down a few of them relatively early."

	To spice up textures and level geometry, the engine presented a number of other improvements. Since Wolfenstein 3D, all of id's first-person shooters had featured rooms of varying sizes connected by halls at right angles. Quake 3 featured curved surfaces that let players follow wending hallways. Even teleporters got a visual upgrade, evolving from simple pads and gateways full of dark, swirling matter to mirror-like portals. "Carmack talked early on, for Doom, about having a teleporter that you could look through and see another area," Romero recalled from id's early days. "They would have been portals, or sectors, that let you look into another part of the level, and [the engine] would have rendered beginning at that point and onward."

	Shaders, one of id Tech 3's most impressive features, was also one of its simplest to manipulate. Shaders are text files that contain instructions for how a surface should look and interact with players and the world. Shaders break down into two types. There are surface effects such as RGB (red, green, and blue) color values, transparency for objects like portals, and pulsing lights. Then there are content shaders, elements that affect how surfaces behave. Water, for instance, slows player movement and distorts perspective.

	While GPUs offered numerous benefits over pumping out polygons in software mode, every shader demanded processing time and resources. Fortunately, tweaking visual elements was often as simple as opening a text file and adjusting values, putting more control in the hands of designers and artists. "I think people saw John's work there as the beginning of, 'Oh, shaders are a good idea. I should take a look at that,'" said Graeme Devine. There are a lot of beginnings in Quake 3 of things that became staples in other games just a few years later."

	Pulling from a diverse color palette and a bevy of effects, Quake 3's level designers were able to construct arenas that played to an array of themes. Vertical Vengeance plays with verticality by challenging players to control territory across multiple floors. A tower rises between several levels of catwalks. Far below, an acid pit punishes those who get thrown around by splash damage from rockets.

	Vertical Vengeance's main attraction is a trio of bounce pads that catapult players from lower floors up to the map's greatest heights, and some of its best power-ups and weapons. "We were working our way up to really complicated play styles near the end," remembered Jaquays. "Platform-jumping ended up being a really complex play style. For the last half of the year, we weren't adding new maps, but we were making changes to the ones we already had: adding, reducing."

	Designers took care to riddle maps with multiple points of ingress and egress, hidey-holes where campers could squirrel away, and larger, courtyard-sized spreads that encouraged assertive players to employ a combination of the Quad Damage power-up and powerful, splashy weapons like the rocket launcher. Whether a designer favored camping sites, twisty passageways, or big spaces built for shootouts, each level exemplified the Quake franchise's core tenet: Territory control. Casual players saunter through maps, picking up armor and ammo as they happen across it, but the best players excel by learning each arena's twists and turns.

	Temple of Retribution, a hell-themed level brimming with dirty textures and fiery pits, exhibits more traditional elements. Two or three players may roam its wide-open areas and snarl of hallways for relatively long periods before getting into a dust-up, but hosting between six and 10 players—the map's recommended count—will lead to fast and furious battles for high ground. There’s also plenty of cover and vantage points for those who excel at picking off opponents with the sniper rifle-like railgun. "If you can master a map, you become a better player, and you have an advantage," Jaquays said. "The Quake games are so skill based that you almost have to think of [level design] that way: What tricks can I put in that someone else can master?"

	The Longest Yard holds the distinction of one of Quake 3's most popular maps. Visually simplistic, it consists of three islands floating amid the blackness of space. Three platforms, two connected by a bridge, make up the main island. Players hop on bouncepads to slingshot themselves to smaller islands where they battle over health, armor, weapons, and space. Generally, the first player to claim the railgun gets an advantage by being able to post up on one of the smaller islands and snipe at rivals. There are no hiding spots: The map is completely open, incentivizing assertiveness and a steady aim. 

	"That was an idea to use jump pads and throw people around," said Jaquays. "Each of the maps was designed to introduce some feature, or at least [promote] a different visual or play style."

	While Longest Yard designer Brandon James built the map, Graeme Devine, as the game's director, inspected it and all other arenas, getting a feel for pacing, layout, and item balance. After playing, he would send feedback to a map’s designer, who put it through revisions to shore it up.

	Devine had an eye for level design, but maps went through peer review as well. "Tim Willits is really the man who should be congratulated for that," Devine said. "That man knows level layout like no one else on this planet I've ever known. Everyone would make their own maps and make their own changes, but Tim gave the best feedback."

	 

	THROUGHOUT ITS HISTORY, id Software revolutionized technology first, gameplay second. With Quake 3, id Software followed that path—the one it had paved. Other developers were branching off.

	Half-Life released in November 1998, over a year before Quake 3 launched in December 1999. Valve’s FPS revamped the gameplay possibilities inherent in shooter staples such as weapons implementing alternate modes of fire. The shotgun's primary mode fires a single shell, while its alternate attack issues out a double blast. 

	Epic Games' Unreal Tournament, released days before Quake 3, brimmed with ordnances that rewarded strategic attacks. The ASMD Shock Rifle sends out an orb of energy through its secondary fire; shooting the orb with a beam of energy, the weapon's primary attack, detonates the orb like a grenade, inflicting massive damage on players in the surrounding area.

	Guns sporting alternate fire effectively served as two guns in one. With Quake 3, id ignored those and other advancements in favor of walking its self-made road. "We didn't really play a lot of other first-person shooters," Devine admitted. "When we looked at Unreal Tournament, it was more to look at their tech than anything else. We were really focused on our game."

	Quake 3 epitomized deathmatch served in its purest form: single-purpose weapons, territory control, and player skill attained over hours of practice. The game's weapons, inherited from Doom and Quake, were thoughtfully chosen to feel familiar to fans. "It always seemed like we had the right number [of weapons]," said Devine. "It was always about, 'What's the circle of viciousness that these guns have?' and making them complementary to each other."

	Players start each match with the machinegun and a whirring saw blade good only as a last resort (or a means of humiliation). Around each map can be found a medley of weaponry spanning a double-barreled shotgun, grenade and rocket launchers, Quake's lightning gun, Doom's plasma rifle, the railgun, and the BFG10K, a modified version of Doom's big "freaking" gun.

	All weapons underwent multiple rounds of testing. Each had to be powerful enough to be useful in its ideal situation, yet not so powerful that one player getting to it first translated to total domination. The BFG10K, which debuted in Quake 2, went under the knife several times. Doom’s BFG, as well as Quake 2’s BFG10K, unleashed a blast of plasma energy that spawned several smaller orbs. Aiming was unimportant: A BFG shot could strike a wall or s player and still deal damage through its smaller blasts. 

	That wouldn't do for Quake 3. The revamped BFG10K fires medium-sized plasma wads at a rapid clip—not as fast as the machinegun’s or plasma rifle’s rate of fire, but quicker than the rocket launcher pumps out explosives. The rub is that while blasts do deal splash damage like grenades and rockets, it’s most effective when it blasts hit dead-on. Consequently, the BFG10K is most effective in more cramped spaces.

	Level designers placed the BFG10K on their maps with care, aware that it would be coveted. Consequently, the weapon tends to be located in out-of-the-way spots when it appears on maps at all; . Although more nuanced than its Doom incarnation, the weapon stirred up differing opinions among developers.

	"There's one map I did where I wish I hadn't put the BFG in," said Jaquays, referring to the Dredwerkz, aka Q3DM12. "It allows players to dominate the map too easily. There's some big open spaces where you can fire it off and kill a lot of players [at once]. That's probably a choice where if I had to make it again, I probably wouldn't include it on that map."

	Graeme Devine believes the BFG10K's power is at once its greatest strength and biggest weakness. "As soon as you pick up the BFG, you're target number one. It's now you versus everyone. There was balance in, 'As powerful as this thing is, it's painted a target on my back. They'll even stop killing each other for a second to kill me."

	Quake 3's developers mitigated the BFG10K's impact in another, more devious ways. Ammo is scarce. Not only does that make ammunition as sought-after as the weapon itself, picking up the BFG10K tends to go straight to the heads of inexperienced players, who begin firing wantonly rather than picking their spots. "Unless you were very good with it, it was almost worse to get the BFG than it was for someone else to get it," continued Devine. "People always favor different weapons. My favorite was always the rocket launcher, even over the BFG, because BFG ammo was so hard to get and so hard to keep."

	Devine was not alone in favoring the rocket launcher. Since the original Quake, it had been the franchise's most versatile tool on any battlefield thanks to its ability to inflict splash damage and launch players up to higher ground by rocket-jumping. For Quake 3, Devine scaled the launcher’s impact so it complemented rather than superseded other weapons, as had been the case in the past. "The two variables in that were the speed, the velocity of how fast it would go; and then the damage it would do directly versus damage within a blast radius," he explained. After months of playtesting, the rocket launcher landed precisely where Devine had wanted it: square in the middle of the pack. The lightning gun inflicts damage rapidly, but only when it makes direct contact. The plasma gun is weaker than the rocket launcher, but it fires a stream of energy. At close range, few guns hit harder than the shotgun, while the rocket launcher would deal too much splash damage to the user to be viable up close.

	Surprisingly neither the BFG nor the rocket launcher sparked the most heated debates among id’s developers. "The rocket launcher was tweaked, but we never almost drew blood over it. The shotgun, I remember coming close to blows over several times," Devine said.

	Everyone at id knew the value of the shotgun. More than just another weapon, it had been the linchpin of FPS games since Doom’s beloved incarnation, and with good reason. Although its rate of fire leaves something to be desired, it's not so slow as to be useless in a close-up fight. In fact, some argued that the punch it packs more than made up for its reloading time.

	Arguments broke out over every facet of Quake 3's shotgun, from its rate of fire to the spread of its shells to dialing in how much damage it inflicted at any given range. After being put through the wringer numerous times, Quake 3's double-barreled shotgun emerged as a finely balanced tool. At close range, a single shot from its twin barrels takes a huge bite out of an unarmored player's life gauge. Further away, the gun still holds the potential to chew up nearly 40 percent of an opponent's hit points. 

	The tradeoff to high-on-average damage is the cooldown time between shots, almost as lengthy as the railgun's. "That was the best thing about id. That's where my gray hair started," Devine said proudly of design debates during Quake 3. "Everyone would chime in, absolutely everyone. As much as that was the worst part of my job because it was tough work, it was also the best part because we made something that was so well-balanced because of those arguments that it's still fun to pick up and play today."

	 

	BIG PERSONALITIES AND flare-ups at work carried over to free time. 

	At Trilobyte, Devine and his employees would take breaks by booting up WarCraft II and teaming up to battle other players online or teams of AI-controlled armies. His colleagues at id expressed interest in playing Blizzard's real-time strategy hit, but with a competitive twist. "No one wanted to play on teams. Everyone wanted to kill everyone else," Devine remembered. "That's the big difference. At id, there was a lot of independence, a lot of independent thinking. It took a little bit of talking to get everyone into feeling good about everyone else. It was all solvable, but there were days when it was hard."

	For id’s programmers, some of Quake 3's greatest challenges centered on network code. Most consumers played online games over phone lines. A growing number were upgrading to broadband connections, but they were the minority: Most still used modems. To succeed online, Quake 3's networking protocols would need to be razor sharp. Players should be able to connect to game sessions started by others as well as run dedicated servers that anyone could join, and enjoy fluid gameplay without lag crippling important processes such as detecting the positions of players and projectiles.

	"To me, the networking was the big success of Quake 3: Bringing everyone together in the same place," said Devine.

	Devine played a central role in fine-tuning the game's networking. Although Carmack was keeping a close eye on the Internet and related technologies, his focus was on id Tech 3's graphical capabilities. While Carmack coaxed more polygons out of GPUs, Devine wrote compression algorithms to speed up processes between the client computers running Quake 3 and the servers hosting data.

	Quake 3's networking was put to the test when id Software rolled out its first multiplayer-only demo in the late fall of 1999. "We had so many assumptions going into Q3test1 of how the Internet worked, and just based on the experience of using it from our homes and the office, that all seemed to check out," Devine said. "Then we launched Q3test1, and oh my God. We learned all about port forwarding, the blocks that some universities used. It was a big learning lesson for us."

	Quake 3's demos opened the studio up to other problems besides poor connectivity. "Q3test1 and 2 were also when we came under attack. People would send us malformed packets that they would use to try and bring down the servers," Devine remembered.

	On July 16, id Software launched Q3test1 at ten p.m. Central. The network sagged under a full-on DDOS, or denial-of-service attack, a malicious flood of packets from outside users designed to overload servers. The programmers fought back, building dams out of code, but the hackers broke through. At last Devine went to Carmack. "I said, 'John, we've got to get a firewall,'" Devine recalled. "He said, 'No, we don't need one.' 'John, we need a firewall.' Then he tried to log in and couldn't log in. He went and physically pulled the T1 [cable] from out of the wall in the networking room and went, 'Buy your firewall.'"

	Devine rolled up his sleeves and tightened networking code. He received assistance from John Hook, an online-savvy programmer who would go on to Blizzard Entertainment and help launch World of WarCraft. Together, they tightened screws until Q3test1 glided over dial-up connections. Later, the programmers wrote more encryption on Quake 3's network packets in order to block networking-scanning devices designed by hackers to sniff out certain types of information and compromise it. "It became a constant job to keep up with that," admitted Devine. 

	As always, John Carmack resided in a communication vacuum. Advancements in the underpinnings of id Tech 3 consumed him. Alterations aimed at facilitating gameplay and basic interactions such as in-game menus seemed to mystify him. "It took some convincing to get him to allow a UI to be added to the game," Devine said. "He didn't really have interest in that side of the game flow: how you start the game, how you select the game [mode], how you select teammates, how you select servers. That was not his part of the game."

	For the last nine months of 1999, few developers from id ventured out of the office for any purpose other than to catch a few winks at home. Long hours were inevitable. Their impact on the team varied between disciplines. "I don't think we had the same degree of intensity, but we had fewer level designers," Jaquays said. "There were only three of us at that point, and each of us carried a much heavier map load than on previous games."

	Even John Carmack took breaks, after a fashion. One evening he came to work and told Devine that Quake 3's cameras should scan areas a thousand times every second. By making that one change, he said, he could learn techniques that would enable him to revolutionize cellphone cameras. Devine, by then already hard at work on Quake 3's Team Arena expansion pack, reminded him that they had a product own to ship, and that other experiments should be tabled.

	When he wasn't trying to radically reshape ancillary industries or his game engines, Carmack was building and launching rockets. "Outside my office would be rocket fuel," Devine said. "I'd say, 'John, these containers: Are they safe? Because it's got a big [warning] logo on the side and it's outside my office.' And he'd say, 'Hmm. I should really go put that into the garage.' And I'd say, 'Yeah, you should really go put that into the garage.'"

	Carmack believed he had found another like-minded coder in Devine. A compatriot to work alongside him—right alongside, sticking to his night-owl schedule so they would remain in sync. Devine politely but firmly refused. He was a father, and worked from 10 in the morning until eight at night so he would have time with his family before they went to bed. "He and I never agreed on [schedules] while I was at id, but after he had his own kid, he wrote me saying, 'You were right about that,'" Devine remembered.

	Although the hours were long, id's team remained characteristically small. Its intimate size incited situations where fuses grew short, but also brought developers closer together. Brandon James went outside every hour or two for a smoke break. Devine often tagged along, chatting with James until he went back to his desk. Around ten each night, the team would head to Starbucks to drink coffee and talk about games, about families, about Quake. At two a.m., they would head out again to grab greasy food from a diner down the road.

	"There were no strangers on that crew," Devine said. "I shared an office with Tim Willits for most of the game's development. We were in an office next to the dentist. That led to a lot pranks. Because of that, because of how close we all were, it made that crunch a little bit easier."

	 

	BRIGHT AND EARLY one Sunday, Rob Smith, then executive editor at PC Accelerator—often abbreviated PCXL—boarded a plane to Dallas. Todd Hollenshead, id's CEO, was waiting for him when Smith's cab pulled up to the curb. 

	Hollenshead escorted Smith into the black cube, walked him down a few dimly lit hallways, and directed him to a computer. Id’s CEO explained that he had work to catch up on, but Smith was welcome to play Quake 3 for his cover story, the game's official reveal.

	A short while later—or so Smith thought—he looked up at a knock. "Todd came in and said he was going to leave, but I could stay. Oh, 'And here’s the passcode to the security on the door so I can make it safe whenever I choose to leave.'"

	At four a.m., Smith dragged himself away from the desk. Around him, the office was dark and quiet. He went across the street to his hotel and collapsed in bed wearing the same clothes he'd worn on his flight—and a grin. "I was in id Software, playing Quake III, and they left me to it," Smith recalled. "As someone working as a fan, this was the greatest moment ever. I’m not entirely sure Todd would agree. But that was my moment. I’d written about these games, adored these games, and now I get to do this. How awesome is that?"

	In December 1999, the verdict landed. Quake 3: Arena was indeed pretty awesome. Fans and critics gushed over new features such as curved surfaces and shaders, and praised the franchise's trademark speed, even when playing over a landline. The community of competitive and casual players exploded, flocking to Quake 3 and Epic's Unreal Tournament.

	Unreal Tournament received several follow-ups over the years. Through all of them, Quake 3 stood the test of time. "I'm still really proud of it," Jaquays said. "Here we are, almost 20 years later, and it is still one of the premiere games for hardcore, competitive, fast-playing shooters. They just made the graphics a lot better [in Quake Champions]."

	"That game is still underestimated, in my opinion," Smith said. "I was still at PCXL and Chuck Osborn, who is one of the best writers and funniest people I’ve ever met, gave it an 80 at PC Gamer. I couldn’t believe it. I gave it a 10. Thing is, we were both right. Not sure either of us knew at the time. But that was what was changing."

	By the end of development, Devine and the rest of the team had sworn off going home, packing sleeping bags and curling up under desks for naps. During those moments, working on Quake 3 had felt like work. Bouts of exhaustion, shouting matches over shotguns, fending off waves of hackers. 

	Through all of it, Devine's faith never wavered. "Some games, when you launch them, you're uncertain," he explained. "Quake 3 was a game where we knew we'd just changed a lot. I think we knew we'd changed the Internet. That was worth sleeping under desks and all of the sacrifice. Very few games I've worked on, I would say, were worth the sacrifice. Quake 3 was worth it. It's just straight-up gameplay. There's nothing about the game that has any message; it's just playing a game on the Internet with lots of other people. I don't think anyone has done as pure a multiplayer game as Quake 3 since then." 
 

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Graeme Devine and a Really Good Solitaire Game

	 

	Over months of interviews and research, I got to know the names behind the credits screens on each Quake game. These profiles dig deeper into a developer's career beyond analysis of id Software's culture and the Quake franchise.

	 

	GRAEME DEVINE AND Steve Jobs share at least four things in common. They were both entrepreneurs, Devine founding his first company before he was old enough to drive. They both worked at Atari (and I suspect Devine wore shoes to work and bathed regularly, though I didn't think to ask). They both extolled the virtues of Jobs' NeXTSTEP operating system, years ahead of its time. And they both knew John Carmack.

	Jobs was the one who introduced Devine and Carmack, leading to Devine's tenure at id Software where he "herded," in his words, Quake 3 to completion in 1999. Quake 3 is widely regarded as one of the greatest first-person shooters and competitive games of all time. Devine is proud of his team's work on the game, but his accomplishments in the industry pre-date Quake arenas by almost 20 years.

	I talked to Devine about his early dabbling in programming and game design, the perfect storm of events that enabled him and his business partner to create CD-ROM sensation The 7th Guest, and where solitaire fits into his epitaph.

	 

	What led to your interest in game development?

	 

	Graeme Devine: Back in the 1970s, my father worked with computers. He had an old NCR [National Cash Register] computer, and the only way you could program was through binary code typed on a teletype. There was one game on it where you'd press a key when a red light came on, and it would print out on the teletype, "Speedy Gonzales!" or "You cheated," or "You're slow." Three responses. That got me interested in games.

	 

	They upgraded to an ICL [International Computers Limited] mainframe, which had [Colossal Cave] Adventure on it. I started to play that, and from that point I was hooked. I got a TRS-80 and taught myself Z80 assembly code and just started to write games. I actually tried to make movies first, with a camera. I built models from Battlestar Galactica, the space set and so forth. I was terrible at that, but I could learn Z-80 code and learn how to [make my stories] come true on a TRS-80 screen.

	 

	The rest is history. It's all I've ever done.

	 

	I just published a book called Break Out about the Apple II's influence on games and hardware. The first chapter covers the "holy trinity" from 1977: The Apple II, TRS-80, and Commodore PET. I'm curious: what made you gravitate to the TRS-80?

	 

	Graeme Devine: Access. Purely access. I was able to get one for cheap, and I would have gone for any computer that had a keyboard at that point. In the UK there were a bunch of them, like the Nascom 1 and 2 that you could build as do-it-yourself kits. There was the Acorn, the Atom, and of course the Apple IIe. I did get [an Apple II] to write games for the Spectrum, because those computers were too small to type on properly. When I got some royalty checks, that was when I got my Apple II to program on. I also got a CPM card and 16K of RAM.

	 

	What were those royalty checks from? What were some of your first games?

	 

	Graeme Devine: Firebirds on the Spectrum, Space Junk 3D, Pole Position on the Spectrum, Wool Blazer on the Spectrum. A bunch of games for the Amstrad; Pole Position on PC. I helped on the Commodore 64 and the Microsoft MSX version. I did adventure games on the PC, such as Metropolis, Turbo Champions, and a whole bunch of games that took six weeks to write back then, and it was just you. It was awesome.

	 

	How did you sell those first games?

	 

	Graeme Devine: At the market, in plastic Baggies, for 50 pence. A friend of mine, Andy, was publishing his games through a company called Softek [Software]. He introduced me to Tim Lang Bell, and he published my first games on the Spectrum on the Softek label. After that I started my own company.

	 

	I've started four of my own companies to publish games. My first company in the UK [ended when] my partner got addicted to cocaine. At the second company, people stole money from me. That was the end of that company because I just left. The third company did well and continued after I went for the states. Once in the states, I started again from scratch.

	 

	How old were you when you started your first company?

	 

	Graeme Devine: I think 14.

	 

	I've read that you got a job at Atari when you were 16. How were you able to start there so young?

	 

	Graeme Devine: I was doing Fly Birds for Softek. There was an ad in Computing Today or something for engineers at Atari. I answered that ad by making a demo of a 3D car going around a track on a Sinclair Spectrum. I took that into Atari, and they were like, "Whoa. Okay, you're hired."

	 

	Growing up in the '90s, I remember two FMV-based games that I loved and that were considered two of the only good FMV-based games. Those were Gabriel Knight 2, and 7th Guest. 7th Guest was interesting because along with Myst, it's credited with making CD-ROM drives ubiquitous. How did that project start?

	 

	Graeme Devine: I think we'd been circling around larger games on floppy disc. It was getting ridiculous in the PC industry at that point: Games were shipping on 20 floppies. It was getting to be a problem. Rob [Landeros, co-creator and co-founder of Trilobyte] and I went to a multimedia conference was announcing the CDI, and that was going to be the big savior of everything. We went to the conference and sat through the Phillips presentations, and they were all about encyclopedia and text search, that patent-pending file search for CD-ROMs.

	 

	That seemed to Rob and I to be the wrong thing. There was this new storage medium that had 485 megabytes; that was the amount you could burn on the first round of discs. We thought it would be good for images and for adventures, being able to do things like that. On TV at the time, there was the Twin Peaks show that both Rob and I loved. Virgin MasterTronics, who we worked for at the time, had the license to Clue under the [Australian developer] Melbourne House label. Rob and I said, "We'll do a version of Clue that has a Twin Peaks feel to it."

	 

	We approached Martin [Alper], who was the CEO of Virgin Games, and came up with a game design for a project called Guest. It was a little like Clue, and it was CD-ROM based for PC. He took us to lunch and made us an offer we couldn't refuse. He basically fired us and gave us a contract to go make it.

	 

	FMV was, in retrospect, a polarizing tech. The games industry has always had an inferiority complex because of comparisons to Hollywood and film, and FMV was supposed to present this merger of gameplay and Hollywood graphics, but few of those games are remembered fondly. 7th Guest is an exception. Were you looking to work with FMV?

	 

	Graeme Devine: No. Initially, we were going to use a camera that would take 360-degree shots of rooms, and use QuickTime to do circular views of rooms and scroll around. It turned out those cameras were really expensive to rent. [laughs] We said, "We should use rendering." Along came 3D Studio. It ran in DOS back then, and it let you render out animations. We said, "Okay, we'll try this." That was how we accidentally fell into FMV.

	 

	I remember buying Doom on four floppies, and the first Gabriel Knight on 11. Then I got Gabriel Knight on a CD, and I said, "That's nice, condensing 11 disks onto one CD-ROM." Then came Gabriel Knight 2, which was on six CDs. It was almost like that same problem happened with CDs but exponentially faster. I'm interested in the compression technique that you used to fit 7th Guest on two CDs.

	 

	Graeme Devine: I was very big into all sorts of compression techniques. I'd made a version of the animator for 3D Studio that fit in 20K, and compressed down the animations that 3D Studio put out. Autodesk had given us a license for that. So, I continued to play with animation formats. In the end, we could have shipped 7th Guest on one CD, but Martin said, "No! Consumers want two CDs. You've got to split it in two."

	 

	I don't know if you remember, but we added a whole bunch of Redbook audio from the Batman onto the second disc. That was awesome. That was fantastic.

	 

	One of your claims to fame from back then, besides awesome compression techniques, was a Scooby-Doo-themed wardrobe. How'd that become a look for you?

	 

	Graeme Devine: I've really got to update my Wikipedia page. [laughs] In the '90s, I used to wear a lot of Scooby-Doo shirts because my daughter and I watched it a lot. That's where the Scooby-Doo thing came from. I still love it—who doesn't love Scooby-Doo?—but when my Wikipedia page started, I saw that [factoid] there, and thought, Wow. This was written by someone who knew me in the '90s.

	 

	Another claim to fame is that, looking at your resume, you've been able to work on so many platforms, in so many genres, and with so many properties. Was that a goal of yours early on, to get to work on myriad types of projects?

	 

	Graeme Devine: It's been something I've been lucky enough to do. About 10 years ago, I realized I had this luck. I've done shooters, I've done RTS games, I've done RPGs—I've done all these types of games. I realized at that point that our industry was changing. It's, "I'm the guy who does the smoke effects on guns." It becomes common to work on a type of game because those are the types of games you love. But I'd made all sorts of games, and I really liked that about my career. I ended up making a solitaire game.

	 

	On my gravestone, I want it to say: "He made a lot of different games, and a really good Solitaire game."

	 

	Speaking of shooters, how did you come to work at id Software?

	 

	Graeme Devine: Actually, Steve Jobs introduced John [Carmack] and I to each other in the 1990s. We both used NeXTSTEP computers. He was in Mesquite, Texas, working on Quake, and we started emailing each other. He would send me screenshots of Quake in the NeXTSTEP [development environment], with the tagline "Coming at you in real-time." He liked 7th Guest, but thought it was limited because it was pre-rendered; he wanted the future to be in real-time. I admired that because he was such a super-smart person.

	 

	I would go out to visit Texas and take a look at what they were doing, even swap code every now and again. I'd say, "This is what I should use for that solution." We had a very friendly relationship, When Trilobyte came to an end, I was looking around for what to do next, and John was like, "Well, we need someone at id to help us herd Quake 3 to completion. I think you can do that."

	 

	 


Pause Screen: The Dark Troopers of LucasArts

	 

	Indisputably an industry touchstone, Quake was one of many first-person shooters released during the genre's golden age of the 1990s. To further illustrate the era's creativity and innovation, I spoke with developers of other shooters to learn about their contributions—and in many cases, how id Software's work served as their foundation and influence.

	 

	A LONG TIME ago in a galaxy far, far away, id Software released Doom. Office productivity ground to a halt. University networks buckled under the strain of students crowding terminals to trade rockets and fire BFG blasts. Those same students observed noticeable dents in their GPA the following semester (and, likely, for several semesters after that).

	Developers at LucasArts were among those who voluntarily boarded the Doom express to Phobos and Deimos. "I was a huge Wolfenstein 3D fan, and when Doom came out we would play it constantly at LucasArts," said Justin Chin, a lead artist at the studio. "So, in that regard I felt that a Star Wars [first-person shooter] was absolutely the next step."

	Chin wasn't alone. In September 1993, nearly three months before id Software uploaded Doom to—and subsequently crippled—University of Wisconsin's servers, Chin and a small team laid the foundation for Star Wars: Dark Forces, a first-person shooter touting the famous movie brand. 

	Developing a Star Wars-themed game, FPS or otherwise, may have seemed obvious. According to Chin, it was a long time coming.

	"It may seem odd, but at the time LucasArts was a small game company that mostly specialized in adventure games, with Larry Hollands' company separately making flight sims," he said.

	George Lucas founded Lucasfilm Games Group in May 1982 to serve as the videogame development arm of his computer division, itself a component of Lucasfilm Limited. The Games Group's maiden titles were made as part of a joint effort between Lucasfilm and Atari, which had chipped in to help fund the company's game division.

	From there the upstarts turned their sights to the PC. Setting a mission statement to develop experimental and groundbreaking games, Lucasfilm Games Group created Habitat, a primordial online RPG for the Commodore 64. Habitat never went further than a beta test playable on the computer's Quantum Link online service. But the game's potential, and the talent of its team, were clear. From there, LGG's developers made their mark in the nascent adventure genre with Maniac Mansion. In 1990, as part of a Lucas-wide restructuring, Lucasfilm Games Group was rebranded LucasArts, and became one-third of the LucasArts Entertainment Company along with Skywalker Sound and Industrial Light & Magic.

