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Introduction

	 

	In our previous installment of GameDev Stories, we stuffed our pockets full of quarters and traveled back to the glory days of arcade games. Prepare for whiplash: In Volume 4, we’re going to be skipping around between the past and the present.

	How far back into the past? I’m talking text-only dungeons, pen and paper and dice, and the black-and-green-screen delights of the Apple II.

	Thank you, as always, for your interest in these interviews. Many of them formed the basis of the material I used to write various books. You’ll find links to those books where appropriate.

	Happy reading,

	David L. Craddock 

	14 October 2019

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 1: Tuning Up – Mohammed Taher, Musician and Producer

	 

	Mohammed Taher is responsible for many of the video game soundtracks you love. Fully responsible in some cases, partially in others. Through his label, he’s worked to gather many of the industry’s most beloved composers and musicians to revive their work in contemporary titles such as 2014’s Shovel Knight.

	In the process of research and interviews for my Shovel Knight book, published by Boss Fight Books in 2018, I talked with Maher about his career and process. My editors and I were only able to include a few tidbits from the interview over the course of the main narrative. Here, I present the full interview. 

	 

	David L. Craddock: I spent some time looking through Brave Wave's portfolio, and it's incredible. The amount of iconic games you've got the chance to work with is astounding. How long have you been interested in music, and in video game music in particular?

	 

	Mohammed Taher: Music has always been a constant in my life. I vividly remember spending my weekly allowance on music cassettes—as early as elementary school. My parents were separated, and I used to visit my mother on the weekends, so whenever she gave me my weekly allowance—to buy food for school on the weekdays where I'm not with her—I'd blow it the same day on music. I went many days without anything to eat at school. But I loved it, I absolutely loved stepping into a store and discovering new artists. I'm glad I still remember how it felt back then to hear captivating music for the first time.

	 

	I was lucky to have owned a Famicom back then as it meant having access to Japan-only titles, like Tecmo's Captain Tsubasa soccer-RPG games. Captain Tsubasa II's soundtrack by the legendary (and Brave Wave founding member) Keiji Yamagishi, of Ninja Gaiden fame, was the first game that blew me away. I couldn't believe how good the music was. And that stayed with me throughout all my stages, to a few years ago when I stalked the composer on Facebook and talked him into joining my label.

	 

	The rest is history. I even hired a full-blown orchestra to arrange a medley of my favorite themes from the game. It was the last track on my first album, World 1-2, and I dedicated it to Yama-san.

	 

	Craddock: Do you have a particular favorite era or type of game music?

	 

	Taher: My favorite music is often not tied to a genre but to the nature of the track; I'm heavily drawn to melodic pieces, which in turn makes the NES—and all of the 8-bit consoles—my favorite era of game music. I love ambient music too, immensely, but my heart always goes back to melody-centric compositions. Lately, I've been into hip-hop and K-pop.

	 

	Craddock: What was the genesis (pardon the pun) of Brave Wave? What led you to found the company?

	 

	Taher: I worked on my first album 'World 1-2' for eight months with the intention of it being a one-time kind of thing. Then I met Ninja Gaiden's Keiji Yamagishi, and we started taking about producing his first-ever solo album. So that got me thinking about forming a label, since I'd end up with more than one album.

	 

	The reasoning for the formation of the company, and moving further from being just a net-label, was the idea of my business partner Alexander Aniel, as he thought it'd legitimize us in front of the big publishers and give them confidence to work with us. Looking back at it now, I think it was a sound decision.

	 

	Craddock: How do you go about creating albums for beloved games like Street Fighter II and Ninja Gaiden?

	 

	Taher: Our soundtracks are officially licensed from the publishers, and we work with them at every step of the way—from unearthing classic artwork to reviewing their past releases and interviewing the composers. What differentiates us is that we bring the original composers to the forefront of each soundtrack release. With the Street Fighter II soundtrack, we recorded all the tracks from the two arcade boards and our engineer created a brand-new restoration job.

	 

	Then renowned composer and Brave Wave member Yoko Shimomura reviewed and approved every single track, which gives us the seal of approval that we so desire: not only the approval of the publisher, but the original composer too.

	 

	With our recent Ninja Gaiden soundtrack release, which covers the NES trilogy and the arcade game, composer Keiji Yamagishi served as the producer of the project by overseeing it for over a year, alongside Ryuichi Nitta of Ninja Gaiden II and Kaori Nakabai of Ninja Gaiden III. Our goal was to create an unmatched restoration that's first and foremost approved by the original sound team, and I'm happy with what we've done so far.

	 

	Craddock: Brave Wave has been responsible for reaching out to Japanese musicians such as Manami Matsumae—composers who created iconic soundtracks, but who may not have been aware of their popularity stateside. How do you go about getting in touch with these composers?

	 

	Taher: I actually found Manami Matsumae on SoundCloud by googling her name. I reached out to her about working with me on my first album, World 1-2, and because she saw that I had Silent Hill’s Akira Yamaoka with me on the album, she felt safe about joining and decided to make a track. And then we started talking more and she accepted my invitation to be a central part of my label.

	 

	Now that I have a wide network of composers that I work with, it's easier to find and reach out to retro composers. The Japanese videogames music scene is tightly knitted and most people know each other. When I first started, it was a challenge because I didn't know where to start. I was lucky that I found Manami Matsumae and Keiji Yamagishi, as they helped me connect with the Japanese community of composers.

	 

	Craddock: How did you learn about Shovel Knight? What piqued your interest in the game?

	 

	Taher: I found it on Kickstarter by myself. I'm a hardcore Mega Man fan—I finished Mega Man 9 without [taking] a single hit!—so I was drawn to the design similarities to Mega Man and other classic games.

	 

	Craddock: Sean Velasco remembers receiving an email from you, completely out of the blue, claiming you could put Yacht Club in touch with Manami Matsumae. Is that how you remember it?

	 

	Taher: I sent a Kickstarter message saying that I can let them work with the original Mega Man composer Manami Matsumae. I think they thought that I was joking. They're huge Mega Man fans, so it must have felt too good to be true. I even proposed that I pay Manami's composing fees, which I did. That was before we were a company. I wasn't really thinking of the monetary aspect. I just acted on my gut feeling, and I wanted to get Manami a cool project to work on. I'd never work for free now. Okay, maybe only for Yacht Club Games. I genuinely love them.

	 

	Shovel Knight is heavily inspired by NES-era design, and especially that of Capcom's. I thought that Manami was the perfect fit, since she composed the legendary score and sound effects to the original Mega Man.

	 

	Craddock: What was the process of working with Matsumae-san on the tracks she created for Shovel Knight? Did Yacht Club give you/her materials to get you started, or did she handle most of the concept, composing, and recording?

	 

	Taher: Yacht Club Games gave us a design document containing what they had made so far about the two stages. Screenshots, concept art, and written text. We took the document and translated it to Japanese for Manami. She then used this wealth of information to compose the themes in a fitting way.

	 

	Craddock: What was your role in the process during Shovel Knight's production?

	 

	Taher: I helped bridge the language gap between Manami and the team. That was my main responsibility. I was lucky enough to hear demo tracks from the soundtrack, way before the game's release, and it blew my mind. I think Jake Kaufman is a masterful composer, one of the industry's all-time best. I was a Kickstarter backer, and they had a pixel portrait of me somewhere in the game. But I actually never played the game before its release, aside from a brief encounter at a gaming event.

	 

	Craddock: Outside of Shovel Knight, what are your day-to-day duties at Brave Wave?

	 

	Taher: I'm a creative director and project manager. Those are loaded titles and could be confusing. So, I direct albums and composers; I construct a vision for our solo and collaboration albums; and I work closely with the composers, designers, and artists on all our products. I don't compose, but I help guide the composers toward a certain direction and vision. 

	 

	With our Generation Series line of soundtracks, I worked on the branding and the design with Cory Schmitz, and I work with my co-director and engineer Marco Guardia on everything from the scope of his restoration work to something as minute as how many seconds of silence there should be when a track ends. Then there are the partners and publishers that we decide to work with; the musicians that I have to scout for our projects, and so on. 

	 

	That could all be summed into the role of a director. I'm also a photographer, and although that has always been a separate thing from Brave Wave, we recently released the solo album of Takahiro Izutani's solo project 'Dugo', under the title Lingua Franca, which featured seven of my photographs. Izutani is the co-composer of Bayonetta series and Metal Gear Solid 4, among others.

	 

	Craddock: What projects does Brave Wave have in production?

	 

	Taher: We're working on a few top-tier soundtracks, including ones by Capcom. Additionally, we're in the beginning phase of working with new publishers, chief among them is SNK. We're also hard at work on the solo album of Manami Matsumae, as well as the final chapter of Keiji Yamagishi's Retro-Active series, which we have released two albums from so far. I think music fans will be happy with the fruits of these collaborations.

	 

	Craddock: Shovel Knight has been regarded as one of the finest 2D platformers of its time, and a game that belongs in the same conversation as Mega Man and Castlevania. What did you think of how it turned out, and what did it mean to be able to contribute to it?

	 

	Taher: It's easy for me to gush about Shovel Knight objectively, critically, but it could be difficult for people to understand that. Whenever I praise Shovel Knight, some people think it's because I worked on it or it's because we published the vinyl soundtrack. But I do genuinely love it. I finished the original game four times, once without dying. What makes a platforming game, for me, is the level design. You could have the most fun and original mechanics, but if your level design doesn't make use of them then it's pointless. Level design is by far the most difficult thing to nail in a platformer. I really think level designers aren't appreciated enough. I think that Shovel Knight has some of the best level design in any game—it's engaging, intuitive, smart, and thoroughly enjoyable. Shovel Knight is a testament to the brilliance of NES-era design and approach to making a game. It's yet another proof that classic design wasn't about excruciating difficulty, but about mastering the art and the marriage of level design and mechanics.

	 

	I'm very happy to have contributed to the game and to have brought Manami to the team. It's a great honor to be tied to such a modern classic. When you work on a game you really can't expect it how it'll turn out. You can't look into the future to prevent your association with a mediocre end product, you know? So it was intuition on my part, and I'm glad my first collaboration was a success. Furthermore, it feels great to have been immortalized in the game with a pixel portrait! How cool is that?

	 

	**

	 

	Visit www.bravewave.net to learn more about the label, and check out Shovel Knight (Boss Fight Books) to learn more about the making of Yacht Club Games’ retro-inspired modern classic.

	 

	 


Chapter 2: BFFs – The Making of Shovel Knight’s Bass Boss

	 

	“What is dead may never die” is the mantra of House Greyjoy in George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire (and that HBO show that ended so poorly). It’s also the mantra of anyone who’s ever written a book, developed a game, or created anything, ever.

	There’s never enough room, physically or thematically, for every scrap of material one gathers over the course of fulfilling a creative dream. That was the case with Shovel Knight, my book published by Boss Fight Books in 2018. For instance, I spoke with Matt and Woolie, two of the founding members of Best Friends Zaibatsu, about their Bass character that was used as a boss in Yacht Club’s Shovel Knight game. That interview is presented in full, below. 

	 

	David L. Craddock: How did the Best Friends Zaibatsu get started? How did you all meet?

	 

	Matthew “Matt” Kowalewski: We all met in college, basically. Woolie and I specifically started bonding by playing Metroid Prime 2 multiplayer of all things. This must be the only time something positive has come out of that mode.

	 

	Craddock: There's a veritable flood of gaming podcasts, Let's Play videos, and other media on the Internet. What do you do to set yourself apart from that crowd? To put it another way, what characteristics of your media do you feel have been responsible for the continued popularity of the Best Friends brand?

	 

	Matt: I think what sets us apart is that we only really play the games we're interested in, and not necessarily what's popular. A lot of our fans can tell what we're enthusiastic about even if it's really strange or obscure. While our channel grows pretty slowly, our fanbase sticks around through it all.

	 

	Craddock: Where did the Zubaz character come from?

	 

	Woolie Madden: The Baz was discovered in the pilot episode of Fighterpedia, a 2011 webseries I worked on with Matt. In it, we reviewed rejected Street Fighter 2 character designs, and quickly discovered how bad some of them were.

	 

	The absolute king of the terrible ones was this sketch of a ridiculous, dollar store Legion-of-Doom cringelord with the katakana 'Burufaitaa' (Bullfighter) next to it. He had a rope whip, leather straps, spiked wrist guards, a soup catcher beard, and a ripped gym shirt with the word Zubaz on it. We had no idea that was a clothing brand actual wrestlers frequently wore in the '80s. We fell in love with how awful his entire existence was, and thus naturally decided to give him the personality of this unstoppable force to be reckoned with, making a cameo in every single episode.

	 

	We decided there was no better way to christen his first appearance than with a quote from Fatal Fury: The Motion Picture, which opens with Terry Bogard foreshadowing the coming of main villain Laocorn Gaudeamus with the line: 'Can you feel the storm? It's coming...' 

	 

	Craddock: I'm interested in learning more about particular attributes of 'Baz,' particularly his whips and lightning. How did those two features come about? (Lightning, I understand. Everybody loves electricity.)

	 

	Woolie: Quite simply, the rope whip was his default accessory in the source material, so we had to keep our adaptation of the character faithful. The lightning however, came from the aforementioned quote from his first appearance. I edited a thunder shock visual effect onto the original sketch of the character in the show, and as the joke caught steam we began to affectionately call him 'The Storm'.

	 

	When we started to elaborate on his move set, electricity was already associated with him. The running gag to this point had built him up to be this ever looming, pseudo thunder god that never actually shows up or accomplishes anything worthwhile.

	 

	Craddock: How did you learn about Shovel Knight? What piqued your interest in the game?

	 

	Matt: We first caught wind of it through Kickstarter, like most people did. However, Woolie and I were big fans of WayForward for years and all the incredible games they had put out like Shantae and Double Dragon Neon. When we heard key members were leaving to form Yacht Club, we we're instantly hyped.

	 

	Craddock: How did you touch base with the Yacht Club Games crew? What led to Baz being included in the game?

	 

	Matt: We had met Yacht Club at E3 2013 long before Shovel Knight had released and hit it off pretty well. When it came down to Kickstarter rewards, Woolie and I put our heads together to get The Baz included as a boss fight. We knew this was his time...nay, his destiny.

	 

	Craddock: What did being 'Director for a Day' on Shovel Knight entail?

	 

	Woolie: A really fun evening on Skype with the whole Yaught Club creative team. They had already gotten the elevator pitch for Baz Knight, so it was time for us to sell it in detail and explain what kind of encounter we thought would best suit the game first and foremost, and the character. 

	 

	Craddock: How close did you work with Yacht Club on Baz's implementation? Did you discuss nitty-gritty details, or provide more of an overview and let them run with it?

	 

	Woolie: Somewhere in between, I think? We got all of the details discussed out in that one night, and they absolutely did take the ball and run with it. We showed them the source art, and Erin and Nick took that and Shovel Knight-ified it into the awesome final version.

	 

	We described his personality, what type of conversation he should have when encountered, broke down each of his moves in the two phases of the fight and how they should look, as well as how his swinging mechanics should work. The rest of the fine variables like damage, speed and challenge was all Yacht Club, including that awesome crybaby animation when he loses. How great is that?

	 

	Craddock: Baz's dialogue is some of the best in any Shovel Knight game. Did you write that dialogue, or contribute to it in any way?

	 

	Matt: That was pretty much all Yacht Club. We gave them a few broad strokes about his personality but his in-game dialog was all their doing/fault.

	 

	Craddock: What do you think of how Baz turned out?

	 

	Woolie: Couldn't be happier. He always gets a big laugh from players and the feedback has been tremendous. It's hard to say anything without bias here, but he really is one of my favorite parts of the game, and we feel Yacht Club went above and beyond our expectations with his cameo. Love those guys.

	 

	Craddock: Baz has made appearances in Shovel Knight's sequel campaigns starring Plague and Specter Knights. Have you had input in how the character was used from game to game?

	 

	Matt: By the time those campaigns were being made, Yacht Club had their work flow nailed down at that point, so we trusted them 100% with the character. No real input was required on our part.

	 

	Craddock: Shovel Knight has been regarded as one of the finest 2D platformers of its time, and a game that belongs in the same conversation as Mega Man and Castlevania. What did you think of how it turned out, and what did it mean to be able to contribute to it?

	 

	Matt: I think Shovel Knight is one of the very few Kickstarter success stories that resulted in something that was pretty much universally praised. It smartly delivered on its stretch goals by focusing on the main game first and foremost, and that's been key to its quality. The amazing cast of characters, strong writing, and superlative level design have resulted in a 2D action game I think will be remembered for decades to come. Shovel on.

	 

	 


Chapter 3: Bits and Half Bytes – Mike Harvey Talks Nibble

	 

	Author’s Note: Learn more about Apple II games in David L. Craddock’s Break Out: How the Apple II Launched the PC Gaming Revolution, published in 2017 by Schiffer Publishing.

	 

	Billed as "the Magazine for Apple II Enthusiasts," Nibble lived up to its name. Within its pages, founder Mike Harvey published code listings for small- to average-sized programs ranging from practical applications like calendars, to droves of games that gave many programmers—including Doom and Quake co-creator John Romero—their first big break.

	Yet Nibble's lineup went above and beyond code listings. Its name, Nibble, defined as half a byte (or four bits) in computer jargon, was a wink to advanced readers. A favorite recurring feature was Disassembly Lines, a column in which Dr. Sanford Mossberg—who practiced gastroenterology and moonlighted as a self-taught programmer—reverse-engineered assembly code to share what made it tick.

	Mike Harvey talked to me about his history with computers, his interest in the Apple II, and the rise and fall of Nibble.

	 

	**

	 

	David L. Craddock: What was the first computer you used, and how did you go about learning to program it?

	 

	Mike Harvey: I started working for IBM while in graduate school – MBA at Univ. of Chicago. They had a comprehensive training program and I learned to program on an IBM 1401. The first home computer I had was a TRS-80 in 1977-78. I got one of the first ones since I was eager to program. TRS-80 had a built in BASIC and I'd type the program into the system and run it.

	 

	Craddock: When were you introduced to the Apple II?

	 

	Harvey: I thought of the Apple II as a TRS-80 with COLOR. It was still pretty primitive. Sought one out at a hobby/computer store in Dallas and brought it home the same day I found it.

	 

	Craddock: What made the Apple II appealing to you?

	 

	Harvey: It seemed very capable. It only had mag tape cassette at the time, and color was main appeal. It also had internal slots that would accept PC cards for peripherals and utilities that vastly expanded its capacity and computing power. The slots had a huge impact on expanding the Apple II's use and product life.

	 

	Craddock: What was your experience in/background with computers and writing prior to launching Nibble?

	 

	Harvey: I worked for IBM and became fascinated with what computers could do. I had some writing background since my father was an author, and I had worked summers as a newspaper reporter for the Newark Daily News.

	 

	I was programming a lot of stuff: a primitive word processor, a database management system, household finance [applications], which became the lead article in the first issue of Nibble, and games, too.

	 

	Craddock: What prompted you to launch a publication devoted to the Apple II?

	 

	Harvey: I thought the Apple II was the best computer on the market in 1980 when I launched Nibble. It had color, flexibility with the card slots, and it wasn't too long before disk drives were added.

	 

	Craddock: What other Apple II-focused magazines had you been exposed to before launching Nibble, and what did you want to do differently?

	 

	Harvey: There was a magazine called Apple II-Central that was primarily user-group [focused]. There were almost no programs available for the Apple II and I wanted to provide my readers with valuable, commercial grade applications and games that they could get simply by typing in the program code. They could also buy the programs on disk if they didn't want to type. The articles showed how to enter the programs, test them, use them, and modify them. Each issue was a "how-to" manual with worthwhile programs.

	 

	Craddock: How did you decide on "Nibble" as the name of the publication?

	 

	Harvey: I was looking for a catchy name and a nibble is half a byte, so it seemed a natural.

	 

	Craddock: What can you tell me about Nibble's early days?

	 

	Harvey: I wrote every article and program in the first four issues of Nibble. I had begun selling some of my programs to other magazines, like Kilobaud Microcomputing and Byte, and I bought them back in order to use them in Nibble.

	 

	For the first year, I had a full time job a VP Marketing for an Exxon Enterprises subsidiary, and I used to work on Nibble from 6:00 to 11:00 p.m. and then get up at 5:00 a.m. for work every day. I did that for about a year while we were getting Nibble established.

	 

	Craddock: What were some of the benefits listing code in magazines such as Nibble provided to programming and hacker culture?

	 

	Harvey: Basically, we were teaching people what programming was and how to do it. In later years, I got letters from people who started with Nibble in the teens, and went on to become professional programmers and system analysts. I regularly get fan mail from those people, even today.

	 

	Craddock: According to your website and Apple2History.org, you wrote every article and program published in Nibble's first four issues. Could you describe your editorial and layout process for those issues?

	 

	Harvey: In the early issues, I picked the programs that I'd been interested in enough to write them. Nibble TRAC, a personal finance program, was an obvious [area of interest], as was word processing, which begat Nibble TOUGH, and database management. These were pretty obvious holes in the market since there was no software for these areas.

	 

	Craddock: What made you decide to bring on more columnists and coders to contribute to the magazine?

	 

	Harvey: I started, from day one, soliciting for authors to contribute to the magazine. I sent out sample issues with letters asking them to write for Nibble. I also paid them a royalty on sales of the programs on disk that went along with the issues. It was touch and go for a while, but then the authors began to trickle in and I developed relationships with some of the best of the industry at that time.

	 

	Craddock: From your perspective, what factors were responsible for Nibble's growth?

	 

	Harvey: We promoted it heavily, but its success was principally because we fulfilled a clear gaping market need for useable, profession quality programs that people could actually use with their Apples. The software market had not developed at that time and Nibble was a prime source for good programs.

	 

	Also, uniquely, we serviced our customers with their problems getting the programs running.

	 

	Craddock: How did your publication process change as the magazine grew in popularity?

	 

	Harvey: As we grew in size, we needed to expand the organization and production. I hired formal editors, tech support people, etc. as we grew to a full-fledged publishing company. At our peak we had in excess of 100,000 in circulation, which was big at that time, and had a staff of thirty-five people.

	 

	Craddock: What were you looking for in software submissions?

	 

	Harvey: We basically wanted programs that would appeal to the home computer enthusiast… and, ideally, were accompanied by good articles that described how they worked and how to use and modify them.

	 

	Craddock: How much of an impact did game submissions and coverage have on Nibble's popularity?

	 

	Harvey: Our readers maintained an interest in games throughout Nibble's life. We tried to publish a good game program in virtually every issue. However, I think Nibble's popularity was tied to the fact that we were helping people to learn programming, and involving them in doing their own creative projects.

	 

	Craddock: John Romero, co-founder of id Software, said it was a big deal to land the cover story on issues of Nibble. What criteria qualified a submitted program as a candidate for the cover?

	 

	Harvey: I didn't know John had said that, and I'm flattered. To be a cover feature, the program had to have wide interest—home finance, utilities, database, game—and be relatively lengthy, meaning comprehensive.

	 

	Craddock: What were some of Nibble's most popular columns and code listings?

	 

	Harvey: We had a number of popular columns, and the most popular were focused on the inner workings of programs and Apple's operating system. The most popular authors were Sandy Mossberg, who wrote Disassembly Lines to explore the inner workings of the Apple II. Al and Valerie Floeter, and Cornelis Bongers, supplied excellent utility programs.

	 

	Craddock: Do you have a particular favorite column and program published in Nibble?

	 

	Harvey: Sandy Mossberg and the Floeters wrote programs and utilities that we published, and ones that we used in our internal business systems which were all centered on a network of twenty-five Apple IIs connected to hard disk.

	 

	I developed a publishing fulfillment system that ran on the Apple II and enabled us to handle 30,000-plus subscribers, worldwide dealers producing another 70,000 in circulation, 4,0000 to 5,000 software disk sales per month, a number of books representing collections of programs, and two additional magazines.

	 

	It was a real challenge, and the system was a network of more than twenty-five Apple IIs connected to Corvus hard disks.

	 

	Craddock: What other magazines did you spin off, and what was each publication's focus?

	 

	Harvey: We tried to replicate the Nibble profile with PC Hands On, a Nibble clone that focused on the IBM PC; and Nibble Mac, which cloned Nibble programs for the Macintosh. These magazines did modestly well, but nowhere near what Nibble did, because those users were not into personal program development to the degree that Nibble readers and Apple II users were.

	 

	Craddock: What factors precipitated you shuttering Nibble?

	 

	Harvey: In the late '80s, the world was shifting to the PC. John Sculley [CEO of Apple from 1983-1993] had taken the emphasis off the Apple II home and education markets and was trying to put Apple into the business market which didn't help. And the large publishers, Computer World, Ziff Davis, etc. had launched competitive magazines to solicit advertisers. Advertising revenues eroded and it became more difficult and expensive to campaign for new readers.

	 

	Craddock: The magazine business is shrinking, dominated by blogs and, increasingly, video-on-demand services such as YouTube. What characteristics or principles from the magazine-dominated era do you feel are lacking in today's content-sharing mediums?

	 

	Harvey: Today, everything is dominated by instant communication, turnaround, and delivery that shatters delivery and makes the content almost instantly obsolete. We have readers who saved their Nibble copies as references for expanding their use of the Apple II.

	 

	You probably noticed that I launched a website, www.nibblemagazine.com, that makes past issue available on DVD. Ten years ago, I decided to scan all the magazines and books on to DVD to have a legacy to leave to my children. It was a massive project that eventually totaled more than 16,000 pages, and having done the work, I decided to offer the DVDs on the web.

	 

	To my amazement, I've sold more than $20,000 worth of DVDs and I regularly get a sprinkling of orders and fan letters from enthusiasts who were Nibble readers.

	 

	Craddock: What are some of your favorite memories from Nibble's run?

	 

	Harvey: My best memories are of the people we hired, many of whom are still good friends. We were very much a "family" and you can see this in our tenth anniversary issue. Our tenth anniversary was a real high.

	 

	Craddock: Software piracy had a different reputation back in the Apple II's day than it does today. It was still illegal, of course, but few laws had been put into place. How would you describe the piracy scene back then?

	 

	Harvey: Piracy was a serious concern and I often editorialized about it. At one point a company in Las Vegas began selling Nibble programs very, very cheaply by subscription. They claimed that they were a "typing service" and typed the programs from each issue to disk, and then sold the disks dirt cheap. 

	 

	I filed lawsuit in Federal court and won a precedent-setting case that established copyright protection for electronic programs inside the computer.

	 

	Craddock: The Apple II retained its foothold in the market for several years, lasting into the early 1990s. What do you feel accounted for the Apple II's staying power?

	 

	Harvey: The education market was always an Apple stronghold, and that lasted into the '90s. The Apple II was always a very expansible system and wasn't easy to displace.

	 

	Craddock: How would you describe the Apple II's influence on you and on the gaming industry or PC industry as a whole?

	 

	Harvey: The Apple II was an incredibly durable system and a huge asset was in the eight internal slots that would accept pc cards from other manufacturers. This allowed for a wide array of peripherals, expanded memory, and game facilities that extended its life. Its product life was unprecedented in the PC industry and it attracted a large base of very skilled and dedicated enthusiasts.

	 

	It's also indicative that there are still several large Apple II user groups of enthusiasts who get together to share experiences and their latest developments.

	 

	 


Chapter 4: Page Turners – David Ahl, 101 BASIC Games, and the Dawn of PC Magazines

	 

	Author’s Note: Learn more about Apple II games in David L. Craddock’s Break Out: How the Apple II Launched the PC Gaming Revolution, published in 2017 by Schiffer Publishing.

	 

	Today, aspiring game programmers can walk into any bookstore (or point their Web browsers to Amazon.com) and peruse hundreds of books designed to teach the ins and outs of writing games. In 1973, David Ahl published 101 BASIC Computer Games, described by famed technology editor Harry McCracken as "the single most influential book of the BASIC era."1

	Ahl's 101 BASIC Games set the template for books of its ilk. Comprised of dozens of programs—some written by Ahl, others submitted to him for publication—the book became a success due to the widespread availability of BASIC interpreters on numerous computer platforms. The first and second printing of 101 BASIC Games sold over 10,000 copies. Less than 10 years later, it had sold over one million, the first computer book to set that illustrious bar.

