
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Praise for Monsters in the Dark

	 

	Monsters in the Dark is an engaging history of not just X-COM, but of Julian Gollop’s path to creating one of the cornerstones of strategy gaming.

	-Soren Johnson, lead designer of Sid Meier's Civilization IV

	 

	Reading Monsters in the Dark was like traveling back in time to one of the great periods of PC game development. David not only tells the untold story of X-COM's development, but the incredible adventure its creators underwent to bring the game to life. 

	–Chris Taylor, creative director of Total Annihilation and Supreme Commander 

	 

	When we see an amazing game, we rarely see the years of trial and error that came before it. I remember being blown away when I played X-COM, but until Monsters in the Dark, I didn’t know about Rebelstar, Laser Squad, or any of Julian Gollop’s other early works. The story is wonderful and well told, and I am so glad this piece of our history has been captured and preserved for us to enjoy.

	-Ed Fries, former vice president of game publishing at Microsoft, and general manager of 1Up Ventures

	 

	X-COM was probably every developer's favorite strategy game from my generation. I must have played the demo—included on a 3.5-inch floppy disk that came with a PC gaming magazine—for more hours than I put into full games released these days. It still sits at the top of my list of my favorite games Monsters in the Dark brings back memories of the intricacies and hurdles developers faced back in the earlier days of game development and highlights the incredible journey of an incredible game designer. It is a must-read for any developer past or present. 

	– John Johnson, producer/creative director of Company of Heroes and Age of Empires: Castle Siege, and CEO of Smoking Gun Interactive Inc.

	 

	Craddock writes exhaustive and fascinating investigations into how games are made, and Monsters in the Dark is no exception. X-COM is one of my favorite games and a huge influence on my work, and I thoroughly enjoyed learning about its development.

	-Erich Schaefer, co-creator of the Diablo, Torchlight, and Rebel Galaxy franchises

	 

	David's book brought back a flood of memories from my youth, when I got my first home computer with a 100-megabyte hard drive. X-COM was one of the games I lost sleep over, and Monsters in the Dark divulges an amazing amount of detail about the game, its creators, its humble beginnings, and its lasting legacy. An absolutely fascinating story worthy of a Netflix original.

	-Rick Goodman, co-creator of Age of Empires

	 

	Through a tight biographical lens, Craddock offers a compelling glimpse at the infancy of a genre—and an entire industry.

	-Maximilian Olbers, content design lead on Stellaris and Crusader Kings III

	 

	I have been a rabid X-COM fan since the first moment I saw the game running on one of our dev machines at LookingGlass. X-COM ended up consuming us all, and that bright time is one of my favorite memories about that era in games, and indeed my life at that time. Unsurprisingly, X-COM slipped the schedules on at least two LookingGlass games, but we didn't care, and therein lies the unexpected joy I found in the manuscript. Craddock is able to tease out not only the story of a favorite game, but, more poignantly to me at least, the story of the beginning of the industry we all love, that we have given our lives to, and that has changed entertainment forever.

	-Seamus Blackley, father of the Xbox

	 

	A thorough retelling of the early career of one of gaming's most important figures, with deep insight into one of the greatest games ever made.

	-Troy Goodfellow, game developer and strategy game historian

	 

	David has written the definitive account of one of the greatest PC titles of the 1990s, distilled in an easy-to-read style that pulls you right in and with never-before-seen interviews with the designers.

	-Jamie Lendino, author of Attract Mode: The Rise and Fall of Coin-Op Arcade Games
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Foreword: Life is Strange

	 

	ALMOST THIRTY YEARS AGO, A younger version of me experienced one of the games that formed me the most. When you are young and you go through those formative experiences, the ones that touch your hidden chords, be they found in books, video games, movies, or people, something happens, most of the time without us noticing. Our brain rewires, impressing that moment in our memory so we never forget it.

	When X-COM released, it was both one of the rare non-Japanese games that got my attention and also a game that kept me glued to my screen for hours. The Geoscape was driving me crazy, because back in those days, games did not guide players step-by-step. Games pulled you into their worlds; the rest was up to you. I lost count of the hours I spent in that game and the times I have replayed it, discovering all the possibilities the Geoscape gave me in terms of research and development. 

	Inevitably, X-COM dropped you into the Battlescape, where you had to move cautiously to avoid being attacked in open space by aliens. My mind moved at high speed, scanning the isometric map, assessing my surroundings in search of retreats and furniture that could be used as cover against enemy fire. 

	Today I know that some things I do in game development are in a way inherited from my time spent with X-COM. For example, I know that the dualism of the Geoscape and the Battlescape, each practically a game in themselves, brought me to think of Mario + Rabbids Kingdom Battle as a game divided between adventure and combat. 

	Life is strange. Thirty years ago, I had not even the slightest suspicion that one day I would end up not only working in the video game industry but also get to meet Julian Gollop. 

	Some years ago, I went to London to join a workshop organized by Ubisoft at IDEO, a global design company famous for designing the Apple Lisa mouse, among other inventions. Our goal was to invent, explain, and demo the experience of a game through pen and paper, mimicking in real time the game’s behavior without writing a single line of code. I ended up in the same team with Julian Gollop. I thought: Hey, wait a second, why is Julian Gollop here? Why is he working at Ubisoft? Is he developing a new X-COM game? (By the way, Ubisoft: You hire the man and don’t ask him to do a new X-COM? Come on!) 

	I am sure it is not so hard to imagine the dumb expression of a young game designer meeting one of his heroes. Vacuous, mouth slightly agape, eyes glassy, soul lacking the courage to speak a single word, not even “Hi.”

	We worked hard for three glorious days. Working with Julian was like being teleported into a Monty Python movie. He is an actor, a man of intelligence and humor. I remember we invented a game for the Nintendo Wii and during our presentation, he had to act like one of the NPCs of the video game. This required him to step inside a huge TV made of paper, wear a lion wig, and roar and jump every time I moved the Wii Remote. The whole room of IDEO and Ubisoft members laughed so hard. I am not even sure they remember the game we presented, but they certainly remember the lion. 

	Years after, I ended up making Mario + Rabbids Kingdom Battle. Some years later, David L. Craddock contacted me to write a foreword for his beautiful book about X-COM and Julian Gollop. Who knows where all of this will bring you and me one day?

	Life is strange.

	Davide Soliani

	Creative Director, Mario + Rabbids Kingdom Battle, Ubisoft Milan

	1 March 2021

	 

	 


Introduction: Eighteen Years and a Hyphen

	 

	TWO MEN SAT SIDE BY side on a stage in a packed auditorium. One was the creator of X-COM. The other created XCOM. Like their designers, both games shared commonalities and had differences. Foremost among their distinctions were eighteen years and a hyphen.

	At the 2017 Eurogamer Expo, Eurogamer editor Chris Bratt interviewed Julian Gollop about 1994s X-COM: UFO Defense, and Jake Solomon, creative director of the 2012 remake, XCOM: Enemy Unknown. Although both games differed in myriad ways from graphics and writing to design decisions, they shared the same simple but effective premise: aliens invaded earth and players commanded scientists and soldiers in a bid to out-research and out-strategize the invaders. Even the remake’s subtitle was a nod to UFO: Enemy Unknown, the name by which X-COM was known in the United Kingdom.

	Another key similarity: both games used turn-based rather than real-time gameplay.

	For all their parallels, Gollop admitted he would have taken the remake in a different direction had he been able to direct it. Speaking at the 2013 Game Developer’s Conference, he described the remake’s difficulty as unforgiving and confessed he had to restart the game because he’d run through the funding necessary for research and development. Terror Missions, a new feature where players had to choose one of multiple locations being attacked by aliens to defend while the others were razed, left a sour taste in Gollop’s mouth. He disliked leaving the populations of two cities to die.

	However, he continued, his remake would have failed. Solomon and his team had done a fine job and should be proud.

	For Solomon, who had declared X-COM his favorite game, the chance to reimagine the franchise might seem like a dream come true. It was more a literal nightmare, one that had recurred countless times over the past several years. He knew he had been given an impossible mission: Take one of the most beloved games of all time, long moribund, and revive it in such a way that meets, if not exceeds, decades of expectations while also feeling welcoming to players who had never played the original. Solomon had been determined not to squander his chance. He had dreamed of making an X-COM game for fifteen years, and with the resources at his disposal—an attention to detail that proved his gamer cred to fans of the old-school version, a passionate and talented team of developers at Firaxis, and the mentorship of legendary designer Sid Meier—he spearheaded 2012’s remake to critical and commercial success.

	“I was enthused by his enthusiasm,” Meier said in a 2013 interview with gaming website Polygon. “I love the [XCOM] game concept. I think it’s a wonderful idea. It’s a very exciting idea. It’s a classic problem that we have of taking an idea that was great 10, 15, 20 years ago and bringing it into the present. What do you keep? What do you change? What does today’s audience expect? What is the fan base for that expecting? How do you meet all those expectations?”

	Now, at the 2017 Eurogamer Expo, fans of original and remake alike got what they had wanted for decades: Gollop and Solomon sharing a stage for nearly an hour, talking about all things X-COM and XCOM.

	For fans, the opportunity to see both designers at once was a treat. Gollop and Solomon agreed that the future of turn-based strategy games looked bright, highlighting the recently released Mario + Rabbids Kingdom Battle, a charming, deep, and completely out-of-left-field matchup that scored rave reviews and was referred to lovingly by fans and press as “Mario/XCOM"” (and “Mario/X-COM”). Both commiserated over features they wanted to create for their respective humans-versus-aliens title, features that had either fallen short of what they had imagined due to lack of time, resources, or both.

	Gollop and Solomon sympathized with one another over the industry’s perpetual lack of resources no matter the project. In 2003, Solomon and a small team within Firaxis took six months to build a prototype of how a modern-day X-COM might look and play. It was terrible, by Solomon’s own admission, so he gutted it and tried again. When that revision failed, he went back to the drawing board again. And again. And again. Gollop knew that pain: his X-COM had been cancelled, and he had been among the last to know.

	After the interview concluded, fans lined up to ask questions. At first, most were directed at Solomon. Firaxis’s XCOM reboot was nearing its fifth anniversary, and XCOM 2, published the year prior, had been embraced just as enthusiastically. Solomon gave humble but detailed answers. As more questions came in for him, he smoothly brought Gollop into the conversation. After all, he knew, Julian Gollop was the real reason anyone cared about XCOM at all, hyphen or no hyphen.
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	TO KNOWLEDGEABLE FANS of strategy games in the 1990s, Julian Gollop and Sid Meier were two sides of the same coin. Sid Meier had made a name for himself in the late ’80s as a programmer of immersive flight simulators at MicroProse, the company he co-founded, before pivoting to pirate and railroad simulators, experiences that led him to create Sid Meier’s Civilization in 1991 and considered by many to be the ultimate strategy game. That same year, MicroProse UK—same coin, different side—signed a contract with Julian Gollop to create a strategy game about fighting off alien invaders. In the UK, that game was called UFO: Enemy Unknown. In the States, MicroProse renamed it X-COM: UFO Defense.

	What’s more, MicroProse UK’s management explained to the Gollops at the outset of the project, Julian was their secret weapon in their competition with the American branch of MicroProse. “They said they liked the demo,” Julian Gollop recalls of one early meeting he had with MicroProse UK brass, “but they wanted, to use deputy director Pete Moreland’s words pretty much exactly as I remember them, a ‘bigger game.’ I asked him what he meant by ‘bigger game.’ He was clearly thinking about Civilization.”

	To create a tactical strategy game on the scale of Meier’s magnum opus, Gollop would need to call upon every design lesson he had learned since childhood, when he had begun tinkering with the pieces and rules of board games.

	He was up for the challenge. 

	“The PC wasn’t that brilliant of a real-time-strategy or first-person-shooter game machine at the time, but you could make some sophisticated strategy games,” Gollop says. “It was just the time and place, and a lot of things came together. You can never guarantee that will happen again. Even if you manage to design a game that’s better, it still might not stand out in the same way that X-COM did.”

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	He could not feel that they were an island of life journeying through an abyss of death. He felt almost the opposite—that life was waiting outside the little iron egg-shell in which they rode, ready at any moment to break in, and that, if it killed them, it would kill them by excess of its vitality.

	–C. S. Lewis, Out of the Silent Planet

	 

	I think that each player is playing their own unique game. They are the stars, as we consider it. You’re not going down the one single path that the designers created for you. It’s your game. It’s not a game that belongs to us.

	–Sid Meier, co-creator of Sid Meier’s Civilization

	 

	X-COM is a game from another universe. It is the nexus of gaming: strategy, action, role playing, management, horror, storytelling, chess. Familiar sci-fi tropes, rendered with colorful glee yet creeping menace. Your people are dying. There are monsters in the dark.

	–Alec Meer, former editor of Rock, Paper, Shotgun

	 

	 


Chapter 1: Awesome Potential

	TEN-YEAR-OLD JULIAN GOLLOP scanned the packages arranged underneath the tree on Christmas morning. His eyes swept past too-small and too-large boxes until they latched onto a thin rectangle cocooned in brightly colored paper. Behind him, the adults stumbled into the room rubbing sleep from their eyes and gave the children permission to open gifts.

	The kids exploded into motion, everyone rushing for one box or stocking. Julian went straight to the gift-wrapped rectangle. Hefting it, he smiled. Something rattled inside. Bits of plastic, perhaps small pencils and notepads. He could not say with certainty what the box contained, but its size and those telltale sounds amounted to his favorite holiday tradition. Every year, the Gollops rounded up Julian and his siblings to spend Christmas with their grandparents in Leeds, Northern England. Every year, Julian and his siblings expected one present of a certain type. Unless he was quite mistaken, Julian held that present in his hands.

	“My father was very keen on games,” says Gollop. “He liked to play all kinds. Bridge, canasta. Backgammon was a favorite game of his. He actually bought us a lot when I was around nine or ten. And not just the classics like Monopoly. He tried to buy something interesting every Christmas.”

	His brother and sister wore expectant looks as they spotted what he held. Their father leaned in to watch as they tore into the paper. At last, Julian held aloft a colorful box containing a board game. The lid depicted a towering castle crouched on a hill. Nazi guards prowled the grounds under an ominous sky, oblivious to the pair of frightened but determined POWs hiding nearby. Bold white letters spelled out Escape from Colditz, and it was unlike any board game Julian had seen. The menacing tableau contrasted starkly to the bright and colorful illustrations that adorned games aimed at children. 

	On that snowy Christmas morning, Escape from Colditz became a family affair. Julian, his father, his siblings, his mother, his grandfather, and others made up a team of eight. (His grandmother opted to sit out the game, preparing dinner so all of her soon-to-be-escapees would have sustenance following their desperate escape.) Together, the family worked out the rules. One player acted the part of security officer; the others assumed the roles of POWs. One of the prisoners was appointed escape officer, a coordinator charged with gathering equipment such as helmets and preparing to escape. The security officer monitored the prisoners to thwart escape attempts, such as by confiscating equipment and throwing conspirators in solitary confinement. All the while, the escape officer worked to free POWs within a tight time limit. Freeing two or more meant victory for the British soldiers, whereas all the security officer had to do was run down the clock.

	The Gollops were not the first to escape the infamous German castle. That bleak honor goes to Airey Neave, the first British POW to break free of Colditz. Patrick “Pat” Robert Reid was another. An officer in the British Army, Reid was captured on May 27, 1940, alongside other members of the British Expeditionary Force by German soldiers and sent to Laufen Castle in Bavaria for imprisonment. Reid plotted escape within a week of arriving at the POW camp in June, his resolve so ironclad he believed he’d be home in time for Christmas. 

	For his first attempt, Reid connived with seven other prisoners to dig a tunnel from the prison basement to the outside. Over seven weeks, they carved out a twenty-four-foot passageway that led to a small shed. From there, they disguised themselves as women and made their way to Yugoslavia but were apprehended in Austria and returned to Laufen Castle, where the guards punished them with a month in solitary confinement and nothing but bread, water, and a bed of wooden boards. 

	After half a dozen foiled attempts, the German guards grew tired of Reid and his cohort and shipped them off to Colditz. To the Germans, imprisonment in Colditz was as good as a death sentence. They had occupied the castle since World War I, during which no POW escaped. Security was even tighter during WWII. According to Reid’s memoir, guards outnumbered prisoners at all times, and at night, floodlights burned away shadows from every angle. The drop from cell windows to the ground measured at least one hundred feet. Sentries patrolled the area night and day, barbed wire coated fences, and the castle itself stood on a hill where the only way down was a drop of varying heights, most lethal.

	Life inside Colditz was less harsh than its security measures suggested. Its commanders adhered to the terms of the Geneva Convention; prisoners spent their days reading, playing sports, and, in the case of Reid and many others, hatching escape plans.

	Reid tried plot after plot. His first entailed teaming up with eleven other men to bribe a guard, only for the guard to take their money and snitch to his superiors. On another occasion, Reid and another soldier donned the uniforms of laborers and, using a saw smuggled into the castle through their network of conspirators, sawed through a barred window and descended into a sewer. They emerged on an outer lawn, where a forty-foot drop halted their progress.

	Colditz wasn’t as impregnable as the Germans liked to boast. Two factors worked against it: its sprawling size, which made it difficult to staff and operate around the clock, and its reputation. From 1933 until 1939, it held “undesirables” such as Jewish people and homosexuals. After six years, the Germans repurposed the castle as the final stop for Allied soldiers, many notorious for breaking out of other POW camps. Every prisoner was a Houdini of escaping castles, fortresses, and installations. For most, freedom was a matter of when, not if. Schemes ranged from duplicate keys to copies of maps to documents giving prisoners fake identities to pretending to be physically or mentally ill and getting transplanted to a medical facility. More elaborate plots entailed prisoners sewed into mattresses and tying bedsheets together to form ropes, which became a comical plot device in cartoons.

	For Reid and other would-be escapees, the goal was to hit a home run, meaning an escape that took them out of Colditz and into Allied territory. On one occasion, Reid rounded third when he and a group of prisoners worked for seven weeks digging a tunnel that stretched twenty-four feet from the prison’s basement to the adjoining shed of a house. They entered their tunnel in October and came out the other side but were captured in Austria and sentenced to a month of solitary confinement as punishment. Undeterred, he became what the prisoners referred to as an “Escape Officer” and helped others make bids for freedom. On October 14, 1942, Reid and several others swung for the fences by sneaking through the kitchens, crossing the yard, and descending into the cellar where they stripped off their clothes to climb nude up a cramped chimney and over a ten-foot-tall wall topped with barbed wire. On the other side, they slogged through sewers for eleven hours until they surfaced in a park and trekked for four days until reaching the neutral territory of Switzerland. Years later, Reid wrote two successful nonfiction memoirs and went on to co-design the board game based on his experiences.

	The Gollops played Escape from Colditz for hours. Julian was as mesmerized by the theme and history that informed the adventure as he was the game’s mechanics. Its rules and constituent parts were more complex than any game his dad had introduced him to, and the tense narrative made him feel like he was living someone else’s life, part of a story instead of a bright-eyed boy sitting warm and comfortable at a kitchen table. After the rest of the family dispersed, Julian, his mind still spinning, found someone else willing to play other games. “Often I would play with just my brother and sister. I remember a game we had called Buccaneer, which was a board game with pirates.”
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	JULIAN GOLLOP WAS born in India in 1965. When he was six, his father, who had built a career in banking, got a position in Sweden. The family remained there for two years before moving once again to the United Kingdom. Julian made and lost friends in each place. Although he missed them, he had his siblings and his father’s proclivity for board and card games to anchor him. 

	Around age eleven, Julian’s approach to games underwent a radical change. He loved chess until, after countless hours hunched over the black-and-white-checkered board, he discerned its fatal flaw. “The best players learn the best library of opening moves and sequences. That initial setup always being the same can make chess a bit boring.”

	Wanting to change things up, he examined the board one afternoon and realized that twisting it so players started in opposite corners exposed new tactical possibilities. “The pawns normally moved diagonally, but with my setup they could capture by moving straight, so their rules were reversed. I guess those were my earliest game mods. I was about six or seven when I did that. This was typical. I would try to either modify a game or try to build a game of my own based on what I played.” 

	Questions that began with what if and how guided Julian from experiment to experiment. He went to the cupboard where old games gathered dust and raided their boxes for cards, plastic figures, dice, and other components. Then he mixed them together to create games of his own. His siblings enjoyed his makeshift games, but he hit a wall when his designs grew so big and bold that they called for over three players.

	In 1974, the Gollops moved to Loughton, a town in southeast England just north of London. Julian and his younger brother, Nick, started school there in 1976, where they befriended two other brothers who shared their interests and their ages. “The two families each sent two boys to Davenant Foundation Grammar School in Loughton,” says Andrew Greene. “I shared a class with Nick while Julian was in the same class as my elder brother, Simon.” 

	The Gollops moved again two years later, but this time the sudden relocation worked out. Instead of journeying to another country, the family landed in Harlow, a nearby town where Andrew and Simon lived. “Pretty soon after we moved, we were running our Sunday morning game club,” Nick recalls. “We used to play every Sunday: board games, RPGs like Dungeons & Dragons. That was something we did from 1980 and onward.”

	Occasionally, another mutual friend called Matthew Faupel made the pilgrimage to the Gollop household for the Sunday morning club. Andrew favored D&D, but the club played everything from card and board games to the sci-fi-themed pen-and-paper role-playing game Traveller, an adventure in which players engaged in interstellar combat, trading, and exploration; and DragonQuest, a fantasy RPG by Simulations Publications and the chief rival of TSR’s D&D. 

	Julian absorbed each game’s rules like a sponge. Once, he observed as Nick and a friend played Cobra: Game of the Normandy Breakout, another WWII-themed game in the vein of Escape from Castle Colditz, but much more intricate. Cobra unfolded across a huge map composed of hexes that held tiny cardboard pieces. “It helped me realize games could be more sophisticated,” Julian remembers.

	Years later at school, Julian joined a board games club where he learned even more about complex mechanics and designs. Standouts were Squad Leader, wherein players took command of soldiers and established defense posts; and Sniper!, which challenged players to carefully plot out their moves. Once he was old enough to get a job, Julian spent paychecks on games. His favorites were sci-fi and fantasy romps; they offered worlds to explore, like Escape from Colditz, only much more elaborate since they weren’t rooted in reality. One of his favorites, Simulations Publications’ Freedom in the Galaxy, reminded him of Star Wars. Players assumed the role of heroes in a space opera, and while the universe was massive, combat took place on smaller, more intimate stages.

	“There were rebel and imperial forces massing against each other,” Julian says. “The Empire controlled worlds. There was diplomacy involved. Basically, the game had this sense of the micro scale of the individual tactics going on, and the macro scale of managing an empire and its economics, productions, and military actions.”

	Julian’s design ambitions blossomed as he tried more types of games. He divided a board into lanes where handcrafted miniature cars represented players. Each vehicle contained a tiny stick that players shifted from first, to second, to third gear. To move, players rolled dice and added their value to their vehicle’s current gear. Rolling a four in third gear would move them ahead seven spaces, and so on. Just like in real races, going as fast as possible at all times guaranteed disaster. “Corners had maximum safe speeds, so if you ended up going faster into a corner than you should be, you spun off,” Julian explains. “You had to decide how much risk you were taking with your gear selection. If you rolled a six and you were in third gear, and the maximum speed for the corner was seven, you’d spin off the track.” 

	The game’s mechanics produced a risk-versus-reward style of play that thrilled the other club members, but Julian devoted most of his time to the board. “It was elaborately drawn. I used paint to add a bit of color. I put a lot of effort into the physical components. It was time-consuming. I actually enjoyed creating boards and maps. I spent a lot of time making maps for all kinds of games, some of which were not very good and didn’t get played very much.” 

	Members of the Sunday morning game club volunteered as Julian’s first and most eager testers. Some sessions went more smoothly than others. “Julian used to make up his own games, and invariably, when he was losing, he’d change the rules so he would win,” says Nick. Many games lasted more than one Sunday morning but came to abrupt endings late at night when the family cat, who had a habit of gamboling through the house while the humans slept, rampaged across game boards like Godzilla attacking Tokyo.

	In 1982, Julian made Diplomacy, an expansive strategy game that took place on a map of the world. Every country held an army, and Julian fashioned hundreds of tokens to represent the size of each army. Players resolved conflicts through battle or diplomacy. After several playtests, Julian concluded his combat system was much more fleshed-out than the diplomatic options. “The bad designs were probably the ones that were too complicated and ambitious,” he admits. “The good ones were simpler.”

	One such simple game was inspired by the World Cup that the Gollops and virtually everyone else in England obsessed over while it was on. Julian modeled teams after every international club, assigning each a ranking in categories such as defense and midfield. A set of cards split the pitch into eight zones, and an arrow pointing to a zone represented the ball and its current direction. Players put down cards to move the ball up and down the pitch. “It moved quickly, so you could play a football match within about fifteen minutes,” says Julian. “We played that with my brother and my cousin.” 

	Time Lords, another of Julian’s creations in 1982, blended simplicity and complexity. “There were no components apart from a piece of paper, a pencil, and an eraser. Each player had to have their own piece of paper, and there were some dice involved,” Julian says.

	One player, designated the game master, rolled dice and followed a set of rules to generate a universe spanning fifteen time zones and five planets. The other players explored zones and waged battles to determine who settled where and, more importantly, when. “You rolled dice to see how the civilizations grew and to see if you colonized another planet, to fight and resolve the war,” Julian says.