	Throughout the early 1990s, LucasArts developed a reputation as one of the two top names in adventure games alongside competitor Sierra On-Line. The Secret of Monkey Island, Day of the Tentacle, The Dig, Sam & Max Hit the Road, and Full Throttle became instant classics among players, as well as commercial successes for LucasArts.

	While Chin and other developers appreciated adventure games, they wanted to play in the company's most famous sandbox. "It wasn't until the success of the Star Wars Nintendo games where Star Wars games really became a factor inside LucasArts. Believe me, plenty of us wanted to start earlier," Chin said.

	 

	BY THE MID-1990s, developers interested in writing a first-person shooter had options. They could follow the path of companies like id Software, Apogee, and Epic Games by building game engines that would support their design ideas. Proprietary technology offered flexibility and custom features at the cost of time and money spent building feature sets from scratch. Companies short on resources or time could license game tech. Cutting a check for a princely sum got them a readymade technical framework, allowing teams to get down to the business of crafting levels and coming up with weapons.

	When a small team of developers within LucasArts received consent to make a shooter rooted in Star Wars mythology in 1993, licensing engines had yet to become commonplace. Doom's release kicked off a flood of "Doom clones," many standing on the shoulders of id Software's id Tech 1 engine, but the seminal game's launch was still months away. Fortunately, LucasArts had no need to shy away from the costly enterprise of writing a proprietary engine. Adventure games were selling briskly, and the small team interested in writing a Star Wars-themed shooter was up to the challenge. "We had some brilliant engineers [in] Ray Gresko, Winston Wolff, and Daron Stinnett," Chin said.

	Gresko spearheaded programming efforts, mapping out plans for the in-house Jedi engine with assistance from Stinnett, the game's lead designer, and Wolff. Chin kept tabs on the engine's development while he busied himself setting an art direction and writing a story for the game. His idea was to devise a mission that set players against Dark Troopers, a brand-new squadron of Empire soldiers that informed the game's title, Star Wars: Dark Forces.

	"As a kid, I thought the Stormtroopers were terrifying," Chin admitted. "As you mature, you learn that they couldn't shoot worth a damn. I still loved them, and that was the central element in my design for Dark Forces: An elite group."

	The galaxy's favorite (and last, as of the original movie trilogy) Jedi seemed a natural fit for Dark Forces' lead character. "An FPS with Luke was a very short-lived idea," Chin explained. "At the time, we felt that extending the character universe with an entire game was tricky. Lucas licensing was just a small group at the time and didn't have the focus of extending the world of the main characters."

	The team warmed to the notion of setting aside popular characters in favor of homespun heroes. "We wanted to tell other stories outside the films," Chin continued. "This had the added benefit of allowing us to design scenarios that were better suited for an FPS."

	Standing in for Luke Skywalker was Kyle Katarn, a human who worked odd jobs for the Rebel Alliance. Led to believe that his father had been killed by Rebel soldiers, Katarn threw in with the Empire. After meeting Jan Ors, a double agent sent by the Rebels to infiltrate the Emperor's forces, Katarn learned that the Empire was responsible for his parents' death, leading him to defect and run missions for the Rebels as a mercenary. 

	Katarn's—and the player's—highest-paying mission is also his most dangerous: Blast through ranks of Stormtroopers and retrieve plans for the Death Star. With those plans, the Rebels hope to exploit a weakness in the fully armed and operational battle station, and destroy it.

	 

	ONE OF THE many reasons for id Software's success in the 1990s was its adherence to a winning formula. No matter how sprawling or compact a level, no matter how deadly the threats players faced, the general flow of Wolfenstein 3D, Doom, and Quake remained constant: shoot everything that moved; find keys; shoot more things.

	The Dark Forces team saw nothing wrong with that approach. At the same time, they wanted to do more than paint a Star Wars veneer over FPS tropes. "Since this was a FPS, we wanted to make sure that part was great, and it was a marriage between the two: Developing a proper character archetype that would fit the action, and making a great game that FPS fans would love were the most important things on our minds," Chin said.

	Star Wars became a global phenomenon for more reasons than Luke Skywalker's cool Jedi skills and Han Solo's anti-hero attitude. Adventure came in many flavors, from Princess Leia showing up Han and Luke when they burst into the Death Star full of braggadocio to rescue her, to dogfights set against twinkling star fields, to tumbling into Sarlacc pits, to watching colored laser beams whiz back and forth in a shootout between Rebels and Stormtroopers.

	"I want to play a Star Wars game like I watch any one of the films," Chin said. "There should be action, discovery, awe, and mythology. For an FPS, you make sure there's plenty of action. The one thing I wanted to have was a reason for the action. Most action stories in any medium are thin, but many have been able to pin a theme or thread of a story and most importantly, a character arc."

	As he wrote mission briefings and in-game cutscenes, Chin devised and stuck to a simple rule of thumb. Every action sequence should be underscored by context. Motivation and context were communicated to players through the mission briefings, displayed at the start of each level. If players skipped them, in-game events should offer at least a glimpse of what's going on and why.

	"Shooting things is fun, but shooting things for a reason, even in subtext, will make memorable experiences," Chin elaborated. "It's important to me that when someone plays a game I designed that they have things they can recall and retell like one might in any great visual storytelling medium. The difference with games is that they can express the story of what they accomplished instead of [through] an observed protagonist."

	Chin's resolve to add context to every action carried over to the game's puzzles. In comparison to puzzle fare common in games like Doom—usually centered on throwing a switch to open a door, or shooting panels in the proper order, Chin and the team transplanted their experience concocting puzzles for LucasArts' point-and-click adventures into Dark Forces. In one level, players must maneuver elevators to certain positions between floors in order to progress.

	The Dark Forces team brainstormed puzzles using a top-down approach. Before convening with Stinnett, Wolff, and Gresko, Chin nailed down overarching story progression—details such as the larger goal at play, and stakes such as a character's death or a setback in the Rebel Alliance's plans. "In the early days, plenty of missions amounted to a redress of red key, blue key, green key, but it's not difficult to provide some meaning to that simple goal," he explained. So, I would work backwards, start with the bigger picture of the entire game, then break that up into what types of levels might make sense to build that story arc. With that, I will know where each of the levels should start, and how they should end."

	Each level in Dark Forces exhibits the classic three-act structure for storytelling. Likewise, each has different pacing to keep the player interested in the story as well as moment-to-moment actions such as shootouts and solving puzzles. After blocking out each section's pacing, Chin got even more granular, breaking down the level into tasks and sub-tasks.

	"Like any storytelling, make sure you can frame the players expectations, such as 'rescue the defector from a detention center," he continued. "The player will expect a heavily guarded and secure place, probably lots of keys and battles. If you can provide any twist to that, even better. Understand what the player might expect, and keep ahead of them. Keep them on their toes."

	 

	FOR PLAYERS MORE interested in action than in the continued survival of the galaxy, Dark Forces had no shortage of weapons to play with and enemies to destroy. Whereas Doom kept things simple by offering a suite of 10 weapons each with a single mode of fire, destructive tools in Dark Forces came equipped with secondary attacks, inviting players to use weapons in different ways depending on their environment or the types of enemies antagonizing them. Power-ups such as ice cleats for traction in slippery zones and the head lamp to light up dark areas added wrinkles to what would otherwise have amounted to Star Wars-themed shooting galleries.

	Dark Forces' technical underpinnings proved more versatile to Doom's in certain ways. Written chiefly by John Carmack, id Tech 1 engine added multiple floors that players could traverse by climbing stairs, raising platforms, and riding lifts. Lighting options ranged from pitch darkness to brightly lit, allowing designers to craft moody atmosphere. There were limits, however. Doom levels existed on a single plane; no floor could be placed directly overtop or underneath another. Similarly, players could not aim up or down. To fire at a monster above or below them, players faced the monster and pressed fire.

	Dark Forces suffered no such limitations. “The engine technology that allowed level designers to stack floors was a big part of how we were able to build a world that fit into the Star Wars universe,” said Chin. “So, the benefits were two-fold: gameplay, and spatial/visual reality.”

	Gresko, Wolff, and Stinnett programmed several movement-related features into the Jedi engine. Not only could floors be stacked and players aim freely using their mouse or keyboard, they could jump, crouch, and swim. Technically, Doom let players jump, but the action happened by default if players sprinted over gaps or pits that weren't too wide.

	"Adding [the ability to] look up and down was definitely the next step for us," Chin said. "That was the obvious next technical standard that FPS games needed to go; the players were ready to make that transition."

	Like the game's action and puzzle sequences, the Jedi engine's technical marvels catered to function as well as form. “All that was adding tools to the player's ability to solve various challenges," Chin explained. "We also had to make sure those elements paid off for the player throughout the levels. Some levels had more jumping, others more crouching, and that added to the character of the missions.”

	Star Wars: Dark Forces jumped through hyperspace and landed on store shelves in February 1995, over a year after Doom's release and several months following Doom II. Although the game arrived at a time when competition was fierce in the increasingly crowded FPS genre, Dark Forces stood out by bringing an obvious fantasy to life.

	“Dark Forces did what all us gamers wanted,” said Rob Smith, former editor-in-chief of PC Games, Maximum PC, and PC Gamer. “It put the first-person shooter [template] in the Star Wars universe. Really, that’s all it had to do.”

	Despite satisfying that basic fantasy, Dark Forces did more than substitute zombies for Stormtroopers and Bobby Prince's catchy Doom soundtrack for the Imperial March. Its levels were intricate and huge, its stock of weapons diverse and fun, its story more remarkable. 

	Even so, Chin readily admitted that Dark Forces iterated on rather than advanced the FPS precepts of the day. That was by design. “As much as everyone on the team wanted to make their mark in the FPS world, we also wanted to not screw it up," he admitted.

	Between investing in proprietary technology and being willing to let the team change up the core tenets of the shooter genre, LucasArts had made a huge investment in Dark Forces. Chin believes that commitment paid off.

	"At its core, we all wanted to make a fun FPS Star Wars game," he continued. "If any reviewer said it was just Star Wars slapped onto Wolfenstein or Doom, then we failed horribly. With that said, I believe we advanced the FPS [genre] in a small way to show that you can create a world with an FPS and that people felt like they were playing in a Star Wars film. That's a huge achievement in my eyes.”

	 

	FOR AS WELL as Dark Forces performed at retail, it's only natural that some aspects of its DNA feel dated more than 10 years after its release.

	"I found Dark Forces’ additions to the Doom template simultaneously the coolest and the most frustrating bits of its design," wrote PC Gamer's Wes Fenlon when he revisited the game in February 2016. "I appreciated some of the puzzles I had to solve to make my way through Imperial strongholds, and not always knowing where to go in its layered and complex levels. But I spent more of my Dark Forces playthrough appreciating what it pulled off in 1995 than I did really having fun. The shooting doesn’t have Doom’s oomph, and I ground my teeth in frustration while trying to navigate the sewers early on, and while trying to make one particular series of jumps between rising and falling platforms later on. If you’ve played Dark Forces, you know the one."1

	After voicing his dislike of some of the game's more frustrating puzzles, Fenlon concluded his analysis by reminding readers that, in hindsight, the best was yet to come for LucasArts' budding series. "I'd recommend playing with a guide on-hand for the most obtuse bits, but Dark Forces is still worth a run through to get to Jedi Knight, where the series really finds its way."2

	Taking the lead as director on Dark Forces II, Chin—aided by designer and writer Peter Chan—was conscious of the first game's shortcomings and set out to remedy them. One aspect of its design in particular had been tabled in 1993, but was now ripe for the picking.

	“Being a Jedi in the first game was another quick thought, and we even experimented with what that combat might feel like,” explained Chin. “In the early days of production, we canned the idea, because we didn't have the bandwidth to make it great and we wanted to make a great shooter first. What that allowed us to do was focus at the job at making shooting fun.”

	Dark Forces lead designer Daron Stinnett had cut lightsabers and other Jedi trappings from the game out of a conscious effort to develop conservatively. As much as he, Chin, and the others enjoyed Doom and Wolfenstein 3D, playing first-person shooters was a different beast from building one. “If we could make this first game great, we knew that being a Jedi in the next one was the way we needed to go," Chin finished. "We had the Star Wars trilogy to help us in that regard: Luke never used the lightsaber in a fight in [Episode IV], even though he had one hanging on his belt the entire time.”

	 

	EMPIRE STRIKES BACK was considered superior to its predecessor in virtually every way upon its release in 1983. Star Wars Jedi Knight: Dark Forces II likewise matched and exceeded the pedigree of its original. As id Software had done with Quake, Jedi Knight traded pixels for polygons, a move owing to its developers once again getting swept away by id's latest shooter.

	 “What I loved about Quake was its speed and intensity,” said Chin. “The tech advanced the player mechanic into an art form. The speed in which one could react to what's on the screen and using WASD [keyboard controls] and the mouse to pinpoint accuracy. It pushed how players interact with their control systems and what we expect in the experience.” 

	LucasArts' Sith engine was engineered to power Jedi Knight, a fully 3D first-person shooter, with plans to get extra mileage out of the tech by applying it to other in-house 3D games such as adventure-game designer Tim Schafer's Grim Fandango. To ensure that Sith met the needs of Jedi Knight's team, the engine's programmers were made a part of the development team. At any time, level designers could confer with programmers to work together on technical needs. 

	Jedi Knight's chief conceit was an uneven split between first- and third-person views. Reprising their role as Kyle Katarn, players still brandished blasters and other firearms in first person. As soon as they got their hands on a lightsaber, the camera pulled back so players could see their newly appointed Jedi warrior performing thrusts and parries.

	“In the end, we felt it was better that way in order to provide the peripheral vision needed to add layers to the sword fighting game mechanic,” Chin explained of the team’s decision to alternate between perspectives. “I always thought of it as if you're using the Force to give the player more situational awareness. It was controversial at first, because we might get flak from the FPS purist.”

	Over time, the developers shed their fear of criticism. The third-person view complemented swordplay, making it the right decision. “In general, that's the advice I'd give any designer,” Chin said. “Know your gameplay genre, live it, but know when to break the rules and do it often, and build what makes sense for your style of game. You can't please everyone, and by trying to do so, you're likely to not please anyone. If you only used the saber, you got a bonus. So, hell yeah—be a Jedi. It's the name of the game; we wanted that to stand out.”

	Jedi Knight's lightsaber combat was well-received when the game launched in September 1997. Critics lauded the sequel's graphics, more refined puzzles, engaging storyline, the addition of a multiplayer mode—no doubt a product of the development team's ongoing obsession with Quake's deathmatch mode—and the tightness of its controls, especially those mapped to lightsaber combat and a deep arsenal of light and dark Jedi powers.

	"With a gradual accumulation of Force power, achingly huge levels, some incredible theme levels and spot effects, deathmatch, a spankingly true 3D engine, and wall-to-wall Star Wars-iness, Jedi Knight: Dark Forces II is everything we want," wrote David McCandles in his review for Computer & Video Games. "No, it's not Quake. It's Dark Forces, in a brilliant little genre of its own."3

	"I do know that the experience wasn't solely based on graphics tech, because we purposely under-tuned it to reach a wider market, and plus we knew we wanted to push scale over texture memory, [such as with] pre-baked shadows," Chin said. "It was a game about being a Jedi and the Star Wars experience, and I think we achieved that quite well. To that end, we showed that story can be a part of the FPS genre, if you wanted it."

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Gold Standard – How Half-Life's Tech Evolved Shooters

	 

	Indisputably an industry touchstone, Quake was one of many first-person shooters released during the genre's golden age of the 1990s. To further illustrate the era's creativity and innovation, I spoke with developers of other shooters to learn about their contributions—and in many cases, how id Software's work served as their foundation and influence.

	 

	IN THE SUMMER of 1996, Mike Harrington and Gabe Newell left Microsoft to strike out on their own. Their dream was modest. They enjoyed computer games, especially first-person shooters, and were interested in writing one of their own.

	Before they could do that, they needed technology.

	Licensing game engines was becoming a popular route for developers who lacked the time or resources to build one from the ground up. That summer, no engine was hotter than id Tech 1, the beating heart of id Software's Quake.

	Valve's co-founders had other reasons for licensing an engine rather than building one from scratch. Both were familiar with Quake and, as programmers, recognized that its underpinnings were more than adequate for essential operations such as rendering graphics and character movement. They saw no reason to reinvent the wheel. With a readymade engine, they could invest in a team of engineers able to augment or replace whole swathes of id Tech 1, as well as artists and designers who would sublimate Quake's run-and-gun conceit into a new breed of action game.

	Newell and Harrington did not thumb their noses at shooting galleries like Doom and Quake. However, Doom's template had become pervasive. Countless developers went all-in on technology without bothering to push gameplay forward. Valve's co-founders saw ample room for something different—a shooter predicated on action, buttressed by a narrative-driven progression and deeper combat scenarios than the simple-minded monsters that populated Doom clones.

	"When I arrived at Valve, we were trying to make a first-person game with much more storytelling than in existing games," said Jay Stelly, who joined the team as an engineer in May 1997. "Many things changed as Half-Life evolved including the name, the character designs, and gameplay features, but the fundamental choice to be story driven was there from the beginning." 

	There was another good reason for Valve's co-founders to license Quake's engine. Michael Abrash, co-developer of id Tech 2, knew Harrington and Newell from his time at Microsoft, before John Carmack had wooed him away to write a 3D game engine. Abrash remained on good terms with his old Microsoft buddies and vouched for them to id's cabal of co-founders: John Carmack, John Romero, Kevin Cloud, and Adrian Carmack.

	In many ways, id Software was incidentally rather than intentionally a business. Making money was secondary to the whims of its co-founders. As independent developers, they relished the freedom to create games they wanted to play. John Carmack had been a big fan of Nine Inch Nails, so he had seized an opportunity to meet the band and signing them to create Quake's moody soundtrack. Anyone considered beneath their notice was snubbed.

	Newell and Harrington were flush with cash from their tenures at Microsoft and eager to pay id's licensing fee, but that was secondary to id's impression of their resumes. These guys weren't gamers; they weren't cool like Nine Inch Nails. They had worked on consumer-grade products such as Microsoft BOB, a cartoonish, user-friendly UI that replaced the default Windows interface. 

	A GameSpot retrospective titled "The Final Hours of Half-Life" painted a chilly scene between id's co-founders and Harrington and Newell.1 Without Abrash to broker the meeting, they may well have chosen to turn away Newell and Harrington. How could a couple of guys with backgrounds writing applications hope to create a product that measured up to Doom or Quake? But Abrash's word carried weight with Carmack. The deal was sealed.

	Traveling to id's office in Dallas, Newell and Harrington outlined their main areas of interest. "Quake was initially based on software rendering," explained Stelly. "GPUs were just starting to be developed during that time; very few people actually owned them. After Quake’s release, id added GLQuake and started to support GPUs. Valve expanded both the CPU [software] renderer and the GPU renderer from id’s initial work."

	"I showed them the tools, what the development environment was that they used, which was the NeXTSTEP operating system, and using C with QuakeEd," Romero said of the July meeting with Valve, weeks before he was fired from id Software in early August. Other topics included how QuakeEd produced levels in BSP format, the contents of BSP files versus what data would need to be pulled in from other tributaries, and the lighting and math processes that informed level construction. "I showed them how the game engine has a console for loading things up manually and just jumping into stuff."

	With id Tech 1 in hand, Newell and Harrington got down to the business of creating a business.

	 

	ON AUGUST24, 1996, Newell and Harrington co-founded Valve, LLC, in Kirkland, Washington. As engineers such as Mike Stelly came on board, they snapped on a pair of surgical gloves and gathered around the operating table to crack open Quake's engine, hollowing some parts and rewiring others with new parts.

	Valve christened the resulting engine Gold Source, a hybrid of Quake and proprietary code. By the time Half-Life shipped in November 1998, approximately 70 percent of Quake's codebase had been overhauled or rewritten wholesale.2

	Valve's programmers left no polygonal stone unturned. Quake boasted an 8-bit color palette for a total of 256 possible colors. Valve wanted to realize Half-Life in 16-bit modes, increasing the total selection of colors to 65,536. "A lot of things like Quake’s lighting were based on its palette," Stelly said. "So, it could be challenging to achieve a different look for a game in the Quake engine without carefully designing the palette, and keeping your art direction constrained to a small range of colors."

	Rewiring id Tech 2 for 16-bit color entailed a lot more work. In return, all that effort afforded Valve's artists a lot more freedom to paint levels in an exponentially greater variety of colors. For lighting, Stelly and other engineers wrote a custom system that crunched numbers for indirect light sources, refracted light, and colored illumination in line with an area's visual direction. Colored lighting may seem trivial, but Quake's original 8-bit modes only allowed for white light; being able to match colors let artists tailor assets to an area's pacing, narrative, or mood.

	Even effects such as the particles that spray in all directions when rockets explode were scrutinized. In Quake, particles were tiny, single-colored squares with rounded corners and painted a single color. Those parameters carried over to Carmack's OpenGL-enhanced port which, while impressive, was still a port—a shiny coat of paint over what was already there.

	To some developers, particles might seem a trifling detail. To Valve, every little detail mattered. "Half-Life added transparent particles with textures, trail and beam effects," said Stelly, "and decals that could be applied to surfaces to leave trails of the player's actions in the level as the game was played. We also rewrote Quake’s water and sky effects since those were quite stylized to Quake’s art direction."

	QuakeC, the game's crossbred scripting language, was gutted and replaced by a game object system written in C++. Valve's game object system comprised the brain of Half-Life. From artificial intelligence and the bedrock of level design to player movement, physics, down to animations and how weapons interact with actors and the environment—everything goes through the game object system.

	"This system was also responsible for enabling Half-Life to be presented as a single, seamless world rather than a loosely connected set of discrete levels," Stelly continued. "This was probably the biggest area of development we took on."

	 

	FOR ALL THE intensive surgery on id Tech 1, Valve retained its level-building architecture—the BPS workings that processed world geometry—making only minor tweaks here and there. QuakeEd was set aside in favor of WorldCraft, later renamed Hammer, an authoring tool Valve's designers used to craft levels for the game, and that would eventually be released to the public to encourage and support modders. Hammer pounded out environments in a similar format to QuakeEd, minus augmentations made by Valve such as true-color lighting.

	Along with the game object system, Hammer worked toward Valve's goal to create a game world whose pieces stitched together seamlessly. Valve aimed to set Half-Life's narrative apart from that of its peers, though at a glance its premise seemed as guileless as any of the single-paragraph setups found in id Software's game manuals.

	The player-character, a physicist named Gordon Freeman, rides a tram to work at the Black Mesa laboratory one morning before heading into a test chamber to conduct experiments on anomalous materials. Players have no sooner pushed a cart holding said materials into a beam than the screen flashes and goes dark. They are briefly transported to an alien world set under an eerie sky and teeming with alien creatures. In the next instant they jump back to Black Mesa, where chaos reigns.

	Lights flicker. Bodies litter the laboratory and, beyond, the facility's corridors are littered with debris and corpses. Scientists and guards implore players to make their way to the surface and get help. En route, players battle aliens and squads of Hazardous Environment Combat Unit (HECU) soldiers who swoop in to exterminate survivors so that no witnesses survive to speak of Black Mesa's goings-on.

	Half-Life's story takes players through warehouses, culverts, laboratories, caverns, military bases, expansive outdoor environments—settings not possible in Quake due to id Tech 1's polygon limits—and culminates at Xen, an alien planet consisting of huge platforms suspended in midair and caves leading to gigantic alien guardians. In most games, these areas would be delineated into levels. Upon completing one area, players would be taken to a mission briefing or score screen before jumping back into the fray. Half-Life knitted environments into one big, interconnected tapestry, a factor that fed the feeling of immersion Valve wanted to create.

	"We still built discrete levels like most games of the era," Stelly explained, "but our game object system had a fairly complete system for saving state—for saving the game to continue later exactly where you left off—that we repurposed to move game objects between levels. It could also transfer the properties of an object to a copy of the object in a different level."

	The save-state system's robustness enables a high degree of cohesion by carrying over elements that straddle the dividing line between levels. For example, a tower brimming with guards may sit overtop an invisible seam connecting level segments. Players may shoot some of the guards, then pass the tower and descend into an underground tunnel that loops back around to the tower from below. As they pass back and forth between levels, the game loads in pertinent data while remembering details affected by the player's passing.

	"If the player sniped the guards back in level A, the guards should be dead when they enter the tower in level B," Stelly said. "If the player had a short firefight with the guards in level A, the guards need to have the correct number of bullets left in their clip in level B, and so on. So, the engine needs to support global persistence of the guards’ state."

	All that versatility came at the cost of myriad problems Valve had to solve as Gold Source took shape. In one early area, players creep down darkened hallways and find the way forward blocked by a locked door. They head into a flooded room; electrical cords spark in the water along the floor, rendering it impassable. An atoll of desks rings the room. Players must hop from surface to surface, wriggle into a ventilation shaft, then drop out of the ceiling—and into the room on the other side of the locked door, which they can open if they feel like backtracking to check rooms they might have missed for supplies before moving on.

	Although Half-Life's world was ultimately linear—players would have to figure out how to go around the locked door eventually—the game had to anticipate that players could weave in and out of that path, a likelihood the designers had to keep in mind as they determined how to group levels and where to delineate them.

	Another consideration was that some game objects such as NPCs might have to jump back and forth between transition spots between levels if players decided to travel back and forth, such as an enemy in pursuit of players who crossed over to the next section of the game. The solution in most cases was to overlap levels. More often than not, Valve bridged levels together using a bend at the end of a long, plain hallway. Astute players came to recognize these stretches as intersections.

	"Turning a corner just after a transition was one way level designers avoided duplicating parts of the world geometry in the next or previous level," Stelly said. "In future versions of our game engine we solved this with better level design tools. But having a system that could solve these cases enabled designers to later split things up into more levels to fit into memory or solve other problems without worrying that it would break their designs."

	 

	HALF-LIFE’S TWISTS AND turns were entertaining, but the presentation of the plot quickly emerged as the star of the show. 

	In most shooters, players are given a bare-bones motivation before being turned loose. At pivotal moments, usually after defeating a big boss, they'll watch a cutscene or read a wall of text explaining what happened, giving them a pat on the back, and setting the stage for the next leg of the adventure. In either scenario, the game wrests control from players, who are free to sit back and read or watch until the next level loads, or mash buttons to ignore the exposition.

	Half-Life features no walls of text or pre-rendered videos. Each time players run into another character or trigger certain cues in the environment, such as walking through a certain door or rounding a specific corner, a character will appear, or an event will transpire, such as a cylindrical, rope-like tongue descending from a shadowy ceiling to ensnare a security guard and pull him into the gaping maw of an alien—after which the alien rudely belches out bones and blood—just as players walk within range.

	With few exceptions, players do not lose control of Gordon during such sequences. Non-playable characters (NPCs) such as scientists chatter as they move from point A to B to C. All the while, players can poke around, run and jump or bash open crates and vending machines to loot their contents, or kill characters mid-sentence. Every NPC is as susceptible to players' growing arsenal as the hostile soldiers and aliens that cross their path.

	Planting players firmly in Gordon's shoes works in tandem with seamless environments to weave a spell of immersion that was unprecedented in first-person shooters, and most other games such as RPGs, often heavy on talking and cutscenes.

	Gordon, however, is no chatterbox. Similar to Link in Nintendo's Legend of Zelda series, the scientist-turned-survivor never utters a word. Characters talk to and react to him, but players form their Gordon's identity by the actions they take—and because Half-Life rarely steals control of their avatar, they are always taking action. When security guards open fire on enemies, players can support them by joining the shootout, or make a break for the nearest exit, leaving the guards to cover their getaway. They can shoot the scientists they find cowering behind desks, or escort them to safety, or leave them to their own devices.

	Valve purposefully left Gordon's background vague so players felt no compunction to adhere to predefined set of morals or ideals. Players do not play as Gordon Freeman; they are Gordon Freeman. 

	"They used the Quake engine to make that game, and they did a great job with the programming," said John Romero, who became a fan of Valve and Half-Life immediately after the game's release. "Really smooth animations, great AI, and stuff that made the player wonder what it was and how it worked. The way they told a story cinematically, never taking control away from the player."

	 

	OUTSIDE OF EXCEPTIONS such as bosses, which may impose special conditions for victory, monsters in id Software's shooters follow a simple pattern: Move toward the player and attack until the player is dead, or the player kills them.

	Half-Life's game object system permitted Valve's designers and engineers to program NPCs with sophisticated artificial intelligence, and not just comparatively. "All of our NPCs had a behavior they are currently doing independent of movement, which is an orthogonal system. We called that a schedule," Stelly explained. "Schedules have a notion of conditions that would interrupt them and cause the NPC to choose a new behavior. The AI system updates the current conditions for an NPC by using the game object system to sense what is going on in the environment."

	HECU soldiers implement sordid tactics that change based on a combination of their schedules and player behavior. A group of infantry may attempt to trap players by splintering, some units skirting around rooms and obstacles to flank them while others wade in, firing assault rifles and shotguns. If players attempt to hunker down behind a crate or around a corner to catch their breath and reload weapons, they may hear a clink-clink only to look down and see a grenade resting at their feet. Their natural instinct will be to run off, putting distance between themselves and the explosive—and will more often than not run into the open arms of the soldiers who anticipated just such a reaction and fished them out.

	Vortigaunts, bipedal aliens with a single bulbous eye and curved spines, behave differently. They open with aggressive attacks but tend to run away when injured. Bullsquids, bulldog-like extraterrestrials with a face full of tentacles, waddle after players and hock corrosive loogies. Left to their own devices, they display territorial behavior, attacking other aliens who hone in on their turf.