	Creative Computing, the magazine he founded in 1974, was inarguably even more influential in demonstrating one of Ahl's philosophies: that computer games and learning about computers went hand in hand. Where later magazines such as BYTE targeted a savvier audience, Creative Computing favored accessibility: Anyone from programmers to kids interested in tinkering with microcomputers could pick up the magazine and grasp its contents.

	Ahl graciously set aside time to talk to me about his early forays into computing, the series of events that led to 101 BASIC Games, and the trials and tribulations of running the first PC-centric magazine on the market.

	 

	**

	 

	David L. Craddock: You're renowned in the computing and publishing fields for landmark accomplishments such as founding one of the first magazines devoted to PCs, as well as writing some of the first self-help books devoted to computers and programming. What were some of your earliest experiences with technology that put you on this path?

	 

	David Ahl: I published the first issue of Creative Computing in late October 1974, which was far and away the first personal computing magazine ever published. Other magazines, such as Byte, didn't appear until mid-1975 and later.

	 

	When I was in high school in the early '50s, I used to go into NYC almost every Saturday to Cortlandt Street ('Radio Row') and pick up electronic war surplus—submarine radios, bomb sights, walkie-talkies, etc., and try to get them working. I was always building stuff like a push-pull amplifier, wireless broadcaster, electric eye controlled lights, and so on. In 1953, a friend, Tod Dixon, and I invented a solenoid device to control typewriter keys. We should have patented it because a commercial device with a nearly identical mechanism was produced twenty-five years later in 1978 to be used with personal computers.

	 

	In high school, I entered every science congress I could for four years, volunteered with the ARRL (American Radio Relay League), and, after earning Eagle Scout, joined an Air Explorer Scout unit that met at Mitchell Field, a WWII airbase, and mainly focused on avionics and radar. Oh, yeah, I built a fairly major HO-gauge railroad, too. And I had a part-time job repairing car radios.

	 

	At Cornell University, I worked for Alcor, a hi-fi store that had a contract with Cornell to provide sound systems for outdoor rallies, and I was one of the group who set up these systems. I was also in an organization called YASNY (You Ain't Seen Nothin' Yet) that put together all the sound and special effect light shows for six major weekend events each year.

	 

	Summers during college, I worked for Grumman Aircraft rewiring WWII planes with new avionics systems, in the antenna lab, and SLAR (Side-Looking Airborne Radar) programming.

	 

	Craddock: What were some of the first computers you remember using? What fascinated you about them?

	 

	Ahl: During the summer of 1960 at Grumman programming airborne radar systems, I learned Fortran on an IBM 701 along with some machine code. If you're into arcane stuff, my job was actually to program the computer to solve Dolce Chebyshev differential equations to estimate the discrepancy in a radar return signal due to passing through the protective fiberglass radome material used in SLAR (Side-Looking Airborne Radar) systems.

	 

	When I went back to Cornell for my fifth year (Master of Science in Electrical Engineering), they had acquired their first computer for academic use, an early Burroughs B5000 that was housed in the Mechanical Engineering Dept. This was a stack machines designed to be programmed in an extended Algol 60, although a good bit of our programming was in machine code. I think I was the first EE student to employ computer programming in my master's thesis, which was actually on acoustics of large performance spaces and concert halls.

	 

	After Cornell, I went to Carnegie-Mellon business school for an MBA, and as one of the few people that knew computer programming, I was assigned to convert the management game which had been programmed in GATE on a Bendix G-20 into Fortran for their newly-acquired IBM 701. In 1961, the G-20 replaced the earlier Bendix G-15, which was inspired by the British Automatic Computing Engine (ACE), which in turn was inspired by the very first programmable digital computer, Colossus, at the GCCS, Bletchley Park.

	 

	In the army, I picked up COBOL on an IBM 1401, so when I finally started my career in 1965 with a job at Management Science Associates in Pittsburgh, I knew how to program in machine code and four high-level languages, so I was pretty well prepared to deal with the monster Control Data 3200 and 3600 the we rented time on in the mid-'60s.

	 

	With very few exceptions, all the input on these machines was via punched cards, and all of the output was either via line printer or nine-track mag tape. The normal user did not have any access to the main control terminal or front panel switches.

	 

	Craddock: You had such a wide array of interests. Did you want to do something with computers for a career, or were they more a means to an end for whatever you were working on at the time?

	 

	Ahl: Right from my start in 1960, I found computers fascinating. However, my main interest was in what they could do—meaning applications, not their design or engineering, meaning computer science. Then as now, I regarded computers as a tool like a pencil or adjustable wrench that gave you a significant advantage over trying to solve the same problem manually.

	 

	Craddock: In the earliest days of computers, many people responsible for creating, using, and maintaining them viewed them as glorified calculators. What experiences opened your eyes to other ways one could use computers?

	 

	Ahl: Yes, the very earliest digital computers were primarily used for calculations, Alan Turning's Bombe at Bletchley Park and the U.S. Army's computers used for ballistic calculations. But then along came Tommy Flowers with Colossus, truly the first programmable digital computer. Bombe replicated at high speed what some Polish mathematicians had done by hand in cracking the Enigma code (three- and four-wheel machines), but the Brits could not possibly have cracked the Lorenz cipher (ten- and eleven-wheel machines) without Colossus. This went far beyond mere calculations and deeply into logic. That's one reason the Bendix computers are so interesting: because they're based on the British Colossus and not the American designs out of Harvard and Penn.

	 

	Anyway, I guess I've always been more interested in the logic aspect of computers compared to the calculation speed. One of the first books I read and devoured on computers was Computers and Thought (1963) edited by Edward Feigenbaum and Julian Feldman. When I took a course from Herb Simon at Carnegie-Mellon, the die was cast so to speak. They, along with Seymour Papert and Marvin Minsky at MIT, were the pioneers in artificial intelligence.

	 

	Craddock: What led to your job at Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC) in the late 1960s?

	 

	Ahl: At my first job working for Al Kuehn at Management Science Associates (MSA), we were programming computers to digest huge quantities of consumer panel data to analyze brand loyalty, look at effects of advertising, pricing, distribution, and so on. While there, I developed a program to forecast success of new product introductions—snack products, disposable diapers, and so on—that led to a paper published in the Journal of Market Research. Interestingly, thirteen years later, AT&T contacted me and asked if I could modify the program for their use to project the growth, if any, in these new Bulletin Board Systems and modems that were just starting to catch on in California.

	 

	My best friend in college had gone to work for DEC, and they were growing like gang busters in the late '60s, so they lured me to Maynard, MA to be their market research department of one! At the time, DEC was 100 percent engineers, so as an electrical engineer (EE), I could talk their language, but as a market research professional, I could identify new potential markets and applications for their line of minicomputers.

	 

	Colleges and universities were buying DEC minis for research and laboratory use, but as Dartmouth had showed with their timesharing system, there was a huge range of other uses in other disciplines: engineering, English, philosophy, business management, art, design, and so on. Within days of turning in a report to DEC management on this market, I found myself heading up DEC's newly formed education marketing department.

	 

	Craddock: I read that one of your main jobs was helping DEC get its foot in the door of school systems. What was the process of getting DEC computers into schools? What were some of the biggest challenges?

	 

	Ahl: There are many kinds of schools in the broad education market, and each type required a different approach. For the most part, large colleges and universities were mostly interested in big, powerful, PDP-10 systems for timesharing, artificial intelligence, graphics, engineering, etc., and those systems were marketed by the PDP-10 Group. We, the Education Products Group, weren't involved. Universities wanting computers for laboratory and research applications were largely left to the Laboratory Data Products Group.

	 

	Where we got involved was with smaller colleges that wanted smaller timesharing systems built around the PDP-8 and PDP-11 computers. But for the most part, they knew what they wanted, and those systems were largely sold on technical specs, delivery, support, and price.

	It wasn't until we got down to small four-year colleges and junior and community colleges that applications came into play. Here, we largely offered scaled-down versions of applications developed at MIT, Dartmouth, Brooklyn Poly, University of Illinois, University of Delaware, and other schools with strong computer programs.

	 

	Generally, in these sales, we were head to head with Hewlett Packard. DEC more or less owned the east coast, HP owned the west coast, and the central region was the battleground. Partially as a result, some of the most innovative applications were developed and spread out from Minnesota, Wisconsin, Illinois, and Missouri.

	 

	The next level down was private secondary schools like Spence, Haverford, Phillips-Andover, Phillips-Exeter, Milton Academy, and Deerfield. Why prep schools? Because they wanted to remain in the educational forefront and were willing to spend the money to do so. Spence was my all-time favorite installation—we sold them a small timesharing system, and the girls just couldn't get enough of it. They loved it!

	 

	Now, when you go to sell a computer to a math teacher, are you going to say, "Oh, our computer comes with 8K of RAM expandable to 48K?" or "It has great graphics resolution of 160 x 100 pixels?" or "Our computer will help your students learn quadratic equations and probability and determinants?" No, no, no; you want to be able to show the teacher a nice, simple application, often a game, maybe with some graphics to make it come alive, that indirectly teaches something about equations or probability. I wrote an article for The Mathematics Teacher about computer games that showed that if a student wanted a high score on a game like Potshot, he'd have to learn something about geometric equations.

	 

	Likewise, students learn a lot about probability playing a game like Keno or Blackjack. Polar coordinates are learned by playing a game like Orbit. And Hurkle will definitely inspire a competitive kid to learn something about two-dimensional graphics coordinates if he expects to find that invisible Hurkle.

	 

	Craddock: How did you get the opportunity to edit the Edu newsletter, and what was the purpose of the newsletter? What audience did DEC want to reach through it?

	 

	Ahl: Actually, I started the Edu newsletter at DEC as a sales tool for the high school market and also to share applications among our existing customers. So the contents were about seventy-five percent applications and short articles about what various schools were doing with their computers, and twenty-five percent about new systems, peripherals, and software available from DEC.

	 

	The first issue in early 1971 was just one sheet of 11x17 paper folded in half, but by the summer of 1973, it was running forty-eight densely-packed pages of programs, applications, and news.

	 

	Craddock: In the newsletter, you published code that let users play games on minicomputers. What did DEC's managers think of that? Were games considered taboo at most corporations?

	 

	Ahl: DEC gave its marketing managers lots of leeway to do whatever they deemed necessary to sell to their market. For the Laboratory Data Products Group, that meant developing peripherals, say for chemical analysis, that weren't of use to anyone else. For my Education Group, it meant simulations, games, and believe it or not, an optical card reader for EduSystem 30 to compete with Hewlett-Packard's card-based system.

	 

	Craddock: Did you write every column published in the newsletter, or did you take contributions?

	 

	Ahl: The first few issues of Edu were written mostly by me and members of the Education Group, but right from the start, we solicited articles and applications from our customers; within six months, lots of outside material was pouring in.

	 

	Craddock: What prompted you to put together a book of BASIC code for computer games?

	 

	Ahl: DEC had developed its own interactive language called FOCAL (Formulating On-Line Calculations in Algebraic Language), which in many ways was superior to BASIC. It was certainly more memory-efficient, which was very important when you were selling computers with 4K of 12-bit words into which the operating system, language compiler, and application program all had to fit.

	 

	BASIC was the language of the very-influential Dartmouth system and the Minnesota Educational Computer Consortium (MECC) and was sold by General Electric, Honeywell, and Hewlett-Packard. Had DEC been willing to license FOCAL to other manufacturers like Wang, Data General, and NCR, the outcome might have been different. But DEC kept it as its own, proprietary language.

	 

	However, to sell to the education market, you had to have BASIC. So I contracted with several outside software vendors to develop BASIC for our various systems: EduSystem 10, a single-user system with 4K; EduSystem 20, a four-user system with 8K; and EduSystem 30, an optical card batch processing system with 8K.

	 

	We also had an internally written timeshared BASIC for EduSystem 50, also called the Timeshared 8. The PDP-11 Group saw the handwriting on the wall and developed an outstanding timeshared BASIC for the PDP-11 called RSTS (Resource Sharing, Time Sharing). The PDP-10 Group also developed a BASIC in house.

	 

	The problem was that all six of our BASICs were different, and furthermore, none of them were the same as Dartmouth BASIC or Hewlett-Packard BASIC. In the original BASIC games book—101 BASIC Computer Games, 1973 edition—I attempted to put the games in as generic a form of BASIC as possible, and about 85 of them would run in pretty much any BASIC, but some just couldn't be converted. I actually had games in five different versions of BASIC in the book.

	 

	Why did I write it? Heck, I don't know. I had this drawer full of submitted games that would never see the light of day at the rate we were publishing them in Edu, I like to write and play games, I had some spare time, so why not?

	 

	Craddock: Did it take some convincing for DEC to publish the book?

	 

	Ahl: When I started at DEC in early 1970, the Education Group was one of several marketing groups under the PDP-8 umbrella. However, by 1973, we were selling a significant number of PDP-11 systems as well, so DEC moved us, and I now reported to the head of the Laboratory Products Group.

	 

	The move didn't make much sense and the head of that group and I were on totally different wavelengths. He didn't want anything to do with the book at all, but DECUS, the Digital Equipment Computer Users' Society, a quasi-independent computer user group, thought it would be okay to publish since most of the games had initially been submitted by DEC users.

	 

	They kept my cover that Bob Barner had done for the first three printings, but the minute I left DEC they put an incredibly lame cover on the book, took my name off it, and deleted my acknowledgments and all of my personal notes from the preface.

	 

	Craddock: What circumstances led to your departure from DEC?

	 

	Ahl: The reason I left DEC turned out to be a pivotal event in many ways. The R&D people at DEC had built two prototype computers, one based on the PDP-8 and one on the PDP-11. They were very compact, non-expandable, and not built into the usual 19-feet-wide rack mount chassis and case. The PDP-8 one was actually built into the base of a CRT terminal and the PDP-11 one was in a large attaché case, the type lawyers cart around. They were clearly oriented to a single user.

	 

	I was one of the people who presented these machines to the Operations Committee of DEC, [comprised of] a senior member of each department. This was May 17, 1974. The marketing and engineering guys loved the machines, manufacturing said they could make them, but finance was negative, the economy having just come out a nasty correction.

	 

	Basically the decision to proceed or not with the development of these machines came down to the opinion of Ken Olsen, CEO of DEC. I'll never forget his words: "I can't see any reason a user would want a computer of his own."

	 

	In all fairness, Ken was thinking that a user would be far better off connected to a big PDP-10 timesharing machine, but whatever the reason, the decision totally took DEC out of the personal computer arena for almost ten years and more or less spelled eventual death for the company.

	 

	As for me, I was devastated and took the first job offered by the next headhunter who called, which was with AT&T in New Jersey.

	 

	Craddock: Did your idea of founding a computing magazine stem from Edu?

	 

	Ahl: I was absolutely convinced that eventually someone would produce a small computer—the name "personal computer" hadn't come up yet—and when people bought them, they'd want programs to run on them. Initially, I felt there would be a lot of overlap between the type of applications and programs we had been presenting in Edu for small computers and what people might want to run on a small computer of one's own.

	 

	Craddock: What were your earliest goals and aspirations for Creative Computing?

	 

	Ahl: Get some circulation. Get some advertisers. Grow it. Keep it going. I handed out and sent subscription solicitation everywhere: schools, computer conferences, and so on. I had fewer than 600 subscribers when I published the first issue. But I printed 5,000 copies and handed out the copies to try and get people to subscribe.

	 

	Craddock: What other computing magazines were around at the time, and how did you want to distinguish your magazine?

	 

	Ahl: The only other computer magazines were ones aimed at the computer industry itself: Datamation, Computer World, Automation, IEEE Spectrum, and different types of users such as data processing, laboratory, military, graphics, etc. There was no trouble at all distinguishing Creative Computing from any of these professional journals and magazines.

	 

	Craddock: What demographics did you want to cater to, and what breadth of content did you feel would get their attention?

	 

	Ahl: I made no distinction. Anyone who would lay out $6 for a subscription was in my demographic. 

	 

	Craddock: Take us back to the dawn of Creative Computing. What were the very first things you had to do in order to start a magazine?

	 

	Ahl: Editorial: write articles, solicit articles from others, get permission to reprint appropriate stuff.

	 

	Art: books and books of clip art and things that didn't have a copyright.

	 

	Typesetting: hire a small typesetting firm.

	 

	Layout and design: scissors, X-ACTO knife, cans and cans of 3M Spray Mount, imagination.

	 

	Printer: find a local, cheap printer (Redmond Press) with the capability to do magazines.

	 

	Mailing: pick up the magazines from the printer and bring 'em to my garage at home. Hire a direct mail company to keep my subscriber list and run off labels. Bring the labels home and apply them to the magazines. Count 'em, weigh 'em, fill out the forms and take 'em to the Post Office. Pay the postage and start working on the next issue.

	 

	For the first three issues I was a one-man band, and then I began to hire part-timers to do some of the tasks out of their homes. About a year later, I rented a horrible, little converted greenhouse and two-car garage in downtown Morristown next to an auto body shop; that's where we produced the magazine for the next two years.

	 

	Meanwhile, I had a full-time job with AT&T as director of marketing communications for the Bell System. Ironically, one of the things my group did was produce a bi-monthly magazine called Marketing Focus, almost on the same schedule as Creative Computing. Those days, I was working at least seventy to eighty hours a week, which didn't do my marriage any good at all. Four years later in July 1978 I left AT&T to devote full-time to Creative Computing, and got divorced a few months after that.

	 

	Craddock: How'd you get the word out to writers and programmers who wanted to contribute?

	 

	Ahl: I was happy to consider outside contributions and had pretty good visibility so the mailbox was usually full. We never included media with the magazine. In one case, we produced a book, Artist and Computer, and sent it to subscribers in place of two magazine issues. Later on I started a software division initially called Creative Computing Software and later called Sensational Software through which we sold games and programs, some of which had appeared in the magazine.

	 

	We later dropped the software division because it was competing with our advertisers and advertising revenue was considerably larger than software revenue. We also had a division, Peripherals Plus, that sold various peripherals, but also folded that.

	 

	We also had a book publishing division that published my games books at first, and then a full line of books from authors who wrote for the magazine. This was extremely successful and a division that Ziff-Davis continued and expanded after the acquisition of the magazine.

	 

	We also had an education and consulting division that most people didn't know about but that did some pretty amazing stuff. For example, we developed most of the software for the Sesame Place Theme Park, and we developed exhibits for the Children's Museum in Washington, DC, the Exploratorium in San Francisco, and the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia. We also offered courses in computing as part of the Morris County Community College system.

	 

	Craddock: How long did it take to put together the first issue of Creative Computing? From the earliest, "I might start a magazine" concept, to the final product?

	 

	Ahl: I left DEC and moved to New Jersey in July 1974. The move and settling into my new job at AT&T took about two months. I started handing out subscription forms right away at computer conferences, actually just NCC. In September, I said to myself, "I better get this thing off the ground," and the first issue rolled of the presses on October 31, 1974.

	 

	Craddock: How many subscribers did you have for the first issue?

	 

	Six hundred.

	 

	Craddock: Wow! Did you consider that an instant success? How did you define "success" within the context of deciding whether or not it was feasible for you to continue producing the magazine?

	 

	Ahl: We were clearly in the right place at the right time when the Altair computer kit was the cover story in the January 1975 issue of Popular Electronics. Midway through 1975, we started to pick up ads from Altair and the various makers of peripherals for the Altair. But it really wasn't until 1977 that I began to feel comfortable about long-term survival.

	 

	I started the magazine as part of the small press movement, printing it on newsprint with no color on the inside pages at all and very simple two-color covers. In 1977, we switched over to coated stock and were finally able to run color ads and, eventually, editorial as well.

	 

	"Success" is, of course, more than simply surviving, and it really wasn't until late in 1977 that I felt the magazine was truly a success. And it was actually making a few buck as well, although I was putting every penny right back into the business.

	 

	Craddock: What were Creative Computing's major growth spurts—those periods when there was a discernible evolution in the magazine's look, feel, content, and/or production process?

	 

	One spurt was in 1977 when we switched from newsprint to coated stock. Now it looked and felt like a real magazine. Another was when we hired an advertising rep firm and we started getting ads from ad agencies representing major companies rather than ads produced in-house at a small company. As I recall, that was in 1979 after Commodore, Radio Shack, and Apple had entered the market.

	 

	Then there were some acquisitions (ROM Magazine, Microsystems, and some smaller ones) that gave us momentary boosts. Spin offs too such as Sync, Small Business Computers, and Video & Arcade Games actually contributed to our growth too.

	 

	Craddock: Of the many home computers covered in Creative Computing, which would you say were most popular among your readership?

	 

	Ahl: No different than the personal computing market itself: Apple II, IBM PC, Radio Shack TRS-80, Commodore Pet, Atari machines, and so on.

	 

	Craddock: What were the most difficult periods during your time running Creative Computing?

	 

	Ahl: Probably the single most difficult event was when a woman handling incoming mail and a girl in accounting got together and brazenly stole every fifth check that came in and deposited it in a bank account they opened in the name of Creative Computing in the next county. This was in 1978, and in October, the detective on the case informed us that over $125,000 had been deposited in their account, all of it was gone, and we had zero hope for recovering anything.

	 

	This was a staggering loss, and I was convinced we couldn't possibly survive. But Betsy Staples, my then-business manager, and some of her Christian friends put together a rescue effort of phone calls begging for more time to pay our bills and asking people to speed up their payments to us. It was touch and go for some months, but we finally pulled out of it and emerged stronger than ever.

	 

	Ten years later in June 1988, Betsy became my wife—and still is.

	 

	Craddock: How did your role on the magazine change over time?

	 

	Ahl: In the beginning, I did everything. Over time I started managing other people doing the various functions. I did continue with writing, especially product reviews, marketing—I wrote most of the subscription promotions—and advertising sales.

	 

	Craddock: Why did you decide to sell Creative Computing to Ziff Davis in the early 1980s?

	 

	Ahl: After the IBM PC made the scene, the market and focus of most of the PC magazines changed rather dramatically. Now it was big business with S&P 500 companies involved. Big publishers like McGraw Hill, Hearst, and CBS started buying PC magazines, which, until then, had all been independent, small companies.

	 

	My annual budget for subscription promotion in 1982 was maybe $300,000, and then here comes Hearst spending $1 million or more. I throw a reception for our advertisers at PC Expo and spend maybe $3,000, and along comes CBS and spends $50,000. No way could I compete with that, so I had no choice but to sell.

	 

	Craddock: Under the auspices of Ziff Davis, Creative Computing attempted to pivot and focus on business. What did you think of the decision to shift the magazine's focus?

	 

	Ahl: We were under the Ziff-Davis thumb for three-plus years, and some things worked out while others didn't. They moved ad sales and subscription promotion into NYC and, because we had a large, efficient facility in New Jersey, they handed us the mailing of premiums for all their other magazines. So we were sending out Yachting tote bags, Popular Photography hats, and all kinds of other junk. 

	 

	Craddock: Do you have a particular favorite column or issue of Creative Computing?

	 

	Ahl: The Japan issue of August 1984 was especially good. We covered not only the computing industry in Japan, but their Fifth Generation (artificial intelligence initiative) Project, MSX, the top twenty Japanese companies, and much more. With all due modesty, I believe it was a far more thorough look at the Japanese economy and industry than Fortune or Forbes ever did.

	 

	Our monster 312-page tenth anniversary issue in November 1984 was also quite memorable with contributions from fifty-seven industry leaders including Bill Gates, Chuck Peddle, Scott Adams, Michael Crichton, Clive Sinclair, and others. It's rare to see all those names in one place at one time.

	 

	Craddock: What about a least favorite column or issue—not necessarily in terms of content, but an issue where nothing seemed to go right? 

	 

	Ahl: I'm not so egotistical to say that I liked everything, but it's hard to identify one or two things as the worst. I think some of our reviews were too long, especially some of my own. My review of the DEC Rainbow, for example, ran more than six pages and I look back and think I probably could have summarized it in two lines: "A very capable IBM PC clone that also runs DEC's proprietary operating system. Through why you'd want both in one computer I don't know."

	 

	I think we sometimes got carried away with ourselves and wanted to show off how smart we were and how much we knew.

	 

	Craddock: Were there ideas for columns or code listings you wanted to incorporate, but didn't or couldn't?

	 

	Ahl: Sure. Lots of things were just too big or limited to one specific machine or platform. We learned that early on when we ran the BASIC code for the full Star Trek game originally from the DEC RSTS-11 system that we converted to Microsoft BASIC. But you couldn't possibly test it for every conceivable playing situation, and we got letters for years pointing out that this feature or that feature didn't work quite right. What a nightmare.

	 

	Craddock: Breakout focuses primarily on games for the Apple II. What are some of your experiences using the Apple II, and of playing and writing games for it?

	 

	Ahl: I loved Space Invaders on the Apple. It ran absolutely like the arcade game and was great fun to play. Personally, I was an MS BASIC programmer and never got into Apple (or Mac) Basic. I did some stuff with the ALF music synthesizer on the Apple II but that's about it.

	 

	Craddock: What are you up to these days?

	 

	Ahl: I develop and teach Bible studies, and collect historic Bibles and pages from antique Bibles.

	 

	 


Chapter 5: Silent Films and Super Mice – Jordan Mechner on Karateka and Prince of Persia

	 

	Author’s Note: Learn more about Apple II games in David L. Craddock’s Break Out: How the Apple II Launched the PC Gaming Revolution, published in 2017 by Schiffer Publishing.

	 

	I’ve talked to so many people in the games industry, but Jordan Mechner will always stand out from the crowd. He’s a hero of mine, not only because his games—namely Prince of Persia—had a huge impact on my childhood, but because he’s articulate, thoughtful, and curious. We talked about all sorts of topics when I interviewed him for Break Out, my book about the making of seminal Apple II games. That interview is presented below.

	 

	David L. Craddock: How did you discover computers?

	 

	Jordan Mechner: I was in high school in Chappaqua, New York. I had a friend, Ken Knox, who was a senior. He got the first Apple II I'd ever seen, so I used to go over to his house after school and play with it. I started programming, and I just really wanted one of my own. I saved up money for about a year. Once I got an Apple at home, that became my obsession. I was at the keyboard every spare moment.

	 

	Craddock: What fascinated you about programming?

	 

	Mechner: This was 1978, so the idea of programming was really new. I had a group of friends, and a couple of them were older. They were going into a discipline called electrical engineering, and they took me along to something called the Explorer's Program at the Thomas J. Watson Research Center at IBM, which was nearby. It was something they did one evening a week. They would open up their campus and allow groups of high school students to come in, supervised, and spend a couple of hours programming on their computers. These were terminals, before personal computers. There were [mainframes programmable using] APL and teletype machines. That was my exposure to programming.

	 

	In our high school, we had a PDP-11. It was a mainframe the school administration used to track report cards, attendance, and things like that. We were allowed to use that in a computer class, but again, it was very limited. It was a teletype. I knew BASIC and a little bit of APL. To have access to a computer was a precious thing that only happened once, or sometimes a couple of times a week. So my friend having a computer in his house, that he could program whenever he wanted—that just seemed like unimaginable riches to me. There was no end to how much I could do or how good I could get if I had that much computer time.

	 

	I remember there were other personal computers that were around on that time. There was the TRS-80, the Commodore PET. There was something called the Compucolor. Before buying my first Apple II, I remember looking at computer magazines and weighing the alternatives. I could only get one. I think it's pretty lucky that I bought the Apple II instead of the Compucolor. [laughs] Had I done Karateka for the Compucolor, my game design career might have ended right there.

	 

	Craddock: How would you describe the impact of the Apple II’s ability to be upgraded? To allow users to pop off the top and add other peripherals?

	 

	Mechner: This was just a year away from the time before when, if you wanted a computer, you had to make it yourself. Wozniak designed the Apple I so that you could build it yourself. It was Steve Jobs who had the idea of actually manufacturing and selling pre-made computers. That was a big step toward computers becoming a consumer device.

	 

	My friend Ken was a hobbyist. He'd been getting computer boards and soldering them together—things I didn't know how to do. I was 14 years old. I wasn't an aspiring electrical engineer; I didn't have those skills. I was a cartoonist, a storyteller. I was thinking about being a writer or a filmmaker, so I saw computers as a means to an end. What excited me about them was that I could actually make little animations, little interactive stories. But the technical aspects? I learned what I needed to in order to keep the thing working.