	Each player kept tabs of all fifteen time zones and five planets on a sheet of paper. As they rolled dice to travel to planets, the game master consulted dice and documents to inform them what they found at each location. With luck, they discovered a civilization whose people would share their history as far back as their time zone permitted them to remember it. Should that history include a war, players could travel back in time and alter history for themselves and every other player and race. “This would have to be marked on the game master’s sheet, because the survivors got changed, so the game master updates the universe plan while each player only has their own view of the universe based on the time zones they’ve visited and the history they can extract from civilizations,” Julian explains. “The winner survived and the loser was wiped out. It got a bit complicated to manage by hand.”

	Juggling Time Lords’ many moving parts fell on the game master, who had to know what was going on in each time zone and on each planet to keep things running. “It’s one of those games of hidden information. Each player has different information than the others; that’s why a neutral referee or game master was required.”

	Two of Julian’s creations stood out to Andrew Greene. One was Oertane/Unertane, a fantasy game set on an intricate map split between two hemispheres that players fought for control over. “Oertane/Unertane ended up in the dustbin for some silly reason, coffee spilt over it or something, I don’t recall,” Andrew says.

	Andrew’s other favorite was Wizard Wars. One player shuffled the deck and placed cards facedown near a rectangular board that functioned as a battlefield. Each player received a card that represented their wizard. As the game progressed, players drew cards from the facedown pile and cast the spells they described. “Many of the spells were creatures,” explains Andrew, “and if your wizard cast a creature, its card was placed adjacent to him or her on the board. Your wizard card and accompanying army of creature cards would move around on the board and fight the other wizards.”

	Gaining a spell card didn’t guarantee a successful casting. Spells could be chaotic or lawful, and a counter on the board showed how many spells of each type had been cast. Casting more lawful spells shifted the world’s balance in that direction, resulting in a higher successful cast rate for other spells of that type. Inevitably, players would have more of one type than the other, making the war over which type prevailed a meta struggle.

	When the club’s members gushed over Wizard Wars, Julian endeavored to understand what specifically made it so engrossing. He drew several conclusions. First, it involved some randomness. Players never knew what spell they would draw, or whether it would be chaotic or lawful. Second, the rules were sophisticated enough to make for memorable battles but not so complex that no one could follow what was happening. Third, the combination of spells and spell types resulted in gameplay robust enough to ensure that, unlike chess, the game could be enjoyed without growing predictable. “From very early on, randomness can be used to make games interesting because it can present interesting situations to players, who then have to make interesting decisions for situations they haven’t encountered before,” says Julian. “That was a very early theme in my game design career.”

	Wizard Wars was fun in part because each session ended quickly yet left players satisfied. “They’d be over in ten minutes, so you could jump right into another one,” he says. “If you lost one game, you’d say, ‘Oh, well. Let’s try another.’ The consequence of losing is not so bad because you can always have another chance.”

	Those lessons dovetailed. “If you take a game such as Warhammer Fantasy Battle,” he says, Games Workshop’s popular wargame that became Warhammer and which involved lots of dice rolls early on, “some of those dice rolls are so crucial, and you spend hours setting the game up, and you spend hours playing it—you can have a bad dice roll that loses the game for you,” Julian explains. One bad dice roll can leave players frustrated they spent so much time and energy setting up for nothing.
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	SUNDAY MORNING GAMING presented Julian with an outlet for his creativity. School afforded another. One afternoon, he stepped into his classroom to behold a boxy contraption at the back of the room. This, his teacher explained, was the Commodore PET, short for Personal Electronic Transactor. Some students regarded it as an overlarge calculator: nine-inch black-and-white monitor, cash register-like keyboard, and a tape deck for … what, exactly, Julian wondered?

	Before long, a classmate inserted a tape and loaded a program titled Star Trek. A grid unfurled over the screen, and players piloted a miniature Enterprise ship, represented by an alphabet letter, across the galaxy. Julian’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. “It was mostly text-based, very basic character-based graphics. It was a strategy-exploration game. That got me interested because it played a bit like a board game, but the computer was keeping certain things hidden from the player because the player had to explore.”

	Julian loved the idea of hiding information. It was possible in board and card games that demanded a game master to oversee proceedings rather than play, but human operators made mistakes or failed to manage complex games like Time Lords. Computers were different. Designers programmed in rules and left chores such as calculating outcomes to the machine, no pen and paper required.

	The Commodore PET left Julian awestruck, but he could only use it at school. Then some friends purchased a Sharp MZ-80K, a personal computer released in 1983 that packaged monitor, keyboard, tape deck, and necessary guts like a CPU (central processing unit) and memory chips in a box-like chassis. Julian’s friends set up the machine and immediately embarked on quests to program basic dungeon crawls, adventures where players explore gloomy cells and caves to fight monsters and loot treasure. 

	Their efforts were rudimentary, but Julian was infatuated with writing games. Unfortunately, PCs were pricey. First sold as a build-it-yourself kit in 1978 and sold throughout Japan, Sharp’s MZ-80K came to Europe fully assembled but cost £600, roughly equivalent to $749.16.

	“Then along came Sinclair with their ZX80 and ZX81,” remembers Julian. 

	Originally called Science of Cambridge Ltd., Sinclair Research made waves across the United Kingdom when it rolled out the ZX80 in 1980. The first personal computer in the United Kingdom to sell for less than 100 pounds, it came in a kit priced at £79.95 that buyers had to solder together, or a readymade version for £99.95, and resembled a miniature cash register, only without a display. All parts were contained in a white plastic case topped with a blue membrane keyboard with the springiness and accuracy of a rubber glove. Still, the price was right.

	Seventeen years old and gainfully employed in 1982, Julian found someone willing to part with a one-year-old Sinclair ZX80 (a name inspired by its Z80 processor) for the reasonable rate of 25 pounds. The seller confided he was planning to put the money toward Sinclair’s new ZX81, but Julian was content with his new-to-him ZX80. It sported only one kilobyte of RAM, the memory needed to run software, but that was enough for him. As the ZX80 came without a display, users connected it to their television. At midnight that first night, Julian waited until everyone else went to bed, then lugged his prized machine downstairs, plugged it into the TV, and stayed up all night experimenting in BASIC. 

	“I did that for days on end,” Julian says. “It wasn’t too good because I didn’t get much sleep, but I was just fascinated by programming. It was enormously appealing, the power to implement games.” 

	Julian honed his skills over the next year. He advanced from BASIC to assembler, a tougher but more efficient programming language that enabled programmers to work more closely with a computer’s hardware than BASIC’s more comprehensible but less versatile commands. He quickly bumped into the machine’s paltry RAM limit only to discover cartridge-like memory packs that plugged into the ZX80’s expansion bays, increasing the RAM at his disposal. Their only drawback was the RAM pack wobble, a notorious failing known to hobbyists throughout the UK whereby the units were so top-heavy that they wobbled and slipped out. “If you even nudged it a fraction of a millimeter, the pack would come loose and cause the machine to crash.”

	The wobble curbed his programming sprints. Saving his code to a cassette, the only storage available, took several minutes. If the pack wobbled, the computer crashed, and Julian lost his progress. After yet another crash, he found a big piece of cardboard and taped it to the pack.

	Upon finishing secondary school (equivalent to high school in the United States), Julian retired his ZX80 and upgraded to a ZX Spectrum 48K, or ZX-48K. Here at last was a computer that measured up to his lofty aspirations: eight-color, high-resolution display capabilities; 3.54-megahertz processor; a sleeker design and black coloring with another membrane keyboard; and a staggering 48 kilobytes of RAM, no wobbling add-on required.

	Aware that the ZX line had sold well because of its competitive pricing, Sinclair kept the Spectrum line affordable by slashing pricey features such as a flat-screen display. Even so, the ZX-48K was a huge upgrade for Julian. It also marked the formal beginning of his life’s work. 

	“That’s when I started to work on games. At that stage, I was obsessed with computers. I just thought they had such awesome potential.”

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Rebels and Raiders

	JULIAN GOLLOP WASN’T THE ONLY budding creator in the Sunday morning gaming club. When they weren’t testing Julian’s latest creations, Andrew and Simon Greene taught themselves how to program their Sharp MZ-80K computer by typing in code listings published in magazines like Personal Computer World. 

	“Simon and I developed a few of our own,” Andrew says, “notably Gangs, a game with the aim of maintaining a gang of schoolboys over a school holiday, with accompanying financial management and risk of apathy resulting in the message ‘Gang fizzled’ if they disbanded before the end of the holiday.”

	For their next computer, the Greenes purchased a BBC Micro Model B, one of many to materialize in households throughout the UK. The Micro was made by Acorn Computers for the British Broadcasting Corporation’s Computer Literacy Project, a venture designed to teach computer skills to prepare for what the BBC astutely perceived would flourish into a lucrative job market. Approximately 85 percent of schools in the UK adopted BBC Micro computers in the 1980s, an install rate comparable to the widespread adoption of the Apple II in US schools over the same period. The Micro also made inroads as a popular home computer in the UK, especially by young minds eager to learn how to make games.

	Andrew, a more advanced programmer than Julian thanks to his early start, asked for permission to adapt Julian’s Wizard Wars card game to the computer. Still plugging along in secondary school, Julian agreed and pitched in where his fledgling skills permitted. The BBC Micro Model B’s limited memory forced them to use character graphics—symbols such as letters, numbers, slashes, and punctuation—instead of sprites for graphics. 

	“It sort of worked, but it was difficult to implement,” Julian says. “We didn’t think about actually releasing it or anything. Andrew just did it as a hobby.”

	Next, Julian approached the Greene brothers with a request to adapt his complex Time Lords pen-and-paper game. Andrew remembers Simon handling most of the programming on Time Lords, while Julian saw to game design and graphics. Tapping into the BBC Micro B’s 16K graphics mode, the game’s visual style resembled a mammoth spreadsheet. “You had your planets along the bottom and then time zones going up, and each cell was a planet in a time zone,” Julian explains. “It displayed information on what you found there.”

	Time Lords posed the largest technical challenge yet for Julian and the Greene brothers. Up to five players could compete at once, which meant their code had to track who was where and which timelines had been upended. Scrapping the first version, they wrote a second that traded spreadsheet-like graphics for plain text. That freed up memory for special features such as companions able to fly to other time zones and grant players bonuses in combat. 

	Paradoxes cropped up in both versions, just as they had in the pen-and-paper design. “When time lords met in the same time zone, they could fight each other and kill each other,” says Julian. “That could remove all the changes in history that you’d implemented. A change causes a change, which causes a change, which causes a change, all the way back to the very first thing. Then you get a time paradox, and you basically end the game at that point because it couldn’t be resolved. Victory was based on the civilization level of each planet in your time zone. You had to make sure your race survived on as many planets as possible. That problem with the time paradox was an interesting phenomenon.”

	By the time he turned eighteen and completed secondary school, Julian’s passion for design had reached an all-time high. All he wanted to do in the summer of 1983 was flex his fluency in BASIC and write games. The first project he coded on his own was Nebula, a strategy game centered on exploration and extermination. Inspired by The Sword and the Stars, one of his favorite board games by Simulations Publications, Nebula began by asking players to choose a galaxy to explore. The game then configured that galaxy as a cluster of star systems. Each system contained a race and a resource value of 1, 2, or 3. Players selected their home—known as the seat of their empire-to-be—and expanded to occupy other planets and harvest resources. Harvesting resources from planets gave them force points, currency to build fleets of ships so they could travel deeper into the galaxy in search of more planets.

	Force points dictated what fleets could and could not do. “When you travel through space, your force points get reduced by one point based on distance,” Julian explains. “The game was based on a grid of squares, so traveling one square would reduce your force points by one. To colonize an adjacent planet, you needed at least two force points: one traveling, one to arrive, and you had to fight any armies that were there.”

	Upgrades purchasable through force points allowed fleets to explore further by reducing the cost of traveling. But players could not focus all their attention on building and flying ships. “Planets that you controlled could go into unrest, especially if their race differed from that of your home planet,” adds Julian. “Then they could go into rebellion, which generated force points, and you had to fight them.”

	As random events sprung up, the game grew more complicated. Interstellar plagues rampaged across star systems. The Drakar, a powerful alien race lurking on the far side of every galaxy, invaded planets in a state of unrest and tried to overthrow players. “You had government points, and you spend your points on quelling unrest. But the further away the rebellious planet was from your home, the more it cost to quell.”

	Julian wrote Nebula with multiplayer in mind. Players who played the game on their own faced the Drakar, while multiple players vied against one another. The experience of writing his first computer game from start to finish was as frustrating as it was exhilarating. “I spent most of the summer on it, under somewhat difficult conditions. You had the usual problems with these home computers: the game would fail to save on the tape, or it would crash, or the power supply wiggled a bit and lost connection. They were a little unreliable, but Nebula turned out quite nice.”

	Nebula was an early example of a 4X strategy game, a sub-genre Julian unwittingly helped co-create. 4X stands for, and is defined by, four verbs: explore, expand, exploit, and exterminate. The genre originated in the 1950s as board games such as 1957’s Risk and 1981’s Axis & Allies, and computer games such as 1983’s Andromeda Conquest on the Apple II. These and other pioneers received the label retroactively, after games journalist Alan Emrich coined the term in his preview of 1993’s Master of Orion for Computer Gaming World magazine. While 4X games can be different in some ways—real-time or turn-based gameplay; deep space, fantastical, or more realistic settings—their focus lies in building and growing an empire, and in tying together economic, combat, and diplomacy systems so every decision players make affects every decision before and after. 

	4X games took shape as more developers tried their hand at designing titles with deep tactical systems. In Andromeda Conquest, players established an empire by building ships, flying to planets, and blasting away their defenses. A year later in 1983, Reach for the Stars introduced more complex systems such as technology upgrades and economic management. While Reach for the Stars was considered the next step in 4X’s evolution, another game published that same year represented a leap forward. Created by designers at Simtex, Master of Orion offered ten distinct races to control and wove diplomacy into fleshed-out systems for exploration, economic growth, and planet colonization.

	As influential as it was, Master of Orion was the second of three standard-bearers in the 4X space. Sid Meier’s Civilization was the first, and the most critically and commercially successful of the early crop. Rather than choosing a race, Civ let players control one nation and asked them to build up their people from a single settler to a thriving nation. “Civilization gave gamers a playground as big as all of human history,” IGN editors wrote when they inducted it into their Video Game Hall of Fame in 2007, by which time it had sold over one million copies. “Gamers were instantly hooked once they found themselves in charge of an entire civilization’s destiny, from the creation of the wheel to the discovery of fusion power. Though this sort of scale seems normal these days, Civilization was the first strategy game that popularized the 4X model.”

	The third standard-bearer, made by Julian Gollop, came years later.
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	AFTER FINISHING NEBULA, Julian teamed up with Andrew Greene to create Islandia, another 4X title. Up to four players started out with a ship and a small amount of resources with which to explore, find islands, and colonize them. Players extracted resources from colonies and applied them toward more ships with which to claim more islands. 

	If Julian had any doubt what his future held after finishing secondary school, Nebula and Islandia put them to rest: He wanted to make games. The question was how to get paid for them. Fortuitously, a group of friends had an answer.

	Squirreled away in North London, a cozy shop called Conflict catered to bookish customers by supplying wargames and software for computers. Conflict ran on a tight budget supplied by millionaire owner Stanley Gee. In his late fifties and old-fashioned to a fault, Gee loved wargames but was more likely to spend his money on figures and game boards for his collection than he was on business ventures outside his hobby. “He knew some other key figures in British wargaming, and I think his first interest was the magazine—Miniature Wargames,” says Norman Clive, who worked part-time at Conflict. 

	Miniature Wargames was produced and published through Conflict, and Gee was its most loyal reader. “I also used to help with the magazine by packaging up all the postal orders and I used to take magazines to some wargames shops in south London that were near where I lived,” Norman adds.

	Business was slow. Norman and the rest of the skeleton crew spent their work hours straightening board games and magazines no customer had touched in hours, if not days, and grimacing at the selection of computer games on offer. They were terrible, Norman concluded. His tech-savvy friends Julian Fuller and Bob Tyler agreed. One of the guys floated an idea: Why not make and publish their own games at the store?

	Julian Fuller, Bob Tyler, and Norman Clive approached Helmut Watson, known as Woof on bulletin board systems (BBSes) where he posted messages and shared files with other users, about joining forces. They brought Woof on for his prowess with the BBC Micro Model B. That, and Woof knew Stanley Gee outside of Conflict. Woof’s dad ran a wargaming session once a week at a night school, and Gee was a regular who brought cash to buy painted figures. 

	Over a few drinks that turned into a drunken brainstorming session, they decided on Red Shift as their name. “The idea being that we were a company moving away from you very fast—ideally with all your money,” says Woof.

	When Red Shift approached Gee about investing in their company, Gee, aware that his print business was struggling, begrudgingly agreed to invest. Julian Fuller and Woof came up with ideas for game designs. Working out of a four-bedroom flat in Harlow, the guys programmed day and night. “I only programmed the Spectrum,” Norman recalls. “It was an easy machine to get code running on. It also had a lot of RAM for the time, so you could store more data for games. The other small machines available in the UK weren’t very good and didn’t sell in huge numbers, so we thought it wasn’t worth programming for them.”

	Each developer contributed unique skills and personalities. Julian Fuller was more likely to gab with friends than write code, but he was a superb salesperson and excelled at calling distributors and evangelizing Red Shift’s titles. Bob Tyler, known as Cream, programmed Spectrum computers. Andy had a short temper and spent little time coding. Woof had his BBC Micro Model B, and Gee helped by paying for magazine adverts, funding trips to wargaming and computer events where the guys could promote their games, and staying out of their way.

	“He popped in to see us maybe once every couple of weeks, but that was about it, really,” says Woof. 

	The guys who lived in London, a long commute from Harlow, did most of their work from home. When they got together with the others, a few smoked pot while they talked and worked. Within hours, the smell of weed clung to walls and furniture, and hung in the air like mist. The aroma of bread, sweets, and other baked goods from the bakery next-door masked the scent, but only a little. Norman Clive smoked cigarettes but abstained from marijuana. He was focused on hustling. “We sold a few directly to customers,” he recalls. “A lot of adverts were put in computer-game magazines. We also went to a few games shows. This was very hard work, as I remember, but the attitude from buyers when they saw something completely different from the rubbish everyone else was making in the early days was really good. The attitude from the public as well was great.”

	Soon, Red Shift was on the verge of its first breakout hit. Before joining the studio, Woof had come up with a board game based on Rollerball, a sci-fi film from 1975 set in a dystopia where the violent and eponymous game has replaced all other sports as the world’s favorite form of recreation. “Red Shift just didn’t have the resources to do this and Stanley wasn’t interested, even with the print connection, so we approached Games Workshop with it as they seemed like a company that might be interested,” Woof remembers.

	Red Shift’s founders booked a meeting with Ian Livingstone, co-founder of British board game manufacturer Games Workshop, and brought along a prototype of Woof’s Rollerball game. After playing an entire session, Livingstone said it held potential, but the combat system needed work to make it less unwieldy. As their conversation progressed, the guys brought up other computer games they’d been working on. That piqued Livingstone’s interest. Games Workshop had eyed computer games but had yet to branch out. Red Shift signed a contract to produce a software version of Apocalypse, a strategy board game in which players rolled dice hidden beneath a cup and had to guess the number to attack or defend.

	Red Shift’s adaptations of Apocalypse for Spectrum and BBC Micro sold just enough for Games Workshop to contract the guys for additional conversions. In need of more programmers, Woof suggested a friend he’d met online. “I was still very much in touch with Julian Gollop as Red Shift got up and running,” he says. “He expressed an interest, so I took him along to meet the others. Although Julian was extremely shy and a little apprehensive to begin with, we eventually all got on very well.”

	“I joined as a member of staff,” remembers Gollop. “I wasn’t paid very much. Fifty pounds a week is what I remember. In retrospect, I should have asked for a royalty on my games because they sold more than others.”

	Gollop was too energized about writing games—and too young—to smoke weed. He went to the shop occasionally, helping fulfill mail orders and answering the phone. At home, he wrote code. His first project was designing a vehicle editor in Battlecars, a real-time adaptation of a turn-based board game where players battled in cars decked out with flamethrowers and machine guns.

	Before long, Red Shift was earning just enough to develop titles pitched by solo creators. Tripods was based on a trilogy of fantasy novels by John Christopher. Another, English Civil War, was modeled after a turn-based board game. 

	Gollop added Time Lords, Nebula, and Islandia to Red Shift’s catalog. Royalties from sales of his titles soon outstripped the rest of Red Shift’s offerings. Julian knew they were good. He also knew that they had been practice, ways to cut his teeth on programming for what he had in mind to create next.
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	AS A KID, Julian Gollop had ransacked the family’s stash of board games for components. For his next game, Rebelstar Raiders, he borrowed concepts rather than physical pieces. He wanted to create a tactical simulation system across multiple scenarios. The game would include no artificial intelligence-controlled opponent, requiring two players to play. 

	One player controlled a squad of soldiers while the other commanded a band of space pirates. The pirates attempted to destroy a control center, and the soldiers had to defend the area. “AI was too difficult to program,” recalls Julian, who wrote the game on his trusty Spectrum ZX-48K. “Remember, the game was written in BASIC. At that stage, I saw games as played primarily between people. I guess AI was just a leap too far to program, and in BASIC, it would have been quite difficult, especially on a 48K.”

	Scenarios played out on blueprint-style maps viewed from overhead, like a game board. “They were hand drawn using a drawing program, pixel by pixel,” says Julian. “I had to consider that your soldiers occupied a character space, which was eight-by-eight on the screen. There were considerations, there. What I tried to achieve was some variety in topography, the layouts of the terrain. I wanted to make them look cool as well as strategic.”

	Play began with both opponents taking turns deploying their combat units. With that complete, the player in control of pirates moved units into the base while the other player divided forces between defending vital areas and clustering others to impede the pirates. Units wielded melee weapons to clash up close and blasters to strike from a distance. Rebelstar’s ranged combat was influenced by the board game Sniper!, but Rebelstar’s units had limited ammo and a line of sight, along with stats such as endurance (health points) and armor. As units took damage, they became less effective. 

	Another idea Julian pulled from Sniper! was action points, a currency used to perform actions from movement to attacking. “Weapons that took longer to use cost more action points, and that built in a concept of a time limit factor, but in turn-based terms, for doing things,” Julian says.

	Julian wrote Rebelstar Raiders in a short time and brought it to his colleagues at Red Shift for testing. “Modern development is like one giant war of attrition in which the morale of the troops goes steadily down, down, down,” he says. “I can’t stand it, to be honest. Those days were quick, fun, and exciting. You felt powerful because you could create these games relatively easily and get fun and enjoyment out of them pretty quickly.”

	Rebelstar Raiders’ prototype boasted three scenarios with unique maps for each. One was set in World War II. Another took place in a sci-fi installation, and the third was modeled after a medieval fortress. The Red Shift crew loved it but persuaded Julian to change the medieval and WWII scenarios to science fiction-themed bases and to add a loose narrative that tied the scenarios together. 

	Red Shift published Rebelstar Raiders in 1984 a few months after Nebula and Islandia made their debuts. There was no hype, no marketing campaign or pre-order bonuses. Few, if any publishers planned advertising around launching on a specific day. Games were finished when they were finished and appeared in stores as fast as orders could be placed and physical media—cassette tapes or diskettes—could be produced, shipped, and placed on shelves. Julian and the others read all the latest magazines, hoping to spot reviews of their games. In the August 1984 issue of Crash, a periodical dedicated to the ZX Spectrum, wargames columnist Angus Ryall reviewed Rebelstar Raiders.

	“Even better than Apocalypse is Rebelstar Raiders,” Ryall’s review began. He extolled the game’s graphics and diverse gameplay. “The wide variety of weapons available and the manual deployment of the characters create a great mix of strategic thinking and general blasting power. The only things I really dislike about Raiders are the irritating sound effects, which seem to be a Red Shift trademark, and the packaging.”

	Stanley Gee was delighted. “I remember talking to him later, and he said Rebelstar Raiders made the most profits,” Julian says. “Nebula also sold pretty well. I didn’t know that because I never got any sales figures.”

	Red Shift made just enough on each game to keep the business going. They were earning more than Stanley Gee let on.

	“The initial funds came from Stanley, but as soon as he started making profit, he took it all. That’s the story as I understand it,” Julian recalls of the turmoil that followed.

	 


Chapter 3: The SLUGs 

	JULIAN GOLLOP AND ANDREW GREENE were at war, but not against one another.

	Andrew had got a head start on programming games since his father had placed an order for a BBC Micro B at the beginning of 1982. Later in 1983, Andrew received Julian’s permission to convert Wizard Wars, his card game, with the help of his older brother Simon.

	Andrew eyed Wizard Wars as a strong candidate for playability because its playfield data was simple, and that data could fit in the BBC B’s mode 7, also known as Teletext mode. Mode 7 allows programmers to populate displays with crude but full-color graphics, making it ideal for software that could get by without state-of-the-art visuals. The screen’s resolution of 40 characters across by 25 down fit in a snug 1K of memory, leaving Andrew 27K for the code that would drive the game. 

	Limitations could either restrict one’s vision, Simon and Andrew knew, or spur a developer to figure out how to create something fun within them. They chose the latter and established a shorthand to write the most efficient code possible. Instructions in BASIC were processed line by line, and each line had to be numbered so the program could jump back and forth between processes. “Since line numbers themselves took space, there was an advantage in cramming as many instructions into one line of code as you could,” Andrew says. “Variable names needed to be as short as possible. Then, once you had decided on a screen mode, if that mode had high resolution, you felt obliged to use it.”