	Taking damage, finding or losing their line of sight on a target, hearing a sound, having their line of sight blocked by a friendly NPC are just some examples of actions that interrupt an actor's schedule. "So," as Stelly explained, "a basic building block of our AI is to behave according to a schedule until that behavior completes or gets interrupted by one of the things that should make you reconsider your current behavior. Each schedule has its own notions of which conditions to respond to and which ones to ignore based on what the NPC would expect to happen while the schedule is being followed."

	The object system got as granular as imparting NPCs with a sense of smell and items with unique scents. Guards comment on the stench of meat and corpses. Not all enemies prioritize the player; bullsquids tolerate the presence of some aliens but immediately go after headcrabs, pint-sized critters that attack by lunging. They can even track scents to their point of origin and chow down if they find food.

	"All of the behaviors started with game design, but they were perfected by hours and hours of watching players and fixing up things that didn’t work or adding new interactions for things players tried," Stelly recalled. "There was a lot of collaboration between the gameplay designers, artists, animators, and sound designers to pull off those AI characters."

	Valve also imbued NPCs with abilities that certain areas such as dimly lit passageways highlighted perfectly. Players could be creeping along, on the lookout for threats or for a way out of an area, only for aliens to appear in directly in front of or behind them in a blaze of green lightning. "When you're designing an FPS and you want an FPS to scare somebody, what can you do to make a monster scare the hell out of the player?" asked John Romero. "Make the monster appear where they wouldn't expect. The story of Half-Life supported aliens teleporting right in front of your face. That's one of the scariest things ever—when something just appears in front of you."

	 

	ALTHOUGH NPCs FOLLOWED set behaviors and flexible schedules, many seemed so adept at adapting to circumstances—HECU soldiers in particular—as to appear sentient. Without top-notch audiovisual capabilities, even the smartest AI ever conceived would have felt phony. Rendering realistic movements called for more retooling. Quake handled tasks such as skinning and deforming characters in external packages that id Tech 1 imported as animated frames of vertices, similar to how sprite-based games such as Doom animated frames for pixel-based artwork.

	Valve built a skeletal system for Half-Life to make movement nuanced. HECU soldiers ran, crouched, and recoiled in different ways thanks to the skeletal system, itself controlled by the game object system.

	"All of its animations were stored as rotations and translations on a skeleton," Stelly explained. "Then the individual vertices were posed and deformed every frame by the CPU in the game engine. This let Half-Life have much more animation in the same amount of memory and also allowed for blending together animations, transitioning between animations, and some other special effects like procedural animation to be solved."

	Environmental audio deepened players' immersion. Eager to take advantage of the relatively new technology, Valve wrote custom software to invoke features such as footsteps and shotgun blasts that echoed in larger environments such as tunnels. Carrying out environmental audio was easier than making sure the majority of sound cards supported it.

	"Back in the '90s, various hardware vendors were trying to deliver these features to users as add-in cards for their PCs. We supported those systems, such as A3D and EAX, but also had a completely software solution for simulating the environment regardless of which sound hardware you had," Stelly said.

	Valve aimed to release Half-Life in November 1997, positioning Gordon Freeman to go up against the nameless grunt of Quake 2. The decision to spend more time refining Gold Source and the game's design caused Freeman's grand debut to slip by a year.

	The delay worked out for the better. By the spring of 1998, the game was shaping up, and Valve was recruiting the makers of popular mods such as Team Fortress. Newell's and Harrington's strategy was to give Half-Life's player base a boost right out of the gate by bringing popular mods to Gold Source. Team Fortress co-creators John Cook, Robin Walker, and Ian Caughley joined the team for a three-months stint before Cook and Walker accepted full-time positions. Their job was to develop a version of TF for Half-Life to keep players interested beyond standard deathmatch modes and levels. Before that, they helped tie up loose ends.

	"As soon as Gabe hired us, we switched over to helping on Half-Life," said John Cook. "Maybe we kept working on Team Fortress for a few weeks, but they needed help really badly. I just went up to the dev manager and said, 'Do you want me to do some stuff?' Then I got this huge list of stuff. All the HUD icons that pop up in Half-Life? That was me, just little stuff like that."

	Stelly and other engineers concentrated on dissecting id Tech 1 and replacing or upgrading its components where necessary for Gold Source. Although Half-Life's single-player mode was the star of the show, the game's multiplayer received attention as well.

	"There wasn’t too much of this at release time, but we added a lot of networking features including lag compensation—moving the server back in time to match the client time when a shot was fired—to improve the state of the art in multiplayer at the time," according to Stelly. "These features are a big part of why Half-Life deathmatch, TFC, and Counter-Strike were successful, in my opinion."

	Valve incorporated changes to the client side—the game installed on players' computers—as well. Quake's menus were lines of text that described rather than illustrated options. Valve's engineers made it so players could drop in personalized user interfaces and effects. Team Fortress Classic, for instance, included custom menus for choosing teams and character classes.

	Another client-side change was Half-Life's ability to predict actions connected to data sent over network connections, such as the path of the Soldier's rockets in Team Fortress Classic. "This logic was used to reduce the perceived latency and improve the feel of weapons in multiplayer games even when the connection to the server had significant lag," Stelly explained. "Doing it in 1998 was fairly novel, especially making it possible for mod authors to customize these behaviors for their designs."

	 

	TO SAY THAT Half-Life turned a few heads when it launched in November 1998 would be as gross an understatement as describing the advent of deathmatch in Doom as a small step forward for multiplayer games.

	In less than two months, Valve moved 200,000 copies and raked in over $8 million in sales. Critics raved about its story and, more significantly, the technology that made possible then-novel concepts such as seamless levels. Gaming journalist Jeff Green, writing as editor-in-chief of venerable publication Computer Gaming World, proclaimed it the best shooter since Doom.

	All at once, Valve wasn't just a contender in the crowded FPS market. It was a leader.

	"What a great game," John Romero said. "Great variety, great use of color, great sound effects. They just did everything perfectly. It was a great game."

	Valve followed Half-Life with a sequel in November 2004, months after id Software's Doom 3. Half-Life 2's launch also marked the rollout of Steam, Valve's digital games platform that has since become the premier platform for PC games. After releasing two episodic follow-ups for Half-Life 2, the series ended on a cliffhanger that has gone unresolved since 2007.

	But continued acclaim and fans pining for a third sequel were to come later. While certainly not the last heavyweight shooter of the 1990s, the original Half-Life went down in history as the benchmark for how single-player-driven shooters should be designed in the post-Doom era.

	"The last FPS games I truly loved were the Half-Life series," said Apogee founder Scott Miller. "Now that games limit the weapons I can carry, or have auto-recharging shields, or rely so much on cover shooting, I find myself less interested in the genre. There's something to be said for the raw and less complicated style of '90s-era FPS games. We're seeing some retro-style FPS games revisit this style for the very reason that it's still fun."

	 

	 


Chapter 10: Retaliation

	 

	ALL THROUGH 1999, a threat loomed over id Software. 

	More draining than crunch schedules. More addictive than railgun-ning opponents out of the air on the Longest Yard. EverQuest was coming for the Quake 3 team, deadlines be damned.

	Sony's massively multiplayer online roleplaying game (MMORPG) asked players to choose their character's race, class, and name, then turned them loose in a vast fantasy land full of dungeons to raid and treasures to loot. The world was persistent, so events such as the passage of time and the decimation of the game's biggest monsters transpired even after players logged off.

	Earning the moniker "EverCrack" by jilted loved ones as well as those who struggled to overcome the obsession, EverQuest swept through id's team, occasionally grinding progress on Quake 3 to a halt so the developers could grind out items and levels for their characters. Though he succumbed to EverQuest fever, Graeme Devine did his best to stay focused. After shipping Quake 3 in December he and other developers switched gears to Team Arena, Quake 3's official expansion. Released a year later December 2000, Team Arena introduced extra bots, maps, and gameplay features all centered on team-based play.

	Team Arena received a mixed reception. Additions such as new weapons—Doom's chaingun, Quake's nailgun, and the brand-new proximity mine launcher—as well as game modes, had been made available in Quake 3 months prior as mods made by fans. The community, rather than id's developers, had appointed themselves stewards of the game, just as the communities around earlier id titles had taken the reins on expanding their feature sets.

	Internally, some of id's developers agreed with complaints leveled at Team Arena. While Quake 3's popularity seemed to grow by the day, Unreal Tournament had expanded id's deathmatch paradigm to incorporate dozens of gameplay modifiers, weapons, and modes, resulting in a more varied experience. "It was a religious war," said Jennell Jaquays, "and my opinion, even as a former id employee, I really thought the Quake 3 engine was one of the best engines made for gameplay. It was so versatile. So many people licensed it; so many games in the early 2000s used that engine."

	Throughout the 2000s, id Tech 3 provided the foundation for numerous best-selling games, from Raven Software's Star Trek: Voyager – Elite Force and Splash Damage's Wolfenstein: Enemy Territory to Infinity Ward's inaugural Call of Duty. In as many ways as id Tech 3 was powerful, it was also limited. The engine excelled at crafting indoor spaces, but fell apart in the hands of developers whose designs called for sprawling, outdoor regions—a strand of the franchise’s DNA that could be traced back to 1996’s Quake.

	On the other side of the fence, Epic's team had gone to great lengths to position their tech as a versatile tool. Developers who licensed the Unreal engine received extensive technical support, detailed documentation for how to use the toolset, and production videos providing step-by-step walkthroughs for many common problems and designs. "Going the other way, Quake continued to be a black box," said Jaquays. "Id couldn't be bothered to put that kind of support behind licensing their own tools and engines."

	John Carmack was open to licensing id's tech. He maintained a professional interest in what other developers were making and how they made it. Not only that, licensing fees from outside studios kept id's coffers full between product releases. A hacker at heart, Carmack released generous portions of source code from older games for free, turning fans loose to see what they would create. These releases did not hurt id's bottom line. Source releases contained everything but a game's assets, so players could not, say, download Quake 2's engine and play the game for free.

	Carmack's tradition of releasing old engines breathed new life into id's back catalog. Industrious fans took Doom's source code and decked it out with contemporary features such as support for 3D weapon and character models, contemporary lighting effects, and gameplay features such as jumping, crouching, and aiming with the mouse. As source ports became widespread, players extracted game assets from their musty floppy disks or CDs—and, later, digital versions on platforms like Steam—then downloaded free ports made by enterprising hackers and enjoyed fresh takes on classic titles.

	Paradoxically, John Carmack could be as selfish with his code as he was generous. Everything he did, from experimenting with gameplay features to licensing engines, was in service of his passion for creating new types of technology. He wrote engines based on what he wanted to learn and attempt to do. If his technology did not meet a developer's needs, they were more than welcome to take their money elsewhere. 

	"I think as long as he could come in, sit down, and do his thing, he was happy," Devine said of Carmack. "I think to him, that meant [maintaining] a small company because things like being able to go [work with] NVIDIA, or ATI, or Apple was something he loved doing. That comes from being in charge of your own destiny, and John loved being in charge of his own destiny."

	Carmack had a habit of steamrolling over goals that conflicted with his own. He did so out of a characteristic nearsightedness rather than malice. Looking to deviate from id's beaten path of shooting galleries, Devine spearheaded development of a MMORPG codenamed Quest between shipping Quake 3 and working on Team Arena. Quest would take place in a fantasy world where swords and magic spells coexisted with technology. The world would be made up of shards, and players would travel between shards to engage in quests and battle rival factions.

	"They had these citadels where everyone could meet, and there were vendors and so forth, and you could venture out into the shards," Devine explained. "There was a lot of [player-versus-enemy combat], but it was cooperative; you would form teams. Later, when Guild Wars shipped, I said, 'Huh—that's the Quest game design right there. Did someone get a copy of the Quest game design and just make it? Because it's pretty cool.'"

	Devine viewed Quest as the perfect opportunity for id to plant a flag in other soil. It would be a new property that incorporated what the team had learned about networking infrastructure from working on Quake 3. Where Doom and Quake were renowned for deathmatch, Quest would have a cooperative bent. Players could battle one another, but there would be more incentives for cooperating.

	While John Carmack engineered id Tech 4, the small team working on Quest got swept up in excitement. "Adrian Carmack was drawing all this wonderful concept art for it, and it was looking incredible," said Devine. "Anytime you've got Adrian Carmack making concept art for you, it's going to look incredible. There was excitement inside id about making Quest, but I think Paul Steed and John really wanted to make Doom 3."

	 

	IT WAS COMMON knowledge around id that id Tech 4, Carmack's engine in gestation, would be used to power the studio’s next first-person shooter. Also common knowledge was that Carmack wanted that shooter to be a Doom game.

	Carmack's excitement proved infectious. Some developers who had helped build Quake 2 and Quake 3 had played Doom as fans, but had never worked on it. The prospect of contributing to the next generation of the series was like a bright, beautiful feather they envisioned adding to their caps. "They saw it as a sure thing, and more in id's wheelhouse," Devine said. "It was definitely more in id's wheelhouse because it's Doom, right? I think they returned to their roots with Doom 3. I think they moved away from a lot of the stuff that was put into Quake 3 and Team Arena, to give it a little bit more than straight-up shooting. There are people who love that."

	Devine was used to going head-to-head against Carmack over matters of programming. Debating his friend was practically in his job description. Carmack had hired Devine in part because of his coding acumen. Further, Carmack gave ground when he was wrong, such as when Devine supplied empirical data that emphasized why id needed a firewall to fortify its network. 

	To Devine's recollection, only one of their arguments stood out as acrimonious and unfair. "The one that really hurt was when he cancelled Quest in favor of Doom 3," Devine said. "That was really the beginning of the end of my time at id."

	In the thick of predevelopment on Quest—working with artists to generate concept art that helps to define the game's look and tone, brainstorming game design, deciding on technology—Devine traveled abroad to promote Team Arena. When he returned from his trip, John Carmack delivered an ultimatum. Either id cancelled Quest and rolled the project’s team onto Doom 3, or he would quit.

	In a .plan posted in June 2000, Carmack detailed his reasoning. "Design work on an alternate game has been going on in parallel with the mission pack development and my research work," he wrote. "Several factors, including a general lack of enthusiasm for the proposed plan, the warmth that Wolfenstien [sic] was met with at E3, and excitement about what we can do with the latest rendering technology were making it seem more and more like we weren't going down the right path."

	Devine fought back. "I was like, ‘That's not letting me have a say, John. That's basically saying, we're doing Doom 3. I don't think he ever understood the extent of my hurt from that."

	Carmack did not stand alone. Paul Steed and other like-minded developers opposed another group that included Kevin Cloud and Adrian Carmack, id's remaining co-founders. Adrian, who had balked at the notion of making another Doom and had rejected the idea several times, planted his feet. Excepting technical innovations, he argued, id had effectively made the same game for going on eight years.

	Undeterred, John Carmack stated that id either came together to work on a reboot of Doom and Doom 2, or Kevin and Adrian would have to fire him. "I discussed it with some of the other guys, and we decided that it was important enough to drag the company through an unpleasant fight over it," Carmack wrote in his .plan. "Obviously no fun for anyone involved, but the project direction was changed, new hires have been expedited, and the design work has begun."

	Kevin and Adrian did acquiesce without exacting a cost. The very next day, they fired Paul Steed. "Paul has certainly done things in the past that could be grounds for dismissal, but this was retaliatory for him being among the 'conspirators,'" Carmack wrote. "I happen to think Paul was damn good at his job, and that he was going to be one of the most valuable contributors to Doom."

	Adrian Carmack disagreed with John on why he had dismissed Steed. "I'll say for me, I had a standing vote to fire Paul Steed for various reasons," Adrian said. "I'm not going to go into that, but I had a standing vote for two years to fire him, so it certainly wasn't retaliatory for me. Had John left, I'd have been fine with that, and he knew that. We talked about it."

	Quest's small, upstart team fell in line. Those developers who had opposed Carmack in the debate knew he was upset over being railroaded into releasing Steed, but found it difficult to muster sympathy. "It was just sad," Devine said. "I love John, but that was not a way to lead."

	Jennell Jaquays pecked away at Doom 3 until a combination of genre fatigue and being on the receiving end of the company's infamous bit flip spurred her to resign. "I didn't like where the game was going. I was tired of remaking the same game over and over, which is what id Software is still doing," Jaquays said. "The games we were having other people make for us were more interesting, such as the Wolfenstein games. I had no emotional attachment to or appreciation for the Doom 3 project."

	Jaquays had been spending much of her time at work on community outreach. She found moderating id's forums and writing engine documentation to help developers navigate id Tech 3 much more fulfilling than working on yet another formulaic FPS. Then, in mid-2001, she noticed many of her colleagues pulling up in flashy new cars and touting fancy electronic toys. Jaquays saw the writing on the wall. "I knew this was the usual response to getting bonus payments," Jaquays said. "I didn't get one. In fact, no one had even told me I wasn't going to get one. I learned about it from the person who had been my manager on Quake 3," she continued. "That was the point when I decided this was not a place I wanted to be long-term."

	She gave notice and left id Software in June 2001. "Working at id made my career again, at least in software," she said. "Whatever I may say about the rough times there, having [id Software] on my resume was a career maker. It still is in some ways. You go to places and you have people come up to you like they're Wayne and Garth: 'We're not worthy!' I still get that from this industry, and the [tabletop] roleplaying game industry. I have some friendships that came from the fans and community, that I still have today—some of the women I met online. One of them helped me get through my first divorce, so that was kind of a big deal."

	Jaquays credited her tenure at id for bringing her game design skills, previously only applicable to pen-and-paper RPGs, up to speed in the realm of PC gaming. "I learned how to do game development in a modern game [environment]. That was a big deal. Working at id taught me about online communities: their importance, and how they need to be maintained and nurtured, and sometimes—what's the proper word?—herded. Those are things I took [from the experience]."

	Devine made his exit two years later. "It was bittersweet, the bitter part being [cancelling] Quest and working on Doom 3," he said of his time at id. "That was not optimal. I wish we'd made Quest because I think we'd have given World of WarCraft a run for its money with a better initial game system for an MMO at that time. That would have been an interesting adventure to go on. But I think overall, I have no regrets about being at id."

	Doom 3 earned the dubious reputation as one of id's most divisive releases when it hit shelves in the summer of 2004. A reimagining of the threadbare plots in Doom and Doom 2, the game channeled the spirit of horror games like Resident Evil to create a creepy atmosphere and slow-paced experience heavy on scares. Creeping through sterile labs and Mars bases, players encounter enemies in groups of two, three, or as many as half a dozen. The game's pacing stands in sharp contrast to the action-packed romps of the original Doom games, which crammed dozens of enemies into hallways and rooms. 

	Additionally, a vocal majority of players despised one of Doom 3’s core mechanics. The game world is so dark that players are equipped with a flashlight, but they cannot aim a gun and the flashlight at the same time. Their binary option was to fumble around in the dark with a weapon, or light their path but leave themselves vulnerable when a monster attacked. "Duct Tape," one of the game's most popular user-created mods, sticks a flashlight to the machine gun and shotgun, narrowing the beam of light to preserve the game’s horror-driven atmosphere. 

	Perhaps most surprising, Doom 3 flipped the script on Quake 3 by featuring a lengthy campaign but the bare minimum of multiplayer modes, perhaps because id sought to avoid cannibalizing Quake 3's players.

	Doom 3 reviewed and sold well enough for id to bifurcate its development team and work on multiple projects. Both were first-person shooters, and both were helmed by Tim Willits. One was Rage, marking the first time id had created a new intellectual property since Quake in 1996.

	The other was less an homage to id's trademark style and more an effort to renew community interest in competitive play.

	 

	"QUAKE 3 REALLY, in my opinion, is the greatest multiplayer game ever made, ever. Ever," repeated Tim Willits. "Which is why Quake Champions feels so much like Quake 3. If you want to know who has the most skill in an arena shooter, you play Quake 3."

	Hundreds of thousands of players agreed. Throughout the early and mid-2000s, Quake 3 was a proving ground for casual and pro players to test their railgun skills and knowledge of arena layouts. All the while, hardware grew by leaps and bounds. The most passionate of the PC-gaming crowd routinely upgraded their rigs: more memory, faster processors, beefier video cards. Quake 3 soared on faster, new hardware.

	With new hardware came new games. Over time, Quake 3's servers thinned until only the diehard—namely pros who made all or some of their living competing in Quake tournaments—remained. During his annual keynote at QuakeCon 2005, Carmack announced that id would make id Tech 3 freely available. Two years later, he proposed ripping the guts out of Quake 3 and replacing them with a new framework that would make its content free as well.

	"Most people had enough computing power [to run Quake 3] as fast as it could run on a desktop [even] with [other applications] running," Willits explained. "Carmack came up with the idea of, 'Why don't we just give it away for free? We'll put it in a browser because the download size won't be very big, and most people have really awesome computers.' We were going to make money selling ads, which was not the best business model ever."

	At QuakeCon 2007, Carmack revealed that the company was working on Quake Zero, a free-to-play version of Quake 3 optimized to run as a plug-in for web browsers. Shortly after the announcement, Quake Zero was rebranded as Quake Live. Unbeknownst to Carmack at the time, someone had purchased the QuakeZero.com domain name out from under id. Rather than pay off the squatter, id, only a few months into working on the game, simply went with a different name.

	Quake Live sported numerous technical improvements over Quake 3. While the graphics and gameplay remained largely unchanged, Quake Live bundled more maps and a refined user interface that shuffled the placement of certain information such as the ammo count for the player's current weapon to make it easier to spot. A warmup period was added to each match, giving players time to roam, fiddle with settings, and refresh their knowledge of a map's layout before a timer counted down to the official start of the match.

	Carmack relished the opportunity to iron out some of Quake 3's underpinnings, such as rolling out an easily readable list of active servers which made jumping into multiplayer sessions faster and more intuitive. A statistics system went above and beyond displaying frag and death counts, tracking which weapon players favored, how many kills they scored with each weapon, and making note of how many times players had performed actions such as capturing flags and assisting teammates. Reviewing stats benefited pros, who perpetually analyzed their play styles for ways to improve.

	The only change that ruffled feathers was id's decision to remove the gibs that sprayed and bounced around the screen when a character exploded. Germany had threatened to ban downloads of Quake Live unless the violence was toned down. Id complied, replacing gibs with a burst of sparks.

	In 2008, the studio rolled out invitations to a closed beta for Quake Live. To run the beta, all users had to do was download a small plug-in file for compatible web browsers such as Mozilla Firefox or Microsoft Internet Explorer. In 2010, the game launched as a free download available to everyone. Between the open beta and the game’s launch, Quake Live had undergone changes to its distribution model. Not even a developer as successful as id could get away with giving away a game for free without attaching strings. Instead of charging players, the team had replaced some textures with advertisements. The model had seemed sound: Play for free, and without cluttering screens pop-up ads that plagued web browsers.

	Unfortunately, the ad model came with a fatal flaw. "We put ads in the game, but in order to get paid, the user has to look at an advertisement so it covers a certain percentage of their screen," Willits said. "They have to look at the ad for a second or two. The game is so fast, you don't look at anything for a second or two, let alone half your screen. We put a big Intel ad on the side of one level, and no one ever saw it because they were just [flying by]."

	Heading into the 2010s, publishers and industry pundits raved about the benefits of ads. Instead of charging players a premium price for new games, they could paper virtual worlds with banners and posters and billboards, taking care to contextualize ads. The last thing players wanted, they knew, was to be soaking up the atmosphere of a lush fantasy world only to turn a corner and view a sales pitch for Intel's Pentium processors painted onto a rock.

	At QuakeCon 2009, while Quake Live was still in beta, John Carmack had admitted that in-game advertising had proved a bust. Ads had not generated enough revenue for the game to operate in the black. There were a number of reasons why ad revenue failed to materialize, among them the fact that advertising agencies were struggling to stay afloat due to the financial crisis that had begun in 2007.

	That December, Electronic Arts' Ben Cousins, general manager of EA's free-to-play division, confessed that even the monolithic publisher was struggling to justify the model. "We actually aren’t getting much from ad revenue at all. The in-game advertising business hasn’t grown as fast as people expected it to," he said in an interview picked up by [a]list daily, adding that microtransactions—charging for individual items such as weapon packs, costumes, and horse armor—was "a far better bet. If you think about how fast the virtual goods business has grown in the last year or so, it's been much quicker and become a much more reliable source of revenue."

	Cousins went on to admit that publishers had not given in-game advertising as much thought as the model warranted. "I think it’s more about specific deals where you can tie the content in. We did a deal with Dr. Pepper for Battlefield Heroes, where if you buy a bottle and scan in the code you get an exclusive outfit. That kind of deep integration will work, I think, but I'm not convinced that we’ll have billboards in games and things like that. Maybe those days are over."

	Not ready to throw Quake Live out with in-game ads, id had pivoted. "We pushed into subscriptions, where you could have premium maps, access to other content, and you just subscribed to it. It was cheap, like three bucks a year or something like that," said Willits.

	Quake Live had hatched out of beta and offered subscriptions in two flavors. A Premium subscription had cost $1.99 a month and came with access to 20 maps, the Freeze Tag game mode, the option to create a clan and join up to five other clans, and player statistics stored on servers for six months. Pro subscriptions had cost $3.99 and accounted for all the perks on the Premium tier, plus statistics stored for 12 months, the ability to run game servers, and invite friends who stuck with the free-to-play version to participate in games set on Premium-only maps. Rather than pay monthly, players had been able to pay annual fees of $23.88 or $47.88, respectively.  

	As developers of browsers such as Firefox, Internet Explorer, and Chrome had shed support for plug-ins, id had pivoted again. Still free-to-play, Quake Live had become available as a digital download separate from web browsers, just like a traditional game, carrying a $9.99 price tag. The upside was that Quake Live was cheap. The downside was that servers once again became ghost towns as casual players moved on to other games.

	Within id, developers pitched an expansion pack they believed would rejuvenate flagging interest in Quake Live. Before it could take effect, id's development team had to survive its most turbulent period yet. 

	 

	 


Chapter 11: Domain

	 

	ID SOFTWARE’S BIT flip works like a pendulum. 

	In early 2004, John Carmack, Kevin Cloud, and Adrian Carmack offered id CEO Todd Hollenshead and lead designer Tim Willits ownership stake in the company as a reward for years of hard work and dedication. Hollenshead had become the new face of the company, emceeing QuakeCon, giving interviews about projects, and handling day-to-day operations. Willits had graduated from level designer to lead designer on Doom 3, then migrated to Quake Live as director.

	For Adrian Carmack, hard work and dedication had become tainted. He had toiled away on Doom 3 despite his view that it was simply the latest in id's long line of first-person shooters. "I told some friends of mine once, 'You know, if I have to draw another fucking metal wall, I'm going to vomit,'" he said of Doom 3's development.

	Adrian's problems with id ran deeper than his feelings on Doom 3. Like the game's tenebrous environments, id had become gloomy and full of tension—more than usual. Since Quake, he had watched the studio's culture darken year by year. Cliques sprang up, coworkers stabbed each other in the back. "It was really sad for me to watch," he said. "You'd think that as a co-founder, I could do something, but I couldn't. Politically, there was nothing I could do. I owned less than 50 percent of the company. As they showed in the end, I could be fired."

	Adrian was the workhorse of the art department. Over interminable crunch periods, he had seen the effects of 100-hour workweeks on others, and on himself. The pressure to stay at the office came from up top. He felt it, and admitted he may have perpetuated it. 

	Then the bit flipped. One day at work, he opened Doom 3's art repositories to discover that some of his work had been pulled without explanation. That was the last straw. "If they're not going to use my artwork, then I was going to start doing what I wanted to do at work," he said. "Screw what anybody else wants me to do; I'm going to do what makes me happy. If you're not going to use my art, why am I here? Why don't you just fire me?"

	In a shocking announcement, id announced the retirement of Adrian Carmack in 2005. The public-facing reason was that the long-time artist was ready to leave the nonstop grind of the games industry and pursue other endeavors. Later that year Adrian fired back, filing a lawsuit against his former company claiming that his peers had forced him out.

	Adrian's allegation was made public when the Wall Street Journal published a report on the lawsuit. The suit revealed that Activision had offered a deal to id Software: sell the Wolfenstein, Doom, and Quake properties for $90 million, or sell the company for $105 million. Adrian alleged that all five co-owners had voted against selling, only to turn around and offer to buy his shares for $11 million. He refused, knowing his stake was worth more. The other four countered by offering $20 million. He turned them down again, aware that he stood to make at least $40 million by selling to Activision. Adrian further alleged that the other co-owners' response was to throw their weight together and fire him. With him out of the picture, they could accept Activision's offer and each get a larger slice of the pie. 

	The two sides decided to settle the matter in court. Before taking the stand, id's co-owners and some of their developers conspired to get their story straight. "Part of the plan for the lawsuit was they would claim that Adrian Carmack had literally done nothing on [Doom 3], so they would be justified in getting rid of him," an anonymous source told me. "They went into the courtroom, and Tim Willits sat there and testified that Adrian Carmack had done nothing, and that all the art was done by other guys,” the anonymous source continued.

	Adrian Carmack took the accusation in stride by dropping a bomb of his own. "Other artists, programmers, and shareholders were heavily involved," he confirmed. "They tried to say I created very little artwork and the art I did create was of poor quality. I was able to effectively prove that they were incorrect by highlighting all my art files by name and creating side by side comparisons of artwork created by others next to my own art."

	Knowing he'd been caught in a lie, Willits squirmed until the judge dismissed him and summoned John Carmack. The judge asked if Carmack would corroborate his peer's story. According to my anonymous source, Carmack broke from the group's plan and, wearing a smirk, told the judge that Tim Willits was virtually incapable of telling the truth. "He tanked his own case," said my anonymous source, "which is also kind of a cool John Carmack story because it shows how little he understands of how things work in the real world. At that point, the judge said, 'Look, if you don't settle with Adrian, you could lose your company.' Carmack said, 'We'll settle.'"