	 

	One example was that the Apple II had 4 K of memory in the beginning. To go up to 16 K, you had to go to a computer store, buy the chips, pop off the hood, and switch out the chips yourself. A few years later when floppy disk drives came out, you had to pop off the top, insert the cards, and these were controllers where the pins could bend very easily. You were always trying to get new peripherals and swap them out. There was something called the Versawriter, which was a couple of potentiometers hooked together using the Apple II's paddle inputs. That allowed you to kind of trace things. It was a really rudimentary graphics tablet, but that's what I used to trace the frames of Karateka.

	 

	All of these things were devices would people would make and sell, or put together themselves. I think the fact that the Apple II was such an open platform encouraged that and made it possible.

	 

	Craddock: How did your interest in programming lead to designing games?

	 

	Mechner: Video games at that time were coin-op games: Asteroids, Space Invaders. Playing games at home in and of itself was new for me. The predecessor of video games had been pinball machines. It took a while for me to realize that games had the potential to tell stories as well. They were fun because of audio-visual elements: playing Space Invaders, you feel suspense. The aliens are attacking you! They had that dramatic element. But the game that opened up storytelling possibilities in my imagination was Broderbund's Choplifter.

	 

	That was 1982. By then I was a freshman in college. That was the first game I'd seen where there were little people running around. They would wave to you. If you squashed them by accident, they would die and you'd feel bad. If your helicopter was full and you flew away, you saw them running around forlornly in the desert. That was a human interest I hadn't seen before. The game ended not by saying 'Game Over,' but 'The End.' I thought, Wow. This is really a story. It went beyond the three-lives, wracking-up-points paradigm that most coin-op games had at that time.

	 

	That was a big inspiration for me doing Karateka: doing a game that would have a romantic interest and try to evoke emotions, as well as the player trying to win.

	 

	Craddock: Karateka is known as your first commercial success, but what games did you make before that? 

	 

	Mechner: It was a process of evolution. I started programming in BASIC, but I quickly saw that the games that impressed me the most were done in assembly language. Space Invaders, and Apple Invaders later on, were on cassettes at that time, and the smooth animations and high-resolution graphics—I had no idea how to program something like that in BASIC.

	 

	So I pored through Steve Wozniak's Red Book that came with the computer. It had little snippets of assembly code. An assembler was built into the computer. That was another thing that really made the Apple II accessible. You didn't have to install anything; you just turned on the machine and you were in the assembler. I was able to start experimenting with machine code. I could look at the examples in the Red Book, and I could also hit Reset while playing Apple Invaders and look at the code, disassemble it, try to figure out what these lines meant.

	 

	In the beginning, it was just a lot of instructions I didn't understand. I had no idea what did what or how any of it worked. But gradually, over a couple of years, I did start to learn the rudiments of assembly language programming. I could write my own fast graphics routines and did more ambitious games. I did some games that were in BASIC, but called assembly subroutines for parts that needed to go really fast—putting graphics on the screen and that sort of thing. Eventually I got to the point of writing games that were entirely in assembler.

	 

	My most ambitious project up until then was Asteroids in 1980. That was a clone of the coin-op game. I was a senior in high school, and I probably spent a year programming that. I wanted to do for Asteroids what Apple Invaders had done for Space Invaders: clone a popular coin-op game, submit it to a publisher, and sell it on floppy disk. I knew Apple Invaders had been tremendously successful and sold hundreds of thousands of copies, I thought, Well, Asteroids could do the same. I was pinning my hopes on that.

	 

	I actually sold that game to Hayden Book Company, the publisher of Sargon, which was the best chess program for the Apple II. I was really optimistic; I thought it was going to make my career. But the timing, unfortunately, wasn't great. After accepting Asteroids, Hayden got a letter from Atari's lawyers telling them, in effect, 'Game Over. You can no longer publish rip-offs of our arcade games. We will sue you.' Although my game was finished, and it was technically very good, Hayden decided not to publish it. I was very disappointed.

	 

	Craddock: How did you course-correct, so to speak, and continue designing?

	 

	Mechner: From there, I put my efforts into programming a game that was a lot like Asteroids, but different enough to be considered original. It was called Deathbounce. It was a combination of Asteroids and billiards. Instead of shooting rocks in space, you're shooting these bouncing, colored balls. That was the game I sent to Broderbund, my favorite publisher, during my freshman year of college.

	 

	I got a phone call from Doug Carlston, the president of Broderbund at that time. He was very kind. He encouraged me and gave me feedback. He said, 'Look, this is a very well-programmed, but sort of old-fashioned game. It's very 1981. This year, people seem to really respond to games that have more human interest and cute, animated characters. I'm going to send you a copy of our game Choplifter, which is our current bestseller, so you can kind of see where things are going.'

	 

	He did send me a copy of it, along with a joystick to play it with—which he asked me to send back when I was done using it because it belonged to their QA department. [laughs] I played Choplifter and was totally blown away by it. It really changed my thinking, and led me to spend the next couple of years programming Karateka. 

	 

	Craddock: The first thing I noticed about Karateka—and Prince of Persia—was the smoothness of the characters’ animations. You didn’t see that degree of fluidity in those days. How did that become your focus? 

	 

	Mechner: There were a lot of inspirations. I was a freshman in college and taking history of film classes. I was learning about the early days of silent film, and I was really struck by the idea that video games were so much like film had been a hundred years earlier: a new technology that so far was only being put to crude uses. Most of the video games in 1982 were like the Kinetoscope at the turn of the century. You'd put in a nickel and get to see a little movie and that was it. Feature films, with color and sound and all those things we take for granted now—the equivalent of video games was, I figured, somewhere in the future. But the potential was there.

	 

	Another inspiration was Walt Disney, who had started with cartoons at a time when cartoons were looked down on. The Oswald rabbit and Mickey Mouse black-and-whites were designed to make people laugh. The idea of a feature film like Snow White was still somewhere in the future. I wanted to move video games into the future by doing something more ambitious. The principles of Disney animation were really inspirational—trying to make characters more realistic, their movements more fluid in ways that would not just suggest movement and humor, but actually convey emotion. That sort of set the bar for what I hoped video games would one day reach.

	 

	For Karateka, I thought, Let's take something simple, like karate fighting. I filmed my mom's karate teacher doing different karate moves and then rotoscoped those frames to try and create the illusion of movement. Really, my main goal was to have movement that was a fluid and more convincing representation of karate than most games had at that time. That, to me, seemed pretty doable. A lot of games would just alternate between one, two, or three key frames, so you really had to imagine the movements. It was programmer-[created] art, and not really animation. I wasn't a trained animator. I couldn't do Disney-quality animation. But by filming and rotoscoping, I could at least get a pretty convincing silhouette.

	 

	Craddock: Did you have experience in animation that helped?

	 

	Mechner: I'm still not a trained animator, although I could draw okay. At the time I could at least do a drawing that looked okay to me. If I did a series of drawings and animated them, it immediately looked terrible. I knew there was so much to it that I didn't have. But by looking at filmed footage, that gave me the answers. I don't really understand the physics of why an arm or a leg moves a certain way when you're throwing a punch or a high kick, or how your arms swing when you're running. If I try to fake it, it looks fake. But if I could film it, it would look perfect.

	 

	For rotoscoping, I just trusted what was on the film, even if there was something that was counterintuitive. In Prince of Persia, when the character does a running turn, he kind of skids [to a stop] and throws his arm over his head to catch his balance—that's something I could have never figured out that people do that. But because I videotaped my brother, that's what he did, so that's what I had the character do as well.

	 

	Craddock: As expandable as the Apple II was, it didn’t seem like the type of the machine capable of producing such fluid graphics. What hurdles did you have to jump?

	 

	Mechner: The Apple II had no video-in jack, so all of this had to be kind of jerry-rigged. For Karateka, I used the Versawriter, which was these two potentiometers hooked together that let you trace a frame. I shot Super 8 film projected on a wall, traced the frames with tracing paper, and then used the Versawriter to trace the outline of the frames. That would cause a rough outline to appear on the screen.

	 

	The next step was to take that rough outline and turn it into a shape that I could save in memory, and then call it and blast it onto the screen at the appropriate moment in the game with graphics routines that were fast enough to let me do that at eight frames a second. I had to write all those software tools, debug them and get them working, and I needed to shoot the film and create the actual frames.

	 

	That's why it took a couple of years to make even a simple game like Karateka: I was sort of alternating between art, animation, coding, game design—all the aspects of development that, today, you have a team working on in parallel. I had to do those things sequentially.

	 

	Craddock: Prince of Persia, which came later, was predicated on acrobatics for exploration and swordplay for combat. What fascinated you about using martial arts in Karateka?

	 

	Mechner: I was juggling a lot of different game ideas at that time. Hand-to-hand fighting appealed to me because it gave me the chance to have two rather large, human-looking characters that could take up a good chunk of the screen. If you had a little character only eight pixels high, there was only so much you could do with it. But if you had a character that was 40 or 50 pixels high, then you could really show emotions. You could have a princess able to convey emotions: she could look dejected as she walks across the screen and throws herself down in despair.

	 

	In order to do that, the gameplay had to be really simple. Fighting just seemed like something that worked. There were other games that had fighting. There was a game called Swashbuckler by Paul Stephenson that had Karateka-sized characters, but with sword fighting. I really enjoyed that game; I got into the fantasy of it, the setting of the pirate ship. But that wasn't real animation. Again, it was key frames: one frame would be you standing in your ready stance, and in the next your sword was fully extended. Your imagination had to fill in the rest.

	 

	I thought, A game with Swashbuckler-sized characters and smooth animation—that could be great.

	 

	Craddock: Today, players expect games to have phonebook-sized scripts that are 100% voice-acted. I’m sure the technology of the time precluded that, but the use of silent cutscenes in Karateka seemed intentional. Was that the case?

	 

	Mechner: That's an area where I was really inspired by silent film and Disney animation. Those films did that so well. Looking at D. W. Griffith's early films like Way Down East, when a character communicated despair or fear, those emotions would be big. They didn't have sound, so the actors really pantomimed it. They were so exaggerated that they were almost like animated characters.

	 

	Those films showed that you could tell a story without having to use words. And of course, on the Apple II, we couldn't use words even if we wanted to. The speaker wasn't capable of anything more than beeps and buzzes.

	 

	Craddock: Prince of Persia let players save progression. Karateka did not. Why was that?

	 

	Mechner: It was a creative decision in Karateka, and, again, it was a reaction to the standard coin-op-game paradigm of, you have three lives, and if you get 10,000 points you get an extra life. I saw that as a cliché that I wanted to break. I thought, Let's make this story realistic. What's realistic is that if you die, it's the end.

	 

	This was something that in 1984, nobody questioned. It seemed like a level of difficulty that players would accept. It certainly made playing the game take longer. If you just respawned every time you lost a fight in Karateka, you'd be finished a half hour after you started. That's not much gameplay for 40 bucks.

	 

	But, again, I think that's something that was just part of the game design. The challenge of Karateka is to get from the start to the end without dying once. That's something that might take 20 minutes to do once you've mastered it, but it probably took a week or two of playing the game and getting killed before you reached that point of mastery.

	 

	Craddock: Karateka seemed very experimental in many ways, intentional in others. I noticed that Mariko would kill players in a single blow if they appeared before her in a fighting stance. Was that a bug, or was that purposeful?

	 

	Mechner: In that game, you only had one life. I think a lot of people were traumatized by, over days or weeks, finally getting to the point where they could get through the game without losing a single fight, only to lose it all at the end. That was one my first attempts to take an existing gameplay mechanic and extend it to its logical conclusion. You already had the choice between standing up, which let you run fast, and dropping into a fighting stance, which meant you were protected but could only advance slowly.

	 

	Because the object of the game is to get as far as you can and reach the palace as soon as possible to save the princess and win the game, you can get there fastest by running flat out, but that's risky because you might get hit. Players developed the habit of dropping into a fighting stance when they approached a new, unknown area, and then standing and running when it was safe.

	 

	Just thinking logically, if you were a princess who had been stuck in a cell, and then suddenly the door is kicked down and somebody wearing a gi approaches you in a fighting stance, what would you do? You'd defend yourself. Those human moments that make sense are kind of what I look for. That was what I looked for then. We're so used to all the clichés of the genre, but when you see a moment of recognizable human behavior, even today, like in a big summer blockbuster movie—you see something that's human and makes you laugh, and you think, 'Yeah, that's exactly what I would do in that situation.' It's refreshing.

	 

	I remember in the first Avengers movie, you've got a city being destroyed, and there's one moment where Bruce Banner says to Tony Stark, Iron Man, 'If you didn't have that suit, who would you be?' And Tony Stark says, 'A billionaire playboy genius.' And you laugh because it's human.

	 

	Karateka takes place in medieval Japan. People are fighting. You've got a guy who's standing here guarding a gate. That's his job: to stand in front of the portcullis and guard it all day long. One day a guy climbs up the cliff to face him. What's he going to do? If you just walk toward him and bow, he's going to bow back. He's only going to start fighting you if you drop into a fighting stance and start fighting him. Little things like that let you believe in [the guard] a little more as a human being. You also believe in yourself a little more, and the whole situation becomes easier to engage in. It's a very rudimentary thing, but even in today's games, that for me is what makes them fun to play.

	 

	The things that connect us to a game as a player are things that we do, events that we cause. Things that make us say: 'Wow. I did that.' It doesn't matter how much exposition you put into a cinematic sequence, or how beautifully animated it is; you're just sitting back and watching it. It doesn't really count within the context of a game. But anything that happens on-screen that you initiated or provoked—that means something, because we did it.

	 

	Craddock: What sort of schedule were you holding down while making Karateka?

	 

	Mechner: I was carrying a full course load at the time. I would alternate between bursts of work on the game and then realizing I'd fallen far behind in classes, to desperately trying to catch up, to berating myself for not having gotten anything done on the game. That went on for a couple of years.

	 

	Craddock: Did Broderbund accept Karateka right away?

	 

	Mechner: Two years went by between my submitting Deathbounce and submitting Karateka. This was from 1982 to 1984. The industry had grown. Doug had gone from being one of only a few people at Broderbund and handling all submissions himself, to being president of the company, which by then was a pretty big job.

	 

	I completely disappeared; from his point of view, I was just some college student, and nobody probably expected to hear from me. I didn't keep him posted. I just submitted the finished disk. I put it in an envelope and sent it to Broderbund, and also to Electronic Arts. Or maybe I just sent them a query letter.

	 

	Broderbund did respond. I immediately got a call back from someone at Broderbund saying, 'Yes, great, we're interested. Let's make a deal. And also, would you be able to come out here for a few months and polish up the game? We'd like to add a few more levels and change a couple of things.' To which I said: 'Yes. Oh my god. Yes.'

	 

	Being a kid on the east coast, to go to Broderbund in California, where I'd never been, and be in an office with real programmers, in the software industry, working on a game that was actually going to get published—that was a dream come true, instead of working in my dorm room or in my parents' basement working on something that I thought was great but having no external validation of that. It was exciting.

	 

	I went the summer of '84. That was the summer between my junior and senior years of college. I spent it at Broderbund. That opened my eyes in lots of ways. I met Doug, his brother Gary; there was Danny Gorlin, the author of Choplifter. I was star struck meeting him. These were names I'd only seen on the title screens of their Apple II games, and I was getting to meet them in the flesh, and actually getting to talk to them about programming and making games. I learned all sorts of tips and tricks; in Chappaqua, New York, there was no one I could talk to about this stuff.

	 

	I was in my senior year in college. I actually got the call from Broderbund letting me know the good news. I didn't really believe it until I went to a newsstand and bought that issue of Billboard. I guess Broderbund knew a couple of weeks before the issue had hit the stands, and had been watching it get to number 27 on the chart, which was pretty exciting in itself. 

	 

	Craddock: How did Prince of Persia stem from Karateka’s success? What made it the natural next game to make?

	 

	Mechner: I got one piece of advice both from Doug [Carlston] and from my dad, which was really influential. They were entrepreneurs. At this time in my life, all of my friends were thinking in terms of, 'What kind of job can I get? Who can I get to hire me, and how are they going to pay me?'

	 

	The strong message I got from my dad, and seconded by Doug when I met him, was it's much better to start your own company and be independent. Don't get a job. Don't be hired. As soon as you do that, you're turning over your work—ownership and creative control—to your employer. So don't do that unless you need to; unless security is the most important thing to you.

	 

	Security wasn't important. When I got out of college I was 20 years old and really fortunate that I already had royalties coming in from Karateka. I was able to pay off my student loans, and my life wasn't expensive. I didn't even have a car. My only expenses were things like clothes, food, and buying gadgets for my Apple computer. So it just made sense: rather than asking one's permission to do Prince of Persia, I just started doing it.

	 

	The arrangement I made with Broderbund for Prince of Persia was that I would make the game, and they would give me an office so I had a desk to sit at. That was really valuable to me because it was a community. I felt—and they also felt—that the game would benefit from that creative exchange of ideas. It's a lot more energizing and motivating than trying to get yourself to work on something when you're sitting at home alone every day. Our deal was that when the game was done, they could look at it, and if they liked it, they could publish it and I'd get a royalty, as I did on Karateka.

	 

	Craddock: Karateka’s exploration is simple, because it’s nonexistent. That’s because, I think, exploration isn’t the point. You’re running in one direction the whole time because your goal lies in that direction. Prince of Persia was vertically oriented. Did you see that shift, horizontal to vertical, as the next territory to explore as a designer?

	 

	Mechner: I really wanted to get verticality into it, and also the fear of falling, and the excitement of climbing and feeling like you're high up. One of the inspirations for Prince of Persia was the first 10 minutes of Raiders of the Lost Ark. Indiana Jones runs and jumps over a pit, but he misses, and he has to pull himself up by his fingertips while this gate is closing, and he has to roll under it.

	 

	To me, when I saw that in a movie theater, I thought, This is like Super Mario. It's a platform video game, but it's real: if he falls into the pit, he's going to die. You really felt like those spikes were going to hurt. For Prince of Persia, I wanted to capture that visceral feeling of, if you fall, if you miss, it's going to hurt. It's going to kill you. I wanted to get that into a platform game, and the verticality was key to that.

	 

	Craddock: The platformer was still being defined as a genre, but running and jumping were already in place. How’d you want to expand on that?

	 

	Mechner: I compromised between the typical platform game at the time, like Lode Runner and Super Mario Bros., which had pretty small characters but a big environment to run around in; and Karateka, where the characters took up a lot of the screen.

	 

	For Prince of Persia, I sort of chose what seemed to me like an in-between [design]: the character was only 30 pixels tall, which let me have three levels on the screen. When you go off the edge of the screen, it cuts over to the next screen. So you can have big levels, but you're looking at them one screen at a time.

	 

	Craddock: What was the process of filming and animating movements for Prince of Persia?

	 

	Mechner: Going into Prince of Persia, I had the experience of seeing all of this work on Karateka, so I had the confidence that it would work. That allowed me to be more ambitious in terms of the game design. Whereas Karateka had been a very simple, run-left-to-right fighting game, with Prince of Persia I wanted to combine that to make a modular platforming, run-and-jump, puzzle-solving game.

	 

	I started Prince of Persia in 1985. Over those few years, there had been another important invention outside the computer realm, which was videotape. Now there was VHS, so instead of shooting on Super 8 film, getting the film developed, and then tracing it, I was able to shoot video—in this case, my brother running and jumping and so forth. That changed the pipeline. It suggested a better way to get those frames into the computer. It was still very primitive, but that ended up working really well.

	 

	Craddock: Did the technology you used to bring the game to life change from Karatea?

	 

	Mechner: The computer was the same computer. It hadn't changed or advanced in any way. But my own technology of software had improved. At Broderbund I had met programmers like Roland Gustafsson and Robert Cook who had shown me tricks for blasting shapes to the Apple II screen faster than I'd thought of. The idea of using look-up tables instead of calculating coordinates made that faster, so I was able to be a bit more ambitious even though the machine was still exactly the same.

	 

	As far as rotoscoping, I really wanted the animation to be as human as possible. Rather than have a hero whose movements were so efficient as to be almost robotic, I thought that the sloppier and more awkward the hero could be, the more human, the more you would care for him and identify with him. My brother did a great job. He was 16 years old at the time. He wasn't especially buff or athletic. He had a kind of charm that, when I videotaped him, really came across. The way he turned around a flailed a bit when he lost his balance—those were qualities I wanted to transmit.

	 

	Craddock: I discovered Prince of Persia when I was 10 or 11, so naturally, the game’s death traps had a gross-out factor that my prepubescent brain found “cool.” I wondered how you felt about the grislier traps, such as being impaled on spikes or being chomped in half by the jaw-like guillotine, both then and now?

	 

	Mechner: These questions of taste are so hard to quantify. On the one hand, yeah, he's getting cut in half. On the other hand, it's so cartoony. You have the big blood smear on the slicers, but I think the reaction of most people who saw that at the time was to laugh. That said, a friend brought his young sons into the office, and the youngest one would turn away; he couldn't stand to see the character jump over the spike pit just because it was so intense.

	 

	But, you know, I was in my 20s, the other people in the office were programmers, and most everybody thought it was funny and wasn't bothered by the fact it was gory. Certainly compared to things you saw in a movie theater at that time—The Goonies, Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, and so forth—those kinds of intense, pulpy, violent stuff was pretty common.

	 

	But it's interesting. Looking at a lot of later games, I'm actually pretty sensitive. I get easily disturbed or turned off by violence in games that feels exploitative or hits too close to home—especially now that graphics and sound are so much more realistic. I think that puts the onus on the creators to use a lot more restraint in what we try to portray.

	 

	Even going from the Apple II to the PC version of Prince of Persia, I felt like the game changed. Like the slicers: the graphics were more or less the same, but the sounds made them sound like real, metal slicers clanging together, and made a juicy crunch when the player got sliced in half. That was so different than the sound on the Apple II, which was just a 'BLIP!' from the speaker.

	 

	And that was just two years later, when you could really portray violence in a video game that was more intense and disturbing. I don't think something like Prince of Persia would have worked with something like 1996-level graphics. I think there was a kind of innocence to having so few pixels to work with.

	 

	Craddock: Combat in Prince of Persia was surprisingly deep, considering it had only two buttons: parry, and thrust. How did swordplay end up being one of your primary game systems?

	 

	Mechner: Sword-fighting goes with the genre. As soon as you say One Thousand and One Nights, that's a story in which characters fight with swords, just as when you say 'medieval Japan,' you can think, Okay, this should be like a Bruce Lee movie where people fight with their fists.

	 

	But it's funny: my original idea about Prince of Persia did not include combat at all. I was taking a step away from Karateka: 'Okay, I've done a fighting game. Now I want to do a puzzle game.' I was thinking of Lode Runner, I was thinking of The Castles of Doctor Creep—games that were more about exploration, and about getting from Point A to Point B in interesting ways, and avoiding traps that could kill you. But I never thought the character would pick up a sword and fight.

	 

	It was my best friend, Tomi Pierce, whom I was sharing an office with—she was making educational software—who convinced me over time that my game was boring. Despite the smooth animation and the logic puzzles with the traps, the gates, the pressure plates, and all that, it just wasn't fun to play a hero who's always running away and never gets to turn and fight.

	 

	I resisted that idea for the longest time. My justification was, 'I'm out of memory. There's no memory because of the smooth animation, because you can do all this running and jumping and climbing, and all these things that look so cool and people are enjoying—there's no room to add the necessary [animation] frames for sword fighting, much less to get enemies to fight. It's just a tradeoff. There's not enough memory in the computer to do both.'

	 

	Eventually she won the argument. The thing that turned it was the idea of the shadow man.

	 

	Craddock: Ah, yes. That was one of my favorite moments as a kid: Jumping through a mirror that appeared out of thin air and, instead of shattering it, seeing my shadow clone running off.

	 

	Mechner: My first thought was, If there's no memory for extra shapes, at least I could make it so that you could fight yourself. You could jump through this magic mirror and split yourself into two, so now you've got your evil shadow self running around stealing potions and closing gates that you want to be open. He becomes your nemesis for the game. That didn't require additional memory because I was able to create the shadow man's look just by using the original shapes, but shifted by one pixel. That's an Apple II programming trick.

	 

	Once shadow man was in the game, I could see, and everybody could see, how much it added to the game—just having another character running around those dungeons with you. At that point, it became clear that that was absolutely essential. I went back and reprogrammed recoded a lot of things I'd already checked off as finished. I redid them to free up memory to add guards and add sword fighting.

	 

	I looked to a particular sequence in the 1938 movie The Adventures of Robin Hood where Basil Rathbone and Errol Flynn are fighting in profile for a precious six seconds of film. I took those frames and broke them down, analyzed them to try and figure out what made that look like a great Hollywood sword fight. They were crossing swords high and low, and lunging and parrying. I extracted from that a simplified paradigm that was within my means, the memory constraints of the game.

	 

	That turned out to be key. Prince of Persia without sword fighting would have been very different.

	 

	Craddock: Besides the shadow man and regular guards, there were a few special characters, namely Jaffar, the fat guard, and the skeleton. How did you reserve space in memory for those sprites?

	 

	Mechner: Part of the fun of the game is the boss fights. It would get monotonous to fight the same enemy over and over, so the three enemies who were special were the fat guard, Jaffar, and the skeleton. Each of those just required creating a new set of shapes. Memory wasn't a problem because at that point I was swapping in the shapes for that specific level.

	 

	If you notice, on each of those levels, that special enemy is the only enemy; there are no normal guards on that level. That's because it just wasn't technically possible to keep a special enemy and a normal enemy in memory at the same time. And having created the fat guard, I wanted it to be a memorable fight as well.

	 

	Craddock: Why was the ability to save progress more important in Prince of Persia than in Karateka?

	 

	Mechner: Prince of Persia was a little different [than Karateka]. Because the game was so much bigger, you wouldn't want to be sent back to the beginning and replay puzzles you'd already solved. At the same time, I didn't want to take away the challenge completely. The 60-minute timer was kind of a compromise: you didn't have three lives—theoretically, you had infinite lives—but you also had this timer, and you didn't get time back when you respawned. If you wanted the full time limit, you had to start the game over from the beginning.

	 

	Craddock: I liked the game’s cutscenes because they added a sense of urgency. Playing the levels is meant to be slower and methodical, because navigating traps and fighting guards requires precision.

	 

	Mechner: Again, that was inspired by silent film. I think again of Griffith's film Way Down East where you see the heroine drowning, and the hero is trying to save her. By cutting back and forth at a quickening pace, that created a sense of urgency.

	 

	That crosscutting, I used that device literally in Karateka. As you're running toward the guard, and the guard starts running toward you, the game would alternate with an accelerated tempo until the two characters met and you were on the same screen. But for Prince of Persia, cutting away to the princess was just a way to remind you that there's a reason you're going through these dungeons: there's a human interest waiting for you at the end.

	 

	Craddock: What was the process of building such expansive levels that factored in height in and hiding places for special items such as life-enhancement potions?

	 

	Mechner: One of the things that made it possible to really iterate a lot on Prince of Persia levels was that I spent the first few months of development building a level editor. I put a lot of work into that because I thought it was going to be part of the shipped product. Championship Lode Runner was a recent Broderbund release, and it stood out in my mind as an example of how, if you take an editor and put it into the hands of the public, you'll get back things that are more varied than any one person could make by sitting in a room and trying to do it all themselves. This was like crowd-sourcing, but in 1982. [laughs]

	 

	I really wanted to publish a Prince of Persia level editor. I was thinking we could have contests and see what kinds of levels players design, and then we'd do a sequel with these player-generated levels. Because I had that in mind, I just put much more work than I normally would into creating this level editor. It had a beautifully animated, 3D, scrolling box; it had a menu partly inspired by the early Mac interface with drag-and-drop elements. But I changed my mind about that and we decided not to include the level editor in the game. It was just too ambitious.

	 

	But because that level editor existed, I was able to tear down and remake an entire Prince of Persia level in, like, an hour. It was an incredibly fun and easy process. I wasn't attached to the first levels I made. It actually took a long time to get the right [balance] of what makes a fun level, what's too hard, what's too easy, what's the balance of combat versus exploration.