	Julian, still learning but eager to help, conferred with Andrew and Simon, and named the adaptation Chaos: The Battle of Wizards to differentiate it from Wizard Wars. The project never got off the ground. While the code got the job done, the graphics were crude and unfit for commercial release. Part of the fault lay in the boys’ rudimentary skills; Andrew and Simon knew more about programming than Julian did at that point, but all three were still green. 

	The biggest problem was the Micro B’s specs. On paper, the machine’s support for high-resolution graphics and 32 kilobytes (32K) of memory seemed decadent. It was just barely enough. “Because the BBC B supported high resolution in several modes, there was an implicit obligation to use it in a game,” Andrew explains. “However, using it consumed large amounts of precious memory and required much more work by the developer. In some screen modes, of the 32K of RAM, 20K was absorbed by the screen. Taking away the 4K used by the system, that left just 8K for your BASIC program, which really was not very much at all.”

	Things had changed by the time Julian published Rebelstar Raiders as a Red Shift product in 1984. He was still friends with Andrew, but he was a skilled enough programmer to return to Chaos, and to lead development. Enrolled at the London School of Economics in 1984 as a sociology major, he lived on campus instead of at home near the Greene family, but his priorities remained the same. “I started college in September,” Julian says. “I was still trying to finish Chaos before Christmas. That was a major product for me. It was my first project using assembly language on the Spectrum.”

	Julian’s intent was to publish Chaos through Red Shift. It seemed the logical move. Rebelstar Raiders was earning more royalties than any other title. Unfortunately, financier Stanley Gee had no intention of sharing the wealth. “We’d all been living on the poverty line for a few years,” recalls Helmut “Woof” Watson, “so actually making some real money was a cause for celebration. Until Stanley emptied the coffers.”

	When the staff confronted him, Stanley pointed out that his millions had made Red Shift possible. As he saw it, he was pocketing money he was owed. “When it became obvious we were going to be in the same financial straits for the foreseeable future, we all quit,” Woof continues.

	The former Red Shift band bounced back and co-founded a new company called SLUG. They reached out to their friends at Games Workshop, who contracted them to convert Talisman, a fantasy-themed strategy game that used playing cards and plastic figures. The contract between SLUG and Games Workshop also included Chaos, still embryonic at that stage.

	SLUG lacked the funds to rent office space, so they worked from their homes. “I worked mostly with Bob,” says Norman Clive, referring to Bob “Cream” Tyler, his development partner on Talisman. On occasions when they needed fast and efficient communication, one would pay a visit to the other’s home. Most of the time, they worked solo. “It was difficult in the days before the internet. Bob was in charge and used to give me bits of data to sort out, such as cards in the game that needed to be drawn on the fly.”

	Julian knew little of SLUG’s business dealings. Accustomed to working remotely, he holed up in his dorm room and reinvented Chaos. One of his top priorities was adding more animations, something next to impossible in BASIC because of its inherent simplicities. Animation, he knew, could be more than eye candy. Characters would appear crude on-screen, but animation would add enough personality to ignite players’ imaginations and fill in the blanks that his ZX Spectrum could not. 

	The playfield on which battles between wizards unfolded was a black void, as it had been in the earlier version Julian had attempted with Andrew and Simon. “I contemplated putting some decorative terrain down, but ultimately, I felt it would be distracting because it didn’t have any real function. I could have created arenas, but they wouldn’t have had any function. I tend to have a very functional view of graphics.” 

	Julian refreshed himself on the rules and intricacies of Wizard Wars in order to decide what a computer could do better and what should be cut from the card game. Two to eight players built a hand of cards to cast chaotic and neutral spells like fireballs and summoning creatures until only one wizard was left standing. In the card-and-board version, each card contained a spell, and one player shuffled and dealt them. Players cast a spell by placing a card facedown and flipping it over to reveal its effects. Creatures summoned appeared on the playfield (an 11-by-7 grid in Wizard Wars), while ephemeral spells such as fireballs and lightning bolts took effect instantly. Some spells could only be cast when players came within a certain distance of their target.

	Representing cards in code was simple. Each card was just a block of variables that contained data such as a spell’s damage and its casting cost. The real trick would be imbuing Chaos with the nuanced strategy he and his friends loved about Wizard Wars. “Turns moved relatively quickly, but there were things you were supposed to keep secret,” Julian says. “One was the spells you chose.” 

	Wizard Wars made keeping secrets easy. Like any card game, players simply held their hand in a way that prevented others from sneaking peeks. Chaos, however, would be played on a single ZX Spectrum, so all players would gather around one screen. This meant players had to rely on the honor system. “There was a spell-casting phase, and during that phase, you had to ask other players to turn away from the screen while you chose your spell. Once everybody chose their spells, the action started: you moved creatures around, and you attacked, and so on. So you had that element of something hidden, something unpredictable, even though everyone was playing on the same screen.”

	Julian expanded secrecy by creating illusions. All creatures in Wizard Wars were real, flesh-and-blood beings. In Chaos, monsters could be corporeal or illusory, distractions that absorbed a rival’s spells and left him or her open to attack from real threats. “That gives you something you can keep secret from other players,” Julian explains. “The dice rolls were effectively hidden. When you see someone summon a creature, you don’t know whether it’s an illusion, or whether they succeeded in the virtual dice roll for casting the spell.”

	When players attacked with a creature in Wizard Wars, they rolled dice to define attack power while the player in control of the targeted creature rolled to determine defense. If the attack rating was higher than the creature’s defense, the creature was killed and removed from play. Without creatures to shield them or defensive spells such as a magic shield or a mount to ride, players could be targeted directly by other players’ spells. Julian liked the rapid back-and-forth facilitated by dice rolls, so it stayed in Chaos as processes that assigned random number values. “The feeling of vulnerability and uncertainty in combat worked well because even the smallest creature could kill the biggest creature. You may cast a dragon and go to attack a wizard, but he might kill the dragon with his eagle. Things could turn dramatically. It introduced a certain tension, and it made the game simpler; you didn’t have to look at stats all the time.”

	Monsters in Wizard Wars had no hit points and would have no hit points in Chaos either. If a die granted defense lower than the attacking player’s damage value, the monster died. The same ruled applied to wizards. Killing a wizard removed their creatures from the battlefield, opening up the risky but rewarding strategy of steering clear of monsters and going after wizards. Those rules set a brisk and exciting pace even with eight players clustered around one computer. “There were a lot of comments from players I found recently online, saying how they loved to play it with friends and family, sitting around a TV,” recalls Julian. “It was a relatively quick play. You had a lot of players sharing the same computer, and that was very difficult. Most games didn’t allow you to do that at all. It had a lot of unique qualities to it.” 

	However, Julian knew not all players would have seven, six, or even one other human around to play with at all times. Designing artificial intelligence (AI) was another goal for Chaos. Whereas BASIC bloated program size and memory requirements, assembly was leaner and faster. “It wasn’t very complicated but was actually very well-appreciated by the players,” Julian says of his AI. “You could have up to eight players, and any of them could be controlled by an AI. So you could have one player versus seven AI or could invite over a few friends. What some people did was they would have two to four people play, and the rest were AI.”

	A setting in the game let players adjust the difficulty from one to eight. On any setting, AI-controlled wizards favored distancing themselves from threats, leaving summoned creatures to hunt rivals for them. Other AI-driven systems were more random—or, appropriately, chaotic. The Gooey Blob and Magic Fire spells snaked across maps, damaging anything they touched. When an AI-controlled wizard selected such a spell, it aimed in the general direction of a player. 

	“The spell selection for the AI was entirely random, as far as I can remember, within limits,” Julian says. “The spell had to have some viable effects, but for all those spells, the AI selected them randomly. The only thing I had to do was make sure the spell had some useful effect. It was all significantly random, actually,” Julian admits with a laugh.

	Julian added features as Chaos grew. Disbelieve, a spell unique to the PC game, banished illusory monsters. He never wanted players to feel like they had no choice but to attack creatures only to become frustrated upon realizing they were illusions, so he gave all players access to Disbelieve from the start. However, he wanted the spell to be used strategically rather than as a habit: see a creature, cast Disbelieve to see if attacking it would be a waste of time. The structure of turns supported his wishes. Players could perform a single action per turn. One player might use a turn to summon a monster. The next player could cast Disbelieve as a precaution whether they believed the creature was corporeal or illusory, but that would use up their turn. 

	Julian wanted computer-controlled wizards to implement a semblance of should-I-or-shouldn’t-I critical thinking, so he modeled the AI’s usage of the spell according to how human players should wield it. “I believe I implemented an algorithm that said, Cast Disbelieve on creatures that are more difficult to cast, like dragons.” 

	Strategy permeated Chaos’s AI. Every creature came with a casting rate determined by factors such as its base power and whether the world leaned more toward chaos or lawfulness. Smart players waited until the world’s direction favored them before casting the biggest and toughest creatures, so Julian made the AI follow suit. “That’s what human players would do,” he explains. “Dragons have a very low successful casting rate, like 20 percent or something. So if there is a dragon on the field, you should probably cast Disbelieve to see if it’s even real. It’s very annoying when it is real, of course.”

	Reception to Chaos was neither random nor illusory. Published by Games Workshop in 1985, Julian Gollop’s latest strategy romp received high praise from publications of the day. CRASH magazine lauded the game’s animated monsters and special effects, colorful characters, and tactical depth: “Chaos serves up something that has long been needed in the computer games world, a game which can be played by a great number of players, not in a token sense but in a fully competitive framework whereby each player is actively involved.”

	Julian had as much fun making Chaos as he did grinning over reviews. He had accomplished his goal of writing artificial intelligence and of turning the game over to Games Workshop before Christmas, all the while cementing the lesson that accessibility enabled more players to give his games a try.

	More importantly, Chaos opened his eyes to a fundamental truth. He cared about game design exponentially more than he cared about university. Day and night, he neglected overdue assignments and exam prep so he could work on Chaos. He was having more fun than he’d ever had in his life.
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	CHAOS SOLD WELL, but Games Workshop pocketed most of its earnings. Julian finished his first year of university and made three decisions. First, he would continue with school. While he didn’t want to be there, he wanted his degrees in sociology and economics to show he had finished something. Second, he would once again juggle classes and another game, a sequel to his well-received Rebelstar Raiders.

	Third, he would not sign a contract with Games Workshop. For his sequel, titled simply Rebelstar, he would seek out and work directly with a publisher to ensure he stayed in the loop through production, release, and royalty payouts. Eager to dig in, he built on Rebelstar Raiders’ foundation by adding features he either hadn’t thought of or hadn’t known how to code before. On the technical side, players could scroll around the map, a major improvement over the single-screen-sized scenarios of the previous game. Objects such as explosive barrels afforded new opportunities such as luring or waiting for enemy units to move within range and then triggering an explosion to wipe them out in a single shot.

	One addition on Julian’s wish list was to delve into more realistic elements of combat. Rebelstar Raiders had made great strides in tactical considerations through features such as line of sight, but Julian wanted to explore how witnessing the death of a squad mate would affect a soldier’s psyche. Would they behave differently if their side were winning or losing? What toll would a long-drawn-out battle take on their ability to move and fight?

	To implement any of these ideas, Julian needed money. That prompted a fast development cycle. “At that stage, I was writing the game while I was in college, and I didn’t have much time to devote to it, and I really needed to get it published because I really needed the money. So I thought, Well, I’ll get this game done, because it’s based on what I’ve done before, and it’s playable.”

	Rebelstar scrapped its predecessor’s three maps for the sake of speeding up development, and because the addition of scrolling enabled Julian to create a single, expansive map rather than several game board-inspired playfields. Players could play solo and set the AI’s difficulty from one to eight, a carryover from AI in Chaos. Another takeaway from Chaos was that, according to reviews and word of mouth from his last game, players preferred cooperative play. Whether alone or with a second player, Rebelstar challenged armchair generals to take down an AI-controlled enemy by sneaking into a base and either destroying the rogue supercomputer ISAAC or eliminating all enemy forces.

	As before, players viewed Rebelstar from an overhead perspective and spent action points to deploy, maneuver, and take action with combat units. Aside from changes such as the larger, scrollable map, Rebelstar looked similar to Rebelstar Raiders. Below the surface, Julian granted combat units stats such as armor, endurance, and morale. The addition of RPG-like stats changed the perception of soldiers. Endurance, for instance, determined how effective a character was in combat before fatigue sapped its efficiency and forced players to rely on all their troops rather than treat one as an MVP. “You had to make sure your guys were rested a bit, or at least keep some guys fresh for when soldiers who were exhausted needed to retreat. I just wanted to go more into the simulation aspect: that human soldiers may have powerful weapons and armor, but they have drawbacks, Achilles’ heels that could come back at you in a bad way.” 

	Morale combined with stats had the biggest impact on how players viewed Rebelstar and on future strategy games. Humans were not robots or plastic pieces on a chess board. Members of an elite force, Rebelstar’s soldiers were grizzled, but they were also emotional and thus unstable, and thus human.

	“Human beings don’t want to get killed, and often, they don’t want to kill,” Julian says. “They don’t want to do what they’re there for, basically. If you’re going for a simulation of a battle, morale should very much be a factor. It makes your best-laid plans fall apart at the worst possible moment.”

	Most wargames distanced players from the realities of the battlefield. They painted plastic figures and moved them around a board or tapped keys on a keyboard and watched as crude graphics were updated to reflect movement. Rebelstar hit the glass wall separating players from the mental scars inflicted by battle just hard enough to create the first crack in its surface. The game’s audiovisuals were primitive, but that was hardly a concern. Managing the confidence of a team forced players to treat their troops, if not entirely as beloved characters or people, then as resources that might break down on them in battle.

	“When people play games, they often add their own stories, especially games of those times,” Julian says. To encourage that behavior, Julian named each character in Rebelstar. Players didn’t lose combat units. They lost Leon Trostky, or Leeder Krenon—ridiculous names, but names attached to people. 

	“I really enjoyed making character-based strategy games,” he says. “That was something I continued doing, both in fantasy-themed games and science fiction-themed games. I guess it was the role-playing sense: These characters are people with drawbacks and bonuses. They fight and die as individuals, but you’re controlling them as a team. It was more personal.”
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	JULIAN WROTE REBELSTAR through the summer of 1985. Sequestered in his flat on July 13, he marked up a printout of his assembly code while watching Live Aid, a benefit concert to raise money for the famine in Ethiopia that left millions dead or displaced. By the following summer, he had finished two more semesters of college and had found a publisher to distribute his completed game.

	Operating as a division of British Telecom, Telecomsoft was spun up after executives targeted video and computer games as one of the fastest growing markets in consumer technology. Telecomsoft diversified its software catalog by publishing games under Firebird, Silverbird, and Rainbird labels, with each label targeting certain price points. Firebird and Silverbird ranged from £2.50 to £9.99, with 8-bit games sold at lower prices than 16-bit games able to run on newer computers. Julian eyed Silverbird for Rebelstar, believing £2.99 the perfect impulse-buy mark. They agreed to publish it as a Firebird-branded game for only £1.99 on the condition that Julian add a single-player mode. That called for artificial intelligence at least as robust as what he’d designed for Chaos. 

	Julian fretted on the drive back to his flat. Rebelstar was supposed to be easy money: add new features that built on the popularity of Rebelstar Raiders and Chaos, then sell it and watch money roll in. Now his next school term was about to start, and he faced the dual threat of a full curriculum and long hours to fulfill Telecom’s request. His schedule was going to be brutal, perhaps the most arduous he’d faced yet.

	Despite the workload ahead of him, he knew adding AI was the right move. “I was getting desperate for money at that stage, but I knew I had a good game system. I knew it would go over well, especially among players. I knew it needed to be a certain quality to satisfy me personally.”

	Julian shut himself away in his room and coded. For the next two weeks, he skipped lectures, meals, and tests. When friends called or stopped by, he tersely explained that he was busy and kept working. Chaos’s AI made a good starting point, but Rebelstar demanded a more nuanced system. Chaos took place on a black screen with the occasional obstacle like a tree or rock on the playing field, like a drop of ink on a white tablecloth, so computer-controlled wizards and monsters had a relatively easy time finding their way around. Rebelstar’s map had walls, angles, rooms, corridors, terrain the AI had to learn how to navigate and use to its advantage, just like humans. “With Rebelstar, I had to put pathfinding in. I knew nothing about pathfinding algorithms, so I had to invent my own. I had to be extremely efficient because I had a tiny amount of memory to invent the AI in.” 

	Julian settled on two modes of navigation; which one kicked in depended on what the AI encountered as it moved. “One was the low level, and it was very simple. An AI-controlled unit would try to head toward its destination; if it met an obstacle, it would try to go around it very approximately. It can get around small obstacles easily. The high level was moving from one end of the map to the other with obstacles in its path.”

	To work out his algorithm for how the AI navigated from a starting point to a destination—and dealt with actors like obstacles and opponents between—Julian drew a map on paper and divided it into rectangular areas. Labeling each rectangle, he wrote a table that communicated how the AI should get to where it needs to go based on where it starts. “Say I’m going from rectangle A to rectangle F. I stored a value which says, ‘The adjacent rectangle to go to F would be C. In order to go from A to F, first I need to go to C.’ Then it would use the short-range, low-level pathfinding to go from one adjacent rectangle to the next.”

	Pathfinding was more guesswork than science in the mid-eighties, and Julian was still investigating practices, so Rebelstar’s AI ended up being simple. Players could exploit it by learning its weaknesses and playing to them, but Julian didn’t care. Telecomsoft had asked for a single-player option, and Julian’s AI got the job done. Best of all, the game ran efficiently. “I built that table up manually and coded it into the game manually. It’s very simple and very quick.” 

	Telecom accepted the game and signed Julian to a contract. He earned ten pence per copy sold, roughly a 10 percent cut. When his first royalty check arrived, he was stunned to learn Rebelstar had sold over 60,000 copies in three months, netting him around £6,000.

	Royalties poured in after he converted Rebelstar from the Spectrum to Amstrad’s CPC computer. A British electronics company founded in the late 1960s, Amstrad made consumer devices from TVs to cassette players for car stereos and sold its wares at low prices to stand out from competitors. After going public on the London Stock Exchange in 1980, Amstrad threw its hat into the home computer arena dominated by Commodore and Sinclair. Its line of CPC computers debuted with the 464, a rectangular all-in-one machine that boasted a keyboard and cassette deck for storage. Amstrad offered a CPC that came with a monochromatic (green text on black backdrops) monitor for £199, or the same model with a color display for a hundred pounds more. Both units ran cheap for the hardware they presented: a 4MHz processor, 64K of RAM, and a joystick port.

	Julian watched the CPC line gain traction. Aside from commercial reasons to support a popular platform—Amstrad eventually sold through two million in Europe—little separated the CPC from the ZX Spectrum in terms of code compatibility. A few changes and Rebelstar was suddenly available to another deep pool of consumers.

	At that point, Julian reevaluated his options. He could finish college and earn a degree he never intended to use, or he could keep making games.

	“It was the first time I had a royalty deal, and the first time I got to see some real sales figures,” he says of Rebelstar. “Ultimately, that encouraged me to think about, I really need to take this computer-game stuff seriously, at least from a business perspective. That’s when I quit college and started my own computer-game publishing and development company. So I left college—not immediately after publishing Rebelstar but at the end of the year.”

	 

	 


Chapter 4: Family Business

	JULIAN GOLLOP WAS UNAWARE OF how his friends at SLUG ran the company. In fact, he didn’t know for certain it had ever been formally established. Per their agreement, he made games and left business matters to them, so he wasn’t surprised to discover that Helmut “Woof” Watson, Norman Clive, and others had drifted from the company to chase other ventures and interests.

	The company’s gradual dissolution had no effect on Rebelstar. Julian had made the game, not SLUG, and Telecom ended up publishing it as a budget-priced Firebird game. With a stable publisher backing his work and having left college, Julian was unencumbered and ready to follow his dream of designing games full-time. Eventually.

	Based in Islington, North London, he lived in a seedy flat above a tailor shop. After closing, the owner invited friends and strangers alike into the shop for all-night gambling sprees. Julian tossed and turned above them. He had a lot of coding to do the next day; Telecom wanted a port of Rebelstar for CPC Amstrad computers. 

	The gambling crowd wasn’t entirely to blame, he admitted to himself as they carried on below. Young, employed, and in charge of his own destiny, Julian indulged in hobbies that captivated his mind but were not conducive to programming games. “I wasn’t exactly working hard,” he admits. “That’s because I got more interested in other things not connected with games. Politics, sex, drugs, and rock and roll—the usual things students get involved with.”

	Only Julian was no longer a student, and he could only fritter away so many days smoking weed before growing restless. He needed to do something constructive but was still fatigued from the stress of implementing artificial intelligence in Rebelstar and subsequently porting the game to the CPC. Then it came to him. “The idea with Rebelstar 2 was to do a quick sequel and not spend much time on it and get back to what we really wanted to do, but actually, I think it turned out a better game. It wasn’t a lot of work; mostly new graphics, a new map, and a few new game systems.”

	Julian had already done the heavy lifting in Rebelstar: coding AI, creating artwork for characters and weapons and special effects, and designing gameplay centered on soldiers’ morality and stats that affected their reliability in battle. To help, Julian teamed up with a friend, Ian Terry, whom he’d met at Red Shift and SLUG developer Julian Fuller’s house. While Julian had toiled through two years of college, Ian had designed Robot, a supplementary product for Laserburn, a pen-and-paper game where players built and commanded robots instead of wizards and elves. In 1987, around the time Julian emerged from his hedonistic stupor, Ian got hold of him and pitched forming a company together. Ian loved games as much as Julian, and the two talked about the latest board and computer games when they caught up. He had a name for his company, Target Games, and a logo. All he lacked was the business know-how to formalize his operation.

	Julian left his hole-in-the-wall flat in Islington and moved back in with his family in Harlow. His father, still an avid gamer and his son’s biggest fan, invested 16,000 pounds to rent an office space and pick up equipment Julian and Ian needed to get Target Games off the ground. The three men registered as co-owners, with the senior Gollop serving as a major shareholder and occupying a seat on the company’s board of directors. 

	“He was very confident in me being a good game designer, and because he was pretty much retired I guess he thought it could be something that also earned some money for him,” Julian explains of his father’s decision to invest and get involved in Target Games. “My dad had 40 percent, and Ian and I had 30 percent each.”

	Julian didn’t have to worry about getting paid on time. His father handled finances and popped into the office every Friday to check in. Otherwise, he left his son alone to do what he did best. Julian and Ian divided the work. Julian would write code on his trusty and still popular ZX Spectrum, while the nontechnical but artistic Ian produced artwork. Fans of James Cameron’s Aliens action-horror movie, Julian and Ian jettisoned Rebelstar’s space installations and supercomputers and replaced them with Thray 6, a planet rife with extraterrestrials whose visual design was overtly influenced by the Xenomorph in Aliens. Players must kill the alien queen—another plot point of Cameron’s film—and escape with eggs containing embryonic creatures.

	Maps in Rebelstar Raiders and Rebelstar resembled blueprints, with blue lines blocking out rooms and corridors against a black backdrop, and single-colored units denoting characters. Rebelstar 2’s terrain was more vibrant, featuring grass, rocks, and rivers that caught the eye and factored into tactical considerations such as line of sight. Players moved across the planet’s surface and into the queen’s nest, a lair of bloated blue walls and blood-red flooring.

	More than aesthetics elevated Rebelstar 2’s graphical pedigree. After players breached the nest, killed the queen, and escaped with her eggs, they had a finite number of turns to fight their way back to the shuttle before it took off, abandoning them. “The terrain was more of an obstacle because you’ve got a limited number of turns to get to the alien queen and escape to your dropship,” Julian explains. “It’s a race against time and the terrain was an obstacle you had to get through quickly.”

	Not only was a race against the clock great for tension it allowed Julian to exercise his storytelling muscles. Soldiers had names, as in the first Rebelstar, and the shock first-time players felt at having to turn around and sprint back to their ship while fighting off aliens livid over the death of their queen fleshed out the sequel’s lore and setting. A simple story, Julian knew, but a step beyond what he had accomplished before. 

	Rebelstar 2 made Target Games a name among fans of strategy titles. It also re-energized Julian, who felt ready to tackle a more ambitious project. He called it Laser Squad, a strategy title boasting improved graphics, more missions, and a deeper story. Julian’s plan was to write the game on the ZX Spectrum while Ian Tory, a friend of Ian Terry, wrote a conversion for the Commodore 64, which was picking up steam in the market. “Ian Tory was working on the Commodore 64 version, so he had to learn assembly language,” Julian recalls. “I was sort of helping him learn some stuff.”

	Monitoring progress from afar, Julian’s father grew displeased with the two Ians. Julian was spending too much time teaching Ian Tory assembly language, since he had no experience in that area. Meanwhile, Ian Terry slacked off more often than he worked. There wasn’t much art to do at the beginning of the project, he reasoned. Over several weeks, Terry scowled every time Julian’s father paid them a visit. Paranoid, he confided to Julian his belief that Mr. Gollop wanted to oust him from Target Games. That, Julian knew from conversations at home, was true. 

	Before the situation could get ugly, the two Ians handled it themselves. An accountant in the office next-door befriended Tory and Terry, and the three left to start their own game studio. “They sort of worked on a game, which I had a look at later on when they showed it to me, for the Commodore 64,” Julian says of his next meeting with Terry and Ian. 