	"The claim was really just a scheme to eliminate me as a shareholder and a bullshit excuse to not pay dividends to me solely," Adrian continued. "Deceitfulness was not uncommon at id. It was part of the culture and encouraged."

	Despite the acrimony surrounding and following his departure, Adrian looks back fondly on id's formative years. "Id, at one time, had been a fun place to work. We used to have a lot of good times there. It was a very enjoyable environment, as [any studio] making video games should have."

	Ironically, and sadly, there was some truth to id Software's initial statement that Adrian Carmack had retired to pursue ventures outside of art. "I was burned out," he said. "Honestly, I didn't want to create art anymore. I really haven't since then. I've created very little art. It makes me sad. I try every now and then, but, I don't know. I'm just not ready yet. Hopefully one day."

	 

	THINGS RETURNED TO relative normalcy at id for the next several years. Alongside work on Quake Live, John Carmack devised a new engine, id Tech 5, for a first-person shooter/racing hybrid called Rage, directed by Tim Willits and released to tepid reviews in 2011. At QuakeCon 2007, John Carmack revealed that a team at id was completing preliminary work on Doom 4. A formal announcement followed in May 2008.

	In June 2009, ZeniMax Media, parent company to Elder Scrolls and Fallout 3 developer Bethesda Softworks, acquired id Software for approximately $150 million per documents filed in a matter separate from the acquisition. Bethesda issued a press release stating that id would continue to operate autonomously under John Carmack's leadership. Carmack, however, was growing increasingly enamored with an outside interest. 

	On Twitter, Carmack tweeted often about his enthusiasm for the growing field of virtual reality head-mounted displays (VR HMDs). Talking to VR enthusiasts on message boards, Carmack entered into a dialogue with Oculus VR co-founder Palmer Luckey, designer of the company's titular Oculus Rift. When Carmack requested a prototype, Luckey obliged. Carmack hacked together a version of Doom 3 to run on the Rift prototype and demoed it at the 2012 Electronic Entertainment Expo (E3).

	Carmack approached members of ZeniMax about releasing official versions of id Software games for the Oculus Rift. ZeniMax declined. With his contract coming due, Carmack was feeling stuck between building game engines for id and delving deeper into his VR experiments. In late 2013, he left id Software to become chief technology officer of Oculus. "I wanted to remain a technical adviser for Id, but it just didn't work out. Probably for the best, as the divided focus was challenging," Carmack tweeted on November 22. Tim Willits, id's studio director, issued a statement to industry outlet Gamasutra explaining that Carmack's resignation would not affect projects, and wished him well.

	After Facebook acquired Oculus for $4 billion in the spring of 2014, ZeniMax filed a lawsuit against Oculus and Facebook. Per the suit, ZeniMax accused Carmack of stealing thousands of files that informed the development of the Rift before leaving id—meaning, in short, that Carmack had written much of the Rift’s burgeoning technology and coding routines while at id, which made it at least partly id’s intellectual property, and made Carmack a thief. ZeniMax demanded $4 billion in damages. 

	Weeks of heated testimonies between the two parties kicked off in early 2017. Carmack was not the only major player to take the stand. Facebook co-creator Mark Zuckerberg, Palmer Luckey, and Oculus CEO Brandon Iribe were three key individuals to give testimony. That February, the jury ruled that Carmack had not stolen proprietary information, but that Palmer Luckey had violated terms of a non-disclosure agreement, and awarded ZeniMax $500 million in damages. A month later, John Carmack sued ZeniMax for $22.5 million, a little more than half of the $45.1 million that he claimed was due to him as id's majority shareholder at the time ZeniMax acquired id in 2009 but never paid.

	That June, ZeniMax demanded another $500 million in damages, citing the February 2017 verdict as confirmation that Oculus "wrongly obtained ZeniMax VR technology under the NDA and used it... to establish a business that would not have existed without ZeniMax," per the filing.

	Carmack tweeted in October 2018 that he and ZeniMax have resolved their suit. “My personal legal disputes are over—ZeniMax has fully satisfied their obligations to me from the purchase of Id Software, and we have released all claims against each other,” he wrote.

	The appeal for Oculus is set to continue as of November 2018.

	 

	 

	AMID LEGAL TURMOIL and the departure of its technical visionary, id Software groped blindly for footing. New directions for its two biggest franchises lit its path.

	Doom 4 had been stumbling for years by the time Carmack departed for Oculus. Following market trends, id's developers had grafted on design cues from Activision's successful Call of Duty franchise such as a campaign rooted in scripted sequences and linear levels. Taking stock, the team went back to the drawing board. Led by co-directors Marty Stratton and Hugo Martin, the game, titled Doom upon its May 2016 release—and referred to as "Doom 2016" by fans—fused the blistering, shoot-first-ask-no-questions-later template of the original Doom with contemporary mechanics such as Glory Kill executions.

	To the astonishment of anyone familiar with id's seemingly endless stretch of internal turbulence, Doom 2016 debuted as one of the freshest shooters in years. Arguably more surprising was that it told a compelling story through the player's actions with few interludes to drag down the pace. "I think one of the things we're most proud of is we created a pretty interesting character," Stratton told me during our interview for Doom: To Hell and Back, an expansive making-of feature on Doom 2016 as well as aspects of the original titles (and later renamed Stairway to Badass: The Making and Remaking of Doom 2016, written as a deep dive into the Doom reboot and a celebration of the original title’s longevity). "People talk about the Doom marine and the Doom Slayer. He has a personality, and he has depth. They're getting into his head, and he didn't say a word the entire time."

	"Some of the best pieces of entertainment, the story [of how they're made] usually starts with, 'We had no money,'" Martin added. "You have to be resourceful and clever and come up with some really interesting stuff. We had full support and had plenty of resources to work with; id is a tremendous team. But in terms of the brand, what is it? It's a dude who just wants to kill demons. It was a fun challenge."

	Doom was back, and by extension, so was id Software. One question lingered. With Doom back on the map, what about Quake? Studio director Tim Willits answered less than a month later during Bethesda's E3 2016 press conference. Amid a promising lineup that included developer Arkane Studios' Dishonored 2, id unveiled a trailer for Quake Champions, a multiplayer-only arena shooter descended from Quake 3 and Quake Live, and the first main entry in the series since 2005's Quake 4 that had been developed by Raven Software.

	To many fans, Quake Champions seemed poised to fill a vacancy in id's lineup. Doom 2016's multiplayer component had been developed by Certain Affinity, a third-party studio founded by ex-Halo developers who had years of experience designing multiplayer modes for console shooters such as Halo 4 and Call of Duty: Ghosts. Perhaps as a result, Doom 2016's multiplayer felt derivative of those games rather than id's classic shooters. In particular, controls felt floaty, perhaps a product of being developed by a team with experience designing for less precise input modalities such as thumb sticks.

	Rulesets in Doom 2016's multiplayer likewise mirrored those of console shooters. Doom and Quake tradition dictated that players be allowed to retrieve any weapon they found on a map, as well as guns dropped by defeated opponents. In Doom 2016’s multiplayer, players choose from predefined loadouts limited to two or three weapons. Most problematic was that of all the modes available in Doom 2016 at launch, a free-for-all, classic deathmatch-type option was not among them.

	In fairness to Certain Affinity, Doom 2016's multiplayer offerings were not poorly implemented. They simply felt disconnected, as if developed for a separate product and then shoehorned in at the last minute. That was literally the case on the game’s PC version: Technical issues required players to boot a separate instance of Doom 2016 depending on whether they wanted to play the campaign or multiplayer. 

	By announcing Quake Champions as a multiplayer-focused title, id Software positioned Doom 2016 and Quake as two sides of the same coin. One game offered an engrossing and satisfying single-player experience. The other would follow in the footsteps of its most successful outing by going all-in on competitive gaming.

	"They had captured that Doom feel, that original DNA, and were adding all these Glory Kills and this modern stuff to a classic game," Willits said of the Doom 2016 team. "We knew that was going to be great, and that kind of inspired us to do more with Quake."

	 

	WILLITS HAD KEPT a finger on the pulse of Quake Live's competitive scene since the game's inception. Thus, he was the first to notice when that pulse began to flutter.

	Competitive games need two ingredients to flourish: players, and sponsors. Without sponsors willing to put up big prize pools for tournaments, pro players will pick up stakes and migrate to other, more lucrative games out of necessity: Pro gaming is their livelihood, and they must follow the money. By 2015, QuakeCon was the last major venue hosting Quake Live tourneys.

	Monitoring dwindling interest, the Quake team drafted a concept for a Quake Live expansion codenamed "Lovecraft" in early 2013. Adam Pyle, id's lead developer on Quake Live with Tim Willits presiding as director, pitched the expansion. "The idea was to give unique abilities to each of the characters and just make it a game type," Willits explained. "We had Freeze Tag and all these other fun, arcade-y game types for Quake Live that people enjoyed, so his idea was, 'Why don't we just add some abilities and add a new dynamic to playing?'"

	Pyle and the team put together a Champions prototype in Quake Live. "We actually have a build of Quake Live where you can run around and Ranger has his Dash, Tank Junior has his shield. It was a lot of fun, so we knew we had something there," Willits continued.

	Still, the team hesitated. Although their proof of concept was fun to play, it didn't solve the underlying problem: Releasing an expansion for Quake Live would amount to a Band-Aid for a game whose user base had already bled out. That, coupled with the team's growing enthusiasm for Doom 2016's delicate balance of modern and classic tropes, galvanized them. They resolved to transplant the concept of special abilities from their prototype to a brand-new package titled Quake Champions.

	Pyle and Willits proposed Quake Champions as an amalgam of old and new. Returning staples would include weapon pickups scattered around maps, power-ups such as Quad Damage, and an emphasis on player skill through techniques that anyone could pull off with sufficient practice such as rocket jumps and strafe jumping, the result of a glitch in Quake where players jump and move in specific directions at precise times in order to accelerate their movement speed.

	Arenas would be designed to highlight a variety of architecture such as wending passages, verticality, and central areas where powerful weapons and prized items act as bait. Willits and Pyle also planned to circumvent the awkward transitions from failed business models that had made Quake Live's lifespan bumpy. "Our ultimate goal is that it's a free-to-play game, but there are lots of people that don't like free-to-play games," Willits said of Quake Champions. "There are people who just want to buy their Quake, have everything, and go and play.”

	From the moment Quake Champions launched in closed beta in the spring of 2017, id offered two ways to play. First, as a free download. Anyone can install the game and jump online as Ranger, a Champion modeled after the original Quake's leading grunt. Players who want access to more characters can purchase the Champion Pack, a one-and-done transaction that adds all currently available champions to their lineup and guarantees access to others, for free, as they are released.

	Quake Champions entered early access—a preliminary state that lets developers sell a work-in-progress title while plugging away toward completion—shortly before QuakeCon in August 2017. Until the game matures as a full release, the Champion Pack costs $39.99 as of October 2018. "We really encourage people to just get the Champions Pack," Willits said. "The Champions Pack is cheaper now than buying Quake 3 in 1999, even with inflation. The reason we needed to be free-to-play is because Quake Live was free-to-play for a long time, and we really need to bring in those people, especially in eastern Europe; that's a huge market for us. We want to get as big a pool [of players] as possible, but we don't want to alienate anyone, so we have both those options."

	Quake Champions runs on a hybridized engine, news that came as a surprise to many players who assumed that id's next internally developed game would run on id Tech 6, the engine that powered Doom 2016. Willits explained that id Tech 6 had not been finished when the team broke ground on Quake Champions, steering them toward a Plan B. "We looked at a lot of the id Tech 3, the Quake 3 tech, and some id Tech 4 stuff. There was some stuff from id Tech 5 [we liked], so we kind of cherry-picked and worked with Saber on their stuff, and it worked fine."

	Based in New Jersey, Saber Interactive was founded in 2001 and quickly made a name for itself as one of a select few studios to build proprietary engine platforms in an era when most developers licensed engines from bigger names such as id or Epic Games. Armed with a concept and technology, the Quake Champions' team set about registering an Internet domain for the game's online home. QuakeChampions.com seemed a natural selection, but like Quake Zero before it, a squatter slowed their progress. This time, however, the squatter willingly and sheepishly relinquished his seat.

	"A few months before we announced Quake Champions to the world, Bethesda ran a search on all the URLs and found that QuakeChampion.com was owned by Tim Willits," said Willits. "They were like, 'Uh, yeah, you seem to own QuakeChampions.com. You need to transfer that to us.'"

	 

	QUAKE 3 LAUNCHED in December 1999 with the bare minimum of single-player trappings. Upon entering early access in 2017, Quake Champions downsized offline modes further by dropping bots and tournaments. (More features, including bots, were introduced in 2018.)

	The reason for the game’s initial lack of bots and other single-player accoutrements underscored how id views the Doom and Quake properties. "Doom's got a great single-player identity—it's got great multiplayer, too—and Wolfenstein is off-the-charts single-player awesomeness, so we really felt [Quake Champions] is where we could do the best job, putting all our eggs in one basket and making the best multiplayer experience possible," Willits said.

	Cutting ties with all semblance of single-player is a milestone for the Quake franchise, which ended up straying into Doom's shadow. "Quake 1 was really a lot like Doom, because that's what we knew," Willits continued. "This helps us keep brands separate. You know they're both id games, but they're not the same."

	Within id and among the game's players, there was—and remains—some concern that outfitting Champions with unique abilities could weaken Quake's foundation. From the beginning, the franchise has been predicated on skill. More often than not, players with superior reflexes, mastery over a weapon's quirks, and intimate knowledge of a map should triumph over opponents who get lucky or, in the case of Champions, have access to implements that no other character can use. (In another 2018 update, Quake Champions rolled out a mode that strips all Champions of their unique abilities, giving players a way to experience the frill-free, skill-based deathmatch of classic Quake titles.) 

	Pyle and Willits knew that, and prioritized fundamentals. No matter which Champion players choose, spatial awareness and expert handling should win the day. For instance, although any player stands a chance using any character, Quake veterans will find that some are more in tune with one era of Quake than others. Slight differences in factors such as midair handling could steer some players toward a character based on the physics in Quake 2.

	The result is a pastiche of Quake control modalities and tactics. "So, if you are a big Quake World fan, then Anarki would be a character for you because he has basically the same air control as in Quake World,” Willits said, referring to a multiplayer-focused release of the original Quake that had been spearheaded by John Carmack in the late 1990s. “If you're strictly into Quake 3 or Quake Live, then you'll like Ranger. That's why Ranger is the [character] everyone plays for free: We want that Quake 3 feel. For Quake 2, I think Clutch is similar to the Quake 2 feel. So, we have all these champions that fit different Quake styles of play."

	Customization goes further than the feel of each character. Weapon skins allow players to tote throwback designs such as the original Quake's cylindrical rocket launcher and centered weapon view, though skins do not alter intangibles such as damage or firing speed. Similarly, players can customize outfits without gaining or losing an edge in battle. Not all customization is cosmetic. Every Champion sports active and passive abilities, as well as individual health, speed, and armor stats. Doom Slayer, the Doom 2016 incarnation of id's "Doomguy" marine, can activate Berserk to boost his movement speed and punch enemies so hard they explode. Visor's passive ability, Grasshopper, allows him to perform strafe jumps, while Ranger mitigates all damage by 25 percent, promoting frequent rocket jumping since splash damage will have less of an impact for a short time.

	Some players are concerned that certain abilities have marked certain characters as the cream of the crop. The cyborg Clutch can summon an energy shield that soaks up the bulk of damage dealt to him from the front. Some Champion-specific tweaking almost went deeper. "We almost had preferred weapons for each Champion," Willits said. "You would not spawn with them; you still had to pick them up. But the reason Scalebearer holds the rocket launcher in every one of his pictures is he would have had an advantage with the rocket launcher that the other Champions did not have."

	Focusing on the franchise's skill-first tenet, the team went with an agnostic weapons model. "For us, the philosophy of weapons in Quake games is they're situational," continued Willits. "Given any situation you are in, there's an ideal weapon for you. Long range, short range, moving targets. You pick the weapon that fits that situation. That's how we focus on [weapon balance]. Anything missing, we'll try to steer into with Champion abilities."

	Hot tempers and shouting matches over weapon balance remain a constant within id. "We stress so much about the weapons that we still debate whether the lightning gun should do six points of damage a second or seven points of damage," said Willits. "We actually talk to the pros: 'It is six or seven?' We stress about it, we argue about it."

	Cooler heads prevail in the face of history. With few exceptions, Quake Champions imports Live's arsenal wholesale. Players can choose to start off with a shotgun, machine gun, or nailgun. Within each arena, they'll find standbys such as the rocket launcher, railgun, the lightning gun, and the heavy chaingun. 

	The tribolt, seeming to be a new weapon at first blush, reveals itself to be the reincarnation of another fan-favorite weapon. "It's more of a precision grenade launcher," Willits admitted." You can drop your projectiles and then they blow up [on a timer]. People said, 'Where's my grenade launcher?' so the tribolt is a new gun, because it is important to put new guns out every once in a while, after 20 years."

	Willits sees no reason to fix what isn't broken. The team has been tweaking and adjusting Quake’s hit boxes, splash damage, rate of fire, and other factors since the 1990s. They know what works, and tiptoe around changes that could disrupt the game balance that pro players have come to expect after years spent playing Quake 3 and Live. "In each Quake game, the speed of rockets is different," explained Willits. "That usually directs people to which Quake they like: The speed of the rockets. In the last 16 years, we've thought a lot about these guns, so there really wasn't any change to the functionality of weapons in Quake Champions."

	Reverence for Quake's history doesn't preclude tinkering. In late spring of 2017, a controversy over a change to the railgun broke out during the game's closed beta phase. In Quake 2, 3, and Live, the railgun inflicts the same damage whether players zoom in or not. The team sparked an uproar when players who zoom in before sniping deal extra damage to targets. "We did the zoom power boost to the railgun, which was hugely controversial," Willits said. "'What are you doing, id? You ruined my Quake! I can never play this game again! I'll buy it. But I hate you. But I'll buy it.'"

	The issue for many players is that Quake has traditionally been a fast-paced, shoot-from-the-hip FPS. Modern shooters, namely Call of Duty, slow down the action by nudging players to view battlefields through iron sights and scopes. "Zooming, in my opinion breaks the flow of the game and takes away from the fast paced combat," wrote Reddit user Levexify on Quake Champions' official sub-Reddit. "The game forces you to zoom if you want to play optimally and this is seriously a gamebreaker for me, and I imagine, for alot [sic] of other people too. Please make zooming optional, remove the bonus damage." (Text reads as it appeared in Levexify's post.)

	Fortunately, the game's early access status provides the developers time to hone in on what's working and decide whether to follow their vision for a mechanic or err on the side of their most important demographic. "I think the reason all of our games have been more geared toward hardcore fans is because our philosophy at id is to make a game that we like to play," said Willits. "We're hardcore [players]. For Quake Champions, getting the pros on board, making sure our community was happy—that was the number-one priority. We would be dead if we did not have the pros. If they're not playing the game, we have nobody."

	 

	ID BROUGHT PRO players into the fold at an early stage of Quake Champions' development. At QuakeCon 2015, the developers confided to certain pros that a new Quake was in the works and that they would be soliciting feedback when the game reached a playable state. Over the next year, id took Champions on the road to events such as PAX East and invited pros to try their hands at Sacrifice, a permutation of two popular game modes.

	In Sacrifice, two teams of four players fight over a single flag rather than defending their own and trying to capture the opposing team's. Once a team nabs the flag, they take it to an obelisk and must hold it there while a meter fills up, a riff on modes where players vie over control points on a map. All the while, enemies attempt to steal the flag and hold it at their obelisks. The contest continues until one team scores three captures.

	At QuakeCon 2016, id welcomed over 60 pros to have a go at Sacrifice. The verdict: No good. Fighting over one flag tended to result in wild shootouts every time one player dropped the flag. Other players complained that maps weren't symmetrical, giving one team an advantage if their capture points were more accessible. Quake Champions' developers listened. Sacrifice was scrapped not once, not twice, but three times. Each time id asked pros for their feedback. Each time the pros wrinkled their noses and expressed their preference for Team Deathmatch, regular deathmatch, and Duel, a one-on-one bout where players choose multiple Champions and battle until one player's roster is eliminated. Id continues to update Sacrifice, although players of all skill levels invest more time in the game's deathmatch-centric modes.

	One pro, John "Zero4" Hill, worked his way from id's inner circle of professional gamers to a professional at id Software. "John Hill has been the best hire," Willits said. "He is a pro player, and he knows those guys. He told over 300 professional gamers about the Quake [Champions] world championships months before we announced it, and they never leaked it. Imagine telling 300 people about a secret and no one leaks it. That's good communication."

	As Quake Champions crept toward early access, Willits and Pyle broadened their outreach by looking for ways to make the game inviting to casual crowds. "We gather data on everything, and we've learned that most people died in Quake [Live] holding the machinegun because they never switched weapons," Willits recalled. "There was an education we needed to give those players. We teach them how to pick up armor and health, and what guns are good for which situations."

	Quake Champions has benefitted from numerous quality-of-life changes rolled out in patches. Still plagued by overly long wait times between matches while the game searches for opponents, the team added an option for players to stick with a group they just played with in order to jump into the next match faster, while the lore system gives players another way to collect scrolls that can be unlocked to open up skins for characters. "All of those things aren't for [pro players]. We have those people," Willits said. "Now we're working on building up other folks who may be a little intimidated by Quake, but who want to experience something new."

	 

	WILLITS' NEXT CHALLENGE may be his most daunting: Convincing Quake Live diehards to migrate. 

	From his perspective, there's ample reason to embrace the next generation of Quake. "You don't see [people playing] the same Champions; you see a lot of meta-game as far as who's playing what and how they play those Champions. After a year, I can say that I was right: It worked out well. [Champions] don't change the game; it's still skill-based, but they add so much special. That was a big change, so I don't want to mess with anything else. I think we got a good balance [between old and new]."

	As for next steps, id hopes to move Quake Champions out of early access sooner rather than later. True to tradition, however, the studio's release date is When It's Done. More maps and characters will be added as the game ripens. 

	In another nod to the franchise's legacy, Willits contacted Chris Vrenna, former Nine Inch Nails musician—and a well-versed soundtrack composer in the games industry since his work on the original Quake—to take the lead on scoring Quake Champions. "We hopped on a phone call one Friday afternoon, and he told me what [he was working on], and it was Quake Champions," Vrenna recalled. "Because of my history with id and Quake, he asked me if I would score it. To which I replied, 'Absolutely not.'"

	Vrenna laughed. "No, no, I said, 'I would drop everything for any [project] you would ask of me. Let's do it.'"

	Quake Champions is on its way to making good on what Willits expects from the franchise's present and what he believes it will achieve in the future. Even so, he does confess to some nostalgia for the days when he could roll up his sleeves and make a more direct impact.

	"It's sad that I don't get to make maps as much anymore, but it's the spirit of the game, the core: it's fast, fun, fluid, and exciting," Willits said. "When you get that rail shot: you're almost going to die, then [your opponent] turns a corner and you hit him and you win—there's nothing better than that in gaming. Watching the world's best Quake players play, what they can do, the dexterity they have, the mental game they play. No game can do that better."

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Chris Vrenna, Musician of All Trades

	Over months of interviews and research, I got to know the names behind the credits screens on each Quake game. These profiles dig deeper into a developer's career beyond analysis of id Software's culture and the Quake franchise.

	 

	Don't try to put Chris Vrenna in a box.

	An accomplished musician perhaps most well-known for playing drums with Nine Inch Nails from 1989 through 1997 and touring with Marilyn Manson in the early aughts, Vrenna made a name for himself in the industrial music genre. While critics and even fellow musicians think of him as "industrial rock guy," he detests labels.

	Chris Vrenna is a drummer, producer, engineer, keyboardist, guitar player, songwriter, Grammy-award winner, programmer—and that's just for starters. There is no instrument he can't learn, no style or sound he won't add to his repertoire. When soul duo Gnarls Barkley needed a drummer, Vrenna filled the spot nicely, even going on tour. (He has yet to try his hand at country western, but is open to invitations.)

	Vrenna is also no stranger to videogame soundtracks. After making waves producing the Quake soundtrack as part of NIN over 1995, he kept in touch with his friend American McGee to produce the soundtrack for 2000's Alice. Since then, he's scored games from Doom 3 and Quake 4 to Sonic the Hedgehog (2006) and Call of Duty: Advanced Warfare.

	If you've played Quake Champions, Vrenna's latest works have flowed through your speakers, his dynamic range always providing the perfect backdrop for rocket jumps and rail shots to the head.

	Vrenna and I talked extensively about his work on Quake. He also opened up about his formative years as a developing musician, how he and Nine Inch Nails helped put Marilyn Manson on the map, his full-time job educating aspiring musicians and engineers at Madison Media Institute, why we're both so fond of Ohio, the soundtracks he composed after Quake and his return to id for Quake Champions, and his recently won sobriety.

	 

	Thanks for taking time to chat today.

	 

	Chris Vrenna: I just walked in my door and saw this package, and I was like, "What did I order from Amazon?" It's the 40th anniversary edition Blu-Ray of Close Encounters of the Third Kind. I don't know how old you are, but I'm 50. Have you ever seen Close Encounters?

	 

	No, I haven't.

	 

	Vrenna: Oh, man. It's my all-time-favorite alien [movie]. I saw it in the theater when I was a little kid. I was 10 years old when it came out. I live in Madison, Wisconsin, and when my girlfriend and I were driving cross-country to move here from L.A., we stopped at [tourist locations]. We stopped at the Badlands, we stopped at Wall Drug, we stopped at Mt. Rushmore, the Crazy Horse, all that stuff. 

	 

	We were driving, and I said, "Well, we've got to go to Devil's Tower." She's like, "Really? That's two-and-a-half hours off the freeway." I said, "I don't care. It's [a big part of] Close Encounters of the Third Kind. I've wanted to see it my whole life with my own eyes. I'm never going to be this close again." She said, "All right, let's go."

	 

	We detoured and got there right at sundown. We got all these awesome pictures of us in front of it. Then, as soon as the sun set, we got the worst rain and lightning storm I've ever been in. Thunder shook the car. There's no lights because we were on a two-lane highway out to nowhere. Every time lightning flashed, you'd be blinded going from total darkness to bright light. It was one of the worst storms I've ever seen in my life. I'll never, ever forget it as long as we live.

	 

	But, I got to relive my [childhood] looking for aliens.

	 

	Let's go back there, if you don't mind. Growing up, how did you develop your interest in music, and your love for rock and metal in particular?

	 

	Vrenna: I'm a child of the '80s. I've been playing drums since I was six years old. That's when I started taking lessons. Growing up all through the '80s, I played in new wave bands. When you're [growing up] in the '80s, electronic music is really coming up. You know, all the synth pop and new wave. I always preferred the darker stuff, anyway, like Depeche Mode, and a band called Tones on Tail.

	 

	But I had my A Flock of Seagulls, I had my Berlin. That's a pretty dark record, with The Metro and all that. Alain Jourgensen will kill me, but [I also liked] Ministry's With Sympathy, which he refuses to acknowledge ever existed.

	 

	At the same time, being a drummer, you have to belong to the school of Neil Peart from Rush. Neil Peart is the god of all drummers. So I was into the metal thing and the rock things, and playing drums, but I loved all these synth bands at the same time. Those two loves kind of meshed in the mid- to late-'80s when industrial music came up. You know, Skinny Puppy, and then of course Ministry.

	 

	So I was playing in bands like that. I was buying drum machines, Simmons electronic drum kits. I was always playing with click tracks, because there was always a synth player or sequencer running. I was kind of this weird hybrid [musician], which is why I've always loved industrial music: It takes all the synth elements of new wave, combines it with the aggressiveness of metal, puts the two together, and wahla. You've got industrial rock. It was a genre made for me.

	 

	Did playing in all those different bands and being able play different kinds of music let you cross paths with Trent Reznor?

	 

	Vrenna: I met Trent Reznor in... god, probably 1985. I was still in high school. I'm from Erie, Pennsylvania, and he was from a little town about an hour and 20 minutes from me called Mercer, Pennsylvania. I was playing in a band in the city that was exactly halfway between Erie and Mercer. The keyboard player in my band was a friend of Trent's, and told me that he was selling a drum machine. I said, "Oh, I want to buy it off of him. Tell him."

	 

	We ended up driving down to Mercer one weekend and I bought his drum machine. We became insta-friends, and that started that whole relationship. I played in a band with him in Cleveland, a synth-pop band called the Exotic Birds. Eventually, Nine Inch Nails was born.

	 

	I don't know. I've always had this passion for both [synth and metal]. I've played in so many different bands, you know? NIN was one of my main bands, but I spent seven and a half years with Marilyn Manson. I've known [him and his band] since '90, and worked on a lot of their early material. I played drums on about half of Anti-Christ Superstar. In 2004, I reconnected and joined the band for about seven to eight years, somewhere in there. I was in a band called KMFDM for a tour, a German industrial band on Wax Trax! Records. I lived in Chicago, so I was a big part of that whole Wax Trax!, early-'90s-industrial scene.

	 

	I helped Stabbing Westward get started, back in the day. I was the original drummer. Anything. Anything and [all kinds of music]. That passion still lives today, I would say.

	 

	How did you meet Marilyn Manson?