	 

	I was just finding out things, like, 'Oh, I can drop loose floor [tiles[ on pressure plates, and then the plates are stuck.' And, 'I can drop loose tiles on guards' heads and kill them.' All that kind of stuff, these emergent properties that I didn't have in mind in the beginning when I designed these elements, but through play-testing it became clear that that was where the fun was—once that became clear, I could follow it.

	 

	You mentioned the first level having a sort of secret path—an unnecessary secret path—to get back to where you started. That was cool. As a player, I love that when I see things link up and realize there's more than one way to get to the same place. That [particular path] was a very late addition. I think all the Prince of Persia levels I pretty much added in the last months before the game shipped. I had previous levels before then—some of them had been around for years—but I just tore them all down and remade them all, just to make a really smooth, fun, and varied progression of difficulty. That was possible because the level editor existed.

	 

	Craddock: The cutscene that stands out the most is the one with the mouse that the princess appears to be talking to before it scampers off and rescues you in the eighth level.

	 

	Mechner: That was Tomi Pierce again. She's really the unsung creative force of Prince of Persia. She and Margaret Cook and some others were sharing an office together. Every day we would prepare notes on the projects we were doing, and give each other ideas. Tomi came up with the idea of, 'How are we going to humanize this princess? Right now she's just an image. You keep cutting back to the princess, but all she's doing is lounging around on her pillows. That's boring. Why is she worth rescuing? Give her something to do.'

	 

	In a brainstorming session one idea Tomi came up with was, 'Well, maybe she could send an animal out to help you. A little white mouse.' I thought that was great because a little white mouse was only eight pixels. It didn't take up any memory to speak of. It's just the animation of the princess kneeling and petting the mouse on the head. It was very appealing—very Snow White; very Disney.

	 

	Now, what could a mouse do that was useful? Well, a mouse could slip through the bars of a portcullis and step on a pressure plate that you couldn't open any other way. It was very simple, and took maybe a day, but it was just so satisfying and adds so much. It makes a connection between you, the player, and the princess, who was at that point just a theoretical construct off in a cell somewhere. You've never met. But because she sends you the mouse, that creates an attachment.

	 

	Craddock: There ended up being a large gap between the release of Karateka and Prince of Persia. According to your journals, you’d been struggling to choose to continue pursing game design or chase your other dream of making films. Could you expand on that, and how it affected development of Prince of Persia? 

	 

	Mechner: I was really torn, and still am. A lot of my friends in college were filmmakers, and I wanted to be a filmmaker. Some of my friends went on to film school. I'd written a script called In the Dark. It was about a teenager whose hobby is cave exploring. Amazingly, that script actually found an agent. It got optioned by a producer, Larry Truman, who produced The Graduate. Director Curtis Hanson was briefly attached to it.

	 

	I wrote the script in 1986. By the time all this Hollywood stuff happened it was already 1987, and I'd already moved to California. I was at Broderbund working on Prince of Persia, and I actually stopped working on the game for about eight months to pursue this screenwriting thing.

	 

	My feeling at the time was, 'Screenwriting is more exciting than programming Apple II games. I like them both, but if I have to choose, I'd rather get this movie made.' This was the '80s, the era of leading artists like Steven Soderbergh, who made Sex, Lies, and Videotape.

	 

	But my excitement sort of gradually diminished. I looked back and thought, I've had six months of meetings. I've met all these directors. We've talked about movies we might make, but nothing's actually being made. If I go back to my Apple II, I could move my game forward every day, and in a year, have a finished game that's real and that people can play.

	 

	What tipped the scales for me was the fact that it felt better to have the creative work and my destiny be in my own hands, rather than writing a screenplay, which was just a sheaf of paper that I could show people in the hopes of convincing them to make the movie. Obviously I'm very glad that I went back and finished Prince of Persia.

	 

	But I've remained interested in film. I did go to film school; I did make short films; and I've written screenplays—one of them, ironically, 20 years later, being the first draft of Prince of Persia.

	 

	Craddock: I understand you recovered the source code for Prince of Persia years later. How’d that happen?

	 

	My Dad (yep, the same guy who composed the music for the original Karateka and Prince of Persia) called from New York to tell me he was doing some spring cleaning and had shipped me a carton of old games and other stuff of mine he'd found in the back of a closet. The carton arrived yesterday. My jaw dropped when I saw what was inside.

	 

	I mean those three little plastic 3.5' disk boxes nestled among them... which appear to contain the ORIGINAL APPLE II SOURCE CODE OF PRINCE OF PERSIA that I've been searching for, off and on, for the past ten years, pestering everyone from Doug Carlston to Danny Gorlin and everyone who ever worked at Broderbund, and finally gave up hope of ever finding.

	 

	So, for all fifteen of you 6502 assembly-language coders out there who might care... including the hardy soul who ported Prince of Persia to the Commodore 64 from an Apple II memory dump... I will now begin working with a digital-archeology-minded friend to attempt to figure out how to transfer 3.5' Apple ProDOS disks onto a MacBook Air and into some kind of 21st-century-readable format.

	 

	Craddock: Prince of Persia has become one of the most celebrated franchises in games. As a fan, I’m disappointed it’s lain dormant for so long. When did the first game become a success? Right away, like Karateka?

	 

	Mechner: It took much longer [relative to Karateka]. Karateka was published in 1984, which was a good time for Apple II games. At that time Karateka made a big impression. A lot of people were talking about it. There were no Apple II games that had that cinematic feel and smooth animation. But by the time Prince of Persia shipped in 1989, whether or not it was an accomplished Apple II game didn't matter so much because the Apple II was pretty much dying, a dead platform.

	 

	The Mac came out in 1984, and this was 1989, so the Apple II was really a legacy platform. The only places that still had Apple IIs were schools, mostly, because schools had bought Apple IIs in the early '80s and were committed to them. But consumers were playing games on PCs like the Amiga.

	 

	It was really sort of this discouraging and frustrating moment of [publishing] what we all thought was a really good game, but it was on the wrong platform. Stores just wouldn't carry it because they didn't want new Apple II games. They were trying to get rid of Apple II stuff. For months I had the exquisite pleasure of going into computer stores and seeing that they still had Karateka, but they wouldn't take Prince of Persia.

	 

	So we pinned all our hopes on the PC version. The PC at that point was, like, 85 percent of the market. You had all these graphics cards and sound cards, so you could have VGA graphics on the PC, and MIDI music. Broderbund really got behind that. We were really banking on that version. But, then again, it was another heartbreak because we published the PC version and the stores still didn't want to take it because it was a port. It was a port of a pre-existing game, and Prince of Persia hadn't sold well. Stores didn't want a port of a failed game; they wanted something new.

	 

	At that point, Broderbund's marketing department had lost all interest. The company was moving toward being more of a consumer software company, an educational software company, and there was a contingent of the marketing department that didn't even want to be in the games business. Doug [Carlston] believed in it, I believed in it, our product manager, Brian Ehler, believed in it, and everyone in the QA department who spent hours and weeks play-testing it believed in it—but that was really it. The marketing department didn't really care or see potential in it.

	 

	It wasn't until 1992, more than three years after the original Prince of Persia [for Apple II] had shipped, that things started to pick up. It was really timing: the Mac version of Prince of Persia shipped. It was supposed to be finished two years earlier, and the fact that it had taken so long because the programmer was very slow and conscientious—and also not very good with deadlines—the Mac had become a more important part of the industry. There were a lot of color screens out there. There was the Mac LC. It was a big part of desktop publishing. So there was a whole new market of gamers out there. Prince of Persia arrived on the Mac just at the right time to connect with them.

	 

	Because the Mac version had some heat behind it, that convinced the marketing department to republish the PC version in a new box, the trapezoidal box, instead of the little red box which seemed really old-fashioned; stores didn't want to see it. They called it a candy box. They were really unusual, distinctive boxes designed by a designer named Hakio in San Francisco. That box gave the PC version a new lease on life, together with the Mac version. It's really as if Prince of Persia shipped [for the first time] in 1992 because up until then, it hadn't gained a foothold except in a few places.

	 

	The other thing that happened was that Broderbund had sort of quietly made licensing deals to do console versions and foreign versions of Prince of Persia: in France, in Japan, in the U.K. Domark published ports of Prince of Persia in Europe. Because this was a couple of years later, and by then there were more platforms, it did a lot better overseas. All of these things came together in '92: Prince of Persia suddenly became an overnight success.

	 

	Craddock: The Apple II has made so many careers, including yours. What are your thoughts on the machine looking back on it?

	 

	Mechner: There was an idealism behind the Apple II: it was the idea that anyone could program, and anyone could understand what a computer was. The Mac, some years later, represented an almost opposite philosophy; it was kind of a walled garden in that it was like, 'Here's a device that's so polished that you'll never need to open up the back. Don't even try. We're going to give you an interface that's so smooth and polished that [the computer] is like a household appliance.'

	 

	But the thing about the Apple II was that, it's a household appliance, but you were like an early car owner: you're supposed to be able to open the hood and tinker with it, understand what all the parts do, and replace them if they break. If you don't know what a battery, or a radiator, or a carburetor does, then why would you have a car? You shouldn't be driving. That was kind of the feeling. It was so non-threatening. As a kid, I didn't feel like I needed any special expertise to use it or program it. It just seemed obvious that that's what it was for.

	 

	I don't feel that today. When I use my new MacBook Air, I don't know what's under the hood. Looking at kids today, now everybody pays lip service to this idea of computer literacy. They have schools that are using tablets and having kids do their homework and post it online. When I was in school there was no computer element to the curriculum at all. But I don't think kids are actually learning about computers or technology. They're just taking it for granted. They're using systems that have been set up for them, and they're interacting with those systems only as consumers.

	 

	What I really miss today are things like the Apple II which let kids interact with their computers as creators—to actually get in there and mess with it, and figure out why stuff works the way it does in ways that can let you do more.

	 

	 


Chapter 6: Realmsplay – Writing, Adapting, and Playing in the Forgotten Realms

	 

	My foray into the making of Pillars of Eternity and the Infinity Engine games took me beyond the realms of Obsidian Entertainment, BioWare, and Black Isle. In this chapter, you’ll meet some of the names behind the Forgotten Realms, including the world’s creator, its most prolific editor, and authors of various adventures within the Realms as well as Wizards of the Coast’s Magic: The Gathering setting.

	 

	


Part 1: Kicking Down Gates: Former Wizards of the Coast Editor Philip Athans

	 

	PHILIP ATHANS DOESN’T care for gatekeepers. At a young age, he thumbed his nose at the monolithic tastes and guidelines of traditional publishers and started a fan magazine where anyone could submit poetry and fiction.

	Athans' broadmindedness made him essential at Dungeons & Dragons creator TSR and, post-acquisition, Wizards of the Coast, where he guided authors such as R. A. Salvatore and Paul S. Kemp as they spun their yarns in the Forgotten Realms, one of D&D’s most iconic settings and host of the Baldur’s Gate and Icewind Dale computer RPGs. 

	Today, Athans shares his well of knowledge with writers by way of books such as The Guide to Writing Fantasy & Science Fiction, a number of online courses offered through Writer's Digest University, and the Fantasy Author's Handbook, his blog where he posts on a range of topics from the pulp magazines of yore to candid insights into the writer's life. 

	I contacted Athans to learn more about his history with Wizards of the Coast and his role in guiding authors eager to make their mark in the Forgotten Realms, including the then-upstart team at BioWare.

	 

	Craddock: What drew you to writing? Or, when did you know—rather than decide—you were a writer?

	 

	Philip Athans: My mother gave my second-grade teacher a bunch of "books" that I wrote and illustrated, which the teacher then lost or threw away—the horror! So I've been writing as long as I was basically literate. I always thought I would be a writer, specifically a science fiction writer, but it was when I read Harlan Ellison's story "I Have No Mouth and I Must Scream" at the age of maybe twelve or thirteen that I remember having that moment where I thought: "I'm going to do this," and meant it. So I guess we have Harlan Ellison to blame.

	 

	Craddock: I understand you started working at TSR while working in a record store. I'd love for you to set the scene: you were working part-time, and writing. Where were you at in your growth as a writer?

	 

	Athans: I graduated from college in 1985 with basically no idea what to do, how to do it, and no prospects in rustbelt-era Chicago, but while unsuccessfully job hunting I started writing short stories. Coming out of the punk rock universe, I also discovered the thriving "zine" world. No one seemed terribly interested in my passionately overwrought literary fiction or poorly thought-through SF, so my twenty-one year old self decided (much like many of the indie authors of today) that I was just being misunderstood by the Evil Gatekeepers and I took what I was seeing in the punk fanzines and started Alternative fiction & poetry out of my bedroom in my parents' house.

	 

	This was my trial by fire in the publishing world and also as an editor, but to pay the bills I ended up in retail, specifically music retail, which I really, honestly loved. The hours were terrible and the pay was worse, but it was the coolest retail gig to be had in the mid- to late-eighties. I eventually started selling a few short stories and poems, and did a few freelance RPG things as the '80s became the '90s.

	 

	Craddock: How did you get the opportunity to work at TSR? Did your experience in running Alternative fiction & poetry help you get noticed?

	 

	Athans: I started writing for RPGs, having published some MegaTraveller stuff and a supplement for Mayfair Games's Chill RPG, then had this super cool idea for Greyhawk: 2000, imagining the World of Greyhawk a thousand years in its own future: D&D with tech. I wrote up a proposal for it and sent it in to Jim Ward at TSR who (I found out years later) loved the idea but didn't want to freelance it and had no job openings… but Brian Thomsen, in book publishing, did, thanks to editor Rob King (you'll know him as J. Robert King) having decided to leave the company.

	 

	I was actually at my weekly D&D game at Games Plus in Mount Prospect, Illinois when my wife called me there to tell me that TSR wanted me to come in for an interview. That was a pretty surreal moment. Needless to say I set up that interview as quickly as I could, went in, and met with Brian Thomsen, who seemed to think Alternative fiction & poetry was a worthy resume item, but also told me that he needed "a gamer on the team." Though I was sure I blew the interview he called me at my record store job a few days later. I gave them a couple weeks' notice, and started my long commute to Lake Geneva.

	 

	Craddock: What were your duties at TSR when you joined? How would you describe your job?

	 

	Athans: I started as an editor for the book publishing team, and was pretty much thrown right into the deep end, being assigned to random titles. Brian didn't want there to be "line editors" assigned to a particular setting, so I was getting a little bit of everything, including stand-alone books in the TSR Books line, Forgotten Realms, Dragonlance, Planescape, and Birthright. I had to learn a lot and I had to learn it fast, but I was so delighted to be there it never felt like work.

	 

	Craddock: What was the culture like at TSR during that time?

	 

	Athans: I worked on-site in Lake Geneva, which meant a 54-mile commute (each way) from suburban Chicago. The books team was stuck in a little cluster of cubicles off to the side under the back stairway in a space with no windows. It was clear to me after the first week or so that we were considered sort of the red-headed stepchild of the company, but based on the behavior patterns of a couple key people, looking back, that was probably well deserved.

	 

	That only lasted—at least in that form—for less than two years, anyway, but some of the baggage lingered for the rest of my time at Wizards of the Coast.

	 

	Craddock: How would you describe the transition from TSR to Wizards? Did you see it as a good thing?

	 

	Athans: That transition was unsettling then terrifying then exciting and finally the best thing that ever happened to me.

	 

	At TSR there was this monthly ritual where a couple people would come around to everyone's office or cubicle and drop off the company's output for that month—books, game products… whatever. I think it was November or maybe December of 1996, and no cart came around. Then another month and no books, then another. Then authors started calling, wondering why their quarterly royalty statements (and checks) hadn't been mailed. Then the company that took care of the potted plants scattered around the building came in and took the plants, the Lions Club took their gumball machine out of the break room… and it was abundantly clear that something really bad was happening.

	 

	It got to the point that we had months of books in the can, nurtured through final typesetting signoffs, etc.—then they would just sit. And zero communication from any executives in the company. I mean zero. So, of course, in the absence of information comes rumor, and you never hear rumors of good news. It got so I would show up in the morning, take a deep breath, wave my key card at the door, and wait for the click. If the door opened, I still had a job—it was, literally, a day by day thing.

	 

	When the rumors that Wizards of the Coast was going to buy the company started to trickle in, I wasn't the only one who didn't believe it. But finally—I want to say it was May of 1997—then owner of TSR, Lorraine Williams (who I had never actually met or spoken to from September 1995 through May 1997) called the first and only TSR all hands meeting to tell us that, yes, indeed, she had sold the company to [Wizards of the Coast founder] Peter Adkison and Wizards of the Coast. I went home that night and asked my wife, "So… what do you think about Seattle?"

	 

	By the end of July of 1997 we'd made the move. We've been in the Seattle area over twenty years now and I love it here.

	 

	So, yeah, for me, TSR selling out to WotC was a great thing!

	 

	Craddock: What did your job as managing editor of Wizards' Book Publishing department entail?

	 

	Athans: I still worked as the Forgotten Realms line editor for the first couple years or so of my time as managing editor, but as we expanded the staff and the number of books we were publishing, I passed more and more of the FR novel line to Susan Morris.

	 

	As managing editor I was part of a fantastic cross-functional team there, managing the editorial staff and freelancers, and working closely with the art, production, scheduling, brand/marketing, logistics, and legal teams to keep things flowing. I'm very proud to say that even at the peak when we were publishing almost a hundred books in a year, we never, ever missed a ship date. We were good.

	 

	Craddock: Did you prefer to work with books as opposed to the pen-and-paper/CCG games? Or did you do both?

	 

	Athans: Though I did work on the initial development of Fourth Edition Forgotten Realms—that's a whole other sad tale—I never really worked on the RPG side at all. We were pretty siloed there, actually, so I was all books all the time.

	 

	Craddock: How did come to work as a line editor on Forgotten Realms novels?

	 

	Athans: For reasons best left 'neath the sands of time, Brian Thomsen didn't make the move to Seattle with us, and Mary Kirchoff was brought back on to run the publishing business. She had a different take on basically everything and recognized the value of having an editor take the lead in a particular line. By a weird stroke of luck with almost everyone on the TSR book publishing team, for various reasons, not coming out to Seattle, I found myself with just enough seniority to choose my setting.

	 

	No way was I going to take on anything but FR, which was by that time tied with Dragonlance as the most successful of the current novel lines, and the one that—by far—best matched what I most loved about D&D and fantasy in general.

	 

	Craddock: As line editor, did you also help Realms authors such as R.A. Salvatore and Paul Kemp stay inside the lines, so to speak? Or were they allowed some leeway in stretching the envelope of Realms rules and settings?

	 

	Athans: That was a big part of it. As FR line editor I was one of the temporary stewards of the setting, definitely starting with making sure no one wandered in and blew it up, stomped on another author's characters, etc. The good news is that we had an amazing stable of authors who really understood both the limitations and the inherent freedoms in working within a shared world setting, so it was exceedingly rare that I had to dial someone back. Any major changes to the world or what we called the "Big Stories" (the Avatar series, The Threat from the Sea, Return of the Archwizards, The Year of Rogue Dragons, and War of the Spider Queen in particular) always came from the in-house team then the basic parameters were given to the authors to turn into actual stories, populated with characters drawn from the setting and/or created by the authors themselves.

	 

	For example, the Sembia series was my idea, focusing on a wealthy family from the city of Selgaunt mentioned in passing in a game supplement. I decided the family should have a butler, and as a placeholder we'll call him "the butler." Erevis Cale was all Paul Kemp from there.

	 

	Craddock: You helped launch book lines for several Wizards properties, such as Dungeons & Dragons. I'd like to talk about that one specifically. What was the process for taking a pen-and-paper game and spinning it off into novels?

	 

	Athans: The D&D novel lines went through at least three incarnations in my time at Wizards of the Coast. D&D always has been a rules set, not a world in itself, so finding a setting and characters for D&D was always a challenge. Greyhawk, Forgotten Realms, Dark Sun, etc. were all created to provide that, separate from the rules set.

	 

	For the first attempt at a D&D novel line I was involved in, it was my idea to start with novelizations of the classic AD&D modules. Going back to the modules—which at least had a plot to follow—seemed like a logical place to start, even if most if not all of them were actually "set" in Greyhawk. I helped launch it, but couldn't stay on the line to manage it. I think it ended up with mixed results, but we took a good stab at it. I really wanted to write Expedition to the Barrier Peaks, myself, but the line ended up fizzling out before we got to that.

	 

	The next effort was the "T.H. Lain" novels in which we relied on the Third Edition example characters and built a world for them as we went along. That's another one that ended up with mixed results—the editor was laid off just as it started up and it was farmed out to freelancers and a bigger plan around it never even began. Again, it just sort of went away. I wrote two of them, though: the first (The Savage Caves) and the last (The Death Ray) and had a blast with them. Mine, at least, were more pulp sword & sorcery than FR's high fantasy or Dragonlance's epic fantasy, so I think we at least tried to do justice to that "guys fighting monsters with magic" dungeon crawl spirit.

	 

	The Fourth Edition D&D novels didn't really get going before I left the company, but Fourth Edition did have a kind of "example world" built into it, which those books—as tie-ins to the Realms and other settings—were meant to pick up, attached to bigger adventures and themes. I'm honestly not sure what became of that. Clearly, they didn't survive the end of 4E.

	 

	Craddock: What are some areas of transplanting the spirit of a property in another medium to books that people probably don't think about?

	 

	Athans: What was always the biggest challenge for us was the disconnect at the very heart of the RPG tie-in novel and that's that the very best RPG adventures are all about set-up and loose ends, following plot points to various possible conclusions that players arrive at with their own characters after DMs have altered parts of the story to fit their own worlds, and so on. But a novel, obviously, has to start with characters and follow a plot through to a satisfying ending.

	 

	This is why strict novelizations like Baldur's Gate never really worked, while novels set within the Forgotten Realms world, using D&D as basic worldbuilding rules (how magic works, etc.), were often huge best-sellers. You're essentially looking in on R.A. Salvatore's FR campaign, then switching over to Ed Greenwood's, then Elaine Cunningham's, and so on. But none of those stories in anyway finished the Forgotten Realms story, or prevented new stories from being told both by Wizards of the Coast and by individual players and DMs all over the world.

	 

	But the hard work, for me, was in keeping a strict account of canon. Once something was published with an FR logo on it, the content of that story—every character death, sacked castle, redrawn frontier, etc.—has now happened, just as if it happened in real world history. Even the smallest creative decision could ripple through the whole setting in unexpected ways. It was a very intense, detail-oriented, full-time job, for sure.

	 

	Craddock: What was Wizards' general approach to licensing their shared worlds to outside companies such as BioWare?

	 

	Athans: Wizards had a terrific, very aggressive licensing team in those pre-Hasbro days, but I was never a part of their day to day operations, so really can't speak to that. Licensing projects trickled down to the creative teams only as a fait accompli.

	 

	Craddock: How much autonomy did BioWare have in developing Baldur's Gate?

	 

	Athans: As far as I know, no one in R&D, and certainly no one on the books team, interacted with BioWare on any level. I honestly have no idea what they were given in terms of guidelines or feedback.

	 

	Craddock: How fleshed out was Baldur's Gate, the setting, before BioWare's team made their game?

	 

	Athans: Baldur's Gate is one city in the Forgotten Realms setting, but as is true of most parts of the Second Edition Forgotten Realms world there was actually an enormous amount of detail on the city's various residents, its history, etc., contained mostly in FR game supplements but also in various novels that moved through and/or around the city. I can only assume that some material was somehow made available to BioWare.

	 

	I honestly don't know everything that might have been added, having never played the game, but a majority of the characters in the game, as far as I could see from a distance, were new to the video game and not drawn from previous canon. That, in and of itself, was not at all a bad thing. The strength of the Forgotten Realms setting always was the space left for additions to the canon—new characters, especially.

	 

	Craddock: You’re the novelist who adapted BioWare’s Baldur’s Gate CRPG into a book, and also wrote the eponymous sequel. Those novels are divisive among fans, to say the least, so I wanted to extend an opportunity for you to clear the air. What was your interaction with BioWare—either directly between you and the studio, or between BioWare and Wizards?

	 

	Athans: I was given an Excel spreadsheet with slim character descriptions and a very basic story flowchart that traced paths through the game depending on what class you chose. From that I put together a short proposal—basically a character sketch for my “PC” [player-character] then more or less pushed him through what I felt was the most interesting path through the story. And that was it.

	 

	Craddock: What challenges did you face in adapting the games?

	 

	Athans: I had no contact with BioWare at all, and neither did my editor. All communication was funneled through Interplay. I had no idea what changes were being made at BioWare from that initial story document to the finished game and never received any feedback on the novel from anyone at either BioWare or Interplay.

	 

	I was told by someone at Wizards of the Coast that Interplay said it, the novelization, was “fine.” Full stop.

	 

	Craddock: What were your thoughts on any of the unique characters and lore BioWare’s team added to their take on Baldur’s Gate?

	 

	Athans: I honestly don’t know everything that might have been added, having never played the game, but a majority of the characters in the game, as far as I could see from a distance, were new to the video game and not drawn from previous canon. That, in and of itself, was not at all a bad thing. As I said before, the strength of the Forgotten Realms setting always was the space left for additions to the canon—new characters, especially.

	 

	Craddock: After so much editing and adapting, when did you get your chance to write your own story to the Realms?

	 

	Athans: The first FR fiction I wrote was actually a short story in the anthology Realms of the Arcane. Baldur’s Gate fell into my lap with little warning—all pushed through very last minute—but happily I eventually had my chance to actually add to the FR world.

	 

	[Author’s Note: Athans has written extensively about his experience adapting the Baldur’s Gate games, and the blowback he received from fans on his blog.]

	 

	Craddock: What do you feel sets the Realms apart from other shared worlds such as D&D and Dragonlance?

	 

	Athans: This is what I loved about the FR setting and what, I believe, made it stand out from, ultimately sell better, and live longer than Dragonlance. Ed Greenwood originally conceived of the Forgotten Realms as a setting for his fantasy fiction, doing what I now advise authors not to do, and that was build the world first then create stories set within it. When Ed discovered D&D he tweaked the Realms to accommodate the D&D rules, and the rest is history, starting with articles he wrote for Dragon Magazine and finally the deal that brought the Realms into the TSR fold—long before my time.

	 

	The Forgotten Realms always was, and remained through its lifetime, an open world in which a huge variety of stories could be told. Dragonlance, on the other hand, was, essentially, purpose-built for that original trilogy. FR had no "Heroes of the Lance," so even a nobody, seventh-level drow ranger could find his place as one of the setting's primary characters—never once having been called on to save the world, and who had no part of anything going on in, say, the Cormyr series, or Sembia, or the Haunted Lands.

	 

	Before the top-to-bottom rethink forced by Fourth Edition's radical changes to the basic rules, even those "Big Stories"—with the exception of the Avatar series—only had localized effects. The Threat from the Sea was a big deal if you lived in a coastal city, but no one in, say, Ten Towns or Rashemen even knew it was happening. Return of the Archwizards turned Anauroch and Sembia inside out, but no one in Chult or Mulhorand had the slightest clue it was happening. The War of the Spider Queen was completely unknown to almost everyone living on the surface of Toril. That was FR's strength, right there.

	 

	


Part 2: Elminster Speaks - An Interview with Forgotten Realms creator Ed Greenwood

	 

	[Author’s note: I conducted my interview with Ed Greenwood in 2009. It was published on Fantasy Book Critic.]

	 

	NESTLED SNUGLY IN a reading chair in his father's library, content among hundreds of musty tomes crammed into bookcases that surrounded the reading chair like tall, wooden sentries, seven-year-old Ed Greenwood sulked. He had just finished another of one of his favorite stories, one containing dashing adventurers who embarked on perilous journeys. But the road, while long, epic, and fraught with danger, always came to an end on the book's final page, leaving young Greenwood to sit and wonder what might happen next. Because the authors of his favorite books had long since passed away or retired from penning quests, Greenwood knew he had but one method of discovering the fate of his cherished heroes: he would have to write their escapades himself.