	The impromptu partnership fell apart almost as fast as it had taken shape. “For some bizarre reason, they all fell out with each other,” Julian adds. “They were making a habit of it, basically. They worked on this game and sort of finished it, but it never got published.”

	Ian Terry’s absence left an art void in Target Games, and in Laser Squad. He’d been a 30 percent shareholder, but he and the Gollops had never codified what to do in the event a co-founder left the business. Target Games was just a name, so Julian and his dad shuttered it and started Mythos Games. Julian’s brother Nick joined as the third co-founder.

	Nick’s position in Mythos was born of convenience. “To be honest, I kind of drifted into it,” he says. “I was taking an economics degree, but I was becoming more invested in computing. Unfortunately, I didn’t get into the course I wanted, so I went back home and a couple of Julian’s friends who had started Target Games with him had dropped out of the company. I kind of filled the gap, so to speak.”

	Nick took over porting Laser Squad to Commodore 64, with Julian giving the final word on design. That was fine with Nick. He had his hands full learning 6502 assembly, the dialect compatible with the C64’s processor. His older brother helped when and where he could but had plenty of his own tasks to do. “I really had to teach myself to program because I hadn’t done a huge amount of programming up to that point,” says Nick. 

	Far from feeling stressed or put out, Nick threw himself into the assignment. “I’d always loved games and I think I’d always loved the idea of having fun at my own business or going into business with my brother rather than working for someone else.”

	Julian, too, was fueled by enthusiasm. “There are several things I wanted to do to improve the experience of the gameplay. One thing was the hidden unit system. This became a foundation of the tactical system later on in X-COM, and it was a very high priority in Laser Squad.” 

	 


Chapter 5: Overly Ambitious

	NICK GOLLOP SQUINTED THROUGH scope of his rifle, took a deep breath, held it, and squeezed the trigger. A single bullet exploded from the muzzle in a flash of fire and smoke. One soldier went down. In normal circumstances, that would spell the end of Nick’s turn. As he watched, he discerned that these circumstances were anything but normal. The bullet ricocheted and struck another hostile target. He fired again. Bullets streaked forward, spraying the walls and throwing up plaster and dust and flecks of stone.

	Almost, he thought.

	A few moments later, Nick leaned back in his chair and blinked, getting his bearings. He was back in the office of Mythos Games. He pressed a key on his keyboard, and all the tiny, pixelated soldiers and toxic-green terrain vanished. A few more keypresses, and lines of code filled his vision.

	“I remember doing the firing algorithms,” he says. “I think that was one of the first major tasks I did: Getting the bullets to shoot from one guy to the other, checking what they hit along the way, such as terrain or a character. That was quite a satisfying task to do.”

	Improving algorithms was one of many items on Julian Gollop’s agenda for Laser Squad, a spiritual successor to Rebelstar that would flesh out his strategy formula more than ever before. Another item on their to-do list was to implement what they called the hidden unit system. In Julian’s previous games, players got to see the entire map at all times. Laser Squad showed the map, but hostiles went unseen until players maneuvered at least one soldier into a position where line of sight revealed who lurked ahead. 

	Hidden units injected more realism and strategy into the gameplay loop and more tension. “You weren’t sure what was around the next corner, and you weren’t sure where the enemies were deployed,” Julian explains. “You could hear them moving around, but you couldn’t see them.”

	Julian considered his aptitude in game design worthy of a challenge as daunting as coding such advanced systems. Laser Squad’s AI would be more advanced, too, an ambition exhibited through patrol routes. While players moved their soldiers, enemies patrolled along set paths. Every AI-controlled unit walked a route, even the target players were assigned to assassinate in one of the game’s missions. Those paths even made sense; the target, for instance, would get up now and then to use the restroom, then return to his usual position.

	Laser Squad’s AI added to the impression that the game’s combat units were real people in perilous situations. “Once the AI spotted enemies, they had a sense of fight or flight,” says Julian. “That was the main decision they had to make. It was the pressure of, ‘Do I run? Or do I attack?’”

	Those improvements gave Julian more creative freedom. On paper, Laser Squad’s scenario seemed cut from the same cloth as those of other wargames, such as infiltrating the mansion of weapons manufacturer Sterner Regnix and assassinating him. Every moment held the potential to become an exhilarating, life-or-death standoff. Once inside the mansion, players had to search for their target. That put them at a disadvantage. The uncertainty of Regnix’s location, knowing they would have to sweep the place and put their characters at risk, seemed overwhelming—until players realized they could approach the mission any way they liked.

	“You can effectively come in from many places,” Julian says. “It allows the player to experiment with the initial strategy of, ‘Where should I deploy my troops?’”

	As in the Rebelstar games, Laser Squad asked players to command soldiers one at a time while monitoring resources such as ammo. Action points were used for movement and for expert tactics such as taking a faster but less accurate shot, or shooting more precisely at the cost of more action points. Choosing equipment carried as much weight as maneuvering in the field. Before deployment, players could arm each soldier with an assortment of weapons and gear. One soldier might carry sidearms, freeing them up for stealth. Another might pack a rocket launcher to lay waste to Regnix’s estate. Why search room to room when blowing holes in walls offered a faster, more obvious way forward? 

	Giving each soldier a rocket launcher seemed the ideal approach, but players had to think about each character’s encumbrance. The more gear they carried, the more limited their movement options. Morale and weight played off each other too: Even soldiers armed like walking tanks could panic and flee after seeing squad mates gunned down.

	Every approach came with consequences. Stealth-savvy players had to either slip by the droids patrolling the mansion grounds or neutralize them. Going in guns blazing meant lots of noise that brought droids down on them like hornets from a kicked nest. “For example, if you try to blow out the walls, you might expose some of the sentry bots who might shoot back at you the next turn,” Julian says. “If you try to sneak into the house, you might find that you’re outgunned if you meet more than one sentry.”

	Finding and assassinating Regnix was one of three scenarios in Laser Squad. The second involved assaulting a moon base in a nod to Rebelstar Raiders. In the third, players descended into mineshafts to free prisoners and then lead them back to the surface. All three amounted to Julian’s most ambitious effort yet, one that called for meticulously designed maps with many strategic possibilities and fine-tuned AI. Nick and Julian plotted out each scenario’s map by breaking it into points: critical positions such as objects that provided cover during firefights, obstructions to navigate around, junctures where parts of the terrain joined such as the front door connected to walls, and destructible elements. 

	As critical points came online, Nick and Julian wrote algorithms for the AI to navigate them. The brothers decided what to add, tweak, or remove through informal processes. They would talk at their desks while working, or chat over lunch, or take notes from play sessions. Then Nick, who owned most map-related tasks, got busy programming.

	“When we had more destructible terrain, points would have to be joined up so the AI would know it could now navigate through those points,” Nick says. “It would then associate either danger or a potential place to fire at enemies with those points.” 

	Every point, or piece of terrain, received a value so the AI could test the map’s layout and choose where to go based on what it needed to do. “Those algorithms developed over time, from simple stuff in Laser Squad to the AI in X-COM,” adds Nick.

	Julian gleaned some ideas from games he played. Outside of computer games, the industry itself inspired him. He liked board and card games whose manufacturers sold expansions that added more maps, gameplay mechanics, and stories. In the back of Laser Squad’s instruction manual, players could fill out a form and send away for expansion packs that added two scenarios apiece.

	“That was our ingenious business idea, I guess, to get extra revenue while bypassing distributors,” Julian says. “We sold them directly. We basically sold them with photocopied instructions and a cassette tape.”

	Laser Squad released on the ZX Spectrum in 1988 to rave reviews. Computer and Video Games magazine gave it a rare 97 percent score and proclaimed it “one of the hottest computer games” ever made. Popular British mag Your Sinclair awarded it a 9 out of 10 and, five years later, its readers voted the game into the number-five slot of the magazine’s top 100 games.

	Julian shifted to building content for Laser Squad’s expansions, which were just as well-received. Concurrently, Nick, who was still learning programming as they went along, put his skills to the test by converting Laser Squad from the ZX Spectrum to Commodore 64. He bought a book on 6502 assembly language that served as a roadmap, giving him a reference when he ran into problems. “There were some differences between the hardware that required special programming, but our games weren’t really reliant on any technical wizardry. The gameplay was the driving force, so conversion was just a matter of translating the game from one language to another,” he says.

	Nick had settled into his role as Julian’s co-developer. He’d always caught on to math quickly, and Julian guided him when he could by giving him tasks to concentrate on, which helped to narrow Nick’s focus to one new lesson or problem at a time. “I was more introverted than most people, so sitting down and doing stuff on the computer was fun for me. I’d go into a kind of zone while programming and I just enjoyed it.”

	The Mythos office, large enough to host half a dozen people, became the brothers’ game development lair. A portable stereo played CDs throughout the day as they worked on computers ranging from Julian’s beloved ZX Spectrum to the Commodore 64 and Atari’s 400 and 800 models. “It was good,” Nick says, reflecting on the company’s early days. “There was a Chinese place nearby, and we would go get lunch quite often. We’ve always been very close. We’ve never really had any major arguments, so that worked fine.”

	By the time Laser Squad arrived on ZX Spectrum, Mythos Games had only one squeaky wheel. “I guess there was a certain naiveté,” admits Julian, “the thought that we could do it all ourselves. We didn’t actually have that much money to spend on advertising and marketing the game. I think we were relying more on saying, ‘It’s Laser Squad, a new game from the makers of Rebelstar.’”

	Julian and Nick tried to broaden their reach by hiring an evangelist to visit shops and show off the game, but that relationship fizzed. Out of options, the brothers looked for a publisher. While leery of another publisher-developer relationship, Julian compromised by insisting any company they chose had to meet their one and only requirement. “We wanted a bigger slice of the pie because we were giving so much away to these other publishers,” Julian says.

	Nick agreed, and the brothers’ search led them to Jeremy Cook, a game developer who knew another developer called Tony Kavanaugh, head of Krisalis Software. Tony and Jeremy had set up another publisher, Blade Software Ltd., and took an interest in Laser Squad. “Not only would they publish the 8-bit formats, which was on the Spectrum, Commodore 64, and Amstrad CPC,” explains Julian, “but they would do a conversion for the 16-bit formats, which were the Atari ST and Commodore Amiga.”

	Blade Software agreed to Julian’s condition, and Nick turned over his code for Laser Squad’s port on Commodore 64. With it, developers at Blade could work on other conversions while Nick and Julian set their sights on their next project.
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	JULIAN SET ASIDE lasers, grenades, and droids. It was time, he decided, to return to one of his earliest creations, the wizarding wars of Chaos. Sales of the ZX Spectrum were still going strong in Europe. That platform would make an ideal launching pad for Lords of Chaos, a sequel he wanted to encompass everything he’d learned about game design over the past several years.

	Although Games Workshop owned the publishing rights to Chaos: The Battle of Wizards, the rights had reverted to Julian by the time he was ready to expand on what he viewed as one of his most threadbare games. Chaos was fun but lacked depth in mechanics and visuals. Julian wanted to design more than another tactics-heavy wargame. A fan of role-playing games, he stirred RPG elements into Lords of Chaos such as earning experience points through combat and equipping wizards with more powerful spells.

	“As you earn experience points, you can improve your wizard to go on to the next mission,” says Julian. “We added an option whereby you could just create a character for one particular scenario. I also had this idea because I still liked the idea of multiplayer, that some scenarios would be multiplayer and others would be single-player. The single-player-only ones would be more quest-type [scenarios] where there were certain objectives you had to complete.”

	Lords of Chaos included a character editor, accessible through a separate program that could be finicky on the cassette tape edition of the game; the version available on floppy disks worked much better, enabling players to invest more in the creation and evolution of their wizard. “In particular, the idea with multiple scenarios was that you had a wizard character you could carry over from one mission to the other. There’s a lot more of a role-playing element in it, I guess. I don’t think the idea of a tactical RPG existed.”

	Not all the systems and concepts of Chaos made the jump to its sequel. Instead of pushing players to battle one another and their summoned minions, players in solo or multiplayer sessions gathered treasure. “So, in theory, you might never encounter another wizard,” Julian says. After gathering treasure, they had to step through a portal that transported them to the next scenario, or mission. “That’s more important than battling because if you don’t get through, you’ve lost. There’s more of an emphasis on exploration, discovery, and finding treasures, rather than just killing your opponent.”

	AI-controlled wizards explored the world as well. Players could battle them and gain more experience or stick to treasure hunting. Unlike before, where a single hit toppled every creature and wizard, characters in Lords of Chaos had hit points, so battles became more tactical engagements. Other variables determined how players chased victory. The exit portal remained open for a set number of turns, encouraging wizards who crept around the map to move faster. Terrain was more sophisticated as well, such as forests impenetrable to the eye but able to be flown over and buildings with roofs that prevented flying creatures from dropping into them.

	“You’ve got two things,” Julian says of the gameplay. “You’ve got a sense of time running out, because the portal only remains open for so many turns, and you’ve got a sense of risk because you might bump into the enemy wizard and he might try to stop you from getting through the portal. He doesn’t have to kill you to win; he just has to stop you from getting through.”

	A few new spells stopped rather than killed players, leaving incapacitated wizards to either break free or sit and sweat while the portal’s remaining turns trickled away. One returning strategy from Chaos was deploying monsters for actions other than combat. As a way around their wizards’ finite action points, players moved their avatars into safe locations and continued exploring by controlling their monsters. Spells had levels, so players could specialize in one spell, or one type of spell, rather than learn lots of spells but master none.

	“You could create a really [combat-oriented] wizard by leveling up your enchant spells to create really powerful magic weapons,” Julian explains. “And if you rode into battle on something really tough, like an elephant, for example, you had quite a formidable force there.”

	Not all creatures consumed the same amount of action points. Players had to think several steps ahead and mete out action points as needed. Julian wasn’t sure that flavor of complexity made for a better game. “It was more sophisticated, but whether that sophistication made the game more interesting to play is still debatable. Lords of Chaos gave you a lot to manage. Once you’ve got lots of creatures moving around, trying to collect stuff—it can be a bit of a headache trying to remember what you’re doing with all of them.”

	Playing Lords of Chaos with friends, the main draw of the first Chaos, heightened the game’s intricacy. “I think it was more successful as a single-player experience because the multiplayer experience was a very slow game. On the Spectrum version, we played one multiplayer game with four players, and it took something like four or five hours,” Julian recalls. “I was getting into this idea of making games more complex and sophisticated, which is not always the best thing to do, of course. So I think Lords of Chaos was a less successful game, more of a nerdy game, for sure. There was more depth to it in terms of its game systems, but it lacked immediate accessibility, even compared to Laser Squad.”

	Nick and Julian converted Lords of Chaos to the 16-bit Atari ST, while Blade Software assigned in-house developers to convert the code to Commodore Amiga. Rather than clone the 8-bit version for the more powerful Atari ST, Julian and Nick reworked the design. “We wanted to make it more graphically appealing,” Nick remembers. “I had to do some optimization of code. That was mainly something that I used to do. If there were areas of the game that weren’t running fast enough, I’d change algorithms to see if I could make things run quicker.”

	Lords of Chaos on Amiga boasted animated sprites and backgrounds, such as swamps that bubbled and spit, characters that walked in place while awaiting orders, and candle flames that guttered as if teased by wind. The 16-bit conversion also featured a new gameplay mechanic, the fog of war, that tied in with enhanced visuals. A military term describing the uncertainty of a situation, fog of war had been incorporated into board games to hide pieces by turning them facedown or away from opposing players. Julian and Nick implemented fog of war in Lords of Chaos by cloaking unexplored terrain in darkness.

	“The map was revealed according to what your creatures could see, so the game used a lot of line-of-sight checks in the 16-bit versions,” says Julian. “In the 8-bit versions, the map was just there. We were really reaching the limits of what you could do on a Spectrum in terms of the sophistication of the game.”

	“That became a major part of the tactical games that we did and added quite a lot to the gameplay,” Nick adds. “It made our games more distinct from the board games Julian had been designing; these were games that could really only be done on the computer.”

	Despite its complexity, Julian and Nick hoped Lords of Chaos would prove as commercially successful as Laser Squad. Then a distributor phoned Julian asking when he could expect the hundreds of copies he’d ordered from Blade Software. “That set alarm bells ringing,” Julian says.

	The brothers investigated and discovered that Blade Software had been mired in financial problems. That only increased their anxiety: Were distributors missing copies of Lords of Chaos because Blade didn’t have the funds to manufacture more games and boxes? The game made its way to retail slowly. Months later, Julian and Nick waited on royalty checks that never arrived. They confronted Jeremy Cook and Tony Kavanaugh, who assumed they would publish the next project from Mythos Games. “You’re not getting Laser Squad 2 unless you pay us our outstanding royalties on Lords of Chaos,” Julian told them.

	Rather than keep working and hope the checks would arrive, the Gollops dropped Blade. “We realized we needed to find a good publisher for our next project, which is what we did,” says Julian.
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	JULIAN’S AND NICK’S parents knew their sons were working hard and were happy to lend support. “We just wanted to make games,” Nick says, “but if you want to run a company, you’ve got to get money coming in to survive. It was difficult. We had lots of support from our parents throughout our first thirty-some years. Without them, without their backing, I don’t think X-COM would have seen the light of day.” 

	As the brothers’ skill at programming blossomed, their knowledge of the market grew in parallel. Julian in particular had played games as far back as he could remember. For Laser Squad 2, he looked beyond the wargaming market for hits in other genres and on other platforms. One such was Wolfenstein 3-D, id Software’s seminal first-person shooter that traded slow-paced strategic thinking for frenetic shooting.

	Julian first encountered the game when visiting a friend who played on MS-DOS, Microsoft’s operating system and the dominant platform on PCs in the United States. “This was 1991, the heyday of the Commodore Amiga, and to a lesser extent the Atari ST. Wolfenstein 3-D was one of the first games I played that made me think the PC really had a great future. We had PCs because we used them to develop Lords of Chaos, but they weren’t good enough to play Wolfenstein, but I think the technology was more impressive than the game for me.”

	Another eye-opening game, shown to him by the same friend, was Sid Meier’s Railroad Tycoon, a simulation where players built a railroad and the ecosystems to support it. Playing it reminded Julian of one of his favorite school projects, a simulation-style game where he and his classmates had to build a railroad across the United States. The assignment was orchestrated by his geography teacher, who loved board games almost as much as Julian. “I just thought Railroad Tycoon was amazing. The level of detail in the simulation made it almost a sandbox approach to strategy gaming, which was really cool. And it was about trains, which was pretty cool as well. Not many games are about trains.”

	In terms of design, Wolfenstein and Railroad Tycoon could not have been more different, but they shared one trait that excited Julian: their availability on the PC. “In Europe, the Amiga was the dominant machine for a while. But we weren’t just interested in the European market anymore. We thought, Well, we want to reach strategy-game players. A lot of them are in North America, and most of them are probably using PCs. We were correct in that.”

	Laser Squad 2 would premiere on the PC. Julian hadn’t written design documents—exhaustive descriptions of a game’s mechanics, art style, and business analysis—for his other games, and he didn’t need one now. All he needed to do was upgrade the first game’s systems and technical details and implement two major changes. For the first, he would eschew the top-down perspective he had used since Rebelstar Raiders and Chaos in favor of an isometric view, like the angle of a security camera mounted in the corner of a room. The second was a simulated three-dimensional space where projectiles such as rockets and bullets traveled in more directions.

	“Bullets could travel up and down as well as left and right,” Julian says of the Laser Squad 2 demo. “We tried to model three dimensions more accurately in a game. Bullets could also go through windows and be blocked by intervening obstacles in the terrain.”

	As Julian coded a demo to shop around to publishers, he and Nick drafted a list of publishers to approach. To make their list, a publisher had to meet certain criteria. One was an international reputation so they could be sure their game would succeed abroad and at home in the UK. The other was experience publishing strategy games.

	They narrowed their picks down to two. There was Domark Limited, a British publisher founded in 1984 and known for Eureka!, a text adventure based on European history and developed by Ian Livingstone, co-founder of Games Workshop. Domark’s founders had reached out to Nick and Julian during development of Laser Squad. The time hadn’t been right then, but maybe the relationship could work now. (In 1995, publisher Eidos acquired Domark, only to be snatched up by British publisher SCi in 2005 and, in 2009, sold to Square Enix, which renamed the studio Square Enix Europe.) 

	Their top choice, their dream of dreams, was MicroProse, known for flight combat games and strategy titles made by Julian’s new hero, Sid Meier.

	“For us, they were the number-one strategy game publisher,” Julian says. “They were US-based, and all their games were coming out of the US. It was a long shot, but we still thought MicroProse was the best.”

	Nick adored Sid Meier’s Civilization, a game where players started with a single settler and built an empire across multiple epochs, but doubted a company as big as MicroProse would look twice at Mythos. 

	“In fact, when Julian said, ‘We should take Laser Squad 2 to MicroProse,’ I thought, I don’t think MicroProse will be interested. Julian’s being overly ambitious here.”

	 

	 


Chapter 6: A MicroProse Game

	JOHN WILBUR STEALEY SR. BRACED for impact, but it did no good. His biplane streaked toward the surface like a meteor and broke apart in a burst of fire. Stealey sat back, unharmed but satisfied. He had put 75,000 points on the board in Red Baron, an arcade game by Atari where players flew WWI planes for the Allies. Red Baron seemed tailor-made for someone with his experience.

	Known as “Wild Bill” to his buddies in the air force, Stealey graduated from the United States Air Force Academy in 1970. He served as an instructor for the Pennsylvania Air National Guard, flew A-37 attack aircraft, and retired from the military at the rank of lieutenant colonel. He knew his way around airplanes and dogfighting. 

	His current milieu, a video arcade at the MGM Grand Hotel in Las Vegas, was less familiar to him. Stealey was attending a meeting held by his company, a defense contractor based in Baltimore. He’d struck up a conversation with a young programmer named Sid Meier, and now the two of them spent their break in the hotel’s arcade. Stealey was out of his element, but Meier soaked up all the neon lights and sound effects like a sapling starved for water. As they walked, Stealey pointed out Red Baron’s cabinet, a huge chunk of plastic crafted into a biplane-style cockpit. The game’s graphics were black-and-white, and drawn from lines, but that made no difference to the air force veteran. Confident in his 75,000 points, he challenged Meier to knock him from the top of the high score list.

	Stealey folded his arms and stood straighter as Meier settled into the cockpit. This, he knew, was a sure thing. Meier was bright and quiet, more comfortable behind a keyboard than among the clouds where hostile planes buzzed and swooped. His grin melted as Meier handled the controls easily and shot down plane after plane after plane. His score ballooned until it hit 150,000, when the pilot’s reign of terror finally ended.

	Stealey demanded an explanation as Meier climbed out of the cockpit. The answer, his colleague said, was simple. He was a systems analyst. As he had watched Stealey’s turn at the controls, his eyes had pierced the screen and fed the game’s algorithms to his programmer’s brain, picking up on what actions the game was most likely to take.

	Then, without a trace of hubris, Meier made a bold claim. Give him a couple weeks, and he could design a better game on his computer at home. Intrigued, Stealey promised to sell it.

	Meier’s prediction slipped by two months, but he emerged with Hellcat Ace, a flight combat simulator like Red Baron but with full-color graphics. The top three-quarters of the screen showed a first-person view of their cockpit as Japanese fighters and bombers swooped toward them. The bottom portion of the screen displayed instrumentation such as engine power, altitude, fuel, and ammo. Impressed, Stealey traveled from store to store, pitching Hellcat Ace and selling fifty copies right away. 

	Stealey and Meier co-founded MicroProse, short for the micro-pros who designed computer games. Their sales reached $200,000 in the first year thanks to Meier’s jaw-dropping graphics and gameplay and Stealey’s guerrilla sales tactics. First, he’d call a computer store and ask for Hellcat. When the clerk admitted they had no such game, Stealey would throw a fit, screaming and yelling at them for not carrying the product. He repeated this tactic with several stores, pretending to be a different customer each time. After three weeks, he called back, introduced himself as a representative of MicroProse, and the clerk perked up and asked to order Hellcat. 

	Meier and Stealey repeated their success by developing and selling more flight combat sims. Intrigued by simulations of all shades, Meier branched out to create games like Sid Meier’s Railroad Tycoon. Stealey and Meier remember the events that prompted them to put Meier’s name on their games differently. According to Stealey, the idea came from comedian and Hollywood star Robin Williams, whom they met at a Software Publishers Association meeting. In his memoir published in 2020, Meier wrote that Stealey, concerned that Meier’s interest in making games other than flight simulators would hurt MicroProse’s sales, asked him to put his name on each product so fans of Hellcat and similar titles would recognize it and give other games a chance. The first product to incorporate this strategy was 1987’s Sid Meier’s Pirates! 

	As Meier and MicroProse’s growing team of developers turned out hit after hit, the company expanded to other countries and branched out into other types of games. Sid Meier’s Civilization, its most successful product yet soon after its release in 1991, transplanted characteristics of 4X board games into the growing home computer market. MicroProse became known as the Civ company, and its managers scouted for developers working on similar games so they might publish them.

	Later that year, Julian and Nick Gollop received an invitation from Peter Moreland, deputy director of development at MicroProse UK, to visit the office in the southwest England town of Chipping Sodbury and show off their demo. The Gollops pulled up chairs, and Moreland popped in the disk and played as they explained how things worked. Technically, the demo boasted a smooth-scrolling isometric map and soldiers able to move around terrain populated with enemies. Two players could have a go, and combat had a pseudo-3D feel. 