	 

	Vrenna: NIN was on tour for Pretty Hate Machine in 1990. It was one of our very first, if not the first national tour. We were in Florida, where Manson was living. I know he's from Ohio, but he was living in Fort Lauderdale at the time. He was writing for a fanzine and did an interview with Trent and me on that tour. Afterwards, like a lot of people would do, he said, "Hey, man, I've got this band. Would you listen to my demo tape?" And we're like, "Yeah, sure."

	 

	He handed me this cassette tape. I may have a copy of it in my archives somewhere. It was this cassette tape [labeled] Marilyn Manson and the Spooky Kids. It had about four kids on it, including Lunchbox, Cake and Sodomy, some of the bigger songs that were on the first record, Portrait of an American Family.

	 

	Back then, you could listen. Nowadays if anybody gives you a demo tape and you listen to it, they will sue you for stealing it. It sucks now, but back then it wasn't like that. So we popped it in while in the van and listened to it, and we were like, "Holy crap, this guy's amazing." 

	 

	We kept in touch with him, and as soon as Trent got his Nothing Records imprint in '92, I believe that was, he went to [co-founder of Interscope Records] Jimmy Iovine and said, "I've already got the first signing. I know exactly who it's going to be." Jimmy said, "Oh, cool. Who is it?" Trent said, "It's this band from Florida called Marilyn Manson." Everybody went, "Uh, what?" Trent signed him.

	 

	Manson and I go back that far. There was the Wax Trax! Chicago camp, and NIN and Manson had our own camp, the Nothing Records [label], because Trent also had a band called Prick [and other groups]. It was turning into its own cool thing.

	 

	I'm from Ohio, too. In fact I live there now. It's kind of weird, but when I lived out west, not a lot of knew were familiar with Ohio, so when I hear about a celebrity in any industry who's from Ohio, I get this twinge of personal pride.

	 

	Vrenna: Oh, where are you from in Ohio?

	 

	From the Canton-Akron area.

	 

	Vrenna: Well then you know that's Manson's hometown. It's a cool thing. Ohio gets the credit for NIN because we were living in Cleveland when we got signed and when it was all taking off. I actually went to college at Kent State. When I talk to people who don't know about it, I always say, "Four dead in Ohio?" And they're like, "Oh, that school!" I would go to school during the day, and drive up to Cleveland at night to help Trent in the studio. If he was singing, I was engineering; usually something like that. But yeah, I'm with you. In Akron you've got the Black Keys you've got Devo.

	 

	Even though I'm from Erie, I don't consider myself a PA kid. I mean, I do, I guess, but Erie's just a shade under two hours from Cleveland. When you live in Erie, the minute you're old enough to get the heck out, you go two hours south to Pittsburgh or two hours west to Cleveland.

	 

	Nobody went to Buffalo. That was worse than Erie. My sister went to Pittsburgh, I went to Cleveland. I'm definitely more Cleveland, Ohio in my leanings. But that's cool, man. I was just in Canton last year for an interview at the [KSU] Stark campus.

	 

	That's where I went to college.

	 

	Vrenna: They're building a whole recording studio. They have a recording technology program there, and they're building a whole new building that will be open next year, maybe the year after, with three recording studios or something like that. It's going to be awesome.

	 

	I've noticed a parallel between the games and music industries that kind of applies to you. When games were getting started, you did everything. You were a programmer, an artist, a musician, a writer. Nowadays, larger studios are very specialized: You're a tools programmer, or you're a concept artist. You can play all these instruments and do so many different things like engineer and program. Did you pick up a lot of that by osmosis?

	 

	Vrenna: Definitely by osmosis, and just repeated [practice]. In our world, it was always a DIY [culture]. If Trent was playing guitar, well, somebody had to record it. You did whatever. I picked up keyboards and synths because programming has always gone well with drumming, because back in the '80s [you had to program] drum machines.

	 

	When MIDI was created, everything started to be programmed. I had a natural inclination for the programming side of things. I've been doing that since the late '80s as well. Trent had a Mac Plus, one of the very first ones. I started learning programming on that, and have [kept up with it]. They've always gone hand in hand. I've never understood people who--and I have friends like this, and no offense to them--who say, "I'm a guitar player. That is what I do."

	 

	I say, "Okay, so what happens when there are no guitar gigs? Then what will you do? You're a great musician, but you don't even know how to turn on a Macintosh. How are you going to learn how to run Pro Tools or do anything else like that?" I've always been a Jack of all trades: The more things I can learn, and the more things I'm good at, the better for me. I've always loved learning. I loved school. I'm a teacher now; I teach at college. It's one of my jobs. It's my full-time job, but I still make tons of music and soundtracks for games. I like to learn, so I try to pick up as much information as I can from anybody I'm working with at the time.

	 

	If you go from one band to another that's pretty different, how do you adjust your play style, or your sound?

	 

	Vrenna: I don't have any trouble with that. You know who has trouble with that? The general public, and people in the industry. Once they pigeon-hole you into something, that's what they picture. Could I join a country-western band and kick its ass? Of course I could. Would anybody ever think to call me for something like that? Heck, no, because I'm the industrial rock guy, you know?

	 

	Right.

	 

	Vrenna: I kind of smashed that stereotype, though. I was in the band Gnarls Barkley. One of my former managers who I was with for many years, managed Danger Mouse. When Danger Mouse did that first Gnarls Barkley record, he knew it was going to be a massive hit. He said, "I need to put a live band together for this project. It's not really a band; it's a studio thing. You know how to sample, how to play click tracks, how to make stems in Pro Tools"--because we were going to have to play some of the stuff with a backing track, but they wanted to do as much live as possible--he's like, "You've been doing that your whole career, basically with every band you've ever been in. Would you help?"

	 

	I said, "Sure. Send me some MP3s so I can hear what they sound like. It's a weird name." That came out, and I'd get comments and interviews from people who said, "Oh, I never would have expected you to play in Gnarls Barkley." I'm like, why? I don't want to sound horrible, but, is it because I'm white? You don't think I've got any soul in me? What makes them think I couldn't have done that gig?

	 

	We were amazing. That band was smoking. Man, we were good. Do you know who the keyboard player is in that band?

	 

	Not off-hand, no.

	 

	Vrenna: It was Josh Klinghoffer. He's a guitar player by trade, but he played keyboard in Gnarls Barkley. He's now the guitar player in Red Hot Chili Peppers. He took over for [John] Frusciante when Frusciante decided to take a step back. Josh is a monster musician. That's the kind of quality that we had in that band. It was just beyond anything.

	 

	You've become a prolific game soundtrack composer since Quake. If I had to guess, I'd say the soundtrack you're most well-known for outside of work on id's games is American McGee's Alice. Did that project stem from your friendship with American during Quake's development?

	 

	Vrenna: I always kept in touch with American. He and I kind of clicked. I left [NIN] in '97. When I had my falling-out with Trent and decided to strike out on my own and move to LA. One of the hardest things is being in business with best friends who are practically your family. In one conversation, you can be hanging out as best friends. In the next conversation, somebody's the boss and somebody's the employee. Things can go horribly wrong. Things can be taken personally.

	 

	[American and I] reconnected in about '99 when he was working on his first game, which was American McGee's Alice. He'd originally worked with [Marilyn] Manson on a couple of ideas for it. Something didn't work out, there, and either he decided to call me or Manson suggested it. He and I reconnected and I said, 'Absolutely, dude. I'd love to work with you again.'

	 

	I love Alice. I loved the story. It was right up my alley. That game has gone on to be one of the things that I'm most known for: The way I used toy instruments, a choir, and weird sounds. It was a magic thing that just kind of happened. 

	 

	So, you had two soundtracks for popular titles under your belt. Did that help you get your foot in the door elsewhere?

	 

	Vrenna: I've done a lot of different stuff for a lot of different games. Then I got back in touch with id around 2003. What was weird was that there was no music in Doom 3. They wanted to make Doom 3 the most realistic game possible. I went down to Texas and got so drunk. I remember puking my guts out on the plane the next day coming back home. We'd gone out for sushi after all the meetings and everything, and oh, man, I got lit. Oh, god. I'm glad those days are over.

	 

	Doom 3 was quite different in atmosphere and pacing than Quake or the original Doom games. How did that difference affect your approach to the soundtrack?

	 

	Vrenna: They said, 'No one's running around a dark, quiet place being chased by the worst monster ever listening to Boots in Pants.' I said, 'Yeah, you know, you're right.' So, I did what we called musical sound design. You'd walk into a room and [sound effects] would come in and fade out. I did that, and the theme song.

	 

	Doom 3's theme kind of blends the franchise's action and horror flavors. It starts out low and moody, then transitions into metal. Was that the goal?

	 

	Vrenna: They wanted a big, kickass theme song. They wanted something between Nine Inch Nails, Tool, and other big rock bands. Other than American McGee's Alice, Doom 3 is probably my second most-well-known [game score] that I've done. Quake 4 came up, and I did a theme song for Quake 4. I've just had this running connection with those guys.

	 

	You've scored games besides ones made by and connected to id, but you fell off the map for a while in terms of game soundtracks. What brought you back to the industry, and to Quake Champions?

	 

	Vrenna: When I joined Marilyn Manson's [band], I kind of fell off everybody's radar for several years. Probably because I was in a deep, dark, black hole of drugs and alcohol—Marilyn Manson's lifestyle, which is what it is. But at the same time, I was Manson's producer, engineer, live keyboard player, occasional drummer when Ginger [Fish] wasn't around. I was full-time; I wouldn't have had a free day to do any game scores, so I fell off the map for a while.

	 

	I left [Manson] and moved here, and shortly after I moved here, I was doing something on LinkedIn, and lo and behold, I saw Tim Willits. I clicked 'Connect with Me Please!' and we started talking. He said, 'You know, you've been on my mind lately. I'm not quite ready to talk to you about [my current project], but I'm glad we reconnected because I was going to have to track you down in about six months.'

	 

	Six months later, almost on the dot, I got an email from Tim. He asked when I had time to talk. We hopped on a phone call one Friday afternoon, and he told me what [he was working on], and it was Quake Champions. Because of my history with id and Quake, he asked me if I would score it. To which I replied, 'Absolutely not.' [laughs] No, no, I said, 'I would drop everything for any [project] you would ask of me. Let's do it.'

	 

	How did recording music for Quake Champions differ from the original Quake?

	 

	Vrenna: I purposely went a different route with Quake Champions. In the '90s, you had to spend a lot of time designing, coming up with your sounds. Before you could write something, you had to sample. For Alice, all the instruments you hear in that—the toy pianos and children's instruments—I spent almost a year on what was, at the time, a very young eBay, looking at vintage music boxes, toy pianos, the wind-up, clapping monkey with the cymbals. You name it, I went out and bought it. I still have everything in a giant box in my garage.

	 

	There's a company that came out with a sample [application] called Toy Box. For $350, you could buy a 4GB, multi-sample library of toy guys, toy pianos, toy this, toy that. That would have made my life easier back in 1999. I would have totally done that. That is something that I still think is nuts, just how much has changed. Everything has gone to software, so I kept Quake Champions as analog as possible. I tried to get back to designing my own sounds.

	 

	They wanted seagulls, for example. Well, it'd be really easy to go out and find seagull samples anywhere on the Internet, but instead I took my field recorder out to the lake and spent a morning at sunrise sampling seagulls. Now I can say they're my seagulls, not the Internet's seagulls. 

	 

	Do you find that projects go more smoothly if you kind of toss out what you did on earlier games?

	 

	Vrenna: One thing I've always done is I never save anything from any project. I design stuff for a project, I use it, and then [I'm done]. I just don't, because I never want to [start a new project] and say, 'Oh, that's that really cool patch I used three years ago for Call of Duty' and pull it back out. Every time I start something new, I want a blank slate. I like doing it that way. I know it's a time thing when you've got 10 [contractual] gigs; maybe if I had 10 gigs, I'd reuse them. But I usually do one gig at a time, and I give that gig 110 percent of my life, and develop things specially and specifically for that game, and I never want to reuse the same patch or drum sample twice.

	 

	Quake Champions was in beta for a while, and is still in early access. How soon into the development process did Tim and the other guys at id gave you material to reference for your music?

	 

	Vrenna: I saw concept art for each world. They gave me [direction], like, 'Each world is based on these adjectives and these elementals, these gods, or these color palettes.' They might have a basic idea of, 'Maybe something like this with something like that,' or 'We like these six songs as a starting point for where to go for that level's feel.' For one world I used piano, and it's very pretty, and there are samples of seagulls and other birds. There's another one that has full-speed, metal guitar. No two [tracks] are at all the same, and I think that's really cool.

	 

	Who is collaborating with you? Or are you tackling the project on your own?

	 

	Vrenna: If it has more than one string, I'm out. I worked with a couple of guitar-player friends of mine here in Madison. I co-wrote the main theme with my friend Ken Pearsall; he's my best friend here in town. Early Endres, played the in-game guitar stuff for me. I just hate guitar. I can hold down bass guitar okay because it's singled out and rhythmic, but man, you try to put a chord in my hands and I'm out.

	 

	Do you try to seek out different sounds to challenge yourself? Just do something different?

	 

	Vrenna: Not really. But when it comes to me, I always try to make sure I can do those types of projects because they're different. I don't necessarily seek them out, but when they do pop up, I go, "Wow, that's something I haven't done. I definitely want to make sure I can do that."

	 

	That's the one thing about going into teaching college full-time. I teach at a small arts college, Madison Media Institute. We have three massive recording studios and 50 different Pro Tools stations. We have recording and live sounds program. There's also a program for graphics where you use Final Cut, Adobe Premiere. We have a green screen, a full TV studio with cameras and teleprompters. Then there's a game design program.

	 

	So, really, the only thing I can't do anymore is tour. I can take on as much studio work as I want. I've been asked by a couple different bands to go out on tour, but I can't just tell the school, "Hey, I'm going away for eight weeks!" Right in the middle of a semester? That won't fly, but that's the only thing that really won't fly with them.

	 

	How did you get the opportunity to teach? Was that something you wanted to do?

	 

	Vrenna: After I quit Marilyn Manson, I decided to do something stupid, which was try to get sober and get a personal trainer and join a gym. The sobriety thing didn't work out, and in the gym, I ripped my rotator cuff. It was a really bad tear. When they got in there to surgically repair it, they said that over half of the ball socket of my left shoulder was nothing but bone spurs. Playing drums for 40 years, with that repeated motion, those bone spurs kept sawing and sawing through tendon. Lifting weights, which they say is stupid for anybody my age to do, was the final straw. It cut right through the tendons.

	 

	I was out of commission for a year because I had to go through all the physical therapy to get strength and mobility back in my arm. During that year, I did some guest lecturing at different colleges, and I was volunteering for the Hollywood Arts Foundation. It was a donated space right in the heart of Hollywood. They did music upstairs, and Photoshop and things downstairs. It was for at-risk users in an after-school program, and I volunteered some of my time there.

	 

	It turned out that just like I've loved to learn from people my whole career--sitting next to Flood, sitting next to Nellee Hooper, sitting next to Trent, sitting next to Billy Corgan, U2, whoever I was working with and picking their brains--I enjoyed sharing my knowledge with other people. This happened organically. I was offered a job. They offered me a one-year contract while I was still recuperating.

	 

	They said, "Teaching's not for everybody. Maybe I'll hate it. If you do, you can always move back to L.A." So I said, "Let's try it." I fell in love with it, and I've been here ever since. Plus, I love living in Wisconsin. I hate L.A. I would never move back to that city. Eighteen years there was plenty.

	 

	May I ask how your efforts toward sobriety are going?

	 

	Vrenna: Thank you for asking. I'm almost three years totally sober. It was an absolute nightmare to get sober. I had admitted [I needed help]. I'd seen counselors, I was going to meetings. It still didn't work. I'd get a month to six weeks under my belt, but then I'd have a bad day and I'd be like, "Eh, let me just get one shot." There was no shot thing as one shot. One shot turned into a full bottle of whatever. I'd black out, and come to the next day, like, "Oh, shit. I don't even remember what happened."

	 

	Quitting drugs was easy. Quitting alcohol? Hardest thing I've ever done. For a lot of people in our industry, sadly it just goes with the territory. Twiggy [Ramirez] got sober back when I was still in Manson. He's probably five or six years sober, now. Trent's been sober for a long time. Rich Patrick, my friend from Filter, who was the original guitar player in Nine Inch Nails before he left and started Filter, he's been sober for 15 years, maybe 20, now.

	 

	A lot of my other friends are dead. It kind of goes one way or another by a certain age if you can't do it. But I'm awesome, now. Don't miss it, don't think about it. But man, getting to this point was [difficult]. Anybody who's been through it will immediately attest to the same: It is hard, and I share that with my students. I see some of them come through who have problems, and I try to be there for them.

	 

	It's good for them that you can be there, especially because you're someone who's been in the industry and understands that struggle, as opposed to someone else who might just say, "Well, you shouldn't do that because it's bad."

	 

	Vrenna: [laughs] Yeah, exactly. I had that experience. I always equated [drugs and alcohol] to--and I know this is a horrible example--when you wouldn't eat your Brussel sprouts and you go, "I hate Brussel sprouts!" and your parents say, "Well, how do you know? You've never eaten one?" If you don't try Brussel sprouts, you can't make a decision. I'm not saying everybody should go do drugs so they know how bad they are, but I was like, "You can't tell me they're bad. I'm making my own opinion."

	 

	For kids that age, there's also an attraction to taboo. They want to go against the grain.

	 

	Vrenna: It's one of the oldest rock clichés in the book, but it's true. It just really is. You have all that downtime when you're on tour. [Addiction] tends to crop up on tours. That's where it starts. You have a lot of free time, free booze in your dressing room every night, after-show parties every night. Every city you're in, you're the reason people are partying. It's your band and your show. Who wouldn't want to have fun? It's like every night is Saturday night. All you've got to do is sleep for 20 hours and make it in time for sound check the next day.

	 

	It's just brutal. It's shocking, though, when you actually do get past it and your brain isn't thinking about it every day. All that extra free time, all those good nights of sleep because blackout-sleep is not real sleep.

	 

	Congratulations on your sobriety. That's awesome.

	 

	Vrenna: Thanks. I've never been happier.

	 

	 


Pause Screen: The Joyful Naiveté of GoldenEye 007

	Indisputably an industry touchstone, Quake was one of many first-person shooters released during the genre's golden age of the 1990s. To further illustrate the era's creativity and innovation, I spoke with developers of other shooters to learn about their contributions—and in many cases, how id Software's work served as their foundation and influence.

	 

	DAVID DOAK AND his colleagues couldn't wrap their heads around Quake's hype.

	Not the game's technical accomplishments. Writing a true 3D engine capable of six degrees of freedom was impressive. On the surface, however, Quake's visuals didn't turn heads at Rare.

	"It was an interesting time because the consoles—notably Saturn, PlayStation, and Nintendo 64—were comparable in terms of graphics performance to high-end PCs," said Doak, a programmer. "We thought Quake didn't look as good as GoldenEye. To us it was pixelated and mostly brown."

	Rare's developers were more than qualified to pass judgment on graphics. Founded in 1985 by brothers Chris and Tim Stamper, the UK-based company got its start writing games for computers such as the ZX Spectrum. After a Nintendo executive claimed that its NES would never be reverse-engineered, the startup's developers hacked the console and sent tech demoes to Nintendo. Impressed, the gaming giant wrote Rare a blank check in exchange for games developed exclusively for its 8-bit console.

	Nintendo's money seeded a litany of projects, from TMNT-inspired beat-em-up Battletoads to action-racer R.C. Pro Am. Each successive hit bolstered Nintendo's confidence, leading the publisher to increase its ownership stake in Rare from 25 percent to 49 percent.

	In 1994, Nintendo offered the Stampers carte blanche to create a game starring any character in its star-studded roster. The team wanted to plant their flag in the soil of a franchise that had fallen by the wayside, ruling out A-listers such as Mario and Zelda. They chose Donkey Kong, Mario's one-time rival who had since been relegated to guest-star status in titles such as 1992's Super Mario Kart.

	The result was Donkey Kong Country, a 2D platformer wrought from pre-rendered 3D models that breathed new life into the 16-bit Super Nintendo just when 32-bit consoles threatened the platform's market share. During the same period, Rare partnered with Midway to develop Killer Instinct, a fighting game sporting polygonal characters and detailed backgrounds that ran on an early version of Nintendo's Ultra 64 console hardware—a marketing claim that was only partially accurate.

	When Chris Stamper and Rare programmer Pete Cox broke ground on Killer Instinct, Nintendo had yet to finalize the Ultra 64's specifications. Stamper and Cox engineered a mongrelized board composed of a 64-bit processor and the Ultra 64's file format to read and write data. A hard disk was added so artists could render highly detailed characters and animations. The console's exact memory and graphics chip had yet to be determined.

	Although an attract screen teased a Killer Instinct port for Ultra 64, the console was still an embryo. Rare pivoted by paring the game down for the Super Nintendo in 1995.

	 

	RARE PROSPERED DESPITE uncertainty surrounding the Ultra 64. The team had grown from a modest 80 developers to nearly 300, leading the Stampers to move the company out of their manor farmhouse in Twycross, England, and into larger facilities. Their next order of business was to splinter their unwieldy team into smaller units and tackle multiple projects. One of those, directed by Martin Hollis, would be based on superspy James Bond.

	"Nintendo acquired the Bond license," Doak recalled. "It was offered to Rare, and the initial idea was that the game would be a side-scrolling platformer/shooter with pre-rendered sprites like Donkey Kong Country."

	Rare's original plan was to develop its Bond action-platformer for the Super Nintendo. Eager to move on to greener pastures, Hollis proposed a Virtua Cop-style shooter for the Nintendo 64, formerly branded the Ultra 64.

	Virtua Cop was one of many rail shooters popular in arcades during the 1990s and early 2000s. Set from a first-person perspective, rail shooters automatically moved players along predetermined paths and showed them fixed camera angles. When enemies popped out from behind cover, players pointed plastic guns at the screen and pumped them full of lead to advance. Although ammo tended to be unlimited, players had to manage their rounds by pointing the gun to one side and squeezing the trigger to reload.

	Over time, GoldenEye 007's on-rails direction mutated, evolving into a free-roaming first-person shooter in the vein of Duke Nukem 3D and Quake. There was just one minor hitch. The Nintendo 64's hardware was still up in the air when production on GoldenEye 007 had kicked off in early 1995 as a tie-in to the MGM film of the same name, slated for release that November—roughly the same timeframe in which Nintendo hoped to launch the N64.

	"Martin Hollis, Mark Edmonds, and Steve Ellis are excellent software engineers," said Doak, who did not join the GoldenEye 007 team until after production had begun. "They did a great job, and it is particularly worth remembering that the game engine was created from scratch on prototype hardware."

	To the surprise of no one at Rare, Nintendo postponed the N64's launch until sometime in 1996. Hollis didn't sweat the delay. He preferred that he and his team take their time. Not that they had a choice. Until Nintendo nailed down specs, publishing partners such as Rare were left without official development kits, forcing GoldenEye 007's engineers to guesstimate on hardware.

	They knew, for instance, that the N64's controller would feature at least half a dozen buttons and a directional pad, as well as a single joystick tiny enough to be manipulated by the player's thumb. Until Nintendo sent them a development kit, they jerry-rigged Sega Saturn gamepads to test the game. Artists modeled characters and environments on a Silicon Graphics Onyx workstation. Later, they had to pivot. The final N64 hardware pumped out polygons faster than their SG machines, but GoldenEye 007's textures bogged down performance. Consequently, those textures were halved to fit on N64 cartridges and keep gameplay running at a steady frame rate.

	"There was lots of work optimising and reworking content in the last year of development," Doak admitted.

	Rather than bemoan the console's limitations, GoldenEye 007's developers—many of whom had never made a game before being assigned to the Bond project—devised clever workarounds. To lighten the N64 processor's load, artists redid colored textures in black and white. The result was increased game performance and a higher resolution; colors were tinctured onto select vertices, points on the surface of 2D or 3D surfaces, as needed.

	"Everyone on the team was learning and improving as we went along," Doak said. "We were all enthusiastic videogame players and it felt like we were doing our dream job."

	 

	LATE IN THE making of the GoldenEye film, members of Rare's team visited the set. Some were Bond fans, but the trip wasn't made for pleasure. They were on business. The developers took photographs and collected blueprints of locations. Back at the office, artists looked to the assets as points of reference while they created level geometry.

	Well aware of the pitfalls of working on a licensed property, Rare was careful not to stray too far from the film's story. The game opens in a faithful recreation of the Byelomorye Dam setting, culminating with players stepping off the top of the dam and triggering a cutscene of Bond strapping into a harness and bungee-jumping to the bottom, just like Pierce Brosnan's silver screen incarnation. 

	From there, players proceed to the facility. Their goal is to meet up with fellow 00-agent Alec Trevalyn and plant explosives to destroy the plant, where Trevalyn is apparently killed after a Soviet commander executes him. The agent later turns up alive and reveals himself to be a double agent. Players get their shot at revenge on the final mission when they chase their one-time compatriot high up in the air across the perilous beams and bridges of a satellite. 

	However, the team had no intentions of creating a one-to-one adaptation. "It was very much an organic, iterative process, and that method of testing and refining the feel and play experience in-game was absolutely vital," Doak explained.

	GoldenEye 007's story was expanded through extra levels, sequences, and set pieces. The designers iterated time and again, adding hallways and rooms almost haphazardly: Much of the geometry in each level served no purpose other than to imbue areas with a realistic, lived-in quality. Some passageways offer alternate routes for players to find.

	Elements of the game's on-rails direction survived the transition to free-roaming shooter. Shooting enemies in the leg triggers a different reaction than shooting their groin, upper torso, head, or hands. At certain junctures, the camera automatically adjusts to highlight items or areas of interest. such as at the beginning of Facility when players crawl through ventilation and are pointed toward a guard loitering in a bathroom stall. Players can ignore him and drop down, or aim their pistol at his head and dispatch him in a single shot. (Two, if they aim just right and knock his hat off first.)

	Other nods to rail shooters cropped up. GoldenEye 007's weapons hold a limited amount of ammunition in their chambers. Players must adopt a strategic mindset, picking their shots and reloading after each fight so they're prepared for the next encounter. On certain assignments, players are penalized for shooting NPCs.

	Rare fleshed out the GoldenEye film's beats as well as its vistas. Before each mission, players receive a dossier with info on the next assignment as well as four difficulty levels. Higher difficulties charge them with half a dozen or more objectives, fewer ammo and armor pickups, and swarms of tougher enemies. Not all objectives are mandatory, and only a fraction of them were derived from the GoldenEye film, but completing them lets players unlock bonuses such as cheat codes and multiplayer modes and modifiers.

	"I very strongly believe that it is impossible to design video games on paper," Doak said. "The narrative and character-based events in the film provided a framework for pacing and objectives, which was very useful as it pushed the design towards more ambitious goals. We consciously tried to make different levels play differently. There wasn't any real reference for storytelling in action games at that time. We made up the rules as we went along."

	One of the rules Rare made up entailed how players handle conflict. GoldenEye 007's panoply of pistols, automatics, rocket launchers, proximity mines, and throwing knives suited gunslingers looking to paint walls in bullet holes. However, the team's technical ingenuity made prudence an equally valid approach.

	Players inclined toward stealth can memorize patrol paths and weave around enemies. If they slip up, though, guards have ways to track them down. Every gun has a radius that blooms around the player when fired. Any enemy within range comes running. After firing, the radius shrinks. Fire too soon and it grows, increasing the odds of alerting nearby enemies, while guns equipped with silencers trigger a negligible radius.

	"Stealth and indirect action and consequences were always on the wish list of features," Doak remembered. "Martin [Hollis] has often spoken about guards who run to activate alarms rather than directly attacking the player as a fundamental design decision in GoldenEye."

	Players are able to see through windows but, unbeknownst to many, enemies cannot. Doak hand-waved away that decision as intentionally unrealistic: It gives players a fun advantage and introduces strategic possibilities: spy on enemies, then burst in with knowledge of the most dangerous foes or skirt around buildings and evade any chance of detection.

	Except for the occasional cutscene that opens or closes a mission, players remain in control of their avatar. They can watch the action, seek a more advantageous position, or set up traps, such as scattering remote-detonation mines across gas tanks when guards storm into a room full of gas tanks near the end of Facility.

	"That was a deliberate decision," Doak confirmed. "The goal was to immerse the player in the role of Bond as much as possible without interruption. Making these interactive scenes work in the game involved a considerable amount of work and required adding many bespoke AI and scripting elements to the game engine. This is a good example of our joyful naiveté, or blind foolhardiness."

	 

	ONE AFTERNOON IN the spring of 1997, Steve Ellis and Duncan Botwood shut themselves in a room and pulled up GoldenEye 007's code. The game was nearly finished. The campaign was ready to be put through another round or two of testing and then locked down. A master version of the game would be sent to Nintendo for approval, at which point marketing and distribution would take over.

	Before that could happen, Ellis and Botwood set about writing one last feature.

	"Multiplayer was always a wish-list feature," Doak said. "Everyone on the team was very keen to have it in the game, and the N64 had four controller ports."

	Ellis deemed it necessary to wait until production came down to the wire. While Rare had long since grown into a multi-million-dollar studio, the Stampers did not spend money pell-mell. GoldenEye 007's team was lean and mean, and unable to justify the time and resources necessary to write a robust set of multiplayer features—until they got a chance to fly under management's radar.

	"It was only fairly late in the dev process that people were free enough to be able to work on it," Doak continued. "Even then the fact that it was being worked on was hidden from management because the game was 'late.' Steve and Duncan were effectively a micro team secretly adding multiplayer to the game."