	Not long after he had begun easing other authors' characters out of retirement and back into battle, an idea for a character of Greenwood's very own was born. That character, a rascally vagabond named Mirt, was the first to step into the now renowned fantasy world of the Forgotten Realms, a fantastical place that would become home to hundreds more of Greenwood's creations, as well as other characters such as R.A. Salvatore's Drizzt Do'Urden who, without the Realms, may never have come to be.

	I was honored to chat with Realms creator, Elminster cosplayer, and librarian extraordinaire Ed Greenwood about the circumstances that led to the Forgotten Realms, his book collection, thoughts on the crotchety wizard Elminster, the writing process, and what gaming conventions and gaming mean to him.

	 

	Craddock: Do you remember the first idea you had for what would become the Forgotten Realms? Was it a character? A setting?

	 

	Ed Greenwood: Back in the summer of 1966, at the ripe old age of seven (yes, well before there was a D&D game, or a TSR, Inc. to publish it), I was reading a Glencannon omnibus and thought: what if this crafty, crusty, cunning old engineer (Glencannon) had a medieval ancestor? Like Shakespeare’s Falstaff? Only in a fantasy world where magic worked, like Leiber’s Fafhrd & the Gray Mouser tales?

	 

	I was also reading Paul Anderson’s [science fiction] stories about Nicholas van Rijn at the time, and thought about bolting some of his characteristics onto this character. So the character became a swindling trader (kind-hearted and sympathetic to the reader, but not exactly law-abiding). Soon I came up with a name: Mirt the Moneylender. Who traveled the trading cities of the Sword Coast, one step ahead of angry creditors, rivals, authorities, and hired bounty hunters. It was a year later, a year spent writing little episodes in the rather swashbuckling life of Mirt, before I had the name Forgotten Realms, and the reason for that name: the Realms were in a world linked to our Earth, but now the ways between them—magical gates, which I later explored in issue 37 of what was then called “The Dragon” magazine, and [then] much later, in what got called the third edition of the D&D game (though it is actually several editions beyond the third), got dubbed “portals” had been “forgotten” by those of us in the modern-day real world.

	 

	So the Realms began as a setting for telling my own fantasy short stories, not for gaming. I began writing stories at a very early age ... to create further adventures of characters I liked, in the books in my father’s library. Most of those books were by long-dead or inactive writers, so if I wanted more adventures of the characters, writing them myself was the only way to get them.

	 

	I LOVED reading. I also liked board games (and looking back, wanted them to have beautiful “map” boards and tactical terrain elements in play, not just “racetrack” boards or playing cards). I enjoyed camping (from fledgling Wolf Cub camps up through week-long canoe trips and long, long hikes as an adult), and like most Canadian boys, I loved hockey but wasn’t very good at it, in my case because I wasn’t a good skater (I usually ended up wearing boots and playing goal, which I very much enjoyed). I latter dabbled in fencing, and became an avid caver or spelunker, one of the founders of the Rattlesnake Point Caving Club. Most of my more physical activities are behind me now, thanks to bad knees (among other ailments). 

	 

	Craddock: How did the Realms grow from Mirt the Moneylender to a sprawling, living world inhabited by some of fantasy's most beloved characters?

	 

	Greenwood: Initially, it grew as Mirt wandered along the Sword Coast, south from Luskan—and then inland as far as Zirta, which became the southern riverbank part of Scornubel—into Amn and Tethyr.

	 

	Then along came D&D. Once regular roleplaying began in the Realms, my players forced me to detail a lot more of the Realms, because their characters were constantly peeking into caravan wagons wanting to know what was inside. So, goods moving from Somewhere to Somewhere Else, which meant a shortage or market in Somewhere Else, and a source of production or harvest in Somewhere, which in turn told me something of the geography of Somewhere, and I could extrapolate from that. 
 

	I was a writer, so I wrote down my ideas. I wanted Mirt to have recurring foes and rivals and trading partners, and wanted to keep them all straight, so I needed to record everything. Once I started roleplaying in the Realms, I as DM wrote a running blow-by-blow overview of what happened in each play session, as we played, in a series of blank examination booklets my father (a university professor) brought home from work; I filled stacks of them with my increasingly-sloppy pencil scribbles
 

	Craddock: What does creating a new location, people, or individual character entail? Did you sit down and chart background history, defining life events, and so forth? Or did things come to you gradually over time? 

	 

	Greenwood: The answer to this has to be: it depends. Meaning, it depends on why I’m creating something. Is it a character seen once, or someone a series of novels is going to be built around? A village on a road a band of Player Characters [PCs] will rush through, or the city they’re going to live in for play [sessions] lasting for the next ten years of real time? Is it for fiction, or roleplaying? Novels and short stories and published adventures have to be planned out, and things have to be specific (age, hair color, game statistics). Elements used in a roleplaying campaign can be left somewhat vague and then tweaked to match PC levels or current play directions when PCs come into contact with those elements. Also, if the campaign is to seem alive, then its events change things, so a given building or business or city or ruler isn’t going to remain unchanged over time. In those situations, yes, things do come to me, or get changed by me or by Player Character actions, gradually over time. 
 

	I don’t have a favorite or preferred way of adventuring, between real life, reading, or gaming, but on balance, over the years, I’ve done far more reading than the other two avenues to adventure. I’ve written or co-written or had a direct creative hand in well over two hundred books, have over 80,000 books crammed into my house, and during these last few years have read probably 20 books in a typical week (plus stints of “heavier” reading when I’ve been judging the World Fantasy Awards and Sunburst Awards, and had to read all the nominated works). Yes, I read quickly. 
 

	Craddock: Do you remember your first roleplaying game experience? What hooked you on the concept of creating a character and living his/her/its life? 

	 

	Greenwood: My first roleplaying experiences were at school, at a young age; Canadian teachers at that time (the 1960s) were very big on “let’s put you behind the desk of a particular historical figure, faced with this situation; what would YOU do?” So from Canada’s Fathers of Confederation to the builders of the early cross-continental railways to wartime situations and rural mayors trying to grapple with the effects of modernization and the arrival of railways and later good roads, I did a lot of roleplaying in the 1960s. (And out-and-out acting in school plays, too.) This is long before fantasy roleplaying, which came along in the mid-1970s.

	 

	My first gaming roleplaying experiences weren’t D&D or any of its imitators, either. They were several Kriegspiel exercises, played with adults, following a situation [arranged] by British miniatures gamer Donald Featherstone, wherein a map of an area to be fought over is divided into a grid, the grid becomes a miniature chest of drawers or dresser of matchboxes, and forces are moved from matchbox to matchbox as coins or poker chips until they meet in a drawer. When a meet happens (I open a matchbox to move my coin into it, and find an enemy coin already there), a sand table miniatures battle terrain is then made up to match that map section, and a battle occurs. A neutral umpire oversees things, but all of the other multiple players take on the roles of officers in the two opposing Napoleonic-era forces, and move from room to room going on missions, receiving and giving orders, conferring with other officers, etc.

	 

	My first fantasy roleplaying experience came later, involving a remarkable young lady named September. My account of that has been published in a First Quest column in issue 218 of DRAGON Magazine, back in 1995. 
 

	Craddock: When and how did your venerable Elminster character come about? 

	 

	Greenwood: Elminster first appeared in stories and story fragments of mine written in 1967, as a Merlin-like ancient, all-knowing wizard. Although he predates the film EXCALIBUR, Nicol Williamson’s portrayal of Merlin in that movie is very close to how I envisage and present Elminster: a cantankerous, occasionally foolish or overconfident, foresighted, loves-to-be-mysterious old wizard whose lifespan is longer than a normal man’s, who has powers most wizards of his day can’t get or have, and behaves in an odd manner because he’s pursuing aims and goals most folk don’t know or understand. It’s something of a stock figure of fantasy fiction (yes, long before Tolkien’s Gandalf), but my Elminster is far more of a whimsical rogue with flaws than most versions of the archetype.

	 

	In my early stories as well as later D&D roleplaying, I needed an “Old Storyteller” figure to set tales up or end them with sweeping powers, without being the hero or protagonist. So like Ronald Reagan’s character in the old television series DEATH VALLEY DAYS, Elminster introduces the tale to the reader, and the action then pans past his shoulder, on into the story. TSR (later Wizards of the Coast) wanted him to be used as far more of a hero, but here I’m relating the genesis of the character as I saw him. 
 
Craddock: What made Elminster so appealing that you decided to focus on him and his life? 

	 

	Greenwood: I never decided to focus on Elminster; TSR (later Wizards of the Coast) did that. The conceit of the first release of the Realms as a product line (as opposed to featuring in a randomly-appearing series of freelance DRAGON articles) was that DMs could freely change the Realms for their home campaigns, because the published Realms wasn’t an omniscient overview, it was us writing down what Elminster (an unreliable narrator) or Volo (an even more unreliable narrator) was telling us about the Realms. That notion was my idea.

	 

	However, Elminster’s career as the main character of novels began when the fiction publishing arm of TSR demanded it, giving me the choice of writing Elminster books or watching someone else write Elminster books. There was a push to have “iconic” characters linked to their creators, who would write open-ended series of books about those characters (Drizzt, Elminster, and so on). I started in writing those books eagerly, mind you, because they gave me the chance to show lots of details of the Realms to readers, along the way. 
 

	Craddock: Did you ever create other worlds besides the Realms? If so, did you ultimately decide to discard them in favor of the Realms? And if so, why?

	 

	Greenwood: I have created other worlds besides the Realms, and participated in the created worlds of others, too, such as Golarion from Paizo, Tolkien’s Middle-Earth as portrayed in a line of computer games, and many, many more.

	 

	I haven’t discarded any of the worlds I’ve created; I’m still at work on Castlemourn and Embersea (which hasn’t been published in any form yet). Mornmist (that I co-created with Lynn Abbey) is in limbo because it is owned by its publisher, who controls its activity and published appearances. 
 
Craddock: When did you begin writing for Dragon Magazine and Polyhedron Magazine? Also, what attracted you to those magazines?

	 

	Greenwood: My first regular monthly reading issue of the magazine that was then called “The Dragon” was issue 19. I was attracted to it because in those early days of D&D, with relatively few sourcebooks and adventure modules being published (and only a handful of competing magazines, too), long before the Internet or any electronic home games (let alone home computers!), the magazine was the hobby; it was the monthly lifeblood, source of ideas, and avid “fix” for all RPG gamers.

	 

	My first game-related publication was in 1979, in issue 30 of DRAGON (my Realms monster “The Curst”) although I’d actually submitted (and had accepted) an article on the DIVINE RIGHT board game earlier than I sent in the Curst (it was held [back] for a theme issue on the game, issue 34). I flooded DRAGON with articles (the Crawling Claws in 32, my article on Gates in 37, and so on; the Gates article impressed editor Kim Mohan because it was the first submission to DRAGON he’d ever seen that had footnotes. At an early GenCon he asked me (and Roger Moore, about five minutes before me) to become Contributing Editors (unpaid positions; it meant he wanted a flood of stuff from us, occasionally on topics he’d assign to us). Later, my position was renamed Creative Editor.

	 

	If anyone from Wizards of the Coast reads this, I’d like to remind them that I still have a lifetime subscription to both DRAGON and DUNGEON (which I started writing for because TSR asked me to, when they launched it).

	 

	I am a Charter Life Member of the RPGA, and eventually TSR staffers asked me to write a regular Realms column, “Elminster’s Everwinking Eye,” for POLYHEDRON because its pages were mainly filled by staff designers, and most of them were really too busy to consistently turn in columns (as I soon discovered, so was I!). 
 
Craddock: Besides Mirt and Elminster, what other character that you created stood out to you? What did you like/dislike about the character, and has that character lived on in any of your stories? 

	 

	Greenwood: I created the vast majority of characters that appear in Realms game products, and a good percentage of those in the Realms novels, too, from Elaith “the Serpent” to King Azoun of Cormyr, and from Szass Tam to Manshoon to Fzoul to Storm Silverhand (not to mention most of the gods, who after all are characters, too). As a Dungeon Master, I have portrayed hundreds of these characters over the years in Realmsplay sessions of the “home” Realms campaign and in various “play D&D with Ed” events at many, many conventions. (Years ago, my wife idly started counting up conventions I’d attended over the years, and discovered she’d lost track somewhere around two hundred!)

	 

	I don’t like or dislike characters, so much as I see them as real people (though they may not be human), and—just like real people—covering a wide range of foibles, flaws, virtues, and characteristics. They’re all part of the vast tapestry, like a huge cast of actors (literally, a world full of actors) I can draw on, that all have ongoing lives, aims, and interests. The old “let me tell you about my character” joke doesn’t work for me; I carry them all in my head, all the time, but couldn't tell you the game stats—for any edition of the D&D game—for any of them, because the stats don’t matter; the stories do. I’ve had great fun playing over-the-top characters such as James Bond in a Fluffyquest RPGA round or Paul Stanley of Kiss in an Australian D&D tournament (I won a trophy!) or an earnest young explorer in a great Cthulhu adventure at GenCon UK—not to mention a lot of odd characters (new races and classes, prototype rules, and so on) in playtests for various game publishers. I won Best Player at the AD&D Open at GenCon back in (I think) 1984, so I can walk the walk, but in all of it I’ve never formed any likes or dislikes of characters I played. 
 
Craddock: How did the Realms become an official part of D&D?

	 

	Greenwood: One of the fun rewards of writing DRAGON articles, back in the early days, is that new monsters were considered official rules additions. Which meant I felt no compunction about using them in play sessions after they’d been published. Also, sneaking little details of the Realms into all sorts of DRAGON articles let me use the magazine as “general gossip and information your characters have picked up” sources for my players (again, everyone read the magazine, so I could expect that they might hazily remember something I’d written a few issues back). So from the beginning I put little Realms details into all of my DRAGON writing.

	 

	Unbeknownst to me, Jeff Grubb, one of the staff designers at TSR, was a regular reader of DRAGON and had noticed these details. He had just prepared a proposal for creating a new unified game world to be the home for the D&D game for its second edition, and TSR was world-shopping (Dragonlance had taken a huge amount of creative time from everyone on staff at the company, so it would be faster and easier to buy a world that someone else had mapped and detailed). Jeff got my phone number from the DRAGON editors (like all good writers, I made sure my name and address and phone number were on every page of every article I mailed in) and called me one day in 1985 to ask me if I had a complete, detailed world at home, or if I just made things up as I went along.

	 

	“Yes,” I replied, “and yes.”

	 

	“Good,” he replied. “Send it.”

	 

	Whereupon he then told me his boss, Mike Dobson, would contact me. TSR bought the Realms (in 1986), and my long, wild ride began. 
 

	Craddock: What was entailed in merging the Forgotten Realms into D&D? What rights did you maintain to the world that had been yours since your childhood?

	 

	Greenwood: The moment I had the green light to do so, I started typing and photocopying huge weekly packages of Realms lore, and mailing them off to Jeff (until he finally called a halt to the flood). He, as a designer, and Karen Boomgaarden as editor went to work converting my world into D&D rules [and] terms; steering my incoming flood by asking for more on this topic or that one. TSR was awed by my maps; Jeff taped together my fifty-five-page (8.5” by 11” pages) world map, and later my much larger Waterdeep city map (scaled so the base of an Airfix model figurine would fit into the rectangular outline of a typical city building, so I could use individual figures to represent a PC party or a Watch patrol or some villains the PCs were chasing or being chased by). That latter map filled the floor between where the cubicles ended and the door to the ladies’ washroom, causing some temporary consternation for some female staffers, but also making some of the top brass of the company very excited when they saw it. One of them, I was told, made a comment that can best be translated as “Holy manure! This is un-be-mating-believable! Who IS this guy?”

	 

	(By the way, that’s not a question I feel I can properly answer yet, even after all these years.)

	 

	And so the Realms began. I was given a crash course in TSR design protocol (by doing a D&D module, THE ENDLESS STAIR) and set to work churning out Realms source products—but the company didn’t want me (a freelancer, not a staffer) to be a “design bottleneck,” so my magic stuff was handed to Steve Perrin to turn into FR4 THE MAGISTER, my Sword Coast North lore to Jennell Jaquays to become FR5 THE ENDLESS FRONTIER, and so on.

	 

	As for rights, TSR (now Wizards of the Coast, but my agreement is with TSR) owns the Realms and controls its publication and editorial direction and content. If more than a year ever passes without them publishing novel-length original Realms work—it doesn’t have to be fiction, though; it can be a game product—by me, the Realms revert to me (unless I agree to a hiatus), and I’m supposed to receive a copy of every TSR Realms publication (but not outside licenses such as computer games) and be told about Realms products and “in-world” decisions (just informed, mind you; I hold no veto over such things). Also, anything I say about the Realms is “true” until or unless contradicted by an official published product. (These days, of course, “publication” includes the Internet.)

	 

	I’ve never had any great tussles over the Realms with either TSR or Wizards (design disagreements, yes, but those are very different, more akin to two musicians playing the same piece of music together who want to do it in slightly different ways), and I hope I never do. It is, after all, supposed to be a fun place for everyone’s imagination to roam in, to enjoy a story or play a game. 
 
Craddock: Are you consulted on any major events that transpire in the Realms? 

	 

	Greenwood: I’m supposed to be. Sometimes I have found out about events I consider major when I buy a new Realms novel in a store, or see a new Realms computer game, but for the most part, the busy people at TSR and Wizards have been very good about keeping me in the loop. Hasbro has more stringent guidelines regarding maintaining secrecy about Intellectual Properties (and I’m not now, and never have been, an employee of TSR or Wizards or Hasbro, though I’ve been a freelance designer, fiction writer, and consultant to all three corporations), but I find out about most things.

	 

	The need to closely consult was crucial in the early days of the Realms, and is less so now that other creative people working on the Realms have a large body of published work they can examine. “Ask Ed” used to always be the wisest way to coordinate everything, but now it’s just one way. 
 
Craddock: How did/do you feel about other authors writing in the world you created? 

	 

	Greenwood: Occasionally some of the things other authors have written have made me wince, or think “I’d certainly have done that another way,” but for the most part it’s been delightful. Here’s the problem, in a nutshell: I only have so much time in my life, and just can’t tell all the stories of the Realms I want to tell. Moreover, nothing I write or design can really surprise me: if there’s a detail around a corner, it’s there because I put it there.

	 

	So I have no regrets about signing away the Realms; there’s no way I could have reached so many gamers and readers by myself, and no way I could have had such great reading experiences over the years, or had the chance to travel the world, meet so many interesting people, have a writing career and immerse myself in fantasy and science fiction publishing, and make so many friends.

	 

	The friends are what really matter about all of this, and their shared joy in the Realms and in storytelling. My bookshelves are now full of really fun, and occasionally superb, Realms novels I couldn’t have written (because I write differently than the authors who did craft those books), and my world is much richer for the design contributions of many, many people who love and care about the Realms.

	 

	In life, you learn to live with the stuff you don’t like as much, and treasure the stuff you love—and by sharing the Realms, I’ve gained so many treasures.

	 

	For me, I feel great about other authors writing in the Realms. I have just worked with a great editor, Susan Morris, on a line of novels, ED GREENWOOD PRESENTS WATERDEEP, every one of which has been a standout—books I want to re-read and thrust into the hands of other readers.

	 

	It’s been, and still is, that sort of excitement, and that sort of “great.” 
 
Craddock: I understand that TSR requested that you play Elminster at certain gaming conventions. Was this something you were excited to do? 

	 

	Greenwood: I’m just as happy not to, now, because the costume is hot and because of hassles at Customs: apparently a wooden staff is and can only be a weapon, or perhaps importation of some nasty insect into the USA—and border agents just don’t seem to care that the stick of wood I’m toting back and forth came from the US Midwest and was given to me as a gift there; I hope I never have to use a wooden cane to walk with.

	 

	However, when we launched the Realms, it was great to walk into a room and have hundreds of people cheer and then hang on your every word for hours (usually four-hour-long sessions, in those days). I always had a TSR “straight man” (later, a “straight woman”) to play off of, and could be witty, rude, snide, and dispense all sorts of Realms lore in response to audience questions. I got asked to officiate at weddings, name babies, and even, yes, father babies (I regretfully declined). I got given keys to cities, was trusted to officiate at disagreements, and even, by police, to handle crowd control and, once, to direct traffic at a busy intersection after one of Milwaukee’s notorious downpours had knocked out traffic lights.

	 

	Most of all, every time I put on the costume was a chance to meet Realms fans again and enjoy the Realms together.

	 

	Craddock: What was it like attending the conventions and interacting with fellow gamers? 

	 

	Greenwood: It was great, and still is! I am so busy (and lack so much health and time off from my library day job and money) that I only attend four or so conventions a year now (and turn down most of those that involve lots of intercontinental travel), but I still love assembling somewhere with fellow gamers and fantasy/sci-fi fans and hanging out. There are games and games and more games to try and to buy that I’ll never see in the countryside where I live, food to eat and panels to be on or attend—and there are all the friends I’ve made in gaming; lots of them, now, after over twenty years of attending conventions. It’s a chance to catch up with them, dine with them, hug them, and talk with them face to face.

	 

	Conventions are where I really feel alive, and living the life I want to have.
 
Craddock: Did any unscrupulous players attempt to kill Elminster? 

	 

	Greenwood: Certainly. I myself have tried to kill off Elminster several times. He’s not my alter ego or wish-fulfillment bearded male “Mary Sue” or favorite character; he’s a powerful, annoying old wizard who meddles and makes infuriating comments and can generally be a pain in posterior. However, in the very rare situations in which he appears in play as an NPC, players who seek to have their characters butcher Elminster are usually succumbing to temptation they shouldn’t stoop to. As the Old Mage himself sometimes asks adventurers as they hurl fireballs at him and plunge swords through him, “Don’t all of you have something better to do?”

	
Craddock: What does writing mean to you? 

	 

	Greenwood: Writing is what I do. Writing is my life, and a writer is what I am; I can’t NOT write. I write, or come up with ideas that I at least scribble down, every day. Writing is what my brain hums along doing, whenever I’m not asleep or reading. Yes, every moment. It might not be conscious (when I’m working at the library, I’m working at the library), but some part of my mind is always busy imagining. Writing is... everything. 
 
Craddock: Can you tell us more about your writing process? 

	 

	Greenwood: I’m too busy to only write when I’m in the mood to do so, and I took a degree in journalism years ago (in the era when newsrooms were noisy, bustling places dominated by pounding typewriters, with nary a computer in sight) so that I could write under almost any conditions.

	 

	Which is a good thing, because daily life (including a day job I enjoy very much; I am a clerk at a public library, and chair of the library board of a completely different public library system some forty miles away from the library I’m employed at) would interrupt any set writing schedule. These days, I write four or five books a year (gaming and fiction) plus about twice that many short stories, plus editing, plus writing monthly columns, and some other projects, too—so the real answer is: I write every spare moment I can grab. No, I can’t wait until the Muse visits me, when conditions are “just right.” I would prefer to keep a set writing schedule, yes—but that’s something only wealthy people who have a staff to take care of “the daily round” can manage, I’m afraid. I write when I can (and almost whenever I can). 
 
Craddock: Have you ever been afflicted with writers’ block?

	 

	Greenwood: People who write for a living can’t afford to have writers’ block, so I don’t ever let myself get blocked.

	 

	I’m not belittling the condition or deeming it mythical; I’m saying I dare not let myself fall prey to it, and I avoid it by constantly having three or four projects well and truly “on the go” at once (quite different ones, such as fantasy fiction, gaming writing, horror or science fiction, and a review or technical explanatory writing). Whenever I start to grind to a halt on one, I leap to another, and keep right at it, leaping back when I can.

	 

	An undisciplined writer could use this situation to avoid work on something that’s not going well, forever turning to more attractive alternatives, but I’ve done enough books by now to let my whims and feelings carry me, not govern me. 
 
Craddock: Do you prefer to outline stories, or freeform your way to an epilogue... or both? 

	 

	Greenwood: Both. One of the ways I avoid boredom or falling into a creative rut is to constantly try new ways of telling stories, or at the very least not creating my current book the same way as I did my last one. The majority of my major publishers insist on outlines (that they approve, and that they use to write catalogue copy well before the book is written), so my preferences really don’t matter. Sometimes I’m writing just to please myself, or from a one-sentence idea approved by an editor, and I will either freeform the entire story (not knowing where it’s heading) or freeform it from a few set elements such as Character A, Situation B, Story Element C, and perhaps Known Ending D.

	 

	Some ways work better than others for me, at a particular time and for a particular project, but I’m never bored. I don’t happen to be one of those writers who loves BEING an author, but hates the process of writing. 
 
Craddock: As a freelance writer, do you still prefer to write Realms-oriented stories, or do you like to branch off into other worlds of your (or someone else’s) creation? 

	 

	Greenwood: I like doing both.

	 

	Writing in the Realms is comfortable, familiar, and easy; I can concentrate on the story rather than on research or language or “getting the details right,” and there are so many not-yet-told Realms tales I want to do that I eagerly pounce on every chance to do another Realms story.

	 

	However, I very much like trying the new or different or offbeat. I have written for various James Lowder anthologies for years because Jim presents me with a chance to do a pulp story, or a zombie story, or Arthurian fantasy, or whatever, to this length and that deadline. Whee, I’m off and running!

	 

	Most anthology offers are like that, for me: an opportunity to try something or at least enjoy a little change of pace.

	 

	Which doesn’t leave me loving the Realms any less, or wanting to stay away from it for long. 
 
Craddock: Do you think you will ever retire from writing or game design? 

	 

	Greenwood: If retire is spelled “die,” yes; otherwise, no. Whether or not I retire from published writing or game designing is up to publishers, of course, not me. Yet I’ll never stop designing or writing, even if it’s just for my friendly local gaming group, or to provide a new Christmas story every year to read at the library (watch for an anthology from me, one of these days, for schmaltzy, tear-jerking Christmas stories crafted to be easily read aloud, all proceeds to the library).

	 

	I don’t intend to die soon, mind you; I have way too many stories still left to tell. And as one of my editors told me recently: “Don’t you go and die on us, Ed! We need you to do so much, still, that if you die we’ll be forced to kill you!” 
 
Craddock: What do you feel has contributed to the Realms’ longevity? 

	 

	Greenwood: I believe that the key to the lasting popularity of the Realms is that it feels like a real place, a living world, where what happens MATTERS. So readers and gamers come to care about Cormyr or Waterdeep or particular characters, and what happens to them.

	 

	In large part, the Realms feels real because so much is going on, because there is no one central story but rather countless stories all unfolding at once. The Realms is people, not places, but it’s also a setting with enough beauty and exotic touches and good triumphing from time to time over evil to be attractive to us—yet not a goody-goody place where heroes aren’t needed, either.

	 

	From the first, I have tried to provide detail, detail, and more detail for readers and gamers. You don’t need to use the details you don’t want, or sink into embellishments so deep that enjoyment is stifled, but the color and depth is there if you want it; I’ve done the work so you feel any money you spend on one of my Realms products has been worth it. The love of this shared world has spurred many other writers, designers, and artists to add their own contributions to the Realms, each of them in turn drawing in other fans. The scope and breadth of the setting tries to offer something for everyone, too, and that has also led to popularity. Finally, just staying on the scene for thirty years has built up a history of published lore that is itself an achievement and a lure for many; a world that has a history is, again, a setting where what happens matters, so the heroics of your characters mean something. If life is building memories, we who love the Realms have built a lot together.
 
Craddock: We’ve talked about what writing means to you. What about gaming, as intrinsic a part of the Forgotten Realms today as the shared-world novels? 

	 

	Greenwood: Gaming is about sharing experiences and having fun with friends, not about winning or beating the other guy. Publishers may view this game setting as competing with that one, but as a gamer I want them all to succeed. I want to walk into a gaming store and be blown away by the broad choice, every time, not find myself looking in vain for something new.

	 

	There’s nothing un-cool about losing. What’s un-cool is not playing, or sneering at someone else for what they play or the books (and movies, and television shows, and hobbies) they prefer. Time and chance and the marketplace will thin out the choices we all have at the buffet table, but I always want to see the table loaded.

	 

	And no victory at any gaming table is worth losing a friend.

	 

	As eccentric and occasionally less than nice any large group of gamers are, I love going to large conventions like GenCon, because for a few days I’m back in the midst of the most creative and intelligent people in the world.