	Moreland told the Gollops he would discuss the demo with his team, then continued tinkering after they left. “They were very passionate about what they were doing, those boys,” he says. “Most stuff you look at and straightaway you’ll go, ‘Nope. It’s no good.’ These guys were good at what they were producing. It was strategic and what we were looking for. It was worth saying, ‘If you can mold it more toward the stuff we want, we’ll be happy to go with it.’”

	For a second opinion, Moreland called Stephen Hand into his office. A designer himself, Hand watched for a few minutes. Soldiers wore silver suits and helmets that looked like fishbowls. Other visual elements were impressive, such as the single level of terrain that offered opportunities for cover and slick shots, but the gameplay flow seemed erratic. “The demo ran a little too quickly,” Hand recalls. “That, coupled with the short, choppy animation stride of the soldiers, led to the demo being nicknamed Mince Squad. We never called it Mince Squad in front of Mythos, of course. And I have to admit I do have a clear memory of me and Pete almost in tears of laughter at these 1950s goldfish-bowled astronauts mincing about the screen, spinning at right angles and squirting shots in all directions.”

	Like Moreland, Hand disregarded the demo’s too-quick pacing. That could be dialed in should they contract the Gollops to build out a full game. Moreland asked him what he thought, and Hand answered honestly: It was fine but nothing impressive. Then Moreland asked teasingly if he knew who had made the demo. Hand admitted he didn’t even know the name of the game or if it even had a working title. 

	Moreland grinned. “Julian Gollop.”

	Those two words decided Hand. A producer and project manager, Hand campaigned hard to sign Mythos over the next few days. Managers, including Moreland, expressed doubts, but Hand held firm. He adored the original Laser Squad and insisted that MicroProse publish its sequel. Or rather, he elaborated, publish a game based on the demo’s promising underpinnings. “I wanted to sign up Mythos and then set about creating the game I wanted. I didn’t particularly want to sign the demo I was seeing. In gameplay terms, it actually felt a step backwards from Laser Squad. But then, I was used to seeing stuff in early stages, so it was all about sensing potential and trusting the developer.”

	Moreland agreed with Hand but couldn’t make the final call. MicroProse had been founded in the United States, and that branch had to sign off. Moreland ran the demo by Paul Hibbard, the studio’s director of publishing. “The MicroProse development team of which Peter Moreland was a key member would scour Europe for potential games,” Hibbard says. “Laser Squad 2 was a ‘Peter find,’ which he brought to me.” Hibbard saw potential in the demo and gave Moreland the go-ahead to move forward.

	Hand and Moreland called Julian and gave him the good news, and to inform them of what they would need to bring to the meeting.
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	FROWNING, JULIAN HUNG up the phone and turned to Nick. MicroProse UK wanted them to come in and discuss Laser Squad 2, but they couldn’t come empty-handed. “They requested a storyboard of the game. I was very confused by this request. I mean, how do you storyboard a strategy game? It’s not a film.”

	Julian envisioned an introduction sequence that set the stage for the tactical gameplay to follow. When he and Nick arrived at MicroProse UK toting their storyboards, they were shown into a room where ten developers waited. Pete Moreland introduced the brothers to Mike Brunton, one of the studio’s designers, and Steve Hand. Moreland would manage the project, and Hand and Brunton would chime in as needed. Tim Roberts, a producer who Moreland planned to assign to the project, was there, along with Rob Davis from the marketing department. If the studio was to make a new game, marketing needed to know what it was so they could prepare materials for it.

	With pleasantries out of the way, Moreland got down to business. They liked the demo but were less enthusiastic about producing Laser Squad 2. Moreland wanted a bigger game. Julian asked him to define bigger. He half expected Moreland to reference Civilization and was not disappointed. “They wanted an equivalent of the Civilopedia in the game,” Julian remembers, speaking to Civilization’s in-game reference manual detailing every unit, building, and technological evolution in the game’s research tree.

	“Contrary to what people might think, there wasn’t too much visibility below executive level of MicroProse US pre-release software in the UK office and vice versa,” Hand says, “so my feeling is that Mike and Pete would have seen final, release copies of Civ. I remember seeing boxed copies of Civ lying all around the UK office as people played it.”

	Moreland viewed the Civilopedia as one of many features to work into Mythos’ game, and something greater. Civ was successful in part because of its grand scope. The UK studio wanted a game that could compete. “Looking back, I think there was a rivalry between the US and UK offices,” says Mike Brunton, designer. “I may be being unfair, but I think the US saw us Brits as country bumpkins who didn’t really get the whole PC gaming thing but were good for lightweight games on other systems. Partly, of course, this was because UK coders didn’t work on PCs: they were all people who’d grown up programming Sinclair machines and BBC Micros.”

	“We were looking to compete with what our American brethren were producing, which were much bigger games. What Julian and Nick had was, although a strategy game, it was small scale,” Moreland says.

	“At the senior level, we were trying to make MicroProse UK successful, so this kind of competition was to be expected,” adds publishing director Paul Hibbard.

	MicroProse UK knew that most of the company’s games made in the US and brought overseas did well. However, games produced in the UK didn’t always translate to the States. They wanted something that proved to their peers they were just as adept at making a bestseller. “Hence the requirement to do a ‘bigger’ strategy game that would have the same perceived weight as Civilization,” Brunton continues. “It’s pretty remarkable that Civilization and X-COM came out of the same company, at much the same time, and are both still spawning sequels twenty-plus years later.”

	To Julian, interest in making a bigger and bolder game came as fantastic news. “It was really cool because I ultimately had designs to make more involved games, especially on the PC.”

	While both parties agreed that the game needed to broaden its scope, no one seemed able to articulate precisely how they should go about doing that. The meeting went for half an hour, then an hour, then ninety minutes. “To be honest, it wasn’t going that well,” Moreland says of the discussion. “We were going around in circles without much being decided. I was becoming quite frustrated. No one agreed about the way it should go.”

	Then Moreland was struck by an idea: How did Julian feel about aliens? When Julian stared in reply, clearly confused, Moreland elaborated. A lot of the guys were fans of UFO, a short-lived British TV series from the 1970s that centered on the covert efforts of a government organization to prevent alien invasions. Producer and director Gerry Anderson collaborated with his wife, Sylvia, to develop an action-adventure series influenced by UFO sightings reported during the late ’60s. The Andersons added the terrifying concept of aliens abducting and harvesting humans for organs, a notion inspired by cardiac surgeon Christiaan Barnard who attained fame for performing groundbreaking transplant operations. Set in a dystopian 1980s, UFO courted an adult audience by weaving in mature themes such as characters struggling to hold down personal lives while working on top-secret work and dark scenes of murder, abduction, and dissections. 

	“They also had a moon base with an interception squad and a satellite surveillance system called SID: Space Intruder Detector,” Moreland says. “That was kind of how the stage was set for chasing UFOs.”

	Julian hadn’t watched UFO and was concerned with how aliens would affect his game’s design. The designers pointed out the importance of a good hook. “It’s not enough to have a really cool game that plays well,” explains Brunton. “As soon as you say ‘UFO,’ you’ve raised certain expectations in your audience. People know what’s coming when you tell them you’re doing a UFO game: flying saucers, mysteries, and bug-eyed monsters invading Planet Earth. The idea has instant traction, and it’s easier to market a game that is based on something that people already know than to sell the idea behind the game as well as the game itself.”

	Stephen Hand can’t remember who suggested the UFO-inspired theme in internal meetings prior to talking with Julian Gollop. He recalls being one of its most enthusiastic supporters and shepherding the theme’s incorporation. Laser Squad 2 was a blank slate. There was no story and only a vague setting. Without a hook, it boiled down to a generic spaceman-with-ray-guns-versus-alien-bugs encounters. A strong theme would bring it up to MicroProse’s lofty standards. “In its heyday, one of the tasks MicroProse UK excelled at was to take people’s diverse demos and ideas and to work with those people, if they wanted, to transform their original vision into ‘a MicroProse Game,’” he says. 

	MicroProse UK’s team knew their target demographic. Male, college kids to middle-aged, patient, and detail-oriented. These customers bought MicroProse products not just for the strategy game in the box but for the box and its goodies: huge manuals that added color to the product’s lore outlined its baffling but nuanced control schemes and hinted at all the advanced concepts they’ll have access to as they played.

	Games branded with the MicroProse logo conveyed a verisimilitude that grounded players in their setting. Centering the Gollops’ game on alien invaders and the dread they inspired would transform their demo from a generic space setting into a world teeming with details and a worthy peer to Civilization.

	Hand and the others impressed on Julian the value of setting the game on earth rather than in space. Players would respond better if events unfolded in their backyard, so to speak, rather than on a fictional planet. They wouldn’t just be fighting to kill aliens. They would be fighting to save their friends and family.

	The meeting adjourned, and Julian busied himself with research. He bought video tapes of UFO episodes and gravitated to the concept of organizations that intercepted alien ships from locations such as moon bases. “That influenced the design, although we didn’t have moon base interceptions,” he says. “We intercepted ships in the air and again on the ground when they landed.”

	Although Julian came to understand MicroProse UK’s enthusiasm for UFO, he didn’t care for many of its elements. The aliens, in particular, were boring. Too humanoid, too recognizable as actors in bad costumes. He preferred designs chronicled in Alien Liaison: The Ultimate Secret by Timothy Good. Ostensibly nonfiction, Good’s book covered everything from the mythology of aliens and their spaceships to the Men in Black to abductions and experimentation to comments from Bob Lazar, an employee at Area 51 who claimed the government had seized nine flying saucers and attempted to reverse-engineer them. Further, Lazar asserted the government had captured and interrogated aliens and flipped the script by dissecting them for their organs.

	Good’s book also displayed classic interpretations of extraterrestrials, including the now-ubiquitous little gray men. “The actual alien, the main alien I wanted, was the little gray-man character,” says Julian. “My original designs for the aliens were very limited; I think I had about four or five types. There were some robots and some monster types. But I wanted the little grays to be the main alien type.”

	Julian folded other ideas from Alien Liaison such as the concept of aliens mutilating cattle into his design. Stephen Hand recalls Pete Moreland championing the idea, which Moreland took from issues of Fortean Times, an ongoing British magazine that delves into strange happenings. “Julian remembers that after meeting with us, he went away and researched real UFO sightings and abduction stories. And yet I do have a strong recall of that being Pete’s focus. Maybe this was something Pete developed later.”

	MicroProse and the Gollops held another meeting. With everyone in agreement on theme and project scope, both parties signed a contract to publish UFO: Enemy Unknown, the perfect title for a strategy game meant to evoke mystery and dread over faceless enemies. 

	Much later in development, Stephen Hand, Pete Moreland, and Mike Brunton brainstormed names for the elite organization that players would control in their effort to intercept and eradicate invaders. Julian had pitched several such as DISC (Defense Intelligence Security Corporation) but wasn’t attached to them. Brunton wanted a name that evoked the coolness of US military jargon like DEFCON. “I was the military history specialist with almost every Jane’s Recognition manual on my desk,” he says, “and proposed a few names as sounding like military nomenclature, a bit like NATO or US military organizations. US Central Command, for example, gets abbreviated to CENTCOM.”

	One of Brunton’s suggestions was XCON, for eXtraterrestrial CONtact Force. Hand populated his list with more generic titles; he preferred Brunton’s name but saw two problems with it. “XCON” sounded too much like ex-convict, and “contact” was too soft-sounding for an organization of hardened soldiers who fought and died to protect earth against ruthless alien invaders.

	Moreland pushed Hand to make the final call. Staring at his computer screen, Hand made a quick change, then considered the result.

	X-COM, short for eXtraterrestrial Combat. 

	“And BOOM—there you have it,” Hand says. “Mike Brunton deserves 95 percent of the credit. But staring at that screen, looking at the list of names, I had no idea I was about to create a brand.”

	 

	 


Chapter 7: Landscapes

	JULIAN AND NICK GOLLOP SIGNED a contract with MicroProse UK in 1991. The agreement granted them approximately 3,000 pounds per month (roughly $2,224 in 1991) to tide them over while they developed UFO: Enemy Unknown, which the publisher estimated should take eighteen months. 

	“They didn’t really have any sophistication about planning a development release schedule for a game,” says Julian. “It was eighteen months: that’s how long these games take, so that’s how long it will be. Of course, it took a lot longer, almost twice as long as that, which got us quite worried, actually.”

	Nick was content with the arrangement. “To have proper funding made a huge difference to us. Before, we didn’t really have money.”

	At the start of the project, MicroProse UK’s Pete Moreland asked Julian to give Mike Brunton and Stephen Hand a design document. Julian was as confused by this request as he had been by MicroProse’s earlier call for a storyboard. “When I produced an initial game design document for them, which was about twelve pages long—I’d never written a design document before, by the way—it was a very high-level thing. It didn’t go into a lot of detail,” Julian admits.

	Design documents have grown into understood constructs. Developers write them to explain a prospective game’s art style, atmosphere, gameplay systems, and production needs, costs, and a timetable with milestone dates for completing tasks and showing playable builds or demos of the game to the publisher. In the early ’90s, they were virtually unheard of.

	Steve Hand called Julian to complain. The design document was so poor, he declared, that if not for his love of Laser Squad, he would have dropped the project. Julian returned to the MicroProse UK office to walk them through his plans. “I think they were happy enough with the explanations I gave, but clearly the document wasn’t good enough.”

	The meeting illuminated Enemy Unknown’s grand scope. Players would fight back against aliens through two interfaces. The first, called the Geoscape, showed a view of earth from space. Players started with a base in a random location on the globe and built others to more quickly research technologies, build weapons, train soldiers, and more. The Battlescape interface took place on earth, where players deployed and positioned their soldiers to hunt down aliens.

	Julian’s breakdown of the design document gave MicroProse UK’s team a chance to weigh in on all aspects of development. For instance, Julian’s document included sketches of aliens players would encounter. Steve Hand raised concerns about the artwork. “The original aliens were boring or comical. Some graphics were almost childlike,” Hand remembers.

	Hand realized he and Julian were approaching aliens from different perspectives. He was thinking of creatures seen in Marvel comics, classic horror films such as Dracula remade by British production studio Hammer Film Productions, and Gerry Anderson’s UFO show. Julian seemed to have a more contemporary vision, such as abductees taken by flying saucers, experimented on, and dropped back to earth with no memory of the encounter. Little gray men worked as a cultural touchstone, Hand thought, but the rest of Julian’s sketches portrayed fantasy creatures such as gnomes or Vikings with floppy faces and elephantine noses.

	Moreland assigned Tim Roberts as Enemy Unknown’s project manager, and Roberts, with input from MicroProse UK’s art directors, added John Reitze and Martin Smillie to handle artwork. Reitze had been busy drawing sketches of aliens, so Julian, Brunton, and Hand went to Reitze’s office to look at what he’d come up with. “We went down to John’s computer and he had a whole selection of sprites. Steve Hand and I picked from those sprites which aliens would be in the game,” Julian remembers.

	The guys were impressed by Reitze’s creations. He had combined the artistic flair of Marvel artist Jack Kirby, renowned for illustrating characters with distinctive texture and line weight and recognizable symbols such as a soldier holding a rifle to communicate visually a character’s intent, with Japanese-influenced portraits far ahead of their time in 1991. “John had a superb art style that everyone at MicroProse thought was brilliant for the game. It was manga-esque,” says Mike Brunton. “And it was a way of MicroProse giving added value to the product: Day-to-day design and coding was being handled extremely well by Julian and Nick. Art was an area where we could bring something really worthwhile to the party.”

	“I didn’t talk too much to John directly,” Hand says, “but I’d helped to form John’s brief, and I looked at all his finished work and was involved in choosing which graphics we planned to ‘persuade’ Mythos to like most.”

	Julian recalls little persuasion. “I think I did most of the picking, and I was trying to pick things that would be interesting in terms of what aliens could be doing,” he says. “From the images John made, I had to sort of retrofit what the alien was about and what was his role in the alien hierarchy.”

	MicroProse UK and the Gollops sorted aliens into low, medium, and high threat categories. Sectoids, the most common type, resembled the classic “Grays,” or little gray men. Sectoids wore no armor and fell easily to most weapons, but packs of them could overwhelm players who grew reckless. The aliens hailed from different species, and each species had special fighters known as terror units that intentionally challenged players’ understanding of low, medium, and high threats. Terror units accompanied standard units such as Sectoids on more difficult missions, but wise players viewed low-threat invaders such as the Reaper, a bipedal creature coated in armor and able to chew on players at close range, as formidable obstacles. Any alien was a dangerous alien.

	John Reitze showed off more alien types in Enemy Unknown’s striking introduction cinematic, painting in vibrant colors that came to life over MicroProse UK composer John Broomhall’s eerie score. UFOs arrived on earth and unleashed aliens such as the purple-skinned Muton, a behemoth outfitted with high-tech weaponry. That was when the X-COM Force hit the scene. Soldiers clad in space-age armor opened fire with heavy-duty rifles and machine guns. The invaders roared their fury before fleeing back to their spaceships. With the attack squashed, the X-COM Force returned to base to tend to their wounded and continue surveillance, knowing that another large-scale attack was a matter of when, not if.

	Reitze’s use of colors, smooth animation, and scenes that flowed perfectly between unsettling and action-packed galvanized the team. It also set the table for players’ primary mission. Obliterating aliens was step two. Step one as commander of the X-COM Force was to win the allegiance of earth’s governments, who would repay X-COM’s loyalty and protection with funding for players to perform research and train their army.

	“Everyone loved it,” Hand remembers, “and it seemed to crystalize more clearly than anything previous what the finished game should be trying to represent: violent, comic book action, with a dark, realistic kick.”

	The team dreamed up more alien types than they could use. Mike Brunton proposed an editing program for players to create invaders. “Once the tactical, turn-based combat was going to be linked to an alien invasion game and planetary defense management system, those ideas fell by the wayside,” he says.

	Another unused monster, men in black as created by Julian, would have infiltrated governments to sew dissension in countries funding the X-COM Force. Over several turns, funding from those countries would dwindle as the aliens spread. “We were told to remove the men in black from the game because MicroProse had another title in development which featured men in black, and they didn’t want it to conflict with UFO,” remembers Julian. “That game never saw the light of day. So it was on a bit of a whim that we removed it, and a bit silly, really, given the success of the Men in Black film, which came later.”
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	THE FOLLOW-UP meeting concerning Julian’s design document had adjourned with everyone having a better understanding of Enemy Unknown’s creative direction. With the fundamentals in place, the team expanded on them, starting with the X-COM Force. 

	Players drummed up support for their organization by building bases in each country and defending those countries from aliens. Funding for research and production increased as governments threw their weight behind X-COM. From the Geoscape, players managed research, production, and bureaucratic relations. The Geoscape was a three-dimensional globe designed to give players an at-a-glance state of the war against the invaders. Arrows to either side of the globe could be clicked to rotate left and right, while another set of buttons zoomed in and out. Other UI components let players choose what to research and build. They needed to train soldiers to face the alien invaders and weapons and ammo for squads to carry into battle, bearing in mind that soldiers could become overburdened in the field. 

	“Having an interface that showed the whole earth was a good way to give control,” Julian says. “Nick was the guy who programmed it.”

	Intimidated yet excited by 3D programming, Nick purchased a reference book and, with a world map close by for reference, programmed triangular sections that fit together to form a globe. Conducting research, training soldiers, building weapons—everything consumed time in Enemy Unknown. By default, time passed second by second. Instead of waiting around while research or production finished up, players could speed up the timer by hours or days by clicking buttons on the Geoscape interface. A shadow oozed across the globe as night descended on regions of earth.

	“For night and day, I had to work out where the circumference of the night-and-day border would be, the coordinates,” Nick explains. “Then I would shade coordinates on the night and day sides, and the ones in the middle stayed in between night and day. That worked really well. It added to the atmosphere and helped you feel more involved in the game.”

	“What he did there was an innovative bit of 3D programming for the time,” adds Julian. “I don’t think there was any other game that had such an earth-view simulation going on.”

	Julian’s infatuation with maps dated back to his introduction to board games and helped shape the Geoscape’s creation. He had once designed a board game that took place all over the globe but mothballed it after it proved too complex to play with paper and pencils. Enemy Unknown had the advantage of being a computer game. “I wanted the strategic level of the game to be interesting in itself. I wanted the player to make many interesting decisions, and I wanted some interaction with the different non-player actors in the game.” 

	Countries allied with X-COM gave reports stating their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the organization’s actions and its defense of their countries. Safer countries cut fatter checks. Julian wrote and refined the algorithms that determined funding multiple times during development. The process began when a UFO appeared on-screen, shown as a radar blip flying over a country. At that point, players deployed fighter jets to shoot down the UFO, a sequence that played out in another of John Reitze’s impressive cinematic sequences. (Early versions of Enemy Unknown had players shoot down UFOs manually by mashing buttons to fire the jet’s weapons. Julian and MicroProse UK deemed it too arcade-y, conflicting with the game’s emphasis on calculated action, and removed it.) 

	If the UFO got away, the country it passed through subtracted points. If players shot it down and followed up by sending soldiers to earth to exterminate any survivors, countries added points. More points equaled better funding. “It couldn’t be too punishing for the player,” Julian says of how the algorithm awarded points. “We had to set some limits on it: make sure the funding changes weren’t too dramatic, but give players a sense that what they were doing, or failing to do, made a difference. Often it was what players did in terms of interceptions and ground missions, their success or failure, that were big factors in the funding itself.”

	Ground missions unfolded on the Battlescape, Julian’s most complex playing field yet. Algorithms generated terrain from tiles such as grass, dirt, and structures such as diners, office buildings, and homes. Unlike scenario maps in Laser Squad and Rebelstar, Enemy Unknown generated brand-new fields every time players sat down to play. The vantage from which players observe the field changed as well. “Ever since I saw Knight Lore, I’d wanted to do something using the isometric graphics style,” Julian remembers.

	Knight Lore was not the first video game to use an isometric view. Sega’s Zaxxon, a scrolling shooter that flew into arcades in 1982, holds that distinction, followed by Q-Bert that same year and Ant Attack a year later on the ZX Spectrum. However, Knight Lore popularized the visual style. Designed by British developers and Rare co-founders Chris and Tim Stamper, Knight Lore cast players as adventurers in a pseudo-3D castle where they battled enemies and collected treasure. Knight Lore’s game world was exponentially larger than the scrolling fields of Zaxxon or the cube-filed puzzles of Q-Bert, leading critics to praise it as a cornerstone of the British games industry and a pivotal moment in graphics technology.

	An isometric camera afforded players a more detailed view of terrain than the simplistic, board game-like overhead perspective of Rebelstar and Laser Squad. It was one of the few elements of Mythos Games’ Laser Squad 2 demo that survived the transformation into Enemy Unknown. “With isometric perspective, you could see details on the walls and your tactical position,” says Julian. “From a visual point of view, it’s definitely better, although definitely more complicated to implement in terms of programming. It was definitely a worthwhile thing to do.”

	Enemy Unknown’s ground missions started with players landing on terrain and deploying their soldiers one at a time. Beyond their ship, the aliens waited, and the real fun began. 

	 

	 


Chapter 8: What You See

	JULIAN GOLLOP’S FAVORITE BOARD GAMES took place on squares or rectangles of cardboard. Colorful and elaborately decorated, but ultimately flat. Nevertheless, his early creations revealed the promise he saw in playing fields, but like those flat 2D boards failed to coax that promise out of hiding. Chaos’s terrain was a black void. Rebelstar’s overhead, blueprint-like maps would have been forgettable if not for the tactical possibilities offered by the lines that delineated rooms and corridors. Julian acknowledged these weaknesses as he gained experience as a designer. Lord of Chaos and Laser Squad contained gameplay systems that worked alongside refined playfields, such as enemies that remained hidden until a character’s line of sight revealed them, and destructible architecture that players could exploit to infiltrate and clear a room. None of those systems would have worked had Julian not pushed himself to experiment with the stages on which his dramas played out.

	For UFO: Enemy Unknown, Julian envisioned the Battlescape, a playfield that took full advantage of his switch to an isometric point of view, his most ambitious board yet. “It wasn’t just on one level,” he explains. “There were multiple levels to each map. We were actually representing real 3D space.”

	Every space on the Battlescape had height and width values along all sides and bottoms. Players saw this when they clicked on any of their soldiers, causing the cursor to become an elongated, 3D rectangle. Every cell was sliced into twenty layers, and projectiles could travel through any of those layers. “We had to create graphics to represent those layers,” says Julian of the programming he and Nick performed. “That would be done using collision geometry—mathematical algorithms written to detect when 3D objects bump into one another—these days. We had to invent our own system, which we were quite pleased with because it meant that projectiles could go through windows but could be blocked by low walls and stuff. It lent a more simulation-y feel to the proceedings, a ‘what you see is what you get’ approach. It made tactical combat feel more realistic.”

	One of the advantages layers offered was a built-in cover system. A soldier standing behind a waist-high wall was protected from any attack targeting his lower body. Players were encouraged to use spatial awareness to solve Enemy Unknown’s tactical puzzles such as how best to infiltrate a structure where they believed aliens were hiding. They could blast down a door, but shooting out chest-high windows provided a safer point of ingress.