	Ellis and Botwood drew inspiration from two sources. The first was GoldenEye 007 itself. The game's single-player mode was a cornucopia of difficulty levels and options players could tweak to their liking. Multiplayer should be no different. The second was Bomberman, an action-puzzler on the Super Nintendo and a source of camaraderie during lunch breaks. It was fun, fast, and deeply customizable—all qualities that the top-secret micro team sought to transplant into GoldenEye 007.

	Since the code for weapons, hit detection, and navigation was more or less in place, Ellis and Botwood put together a prototype in record time. Building multiplayer modes boiled down to creating custom maps based on architecture used in the campaign, writing code to split the screen up to four different ways, and adding basic rules such as a time limit or kill count to decide winners in deathmatch.

	Their clandestine operation quickly paid off. The rest of the team followed their progress and stayed late to help test deathmatch. "Part of working at Rare was never going home," Doak said.

	As Ellis and Botwood added features, Doak and the others had a harder time putting down the controller and getting back to work or catching up on sleep. Multiplayer was fun. Players could choose arenas and play five different modes, most named after Bond films. In The Man with the Golden Gun, a single golden gun able to kill opponents in one shot is placed in a level. The Living Daylights challenges players to hold a flag for the longest amount of time, while You Only Live Twice grants each player two lives before they're eliminated for good. License to Kill grants every player the ability to kill enemies in a single shot, and Normal offers standard deathmatch in free-for-all or team flavors.

	Customization runs deep. Players can modify settings such as which weapons will appear on maps, as well as enable cheat codes unlocked by advancing through the campaign—not all of which were available in multiplayer in order to keep the playing field even.

	According to Doak, "The cheats were a combination of obvious classic practical features: invincibility, weapon unlocks, adjustable difficulty, and infinite ammo; plus, things which were technically possible but not 'canon' to the Bond IP. Things like DK mode—scaled heads and limbs—and paintball—rainbow-coloured decals—were fun and in keeping with the general tone of Rare and Nintendo products."

	Word of GoldenEye 007's addictive multiplayer spread beyond Rare's walls. "There was an internal black market in distributing builds to the other teams—unusual in Rare because teams didn't routinely play each other's games during development, and because the Nintendo QA teams, particularly [Nintendo of America's] Treehouse loved it," Doak recalled. "However, none of us realised how big a thing it would become and also how important it would be to the continued sales and success of the game. Single-player was good, but multiplayer made GoldenEye an essential purchase."

	 

	IN 2001, BUNGIE set the template for console shooters with Halo: Combat Evolved. From the moment players step into the space-age armor of Master Chief, the Xbox controller and Halo's control scheme seem inexorably linked. Two analog sticks makes movement a breeze, and the eight buttons are thoughtfully mapped to functions ranging from jump, crouch, lob grenades, and fire.

	Halo's default control scheme has been borrowed countless times since, and with little variation. Bungie's implementation feels so natural that even GoldenEye 007's diehard fans may find playing the game awkward and uncomfortable. David Doak points out a good reason for why the N64 title's controls may feel alien to players after more than a decade of Halo, Call of Duty, and Battlefield sequels.

	"GoldenEye was made when there was no established model for FPS control on a console," explained Doak. "It is also important to remember that at the time, the single analogue stick on the N64 controller was a revolutionary design."

	Doak and his fellow engineers faced an uphill battle in transplanting movement from a genre traditionally played on keyboards with 128 or more keys to a controller with nine buttons and a single stick. Their first step was to understand the fundamentals of movement.

	Most FPS games depend on four axes: moving forward and backward; strafing, or sidestepping to the left and right; turning left and right; and looking up and down. Using the N64's directional pad was not an option. It was digital, precluding the range of movement inherent in analog devices. Depending on how much pressure players applied to the stick, characters could creep, walk, run, or sprint. Another problem was that the directional pad was to the left of the analog stick, itself positioned below the middle grip of the controller's M-shaped contours. To use both the d-pad and the stick, players would have to place their left hand on the pad and hold the middle grip with their right, requiring them to strain to reach the six face buttons on the right side of the controller.

	Rare mapped movement and turning to the analog stick. "Moving forward and backward, and turning are the two most essential controls for getting around. Strafe is important, but not as important as turning," Doak said.

	Strafing was mapped to the controller C-left and C-right buttons. The game's free-aim mechanic is a two-step process. First, players hold the R trigger. A reticule appears that can be freely manipulated. "Perhaps the biggest challenge for GoldenEye was that on PC mouse-aim is an absolutely precise mechanic, but with a console controller it is necessary to implement this with some kind of relative input," Doak continued. "In aim mode, GoldenEye uses the analogue stick to control the aiming reticule so, when aiming, the player can access the maximum precision that the controller can offer."

	The tradeoff to free aiming is that players cannot aim while moving or turning. It's a drawback, albeit one that appeals to those who appreciate strategy. Skilled players, especially ones with experience playing deathmatch on PC, know that Doak hit the nail on the head: Movement is more important than pixel-perfect aiming. Moving targets are harder to hit, and unless an opponent is on a higher or lower level, all they really need to do is point in their opponent's general direction and let fly, especially when firing weapons that deal damage in a large radius, such as rockets, and automatics that spit out rounds fast such as the KF7 Soviet.

	On top of that, Rare programmers baked in handicaps that facilitate serviceable aiming without making players feel like the game is playing for them. One of GoldenEye 007's subtler assists concerns turning. Performance drops when the screen fills up with lots of characters and particle effects from bullets and explosions; predicting that players—especially inexperienced ones—confronted with such scenarios would be more likely to fire and aim frantically, the code lends a steady hand.

	"The player's gun can move through a fairly large arc without requiring the player to turn," Doak explained. Once players pick up that they don't need to flail around, they'll begin to move less erratically and pointlessly, which has the clever side effect of making them feel cool under pressure, just like their suave avatar. Other helpful effects include gently panning the camera up or down when the player comes into contact with inclines such as stairs, cutting back on the times when players need to touch the analog stick. 

	Although Doak was candid in admitting that Rare largely ignored conventions of PC shooters, GoldenEye 007's wide selection of input settings is (unwittingly) reminiscent of PC developers' willingness to reconfigure each and every key and mouse click. GoldenEye 007 is not that granular, but there are enough presets that most players should be able to find one that feels natural.

	"We were well aware of the compromises we had to make to deal with the single analogue stick, so we wanted to have options to cater for player preferences," said Doak. "You should also note that we allowed for using two controllers for a single player. That was the only way at the time of getting two analogue sticks."

	 

	LIKE MANY EARLY 3D games, some parts of GoldenEye 007 have aged poorly. Its character models, given the faces of developers at Rare—including David Doak, who makes a cameo as a scientist on the Facility stage—are blocky and low-res. As far as input modalities, even ex-Rare developers admit that its control scheme became antiquated a mere four years after its release.

	Look past the game's rough veneer and relatively limited control scheme, and you'll find a kernel of fun that has been preserved over 20 years and counting. GoldenEye 007's campaign was good, but the team's belief in multiplayer strapped on a rocket that shot the game to critical and commercial success. Rare sold over eight million copies of GoldenEye, making it the third highest-selling N64 game ever behind Super Mario 64 and Mario Kart 64. 

	That record can be attributed to teens and college kids. The game became a staple of dorm rooms and social gatherings all across the United States, offering a pick-up-and-play experience that appealed to all players but especially ones who lacked the know-how or the patience to jump through technical hoops required to get a game of Quake or Duke Nukem 3D up and running on PC.

	Moreover, GoldenEye 007 testified to Nintendo's long-held belief that a roomful of friends and family pilling onto sofas and gathering around a single screen makes for a more social multiplayer experience than strangers typing messages to arcane screen names.

	"Before Halo there was GoldenEye," remembered former PC Gamer editor-in-chief Rob Smith. "And there’s sort of a weird camaraderie. Like, if you were there when GoldenEye happened you were part of a club. I’d been there before that club, but I still felt an acknowledgment when I became part of that GoldenEye club. You remember the couch, the big screen that would look so tiny today, and then the gameplay. It worked."

	For David Doak, the memories of developing GoldenEye 007 will always feel fresh, even if aspects of the game do not. "We would often set our sights on ambitious features which more experienced developers might have not even attempted to implement," he said. "When this worked it was incredibly satisfying. When it didn't, we were robust and optimistic enough to be able to move on. It was a small team. We shared a similar sense of humour and there was a lot of mutual respect. It was extremely hard and long work, but also very enjoyable and memorable."

	 

	 


Pause Screen: The Close-Knit Bonds of #QuakeCon

	 

	All comments come from interviews conducted by the author.

	 

	A FEW WEEKS after id Software released Quake in June 1996, James "H2H" Elson sent a message to his friend Yossarian "yossman" Holmberg over the IRC chat service. What if, Elson suggested, players had a place where they could get together, put faces to screen names, and play the game?

	Holmberg liked the idea. Planning and organizing in #quake, the IRC channel where players shared strategies, secrets, and coordinated deathmatches, they agreed that meeting at a hotel in or around Dallas, near where Elson lived, would work best. Anyone interested in hanging out could haul their computers and set up shop. They would call it #QuakeCon, named in honor of their virtual clubhouse.

	That August, Holmberg traveled from Canada to join Elson and 28 others at a Best Western in Garland, Texas. Most attendees brought computers. The group took over a hotel meeting room and strung Ethernet cables to form a network. Between setting up their computers and fragging one another in deathmatch, the group spread word of the event on #quake and other online hangouts. More players trickled in. By the end of the weekend, #QuakeCon had swelled to over 100.

	To no one's surprise, Doom and Quake were the most popular choices among attendees. As the weekend wore on, a few players set up a friendly tournament and gave away small prizes such as t-shirts to winners. Pizza boxes and soda cans piled up until Sunday, when the party wound down. That was when John Carmack and the Quake team breezed into the meeting room and asked if they could play.

	Carmack and the others explained that they had received emails from some of the organizers revealing that a group of Quake players was meeting nearby and had decided to drop in to say hello. After trading greetings and rockets, the group adjourned to the front lawn of the hotel. Carmack held court on the front porch, talking for nearly an hour about what he'd learned from programming id's games, namely Doom and Quake.

	Before parting, Elson and Holmberg talked excitedly about how well the ad-hoc convention had gone, and looked forward to next year's get-together. 

	Over 21 years and counting, much has changed about QuakeCon. The pound sign fell away. John Carmack's casual talks grew into hours-long keynotes until he left id Software in 2013. A number of hotels have played host to developers and thousands of players who traveled from far and wide, toting kids and significant others or meeting up with friends from gaming clans.

	Most significantly, QuakeCon evolved into more than one of the biggest LAN parties in the country. It became a home away from home for friends like Elson and Holmberg, who only saw one another every 12 months, and for families who would rather spend their vacation time playing computer games than lounging on a beach.

	"Fourteen years," replied Anthony, when I asked him how long QuakeCon had held a place of honor on his calendar. "I'd say 10 years for her," he continued, nodding to indicate his significant other, Kat.

	"We bring the entire family," Kat said. "This year it's his dad, his little brother, and his brother's fiancé."

	My method of chatting with QuakeCon 2017 attendees was arbitrary. Anthony and Kat happened to be rising out of their chairs and stretching when I walked by and asked if they would mind telling me about their history with the convention. Any player willing to tear down his or her computer and lug it to QuakeCon tends to be an enthusiast. Anthony fit the profile, more than happy to boast about the cluster of computers that belonged to his family: his machine boasted an i7 processor and an ATI graphics card. Kat's model was simpler, sans tricked-out graphics card, but more than adequate for her gaming palate, while Anthony's dad's and brother's computers were tricked-out, more in line with his own.

	"I've put most of these together myself," Anthony said.

	Leading up to QuakeCon, Anthony's responsibilities as family computer guru did not end after tightening screws and updating graphics drivers. "I drive down with all the computers," he explained. "Everyone else flies." Although the drive is long, Anthony feels more comfortable sitting behind the wheel for a dozen hours than letting airport personnel stow his computers with luggage. "The first two years, we flew. That didn't go well. My hard drive came loose in my case."

	A passerby whose name I failed to catch shared his unsolicited but sagely advice for flying with a PC in tow. "I bought a plane ticket for my tower so I didn't have to check it."

	Kat did not walk into QuakeCon 2017 bound and determined to play a specific game. She's happy to browse her library of Steam icons and jump into any game the others want to play. Unsurprisingly, the whole family gravitates toward multiplayer shooters.

	"I'm quite into Overwatch right now," said Anthony. "I just got [PlayerUnknown's] Battlegrounds and started playing that yesterday. That's a lot of fun."

	I could hear Anthony's and Kat's bellies rumbling over the deeper rumbles of rocket jumps, so I excused myself and wandered over to tables beneath a banner proclaiming Death by Pixels. Not a bad way to go, I thought, and introduced myself.

	Steven, a member of the Death by Pixels clan, has been a regular attendee since 2004, when high-speed Internet was still a twinkle in the eyes of many of his friends. "QuakeCon was the LAN party scene back in the day," he said. "There wasn't high-speed Internet, there wasn't a bunch of social media. If people wanted to play video games, they had to go to a LAN party."

	A shared passion for technology and gaming formed the bonds between Steven and the other members of Death by Pixels. Nowadays, their Internet connections are more than stable enough to facilitate regular online games, but QuakeCon holds a special significance. "What's kept me coming back is, this is my family vacation now," explained Steven. "Most of these guys I don't see but once a year. We can just play video games and don't have to worry about anything for three or four days. Just get here, order food, and have fun."

	"This is my third year bringing a computer, but I've come for years," said Brent, one of Steven's friends "I used to just show up and hang out." Before Brent's inaugural QuakeCon, he worked a security job and drove straight from work to the hotel still clad in his uniform.

	"I'd just walk right in because I looked like I worked at the [Hilton] Anatole," he remembered. "I just kept hanging out until I thought, Yeah, I need to build a computer and start coming. We're a Dallas-based gaming group and are always trying to find new ways to mix things up and keep it exciting."

	Death by Pixels made camp near the right wall of the BYOC, or Bring Your Own Computer area, a gymnasium-sized room filled with tables, cables, and players touting custom gaming peripherals and computer cases. Taking advantage of their spot by the wall, some of the Pixels crew set up a projector to display games against the wall.

	"As long as you're not putting up anything super inappropriate, they don't have an issue with it," Steven explained regarding the rules for bringing along projectors.

	"The projector is brand new, and we'll probably mirror whatever he's playing, and some couch co-op games like Gang Beasts," said Ryan, who was attending for the first time. "That's probably one of the main ones we'll play. It's one I'm excited to play."

	Ryan left nothing to chance for his first QuakeCon. Instead of checking his gaming desktop as baggage, buying an extra seat ticket, or making a long drive, he left it at home and splurged on a high-end laptop. "I'm from Kansas City, so I flew this year," he said. QuakeCon's timing had been fortuitous: He'd been mulling over the idea of buying a more portable rig to take to LAN parties. Meeting up with his friends provided the perfect excuse to indulge.

	"If I want to move around and game with these guys, I don't want to take my entire rig," Ryan went on. "I wouldn't trust [transporting] it on an airplane, but I don't want to drive eight hours. I'd rather just fly and get down here instead of taking an extra day of PTO from work. I just got a brand-new laptop from MSI, so I decided to do that instead. It runs just as well."

	Every member of Death by Pixels performed their due diligence. Ahead of the show, they downloaded several bite-sized games they could cycle through quickly. Their selections leaned toward cooperative games as fun to watch as to play, ideal fodder for their projector.

	"We've had a lot of fun with games like Dead by Daylight lately," said Brent, a third member. "We can get a lot of those in. We also like a lot of the larger games that we can play once. We do a Chivalry spree every year, and we always have fun with that."

	"And of course, PUBG," Steven cut in.

	"PUBG is the game right now," Brent agreed. "Everyone's playing. In fact, we just won a chicken dinner."

	Short for PlayerUnknown's Battlegrounds, PUBG is an action survival game where 100 players parachute into a location and scramble for supplies and weapons while picking off opponents. In the vein of films and books such as Battle Royale and The Hunger Games, PUBG truncates the battleground over time, herding surviving players closer together and forcing confrontations until only one player remains standing, gifting him or her with a chicken dinner. After outlasting 99 other players, a hot meal makes a better prize than riches or weapons.

	Brent and the others not only like playing PUBG, they view it as the ultimate spectator eSport. "If you [start watching] in the middle of a game of PUBG, you understand, okay, here's just trying to survive," said Brent. "You can do things [while you play]. I have three daughters at home, and if they're distracting me, I can set it down without worrying about ruining my game. I can take care of them and then come back to the game and still do okay. That's the good part about it. We're excited to see where it's going."

	For some players, nothing beats the classics. Across the BYOC near the far wall, I watched a teenage girl in glasses hunched in front of her monitor, her left hand dancing over WASD keys, her Quake 2 avatar jumping and flitting and spitting rockets at opponents.

	"This is my son," said Niles, introducing me to a kiddo around 10 years old glued to a computer screen, "and my daughter is competing right now," he finished. I opted not to disturb his daughter, who was still intent on her one-on-one deathmatch tournament. "This is my third time," Niles said, reflecting on his QuakeCon experiences. "I was trying to figure that out earlier. I was at the first one, and I came last year, and I'm here now."

	Niles looked on proudly as his daughter scored a picture-perfect kill with the railgun. Her interest in Quake 2 arose organically, as if it hereditary. "Quake 2 brought me to QuakeCon," Niles said. "These guys play Quake Champions and Quake Live. I play, too, but not very well."

	In addition to his kids, both of whom are too young to drive, Niles had a coworker help him pack up his car and make the journey with him. "We loaded up the night before and drove straight through," said Niles. "It's going to be an annual trip, but it's been touch and go [in the past]. Now that my son is also interested in playing, I'll bring them back every year."

	A QuakeCon volunteer who preferred to go by Chkn, his online handle, is another regular, though he shows up to do more than just play games. One of the convention's many volunteer staffers, Chkn has done it all, from setting up the BYOC as a member of the crimp nation, to his role as a network admin at 2017's extravaganza, checking badges at the entrance of the network operations center to make sure only his peers gain access to the machines that monitor connections.

	"The first year, I just played games," he recalled. "The second year, I was playing games, and it was 2:00 in the morning. I went to go find something to drink, and they're like, 'Will you watch this room for a little bit for us?' I said sure, and that turned into an eight-to-10-hour shift. It was the board game room. I was playing board games with people, watching over the room."

	For his third year, Chkn struck gold when he secured a spot on the crimp nation team, helping set up tables and network connections throughout the BYOC. Over several years, the process of volunteering at QuakeCon underwent change. "You signed up and they would ask you what you thought you'd be good at," he said. "This year is a little bit different. You actually had to apply [for positions] rather than them saying, 'Hey, we need volunteers.'"

	On August 24, a Thursday evening and the first night of QuakeCon, a huge block of the BYOC lost Internet connectivity. "I actually got a call from work where I'm a systems administrator, saying, 'We need you to come in.' I said, 'There's no way that's happening,'" he recalled.

	Chkn wasn't on the clock when the Internet went dark. Talking with fellow volunteers, he learned that those who had been on duty had worked until nearly 4:00 in the morning only to determine that the trouble wasn't on their end: AT&T had experienced widespread issues that affected Chkn's place of work as well as QuakeCon.

	Going back to work was not an option, and not just because he was having a blast. Like many, Chkn made a long trip to join in the festivities. "Buying tickets is crazy. When you buy your ticket, it's April or May, and you put in your time off [request] at that point. That way you make sure to guarantee that time. I know businesses usually say two weeks [ahead of time off]; no, we need several months. A week or so before, [QuakeCon volunteers] start hunkering down on getting everything put together."

	QuakeCon attendees share more than energy drinks and inside jokes. Instead of heading back to hotel rooms to rest, some players ball up jackets and shirts or fold their arms over their keyboards and sleep at their desks in the BYOC. Those who depart the BYOC for any period of time leave their computers, keyboards, mice, even outerwear at their place settings.

	To the uninitiated, leaving customized, cutting-edge equipment out in the open might seem strange, even imprudent. QuakeCon attendees don't sweat it. Despite trappings such as booths where developers show off upcoming products and PR reps who arrange interviews between journalists and developers—my main reason for attending—QuakeCon is not a trade show. It's a friendly neighborhood LAN party, only on a much larger scale.

	There are few strangers at QuakeCon. Everyone, from couples like Anthony and Kat, to families like Niles and his kids, to volunteers like Chkn, are there to play games and have a good time. The air is redolent with caffeine and junk food, plastic and electronics, camaraderie and implicit trust.

	"At work, it's not fun," Chkn said. "I have to sit behind a desk. I have to take calls with clients, with my boss. It's very stressful. At QuakeCon, I get to sit around drinking energy drinks and cracking jokes that people understand because they're all network engineers. It's a fun time; we're all relaxed."

	"Everyone here is excited. That's why I love this place," explained Miguel, another longtime attendee. "The main thing I tell people is that other events are just events. If you go to QuakeCon, you're happy to be here."

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Threading the Needle – The Making of Team Fortress

	Indisputably an industry touchstone, Quake was one of many first-person shooters released during the genre's golden age of the 1990s. To further illustrate the era's creativity and innovation, I spoke with developers of other shooters to learn about their contributions—and in many cases, how id Software's work served as their foundation and influence.

	 

	FOLLOWING THE RELEASE of Wolfenstein 3D in 1992, John Carmack started a tradition. Any developer interested in locking and loading a first-person shooter of its own could cut id Software a check and license its technology. Apogee was one of many companies to secure a license, building two Blake Stone titles as well as Rise of the Triad on the foundation Carmack had built.

	The release of Doom over a year later sparked widespread interest in the engine, dubbed id Tech 1. Droves of "Doom clones" followed. Some titles, such as Digital Café's Chex Quest and Raven Software's Heretic, stuck close to id's template—the latter swapping out shotguns with magic wands and the former yanking out hellish landscapes and inserting bright color palettes that would have looked at home on the back of a cereal box.

	In the weeks leading up to June 1996, the industry shook from the foreshocks set off by previews of id's next game, Quake. It would trade pixels for polygons and 2.5D engines for six degrees of freedom. Denizens of its Lovecraftian world would fly apart in showers of gore and dismembered limbs instead of slumping to the ground as one-sided sprites that twisted to match the player's viewpoint, only ever revealing one side of artwork.

	More importantly to aspiring developers like Australian players John Cook, Ian Caughley, and Robin Walker—whose preternatural reflexes and astounding decision to aim with a mouse instead of keyboard keys made him the envy of his opponents—Quake would offer total access to the scripting language id Software's designers used to make the game tick.

	At the outset, their plans were humble: assign Quake's default weapons to certain characters to put a spin on conventional deathmatch, group them into teams, and play ordinary deathmatch. They called their mod Team Fortress. Almost by accident, the three friends did more than switch up the game's elements. They made something new—and arguably more ambitious than id Software's 3D masterpiece.

	 

	Any Town, Australia

	While Doom opened the floodgates to user-created hacks known as mods, Quake and QuakeC promised to take custom maps and game modes to the next level. An old-school hacker and programmer, Carmack practiced the credo that information should be shared. Pro developers could license Quake's engine to build commercial-quality titles, and thanks to QuakeC, even kids like Cook and Walker could dabble in game design by changing the way Quake played. But before Quake, before Doom, and long before id, there was the BBC Micro, pen-and-paper games, and a small town where two boys grew up dreaming big dreams.

	 

	 

	ROBIN WALKER [co-creator of Team Fortress, programmer/designer at Valve, 1998-]

	For perspective, John and I met when we were five or six years old.

	 

	JOHN COOK [co-creator of Team Fortress, programmer at Valve 1998-2016, founder of Sodium, 2016-]

	We went to the same elementary school, and our fathers played guitar together. There would be these guitar jams where you'd have 10 people from around the town getting together and playing away. They were at Robin's dad's house.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We grew up in the same town of 800 people. We went to primary school, high school, and college together.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	He had a house out in the woods. It was a house they built themselves, so basically a log cabin out in the woods. It was a fun place. I'm pretty sure I was around three years old when I went over to Robin's house for one of those. He would have been four or five then.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Then when we got to Valve, we immediately moved to opposite ends of the company. We're like, 'This is great, but you need to get away from me.' It was a mutually agreed upon separation.

	tesy of PC Gamer.)

	JOHN COOK

	When we were in elementary school, which was right near my house in this small town, he wouldn't get picked up until an hour and a half after school let out. He would just play in the yard at the school by himself, or with one of his siblings. Since I lived just down the street, I would come and play with him.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I had a BBC [Micro] computer growing up, and you basically couldn't buy BBC games in Australia, but you could write code. All the games I had were ones I'd typed in from the backs of computing magazines, so most of the games I played as a kid, I had the code for.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Both Robin and I, and our friends, were all very interested in board games, card games, and roleplaying games. We would make card games ourselves, and make our own board games. We played a lot of stuff like Talisman. When computers came around, we had some games, but we wanted to make our own games. There wasn't really a lot of knowledge about computers, though, in this era and in this place. Luckily Robin's father was a programmer for IBM. Without him, I wouldn't have actually known that computer science existed.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	My dad was a computer programmer, so we'd immediately start hacking around with stuff even back then. My brother and I made a Miner 2049er clone with eight levels. When we finished it, we started making more levels because we had all the code there, and levels were just a bunch of raw data sitting at the end of the code.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	From age 13, I decided I wanted to make video games. I thought, I should go to school, learn how to program, work as a programmer for a few years until I know enough stuff, and then get a job making games. That was my original plan. The point was always to make games.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The most fun part of programming, to me, is the problem-solving of it. I've always enjoyed writing code irrespective of what the code is supposed to do. I've enjoyed working on databases as much as I've enjoyed working on Team Fortress.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	In junior high, I did a play-by-mail game. You had a sheet for strategy or roleplaying, like, 'Here's your character and the situation. What do you want to do?' We'd fill out a bunch of options and mail it back. They would process a turn, and you would get post mail back with the next steps on it. And it would be multiplayer, so sometimes you'd have lots of people posting things. I could never actually play them because they were all in the states.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Whatever code needs to be written, I've enjoyed it, which has served me very well. It's made it so I can enjoy myself while working on any part of [development].

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I made my own that I played at the school. I started out by having a strategy game, which I'd modeled on a white board in my bedroom. People would submit their turns. I'd take [their letters], and I would process them and then give them letters the next day.

	 

	When computers came around, I realized I could automate that stuff. I wrote a program to do it. While I was entering these play-by-mail [answers] into the program, I thought, Oh, I could just have people play the computer version instead. I realized I could make it a multi-terminal program, so I did that. It was early days.

	 

	Party Scene

	Walker and Cook's passion for games and programming computers led them down the same path, at least at first. They graduated from the same high school and enrolled at the same Australian university, intending to write software for a living. Shortly after entering college, their daily schedules diverged, but their nighttime routine became a fixture.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	John and I were both doing computer science at RMIT, the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology. It's a really fancy name, but it's a tech college. I couldn't deal with college very well.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I was a year behind Robin in college, and I was a lot better at it than he was. He was just not interested in showing up to classes at all, basically. He was six months into his [first] year, and he basically wasn't going, so he got a job.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	John stayed in college, and I started working as a programmer full-time at NEC, working on embedded systems. By day, he'd go to college and I'd go write code that ran on remote power stations in Australia and Tasmania.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I was finishing my year, but by the end of that year, we'd made Team Fortress. The next year I actually deferred university for a year so that we could work on Team Fortress. I ended up never going back to university.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY [co-creator, Team Fortress]

	I was a friend of Robin's brother, James, at university, and we met through him. When James went off to Singapore, I spent more time hanging out with Robin. We were having lots of LAN days as well as running gaming competitions at a local Internet cafe. John, I met through Robin.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Ian was a friend of my brother's, so he was a good friend of ours. He came to LAN parties a bunch and participated [in Team Fortress] on a design level. At night, we had modems and we played Quake deathmatch online on one of the seven or eight servers in all of Australia.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We were very active in the Quake clan scene. We played competitively and traveled around to tournaments. We also had friends we'd met in IRC as well. The Quake community was a big part of [the attraction to the game].

	We just played in Australia. The farthest we went was from Melbourne to Brisbane for a tournament. That was a 20-hour drive. Two of us drove the car, which was stacked with computers. The other four people took the bus. I was one of the few people who had a driver's license, so I had to do the driving. That was fun.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I have very fond memories of that time because everyone sort of knew each other. The total population of Quake players was probably sub-100, so you knew everyone. It didn't really matter what server you ended up on, because there'd be people on there you knew.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We did well. Robin probably didn't tell you, but he was the best Quake player in Australia for several years. He's too modest. There wasn't a final tournament that he decided everything, but he was definitely great.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I remember, in those early days, being one of the only people who used the mouse, so playing on Ziggurat Vertigo was awesome. It was an exercise in cruelty.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	He would have been using the mouse in Doom first. By the time Quake came around, it was all mouse [and keyboard].

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	There was a group of us who had LAN parties regularly. I can't remember if it was every week or every two weeks, somewhere around there. Technically I'd dropped out of college at this point. I was working as a programmer, and I shared a flat with John.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Robin's parents had a flat in Melbourne where the kids got to live. After James left, Robin was living there with his sister Jane. The flat became the hub of much gaming. I was involved from the start, I think.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The Internet really wasn't that good for multiplayer games at the time. We just had dial-up, so it was too slow for Doom and Quake being popular, and Diablo was the other [popular] one.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Every weekend or thereabouts, we would have regular LAN parties at our house. Everyone would lug their computers over at that time, and we alternated between playing Quake Test and Duke 3D. This was the height of LAN parties, at least in my life.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Next thing you know, you've got 14 people in a two-bedroom flat with their big computers and their big CRT monitors stashed all around. People underneath the table, other people on top of the table, that kind of thing.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We liked Duke 3D a bunch: its versatility, its combat, its deathmatch. The primary reason we mixed it in with Quake Test instead of just playing Quake Test was because while Quake was full 3D, which was much more interesting, Duke had a much broader set of weaponry: trip mines, pipe bombs, and so on that were really fun.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	I remember when the demos of Quake first came out, none of us had the hardware to run it properly. We were all huddled around a machine playing it at like 320x200 pixels in the middle of the screen.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We had a cyber cafe just down the road from us. We met people through that. It was an early Internet cafe. We played games there, and we ended up helping the owner run tournaments for video games. He wasn't getting enough traffic from people just [using the Internet], so we showed him how to install Quake and got people around to play there as well.