	 

	Writing fantasy and science fiction is a quieter, lonelier pursuit, but it’s about making friends just as much as gaming is. For one thing, a good book (“good” for you, that is; one reader’s tripe is the next reader’s great book, and thank goodness we all like different things, or books would all be boringly the same) can become a friend; writing books is the only way I know of to create a friend, all by yourself.

	 

	About those Realms details: out on the Internet, Realms fans can ask me lore questions in my annual Questions for Ed Greenwood thread, in the Chamber of Sages, in the forums at Candlekeep at http://forum.candlekeep.com. I try to answer as often as I can, and for most of the four-plus years I’ve been at it, I have been able to keep to a one-answer-per-day schedule, more or less.

	 

	I could go on spouting profound-sounding sentences here, but I have another book to write! And more of the Realms to detail! Oh, and more games to play, too!

	 

	


Part 3: Sharing Worlds - Writing in the Forgotten Realms and Magic: The Gathering Settings

	 

	[Author’s note: The following article was originally published on Fantasy Book Critic in two parts over 2009.]

	 

	IN 1967, ED Greenwood's boyhood fantasies were too bold and imaginative to be confined to backyards, playgrounds, and even sprawling woods. The future game designer's imagination overflowed with visions of fantastic creatures, ones that demanded a unique setting to complement their individuality. Thus was born the Forgotten Realms, a world Greenwood populated with creatures, events, landmarks and tales.

	Greenwood couldn't keep such exciting adventures to himself. In 1987, the Realms became an official campaign in the Dungeons & Dragons setting, one fervently embraced by role-players eager to bring their own characters to life. With each game session, the continent of Faerûn, located on planet Abeir-Toril, expanded exponentially with new races, locales, and quests.

	Given the campaign setting's popularity, it was only a matter of time before memorable game sessions birthed writers hoping to pen novels set in the Realms. Like the curator of a massive theme park filled with wondrous attractions, Greenwood embraced the passion many writers and designers had for his world by opening the Realms to them. The price of admission: limitless imagination. Two such writers are Bruce Cordell and Paul S. Kemp.

	Like most writers, Bruce Cordell, author of Forgotten Realms novels such as Plague of Spells and numerous Advanced/D&D sourcebooks and scenarios, wrote voraciously through high school and college. And like most writers, his reward was a stack of rejection slips that grew until opportunity finally knocked. "I got a gig to do a Pick-A-Path novel for a property Hasbro was developing, but it died before publication," said Cordell. "However, that got my foot in the door enough that the [Wizards of the Coast] book department asked me to be one of the T. H. Lains on a series of short adventure novels, which I think was my first story publication credit, in 2002.

	"After the T. H. Lain novel, I used my enviable position as an employee in a nearby department to show up every so many months in the book department with an 'I'm available and willing to write an FR novel' look. They offered [to let] me write one of the Priests books, which became Lady of Poison."

	For Paul Kemp, author of the Erevis Cale and Twilight War trilogies, writing provided a much-needed escape from the life of a law student. "I started writing in law school, mostly because I hated law school and wanted to do something else," said Kemp. "Strangely, I enjoy the practice of law—I just disliked law school; go figure. I began with short stories, then a trunk novel that will remain so forevermore, then finally got published professionally."

	Like a sentient object yearning for freedom after centuries of confinement, Kemp's trunk novel ironically opened the door through which he entered the Realms. "I submitted a writing sample—a chapter from the aforementioned trunk novel—to Wizards way back when they had an open submissions policy. The editors liked the chapter and asked me to submit a proposal for an upcoming project, the 'Sembia Series'. Things have snowballed since then."

	The knowledge accrued by Bruce Cordell during his full-time work as a game designer at TSR/Wizards, in addition to his time spent as a gamer, contributed to his familiarity with the setting. But Paul Kemp was no stranger to the thriving trade hub of Calimport, the once great city of Cormanthor, or the Baldurians of Baldur's Gate despite his lack of insider credentials. "I've been a gamer since sixth grade, so I was quite familiar with the Realms, having played in the setting as both player and Dungeon Master," said Kemp. "These days I mostly DM for the same group of buddies I've gamed with for twenty years. This makes us grognards. And old. And possibly pathetic."

	After accepting the invitation to add their voices to the Forgotten Realms collective, Kemp and Cordell hunkered down to chart the course of the adventures each had in mind. "I wrote an intro for each character, about a paragraph," explained Cordell. "I also wrote a chapter by chapter outline, where I specifically described what would happen in each chapter [consisting of] a large paragraph or two. Writing the outline required I take a week off work and concentrate on the outline to the exclusion of all else. For me, this is where the heavy lifting occurs."

	Even a world as diverse as the Forgotten Realms will seem bland without interesting characters. Given Ed Greenwood's careful crafting of a world that became a staple in the D&D universe, one might think that Wizards would enforce copious boundaries in the creation of characters both major and minor. In that case, one would be wrong.

	"I created my own protagonist: Erevis Cale, assassin and spy," said Kemp. "The only preexisting fact for which I needed to account was that he was the butler/majordomo for a powerful merchant family, and that isn't really much of a constraint. One of the common misunderstandings about writing shared world or tie-in fiction is that it places enormous creative shackles on the authors. That might be so in some lines or with some properties, but it's not the case with the Forgotten Realms. Yes, there's an underlying setting, but it's so flexible that it's a simple matter to tell the story I want to tell in the way I want to tell it."

	"Imagination was the limit," agrees Cordell. "For my most recent novel, Plague of Spells, I followed my usual habit of bringing forward one character from a previous novel and making that character the new main character—Raidon Kane in this case. The other characters came to me as I sat during my week of outlining, as outlines first, that became more fully fleshed out by the end of the process. Of course, the moment you begin writing a character, he or she takes on a life not imagined in the outline, which sometimes takes the stories in directions also not in the initial outline."

	To aid in their planning, Kemp and Cordell received materials from Wizards that detailed information to keep in mind while still allowing the authors plenty of opportunity for creative freedom. "All the authors were provided with a series bible that contained some information on the realm of Sembia and the city of Selgaunt, where [my] stories would be set," said Kemp. "The bible included things like common turns of phrase, a list of the leading merchant families, that kind of thing. In general, writing in the Realms means reading up on the available lore applicable to the subject matter/setting pertinent to your story. There's often far less than people imagine. At the time, there was nothing on Sembia other than the series bible. It had been left deliberately blank in the gaming materials—a place for individual DMs to develop on their own."

	While the brunt of a story's direction is in the hands of the author, some projects do occasionally come with a short list of objectives that should be accomplished via any means the author sees fit. "For Lady of Poison, I had to feature someone who worshiped a god in the novel," said Cordell. "For Darkvision, [I needed] someone who practiced arcane magic, and for the Dungeons series, a suitably dungeon-like site. Really, pretty loose restrictions. For the Abolethic Sovereignty trilogy, I needed to cover what was up with the city of Xxiphu. But given Xxiphu was my creation in the game campaign guide, I was happy to be given the opportunity to write a novel trilogy about it by the publisher."

	"With The Erevis Cale Trilogy, the stories simply needed to feature Cale and not result in the planet getting torched. Those are fairly broad parameters," said Kemp with a laugh. "The Twilight War Trilogy [also] needed to feature Cale but I needed to show how the Shadovar—an ancient, magical people with an affinity for darkness—took over a neighboring realm. The whys and wherefores were left to me entirely."

	After receiving approval for the outline, the project is given a green light, and penning the story begins in earnest. Depending on the author's respective duties in his or her personal life and other professional capacities, writing schedules can fluctuate wildly. "I write as time allows and shoot for 1,000 to 1,500 good words per day," said Kemp.

	"On regular days, I write about 500 words before going to work," said Cordell. "However, I usually end up missing days here and there, so at the end of the first draft, I take off work a couple weeks and finish up, which hopefully works out to be no more than 2,000 or so words a day—for City of Torment, it was 2,400 words a day for two weeks! Which, actually, proved to be some of my best writing on the book."

	Over the course of crafting the story, authors are expected to meet explicit milestones set by Wizards in order to ensure a smooth pace from conception to publication. "Wizards Book Publishing sets very specific deadlines for outline, first draft, and second draft," explained Cordell. "If it's a first draft, the editor reads it over once to get an idea of what's going on, then again very closely with comments added. That commented manuscript, plus a separate document with uber-comments comes back to me. I incorporate all of that into my second draft. That goes back to editor, who may read it, send it to a copy editor, get it back and send it to a typesetter, get it back and send a copy to me so I can go through the thing one more time while the editor does the same. The editors say they end up reading each novel at least five times."

	Certain special considerations add stipulations to the timeline. One exceptional case is an author requesting his or her protagonist's interaction with another author's character. So, what precautions and setup would be required if, for example, Erevis Cale wanted to go adventuring with R.A. Salvatore's Drizzt Do'Urden? "The general rule of thumb is that you get the other author’s permission and treat their characters with respect," said Kemp. "Were I to allow [such interaction], I would have the other author read the section in which their character appears and tweak as necessary to maintain consistency."

	Like any process, writing a Forgotten Realms novel is not without its share of setbacks, yet the creative freedom granted by Wizards of the Coast encourages authors not to see setbacks as obstacles, but rather opportunities to tighten their stories. "Different books present different challenges, but I’ve never conceptualized any of those challenges as setbacks," said Kemp. "I do sometimes look at my first full-length novel and think – boy, I wish I could rewrite that now – but I think that’s typical of many authors. We grow in the craft over time, and something I wrote nine years ago is not at the level I write today. So it goes."

	Once the process is complete, a sense of satisfaction at seeing one's work become part of the Forgotten Realms' cannon settles in—in addition to, one might imagine, an overwhelming desire for a nap. Paul Kemp and Bruce Cordell reflect on past and recent releases with fulfillment. "My most recent trilogy, The Twilight War, does a couple things of which I am proud," said Kemp. "First, I think it presents an epic fantasy storyline without losing touch with its roots in sword and sorcery. Second, it has an unusually high number of point of view characters and I think I not only manage the number well, but provide each with an interesting and satisfying character arc."

	For Cordell and his Abolethic Sovereignty trilogy, the satisfaction of looking back on the project's writing was not coming up with the perfect conclusion, but the perfect segue—and without a moment to spare. "The biggest triumph [in writing Plague of Spells] was coming up with the ending that perfectly set up the second book, City of Torment, literally during the final day of writing the first draft [of Plague of Spells]," said Cordell.

	Since 1987, readers and gamers alike have enjoyed following the daring exploits of their favorite characters, as well as forging their own daring campaigns—all thanks to the Realms' most attractive feature: "Its breadth," Kemp said simply. "There is something in the Realms that appeals to everyone."

	"It really is a land of adventure that can contain hundreds of stories simultaneously," agrees Cordell. "Beyond that, Toril has been allowed to grow and develop; it hasn't remained a static world, and fans have been able to see that change through novels, and feel as if they were a part of those changes."

	More than 20 years after Ed Greenwood opened his imagination to the masses, and dozens of books and player-created campaigns later, is there any nook or cranny left to explore? "I see it remaining an interesting, exciting place sprouting with ever more stories that grow one from the next," said Cordell. "New characters and some old will continue to stride the world achieving victories large and small. And readers will continue to enjoy peeking into those exploits via the written word—and one hopes, electronic and audible word, too."

	Like the immersive pen-and-paper role-playing experiences that preceded collectible card games, devotees of Magic: The Gathering know that their game is more than a set of rules, of turn phases, of Power and Toughness ratings, of special Upkeep requirements, and the value of rare cards. In Magic, rickety card tables and smoky gaming dens morph into a magical world where players step into the boots and robes of powerful wizards that summon fantastical beasts, cast devastating spells, and craft wondrous artifacts that protect, enlighten, rend, or kill.

	For such Magic: The Gathering gamers, it is the artwork depicted on a card, as well as the lore scrawled beneath it, that comprises the wonder of the Magic world and all it has to offer. It was this allure that prompted authors Doug Beyer and Ari Marmell to not only play Magic, but receive the enviable position of getting paid to expand it.

	"Magic was my hobby long before it was my job," said Doug Beyer, author of Alara Unbroken, a recent addition to the Planeswalkers series of Magic novels that explores the ramifications of Alara's five separate worlds merging into one. "Before I joined Wizards of the Coast in 2000, I played and read about Magic obsessively in college, playing it with a circle of friends who would sometimes choose to squeeze in 'one more game' rather than make it to class. And before I joined Magic’s creative team, when I was a coder for the Wizards.com web site, I worked off-the-clock as a writer of flavor text for the cards. I was gobbling up the ins and outs of mages and spells and planes and planeswalking long before I knew it would lead to an opportunity to write an official Magic novel."

	Not content to simply play Magic, Beyer has concocted a term for those who do more than sit at a card table crunching Attack phase statistics. "Ha!" Beyer exclaimed when I mentioned the battles waged in my imagination while playing a game of Magic. "You, my friend, are a fellow Vorthos, the term we use in my 'Savor the Flavor' column—check it out every Wednesday on MagicTheGathering.com—to refer to someone who lives for the story that the game cooks up in your imagination. It is a mark of pride. Of course I enjoy such games—even early on I imagined the parched, mana-starved earth left behind after I cast a devastating Armageddon spell, or the dark stirrings of the eldritch Umbilicus repeatedly calling my Bone Shredder minion back to its aetheric womb."

	Hovering near the other end of the spectrum was Ari Marmell. Having written a variety of fiction for Wizards of the Coast such as freelance work set in the Dungeons & Dragons universe, a short story for the Eberron anthology Tales of the Lost War, and a novel that was converted into a weekly serial for use on the Wizards website, Marmell had accrued plenty of Wizards writing experience. What he lacked by his own admission was a familiarity with Magic itself, having played less than a dozen games before receiving the opportunity to write a Magic novel.

	Contrarily to what one might suspect, it was this unfamiliarity that prompted Wizards editor Phil Athans to nominate Marmell as a strong candidate to help launch the new Planeswalker series, a sub-series focusing on the enigmatic Planeswalkers, those able to traverse Magic's many planes of existence.

	"When [Wizards] set out to begin the Planeswalker line, they wanted to target the book not only at existing Magic fans, but also other fantasy readers who might not be familiar with Magic," said Marmell. "As such, they wanted a new writer, one who could bring a new perspective and style to the book. I couldn’t speculate as to what it was specifically about my writing style that they liked, but Phil and the other editors offered me the chance to jump on board."

	Properly introducing Planeswalkers to readers required that the authors flesh out a variety of planes of existence many that might have been obscure to even the most dedicated Magic player. Telling the tale of Alara's reassembling was Doug Beyer's assignment, one which, not unlike a Planeswalker, simply popped up in front of him.

	"I had a pretty good 'in,' in that I’m part of Magic R&D’s creative team, the group of people responsible for building the worlds and storylines behind the game for Wizards of the Coast," explained Beyer. "We needed an author to write the story of the Alara setting, and I felt like I needed to write a book, so it worked itself out. I didn’t quite assign it to myself—it wasn’t quite that nepotistic—but I was definitely in the right place at the right time."

	Once the assignments had been accepted, Beyer and Marmell began preparation for their forthcoming forays. Wizards was intent on the Planeswalker line becoming a success, which required extensive meetings and research for all involved. Ari Marmell wanted to ensure he was fully submerged in all things Magic, so Wizards flew him to their headquarters in Seattle for an all-day meeting with Phil Athans, several editors, and the majority of the creative and managerial teams. Upon completion of the crash course, talk turned to plans for Magic's line of fiction, brainstorming for Marmell's novel, and a hefty stack of material to aid in research.

	"Even before I flew up there, they sent me substantial written material on some of the line’s major characters and settings, and I had even more of those to take home with me after the meeting," said Marmell.

	Pivotal pieces of Alara Unbroken had already been established in the Alara style guide—an annual compilation of writings and illustrations that detail the plans of a particular year—before Doug Beyer took the project's reins. Of course, it is usually the journey rather than the destination that proves most exciting, and Beyer received plenty of opportunity to outline the particular story he wanted to tell—opportunity he enthusiastically embraced.

	"Since I had helped shape those characters and worlds as part of my job, they certainly didn’t feel thrust on me; I was chomping at the bit to tell a story in Alara," said Beyer. "Plus this was the first time the character of Ajani had appeared in prose, so I was able to create some of his motivations, build his voice, and set down some detail about his life."

	Outlining can be a helpful way of charting the course of a story, but a narrow outline that doesn't allow for new ideas and revisions is like a constricting cell: one becomes trapped with no room to maneuver, no room to breathe. Fortunately, Ari Marmell left himself plenty of wiggle room for details that came along as the story evolved.

	"Paldor came about initially because I just needed someone leading the Ravnica cell of Tezzeret’s Infinite Consortium," said Marmell. "Once I knew I had the niche to fill, I just set about trying to create an interesting character—someone who wasn’t just 'Tezzeret lite,' or 'generic bastard #3'—to fill it."

	While the outline wasn't too tight, it couldn't be too broad, either. Wizards required a clear understanding of where a story was going at all times, which required Ari Marmell to think as much through as he could. According to him, the most difficult part of the process was converting his outlines, which typically consist of rambling notes and fragments, into something comprehensible and self-explanatory. Once that phase was complete, a series of exchanges between Wizards and Marmell occurred. Wizards would ask for clarification or a more thorough explanation, Marmell would provide it, and another exchange would occur until the details were settled on both sides of the table.

	Following completion of outlining, Beyer and Marmell hunkered down to begin the process of crafting their adventures. Most writers have daily goals that must be met before they feel that a day's work has been completed. Beyer adopts a strict policy of 1000 words a day. "I come home from work, have dinner, and then lock myself in my bedroom with my laptop," said Beyer. "I don’t come out until I am a thousand words closer to my goal. That usually takes me from about eight PM till eleven."

	Marmell's goal is similar, though he is unabashed in admitting he enjoys a fair bit of goofing around before, during, and after his daily goal—a word count of 2000 words—has been reached. Like many writers, Marmell views his minimum as just that: a goal that must be reached, but can always be surpassed. "Under most circumstances, I [wake] up, putter around for an hour or two—check e-mail, look at various websites, all the time-wasting stuff that the modern age has brought us—and then get to writing." Should he desire a break or three, Marmell indulges, then gets back to business.

	Of course, what good are several thousand words without compelling personalities to occupy them? Because Alara consisted of five separate worlds, Alara Unbroken would need to populate each shard-world with enough characters for Beyer to suitably explore how the inhabitants dealt with being part of a whole. To complement protagonist Ajani, Beyer enlisted the aid of several side characters detailed in the Alara style guide; others were featured on Magic cards of their own; and still others were spun from the author's imagination.

	Ari Marmell's Agents of Artifice novel would also feature many notable Planeswalker personalities, many of which were devoid of details. Planeswalkers Jace Beleren, Tezzeret, and Liliana Vess were mere names on a list when Marmell received them from Wizards. Simple character sketches that revealed basics such as who they are and where they came from were provided as starting pointers; inflating them with personalities was his objective.

	"A lot of details were up to me," Marmell said. "For instance, while I knew that Tezzeret had to be in charge of some sort of large organization, the details of the Infinite Consortium, and its methods of operation, were mine. The dragon Nicol Bolas is also a preexisting character. I wasn’t specifically asked to include him, but as my story developed, he wound up becoming a minor but integral part of it."

	At any stage of the process, there are small and large hurdles which must be jumped in order to successfully cross the finish line where a finished and—one hopes—polished manuscript awaits. As is to be expected, Beyer and Marmell each had their fair share of difficulties. In Marmell's case, the greatest difficulty was creative differences, though he understands that such is often the case when one works in a pre-established setting.

	"Note that this is not me pointing fingers or saying that anyone did anything improper," said Marmell. "When the company and the Magic development team are both so heavily invested in the success of the line, it’s almost inevitable that what they, or my editor, are looking for from the book isn’t always going to match what I’ve come up with. Between the first and second draft, I probably rewrote close to a quarter of the word count. Most of these weren’t overall story changes, but more about changing specific scenes or details—focus more on this character, less on that particular sub-plot, that sort of thing."

	Beyer's difficulty was one with which most writers can empathize: too many characters, too little time. A number of side characters that Beyer found compelling had to have their stage time diminished or cut entirely for the sake of the main story. One woeful diminishment was the side story of Sarkhan Vol, a Planeswalker who searches out dragons and battles them to determine their worthiness of his respect.

	"I could have spent an entire book on the story of Sarkhan Vol," said Beyer, "and how his quest leads him into dark, sanity-threatening territory, and how that challenges his beliefs and forces him to forge a new path for himself. But for the sake of time and clarity, I had to focus on the main storyline and keep minor characters minor, and that was the hardest part."

	Eventually, the difficulties will be conquered and the revisions—the many, many revisions—will be finished. The end result for Doug Beyer and Ari Marmell: books of which each author is rightfully proud.

	"I’m really happy with the book’s accessibility to both Magic fans and new readers alike," reflected Marmell on Agents of Artifice. "Serving two distinct audiences like that isn’t easy, and the fact that the book does it so well—that’s based on feedback, not just my own egotism!—is gratifying in the extreme."

	"This is a strange thing to say," began Beyer regarding Alara Unbroken, "but I’m proudest of the pacing. I consider the book to be hard to put down, as it’s an ever-building series of cliffhangers. It’s not a perfect book, but from page one it moves, driving you forward to the end."

	Fortunately for Beyer, Marmell, and the legions of players and readers, the appeal of Magic: The Gathering will endure long after Alara divides again, and the Infinite Consortium has faded into tales of legend. But what exactly is the X factor that makes Magic so enduring?

	"The most obvious answer would be simply to say that the game-play appeals to a lot of people, but honestly, I think it’s more than that," said Marmell. "Because its premise is based around the notion of characters and creatures from an enormous variety of worlds, MTG is able to cater to the tastes and interests of almost every fantasy fan. If you’re looking for the politics of urban fantasy, you have Ravnica; if you want the bushido feel of feudal Japan, there’s Kamigawa; for horrific dark fantasy, the shard of Grixis or—for a different style of horror—the Phyrexian storylines; and so forth.

	"And there’s no end to it; if someone has a brilliant idea that doesn’t easily fit into an existing setting, just create a new one. When you add to that the fact that players of the game are portraying the Planeswalkers—the powerful, chosen few who know the truth behind reality—and what you’ve got is a setup that potentially appeals to almost anyone."

	 

	


Part 4: Dinner with Drizzt: Two-Part Interview with Author R. A. Salvatore

	 

	These interviews were originally published on Fantasy Book Critic and The Escapist in 2007 and 2014, respectively, and have been lightly edited for clarity.

	 

	FOR ONE AS versed in the idiosyncrasies of fantasy creatures such as elves, dwarves, and orcs, it never fails to astonish many of R.A. "Bob" Salvatore's most diehard fans that the renowned author does not read much within his core genre. "I try to read the first book of a major series, but it's so hard," Salvatore explained as I sat down to dinner with Mr. Drizzt Do'Urden himself, his wife Diane, and my fiancé. "I'm writing 12 months a year at this time, and even when I say I'm not going to write, I am."

	Another reason, and perhaps a far more personal one, is that Salvatore strives to be his one and only influence. "If I'm reading ... other fantasy books, they creep into my work, and I can't have that." He pauses, smiles, and then adds, "I'm planning on re-reading The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings when I'm done with my current book tour." Tolkien's venerable masterpiece inspired Salvatore to write years ago. That timeless work, he reasoned, has influenced him from the beginning of his career, so he sees no reason to shy away from it.

	Fair enough.

	Though he's busy crafting his projects at any given date and time, Salvatore admits that at present, he does not adhere to any static schedules, though he'd like for this habit to change. "I'm not nearly as disciplined as I was because the kids aren't around anymore. My schedule used to go with the kids'. We'd [Salvatore and his wife] get them up and off to school, we'd have a cup of coffee, then I'd write until I had to go to their hockey game or whatever in the afternoon. But now, I'm finding that, for health reasons, so I don't get consumed by the business, I have to get on a schedule so the writing doesn't consume me."

	Until he's gotten a fair bit of work done, Salvatore says that he "can't enjoy anything. We'll go for a walk, and I'll say, 'I should be home writing.' We go out for ice cream, and I say, 'I should be home writing.' When I'm not on a schedule, I feel guilty about it the entire day."

	I smile as Diane Salvatore, waiting until her husband dips his head to take another bite of food, rolls her eyes at me and nods agreement.

	For any writer, reading is the hammer to writing's nails. "I don't set aside time to read," Salvatore said, "but I read a lot on the Internet, I read political books, magazines, but I don't read as much fiction as I used to because, again, it seeps into my writing."

	Salvatore paused, sighed, and then confessed that, "as a writer, you can't be a reader without also being an editor. I can't just read something someone's given me without thinking, 'This is what I would have done instead.' It just ruins books for me. The times when I do read are times when I'm giving a quote on a book."

	While Salvatore attempts to dissuade any peer influence on his work, he understands that his fans sometimes want to have their own say about their favorite characters. "With a long running series," Salvatore says, "people have their own interests in those characters, [and] they take propriety over that series. They're thinking, 'What are you doing, messing with MY friends?'"

	Yes, Salvatore understands that his paychecks do, essentially, come from his readers, but he remains firm in planting a blockade between them and his creations. "The characters will follow the course I tell them to, and they will change to fit the way I'm feeling," Salvatore says. "Whether it's Drizzt, or the Highway Man... those characters are saying what I want them to, I'm in control of them. There are things I can accomplish in a Drizzt book, and there are things I can accomplish in a Demon Wars book, and I know that the parameters, the boundaries, for each."

	Could it be said, then, that Salvatore grasps the "Write for yourself" mantra as almost holy doctrine? "Absolutely," Salvatore says. "With Drizzt, it's been 20 years. As long as I'm having fun with the characters, and as long as people want to read it, and as long as the publisher wants me to write it, I'll keep writing it. So far, all of those criterion have been met. I do it because I love it, I love the characters. I do it because I found a voice through those characters."

	20 years of incredible adventures with Drizzt, Bruenor, Catti-brie, Regis, and Wulfgar continues, most notably with the release of the first book in Salvatore's Transitions trilogy, The Orc King. With the aforementioned now available in bookstores, Salvatore stated that work on the remaining books is proceeding smoothly. "I'm blasting through the second book [The Pirate King] right now, on airplanes across the country as I travel for my current book tour [for The Orc King]. It's about a quarter of the way done already, in terms of actual word count, but I've got the book plotted from beginning to end. I expect to be turning it in around the first of the year."

	"Plotted from beginning to end?" An interesting phraseology, and certainly not one to be overlooked. "When I say 'plotted out,' I mean that in general terms," Salvatore explains. "The characters are surprising me at every turn. I know the first act, the second act, and the third act; I know the beginning, the middle, and the end—but the end might change, and that's okay. Because all of that's already there, the hardest parts of the book to write are the beginning and the end when you know where you're going."

	With the beginning and end of The Pirate King relatively in place, Salvatore says that he'll "be hitting autopilot very soon on this book for the middle part, because I know everything I need to accomplish. Now, when I'm done accomplishing all that, I might look at the book and say, 'Wait, it's not going in the direction I thought,' and that's okay. I just let it guide me."

	With as much time as he spends in the Forgotten Realms, fans might be surprised that Salvatore has a land even dearer to his heart: Corona, the backdrop for his DemonWars books. "I was with Del Rey for the [DemonWars] seven book series," Salvatore says. "In the mid ‘90s, when I broke apart from TSR for a while, Owen Lock over at Del Rey contacted me and said, 'We want you to come over here and take as much time as you need to write the best book you can write.' That was music to my ears. I got to actually sit down and take all these ideas that had been bouncing around in my head since I'd first decided that I wanted to write a fantasy book, only now, I had the skills to actually do it—I think. And that world, which is my Forgotten Realms, my Middle-earth, my Shannara—that world is Corona."

	To Salvatore, his time at Del Rey seemed to end before it had really begun. "Betsy Mitchell took over. There were several publishers there, but Betsy had come from Warner, and she had published my Crimson Shadow books [over at Warner]. I thought I was done. I was planning to go back, but then tried to slow down. I had too many books to write, and I thought I wanted a break. Of course, as soon as I slowed down, I started to go faster. An opportunity came up when Bertelsmann bought Random House, and they sold off one of their warehouses to Gilbert Pronman, and I knew Gilbert very well because he'd been running the Random House Juvenile Merchandise division, the division who used to distribute TSR."