	Game designers have many terms for realism in games. Authenticity is one. Immersion is another. Enemy Unknown’s brand of immersion showed a type of interaction that caused players to forget they were playing a video game. A point where they stopped thinking about which key to press or which pixel on an alien to target for maximum damage and slipped seamlessly into natural behavior independent of game-y concerns like graphics and controls.

	Enemy Unknown’s cover system created opportunities such as moving a soldier in front of a waist-high window to protect half their body from an attack. More interesting, however, was the window’s composition. “If you saw a narrow window, it would be more difficult to shoot through than a wide window,” Julian says.

	Players immersed themselves so fully into Enemy Unknown’s 3D spaces that they approached such a window without thinking of it as a video game object. They think, I should stand here because I’ll be safer, but this window is slim, so I’ll have to line up my shot carefully. It was important, therefore, for Enemy Unknown’s maps to present landscapes composed of objects ripe with strategic opportunities that facilitated critical thinking and natural behavior: structures, windows, doors, foliage, streetlights, and so forth. 

	After shooting down a UFO, players often began Battlescape missions in a field. Right away, they assessed the situation and came to several realizations at once. One, there was usually not much cover, maybe a hedge off to one side and a fence to the other. Soldiers toting rifles and other sniping-focused weaponry could exploit such terrain but at the risk of being exposed. Their best bet was to move away from the landing site, either by pairing soldiers off in the buddy system to explore or by assembling the entire squad into a formation that protected their front, rear, and flanks. From there, they could march forward until they found the alien ship’s crash site or a building. Either way, such a discovery called for players to halt advancement and contemplate how best to infiltrate it.

	Julian built the Battlescape’s environments according to the weapons and actions he wanted players to have at their disposal. Smoke grenades obscured the aliens’ view and bought precious time to run for cover when soldiers got caught in the open. Frag grenades could be lobbed through windows or doors or through ceilings by players who felt no shame at exploiting a collision bug that made it into the final product. Going further, soldiers could open fire while standing or kneeling or even throw their weapons in a last-ditch effort to survive—more real-life behavior players were invited to harness. 

	Terrain informed other considerations. Players could kill aliens or capture them and haul them back to base where, from the relative safety of Geoscape, scientists researched them to develop advanced weaponry from their organs. “That could make things more or less difficult depending on the situation,” Julian says of choices such as killing or capturing aliens.

	Then there was the larger, 40,000-foot view of terrain. “The other thing was to create reasonably plausible environments,” he continues. “If you’ve got an environment, it should have things that are kind of urban-y: petrol stations, flats. Or if it’s a farm, you’ve got fields, farmhouses, a barn, and other elements that help represent what it is.”
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	THUS FAR IN his career, Julian had mapped out static or unchanging terrain for his computer games. The topography of boards did not change, and he had been a board game designer first. He toyed with generating Enemy Unknown’s terrain algorithmically, or procedurally, but decided against it. He wanted players to always be on their toes, even in the late-game stage when their research and experience in combat made them as powerful as the invaders, if not more. “These encounters are supposed to represent different places around the world; the idea of having a different map layout with every single battle just made the game feel more authentic and plausible. What we did was quite limited but it did actually work, more or less.” 

	Julian arrived at another compromise. Enemy Unknown’s maps incorporated some static elements and generated others procedurally. He created dozens of map sections that fit together like puzzle pieces, but unlike real puzzles, each terrain piece could attach to many other pieces. “I basically did enough map sections I thought were necessary to make the game interesting without having to do too much work on it,” he says.

	Besides replayability, procedural assets allow designers to exponentially expand the scenarios they can create without having to spend countless hours painting, modeling, and testing purely static spaces, a huge time investment that often extends development and development costs. “That was an aspect to it as well,” Julian says. “Pure efficiency in terms of development—getting more bang for your buck, in a way. Procedurally generated content takes a bit more effort on the programming side, but you get more diverse outcomes for the player’s experience.”

	Some of that extra effort involved devising and refining pathfinding algorithms for the AI. Coming across aliens unable to navigate a space or take advantage of terrain features would break players’ immersion. Nick and Julian solved this by planting pathfinding nodes manually in each section, or puzzle piece. “We stuck key points around the environment, and windows were obviously key points. They would gravitate toward those points, and we’d check the line of fire toward enemies. They would use windows and cover effectively,” Nick explains.

	As the Battlescape loaded, the Gollops’ algorithms wired the nodes together like a three-dimensional game of connect the dots. Once the nodes were connected, the algorithms populated the map with enemies. “Each mission would have a certain number that depended on the alien’s strategic progress and the type of ship,” says Julian. “There would be positions they could be in each of these map sections, so their deployment was fairly random given the constraints I 

	put in.”

	For players, knowing how to use terrain to their advantage was one thing. Keeping their cool and remembering how and when to use it when darkness closed in from all sides, and gray forms scuttled just beyond the edge of visibility, was another.

	 

	 


Chapter 9: Desperate Ingenuity

	UFO: ENEMY UNKNOWN’S ABSTRACT GEOSCAPE view insulated players from the alien threat. X-COM commanders floated above the world making decisions about research and construction, emotionally and physically detached from the goings-on far below. Inevitably, a UFO appeared on their radar, and they had to shoot it down (known as intercepting in the game’s lexicon) and dispatch a squad of X-COM’s finest to get their hands dirty.

	Interception bridged the gap between the Geoscape and Battlescape interfaces. It was also the opening salvo of every battle, and one that X-COM lead designer and programmer Julian Gollop implemented, gutted, and re-designed several times. “Lords of Chaos gave the player a lot of options without much guidance. What I felt about X-COM was it needed to pay attention to certain details, of which there were quite a few in the game, and all the elements of the game had to fit together as a relatively seamless whole.”

	Early on, interception played like a mini-game. From a first-person view, players zoomed through clouds until UFOs broke through. Then they tapped keys to fire their aircraft’s primary and secondary weapons, all purchased, built, and outfitted in Geoscape mode. Through the viewport, they watched as their rockets cut through clouds and connected with UFOs, or did not. MicroProse UK’s designers sent feedback to Julian and Nick that the mode wasn’t visually convincing enough. “If we’d had more time and investment on the programming side, we could have made that work,” Julian explains. 

	Julian reworked the presentation, but the general thrust—chase down a UFO and fire when ready—remained intact. Visually, interception became more analytic and representative, which gelled with the rest of the Geoscape. In terms of design, it made more sense than a shooter-esque mini-game. “It was only me and Nick working on programming and design, and we had to be efficient, so we had to think carefully about what we put into the game and what we excluded. Anything that was in there had to have a reason to be in there.”

	Once intercepted, UFOs plummeted to earth, where a change in perspective awaited players and their X-COM squad. On the ground, they got an isometric view of their shuttle and the soldiers tucked inside it. Soldiers had to be deployed one by one, and each squad member’s time units determined what they could do, how far they could move, and so forth. “I called them action points, but they got changed to time units, which wasn’t my decision,” Julian recalls.

	The decision to rename action points came from a designer at MicroProse UK. Julian argued that time unit didn’t make sense: each turn consumed the same amount of time, but the actions available to soldiers might differ by cost. MicroProse UK insisted, so Mythos Games made the change. The gist of fundamentals remained: more time units equaled more options. Julian’s primary goal was to saddle players with big decisions right away. The first, which set the tone of a mission and toyed with players’ mental state, was: Which soldier should disembark first?

	Soldiers hauled around more than weapons, ammo, and names. Each had a rank that increased over the course of the game. Rank wasn’t synonymous with character levels in a role-playing game: A soldier of a higher rank didn’t shoot more accurately or deal more damage. Instead, they exerted greater influence over lower-ranked soldiers, a characteristic arguably more important than accuracy or damage. Soldiers who panicked and tried to flee became easy targets. For that reason, MicroProse UK’s designers got into the habit of deploying low-ranking soldiers first as scouts in their tests during development.

	“I have no idea how many of my gallant troopers were shot, shredded, killed by stupid grenade throws, and reduced to heaps of pixels thanks to my efforts,” says MicroProse UK designer Mike Brunton. “At one point, whoever was first off the aircraft at a UFO crash site should have been zipping themselves into a body bag before leaving the vehicle. I got used to micromanaging the initial turn just so that the rookies would take the bullet, not my squad leaders.” 

	It’s a testament to the connection players formed with their squads that they might hesitate to order even the greenest rookie out of the shuttle. Several factors compounded their reluctance. First was composer John Broomhall’s terrifying soundtrack. In the Geoscape, Broomhall’s music is low and gloomy, as if reminding players they could only cower in the relative safety of base management for so long. Battlescape’s soundscape was more unnerving. Less a piece of music than an ambient piece with an undercurrent of rhythm, the soundtrack comprised pulsing rumbles, ebbing and flowing until players felt it in their pulse. That ceaseless growling and rumbling produced a sound almost unlike any a human could make, as if the aliens sought to disrupt players’ ability to think clearly as terror settled deeper into their bones.

	“Compositionally, the pulsing was a device to set up tension and a kind of dread and inevitability,” Broomhall says of the Battlescape track. “I thought it might be good to subtly change the tempo up and down a couple of beats per minute here and there so that just when your brain had locked on to the repeating pattern and its regularity, it was subliminally disrupted. It turned out this was very unsettling.”

	The second factor that gave players pause was the game’s lighting. After Nick implemented a timer in Geoscape mode, Julian proposed missions that could take place at night. Sun bathed the terrain during the day, allowing soldiers to see further ahead. At night, more pixels darkened, cloaking all but the closest terrain in blackness. “Originally, they were all going to be night missions. It was about the atmosphere of the game,” Julian says. “I wanted to hit on something close to the ‘something hidden in the darkness’ feeling that you got from watching the Alien films, which were a big influence on me.”

	Tactical operations were complicated further by mission types. UFO Crash Recovery, the most common, was triggered by shooting down enemy aircraft and dropping to the surface to kill aliens. Players attacked alien installations on earth in Alien Base Assaults. Cydonia, the final mission of the game, saw players wage war on the invaders’ home planet, which they must first discover through interrogation and research.

	In Terror Missions, arguably and suitably the most stressful, aliens took the fight to players by descending on a town and terrorizing the populace. Players had only a few in-game hours to either let the town fall, a difficult if more prudent option when faced by greater threats, or walk into derelict streets cluttered with buildings and parks, all of which made the perfect hiding spots for hostiles lying in ambush. 

	If time expired without players’ intervention, or if they failed to save the town, aliens executed their hostages and fled the scene of the crime. Terror Missions instilled a different fear in players: the aliens’ goal was not to satisfy their bloodlust by slaughtering civilians but to show the power at their command and the futility of earth’s resistance, thus weakening the morale of countries funding X-COM.

	Nick and Julian devised a simple but effective algorithm for Enemy Unknown’s lighting system. Lighting was based on soldiers rather than line of sight. Light emanated from each character, so assuming they stood apart from other objects with light sources, such as their squad mates, adjacent pixels in all directions turned a shade darker. The pixels near those darkened another shade, then another, and so on, each pixel’s light value decreasing in a smooth gradient until blackness swallowed visibility. 

	The most discomforting aspect of Enemy Unknown’s lighting was that aliens could be seen moving on the outskirts of visibility, like poisonous insects creeping just out of sight. Players could shoot into the darkness, but their odds of hitting a target were low. They had to see an alien to kill or apprehend it. “You could throw flares to light up areas,” says Julian, “so we gave you the feeling that you were restricted, and that there were monsters lurking in the dark.”

	Unfortunately for players, the aliens did not operate under the same restriction. They saw perfectly in any condition, calling for players to either approach them—preferably with multiple soldiers to light up as much of their surroundings as possible—or throw flares to reveal aliens from afar. However, just because aliens boasted night vision didn’t mean they knew where to find their prey. “The AI was an evolution from Laser Squad and Lords of Chaos as well,” Julian says. “Obviously, a big part of the game being replayable was making sure the AI was strong without cheating.”

	While players decided how best to move their squad, the aliens shared certain movement routines. All aliens followed patrol routes until they spotted players. From there, unique AI algorithms kicked in depending on each alien’s type and weaponry. Snakemen moved in for the kill, while aliens equipped with firepower drew just close enough to increase their accuracy. Players’ best bet for Battlescape missions was to group characters into a formation and scout the map. 

	Discovering an alien triggered one of several outcomes. The alien broke patrol and retreated to an area where reinforcements awaited, or it went on the offensive. If the alien kept its distance, players were wise to select soldiers with ranged weapons to apply pressure. Heavy-hitting weapons worked best at close range. In reality, there was no optimal plan. Procedurally generated terrain, the types and configurations of aliens on a map, their AI routines, and other issues mounted against players, forcing them to think on the fly. 

	“The only way you could balance the game perfectly would be to remove some choices for the player to make,” Julian says. “A lot of games today are very structured experiences, and I find that disconcerting, because I feel a bit manipulated. The attempt with X-COM was to say to the player, ‘Look, there’s no one best strategy for the game, so go ahead and experiment.’”

	Experimenting was more a requirement than a suggestion. Enemy Unknown incorporated a dynamic difficulty to make the aliens adaptable to smart players. “I put it in because we faced this almost-impossible QA challenge,” says Julian. “I created a game system that was relatively complex. To play from beginning to end, to explore all the different possibilities and strategies, would take forever.”

	As Enemy Unknown went on, players captured aliens and learned new technology that brought their firepower more in line with that of the invaders. Of course, the aliens developed too. That led Julian to code dynamic difficulty out of necessity. In the final months of development, MicroProse UK had only four quality assurance (QA) testers to put the game through its paces, nowhere near enough to uncover most bugs, glitches, and strategies. A dynamic difficulty system assured a consistent challenge to players of any skill level and play style. 

	“If players did poorly in, say, the previous three tactical missions, I would slow down the rate of alien advance,” says Julian. “If players did very well—say, if they got good scores on tactical missions several times in a row—the aliens ramped up their technological development.” As aliens developed, they brought new ships, weapons, and units into battle. “The idea was to keep the level of challenge for the player reasonably consistent because one of the problems with a game is if it’s too easy or too difficult, it becomes uninteresting,” Julian adds.

	Other variables influenced difficulty. Procedural generation could generate a map smaller or larger than others, or one with little cover, or relatively little in the way of visual variety, which meant fewer tactical options. “I didn’t actually have much time to do lots of level design,” Julian admits. “Once we got the game systems working, most level design was done very near the end of the project. If we’d had a bit more funding, I would have hired someone to work on the level design specifically, so they could really focus on developing that and improving that.”

	Besides veteran soldiers who wouldn’t crack at the first hint of pressure, weapon production was players’ best tool against the uncertain combination of terrain, alien types, and enemy numbers. Human weaponry came in many flavors, but players who prioritized capturing aliens so they could be studied back in Geoscape view soon had access to hybrid human-alien technology. “That was just an idea that followed on from the idea that however advanced the aliens were, they still didn’t quite have that desperate ingenuity that humans have from just trying to survive,” Julian says. “X-COM could come up with weaponry that was ultimately better than what the aliens had.”

	The Blaster Launcher, the heaviest alien weapon in Enemy Unknown, expelled nuclear-grade bombs that detonated over a 9-to-10-meter radius. “Once you got that, everything else felt obsolete,” Julian says.

	Developing weapons changed Enemy Unknown’s atmosphere as gradually as the game’s light radius darkened and lightened. With every new advancement, the game’s tension slackened. Yet players never wanted to grow overconfident. Firing a Blaster Launcher inside a building was a sure way to destroy it and any squad members unfortunate enough to stand near the blast radius. However, the tides turned as players got their hands on new armaments and learned the game’s intricacies such as efficient usage of time units. It was satisfying, for instance, to harvest aliens versed in psionics, mind-control abilities that induced panic on soldiers or forced them to attack their allies and turn that power against them.

	A fine line separated satisfying and dull, as Mythos Games and MicroProse UK found out in the years after Enemy Unknown’s release. “Psionics were unbalanced,” Julian admits. “That’s something lots of people have commented on. There were situations where you were completely overwhelmed by the psionic power of the enemies, but there could be situations where once you developed psionic powers, you had such an advantage that the battles didn’t become interesting anymore because you were too overwhelming.”

	In the decades since its release, Enemy Unknown has proven its development team only half-correct. While players could run roughshod over aliens, the odds against them made that a possibility rather than a certainty. The Battlescape’s content resulted in doubt, tension, and outright terror every time players embarked on a mission, especially if the operation took place in darkness.

	What was inevitable was the run of bad luck players were bound to encounter on a mission or, more likely, across several. “You’ve always got a chance to recover,” Julian says. “For every bad thing that happens, you’ve got some good luck as well. I guess it’s a question of balance and making sure the player still has a reason to keep playing. Losing a mission is not the end of the game. You can recover without too much effort.” 

	Often, players’ greatest strength, the high ranks of their squad, carried as much risk as it did benefits. Players built up a group of veterans through battle after battle. That strengthened them, but players’ attachment to their soldiers could make those characters too beloved to risk. The option to exert some control over risk kept players invested and on edge even when they had the money, technology, and muscle to overwhelm alien forces.

	“That’s useful,” Julian says, “because it allows different players with different temperaments to play differently, but all players always have that balance: How much risk should I take with this character? He’s my best character and I don’t want him to get killed. That balance, that interplay between risk and reward, is always an interesting thing in any game.”

	 

	 


Chapter 10: Knowledge and Ignorance

	LIKE COMBAT UNITS IN REBELSTAR, Laser Squad, and Lords of Chaos, soldiers in UFO: Enemy Unknown started out as generic grunts. The game assigned no role or squad position. That was for players to decide based on the weapons, armor, and other gear they researched and built.

	Enemy Unknown went a step beyond Julian Gollop’s previous games by introducing a simple yet critical element. While in Geoscape view, players could rename their soldiers. A simple text alteration, completely optional for players content to stick with default names like Adam Bailey or Andrea Davis in the UK, or Sigourney Stephens or Virgil Webb in the States, or myriad other combinations of first and last names unique to other regions where MicroProse published the game.

	More important were the ways players used the option to rename characters. Some players branded their soldiers for the sake of organization. Naming soldiers alphabetically, such as Adam Adamson or even “AAA,” let players easily see who should take point on the squad, who should stick closer to the middle, and so on. Another strategy was to append stats to soldier names. DavidPS, for instance, could denote a soldier adept in psionic strength. (This method grew tedious since players would want to update soldier names as they gained stats.) 

	Such usages were efficient, but some players believed they trivialized Enemy Unknown’s soldiers. Names like AAA and DavidPS were fine for pieces on a chessboard. A third naming style, treating soldiers as characters, fused gameplay and narrative. “That’s something people talked about a lot,” says Julian. “X-COM felt more like a step up into RPG territory with the ability to name your characters and nurture them.”

	Players could choose to name characters after friends and family, or imagined a fantasy/science fiction setting populated by characters of their own devising, each with his or her own name, background, strengths, and weaknesses. Naming a rookie “BBB” wasn’t likely to result in an emotional attachment when they ended up some Sectoid’s lunch, but losing Val Stephenson, a quiet but tenacious warrior who clawed her way up the ranks to become X-COM Force’s most decorated general and as beloved by her squad as she was handy with a laser rifle—that loss cut deep.

	Mythos and MicroProse UK kept Enemy Unknown’s traditional narrative—aliens attack earth, so defend it—thin for a reason. The Gollops and MicroProse UK wanted players to swap war stories about victories narrow and decisive, grim defeats, and the most sobering story of all—victory that came at a steep emotional cost. 

	“I think we created a kind of atmosphere that really worked well and still holds up,” says Nick Gollop. “You can relate to the theme to some extent: you’re playing real people fighting a menace you know nothing about. That kind of atmosphere isn’t easy to create even if you’ve got the best graphics or best design.”

	Every mission, every research investment, every base location, every missed UFO interception, every country that supported or withdrew from the X-COM Force became a chapter in a story written by players as their game progressed. Enemy Unknown’s atmosphere, especially during night missions, conjured atmosphere that made every story a tale of horror.

	“We definitely set out to create an atmosphere of underlying menace,” Julian says. “It’s more a game of cat and mouse, an uncertainty as to what you’ll face in each encounter, both at the strategic level and the tactical level. You’re not sure what’s around the next corner at the tactical level, and you don’t know where the enemies are going to come from, what types of enemies they’ll be, and what they’re going to throw at you next at the strategic level. That feeling of uncertainty and menace was a big part of the appeal.”

	Enemy Unknown’s thoughtful, one-move-could-spell-disaster gameplay, the ability to name and promote soldiers, and unsettling-bordering-on-frightening mood made up three of the game’s four storytelling elements. The fourth came at MicroProse UK’s desire to compete with Civilization.

	Players learned little by killing hostiles on the battlefield. In fact, shooting first and asking questions later was a recipe for defeat: as the game progressed, players encountered aliens whose weapons had advanced far beyond their own. To grow more powerful and to learn more about what the aliens intended for humans, players had to capture aliens and hand them over to scientists. “There are elements of story in the original X-COM that were present in the background,” Julian explains. “We told story through the research process: who the aliens are, what their intentions are. Those are snippets of information you get through your own actions and research that build up a bit of story.”

	The Battlescape measured progress through encounters during which players boosted their squad’s abilities. Likewise, the Geoscape used research to drive both gameplay and narrative. Players had the agency to research upgrades that appealed to them. After so many turns, scientists emerged with new technologies like weapons that players must manufacture and could then be equipped to soldiers for future battles. 

	One of the benefits of turn-based strategy titles is that players can proceed at their own pace. They benefit from pushing hard for tech, but players interested in Enemy Unknown’s setting and story could opt to fill out their UFOpaedia. “The UFOpaedia served two functions. One was a reference for all the equipment in the game, but it also built up the story, such as it was,” says Julian.

	The UFOpaedia doubled as a world bible and guidebook. “Playing Civilization without something like the Civilopedia would have been difficult, if not impossible, simply because of the number of concepts, buildings, technologies, and units that needed to be explained to the player,” explains MicroProse UK designer Mike Brunton. “The same was true for UFO/X-COM. It was a big game with a lot of varied and very detailed content. Players needed a way of wandering through all that information, so they could discover what was in the game at their own pace.”

	Accessible from the Geoscape, Enemy Unknown’s UFOpaedia filled out as players performed autopsies on aliens to repurpose their organs in weaponry and interrogated captives to learn who they were and why they had invaded. Mission by mission, capture by capture, interrogation by interrogation, players uncovered a hierarchy that stretched across species of extraterrestrials and was topped by Ethereal, the race behind the invasion and the most powerful of earth’s antagonists. “The tricky bit at the time was making sure that UFOpaedia content could only be seen after the artefact or dead alien had been researched in-game by your scientists,” Brunton continues. “We didn’t want the reference system to be a huge spoiler for the game.”

	“Getting the pacing right in the research was pretty difficult,” Julian adds. “I’m not convinced we got it right, but I think I erred on the side of making sure the player had plenty of actions to choose from. Which was probably sensible, but it doesn’t make for brilliant pacing. But I think it more or less worked.”

	The discomforting soundtrack, changing terrain, and moody lighting made players anxious. But Enemy Unknown’s most effective source of anxiety stemmed from fear of the unknown—and, as players peeled back bloody layers, the horror that more powerful cosmic beings could be only one turn away from decimating even the bravest squads.

	“I like Battlefield, and when that series started, it was multiplayer-only,” Julian continues, referring to Battlefield 1942 released by developer DICE in 2002. “That was great; I didn’t need a proper story to enjoy it. There were sixty-four players to a side, and one player got to be a commander, which was neat. I’m more interested in games and systems and what emerges from those and what story we can tell through the player’s actions.”

	 

	 


Chapter 11: Foreboding

	LIKE SO MANY OTHERS AT MicroProse UK, John Broomhall’s first brush with UFO came from playing an early version during production. As the studio’s resident musician, he went from one game to the next, often working on multiple projects at once with Andrew Parton, the studio’s audio specialist responsible for a game’s sound effects.

	Broomhall watched over Parton’s shoulder as he clicked around a prototype of UFO. Parton explained they would be working on it next, and that even in such a primitive state, the game had enthralled the quality assurance team. Broomhall grew excited. He had faced his share of hectic schedules where music development was one of the last phases of development, leaving him to crank out tunes so the product could stay on schedule. “I had the relative luxury of quite a long lead time to acclimatize to the title and really soak in the vibe before seriously sitting down to write the music,” he says of UFO.

	Parton and Broomhall functioned as a two-headed dragon. They shared an office on the first floor of MicroProse UK, which they thought of more as an audio lair than a studio. The wallpaper was a muted yellow. There were no windows—they could throw off acoustics and let in noise from outside unless their soundproofing was airtight—and no built-in lights. Instead, they used lamps and up-lighters, like miniature spotlights, to see their way around their synthesizer, computers, and other tools. Even with the lights on, the workspace was gloomy and isolated.

	“Perfect, really. You could almost imagine it being a monitoring station within an X-COM base,” Broomhall says.

	The duo’s office contained no instruments, only computers and synthesizers. Each could slip on a pair of headphones and work in peace—Broomhall on a game’s soundtrack and Parton on audio as a whole. Generating sound effects was only part of his and Parton’s job. He also wrote the code needed to generate audio in-game and much of the software used by Broomhall and himself. “You have to remember we were in the era of DOS games,” Broomhall explains. “There was a whole job of writing and maintaining drivers for all the various soundcards emerging as well as creating tools and utilities for audio implementation and programming sound and music playback functionality. So, in simple terms, Andy created the tools that enabled me to do my job, and we would work closely together to make sure everything sounded like it should in the latest game build.”