	 

	Walker's, Cook's, and Caughley's mutual interest in Quake went deeper than its brown, polygonal surface. They took a keen interest in id Software's semi-regular updates about the game's design and technology. The fact that players would be given access to QuakeC, a customized programming/scripting language with which to design modifications for the game, was an even more exciting prospect than Quake itself.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	We had gotten a bit bored with all in deathmatch and started playing team-versus-team in whatever we were playing. I can't recall if the games supported it, or we found some way to mod differently colored player models.

	But it wasn't really till Quake came out as the most moddable game to date, thanks to QuakeC, that we saw the potential to make the team-versus-team game we wanted to play.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	These days I think we would think of [creating mods for] those games more like content editing. Quake was the first game to say, all right, here's all the game rules. They gave you access to everything. You didn't have the engine, but you had all the rules for the game at the fingertips and you could go in and change them all.

	We were programmers, so as soon as someone said, 'We're going to write a scripting system so you can write code,' that seemed instantly far more powerful, and it was, compared to what you could do with Doom and Duke.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The foresight of John Carmack was to do two particular things: the client-server architecture of the game, which made it easy for people to have a large-scale game that's server authoritative; and his adding of the QuakeC modding system.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We'd done some Doom modding and had built Doom maps, and I'd messed around with the way you could sort of hack game rules together. We'd build our own deathmatch mods that were fun and ridiculous. We kept talking about what we would do with Quake when they released Quake C, because we were pretty excited about that.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Not only did we like Quake, but it was clearly [inviting users] to work with it. Without QuakeC modding platform that was created, we would not have made Team Fortress. The idea of mods didn't exist before that, really. Not in a product-like fashion. That was huge.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Literally the day they released Quake C, we started on TF. We were waiting. We'd already started by taking Quake Test weapons and dividing them up into classes, all that sort of stuff. John came over and started writing TF, just hacking away with Quake C.

	 

	Class Warfare

	Cook, Walker, and Caughley didn't crack open Quake's ribcage and dig into its guts without a game plan. Before the game and its toolset were released, they discussed design ideas and jotted them down on a Blizzard Entertainment-branded notepad that Walker had pulled out of his Diablo II Collector's Edition box. Those scribbles, combined with inspiration gleaned from the games they played at LAN parties, impelled them to go outside their wheelhouse and design a team-oriented shooter.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Five minutes down the road there was another group of people, and we'd go down and have LAN parties at their house. They were primarily Doom players, and they'd play this Doom map called Fortress. It was a really neat, 2v2 map.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We were super impressed by the extra layer of strategy that the game added. It's hard to remember how basic FPSes were back then in terms of the gameplay options that were available.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	You spawned inside a room and chose to drop down into the real map by falling into one of two or three different holes, and in each hole there was a different loadout of weapons. Rocket launcher, versus a plasma gun, and other stuff [in the third hole].

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The enemy had a base, and your team had a base. You had to run up into their base and press a button. That would unlock the next area of their base. In the first areas of each base, you had basic weapons: the double-barreled shotgun. But once you unlocked the next area of their base, then they would have access to the rocket launcher and a couple other weapons.

	Then you would go and you'd have to fight them [when they had] better weapons, trying to get to the third part of their base and unlock it, which would have more weapons—the plasma rifle, specifically, being the best one. Then you'd have to get all the way through the third [section] and hit a button, and you'd win a map.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	It was a super rudimentary way of making a choice about loadout, but we played a lot of that and really liked it.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	So, the whole time you're balancing offense versus defense, who stays back [to guard the base] and who goes out. There's also a nice progression ramp. It's like, okay, it's getting harder and harder to get through because [progressing] powers them up.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We named Team Fortress as a nod to that map. I think the main thing we took from it was, hey, classes seem like an interesting thing to focus on. I tried to find the map years later. I've talked publicly about this in the past and have always hoped that someone might ping us and say, 'Hey, I made that!' It's never happened.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Doom didn't really support [enough customization] for the gameplay to work exactly how they intended. You'd press the last button, and nothing would happen. You could also go into their base and get their [better] weapons, but the agreement was, 'No, don't do that. These are the rules of the game.'

	It was a map that really could only work on LAN play, and Doom didn't work well on the Internet anyway. But you had to know the rules and [communicate with other players] because the game didn't enforce the rules.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We made plenty of Doom maps and none of ours were interesting in any way, but then we played that, and it was like, hey, here's someone subverting [the norm]. It's like, well, I can't show a menu to players, so how do I do handle selection? Handle it from a level-design perspective: We'll partition it into spaces. That stuff was cool.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We did make a version of the fortress map for Duke Nukem 3D, though. We fell in love with Duke Nukem for a little bit. It was really fun, but it just didn't have the modding capabilities that Quake did, so we went back to Quake.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Team Fortress is literally a team-based version of the [Doom] Fortress map. Probably ten or fifteen years ago, I spent a bunch of time looking for the Doom Fortress guy. I never found him. It opened my eyes to good design.1

	
 

	In the beginning, plans for Team Fortress were modest. Over hours of programming and informal play tests with friends, the scope of the game grew organically into what Walker would later describe as an "obvious" conglomerate of mechanics.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The first couple of versions of Team Fortress didn't have teams. It was pure deathmatch.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	The weapons of the first classes were all based on existing Quake weapons. We just tweaked them to adjust damage.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We made someone who had a rocket launcher, because the rocket launcher in Quake was awesome. We made the Scout, the Sniper, the Heavy Weapons Guy.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	A lot of stuff in TF didn't come from game design. The Heavy Weapons Guy and his assault cannon came from Predator. It was an amazing movie; we loved it.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I think we knew we wanted to work up to some sort of challenge. At first, all of the characters looked the same, which was sort of confusion. Basically, we just sort of split up the Quake weapons amongst [the classes].

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I think there were five at the time. We had a fairly standard, what I would think of as a fairly obvious set of initial classes. We started with a fast-moving class to the opposite end, a heavy, slow-moving class, and divided Quake's existing weapons amongst them.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We did the thought experiment to learn how to apply the fortress, but decided not to do it. We decided to do it later. That's always the way you decide not to do things: You decide to do them later.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We played a lot of Dungeons & Dragons like everyone else, so we thought [character] classes made a lot of sense. We also had a bunch of different people at our LAN parties, too.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We played Hexen a lot at our earlier LAN parties, and one of the things we would do was make levels for it. You could make levels so quickly that you could make them while people were playing the game. We'd have two groups of three go through levels and see how quickly they could get through them. We'd time them so it was competitive. We really liked how the classes interacted with each other.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	At the same time as playing lots of multiplayer FPS, we were also playing other [genres] such as RPG and RTS. In these games you often controlled a team of characters with different skill sets, and we wanted this in our team-versus-team FPS. I remember Syndicate being a particular influence.

	These games also had your typical rock-paper-scissors mechanics and taught us that each class would need both strengths and weakness as well as easy kills and nemeses.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We had a very broad spectrum of [players with different] skills. There were some people who were not really hardcore gamers at all, but who wanted to come home to LAN parties and play. Classes seemed an obvious thing for us to do as a way to make sure everyone was having fun.

	 

	Relying on suggestions and comments from friends as well as stories from other realms of pop culture, Team Fortress grew to incorporate more complex weapons that had transformative effects on moment-to-moment gameplay.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The strange thing was we were hardcore deathmatch [players], too. When we were at those parties, all John and I played was one-on-one deathmatch. We played as competitively, and in tournaments, as you could in those days. It always struck me as sort of incongruous that what we played was so different from what we worked on. We played TF when people were there, but at nights we'd play deathmatch.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The order that the classes are listed in the menu is the order in which they were built, to give you an idea of when things came on. We released five classes originally.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Between deathmatch and TF, one was easier to play because you only needed two people. The player counts were low in those early days. That was a material factor. In a lot of our LAN games, if we didn't have enough people, we couldn't really get a fun game of TF going. But if there were only three or four of us, we could always have fun deathmatches.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	There was a lot of stuff that was emergent, like being able to blow yourself across the map with a concussion grenade.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	There was definitely class impact. The Soldier was absolutely the class made for anyone who wanted to do deathmatch. We kept the rocket launcher and core gameplay. When I look at that stuff, my takeaway is that there wasn't any effort spent on trying to build good team mechanics into those early classes. We were influenced a lot by our [habits].

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Since we had lots of people during the LAN days, we had lots of play styles represented. We also listened to the feedback from players. For example, the Pyro was added after QuakeWorld came out to help out players with slow network connections.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Originally it was, you throw the concussion grenade and it knocks people away, isn't that cool? There were customers who thought, I'm going to throw the grenade at my feet and shoot myself across the map. That became this key part of all clan play in the Quake version of Team Fortress.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I think the Pyro largely grew out of a mod done by another guy, whose name I can't remember. That feels terribly unfair to him. The early Quake-mod days were like that. There was a lot of sharing of mods and techniques, things like that.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	As you can imagine, when you consider the slight time delays involved with the server telling a game where the enemy is, followed by the game telling the server that the player fired in a certain direction, it becomes quite difficult for the server to calculate if a weapon hit its target. This is compounded by the server not being able to trust the game, since a cheater could be playing with a modified game designed to make weapons always hit.

	The Pyro's main weapon, the flame thrower, did not need to be targeted accurately. Instead of looking along a line to see if the weapon hit, we looked in an invisible box in front of the player, as if that area was filled with flames, because it was. If the weapon hit its target, they would be lit on fire, causing damage over time so, once you hit your target, you didn't need to keep hitting them.

	Couple this with the fact that faster units would typically have less health, and a pyro could be quite an annoyance—deadly—in a confined space. On the downside, they had no range, so were almost useless out in the open, though the flames could be used to make it a bit harder to see where your head was—always a good thing when there are snipers about.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The most frustrating class was definitely the Pyro. There were a lot of things we wanted to do, like set whole areas on fire. We got that working, but the performance was bad. Having 20 flame sprites on the screen started to slow things down.

	Plus, it turned out that area denial is not that fun in FPS games. Running through areas is fun, but having a grenade that sets a whole area on fire for half a minute is not a good gameplay idea.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	It was a bit of a game in and of itself: Trying to figure out how to get Quake to do something was fun. If you managed to figure it out, you wanted to tell everyone. I think that's why you see things like grappling hooks showing up everywhere. It was such a neat that to even be able to get Quake to do that. I think everyone wanted to try it.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The Sniper was the class we had the most fun making, mainly because it was fairly straightforward to implement. You aimed and shot forward using the mouse. We wondered, 'How do we get the charging mechanic right for powering up? How do we make it slow to shoot but still rewarding when you get head shots?'

	We played a lot of matches of just us playing Snipers against each other. We did try a few [implementations], and that one sort of balanced the difficulty of shooting and feeling like you really accomplished something when you shot someone.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We were a group of people who got together a lot or LANs, and you could yell out to each other. I think the clarity of design we reached years later, when fundamentally we had a design for 32 people who don't know each other—and who probably won't know each other again after this game—and they're all going to have their own individual goals, and a small view of everything going on—our goal was to make it so that as they all individually and locally optimize for their experience, optimization at the team level falls out of that.

	They could look left, look right, and see teammates doing some stuff and go, 'Man, we're working well as a team,' even though we started with the base assumption that they were all ignoring everyone else, because it turns out that's the way most players work.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Really, a lot of the time spent making Team Fortress was spent working out, what are the capabilities of QuakeC? What are the extents of this game engine? What can we take advantage of to do more gameplay? You can't just do anything. You have to understand limitations and work with them to make the best game we could.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I feel like we had a shallow understanding of teamwork and so did obvious stuff. There's a combat medic: A medic is an obvious [class] to build if you're trying to have people care about each other. But this is the core problem of multiplayer game design: You're trying to get a bunch of people to work together as a team, but they want someone else to play Medic; they want someone else to [defend the base].

	The Demolition Man had a tool we used in a bunch of maps that let him alter the map. He had a big bomb, he could go put it [somewhere], if it blew up before the enemy stopped it, it would destroy a wall and his team could get through. We didn't keep that concept in TF2 because we kept finding that it was a perfect example of everyone wanting someone else on the team to do that.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	A lot of decisions, like how concussion grenades, were based around us asking: What can we get Quake to do? What are its capabilities as a modding platform? I ended up writing a pre-compiler for it just to, okay, we want to make this thing; how do we do it?

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At a design level, you were constantly torn between providing enough value to that [type of scenario] so that when someone does it, the team is rewarded and happy, but not such that everyone feels like, 'We're screwed if someone doesn't do it, but I don't want to do it, so I'm going to jump into Demoman, do it, then flip back to the class I actually want to play.' We didn't like making players make that kind of choice.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We could take a small amount of code and have the pre-compiler generate a large amount of code so we can deal with all these limitations of the system. QuakeC didn't have a lot of conditionals. You couldn't concatenate strings together. I had to make a system that was, okay, I want to concatenate things, so really, I need a giant if-else statement which handles all the different ways these four strings can be concatenated so we can share a status bar at the bottom of the screen. It was limiting, but it was still awesome.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At a design level, you can create choices for players that are not really choices. They're more like induced friction or punishment. It didn't seem like a good long-term strategy. I think the Medic is a good example of that. TF's Medic is not really a fun role. We made him a thing that needed to exist if teams wanted to be competitive by making him powerful, but that's not really a good solution.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The Medic seemed very simple to build initially: Just add a healing pack and you are done, right? But getting him fun to play and actually heal other players required constant tweaking and we didn’t really get him good until TF2.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We had a much better solution [for the Medic] in TF2. I'm sure it's far from perfect, but at least we understood that the right way to treat this class was to make it the single most important person on the battlefield for specific points in time, and make him be the way teams can break stalemates. I think that was a lot more successful.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	It certainly was pretty crude. We just printed a bunch of text to the screen, and made the person hit a number that corresponded to the [option] on the screen that they wanted. If you wanted to make a menu with a bunch of transitions, that was never going to happen. if you wanted to just print out some text, you could.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	A lot of the things we were dealing with [were new problems]. You couldn't add any data to a Quake entity, so every entity had the exact same data. The player has a variable for the amount of nails ammo they've got; that means every other entity has that variable as well. But you couldn't add variables, so what you'd end up doing is [repurposing data].

	 

	JOHN COOK

	If you wanted to tell someone they were on fire, you just printed a message to the screen: 'You are on fire.' That's literally what we did.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	So, on a flag, item 'nails' is a piece of data that will store a data that means a completely different thing: the skin that should be shown when it's dropped by a red team member.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	There were things that seemed like a limitation, like saying 'You are on fire' and flashing that on the screen instead of showing flames. People just thought that was funny. The low fidelity was consistent enough that that was just how the product was. People accepted it. They found the [humor] in it.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The code was such a mess because there's all that kind of stuff where you're stuffing things that mean [something different] into pre-existing variables, and the variable names are all misleading.

	 

	When the going got tough, Cook and Walker took comfort in the fact that they weren't the only ones trying to flip the script on Quake. A burgeoning community of amateur developers was hacking the game and pollinating email lists and Internet forums with their results.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Quake C was a puzzle in two parts. One part was the standard coding to get what you wanted. The other part was: I want to do this specific thing, and at face value there's no way Quake will allow me to do this, but maybe there's some way I can make it. Sometimes you'd come up with solutions where you'd completely misuse something from the way it was intended just to get what you wanted. Every now and again we'd get something to work that we didn't think we'd ever be able to get to work. It was a puzzle in that sense. I really enjoyed that. It was really fun.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The nailgun is one of the guns we brought over from Quake to give to the Scout. We wondered why people always switched over from it to the base shotgun. Does it not do enough damage? Well, it does good damage, but you have to [land a lot of hits], and the nails are slow.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We were doing that sort of stuff, but at that time, everyone was doing that sort of stuff. The Quake C mailing list was full of people saying, 'Oh, wow, I just realized that if you do this and this, you can do this!' It was a global effort, which was one of the fun things about it. Steve Bond and John Guthrie at that time, at Quake Command, were doing all sorts of bizarre stuff. They weren't making mods so much as they did short-form experiences. The Quake Rally guys were turning the whole damn thing into a vehicle-based game.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	If you have a LAN party where a bunch of people come over, you play the game and see what's fun, and make it better.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Once you saw that someone had done something, it was just as much fun pulling it apart [as building mods of your own]. The grappling hook is a good example. I can't remember who built the first grappling hook. I think it pre-dated CTF, but I can't remember. But once you saw it was possible, you wanted to learn how to do it. That was really fun.

	 

	2 forts

	Team Fortress. Team Fortress Classic. Team Fortress 2. No matter which version players tried first, no matter which class they favor, no matter the art or gameplay styles they prefer, the words "Team Fortress" call to mind a vivid scene: Red and blue teams fighting to defend their flag and capture the opposing team's. For most players, this scene plays out a map that's been synonymous with Team Fortress players as well as its developers since 1996.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At some point, we shipped our first map. I want to say that was the third release, but I'm not super sure.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We couldn't really work out how to get the fortress mode working in a more generic environment. It was kind of what we wanted, but instead we went ahead and did capture the flag because we understood it. I started making a map for that, which was 2fort.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	It's amazing how well this map did considering it was one of our earliest. I think a lot of its design came from John. He did a great job of making different parts of the map suit different classes and allowed for many different strategies.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	CTF and 2fort had such a symbiotic relationship for the longest time. We really only had one map for some period of time; we were simultaneously making the game using the map, and making the map.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	2fort was basically the map which Team Fortress was developed on from that point on. Every time we were playing it, we were playing on an updated version of 2fort.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	It developed as we added more classes with the second version, making it even better with multiple ways to get everywhere.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Inevitably, each class had sort of a place to be on the map. You've got this case where the classes were molding themselves to fit the map, and the map was molding itself to fit the classes. In retrospect, it didn't surprise us that 2fort was the most popular map. It embodied Team Fortress's gameplay better than anything else.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	All the classes were balanced around being fun on 2fort, the roles of the classes. The core gameplay evolved at the same time at that map, so it's not a surprise that it worked the best out of all the maps.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	You end up with these relationships between classes and areas. The Sniper needs a place to be. Snipers want to be up above enemies, and have a place to retreat, so the battlements show up. Once the Engineer appears, you think, What's the Engineer's role in this? or Where would Soldiers hang out? You have all these places where classes end up in terms of 3D positions in the map, and we would iterate on those rooms just to make them more fun to be in as a Soldier, or an Engineer, [or other classes].

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I don't know how we just decided that it was 2forts facing each other across a bridge. I don't know who builds forts like that in real life, and why it's a '2' instead of 'two.' That's just how it worked, but it worked out well.

	 

	Newer fans may be surprised to learn that 2fort was not packaged with Team Fortress right at its humble beginning. Likewise, the idea of fighting over sheets of cloth affixed to poles was a concept that arose shortly after Team Fortress's initial release. Cook and Walker weren't the only ones to take their design in that direction. David "Zoid" Kirsch, creator of the popular Threewave CTF mod, got there first, but players still debate over which implementation was more popular.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	It was the third version when we added Team Fortress map goal support. We never specifically coded Capture the Flag into TF. This was before Threewave [CTF mod], if I recall. The only reason I remember that is because there was this fight online between various fans about who came up with flags first, like it was Quake that had invented flags.

	The reason I point this out is because it wasn't clear that Capture the Flag was going to become [the de facto mode of play]. We wanted to build something that hopefully would support [the type of gameplay] people wanted to do.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Zoid [Threewave CTF creator David Kirsch] had contracted at id for a while, and that's when we talked with him. He was helping test the new version of Quake World. The new version broke Team Fortress, so he talked to us about that.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We thought that things like flags could be thought of generically. They could be an object, and the game rules could be encoded by the map maker into the object. Say, if the player touches this, it should be attached to the player; if the player carrying it dies, it should fall to the ground, or maybe it should return back to where it was, or return back to where it was after a certain amount of time—all that sort of stuff.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We thought of ourselves as in competition with Threewave. I think Zoid was a lot better at communicating to people. He was friends with all the big Quake sites, and [Threewave] CTF was held up as the most popular Quake mod. It wasn't. It was us. Team Fortress.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We wrote some code that started polling all the Quake servers in the world every 15 minutes or so, and left it running for a few weeks. It pulled off data that anyone could pull off a Quake server at that time. The data showed us that there were more people playing TF than Quake itself. More than anything else. That was a shock to us. That was something that caused us to believe we had some hope at doing it professionally.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	It showed that there were around 2500 people playing Team Fortress, and only 1500 people playing [Threewave].

	 

	CTF is simple in concept: Each team defends their flag while waging assaults on the enemy base to steal theirs. For all its versatility, QuakeC made executing such a seemingly straightforward mode quite tricky.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	No one really had a good way to teach anyone things inside of Quake; you could just put text on the screen. One of the positives of TF's map system was that level designers had a lot of power to control exactly how the game played out on their map. One of the negatives was that level designers had lots of power.

	What that meant was you might play two maps that both call themselves CTF maps in TF, but they might have subtly different rules.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Robin pushed for this, to make it so people could do more with their maps. He spent a lot of time making a system so that the map makers could do a little bit of programming without all the setup and do more interesting things with the maps. That's how you ended up with maps like The Rock and other [gameplay] variants.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	I would say about six months in, Robin decided to re-write the code behind the objectives. I think he did most of the design and implementation of this bit on his own, and what he came up with was pretty amazing. He effectively wrote a 4GL language that map builders could use to define map behaviour and objectives and opened up modability like never before.

	Now map makers with little coding experience could build games, not just maps. Well, at least within the context of TF. This is when we saw so many more ways to play TF get developed. So many of the game modes that are seen today in FPS were created by map designers using Robin's toolkit.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	If you touch the flag on this one after it falls, it's returned; on the other map, maybe it sits there for 30 seconds and you have to defend it [until it returns to your base]. That was entirely up to the map maker. We unified those decisions across the [CTF] maps we shipped as a way of promoting the rules we thought were best.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Robin tried to make a C&C map for Team Fortress. You would get stuff from the enemy base and take it back, and build up structures. These structures would rise out of the ground and power-up your weapons as you [upgraded them], but we hit the wall, technically, on what we could do. In terms of dynamic worlds, Quake wasn't suited to that.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	In particular, I think one thing that confused lots of people who came from Threewave to TF was that in most TF maps, if the enemy dropped your flag somewhere and your team touched it, it didn't return to the starting point. It had a timer above it, and you had to [defend] it where it fell for 20 or 30 seconds; then it would return.

	We liked that because it meant that instead of the only place you defend your flag being your starting point, we liked the fact that [defending a dropped flag] caused teams to suddenly have to spring up defense in another place.

	 

	Team Fortress didn't make its way online until late August of 1996. Once it did, feedback trickled and then flooded in from the mod's growing fan base. Weeks ahead of release, Cook and Walker availed themselves of a more immediate method of feedback.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At that point, we were having LAN parties, and we'd have games where someone would complain about X, and we'd immediately change X and start the server back up again.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We didn't spend tons of time coordinating what stuff we would add. We just went at it as we could, and trusted that we could fix it up on the weekend when we were playing it with other people.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Early on we were all contributing everything. Lots of coding, tweaking the 3D player models, new textures, map design. None of us had great artistic skills, so after the mod had a little initial success, we started getting more art contributions from the other people in the community. This made the game look much more awesome.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	On any given Saturday or Sunday where we'd play for hours, we'd go through several versions of Team Fortress on that day and just keep changing things. Everyone sort of contributed to design ideas. In the later versions of Team Fortress, as they got bigger and bigger, John and I started alternating. On one update, one of us would do 75 percent of the coding and the other one would relax. I don't remember organizing it that way. We just fell into that [routine].

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I was trying to finish school, get to my second year of classes. Sometimes it would just be: He did the capture-the-flag system, I did the Pyro class. We'd sort of bounce back and forth that way, just taking a big piece.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At that time, I was like any 22-year-old: I thought I was right and that John was totally wrong, and that if he'd stop working on the game it'd turn out so much better. Now I can look back and realize that if not for him, I would have petered out much earlier. The game was better for having two of us with [preferences] for what should be in it.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Modding was such in its early days that the whole community was super interactive and supportive. The first gamers to download and play our game would have been other modders; we were all trying out each other's ideas.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Part of the issue was we didn't know anything about source control. I think we were forced not to work on the codebase at the same time because we didn't have a tool to share code.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	There's the old military [proverb]: Strategy never survives contact with the enemy. I think you could adapt that to, 'Game design never survives contact with the player base.' We start shipping updates, players start playing it, and that changes everything. Feedback changes things, ideas change things.

	 

	Thanks to the advent of social media, blogs, YouTube, and indie publishing channels on platforms such as Steam, fans are able to follow nearly every step of a game's development leading up to its release. On August 24, 1996, the date of the initial Team Fortress release, Walker and Cook didn't think of themselves as developers. They had made a mod for a game, and they published it with all the fanfare they felt such an effort deserved.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	At some point, we put it on cdrom.com. There was no official release.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The first release just contained Scout, Sniper, Soldier, Demoman, and Medic. We added some stuff that wasn't all Quake. The Medic had a medikit, and the Sniper had a sniper rifle. The rest of them, I'm pretty sure, just used Quake weapons.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	There was ftp.cdrom.com. He had a directory on the FTP for Quake mods. We had downloaded Quake mods from there, and we were kind of done making Team Fortress with its five classes. We put it up there with a little readme file that said, 'Hey, we made this thing, check it out.'

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We were subscribed to all the Quake C mailing lists, but we didn't really say much. We hadn't really entertained the idea of releasing it. It was written for our LAN parties, so we had a group of Quake players who showed up every couple of weeks and we'd just play it. Those were our core customers and play testers for quite a while.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We kind of forgot about it until people emailed us and said, 'This is pretty fun. Are you going to do any updates?' We said, 'Oh, sure. If people like it.'

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The initial Team Fortress, at least for the first few versions, you played on Quake deathmatch maps. There weren't flags or anything because there weren't maps built with the idea of [CTF] in mind.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	It was more that we found [ftp.cdrom.com] useful because we were doing our own mods, so we would give back to the community. We put new versions up and mailed the people who had written us [to let them know]. We got some more play-time in, and more people kept mailing us to the point where we built a website for it and hosted it off the university. It was a very organic process.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I think our allergy to self-promotion was true, even back then, and I think it absolutely hurt the rate at which the game was adopted. Something about the two of us even then, we just really didn't like the idea of promoting what we did.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	You downloaded maps separately. We thought about how Quake had this ecosystem of mods coming online. We thought about maps in the same way. We wanted it to be that people would find good maps, instead of ours shutting down other people from making and playing other maps.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	I think the way Quake worked was that you installed mods separately from how you chose your map. So, you could effectively play TF on any map, but only TF maps would link to our objective system. But we were very open about how to write a TF map, and collaborated with other map makers as much as we could.

	I'm reasonably sure that once we had done the big objective code re-write, we didn't do much of our own map making from that point forward. Other map makers were better at it than us, and we were too busy playing their maps.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	In hindsight, that was silly, but that was the idea: Here's the game, and you can get the maps separately. We put the maps up separately from the game, so it was almost an invitation for people to make their own maps.

	 

	At first, Cook and Walker were as bemused by the attention as they were delighted. Learning how to promote their efforts proved more difficult for them than building the mod.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We pretty quickly started focusing on what people were saying online, what they wanted. But we still weren't thinking of ourselves as [professionals]. If you'd asked us then, 'Are you guys game developers?' or 'Do you work in the games industry?' we would have said no. That never even occurred to me.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I think we're still learning how to [self-promote]. We were proud of the product and thought it should speak for itself. We know now that doing that is doing an injustice to a product. If it's good, it's worth telling lots of people about, telling people why you're excited about it. It's just not quite in our nature. Even though you know it's worth telling people about, you also know it's a bunch of work for you, a bunch of socializing.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Even as a kid, playing Way of the Exploding Fist, which was a game that I just loved and played the hell out of--it would start up with a Melbourne House logo, and I never connected the dot that Melbourne House meant Melbourne, the city near me. The games industry to me seemed like it was in the UK, and to a lesser extent, the US. The UK dominated it. I had a BBC and a Commodore 64 later on, and everyone making games seemed to be all over Europe.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	As more people kept contacting us, we got more interested in making it. Just knowing people are consuming your work and going and playing with it was pretty awesome.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	In that period from 1996 to [2004 when Steam shipped], as a mod maker, your biggest problem was, fundamentally, distribution. You could make a really good game, but you didn't have a good way to get it to customers in a way where they could give you money in return. You could put it online and people could download it, but if you decided you wanted to sell it, there wasn't an opportunity for you. There was this narrow window we went through.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	The guy who was writing the story for Kanon also produced the TF promo movie which I think was the first FPS promo to have classical music as its track instead of heavy metal. It was pretty awesome at the time, and I think influenced future music choices across the industry.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Once things like Steam appeared and you no longer needed a publisher to connect to a whole bunch of publishers... It wasn't just Steam. Really, the whole Internet just got to a point where a whole bunch of people were buying [products] through it. If we had done what we did four years later, we would never have gone to Valve, because I think we would have been far more convinced we could have done it ourselves. It all seems incredibly naive to me in retrospect.