	Gilbert, Salvatore elaborated, "wanted me to come over and write a book for him at this company he started, called CDS. It was a distribution company, but they wanted to do some publishing. They were really trying to change the entire structure of the way authors make money writing books. I'd seen the world change, and I thought that was an important step to try. And, I love working with Gilbert, anyway. So I went over and did The Highwayman, which was originally for CDS books."

	No winds of change blow faster than those of the business world. "CDS got bought by Perseus, Gilbert left, and everyone else I was working with, they left," Salvatore said. "So I thought, 'Well, I'm done. I'll just go do my Drizzt books,' and then Tom Doherty called me. I talked to CDS and Perseus, and they granted me back the rights to Highwayman, so I'm writing The Ancient, with the same lead character, and that will be out in March, and I'm going on from there."

	Working with Tor, and more specifically, Tom Doherty, is a long-time goal which Salvatore is ecstatic to have achieved. "Tom, when he called me, he said, 'I really like your books, and I want you working for me.' I thought, 'Oh, here we go,' because everyone always says that. They never read your books, they just say they read your books. But Tom, he came up to Boston, and when he was discussing what he liked about my books, I realized that he ... got what I do."

	At Tor, Doherty's word is law, and that is a rule Salvatore appreciates. "I love working with Tor because I'm working with a publisher who doesn't have to answer to bureaucracy. Tom Doherty makes a decision, and that's the decision, and I love that. He's a reasonable guy, he's sharp, and he's proven that, time and time again. Robert Jordan? Tor. Terry Goodkind? Tor. When he [Tom Doherty] talks, you listen if you're smart. It's been a pleasure working with him, and I'm so happy to be back in the world of Corona, that I created with DemonWars."

	At this juncture, our party of four paused to pore over the dessert menu. While the others pontificated selections of chocolate and cheesecake, I had other concerns, which I raised immediately after our respective orders were placed. Though Corona is Salvatore's, does working with a certain publisher mandate that the world he created is only his to a degree?

	"I have the space to move around," Salvatore confirmed. "They'll find a space for me to hide if I need to hide from what's going on elsewhere, but that's not even it. From the beginning of becoming a writer, I've had this vision of a fantasy world that I wanted [to create]. I did a little of it with the Crimson Shadow books that I wrote for Warner, but I had had the time to really develop the world that I wanted."

	With Corona, Salvatore finally had the chance to flesh out the machinations of his imagination—but why with Tor? Why not with Del Rey, the publisher that gave Salvatore the chance to give birth to Corona and its inhabitants?

	"It's nothing against Del Rey," Salvatore says. "I still have some dear friends there. Betsy [Mitchell] and I have known each other for, what, it's gotta be 18 years now? It's funny, because [my wife Diane and I] went to ComicCon last year in San Diego. We were there with Wizards [of the Coast], but when we got to my hotel room, some friends from Del Rey were there, and I ended up having dinner with the guys from Del Rey almost every night. I still love everybody there."

	And, as mentioned, the opportunity to work with publishing legend Tom Doherty was too lucrative a chance to pass up. "I really wanted to work with Tom Doherty before he decides, "Enough is enough," and retires. He's one of the giants in the science fiction and fantasy fields, someone I'd never worked with. And, it [going to Tor] gave me the opportunity to work with Mary Kirchoff again. Mary's my dear friend, the one who pulled me out of the slush pile [in 1987], so what can I say? I really wanted to work with Tor, and with Tom. And he came to me. That was the biggest thing. I mean, Tom Doherty asking me to come work with him—I don't take that lightly. This guy's been around the business since the 50s, and... I'm happy with him."

	Salvatore assured me that a return to Del Rey is not outside the realm of possibility. "I'm not saying I wouldn't go back to Del Rey. There was no falling out or anything like that."

	After our waiter arrived and distributed our desserts—I'll admit to snitching more than a few bites of my fiancé’s chocolate and caramel-covered dish—Salvatore took a bite of his, chewed, swallowed, and then said, "I've been really lucky in that, in all my years of working, I've only had one situation that wasn't great in this business."

	The 'situation' in question was one Salvatore had alluded to earlier in the evening: a rather ugly split that occurred between the author and publisher TSR during the mid-1990s. Trouble between the two parties had been rumbling deep in the Underdark for quite some time, but the final straw manifested itself as the death of one of Salvatore's protagonists in his dark elf books: Wulfgar.

	"I'd get letters saying, 'I'm glad you killed Wulfgar. That took guts, don't you dare bring him back.' Others would say, 'Wulfgar was my favorite character, you'd better bring him back!' I was like, 'Oh boy, what'd I do here?' I was on the fence for a long time about [killing the character]. Again, while I'm writing these books, the characters surprise me, page after page. With Wulfgar, I was never quite sure whether he'd ever re-appear, or if he was dead and gone. I knew that they [TSR] were going to get someone else to write dark elf books, and I knew that if I didn't bring him back, someone else ... would. So, sense I was on the fence anyway, I decided that, in the last book I wrote, I would bring Wulfgar back, and I'd give Bruenor back his eye, and I'd make everything nice and neat so no one else could come in and tamper with things."

	Despite the ugly break-up, Salvatore maintains his stance that it was not his falling out with TSR that led to Wulfgar's resurrection, but his own indecision about the character's death in the first place.

	"I wouldn't have done it, even if someone else would've come along and brought Wulfgar back, if I wouldn't have been so on the fence about doing it in the first place. Three years later, because there was still something nagging at me, something saying, "Maybe he's not dead," that was kind of like flipping the coin. When I wrote Passage to Dawn, I knew in my heart and soul that that would be the last book I would write for TSR. After Wizards bought TSR, I got a call saying they wanted me back—but I told them no. I said, If anyone else writes those books, I won't touch the characters ever again; they're dead to me.'"

	At long last, Salvatore and Wizards of the Coast reconciled, and Wulfgar's creator was able to continue his story. "I'm really glad I brought Wulfgar back. When I was writing Spine of the World, I came to appreciate making something of what Wulfgar had gone through. When I wrote that book, I sent it to my editor and I said, 'Half the people are going to love this book, and the other half are going to hate it. It is what it is, and there's nothing I can do about it.'"

	Even though Wulfgar is once again a citizen of the Forgotten Realm's mortal plane, the initial death was difficult to write, as is the case for any of his characters. "They're not just words to you as a writer," Salvatore says, "just like they're not just words to readers. When I wrote Mortalis [the fourth book of DemonWars], it was during the darkest time of my life. I was watching my best friend, my brother, die of cancer while I was writing that book. I have a character in that book, who was very minor, and all the sudden it hits me about three-quarters through the book: this character has really taken over. I've given him as complete a story as I've ever written about any character in my life. I've absolutely fallen for the guy as a character, and it hurt like hell to kill him."

	Difficult though it may be, the death of a character, minor or major, is something Salvatore sees as a necessity in good storytelling. "I pull a lot of fast ones to make readers think a character is dead when they're not. That's part of the drama, bringing them to the edge of destruction, of despair, but I've never miraculously reversed anything. Even with Wulfgar, I left myself an out from the beginning, because I wasn't sure. Did he die, or was he taken away? I'd already sent the precedent that certain extra planar creatures can take other creatures their plan, just as Guenhwyvar did with Regis in The Crystal Shard."

	Fear not, for Salvatore sees no reason to become bloodthirsty. "Characters have died in the books, and characters will continue to die in the books, but that doesn't mean I have to get bloodthirsty. If you read my DemonWars books ... you have to be careful if you get too attached; people are gone all the time. With the Drizzt books, I don't think the readers really want someone to die. Although, if the story in a Drizzt book dictates that somebody has to go, then somebody has to go—permanently. Nobody's off limits."

	Returning Wulfgar to the land of the living is an act of fantasy that Salvatore fervently, desperately wishes could be performed on a character arguably even more popular than the storyteller's beloved barbarian. A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away, Bob Salvatore was commissioned to write a Star Wars books in the popular New Jedi Order series. Like most honors, this one did not come without a price.

	"When I signed up to do Vector Prime, I'd wanted to work with Shelley Shapiro, the editor, for a long time. She's a celebrated editor, and for good reason: she's a fantastic person, and a fantastic friend. She called me in August of '98 and asked me if I could come in and do a book for them, and they needed it done fast. I agreed to do it, but called Wizards of the Coast first and said, 'Look, they want me to do this Star Wars book, so I'm going to need an extension on the [next] Drizzt book.' Wizards agreed, saying, 'We think it'll be great for you. It's Star Wars, so have a blast.'

	It was at about that point, Salvatore said, that the sky began to fall. "I signed the contract, got the advance check, put it in the bank. They'd given me what they wanted, showing me the A to Z story arc for the New Jedi Order series, and they told me, 'Take this from A to B.' I got to work putting together this story, and I had to involve a cast of millions, all the characters from the movies, everyone from the main books. I came up with the story, and I had to give them a victory, and introduce a new enemy being developed for the New Jedi Order.

	"I put everything together and sent them my outline. I was on a conference call with Lucasfilm and Del Rey, and they said, 'Wow, we really like this, we think you definitely get it—but didn't anybody tell you?'

	"I said, 'Tell me what?'

	"They said, 'Well, you have to kill Chewbacca.'

	"I said, 'Whoa, where can I return the check?' They convinced me that they were doing it for the right reasons, and the convinced me that they were doing this to show the Star Wars fans that they were serious. So, I did it. I gave them a death worthy of Chewbacca, but in retrospect, if I could take anything back in my writing career, that would be it. Not because of all the death threats, but because to this day, I'm still not sure if we should have done that."

	Despite having that one regret, Bob Salvatore insists on looking forward to ever-expanding horizons. Having recently branched out into the realm of video games, Salvatore happily announces that his start-up company, 38 Studios, which he runs with Red Sox pitcher Curt Schilling, is doing quite well.

	"We're making a MMORPG [Massively Multiplayer Online Role-playing Game]," Salvatore confides, "and we're talking about a process that's going to take us three or four years. Right now, we're really focusing on a sort of pre-production phase. I believe that when you're creating a world for people to exist in, the consistency, the logic, the "sameness"—everything has to make sense in the world."

	Currently, the game is still firmly rooted in planning stages. "You have all these different races populating different cultures in the world, and their relationships have to make sense. You can't just say, 'Well, what happens if this king hates this king? Let's write a quest about that!' You want to look deeper than that so the quests will naturally evolve from the world's history. The pre-production phase of building this world is creating this rich history from what we know we have in the world. I don't know what we're going to use for middleware, if we're even going to have middleware; what we're going to use for an engine; or what we're going to do with X, Y, or Z."

	Due to not having much concrete information—at least, information he's willing to divulge—Salvatore says that saying too much about the project right now "would be dumb, because you can't create buzz about something years before it shows up. Also, it wouldn't be honest, because this process is going to change so many times over the next few months. When I look back at the original work that I did for the world—and we're just a few months in now—so much of that work has become invalid, because we're gone different places."

	Despite being eager for things to really get rolling, Salvatore feels lucky to be surrounded by the talented people he and Curt have brought on board at 38 Studios. "The video games are great because I get to work with these really young, brilliant designers and artists. I plant the seeds and they're the ones fertilizing them, watering them. I come in every week for meetings and these guys show me what they've been up to, and I can't help but think, 'Wow, this is just too cool.' So I'm sort of the mentor figure at this point. After creating the threads, the basis for this world, they're taking those threads and creating tapestries with theme, in terms of both design and art. It's an incredible experience."

	With such a passion for gaming that dates back to the origination of TSR's Dungeons & Dragons game, Salvatore isn't surprised to see technology pushing video games as the "next big thing" in storytelling. In fact, that is a venture he fully supports.

	"The potential is there for that, the way movies are storytelling. I do believe that there'll be a lot better storytelling, especially if you're doing huge, persistent worlds, like an MMORPG. I think so, absolutely. Some of the storylines in games like EverQuest II and World of WarCraft are amazing, but again, in those games—and not to disparage them in any way—but the fact that we're doing things differently, building the story before we really get going, gives us the opportunity to make those stories really fit together in a way that hasn't been done before."

	Though a devout gamer, this writer has some doubts as to the far-reaching ability of the electronic game. Earlier in the evening at a book signing, an older fan fanatically waved a copy of The Highwayman through the air, stating to Salvatore that she'd read it numerous times. Easily in her late 70s, could this older woman be the sort of market that video game developers like 38 Studios are striving to reach? Could video games ever have the accessibility of, say, a book or a film?

	"I predict that within ten years, more people will be playing video games than watching television. I don't see how you can't get to that point. You're seeing interactive T.V. more and more. Knowing how much fun video games are, things like Second Life where the whole gimmick is creating a world for yourself, I firmly believe that we're standing on the edge of this gigantic wave that's going to change the way people are entertained. And I think within that, there are other things as well. Educationally, societal... I think the Internet is shrinking the world, because if you're in my guild, or you're on my arena team, I won't go to war with you (except in game). I see the Internet as this transformative power. If the mainstream media is failing, the Internet will pick up the pieces. I believe in the power of gaming. 'World domination through gaming,' that's the motto for 38 Studios."

	Along a similar vein of graphical storytelling via video games is Salvatore's venture to see many of his works adapted into graphic novels. "I think it's really, really cool to see my books being translated into that format, and to watch the work involved in Andrew Dabb's storyboarding, and then having some of the artists that [publisher] Devil's Due has been putting on these things.... They're taking these images and putting them on such beautiful storyboards. I think it's expanding the audience, and I think it's giving the readers something else to enjoy. I don't know what the percentages are. I'd bet that many people picking up the Drizzt graphic novels are also Drizzt [novel] readers. I'm more concerned with other creative people expanding on something I've done. That's what warms me."

	Not having the chance to get to know James Rigney—best known by his pen name Robert Jordan, author of the Wheel of Time series of epic fantasy novels—is another of Salvatore's regrets. "I'd only met Jim once. We were on a panel together years ago, and didn't even really have the chance to say hello. But, when I read his blog post that announced his disease to his fans, I thought, 'Wow, what a set. That's intestinal fortitude.' He manned up, and I was impressed. I went over to his blog, and I posted, 'From all the people at RASalvatore.com, our well wishes. Fight this, and finish that series.' A lot of my fans are Jordan fans as well. The overlap between all of us is substantial.

	"That was during June of [2006], and I didn't think anything of it. Now, I'm working for Tor, which is Jordan's home, so Tom Doherty would give me updates on how Jim was doing. All the sudden, I got an email from Jim last fall, thanking me for the blog post. We only sent a few emails back and forth, because he was spending what little time he had left at his computer, trying to finish his project. He and I had mutual friends, and they would all tell me, 'You have to get to talking with this guy, he's wonderful.'

	"I always seemed to follow him on tour, or he followed me. Usually, Terry Brooks is right before me, and then when I go out, it's me, Robert Jordan, and George Martin. We bounced through the same stores. We swapped media escorts all the time, but we never got to talk to each other. It's a huge loss for the fantasy genre."

	The hour had drawn close to midnight, and Bob Salvatore had another day of touring ahead of him. As we made our way out of the restaurant, I got the opportunity to hear a few last thoughts on one of Salvatore's favorite subjects: fantasy literature.

	"The one thing I think people should recognize more about the fantasy genre is that, there are so many levels to it, about why people read fantasy books. Some people read fantasy for no other reason than to forget about a bad day at work. Escapism is a great tactic, if used in moderation. Someone may pick up a Drizzt book because they don't want to think about something bad going on at work. A kid might read a book because he can identify with the heroes and feel empowered by them.

	"I wish people, writers in the genre, would appreciate the fact that there are many reasons people have to read a book. First and foremost, I look at my job as an entertainer. If a guy in Baghdad's reading my books to forget about what he had to do that day, that's good. If a kid's reading my books and feeling empowered by them, that's great—but the only one that can make that sort of determination is the reader."

	Is it safe to say that Salvatore considers fantasy to be what many pretentious critics refer to as "real” literature? Of course. "It always has been," Salvatore says. "Genre literature is literature, and I think that that word, 'literature,' is used as a bludgeon, because people spend so much time trying to prove that they're better than other people. C.S. Lewis said that the only one who can determine the relationship between a book and a reader, is the reader. I don't know what that word 'literature' means, and I don't think the people who wield that word know either. It is what it is, we do what we do, and no one should ask us to apologize for that."

	Every creator draws motivation from somewhere. For several years, R. A. "Bob" Salvatore drew from a wellspring visited by millions of parents each day. When fatigue set in, he would look above his monitor, where he had taped his children's college tuition to the wall. The sight of all those zeroes set his fingers racing as fast as his heart.

	Salvatore and I sat down to dinner the night of September 30, which marked the release of Rise of the King, Salvatore's second published book in 2014. The first question I asked was whether he even bothered to pencil sleeping into his schedule. "Well, what happened was, for a few years, I was down to one book a year because I was working at 38 Studios," he began. "When 38 collapsed, it left a big hole in my schedule and in my heart. So I called Wizards [of the Coast] and said, 'Hey, instead of doing one Drizzt book a year, why don't we crank up that schedule and do two a year?' And they were like, 'Uh, yes!'"

	Returning to the Forgotten Realms and traveling by the side of Drizzt and his friends, the Companions of Mithral Hall, proved cathartic for Salvatore. The full-time author had doubled as 38's Creative Director and had been intimately involved in penning the backstory for Kingdoms of Amalur and the ill-fated Project Copernicus MMORPG. "I needed to do that. I needed to bury myself in work just because I didn't want to think about it. It was a painful experience."

	At a book signing earlier in the day, he announced two books on the slate for 2015. After that, he'll dial back down to one per calendar year, but not because his fingers need a break. "I think we're outstripping the readers. We need to give them time to settle in and catch up," he admitted.

	The publicists at Wizards are amenable to any schedule Salvatore wants to set. He's been a part of the Forgotten Realms since 1988 when he published The Crystal Shard, his first novel and the first adventure starring Drizzt and his whirling scimitars. Twenty-six years later, both author and publisher are comfortable easing off the gas when necessary. "If I have a due date in August and the book doesn't get done until November, that's okay. I've been doing this for a long time, and there's really not going to be a big edit [on any particular book]. It'll be a small percentage, just around the edges. They're not worried that we'll have to [delay the release], or having to say, 'Okay, you've got to throw this all out and redo it,' which happens sometimes. But at this point, it's completely under control. I know where I'm going and the characters are going to take me there anyway. It's pretty laid back."

	Every two weeks, Salvatore, other Realms authors, and the publishing team at Wizards convene online or over the phone to discuss the state of the Realms. Traditionally, each Realms author stayed in his or her corner of the world. "I basically hide away from the main stories as much as I can, but we really don't want to do that anymore because they're licensing more now. There are a couple of computer games set in the Realms: Dungeons & Dragons Online, and Neverwinter, and I'm sure there will be more."

	I commented that Wizards seemed to be in a good place. The company was bigger than ever before, yet seemingly taking even greater strides to give its authors and game designers as much creative control as possible. Salvatore agreed. "They're bigger than they've ever been, but not personnel-wise. They're not doing as many products because they're licensing. When you start talking about the numbers involved in computer games, movies, and TV—they're substantially higher, but there are fewer people involved at Wizards."

	If anything, the authors are running the asylum. Several years ago, Wizards shook things up through a world event known as the Era of Upheaval. Goddesses died, main characters perished, and armies clashed. As things died down, Salvatore and other Realms authors were given the task of writing a multi-book series called The Sundering.

	"It was a blast," Salvatore reminisced. "They threw us into a room. It was Troy Denning, who I love like a brother. I've known Troy for 27 years and I just love his work. Ed Greenwood was there, of course. Ed and I are six months apart in age and we've been together since early on in the Realms. I came in when the Realms really got going. You add Erin Evans, who I think is one of the most talented writers. I hope more people will read her books because she's just wonderful. Her characters are so full of life. Richard Lee Byers was involved. And we also had Paul Kemp, who is just brilliant."

	Kemp and Evans sat in via conference call. Over several days, the authors, joined by game designers and the marketing team, riffed back and forth on what they wanted to do. Wizards' ace marketing team sat back and listened, letting the creators pave the path. "I went home from that summit and said to my wife, 'I'm home. This is the creative atmosphere that you want when you're working on a project like this.'"

	Although The Sundering was constructed as a series, each book stood alone. Salvatore likened the team effort to writing about the events of World War II. "I'm doing the Blitz, Ed Greenwood's doing the North Africa campaign, Erin Evans' is doing the Holocaust, Paul Kemp's doing the Pacific, and Richard Lee Byers is doing D-Day. We were all doing different things and using different characters, but it's this over-arching event that affects [the Forgotten Realms] as we go."

	More recently, he collaborated with his son Geno on Stone of Tymora, a three-book series in which Geno's characters crossed paths with Drizzt. "I wrote a few chapters, but I was really just [Geno's] editor," Salvatore clarified. "I wrote some of the scenes, saying, 'I want to do this one and this one.' With some other ones, he said, 'You should do this one,' or 'I did this battle scene but I want it to pop a little bit. See if you can do something with it.'

	Like Nintendo, Wizards of the Coast does not put all its eggs in one basket. The company builds pillars, and many of those pillars support each other. Forgotten Realms is a Dungeons & Dragons campaign setting ripe for stories and characters told in novel form and pen-and-paper role-playing games alike. "Everyone was warning us, 'Oh, pen-and-paper games are dead. It's going to go out there and fall flat,'" Salvatore recalled. "Magic: The Gathering doesn't stop selling, of course. It's phenomenal, just incredible. The [Dungeons & Dragons] 5th Edition [...] is blowing up the shelves. They're in their second printing already. A lot of that is nostalgia, but I think a lot of it is that people are a little tired of staring at computer screens. They want human contact."

	A desire to foster human contact among a generation of young gamers growing up in front of screens instead of gathered around a table throwing dice spurred Salvatore to create his own tabletop game. "My nephew was playing one of the new Halo games [on Xbox 360], and I wanted to join because all my nephews were playing. They're on my softball team. I'm like, 'I'll play,' and they said, 'You don't want to play.' I said, 'What? Why not?' He gave me his headphones, and there was this 10-year-old kid [in the game], and every word out of his mouth is racist, sexist, and just horrible. I said, 'You've got to be kidding me.' He said, 'It's like that all the time. You don't want to play.'"

	Salvatore recounted his visit to PAX East in 2012. Touring the booths, he marveled at the perpetual foot traffic pounding through the board-game room—a boom owed in large part to the growing popularity of Kickstarter as a platform for designers who, like Salvatore, want to get more families to gather around the table rather than in front of screens. "I love Kickstarter. When I did the [DemonWars] Kickstarter, what I loved was, you're out there naked. Your name's on it, you're responsible for it. If I sent a book to somebody and he says it's damaged, I have to replace that book. I like that. That's good pressure, a pressure that reminds you, 'These people are backing you, they believe in you, and you have to deliver.'"

	R. A. Salvatore has a reputation as a bulldog behind closed doors. He works without an agent, asserting that he can be as tough as he needs to be when it comes to looking out for his interests. But the author was powerless when 38 Studios began to crumble. "I remember when [a journalist] called me up and said, 'They owe you $2 million. Why aren't you suing Curt?' Why would I sue Curt? He didn't do anything wrong. He didn't do anything nefarious. Maybe he made a couple of bad business decisions, I don't know. But he didn't do anything nefarious, and he got wiped out. He's lying in the gutter and you want me to kick him in the head? Why would anyone do that?"

	38 Studios enjoyed an auspicious beginning. Founded in 2006 by former MLB player Curt Schilling, the company published Kingdoms of Amalur, a single-player RPG for PC, Xbox 360, and PS3, in 2012. Salvatore was brought on board by Schilling, who called the author out of the blue one evening.

	Giddy at the prospect of working with one of his favorite ball players, Salvatore signed on the dotted line and got to work designing a rich, 10,000-year back story for Amalur. "The world was created by my D&D group. I hired them before we had even formed the company to help me create a world. One guy and I really ran with it. We'd be on the phone watching History channel coming up with ideas back and forth, every weekend."

	Other luminaries joined 38's ranks. Steve Danuser, a game designer on EverQuest II, headed up gameplay design. Legendary comic-book artist Todd McFarlane painted the look of the world, working closely alongside Salvatore to confirm that his art matched what the author envisioned in his head.

	Then, in 2012, months after Kingdom of Amalur's release, 38 Studios fell apart. The fall from grace left heads spinning, including Salvatore's, who was not involved in the day-to-day operation of the company. The trouble started when Schilling relocated 38 Studios to Rhode Island when the state offered a loan of $75 million as part of its effort to help companies get off the ground.

	"What I think happened at 38 was when we got to a point where we needed more money and Rhode Island came into the picture," Salvatore told me. "The board decided to go with Rhode Island. From what I'm reading now, it sounded to me that as soon as people found out that Rhode Island was investing tens of millions of dollars into the company, vultures began to circle. They wanted to find ways to alleviate us of that money."

	Salvatore held up a finger. "There's one thing I want to clear up. There's a rumor going around that [Kingdom of Amalur] Reckoning sunk the company. Reckoning beat expectations. EA were the ones that funded the game with Big Huge Games [primary developer on Reckoning], and that wasn't what I was working on. I was working on the MMO, Project Copernicus. EA funded Reckoning with Big Huge Games, and it was supposed to sell 1.2 million copies [by 90 days after release]."

	Per a Tweet sent out by Curt Schilling, Reckoning hit its projected sales marker.

	Salvatore hopes the pundits pointing fingers at Reckoning will look instead to the finicky landscape of MMORPGs, and 38's inability to secure more funding. "We ran out of money. The MMO grew too big, the market kept changing, and it kept getting more expensive to bring a game to market because you had to have these features in it or nobody would play it. We just got bled dry. It wasn't Reckoning [that sunk the company]. The guys at Big Huge Games deserve nothing but applause for what they did."

	As for all the writing and world-building Salvatore did for Amalur, those documents, along with everything else 38 touched, are tied up in legal proceedings. "The State of Rhode Island has [the Amalur IP] in bankruptcy. Every now and then I hear about people who might want to buy it, and they ask me if I want to be involved. We'll see what happens."

	I asked Salvatore if, hypothetically, he would be interested in taking the Amalur IP and writing a series of books rather than video games, assuming he could get hold of the IP. He gave the matter some thought, then said, "No, I don't want to buy it. First of all, I couldn't afford it. [laughs] We're talking a lot of money. But second of all, the amount of work it would take to bring it to game form, in any way, would require a team. I'm a writer. I'm not going to make the same mistake that Curt [Schilling] made and think I can run a company."

	If he were given the opportunity to pick and choose pieces of lore to retrieve from the debris of 38's remains, Salvatore would reclaim the short stories that he wrote to promote the game. "I wrote a story for Curt for his 40th birthday. I love those stories and I want them back, but I would have to buy them. As far as writing books, we'll see what happens. I'm just kind of sitting back and seeing what happens."

	Shaking his head, Salvatore closed the book on the subject of 38 Studios by saying, "I think it was a case of innocence colliding with very sharp people. It's a very risky business to begin with. Computer-game companies get wiped out all the time, and this was just one of those situations."

	We turned our attention to DemonWars: Reformation. The tabletop RPG was designed largely by Salvatore's son, Bryan, who had worked on game design at 38 Studios before the studio's demise. "By the time 38 Studios collapsed, Bryan was the guy working on all the classes, all the monster abilities, all the balancing on the MMO. His bosses, huge names in the computer-games industries, were coming up to me and saying, 'Bryan's our star. We throw everything at him and he just keeps hitting it.'"

	When 38 Studios toppled, Salvatore went back to writing books full-time. Bryan, however, was unemployed. Salvatore came up with something to keep them both busy. "I said, 'Bryan, I designed this [tabletop] game in 1990. What do you think of it?' He looked at it and said, 'Well... it sucks. But I can fix it.' So I said, 'Well, fix it.' We had a blast."