	Their first major task within the larger scope of UFO was the game’s intro cinematic. Broomhall and Parton wandered from their office down to the art department to chat with friends and to check out how the cinematic was coming along. They received the finished intro in sections that, when fitted together, showed a chilling scene. Drawn by John Reitze, the same artist who came up with most of the aliens, the cinematic was short but effective. The invaders piloted spaceships over earth’s cities and beamed down to invade. An alert sounded in the X-COM base, and troops grabbed their weapons, clambered into a spaceship, and raced to the site of the invasion, where they drove the hostiles back to their aircraft.

	Broomhall found the cinematic chilling and produced a leitmotif that started out slow and creeping, like the invaders themselves. Once the X-COM Force piled into their ship and arrived on the scene, the music picked up, conveying a mixture of adrenaline and excitement enhanced by Parton’s audio effects. 

	The cinematic contained no spoken dialogue, with one exception, a female voice blaring, Warning, warning. UFO detected, throughout the X-COM base. The voice belonged to Valentina Britten, a colleague in MicroProse UK’s business department. “We certainly recorded her for other intros because she had a cool American voice and a strong presence,” Broomhall remembers. “I could definitely have imagined her as an X-COM soldier, or commander. I think Andrew recorded her with some cruddy microphone straight into a SoundBlaster sound card but it kind of worked.”

	UFO’s intro amounted to a warm-up exercise for Broomhall and Parton’s next phase of development.
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	HORROR MOVIES LEAVE impressions on audiences by shifting between tension and terror, or horror, or both. The difference may seem semantic but is consequential. Horror is defined as the revulsion one feels after a frightening sensory experience, such as a jump scare (Doom 3’s predilection for monsters lunging out of hiding places) or a sudden noise (unseen objects clanging in the ventilation of Dead Space’s derelict spaceship setting). Terror is that tingling, stomach-dropping sensation of dread and foreboding experienced before a frightening event. 

	Horror is visceral. Its goal is to elicit a reaction, such as making an audience flinch back or scream. Terror is psychological, making it harder to pull off. The key, which filmmakers have spent decades practicing, is the slow build. Players should experience dread during UFO’s Battlescape missions as they maneuver their soldiers and keep one eye on shadowy areas of the map where aliens may—or may not—be lying in wait. Foreboding happens earlier when the flicker signifying an alien shape flits across their Geoscape interface.

	“Once the dramatic intro was done with and the player was in the Geoscape section,” explains Broomhall, “I wanted the music to fill them with a sense of unease and foreboding. A perpetual gloominess that the next UFO threat was inevitable and the world now had to live in this atmosphere of dread, anticipation, and grimly determined resistance.”

	Broomhall employed no instrumentation to create the Geoscape’s two tracks. The first started fast and somewhat upbeat, the sort of motif one might expect to hear in an action movie as a hero carefully defuses a bomb. The music was fitting, adding weight to what might otherwise be construed as busywork as players sit at the Geoscape screen mulling over their base layout, monitoring production of new weaponry, choosing sites on earth to build new X-COM facilities, and looking over financial reports. 

	Fourteen seconds into the track, the melody was interrupted by two deep sounds. They struck without warning—boom, boom—throwing off the measured beat of the melody that players may have subconsciously picked up on. The music continues as if nothing happened, leaving players slightly unnerved and listening for disruptions in what is otherwise a tense but somewhat playful rhythm. The foreboding has set in, until, at the twenty-eight-seconds mark, two more beats of a big bass drum: boom, boom. Players, expecting them but not yet sure when they’ll hit, feel them in their chest as much as they hear them.

	The track runs over eight minutes, quite lengthy for an era when most music loops in games run two or three minutes tops. Over time, the chords descend, lowering to the pitch of the booms. It’s burrowed beneath their skin, exactly what Broomhall wanted. “I guess I like the Geoscape best musically,” he says, “but perhaps the piece that stands out most is the music for the tactical game. It just seems to have nailed the right mood.”

	Broomhall wrote and recorded multiple tracks for Battlescape missions, but the one he’s most proud of is easily the game’s most memorable and most unsettling. From watching QA testers play and getting hands-on time with the game himself, he gained an appreciation for the slow, methodical pace of deploying troops, arranging them, and then scrambling to mount an offense when aliens spring out of the dark. “In the tactical game, it was all about providing a tense backdrop,” he explains.

	In films such as 2014’s It Follows, foreboding music can create and enhance a feeling of dread, as if something bad will happen at any moment. It Follows does this by dropping discordant notes that break up the score’s rhythm. That technique is writ large in his favorite Battlescape motif. Whereas low booms noises popped up in that track seemingly at random—they were deliberate but timed to feel erratic—the first Battlescape motif is all deep reverberations that thump from speakers like a car blasting music with the bass cranked all the way up. They come in waves that fade in and out and soon mingle with the thud of players’ beating hearts as they inch their troops around corners and into the shadows of terrain.

	Broomhall created such unsettling audio by changing up his process. In previous games, he would cater to higher-quality sound cards like Roland’s LAPC-1. Working on UFO, “I realized it made a lot more sense to tackle the biggest technical challenge first—the FM nine-voice sound card—and that if you wrote the music taking into account the limitations of those cards, you made your life easier. Upgrading the same music for the better tech was, relatively speaking, a breeze.”

	Besides simplifying his workflow, Broomhall’s revised order of operations lent the Battlescape track its guttural timbre. “The sound of UFO on a SoundBlaster card represents the original concept, and the timbres come from custom designing FM synth sounds in the MicroProse editor, I think created by Andrew. In practice, what this entailed was mucking about with the editor, experimenting with the game in mind, to create instrument sounds that might be useful and fit in with the UFO vibe. Out of that process came an instrument palette that I could load into the sound card and address via MIDI running on an Atari ST.”

	Players should notice discordancy in the track’s pulsing reverberations. It’s deliberate and owed to a cue Broomhall took from Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho. Hitchcock didn’t come up with the idea. The film’s composer, Bernard Herrmann, wanted to create a unique sound to complement Hitchcock’s uniquely terrifying script, so he ditched traditional orchestral palettes such as a panoply of brass, woodwinds, and percussion and wrote the score using only strings. One of the advantages of strings, Herrmann knew, was they can hold notes for much longer than other instruments. His score did just that and layered dissonant notes on top of them. Most moviegoers couldn’t put their finger on exactly what was making them squirm; odds are it was Herrmann’s brilliant layering.

	Musicians have honed their ability to inspire dread over centuries. Franz Liszt, a Hungarian composer in the 1800s predisposed to the macabre, opened his Mephisto Waltz with dissonant notes played by the orchestra that transitioned into fifteen minutes of spine-tingling piano music. Broomhall’s Battlescape theme tapped into the same effects. “I thought it might be good to subtly change the tempo up and down a couple of beats per minute here and there so that just when your brain had locked on to the repeating pattern and its regularity, it was subliminally disrupted,” Broomhall recalls. “It turned out this was very unsettling. With that as the backdrop, I added some slightly odd notation, uncomfortable in itself, and then on top of that, there’s some randomly placed strange alien FM noises.”

	While the Battlescape theme ran under two minutes, its creepiness hit the mark. “People from all around the world, through all the years since the game was released, have told me it had a profound effect on them,” Broomhall says.

	Like the rest of UFO’s composition, Broomhall knew his soundtrack was hardly the only factor in maintaining the game’s themes of dread and foreboding. He knew, for instance, that his Battlescape track played when soldiers fought aliens and players had to make tough choices. “They are engaged with this intense strategic combat and focusing on and caring about the characters they have created and nurtured, so it all works in concert to provide a compelling gaming experience.”

	The Battlescape track grew so popular with players that many insisted it was interactive, ebbing and flowing based on the action unfolding on the screen. “It just seems that way because, many times, one of the weird sounds in the music will coincide with something significant in the player’s experience. It just shows how powerful sound is and what an immersive experience that gameplay was,” Broomhall says.

	There’s a saying in the industry: Games are never finished, only abandoned. On top of being flattered by praise from around the world, Broomhall is most thankful for the time he had to work on UFO’s memorable score. “For its time, and taking into account the rudimentary technology we were working with, I’m very thankful to say I don’t think there’s anything I would change. It has a charm and appropriateness to the graphical quality, and even all these years on, the FM music still sounds pretty spooky and atmospheric.”

	 

	 


Chapter 12: Silent Mutiny

	GREAT PRODUCERS DO MORE THAN keep development teams on track. When bureaucracy shake-ups send tremors through a publishing house, great producers stabilize their teams by shielding them from fallout.

	While Sid Meier’s early strategy titles garnered critical and commercial success for MicroProse, other divisions within the studio floundered. The market for flight sims, the company’s big sellers before Meier branched out into other types of sims, was dwindling. Elsewhere, “Wild Bill” Stealey had invested millions in an arcade division that would engineer MicroProse 3D, an array of four boards stacked atop one another: one for video, a second for audio, a third for 3D calculations, and a brain that kept the other three in sync. The division only released two coin-op games, a version of F-15 Strike Eagle that boasted stellar graphics but lacked many of the features found in the PC version, and Battle of the Solar System, a first-person action title pitting players against robots. Both games wowed critics with flashy visuals but didn’t attract enough quarters to justify the arcade division’s existence, leading MicroProse to shutter it.

	Other problems hit MicroProse overseas. On September 16, 1992, a day later named “Black Wednesday,” the pound sterling collapsed, causing a cascade of financial disasters that drove Britain into a recession. The housing market crashed and many businesses failed. Nine months later, on June 18, 1993, Stealey reached out to Gilman Louie, a good friend and president of fellow sim publisher Spectrum Holobyte, to ask for help. Sid Meier’s Civilization was a hit, but between the millions Stealey had invested in the failed arcade division and the ramifications of Black Wednesday, his company was struggling. Stealey and Louie drew up terms for a merger: Spectrum Holobyte would invest $10 million in MicroProse by June 30, and Stealey would resign as president and chief executive.

	Following the merger, managers named the conglomerate MicroProse Inc. and made sweeping changes. They closed two UK studios, laid off forty developers from the Chipping Sodbury office, and took charge of publishing decisions. 

	“Spectrum Holobyte were given control, and they came over to review the product line,” remembers Pete Moreland. “They looked at UFO and said to cancel it. We said to them, ‘We think it’s a great game. We shouldn’t cancel it.’ Gilman Louie, head of Spectrum, basically said, ‘No. It’s not what we want. Get rid of it.’”

	Pete Moreland and Paul Hibbard were devastated. They knew cancellations were customary when studio ownership changed hands. New management brought a new vision for developing and publishing, and Enemy Unknown didn’t fit that vision. But their new bosses failed to comprehend the game’s potential. 

	A few days later, Gilman Louie and the rest of the company brass returned to the States. Moreland, Hibbard, and MicroProse UK CEO Adrian Parr shut themselves in an office, where they proposed a silent mutiny. “We all loved the game and weren’t prepared to kill it off,” Moreland explains. 

	Adrian Parr had been MicroProse UK’s lead accountant before his promotion to the head of the studio. He knew its finances intimately, so he thought that he, Moreland, and Hibbard could take a calculated risk. “Adrian said, ‘Look, this isn’t a high-cost project. For the amount of finances left to complete it, it won’t be a big draw on resources. We could probably keep it going with no one noticing.’ Adrian said we could do this, so we could,” Moreland adds.

	Moreland, Hibbard, and Parr tightly guarded word of Enemy Unknown’s cancellation. Stephen Hand, the project’s biggest advocate since 1991, found out years later. “This would all have happened at executive level, and so would have been a Paul-and-Pete decision. I learned about it myself only following Julian’s GDC talk in 2013,” says Hand.

	Not even the Gollops knew what had transpired. To Julian and Nick, life seemed to go on as normal. “There were people within the UK studio, such as the QA team, who were very supportive and enthusiastic about the game,” says Nick.

	“It would have been soul-destroying for them,” Moreland adds. “They’d been working so hard on it and had such trust in us. We thought it was better to keep them positive and doing good work. We’d already decided they would get paid for the rest of their contract. There was no reason to tell them at that stage.”

	Andrew Luckett, a QA tester on Enemy Unknown, cackled when he won a mission by throwing a grenade through an open roof and blasting every alien in the household into bits. He knew the new regime wasn’t keen on the game and, along with other testers, had lobbied to continue production before MicroProse cancelled it. “They had it wrong because it was one of the best games we’d played in a long while,” Luckett recalls. “We also knew our UK management team knew this, and they had a certain amount of autonomy. It’s fair to say that without QA being so enthusiastic, it may well have been cancelled.”

	Just before Christmas, leadership came to Adrian Parr and Pete Moreland with a request: they needed a game, and they needed it yesterday. “The quarterly results Spectrum would have to report were not looking good,” Moreland explains. “They asked if we had anything in development that we could pull forward to the next quarter.”

	Moreland smiled. “We said, ‘Actually, that game you told us to cancel? It’s nearly complete.’ And they were thrilled. Suddenly it was the golden game.”
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	MICROPROSE INC. AGREED to publish UFO: Enemy Unknown, but only because it was nearly finished, and on the condition that it release before the end of the fiscal year on March 31, 1994. MicroProse UK’s bosses knew it was possible that if the game slipped, their studio may become a casualty of their failure.

	Moreland phoned Mythos and explained the new deadline to Julian and Nick. For maximum efficiency, he said, the Gollops needed to move temporarily to Chipping Sodbury and work closely with the in-house team to finish the project.

	Julian and Nick fretted over the deadline. Enemy Unknown contained all the right ingredients to cook up a fun game, but it didn’t taste quite right. Level design, such as the tiles that made up terrain and the algorithms that fit those tiles together, wasn’t finished or, in some cases, hadn’t even been started. The Geoscape and Battlescape were in flux. Progression related to the aliens’ advancement from humble Sectoids to awe-inspiring Ethereal was incomplete. Code specifying research times and monetary costs for weaponry could not be tested because of an overwhelming number of bugs. “You couldn’t actually play through the game because a bug would sink the game before you got very far,” Julian admits. 

	Upon moving to Chipping Sodbury in January 1994, Julian and Nick’s priority was to stabilize Enemy Unknown just enough to go from Geoscape view to shooting down a UFO and sending a squad down to earth to playing through Battlescape missions without the game crashing. “Once we got that sorted out, it enabled me to refine a lot of the core data values and parameters in the game which dictated how the game developed,” Julian says.

	Independent studios are often small enough for developers to collaborate remotely. The core development of big-budget games occurs almost entirely on the same work site, except for special circumstances such as the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. When a designer needs to talk to a programmer about how a system or mechanic functions, or artists want to walk through an animation or cutscene, or directors want to hold a meeting to get an update from team leads on where each discipline—art, engineering, audio, design, and so on—stands, walking to a peer’s desk or gathering in a conference room is more efficient than sending emails and waiting for a reply or coordinating time zones and troubleshooting internet connections to hold a meeting on Skype or Zoom. Contractors may deliver work remotely, but they are the exception to the rule.

	In the ’80s and ’90s, developers like Julian and Nick Gollop, and Karateka and Prince of Persia creator Jordan Mechner, often worked on games remotely before relocating to their publisher’s office—Broderbund, in Mechner’s case—to take advantage of proximity to more experienced developers and on-site resources during a project’s final sprint. “They felt that a concentrated time of us being near the artists and QA people would help progress the game. There were no distractions while we were down there,” Nick says of his and Julian’s move to Chipping Sodbury.

	“Remember, this was in the early days of PC gaming with DOS, memory management, and different configurations of new sound and video cards to consider,” explains Steve Hand. “Our QA guys had a wide range of equipment to test on while our R&D coders could give immediate advice and support on hardware or OS issues. Naturally, development teams don’t enjoy having to uproot their operation and living away from home and family, but relocation almost always yielded the best result.”

	The audio tracks composed by John Broomhall and sound effects produced by Andrew Parton, and the graphics files made by John Reitze and Martin Smillie posed another issue solved easily by bringing the Gollops in-house. “We’re talking pre-internet,” Hand continues. “You couldn’t just shoot files over. You had to load them onto ten three-and-a-half-inch floppy disks and drive them halfway across England. So having the team together made sense.”

	Julian and Nick hit the ground running, going from setting down their bags in their living quarters to entering crunch mode. Crunch, or death march, is game industry lingo for long hours. Nights, weekends, rolling into a sleeping bag stashed under a desk instead of going home to sleep—whatever it takes to ship a product, for however long it takes, often with no overtime pay or bonuses afterwards. Nick and Julian stayed in a guest house near MicroProse UK and opted to go in early every morning rather than bunk down at the office. “We were there all day, maybe ten hours or so,” says Julian.

	“We’d go back to our guest house for dinner, then go back and work another few hours until nearly midnight,” Nick adds. “The guest house we stayed in had good food, and we needed to get out of the office for a bit.”

	After midnight, MicroProse UK became a ghost town. “It was pretty lonely,” Julian recalls. “I remember the QA guys were there and a security guard. There was hardly anyone else around. It was just me and Nick working in a tiny little room. It was pretty stressful.”

	One of the biggest challenges the Gollops and MicroProse UK faced over Enemy Unknown’s three-month crunch was implementing and fine-tuning the game’s dynamic difficulty system, which ratcheted the aliens’ aggressiveness up or down based on how players fared during missions. Julian created the system to facilitate easier testing for QA, but it was rife with bugs. One critical bug slipped through the cracks and made it into the final code.

	“That’s one thing that prevented the QA guys from discovering that there was a bug with the save-game and difficulty level,” Julian explains. “The dynamic difficulty change was interfering with the concept of difficulty.”

	Unbeknownst to the team, the game’s difficulty setting dropped to Beginner after the first mission. QA testers would ratchet the setting all the way up to test expert strategies, only to demolish hostiles after scraping by the first mission. Fortuitously, another component of the dynamic difficulty system mitigated the bug. Although the code decreased aliens’ stats to make them easier to kill, the pace of the enemy’s research into stronger weapons made them a threat even on lower (intentionally or otherwise) difficulty levels. In fact, despite a high level of challenge overall, especially for new players, Julian believes Enemy Unknown is weighted in favor of players. That, too, was born of necessity. 

	“We had such a lack of time to play the game through from beginning to end. I mean, I never played it through from beginning to end, which was a major mistake. It’s not that I didn’t try. I’d start playing through, then we’d come across some kind of bug that needed to be fixed, and we had to go back and change some stuff, and I’d have to start my playthrough again. Of course, the game had changed. It was because it was crunch time near the end of developing where we were doing a lot of bug-fixing and trying to QA [test] the game from a gameplay and balance point of view. It was very difficult.”

	Despite the looming March 31 deadline, Nick and Julian reaped some benefits from crunching. They would take breaks and visit pubs with Mike Brunton and other MicroProse UK staff to unwind, during which some testers would down a few pints and belt out the lyrics to “Ferry Cross the Mersey” by Gerry & The Pacemakers. Back at the office, Tim Roberts, Enemy Unknown’s producer, kept the skeleton crew—Nick, Julian, and QA—running on pizzas and drinks as they worked from 9:30 p.m. to midnight.

	For tester Andrew Luckett, artificial intelligence was the toughest part of the game to nail down. “We had to have a debug mode put in to see the aliens as they move, so we could make sure they weren’t doing dumb things. Some of the hardest AI bugs were down to the aliens getting stuck between the tiles. The bugs we enjoyed the most were where we could play as the aliens or where their AI would have them suicide and win the battle for us.”

	“It would have been more fruitful for me to be testing the game from the point of view of all those values: testing, tweaking, going back and testing them again. But I just didn’t have enough time for that,” Julian admits.

	Nick agrees with his brother that some parts of that final sprint should have played out differently. But in the trenches of crunch, they had to adapt to their deadline. “Ideally, we should have had another three or four months after that crunch to tweak and polish the game. We were making changes right until the end, and it was hit or miss that the game was as playable as it turned out to be. It could definitely have used more time, but I guess all designers would say that, wouldn’t they?”

	More than their commitment—and the checks they had already cashed for completing milestone payments throughout 1991, ’92, and ’93—positive feedback kept the Gollops focused. “We weren’t that confident about its prospects,” says Julian, “but Pete Moreland was the one reassuring us, right at the end: ‘Yeah, this is going to be good.’ The QA guys were saying, ‘This will be great.’ So everybody else were feeling good about it, but Nick and I weren’t.”

	“MicroProse was encouraging, and the first feedback from magazine previews in the UK was positive,” Nick adds. “Being at the office helped enormously. If we hadn’t been, that kind of feedback would never have happened, and I don’t think the game would have been as polished.”

	 


Chapter 13: Learning Curves

	HARDCORE GAMES REMAIN A SUBJECT of intense debate among gaming enthusiasts. These players visualize a dividing line that separates difficult and often inscrutable games like UFO: Enemy Unknown and FromSoftware’s Demon’s Souls from more accessible, casual titles such as Nintendo’s Animal Crossing New Horizons and most games released for smartphones and tablets. In this context, perception is reality. Players decide what makes a game hardcore or casual, opinions from both sides are espoused on YouTube, Reddit, and social media, and the internet collective debates until the next time the topic is raised. 

	The irony of these classifications existing at all is that the first commercial video game to crawl out of the industry’s primordial ooze, Atari’s Pong, was the definition of casual. Two paddles, a square ball, controls to move paddles up or down, and that was it. Anyone could play, and that was a good thing. The accessible game design guaranteed Atari a flood of quarters as the game spread across arcades.

	As more people noticed Atari’s success, more arcade games materialized. Many of these, such as Namco’s Pac-Man, balanced accessibility and difficulty. The game was easy to learn—move Pac-Man to eat dots—but tricky to master. Namco’s goal, one shared by every other coin-op manufacturer, was to hook players so they’d drop more quarters into the machine. That design philosophy carried over to the first (and arguably second and third) wave of home games for consoles like the Atari VCS/2600 and Nintendo’s NES. Games were short and tough as nails, like coin-op games. Controllers for these systems had few buttons, so in most cases, players grasped the fundamentals of play quickly. The real challenge lay in learning how to play well. 

	Inevitably, designers made games meant to be played over several hours rather than finished in a single sitting. A combination of rudimentary technology and experience building games that consumed quarters as fast as possible resulted in many of these games being perceived as incomprehensible. The first Legend of Zelda dropped players into the expansive world of Hyrule with no hints where they should go or what they should do first. Initially, Nintendo’s legendary designer Shigeru Miyamoto gave players Link’s sword at the outset. He believed giving players this tool would encourage them to explore and fight monsters. Eventually, they would find one of the game’s dungeons and pick up on what they were meant to do. Frustrated, Miyamoto stripped them of the sword and forced them to find it on their own. Claiming the weapon was as simple as entering the cave on the game’s first screen, but many players still overlooked it. (Perhaps as a concession to Miyamoto’s choice, or perhaps as an unintentional product of the design as a whole, The Legend of Zelda can be finished without a sword, giving rise to one of the game’s most popular challenges among fans.)

	As video games grew more popular and technology became more robust, developers catered to new players by adding things like tutorials that explained a game’s fundamentals. Their logic was sound. The easier a game is to understand, the more likely consumers will take a chance on it, especially those unfamiliar with trappings that players who’d been on the scene for years took for granted. One example was The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time. Released in 1998 for the Nintendo 64 and widely praised as one of the greatest games ever made, Ocarina of Time saddled players with Navi, a fairy who bombarded them with tips and explanations throughout the lengthy adventure. While controllers grew more complex, designers grew adept at constructing on-screen interfaces that spelled out what buttons did what and clearly communicated players’ health, armor, gold, and other vital information.

	Self-described hardcore players took offense at the oversimplification of their favorite hobby and gravitated to tougher challenges. Of particular interest to this demographic were strategy games. The genre flourished on the PC, where the keyboard’s dozens of keys—and, by the mid-nineties, the addition of the mouse—gave players a plethora of actions and tactics they could use to express themselves and where the notion of frills like tutorials was slow to catch on.

	The complexity of strategy titles was both deliberate and a happy accident. Just as many pioneers in computer games created role-playing games by drawing from their love of J. R. R. Tolkien and Dungeons & Dragons, Sid Meier and Julian Gollop set out to make games that evoked the spirit of the board and card games that had captured their imaginations as children and adults. One way they accomplished this objective was to build in factors such as luck to offset or reward skill. This delicate balance, and the game systems engineered to facilitate it, forced designers to think about the psychology of their audience.

	Julian pointed to chess as an example. “If you lose against another player, you can say you made a mistake,” he explains. “Or you can feel humiliated because the other player’s simply better than you. There can be an element of humiliation involved there.”

	Luck triggers a response in players based on how luck—real or imagined—affected them. “What winds up happening is, because there’s also a skill element, players who are less skilled will blame bad luck when they lose, when they’re just not as good as the other player. It’s humiliating to believe that. But if you win, you’re psychologically more likely to put it down to skill. That’s where an element of randomness can psychologically reinforce the player.”

	For as often as random elements in games such as UFO can work against players who have painstakingly crafted a clever and methodical approach to winning, that randomness and the strokes of luck it offers can elicit excitement in players and keep them coming back for more. “I now think that randomness helps make games more accessible to people and help them not feel as humiliated by the experience of losing against other players, for example. I like a bit more randomness in my games than other people do,” says Julian.

	Luck played a larger role in UFO and similar titles than many designers realized, including Julian. The board games they played, specifically strategy titles by publishers like Avalon Hill, were so complicated that the mere act of setting them up was daunting. Julian Gollop, Sid Meier, and similar designers are described as grognards, players who preferred the wargames of the 1970s and ’80s because they scratched their itch to indulge in learning and exploiting systems of rules whose complexity was matched only by the thrill of the possibilities they presented.