	John and I have talked since about how much we threaded the needle in life. That the path we followed didn't exist before Quake, and it was a path that ended not long afterwards.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	We were having a lot of fun playing it, so I guess we weren't so surprised that people liked it. The wonderment was more around how fast the word of mouth could travel and how fast a TF community developed within the Quake one.

	It was also very awesome that we could effectively develop our game iteratively. Companies do it all the time now with early access, but it was a new concept back then for games. I guess that's because games still came from ships, but mods came from the net, so in a way the free mod market back then was the pre-cursor to the modern online game markets.

	Looking back now, I should be surprised how many people donated their time and artwork to the game, but like I said, there was lots of sharing within the modding communities.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	At some point, some game developers started contacting us, including Activision. They said, 'We love your game. Let us know what you guys are doing next.' I think they assumed a level of professionalism that was not there. But that did make us think, oh, maybe there are some real opportunities here.

	 

	Platforms

	Walker's and Cook's proficiency in game design and in wrangling QuakeC grew in parallel to the Quake community's enthusiasm for Team Fortress. With more experience came more ambitious character classes and styles of play.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	By the time the Engineer was added, it was later in the cycle. We were a little more thoughtful about the product at that point.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The sentry gun came from a love of Aliens. Everyone loved aliens. They started as a concept: 'Oh, man, we've got to have that in the game.' But the Engineer, which we didn't get to until later, is a much more rounded concept than that.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We really wanted to make [a class] that was easier for a non-hardcore FPS player to play. Between that and a lot of playing Command & Conquer, we decided building structures would be a fun thing. From there we just tried a bunch of ideas, and the dispenser and sentry gun came up.

	The Engineer was a lot of fun to make. The sentry turret felt like we were doing something that had never been done before in an FPS, and it had all these implications on map design and game balance beyond just adding a character with a new gun.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We understood that the Engineer was a class that should exist to draw in people who wanted to be in combat and have an impact, but didn't necessarily want to do it directly. Maybe they don't have the aiming skills they would like, or maybe they just want to spend more time thinking about which way enemies would be coming in, and where enemies would get to, and exploit that.

	The sentry gun was a tool to serve game design problems we were interested in solving, which I don't think is how we started out. That's game design: Things you want to do come from all over the place.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Balancing got easier as it took off on the Internet because you could just go play with other people and see what they were doing, and make changes appropriately. Just because of the situation, we were very comfortable updating live, basically.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The Spy is a perfect example of [design ideas] coming from lots of different places. If I remember correctly, the Spy came from a bug. For a while, we had a bug that made players appear like they were on the other team. There's a chunk of code responsible for making sure you're the right color and the right skin, depending on the team and class you picked. At some point we had bugs where players would look like they were the wrong class or the wrong team.

	Somewhere amidst all that, as we worked on fixing it, we thought, Hey, that might be an interesting idea for a class.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	It was, 'Okay, we'll just do a big update, and some customers will like it and some won't.' We could take a lot of risks by just updating [the game].

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We did an obvious set of things. The Spy should be able to look like any class. At that point we had target ID: When you mouse over a teammate, you get info about their name and health and so on; Spies needed to be able to fake all of that. The Spy was a nightmare to code. There are so many exceptions in the code that exist just for the Spy. There were a bunch of things we could do in TF that were kind of hard to do in Quake, the big one being that if you were a Spy on team red disguised as an enemy on team blue, then team blue players saw you as team blue, but team red players also saw you as on team blue.

	That meant your own teammates saw you as an enemy. The number of times we'd see new players trying to kill a Spy only to be confused because, hey, this guy's not taking any damage, and how did this enemy get into our spawn area? We fought that as much as we could in Quake.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Eventually we did beta releases, but at the start, a lot of it was just, okay, let's make some logical guesses about gameplay changes and see what happens.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The Spy invented this whole other concept: Everywhere you've got a piece of code that says, 'Is the player I just shot, or bumped into, or am looking at, or whatever—is that player on my team? If so, do this. If not, do that. Or, is it on my team but disguised as being on the enemy team?' Those are exceptions you have to think about, and in some cases, code, because any of them could be a giveaway.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	You play, and you watch other people play, and you see how they're actually using [items]. You have some creative process afterwards to take that data and turn it into something actionable. Like, okay, they're using it or not using it in certain situations: Why is that? You come up with a theory for that, and come up with an idea for a [solution]. You say, 'Okay, here's a more fun way to do the same thing.'

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	One of my favorite things with the Spy, which is one of the dumbest, simplest tricks, was running backwards. One of the mini-games we'd play in our one-on-one deathmatches was to run backwards. I don't know why. We played a lot of Quake, so we just tried everything. We'd do one-on-one deathmatches where you were only allowed to move backwards. You had to run past your [opponent] to be able to shoot at them, and then circle around them.

	It was a strange way of playing, but fun. You'd play the map so well that you could get across lava jumps and [other obstacles] just by jumping backwards because you knew where everything was, you'd played it so damn much.

	 

	Over 1996, Team Fortress garnered more attention from players. The transition from tinkerer to developer happened so quickly that it took Cook's and Walker's mutual friend, Ian Caughley, to point it out, and to suggest taking the next big step.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Quake 2 was coming out, so the expectation was that Quake 1 was going to die, or was going to [lose support] in some way.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We had another friend at college who had just a little bit of money. He said, 'We should all start a company.' This was Ian; he was the third co-founder.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	I was only part-time since I was completing my second degree. I was still coding and designing, helped a bunch on the promo. I was also doing a lot of managing of third parties that were providing art, sound and music. Also, importantly, I was paying the rent and buying the food.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Ian's super fun to work with and a smart guy, a good programmer. There wasn't any good reason that he didn't work on Team Fortress that much, other than that most of that work was happening at our flat where it was just John and me, so we could share code easily between the two of us. When we started working on TF for Quake 2, [Ian joined in].

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Ian said, 'We should start a games company and make games because we have an opportunity.' We said, 'Yeah, sure, that sounds cool.'

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	It just felt like the natural progression. I don't think we delusions of making it big, but we thought we could make some good games people would pay for. We started working on our TF2 which would have much more map interaction and a setting more grounded in reality, and a game called Kanon which was to be a story driven team based co-op.

	We also kept improving TF, supporting the map builders and adding better art, and put it out as 'donateware,' which made us tens of dollars.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I guess another factor was we did a donation drive, and a lot of people donated to us. The primary reason we did that was just because people kept telling us they wanted to donate. Just the fact that people wanted to do it, and then followed through and did it, made us also feel like, hey, maybe we should be doing more.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	We had no idea how to monetise what we had. I can think of much better ideas now, and those at Valve giggle at those ideas as small-time.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	In retrospect, looking back: Oh my god, we didn't know what the hell we were doing. We were so screwed. If Valve hadn't bought us out, I think we would have failed massively.

	 multiplayer modes.

	The roadmap for Team Fortress was simple: id was developing Quake 2, so the trio of Team Fortress Software would break ground on Team Fortress 2 tailor-made for the Quake 2 engine. Fans weren't the only ones interested in seeing what lay in store for the mod.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I don't have any recollection of us [receiving interest from] anyone in the Australian games industry. It was a big, successful place, I guess. I just managed to avoid it. It was strange.

	I got interviewed by one of the main Australian newspapers a few years later. They ran with the only quote they got from me in the end, which was, 'We never heard from anyone in the Australian games industry.' They used it as a damning statement; I didn't mean in that way. It did seem like everything interesting was happening around Quake, first-person shooters, and online.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Scott Lynch reached out. He saw an opportunity for Half-Life to be like Quake where it would be a good platform for mods and to build things. He had this idea that Team Fortress 2 could be a mod that was sold for both Quake 2 and for Half-Life, because Half-Life was supposed to come out around the same time as Quake 2, which it did not, obviously.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We got interest from a bunch of publishers who were interested in what we were planning to do next. We did some contract work for EA or Activision on some games. We built a version of Quake for arcades for a company. They wanted to build an arcade box that played Quake, and take it over to id to see if they could get id's blessing to manufacture them. We wrote software for them so you could play through Quake through a timed mode. We did a bunch of random pieces like that while working on the Quake 2 version of TF.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The Valve guys liked the idea of us coming in and co-working with them to educate them on what makes a good modding platform. What do mod makers need and look for in a game engine that makes it able to be modded extensively?

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I think the main difference between them and everyone else who had talked to us--we'd by then sort of gotten used to publishers mailing us to say 'Hey, we're interested in doing X and Y,' and those turning into long email threads that never went anywhere--the difference was that within a few days, maybe overnight, us saying, 'Yeah, we're interested,' and Valve replying back to say, 'Okay, here are your plane tickets. Let's do this.'

	 

	Walker and Cook packed their bags and headed to Seattle to meet the powers that be at Valve. Although there was some buzz around Half-Life, meeting with Gabe Newell and the folks at Valve was like being set up on a blind date.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At the time when Valve contacted us, no one knew anything about them. There was a small number of screenshots of Half-Life. So, they were working on stuff, but no one really new anything about them at this point. We probably had more visibility to Ritual, who was working on Sin at the time, which looked much cooler [than Half-Life]. There was more media out for it.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Everyone was very excited about Half-Life coming out and knew Valve from the promos. Then they offered us free flights, free accommodation, and three seats for three months at Valve. It blew our little modder minds.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	When we first came over, it was March of '98, so they were working on Half-Life. We co-worked with them for three months.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Ian, John, and I sat in a room at Valve and worked on porting over Team Fortress. I think we showed up and said, 'Hey, we've been working on this thing we're calling Team Fortress 2 for Quake 2. Instead of porting Team Fortress, why don't we bring Team Fortress 2 over?'

	I think they were happy with that, so we started working on Team Fortress 2—the first version. If you asked me to recap all the versions, I'd need to spend some serious time thinking.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Valve wanted the next thing we did, be it TF2 or something else, to be built on their engine, and they saw the best way to make that happen was to put us on the floor with the Half-Life folks. We never felt like they wanted to influence what we were building, just how we were building it. They were a bit busy with their own game, and Valve was helping us with lots of connections, too. They introduced us to Sierra to look at publishing and to their lawyers so that Sierra didn't do us over.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The idea was we would work on Team Fortress 2 for Quake 2 and for Half-Life. They'd interact with us, sort of see what was there.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	It was an odd combination of fun loving and hard working. Everyone was super friendly and did lots of things together. Everybody spent a lot of time at the office, but there was some game playing, but mostly work. Lots of the people there were working for reduced wages and shares in company, so everyone was very success focused.

	I remember when a box full StarCraft games turned up, it created a slight dip in productivity. Even though we were clearly only working at Valve, not for Valve, they were very open about everything they were doing.

	 

	Compared to more public industry figureheads like John Carmack and John Romero, Valve Software co-founder Gabe Newell was an enigma. He stepped out from behind his wizard's curtain to talk with Cook, Walker, and Caughley about the future of Team Fortress and games as a platform. The long-time friends did more than listen. They were mesmerized.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Gabe used to talk about eSports back then. He'd say, 'We want arenas of people cheering on people playing your game.' He was thinking so far ahead. It was dizzying in a lot of ways.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Gabe is like that. The world will never, sadly, be able to fully understand him. For years I just sort of assumed that all CEOs, people who had managed to achieve the things he's managed to achieve, were lucky.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	He was certainly intimidating to work with. What of his first questions to us, during the first lunch we were having after flying in from Australia, was, 'So, tell me what's fun about team play?' We just looked stunned at each other. The notion of breaking down elements like that hadn't occurred to us yet. I probably still couldn't tell you what's fun about team play. So, he was challenging, but he understood the future.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I've since met many CEOs, very big people in terms of what they've achieved, but Gabe remains a really interesting fellow.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Valve basically was taking advantage of Quake's modding ecosystem to hire people. They were looking for anyone who had made anything interesting with Quake, and with other games, but Quake was certainly a focus. They were one of the earliest companies to look on the Internet for people doing interesting things, and try to hire them.

	Gabe, specifically, had a lot of admiration for Carmack had made it so other people could add value to his game. That was something he wanted to capture himself. Gabe worked at Microsoft, and he'd worked on Windows for a long time. All the thinking over there was about platforms. You're making a platform that lets developers quickly add value to customers, and lets customers communicate back to developers. That's what he wanted games to be.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	He's an intellectual force. There's no one quite like him. I love working with him for that reason. He's a pretty amazing guy.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We didn't have the high-level thought of, Maybe we'll end up working here. We were way too naive to think of that. But the entire time we were there, they were actually interviewing us pretty heavily. I look back and realize, 'That was actually an interview question this person was asking me.'

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	At the end of the day, I suspect it was a three-month job interview; we just didn't know it.

	 

	Once it dawned on Walker, Caughley, and Cook that they had been going through an extended interview process, the next step seemed logical.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Valve was being very smart, in my humble opinion, and using the modding community as a way to find people who were thinking outside the box, were self-driven and had skills. They were offering jobs to many of the top names in the scene.

	It was a bit unfortunate for them that we had incorporated. They could have just offered us jobs, but I think they wanted to do right by us, and didn't want to just discard the work we had done. They basically gave us back pay to when we started the business and we gave them the rights to TF.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	About a month and a half into that, they said, 'We've watched you guys work. We're interested in just buying you guys out if you're up for it, and you would stay here.' We took them up on their offer, obviously.

	 

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	It came completely out of the blue to us. We had been talking to a lawyer one week earlier when they asked if we had plans to sell the business. The idea had never occurred to us that we be planning to sell, or that anyone would want to buy it.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Gabe called us all into his office and said, 'We like working with you guys, and it seems like you like working with us. We should make this a permanent deal. What do you think?' I thought, Fuck yeah. Yes.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	In retrospect, based on everything I've done since, whenever we say, 'Hey, come work at Valve for a little while,' we're asking you to do that because we think seeing you work is the single best way to find out if we want to hire you.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	It was good, too, because we had no idea what we were doing with our game company. It's very different experience when you're saying, 'We're going to build this and make money.' There's a lot more to think about [when you run a company] than just, 'I'm going to make the game better and see if people like it.'

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I've never worked anywhere else besides NEC, my company [TF Software], and Valve, so it's hard for me to speak to the rest of the games industry. Valve was a concentrate of the smartest bunch of people I'd ever met in my life. I remember having a couple of thoughts.

	One, I didn't realize people could be that smart. That's sort of a goofy thing to say, I guess, but I'd never met people who seemed to be so good at thinking through the problems they're working on. And not just one or two people, but sitting in a room where there was a whole group of them. I learned more in that first month or so at Valve than I had in years prior.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I was struck because I'd never met people that smart before. I didn't even know people that smart existed in the world. I was just blown away. I was always the best programmer in the vicinity all the time.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	My first several years at Valve were ones where I got addicted to self-improvement. I met people who made me want to be better. I'd never had such a strong desire to get better at something, because I guess I'd never realized what I could aspire to. That was the truth of it. I'd never met a group of people who made me want to get better.

	For years, I got addicted to be able to look back to a year earlier and say, 'Holy crap, I was an idiot. I didn't realize how much I didn't know.' I tried to drain as much knowledge out of these people as I possibly could.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Suddenly, here are these people at a whole new level. I must continue to work with these people and learn from them, because this is like nothing I've ever experienced before.

	 

	Like his friends, Caughley was having a blast at Valve, but turned down Valve's offer. As much as he enjoyed working on Team Fortress, his path in software development amicably diverged.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	I had a girl and a city that I loved and wanted to come home to. I was also felt like everyone there was amazing, and I wasn't quite amazing enough. They didn't make me feel that way; it was just me.

	 

	They were nice enough to print Caughley the tool down the side of the Engineer's spanner in TF Classic, both imortalising me into the game, and [good-humoredly] letting me know what they thought of my decision to not stay.

	 

	Walker and Cook became full-time developers at Valve Software in early 1998, roughly eight months before Half-Life was due to ship out to stores. Both developers jumped in with both feet, helping tidy up loose ends on Valve's to-do list. Once the game was more or less complete, they turned their attention to revamping Team Fortress in the form of Team Fortress Classic, a version customized for Half-Life's more robust engine and feature set.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	After Half-Life shipped, we spent some time thinking about what was next. Really, we were thinking about how to make the Half-Life SDK as good as possible. One of the things we realized was, if there's not enough people playing the game multiplayer, Half-Life is not going to be a good platform to make mods on.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We, along with other people at Valve, helped build their SDK. We did the work, and there were many of our ideas [incorporated into the product]. Half-Life's multiplayer [deathmatch] was still in development. We helped out there.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Even if the tech was good, there needed to be an active customer base. Half-Life's deathmatch itself wasn't that popular. We said, 'We have this valuable property in Team Fortress. We should get that working in Half-Life and bring those customers over to introduce them to this game mode that we think is really fun.'

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The Valve guys had all been thinking about single-player, so we collaborated with them on multiplayer. From there on out, it was Robin and me being a part of figuring out, how does multiplayer work? How does the SDK work? We were part of all that.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We looked at all that Quake C code and said, 'We can't rewrite all this from scratch. It would take too long.' I sort of get teased at work for my initial estimate: 'Oh, man, we could probably do this in three or four weeks.' I think it took us three months.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At that point, we'd been working with Quake for years. As any programmer will tell you, if you spend two years with a product with a bunch of code, being play tested by thousands of people around the world, you fix a ton of bugs. If you decide to go and rewrite that, you have to be careful. You'll write cleaner code, but in all the places where the code is cleaner, you've actually not brought over bug fixes and design changes that were nonobvious and made the game better.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	But that was part of making the SDK as successful as possible. I feel like that was a good move, because out of that came Counter-Strike. Without that, without the level of people playing multiplayer in Half-Life [and Team Fortress Classic], I don't think Counter-Strike would have been made, or it would have been made for some other game platform.

	The decision [had] two tracks: We're going to make Team Fortress 2, and we're going to make the game's multiplayer environment as good as possible, because that would in turn create opportunities. Another Gabe thing was, 'Deliver all your value as fast as possible. If you have value in this Team Fortress but it's not being delivered to our customers, fix that. Get it in there for them.' That was really it.

	 

	David Ogilvy is regarded as the father of modern advertising. In 1968, he published a paper on management principles in which he wrote, If you ever find a man who is better than you are - hire him. If necessary, pay him more than you would pay yourself. Another popular story goes that Ogilvy once gifted each of his company directors with a set of Russian nesting dolls. Opening the dolls one by one, the directors found a note folded in the smallest doll that read, If you always hire people who are smaller than you, we shall become a company of dwarfs. If, on the other hand, you always hire people who are bigger than you, we shall become a company of giants. Reflecting on their journey, Walker and Cook agreed that it was the prospect of surrounding themselves with giants that attracted them to Valve more than the chance to continue developing Team Fortress games.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I was always impressed by the community scene that emerged, especially the clan players. There was a lot of really smart players organizing games, battling rivals and just making the game better. Great players are what make a multiplayer game great.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Three things. First, as new games were developed after TF, I felt it was clear that our game had a reasonably significant influence on the design of FPS games. I think we showed that the community wanted more from multiplayer FPS than just deathmatch, that they could work as teams and wanted to, and game developers saw that and built games for those players. We showed that players wanted more interesting goals than killing everyone, they wanted to work out strategies and work as a team to put them into action. And now we have games like the amazing Overwatch and team MOBAs.

	Second, people are still playing TF—Team Fortress 2 counts—and we're coming up to our 20-year birthday.

	Third, it took Valve 10 years to come out with TF2, and when it came out, it was very similar to the original. I know they went through a lot of iterations to get there, and it was amazing to see them decide that the original had so many things right.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I'm a realist. I think there are people who want to say that things got created because a specific kind of person was really smart. I look at TF, and so much of it seems really obvious, and so much of it comes from lots of people. TF is a huge bundle of things, and in some cases, we were people who created things that other people proposed. It's hard to know where we started and where TF began.

	I remember a conversation with Gabe [Newell] and a bunch of people at Valve, not long after we joined Valve. I can't remember who proposed the theory, but there was this idea that game developers were all going to lose to the mod community. That the mod community had done more iteration on game design through its sheer number of people, in a couple of years of [playing and creating mods for] Quake, than the games industry had done for years prior.

	It wasn't that they were smarter than the game developers; it's that they had a fundamentally better method for creating games. Iterating in public, iterating in front of your customers, was a fundamentally superior way of doing games.

	One of our fears in that conversation was, 'If we can't get some kind of similar development process, our games will be worse than all these mods.' I think that was accurate. Today, game developers don't necessarily choose to take advantage of that [style], but we have the opportunity to build products in the way that mod makers were building them for Quake and the games that followed. You can see a huge amount of innovation that happened as a result of that.

	There was this period of time where a ton of people, far more than John, Ian, and I, were channeling their thoughts into a bucket for Team Fortress. It was super fun to be a part of that.      

	 

	 


Epilogue: Splash Damage

	 

	"You gotta remember: we're musicians... we're just crazy people who can't get along sometimes. I've definitely come to the table with my knife in my pocket a couple of times; you know how it is. It's part of being human. Now add fame and money and all that rock and roll craziness to it - we're lucky we don't eat each other in this industry."

	–Corey Taylor, lead singer, Slipknot

	 

	"What good will it be for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul?"

	–Matthew 16:26

	 

	"If you want to set off and go develop some grand new thing, you don't need millions of dollars of capitalization. You need enough pizza and Diet Coke to stick in your refrigerator, a cheap PC to work on, and the dedication to go through with it. We slept on floors. We waded across rivers."

	–John Carmack, co-founder of id Software (as quoted in David Kushner's Masters of Doom)

	 

	ROCKET JUMPS DEMAND sacrifice.

	In Quake, A rocket jump is performed by pointing your rocket launcher at the ground, then jumping and firing a rocket at the same time. The resultant blast will send you soaring to great heights, even to places you couldn’t reach otherwise, at the cost of damage to yourself and anyone around you.

	Id Software has rocket-jumped time and again over more than 20 years. Almost every time, its developers soared higher and farther than before, turning out games that became instant classics and went on to form the bedrock of the games industry. Every single time, they paid a price.

	The original Quake served as a window into the company's culture, one of contradictions and compromises. Levels were at once creative and conventional, grouped in episodes that were thematic and incongruent, powered by technology equal parts cutting-edge and derivative, developed in a work environment where a teammate could smile to your face one minute and stick a knife between your shoulder blades the next.

	Quake 2 was less a window and more a phantasmagoria. The game presented a cohesive single-player campaign, arguably id's best before Doom 2016, and one that remains criminally underappreciated: simple, yet unified in terms of character design, objectives, arsenal, and sense of place. Beyond the smoke and mirrors of the game's content, the company was in turmoil. Social pressure and affluence pervaded the workplace, leading to rampant burnout and cutthroat politicking.

	In their way, the third numbered entries for Quake and Doom were just as focused: the former rooted in competition during a time when an increasing number of players were able to write Professional Gamer on their CVs, the latter exhibiting a single-player campaign that, however divisive, worked the construct of its themes of horror and isolation. According to various accounts, id's culture was just as bleak. Projects were figuratively held at gunpoint. Cliques formed. Bits flipped.

	John Carmack flipped many of those bits. A brilliant mind, Carmack never failed to produce results. Even those incensed by his unilateral—and often emotionless—decision-making found it difficult if not impossible to argue with those results. Yet even Carmack would be hard-pressed to deny that his actions fell far short of what his team needed in a leader. Since his departure, other developers such as Marty Stratton and Hugo Martin, co-directors on Doom 2016, had room to set their own styles of leadership and creativity, and to prove that the fate of id Software did not rest in the hands of one developer no matter his influence.

	Quake Champions' fate remains uncertain. Id's decision to cater to Quake pros may have been made at the expense of new, more casual players who feel unwelcome in online arenas that make no attempt to show them the ropes. Before the addition of AI-controlled bots in 2018, newcomers had no way of learning map layouts or practicing with their weapons; the only way to learn was to join a match with other players, most of whom have been playing Quake since the 1990s. The outcome of those matches is easy to predict and will likely be off-putting to beginners, and the addition of bots may have come too late for id to make overtures to casual fans already caught up in the hype around comparable games such as Blizzard Entertainment’s Overwatch and Epic’s Fortnite. Time will tell.

	Perhaps id will declare Quake Champions, still in early access as of this writing, a success as long as the eSports crowd remains satisfied. Their satisfaction may be the only possible qualifier: LawBreakers, an arena shooter developed by Boss Key Productions and helmed by Unreal and Gears of War designer Cliff Bleszinski, launched in August 2017 and sank like a stone immediately. Character-focused games—which Quake Champions is not despite its characters' special abilities, given id's determination to lean into the franchise's tradition of skill—such as Overwatch, Fortnite, and perennial Call of Duty and Battlefield installments reign supreme.

	Of the original Quake developers, only Kevin Cloud and Tim Willits remain at id. A quote misattributed to Winston Churchill—but no less relevant and true—states that "History is always written by the winners." Willits, now id Software's studio director, has shared anecdotes of how certain shooter staples came to be. He claimed to invent the concept of multiplayer-only modes and deathmatch in FPS games when, sometime in 1996, he suggested to John Carmack and John Romero that he take fragments of Quake maps and glue them together to create levels specifically for multiplayer.

	Doom and Doom 2 did not ship with maps made specifically for deathmatch. Instead players fragged each other on the game's campaign levels, or made or traded custom maps online. Even then, Willits' account is erroneous. Apogee’s Rise of the Triad and Bungie's Marathon both released in December 1994, and featured multiplayer-only game modes and maps. Corridor 7: Alien Invasion beat them to the punch by nine months.

	Moreover, the notion of building maps for deathmatch instead of solo play was more than likely invented by Doom players as far back as December '93 when the game was released. In December 1994, quite a popular month for FPS titles, DWANGO (Dial-up Wide-Area Network Game Operation), written by Bob Huntley and Kee Kimbrell, became one of the first online gaming services and was created explicitly for playing multiplayer in and finding levels for Doom before the service was opened up to other shooters. Huntley and Kimbrell pitched DWANGO to developers at id; some, such as Carmack, were uninterested, but Romero loved the idea and pitched in on the project. 

	One could give Willits the benefit of the doubt. After all, he and his former id colleagues made Quake over 22 years ago in the midst of an arduous development cycle, a wringer that Willits and id’s other developers were put through time and again over the years that followed. Perhaps he simply got his wires crossed. In any event, Romero and other former id developers argued his recollection of events in the summer of 2017 when one of Willits' many interviews in which he shared his erroneous anecdote came to their attention. American McGee was not surprised to see Willits taking credit for the concept, calling Willits a serial thief in a tweet.

	I covered the online argument between the ex-id developers, and contacted John Carmack for his take. Carmack told him he could not recall the conversation in which Willits allegedly proposed the concept of multiplayer-only maps. Shortly after I published the story on Shacknews, Willits tagged Shacknews in an Instagram post in which he posted a video of a prototype Quake map chugging along in a NeXTSTEP emulator—the environment in which id developed both Doom and Quake—and claimed that anyone who played Quake multiplayer should recognize it.

	Rather than clear the air, his response dug a deeper hole. Why make vague allusions to the fragment being part of a Quake map that shipped as part of the game's Deathmatch Arena? Why not clearly state the map's name and show the date it was made?

	In my interview with Willits, conducted at QuakeCon 2017, he shared the same anecdote with me. I doubted its veracity, but did not pursue it. I only had an hour to talk with him—he was understandably busy with other commitments—and preferred to research the matter once I was back at home and then contact Willits for a follow-up. After my news story spread across social media, and following his obtuse Instagram post, Willits declined to speak further about any matter concerning ex-Quake developers. I put in an official interview request with Bethesda, but never heard back.

	Another claim Willits has made over the years is that Quake had no design direction. That is, at best, a half truth. Anyone who played Quake would be forgiven for wondering why the game jumped between military bases and castles and pyramids surrounded by lava. In our interviews, American McGee and Sandy Petersen echoed the sentiment that John Romero did a poor job of leading Quake's design, especially in its early stages. To Romero's credit, he did not shy away when I asked him if those claims had any merit. He spoke candidly, admitting that he made many mistakes, particularly during 1995, but was happy to provide documentation showing that there was a plan for Quake's design, regardless of how or why the game failed to coalesce in the way he had hoped. 

	Unless all of Quake's original developers agree to hash things out—preferably in a space free of nailguns and rocket launchers—the matter seems closed. I'm happy to let sleeping dogs lie, especially after months of hearing about the many ways id Software's developers deceived and abused each other. As a supporter of id’s products since my teenage years, I was left profoundly disappointed by many of the stories I heard, many of which were not fit to print. 

	That said, the majority of stories they told me motivated and amazed me. I remain astounded by the grit, imagination, and aspirations of these and all game developers, and am awed that I got to talk with so many of my heroes within and without id Software.

	I am also oddly reassured. I can't speak for other writers who cover this industry, but several times every day I realize I get to talk with some of the people who crafted my favorite games, and unreality washes over me. Me, the kid who spent nearly every waking hour of his childhood playing video games made by people whose names I could recite as easily as some of my friends could rattle off the names of musicians, artists, movie stars, and professional athletes.

	Then I hear their stories. I discover their mistakes along with their triumphs, and that's when the odd sense of relief sets in. The men and women who make our favorite games, those creative visionaries and rock star-like personas whom so many of us deify, are really just like us.

	Only human.
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Notes

		[←1]
	A On December 11, 2017, one week after Rocket Jump was published, I finally tracked down the Doom Fortress map that inspired Walker, Caughley, and Cook. You can download it at https://www.doomworld.com/idgames/levels/doom2/deathmatch/d-f/fortress.
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