	Julian’s intent with UFO was not to confuse players. He designed the game for an audience who delighted in learning a game’s intricacies, as he did. There were consequences to that mindset, many of which Julian and others within MicroProse UK may have overlooked or never considered. Whether in Geoscape or Battlescape, the game’s interface was mystifying. In the Geoscape, players were inundated with financial briefings, options to expand their starting base, and other alerts and notifications they had no clue how to parse. Every game began with the “well-nigh indefensible layout of your starting base itself, which makes it guaranteed to fall to the first squad of marauding aliens who come calling,” noted game historian Jimmy Maher in his retrospective of UFO. Veterans got used to spending several minutes and much of their funding dismantling and reorganizing their base at the outset of each game.

	In Battlescape, the jumble of buttons at the bottom of the screen depicted actions the squad could take, but these actions were not always clear. Players willing to put in the time would work out strategies like how to throw a grenade all the way across a map, but they too spent hours and hours learning the interface before they got that far.

	UFO didn’t want players to relax. It wanted them to know that any of their soldiers, especially the ones they have named, bonded with, and outfitted with expensive ordnance, could die at any moment. It should not, however, want to inspire more frustration than it does anxiety. More often than not, an alien killed the first soldier off the player’s ship. The suddenness of the kill had the benefit of playing to the atmosphere of dread and paranoia. It could also be dispiriting for new players who had no idea what was happening or what they could do about it.

	Sometimes a game’s features, designed to promote its themes in harmony with other systems and mechanics, can work against it. John Broomhall’s brilliant, moody soundtrack got under players’ skin. Hours later, as they scoured the map for the one remaining alien they had to kill to finish the mission, that same music had become one more source of irritation. Imagine if, in the latest Mission: Impossible movie, Tom Cruise hung from the side of a jet while thrilling music played, only for him to keep hanging, and hanging, and hanging, as his character searched for a way to breach the aircraft and get inside.

	“The new player is likely to assume, reasonably enough, that the decisions the game has already made for her are good ones,” Maher continued in his exploration of the game. “She finds out otherwise only by being kicked in the teeth as a result of them. This is not good game design. The impression created is of a game that is not tough but fair, but rather actively out to get her.”

	 Nearly two decades later, when 2K Games and Firaxis set out to reboot UFO under the name XCOM, lead producer and level designer Garth DeAngelis wrote in a postmortem that the development team was selective about which elements of the original game to bring back and how to rework them. “While UFO: Enemy Unknown may have been magnificent, it was also a unique beast when it came to beginning a new game. We often joked that the diehards who mastered the game independently belonged in an elite club, because by today’s standards the learning curve was like climbing Mt. Everest.”

	Julian Gollop acknowledged UFO’s complexity years later and admitted he wouldn’t make games so complex. His penchant for complexity lives on but couched in more accessible systems that reward players for their curiosity. In Phoenix Point, a game similar to UFO that Gollop crowdfunded, an editor at PCGamesN discovered a weapon activated by clicking a rocket-like icon on the interface. “I learned if I clicked on the rocket icon and then on a section of ground near the crab-like creatures that are Phoenix Point’s enemies, half the screen would detonate—yielding a flurry of permanent status effects as the crabs lost the use of their claws, legs, and various other faculties.”

	Despite its opacity, UFO became enshrined as one of the greatest games ever made. There are many factors for how and why it endeared itself to fans despite its steep learning curve. Its atmosphere of creeping dread. The overwhelming—in ways good and bad—number of options players have to exterminate aliens and manage their operation. The excitement of capturing aliens and hauling them back to the base where scientists can cut them open and craft new technologies from a mixture of their organs and human weaponry.

	To Julian Gollop, however, nothing has endeared UFO to players more than its complexity. As game design progressed, designers of strategy games invented or improved upon ways to make games more intuitive without taking away the immense satisfaction of triumphing over an intelligent opponent by executing brilliant strategic maneuvers. UFO lacked that level of polish, but the audience for whom it was intended didn’t need it. Like Julian, they treated their mastery over complex rules and systems as a rite of passage. Anything less than the depth of interactivity and possibility that UFO offered may well have disappointed them, or even—heaven forbid—given them cause to dismiss the game as “casual.”

	“It has this impressive feeling of scale and interaction, which I think was pretty unique for a game of its time,” he says. “And just the fear, tension, and horror of the tactical battles was nicely implemented. That we used random elements in both the AI’s deployment and the way maps were put together to make sure there was nothing entirely predictable about each tactical battle you went into was quite a big factor in the game’s appeal.”

	Developers at Firaxis Games understood that appeal and held it up like a beacon as they built their take on Julian Gollop’s classic. “While many fans on the team found this learning curve to be a part of the game’s charm and wore it as a badge of honor, we ultimately knew that, in 2012, we needed to enable gamers to experience the truly fun elements without overly testing their patience. But neither could we bear to dumb XCOM down,” wrote Garth DeAngelis.

	 

	 


Chapter 14: It Came from Britain

	JULIAN AND NICK’S FATHER DID not join his sons in Chipping Sodbury. His priority as a shareholder in Mythos Games was to ensure payments from MicroProse UK came through without a hitch. They did, and so he was content to continue playing the role of silent partner.

	The Gollop brothers met another silent figure late one night deep in their crunch schedule. Julian, Nick, and three testers raided the office for t-shirts made for promotions. Wearing them, they believed, would make UFO: Enemy Unknown feel more real. As they searched, they found a solitary figure sitting alone in an office, awash in the glow of his computer monitor. He introduced himself as Jason Dutton, the head of MicroProse UK’s marketing department and a passionate fan of Enemy Unknown.

	“I talked to him about it and he said how much he liked the game,” Julian recalls of the late-night encounter. “It was funny just to see him in this office all by himself.”

	Julian’s chance meeting with Dutton cut through exhaustion and stress, but only just. On an intellectual level, he knew he and his team had made a good game. It was his kind of game and exactly what he wanted to create. Pete Moreland remained the voice of reassurance, if not outright confidence. Still, despite praise from Moreland, and all the QA testers, and a few previews from gaming press, Julian remained uncertain. “I felt the game wasn’t totally finished. It needed more work and polish. There were still bugs in it. Some of these things could be rectified before the US launch, which came a bit later. I think Nick was a lot more negative than I was, as he tends to be about a game when we reach the end.”

	Nick had reason to be cynical. They had made good games before, but high review scores hadn’t translated to large royalty checks. Still, he crossed his fingers. “We thought, Okay, this might be one of those games that has critical acclaim but little commercial success,” he admits of Enemy Unknown.

	Julian harbored doubts that stemmed from the toll exacted by crunching. “It didn’t sour me on game development. It did sour me on doing another UFO game. I really wanted to do something different after UFO, but it wasn’t to be.”

	Cognizant of when his developers needed a boost, Moreland assured the brothers their fears were unwarranted. “At one point, I knew what some rough pre-order numbers were looking like. I went around and said, ‘Look, guys, you’ve been saying to me that you don’t know whether this is going to make you any money or not. I can tell you now that I estimate your first royalty check will be X dollars.’ Their faces lit up.”

	The light in Julian’s eyes dimmed as the crunch dragged on. “We were just exhausted. You’re working on something so hard and intensively, and you get so absorbed in it, you lose any objective sense of how good or bad it is. You just want to get the thing finished.”
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	UFO: ENEMY UNKNOWN went gold in early March 1994, a status that meant the game content was locked down and a set of master diskettes or a CD-ROM was ready for mass production. When it was finished, Nick and Julian felt only relief. UFO: Enemy Unknown touched down in the United Kingdom later that month. Available for MS-DOS, the game came on four three-and-a-half-inch floppy diskettes—the fourth of which contained a patch to fix a few bugs—or one CD-ROM. The most intriguing aspect of the UK edition was the box art, which depicted insect-like aliens toting laser guns and flying needle-shaped spaceships—none of which appeared in the game.

	That didn’t seem to bother consumers or critics in the UK, where Laser Squad and Lords of Chaos had sold tens of thousands of units. In comparison, Enemy Unknown sold hundreds of thousands. “We always knew we were on to something special,” says QA tester Andrew Luckett. “We could see all the ducks lining up from the first days it came into test. I have worked on many other fine games but this one would have been the one I would have pre-ordered as a gamer.”

	To Nick and Julian’s delight and immense relief, Pete Moreland’s prognostications regarding their first royalty check came to fruition. “It was an absolutely stunning success for us,” says Julian of UFO. “I can’t remember the size of our first royalty check, but it was several-hundred-thousand pounds. It was the biggest check we’d ever seen, I think.”

	UFO’s composer, John Broomhall, saw the same spark and remains grateful he had time to nurture it. “From the time I joined MicroProse to around the time we did UFO, we’d had many firefighting emergencies having to produce music and sound for a lot of projects very quickly, but with UFO there was a sense of time and space to really immerse myself in the subject matter, experiment and live with things for a while. That, coupled with the creative freedom I was given, the increasingly better understanding of how to work on sound cards and the unique toolset Andrew provided, is probably why it turned out well, aside from pure creativity. It represents a clear high point in that particular phase of my career in games. I was enormously fortunate to be the one to have the opportunity to create music for this iconic title and I’ve probably had more fan mail about this game than any other I’ve ever worked on. It’s really nice to know that it hit the spot with gamers all over the world.”

	“As with all games I’ve worked on, almost the very best bit is seeing it finished and on the shelves in stores,” says Mike Brunton. “It’s even better if you get to watch someone buy a copy! The other great pleasure was getting a new development version in and playing it to see what had changed. UFO really was a game worth playing, particularly the alien rocket launchers: it was just cool to give waypoints to a missile and send it whizzing through a tortuous route. When you catch yourself playing a developing game for fun rather than to see what’s wrong, then it’s something good. It had that same ‘one more turn’ feel that Civilization had.”

	“It’s my favorite game I’ve worked on,” Pete Moreland says. “It makes me proud of all the people who worked on it. It ended up being the dream game, really. It’s the best game I’ve worked on and what I’m proudest of.”

	The real test, however, was how consumers in the US would take to the game, released stateside as X-COM: UFO Defense. “I don’t know who on the US side was involved in that decision,” Julian says of the rebranding, “but it kind of made sense. UFO: Enemy Unknown is sort of generic whereas from a sort of brand/franchise development point of view, using X-COM was a good move. It became the name for the whole series.”

	“There was no consideration that the game might lead to a sequel let alone a franchise, and so the devising of the X-COM name was just minor detail to put in the manual, the fictional name of this fictional fighting force,” adds Stephen Hand. “But I must confess to dying inside a little each time when, in later years, executives would fly over from California and tell me just what X-COM was and what the franchise stood for.”

	Changing the name played to a recent pop culture phenomenon in the United States. A year earlier, The X-Files starring David Duchovny and Gillian Anderson debuted and reached cult classic status by drawing on the same themes that had inspired Enemy Unknown’s development. Julian Gollop didn’t follow the show but felt certain its popularity spurred at least some viewers to launch their own investigations into extraterrestrials. 

	The real indicator of X-COM’s future success came when popular US magazine PC Gamer packaged a demo in an issue that arrived in stores ahead of the game’s summer 1994 release. Word of the demo’s high quality and riveting gameplay spread across web forums. “When the game was released in North America,” Julian says, “one thing we noticed was that gamers were going crazy about X-COM on the CompuServe games forum. It was a game-of-the-month type thing for months.”

	Critics proved just as excited about X-COM. In Computer Gaming World’s review, titled “It Came from Britain,” editor Chris Lombardi delved deep into—and gushed over—X-COM’s combat, resource management, and atmosphere. It is, he wrote, “one of those rare and dangerous games capable of drilling into your brain, putting a vice-grip on your imagination, and only releasing you when it has had enough.” Moreover, “its only demands are on your free time. Resistance is futile,” he concluded.

	GameSpot.com proclaimed it an instant classic worthy of mention in the same breath as Sid Meier’s Civilization, acclaim that went over well with MicroProse UK’s staff who had weathered layoffs, studio closures, and the game’s cancellation to see the project through.

	X-COM’s success in North America eclipsed that of its UFO: Enemy Unknown counterpart: combined with its sequel, X-COM: Terror From the Deep, franchise sales surpassed one million units by 1997. “I’m quite a shy person, so the spotlight is not where I want to be,” Nick says. “I was just glad to be a part of the game. It’s one of the major achievements in my life. It’s the attention to detail and all the little bits and pieces coming together. Lots of people have game ideas, and that’s fine. It’s easy to come up with ideas. But every day we were adding new ideas and features, so that each game session develops over time. Someone like Julian, who is very experienced at games, knows what works and is constantly trying new things.”

	The game’s rave reviews and surprisingly high sales numbers came at a cost for Julian. Two things were happening that he wouldn’t realize until later. The first was that X-COM had established his reputation as an all-star designer in a way previous titles had not. The second was that his time guiding X-COM was already nearing its end. 

	“We were just overjoyed because MicroProse UK was a branch of a well-respected strategy-game publisher, but the general opinion of the US was that Europeans didn’t know how to make games properly, and MicroProse UK was no different. They were just churning out console games for MicroProse and couldn’t do anything good. We still didn’t appreciate the impact of the game at the time.”

	 

	 


Epilogue: Telling Your Story

	JULIAN AND NICK GOLLOP DEOPOSITED their sizable first royalty check with no small amount of relief. 

	“The thing was, after the end of UFO, we were broke,” Julian admits. “We had no income and were desperate to do something. We kept pestering MicroProse to sign a contract for a new game, and they were dragging their feet for some reason. I really don’t know. We started getting a bit paranoid, saying, ‘They’re trying to starve us to death so we’ll sign anything.’ And we were a bit desperate, really.”

	Foretelling great success was one thing. MicroProse brass needed to see sales numbers in black-and-white before they could decide on the UK’s next course of action. Once royalties rolled in, the way forward became clear. MicroProse HQ got in touch with Adrian Parr and Pete Moreland in the UK and ordered a sequel developed and released within six months. When Moreland passed along the directive to Julian, he pushed back. Cranking out a sequel so quickly would give Mythos little time to do more than make a few tweaks to gameplay and art. Not only that, such a quick turnaround would wreak havoc on them physically and mentally, and they hadn’t even had time to recover from X-COM’s final sprint. “That was the point where I said, ‘Well, it’s just not realistic for us to do that.’ We turned them down flat and said it wasn’t possible,” Julian adds.

	MicroProse relented and proposed an alternative. “The Gollops were already working on X-COM: Apocalypse, which was some way off being completed,” MicroProse UK artist Terry Greer wrote on his blog, “but [management] wanted something to plug the gap so that players wouldn’t have to wait so long. A decision was made to use the original engine, reskin the graphics, and create a whole new story.”

	MicroProse UK tapped designer Steve Goss to lead X-COM: Terror From the Deep, which traded farmland and neighborhoods for ocean floors and aquatic-themed aliens. Other than new creatures and tile sets for backgrounds, Terror From the Deep held on to the constituent parts of X-COM: UFO Defense. “By keeping changes to the absolute minimum, a sequel could be created in just a few months,” Greer continued. “Also, by not inventing any new game features or game technology, it would make the scheduling one largely led purely by asset creation, which makes it a whole lot easier when it comes to estimating task durations and scheduling.”

	MicroProse UK’s X-COM: Terror From the Deep released in early 1995 and both achieved what MicroProse intended, garnering more acclaim and selling more units, and proved Julian Gollop’s reticence to invade retail shelves so soon after the first release. PC Gamer and Computer Game Review declared it a great sequel and a great game all its own, while Next Generation tempered its high score with the caveat that “it seems so much more could have been accomplished to make this game more than just a carbon copy of an old game.”

	GameSpot’s reviewer agreed, giving the game a 7.2 out of 10. “Terror from the Deep is still a great game, but it seems more like an add-on than a bona fide sequel. Fans of UFO Defense will find a pleasurable challenge in the cagier alien artificial intelligence, but interested newcomers are likely to find much more pleasure in the original.”

	Apocalypse ended up an apt subtitle for the three-year development process of Julian Gollop’s sequel, chronologically the third entry in the franchise. “I wanted to innovate with X-COM: Apocalypse,” Gollop says. “We had real-time systems alongside turn-based combat and more sophisticated real-time combat in the city view with vehicles flying around. It was a project that was too ambitious for what we could really manage. I was probably trying to move a bit too far from the X-COM vibe.” 

	X-COM: Apocalypse was a joint effort by Mythos and MicroProse UK. The Gollops hired on a few programmers and level designers while MicroProse UK handled artwork. Over the next three years, the two companies battled problems from too-large level designs to cartoonish characters and settings that belied the creeping dread of X-COM and Terror From the Deep to crunch periods extended by ambition to innovate on the first game’s formula.

	“It was a fatally flawed project in almost every way,” Julian admits. “I had in my mind this idea that there was a living city which you could almost explore like a sandbox. It had traffic generators, night and day cycles, and these organizations that owned buildings in the city. It was hideously complicated, let’s put it that way.”

	Mythos parted ways with MicroProse after Apocalypse. When Julian learned of Firaxis Games’ XCOM reboot years later, he recalled being frustrated that he wasn’t the driving force behind it but made peace with his inability to change the situation.

	XCOM succeeded largely for the same reasons X-COM made waves in 1994. Not only did it focus on deep, tactical decision-making, and not only did the foreboding atmosphere grow heavier and more stifling as missions went on and players’ forces fought and died, but every step, every encounter carried weight. Players named their soldiers, bonded with them, and sent them into battle knowing one slip-up could mean death for characters who had grown from soldiers into companions.

	For players who thrived under pressure, Ironman mode, which allows for only a single save-game file that is deleted when players lose, was the ultimate challenge and testified to the compelling nature of the original game’s do-or-die tension. “When we made XCOM: Enemy Unknown, we wanted to establish that we weren’t watering the series’ challenge down,” senior producer Garth DeAngelis explained in an interview with PlayStation. “We included a variety of difficulties and options to make the experience more accommodating to a wider audience, but Ironman mode is there for fans of the original XCOM [sic]. Ironman mode is our love letter to the original game.”

	XCOM: Enemy Unknown turned out to be a blessing in disguise for Gollop. After years of fans begging him to remake X-COM only to have to tell them he was not in a position to do so, the reboot’s critical and commercial success proved to publishers that consumers were still hungry for turn-based strategy titles, long believed to be fossils in light of faster, more lucrative real-time strategy games like Blizzard Entertainment’s StarCraft and growing popularity around real-time tactical combat found in Riot Games’s League of Legends.

	In an interview with PC Gamer, Julian Gollop opined that XCOM’s success and the way players gravitated to its challenge “just goes to show that maybe I was right to pursue this kind of game. But what the new XCOM game has allowed me to do is make Phoenix Point, because without it, I doubt I even would’ve attempted it. God knows what I’d be doing. I think it’s fair to say it’s now a new genre of game. It’s now established, and there are people who are actively looking for this style of game, and there will be more like them, which is really cool.”

	Gollop announced Phoenix Point as a spiritual successor to the game he made and had waited decades to remake. “We are creating Phoenix Point by taking influences from the famed X-COM franchise,” Gollop said when the game’s crowdfunding campaign began on Fig, a crowdfunding platform made specifically for game developers. “We are updating our favorite gameplay features from X-COM titles such as UFO: Enemy Unknown and X-COM Apocalypse that I designed and mixing them with some of the amazing ideas Firaxis Games executed brilliantly in their franchise reboots, to create an entirely new game whose essence lies in the XCOM genre.”

	Set in the distant future and designed with a mix of alien invasions and Lovecraftian influences that Gollop had wanted to experiment with for decades, Phoenix Point set a funding goal of $500,000 and ended up raising more than $765,000. Gollop led development at Snapshot Games, his startup based in Bulgaria that had previously reimagined his old wizard-wars game as Chaos Reborn. Phoenix Point launched in 2019 to average reviews, with critics stating that the game felt unfinished but brimmed with strong ideas they hoped Gollop and his small team would expand on as they rolled out updates.

	Gollop has never been one to grow discouraged. When one game doesn’t work, he takes lessons to heart and comes back with something stronger. “X-COM is the highlight of my career,” he says with a laugh. “Been going downhill ever since. No, more seriously—although that’s probably still quite accurate—I guess it represents, really, the last time I was able to do a game almost completely on my own terms. Barring some intervention at the beginning of the project from Steve Hand and Mike Brunton, it was a development during which I was left alone to do what I wanted. It’s the last time I experienced that up until I went completely indie with Laser Squad Nemesis in 2002.”

	Julian knows that the gaming audience and his peers will always associate him with a game he made in the early ’90s. He’s fine with that. “I don’t worry about being able to make anything as good as X-COM. I’m pretty convinced I can, but even if I fail to do that, I’m not worried. Often, successful things tend to be of a certain time and place. There are a lot of things that come together to make special things happen, things you don’t have control over. They fall to luck or fate. That’s at least partly the case with the original X-COM—that in its time and place, things came together that made it stand out.”

	One lesson that continues to resonate with Gollop is that whatever the response to his or anyone else’s games, his belief in the “XCOM genre” bore fruit for fans and creators wondering if tactical combat games were still worth creating in an age where games like DOTA 2, League of Legends, and Fortnite measure profit in the billions. XCOM itself made tactical games accessible to console players, proving that one didn’t need a keyboard and mouse or a collection of plastic figurines to delve deep into wargaming. And both the original games and Firaxis’s reimagining showed developers that even the greenest soldier on a virtual battlefield can spark an emotional response in players.

	“There’s something particularly important about this design choice in the context of a strategy game,” Ars Technica writer Rich Stanton explained in a 2016 essay. “These are often war-focused, certainly in XCOM’s case, so it makes sense to try and tap into the idea of caring for your troops. The challenge for the strategy game designer is in making players care about mere pawns: they’re central to the game but ultimately expendable in the pursuit of victory. XCOM 2 excels at creating this tiny emotional connection. Customization is where it starts for XCOM 2’s soldiers, with basic choices like name, gender, and skin color added to details of nationality and, later, personality.”

	Stanton admits that such features were present in 2012’s XCOM, but XCOM 2 strengthened the connection between player and soldier through two additions. The first was the ability to export custom-built characters and share them with others. By firing up XCOM 2’s robust character editor, players could build fighters that resemble video game characters like Guile from Street Fighter II or base them more on their friends and family, generating the same emotional response to the death of friends, family, beloved pets, and reviled teachers in The Oregon Trail on Apple II.

	Most crucially, XCOM 2 acknowledged the connection players formed with their squads by building on their personalities the longer they served in the war against the aliens. “Soldiers that survive a particularly long time gain nicknames, meaning that even if you play with randomly assigned names and designs for your characters (and hey, not everyone’s into customization) the game has a safety hook,” wrote Stanton.

	XCOM 2’s second important inclusion expanded on the notion of soldiers panicking as their friends and squad mates get cut down around them. Soldiers suffered PTSD in the sequel but had to return to battle. However, players who kept them safe during missions—say, by putting them in a less dangerous position in a formation while more experienced fighters led the charge—allowed them to work through their stress and come back stronger and more confident.

	Imagine nurturing a video game character through their trauma, nurturing them into a stronger, more capable person and, mechanically, serving an increasingly important role of the team.

	Then imagine them dying from a fluke projectile and knowing that unless players were willing to turn back the clock by reloading a past save, that character, that person was gone forever. 

	That emotional response has been present in every X-COM and XCOM game and in titles made by designers influenced by the works of Jake Solomon and, ultimately, Julian Gollop. “After Conti kicked the bucket, I was floored,” wrote mobile game developer Tiago Costa on Gamasutra, who lost a squad mate to an alien that got lucky. Upset, Costa made a drink and wondered how the death of a virtual soldier could cause so much pain. “Yes, she was there in the first mission, freeing the commander then obtaining the power core to fuel the Avenger. She almost died there. She was always on the front line, selflessly slashing away to allow somebody else to live. She was always dependable, always rising to the challenge. Nobody was better with a shotgun. And she was twitchy but light-hearted. She had a difficult uprising during the invasion so she’s scarred, but somehow she became the leader of the squad.”

	The answer was simple yet elusive: humans are storytellers. Very few video games explicitly tell stories, but narratives can still be found in play-heavy titles from The Legend of Zelda to FTL: Faster Than Light to X-COM and XCOM.

	“XCOM takes all the elements that enable our brains to generate a new story and puts all in the soldiers. As such, just like Pinocchio, they become real persons,” Costa wrote. “This only enhances to the immersive illusion as our minds fill up the fake narrative. It enhances the main story of XCOM. It’s not just a battle for the freedom of earth. It’s not just a team of randoms. It’s not just a generic rookie. It’s your personal generic rookie. It’s your personal team of randoms. And in the end it’s your personal battle for the freedom of earth.” 

	For many, the personal connections forged with chess-pieces-turned-flesh-and-blood-and-pixels make Julian Gollop one of the all-time storytelling greats.

	“The story in X-COM was simple,” Gollop says, “but if you look at Half-Life, the story is pretty simple there too. Yet it feels like more of a narrative because you go through these scripted events and the levels are pre-designed. Story has evolved more with Xbox 360 and PlayStation 3 in particular, this narrative-driven design. I quite like it. It’s a popular way of designing games, but it’s not the thing that is most interesting to me. I’m more interested in games and systems and what emerges from those and what story we can tell through the player’s actions. The story is more the setting. It’s the start point, not the end point. It’s where players start, and then they tell their own story.”
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