	The prototype Salvatore dug out of the closet was a standard dice-based game predicated on percentages. Bryan retooled the game, incorporating his father's DemonWars setting and designing a fast-paced style of play that appealed to the elder Salvatore's love of first-edition D&D. "In first-edition Dungeons & Dragons, you have to be able to think on your feet. That's what I liked about EverQuest: monsters could spawn unexpectedly and people could betray you. You had to be agile because the unexpected was going to happen. You had to think outside the box."

	D&D's debut edition offered players and dungeon masters (DMs) nearly limitless flexibility. In Salvatore's opinion, future editions of the games restricted that freedom of choice. DemonWars: Reformation puts the players back in control. The game master (GM) can extend the rules to any off-the-cuff whim players come up with, keeping the pace snappy and the party engaged. "For example, if I'm on a staircase, and we're fighting, and I want to jump off the staircase, grab the chandelier, swing across, drop behind the monsters and pop them one—the GM can assign a difficulty to that," Salvatore said proudly. "I roll an agility to check and see if I can make it. Then I spend my balance to bring it up to the [agility] check so that I make it."

	Salvatore and Bryan are eyeing another Kickstarter campaign to add more characters, as well as add options for party sizes. They hope players will experiment by mixing together different types of characters. Knights, for example, wear heavy armor and will triumph in most one-on-one encounters. Monks work better in a group. Each monk added to a group increases their strength, so a group of monks will likely walk all over a group of knights.

	DemonWars: Reformation also gave Salvatore the opportunity to partner with his son Geno, the primary author of the Stone of Tymora books, once again. "We love working together. We're doing another Kickstarter, and we might be doing some comics. 'The Education of Brother Thaddius,' the novella I wrote for the DemonWars Kickstarter, is going to Audible, to Kindle. There's a new imprint comic company that said, 'Are the comic rights available for that?' We said, 'Why yes, they are, and Geno and I would love to write it.' So it looks like we'll be working together a lot. It's very cool. I love working with my kids."

	Over 19 years and more than 20 books, Drizzt and his friends, known as the Companions of Mithral Hall, were inseparable. They fought wars, journeyed side by side into the unknown, and took on personal quests to absolve one another of pain and guilt.

	Then, in the Transitions trilogy that began with 2007's The Orc King and concluded in 2009's The Ghost King, Salvatore did the unthinkable: two of the Companions were killed in one fell swoop, leaving readers stunned. "I wanted to tear your heart out," he stated plainly. "When Drizzt woke up that morning and found [Cattie-brie] dead beside him... My goal was, I am going to make this hurt like it has never hurt before."

	The opening salvo of the Transitions trilogy was the starring role given to Obould Many-Arrows, an orc chieftain who aspired to unite the clans under his banner and co-exist peacefully with elves, dwarves, and humans—a very un-orc-like aspiration.

	"One of the things that intrigues me about fantasy is that it is racist," Salvatore explained. "You're not talking about humans, so I guess you can get away with it. Orcs are supposed to be the embodiment of evil in fantasy. It started many years ago when I wrote the short story 'Dark Mirror,' where Drizzt runs into a goblin. He finds out the goblin is an escaped slave. The goblin seems like a great guy, and Drizzt wants to believe that, because he isn't what people expect from a dark elf."

	Salvatore hoped that his readers, like Drizzt, would be suspicious of Obould. Did he truly want to progress his people as a race? Or was Obould being played, used as a pawn by an orc god that needed a figurehead under which all orcs could rally and wreak havoc on the Realms?

	"It's an interesting question because it comes from racial issues, the prejudices that people have, the cultural differences—but I'm always uncomfortable with it. In a way, fantasy does the same thing. Fantasy is a war without guilt. We have slanderous names for whoever we're fighting [during a war]. You dehumanize your enemy because that makes it easier to kill them. Fantasy does that to the ultimate level with orcs, goblins, trolls, and things like that. But there's been a movement in fantasy, because of computer games, to allow people to play as orcs [and other traditionally evil races]. Now people want to know: are orcs really bad?"

	Providing answers to such topical questions is not Salvatore's job. Getting readers, and now gamers, to think raise the questions in the first place—that's what he loves. "I don't have an answer for Obould's situation. I may never [have an answer]. But it's fun to explore."

	More than Obould's time in the spotlight, fans remember Transitions for the deaths of Regis and Catti-brie, two of the companions that made up Drizzt's merry band. Salvatore was not the one who suggested that the Companions be torn asunder. "Wizards advanced the Forgotten Realms 100 years. A 140-year-old woman won't fight very well. I didn't want to kill them. The story wasn't done. [Catti-brie] was going in an interesting direction, and I love the character of Regis. My hand was forced."

	Despite feeling backed into a corner, Salvatore admitted that he liked how things turned out. "By forcing my hand, [Wizards] forced me into an uncomfortable place, and in an uncomfortable place, you have to be really creative to become comfortable again. They forced me to do things I wouldn't have done."

	Catti and Regis did not die like heroes. They fell to the Spellplague, the consequence of the death of Mystra, goddess of magic, which caused magic to run wild all across the world. One minute, Catti and Regis were up and about, talking and living. The next, their minds were gone, reducing them to vegetables.

	Such ignominious death had plagued Salvatore's reality, a bitter wellspring from which he drew to write the deaths of Regis and Catti-brie. "Sometimes shit just happens," Salvatore said. "Excuse my French, but sometimes it does just happen. What heroic reason was there for my brother to get cancer and die? There's no heroic reason. It just happened. It doesn't make sense. It's ridiculous. You hear about some kid riding his bike and he gets hit by a car. There's no rhyme or reason to that. There's no plan. It's just awful."

	Readers felt his pain. When he killed Wulfgar much earlier in the Drizzt line of books, Salvatore received letters from both sides of the fence. When Catti and Regis died, "there was no outrage," the author said. "It was just like, 'Well, I guess it had to happen sometime.'"

	From the outside looking in, Catti-brie and Regis were dead and buried. Salvatore saw things differently. From the moment he walked out of the meeting where he, Ed Greenwood, and other Realms authors and game designers received the news that the world would be advanced 100 years, the wheels in his head were turning.

	"I get 20 letters a day—every day!—from people who say, 'I was in a dark place, and these characters became my friends.' This isn't something like a television series that runs for two years. It's been going for 27 years. There are people in their 40s who were young teenagers when they found Drizzt and are still with him."

	Salvatore recalled feeling nervous when he wrote the characters' resurrections in The Companions, afraid that fans might call foul. "But I thought I had a good way of doing it. I thought it made sense, and I thought I could make a point."

	Well aware of how they died, each character resolves to live differently. Regis, now known as Spider, was a coward. As the littlest of the companions, he worried that he was an albatross to his more combat-competent friends. From the moment he leaves his new mother's womb, Spider trains with a grim determination. He will not be the weakest link in the chain.

	Bruenor, who died in the Neverwinter Saga series that followed Transitions, is pissed off. "He thinks, well, if this happened, is everything I did before heroic? That's the question I knew a lot of readers would ask," Salvatore said. Cattie-brie, too, questions the meaning of all that came before, and endeavors to explore options closed to her in her previous life. Wulfgar the barbarian takes a completely different tack. In his first life, he was good and honorable. Now, he just wants to have fun. "He's a complete hedonist. If it's fun, he's going to do it, whether it's fighting or making love. He figures he's on borrowed time. He already paid his dues, so this is his reward."

	Salvatore got into the habit of inscribing The darkest night on copies of The Ghost King at signings, a hint of the darkness that would grow more cloying over each page. Then, with The Companions, the run rose and shone all the brighter. "The thing that drew me to the Realms in the first place was that it was a really hopeful world. Then it became grim after the Spellplague. Very dark, nihilistic, and gritty—I hate that word—which seems to be the trend in fantasy. I hate that trend. I want fantasy to be enjoyable. I want to escape to a better place, not a worse place. So I wanted to restore that sense of optimism."

	Smiling, Salvatore continued: "You can't believe the letters I get about this book: 'Thank you. My world just got better.' Not everything has to be gritty and depressing all the time."

	Setting Drizzt aside and focusing on tertiary characters is something Salvatore fans have come to expect and appreciate. The Spine of the World focused on Wulfgar's struggle to recover from the torture he had suffered at the hands of the demon that had broken him mentally and spiritually. "When I turned in the manuscript to my editor, I said, 'Half the people are going to love this book, and half are going to hate it. There's nothing I can do about that.' Boy did I call it right on the nose. I got letters saying, 'What's the matter with Wulfgar? He got all his hit points back!' Other people said, 'One day at a time, man. This is awesome.' They were going through similar difficulties."

	Even though Wizards' mandate gave him the chance to put a new spin on the companions, Salvatore would still prefer to call the shots when writing fiction. During our conversation, he revealed that he would like to try his hand at self-publishing books featuring new worlds and characters. "Like I said about the Kickstarter, it made me be responsible for so many things. I like the challenge. I liked being able to name my own [rule] book. If it's a terrible name, hey, at least I named it. I love being able to hire my artist to design my cover. I love being able to hire the editor I want to hire. I'm not afraid of failing, so I'm not afraid of responsibility."

	Nor is Salvatore afraid of failing to attract readers to his other, non-Drizzt works. At the signing where I met up with him, Salvatore asked how many in the audience read the Drizzt books. Every other hand went up. When he asked how many of those readers had cracked open copies of Stone of Tymora, DemonWars, or other works unrelated or tangentially connected to Drizzt, only a smattering of hands appeared.

	Still, if the worst-case scenario is every Drizzt novel hitting the New York Times bestseller list, Salvatore can live with that. "It's the same thing Robert Jordan went through with Wheel of Time, Terry Brooks went through it with Shannara, George Martin's going through with A Song of Ice and Fire, and J. K. Rowling went through it when she wrote a book that wasn't Harry Potter: she didn't hit anywhere near those numbers. You get pigeon-holed just like actors on TV shows. But you can't complain about that because the fact that you got pigeon-holed means you did something that people accepted and loved."

	The way Salvatore sees it, he's damn lucky that something he writes touches so many lives. "When I read a letter from somebody in Iraq who says, 'Thank you. I read your book and it allowed me to forget what I did for today, and not think about what I'll have to do tomorrow'—that's a blessing that I get to be part of that through writing about an elf. So there's nothing to complain about... although I do wish more people would read DemonWars [laughs]. I'll pull people over to DemonWars one at a time. I'm pretty good at it."

	Twenty-seven years and nearly as many iconic characters later, and Salvatore is still having a blast writing the world's favorite dark-elf. Even so, Salvatore admits that he has thought about how Drizzt's saga will come to an end, and the note he wants to end on when the time comes.

	"I think I'm beginning to understand how this will end. But, no, nothing specific [in terms of an ending]. Not yet. However, I do expect as of right now that if they said, 'This is the last Drizzt book,' and I had to end it, I do expect it wouldn't end sadly. I wouldn't end on a down note. I thought the last Drizzt book I would ever write for TSR [before Wizards of the Coast acquired TSR] was Passage to Dawn. TSR and I had an ugly break-up. I was done. How did I end that book? With Drizzt and Catti-brie riding off into the sunset. The series would end more like that."

	 

	 


Chapter 7: Sharing is Caring – How MUDs Influenced EverQuest

	Author’s Note: Read Better Together: Stories of EverQuest a Shacknews Long Read full of behind-the-scenes details on the making of Sony’s groundbreaking MMORPG, exclusively at Shacknews.com. 

	 

	EVERQUEST’S CORE APPEAL lies in the real-life relationships and off-the-cuff moments—what contemporary developers refer to as emergent gameplay—that have elevated it from a PC game to a living, breathing world for over two decades.

	In this chapter, developers past and present recount the influences and experiences that defined communication and collaboration in Norrath.

	 

	Playing in the MUD

	In 1999, the idea of a real-time, 3D, online RPG in which human-controlled characters dictated the game’s ebb and flow was almost science fiction. It had been done, but not to the extent of EverQuest. The game’s foundation was firmly built on MUDs, multi-user dungeons that consisted nothing of text-based descriptions and interactions. As EverQuest took shape, those influences—and, later, the interactions between adventurers who only knew each other by online handles—took on three-dimensional forms as well.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID [designer/producer]

	All the stuff you see in MMOs today, people were already poking around and figuring it out in MUDs in the '90s.

	 

	ANDREW “ANDY” SITES [designer/producer]

	Brad [McQuaid] and Bill Trost were the two visionaries behind the original design. They played MUDs. They wanted to turn a text-based MUD into a 3D world.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	I played a ridiculous amount of time. I was married by then. I'd come home, and my wife wouldn't see me until three in the morning because I was MUD-ding like crazy. We had this background in creating single-player RPGs, but I was learning all about what makes communities and the online experience.

	Even though they were just text, playing was like reading a book: You see it all in your head. I was learning about the mechanics, the [psychology of player] retention mechanics, why shared experiences are so important, grouping and guilds, people being allowed to make social constructs, the joy of exploration.

	 

	JOHN SMEDLEY [president]

	I was never into MUDs like Brad was, but CyberStrike made me realize that online gaming was the future.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	Understanding MUDs is understanding a certain type of gamer's psychology. Even though I've never wanted to be a psychologist, I wanted to know how they worked, why they worked, why this guy in college risked blowing his four-year degree to play these games 12 to 16 hours a day. I said, “Man, that's powerful stuff. I've been playing video games a long time, but I've never sat down and played Defender for 16 hours.”

	Part of [my interest in] that study was making friends with other people, but part of it was also about me: Why do I want to log in? When Richard Bartle was involved in MUDs, he [came up with a classification]. He said there were achievers, socializers, explorers, and killers—PVPers. It's still out there: There's this questionnaire where you answer around 20 questions, and it tells you who you are. It's interesting. It's a good way to look at things. I think it's a little oversimplified, but that's fine.

	JOHN SMEDLEY

	As time went on—I'm talking months instead of years—it was very obvious that the design was more MUD-based than not. That all came from Brad's experience playing MUDs.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	For me, playing RPGs, playing D&D—it was about the exploration. The fun of finding out what's around that next corner. I definitely have that adventurer-explorer in me. But when you play a MUD or MMO, you add a social component because you're playing with others. I found that to be as important as adventuring.

	 

	JONATHAN CARAKER [designer]

	My friends said, "Hey, you've gotta check this out. It's amazing. We're going to the university campus, and we're going to sneak in and play this game." We went up there, ducking the profs and trying not to be seen. My friends learned how to log into a couple different MUDs, and they were just incredible.

	It never seemed like being text-only ever held them back. A lot of them had ways to make the [adventure] more flavorful, such as by adding color, well-written room descriptions—just interesting text that allowed you to really seem rooms in your mind, and some puzzles that you really couldn't do in action games.

	 

	BILL COYLE [producer/designer]

	I think the stereotype of meeting people online is right: You're going to be playing with this hot, wood-elf babe, and then you meet, and it's some 400-pound, 40-year-old creepy guy. That's the stereotype, but weirdly enough, the people I met in game, when I met them in real life, they were them.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	What I wanted to accomplish with EQ and every game I've worked on was, every person in my online circle of friends became real friends. Most of these people, I've never met in real life. But if they called me and said, “Hey, I'm in trouble. I need help,” I'd get on a plane.

	I was able to hire people like Ryan Palacio [programmer]; a little bit later, Bill Fisher [game designer]; Roger Uzen. They were people I'd MUD-ed with before. I was able to help them get a foot into the industry and act as a mentor. I was able to work with them, spend time with the actual person, where I see them in front of me rather than just a bunch of text.

	 

	BILL COYLE

	Now it's even more apparent, because most people communicate [in games] with voice chat. You're hearing them, but we had just been text-chatting. It's almost like what they look like, what they sound like, none of those things mattered. I already knew who they were.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	It was weird at first. These guys had just worked at Burger King and played MUDs. I didn't want to take anyone out of school. I don't think I could have lived with myself if I'd have convinced a guy to drop out of college. But the ones who weren't in school, I tried to bring on board.

	These guys didn't know how to dress. One would come in wearing jeans and a t-shirt. Another one would wear a suit with a bow tie. They didn't know what to do or say. There was this initial awkwardness. After a minute or two, what I did to break the ice was I brought up a shared experience. And boom—we started talking, laughing, remembering. It was like I'd already known them forever. They were real friends.

	Back then, there were people who said this was a disorder: “You're hanging out with virtual people, and you're never going to meet them, and they're never going to have any real impact on your life. That's not healthy.” We all know now that's a bunch of bologna. So many people have met spouses in EverQuest, and that definitely affected real life.

	 

	Corpsing

	Having identified MUDs as a wellspring to draw from, McQuaid and the rest of the design team began feeling out ways to facilitate shared experiences in EverQuest. It was a process that began as far back as the first talks for what “the online RPG” could be in 1996, and continues to this day. One of the first, and most relatable, was helping players retrieve their corpses after dying.

	 

	ANDY SITES

	We could never make a game like EQ nowadays. It was so punitive.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	We looked at RPGs: computer games, console, paper-and-pencil, and especially MUDs. It was mostly me writing it. Steve was getting into the coding part, working on getting a very, very simple version of the game running. I tried to identify—and I do this to this day when my teams talk about systems—"Okay, this system is a cool idea, but why is it in the game? What is it trying to achieve?”

	 

	BILL COYLE

	EverQuest was by no means solo-friendly, at any point. If you tried to solo that game, you were in for a bad time. We had an experience system where, if you died, you lost XP. And when you died, you dropped all your stuff, and you'd have to do a corpse run all the way back there. That kind of hardship forged a community.

	 

	JOHN SMEDLEY

	My first time in Blackburrow, I fell through the tree right away. Some of the developers were standing over my shoulder and started laughing. Watching myself die, and trying to get people to come help me recover my corpse and all the gear I had, was pretty fun.

	BILL COYLE

	If I'm running by myself into a dungeon, like Blackburrow, and I go too deep, get lost, and get killed, now I've got my body in there, and I have no idea where it is because I'm lost. There's no way I can possibly get it back. What do I do?

	Well, I sit at the beginning of the dungeon, I watch as other people come by, and I say, “Please, sirs, take pity on a poor stranger. I lost my corpse in there. Can you help me?”

	 

	LINDA CARLSON [director of global community relations]

	I was a fairly young dwarf in the game. I'd lost my corpse, and this was after spending a week patching together a bunch of rusty armor I could wear, and I was so happy with my rusty armor and my crappy weapons. And then, out of nowhere, I wandered into a place I wasn't familiar with, and I got killed.

	It was traumatic for me. It hit me personally: I remember sitting at my desk crying because I was going to lose my corpse.

	 

	BILL COYLE

	And these people, maybe slightly more experienced, said, “Of course we'll help you. We needed help, too, in the beginning.”

	Then they would guide and protect this naked stranger through this dungeon until they got their corpse back. Because you were forced to do that from so early on, it became ingrained in the player base.

	 

	JOHN SMEDLEY

	I was much more involved in the production aspect, not specific content going into it, so it all was a very fresh adventure to me. Even though I would sit in on group meetings so I knew what the planned encounters would be, experiencing them for the first time was magical.

	I thought we'd made a difficult game and didn't want to compromise our vision, and that's hubris talking. I think that was a mistake. Corpse recovery, as an example, became a hot-button topic.

	 

	LINDA CARLSON

	People started responding: ‘What's the last thing you remember before you died?’ and ‘Do you remember where you died?’ I said, ‘I don't know. Some stupid gore named Corflunk was hitting me for way more hit points than I had.’ One of the people in the channel said, ‘I know where that is. Let's set up a party.’ They gathered people to help find the corpse.

	I was disoriented, because I was so new to the game, that I didn't know how to get to where Corflunk lived out in the Butcher Block mountains. So they sent another party to pick me up, and they put me in their group, took me to where I died, and I recovered my corpse, rusty armor and handful of coppers intact.

	 

	JOHN SMEDLEY

	Every single EverQuest user I know has an awesome corpse-recovery story, but we got too infatuated at looking at those stories and how awesome they were, instead of listening to the stories themselves. If you did that, they actually sounded like miserable experiences. The average user might not have been thrilled waiting eight hours for someone to come rescue them at the bottom of a dungeon. For every person who loved that, maybe twenty hated it.

	That was something we didn't learn fast enough, I would say. We were listening to a vocal minority, maybe to the exclusion of a wider user base we could have had. But if we'd [dialed down the difficulty], then EverQuest wouldn't have been EverQuest.

	I don't have any regrets about that, but thinking rationally, the right move would have been to listen closely and make some changes. Instead we doubled down, and we got beat.

	 

	BILL COYLE

	If you were an asshole, or a troll, people wouldn't help you. If you didn't get help, you wouldn't make it very far in the game. If you didn't make it very far, you'd get frustrated and stop playing.

	The people who kept playing were the people who forged these friendships and became part of the community.

	 

	LINDA CARLSON

	It really showed me that this is the future of humanity, potentially. This is a way that we can get together, and it doesn't matter what you look like, what you do for a living, what your socioeconomic status is, what education you have, your gender, your religion, anything. This is a world where people can work together despite any differences we might have. EverQuest was a world where I could live.

	We've always wanted these worlds. I've played a lot of D&D, and that's fun, too, but here was a world that surrounds you and immerses you, and it's full of real people.

	 

	Tough Love

	Corpse retrieval became a rite of passage in EverQuest. So, too, did other cooperation-focused activities, from tackling gigantic bosses to the concept of the raid, a multi-group effort that grew out of organic efforts made by the community.

	 

	JOHN SMEDLEY

	Brad's and my only real point of contention was, I wanted player-versus-player in EverQuest. I pushed that hard. A lot of that was a reaction to Ultima Online, but that desire was there quite a bit before that. The idea of having different races, some of which are antagonistic to each other—it felt natural to me that there should be some sort of PVP.

	Brad, to his credit, saw the importance of co-op, and that's really what made EverQuest.

	 

	ANDY SITES

	You'd leave Qeynos going into the Qeynos Hills, and we had these guard towers, and we'd spaced them out in such a way that you could use them as safe havens. If you aggroed too many enemies, you could get to one of the outposts and the guards would attack the enemies.

	We had so many meetings where there were passionate arguments about, "We need to add more of these towers. This is too hard." People were getting caught between these safe havens and getting destroyed. We were saying, "We're going to frustrate people." But we chose to keep it hardcore.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	You can say the game is really hard, but if you group up, and you have different people playing different classes, there's this interdependence. Suddenly you're much more powerful and can handle different situations. You've got a warrior out there tanking, and the cleric is healing him.

	But why do we do that? We approached it from a very high level. We wanted interdependence so people would form a community and even make real friends. That was a retention mechanism. We approached each of the features that way.

	 

	HOLLY LONGDALE [writer, designer, and producer]

	My husband at the time worked at Microsoft as an engineer. I started playing Dungeon Keeper and Ultima Online. In UO, I spent most of my time as a ghost drifting across the landscape because I died constantly.

	PVP was not my friend, and neither was my dial-up modem because my connection was not great. Then we upgraded everything when we heard about this game called EverQuest coming out. It took me three-and-a-half hours to get out of Neriak by running around walls trying to find the door, which anyone who knows Neriak knows that's not how you get out.

	 

	ALAN VANCOUVERING [community relations, designer]

	I've been an RPG player, pen-and-paper style, since I was 16 or 17. I still do that with the same group of people, which is a little hard to schedule these days. I was super-interested in the whole idea of a visual representation of storytelling in the game. It seemed like it'd be hard to tell a computer to respond the same way a GM [game master] might respond to something that happens.

	I was into Ultima [Online], but I was a little bit late, so I said, "I'll just wait for EQ to come out." That worked out in my favor, obviously.

	 

	JOHN SMEDLEY

	The first time I saw Nagafen, I was in a pretty decent-sized group. By that time, it had been killed hundreds of times, but the first time I died to Nagafen was memorable. It was kind of a badge of honor, dying to this dragon that had this mythical status early in the game, a tough encounter that we had to keep tuning.

	 

	ANDY SITES

	Maybe that was part of the game's success. It wasn't just a simple thing that everyone could traipse through. It required real commitment, and you needed to play strategically. You couldn't be foolish, because if you did, you were going to get hurt.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	A lot of MMOs like to do instancing, kind of break people up. I know what they're doing. They're trying to address overcrowding and people competing for resources. I get that, although there are other ways to work around that. But consider shared experiences.

	 

	ANDY SITES

	Losing all your gear was one thing. Losing XP? Losing levels? Oh my gosh. There's nothing worse than losing your gear, losing XP, and losing a level, and then trying to go back and recover your stuff only to get killed again. But we did that to promote the social aspect of it. We didn't want you to just solo everything. We wanted you to play with others.

	 

	ALAN VANCOUVERING

	I got really invested in the game, playing it with my friends. At first, it was just, "is this even possible? Can a game really do what they're saying it can do?" Turns out it was possible. It wasn't the same type of storytelling. A video game can't respond the same way a GM could. I played with a couple of my friends from work, and what it did is gave us the opportunity to tell us our own stories.

	 

	HOLLY LONGDALE

	At first, I didn't realize the other characters were other people. My husband at the time said, "Yeah, those are other players from all over the world." I was completely fascinated that they were in Neriak Forest and speaking in Drizzt terms, [the character by] R.A. Salvatore, using those greetings. I wasn't on a roleplaying server, but it had been established that dark elves didn't talk to other races, so I thought I'd get into trouble or kicked off the server [for interacting].

	 

	BILL COYLE

	What you have to do as a designer is find that spark that gets people together. Once they've made those bonds, they'll take it from there. You don't have to worry after that point. They'll have barbecues together. They'll be online doing their own thing.

	It's the same with school: You can put a bunch of kids in the same class, and none of them like being there, maybe because math is stupid, or one kid gets picked on. Students will come together and form friendships. That's how you got friends as a kid. The same kind of thing happens in a game world. It's hard to replicate that.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	You and your group almost die. You're down to just a few hit points, and one of your buddies finally plunges a dagger into the NPC and kills it. Now we're sharing the loot and laughing about how so-and-so screwed up, and that's why so-and-so almost died.

	 

	JOHN SMEDLEY

	I remember that when I was fighting Nagafen the first time, the difficulty level was an order of magnitude harder than what we'd planned. I died very quickly. It's almost a rite of passage, these shared experiences: ‘Oh, have you done X?’ and a bunch of people online say yes. Now it's your turn.

	It's one of the aspects of these games that I think makes them really unique. Nagafen had been killed hundreds of times before I got to it. Well, imagine being the first person to kill it. The first person to enter that room. There were a lot of times in EverQuest where people got to be the first at something, and that became a big deal.

	 

	ALAN VANCOUVERING

	My guild, we would do dumb things like scavenger hunts, hide-and-go-seek, whatever we felt like doing. EverQuest’s world gave us a way to do that with people I couldn't meet in-person because they lived across the country, worked different hours, lived different lives. It was fun to bring our own storytelling into the world, and to engage with how it told stories.

	 

	HOLLY LONGDALE

	Over time, we tried traveling. I think we died a few times in Ocean of Tears, getting bonked by a cyclops several times. We eventually made it to North Karana, and that's where I had my first experience with other players. From there, I joined a guild, and ended up in a higher-end guild because I got into that chase of looking up to people in bigger guilds who are doing all the uber-stuff, fighting these big bosses.

	The guild I joined was Mythic Legion, on my server. I think I spent two years with them.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	I just think there's something hardwired into the human brain that, when you experience something intensely good, bad, emotional, what-have-you, and there are other people around, it has more of an impact. It resonates. The memory lasts longer.

	 

	“Big” became the operative word. While playing EverQuest and its first few expansions, player group began to grow, joining into a gigantic force to tackle challenges that proved too daunting for a single party to conquer alone.

	 

	JONATHAN CARAKER

	Looking back on it now, EQ was the industry leader in things like giant-scale raids. No one had done that before because it hadn't been possible technically.

	 

	JOHN SMEDLEY

	We designed for fairly small parties because we thought of it exactly as you would a Dungeons & Dragons campaign at home: You and four or five of your buddies. What happened was, players would bring in much larger groups. We didn't have a full-on guild system, just a rudimentary one, but it enabled players to form these larger organizations.

	 

	JONATHAN CARAKER

	It started with a group construct. You could have six people together, and that was it. But there were big challenges in the world, such as big dragons that took 30, 60, even 90 people to defeat. Then we put in the concept of a raid, allowing you to have up to 72 people in the same group of groups. It was a shared experience: share raids, share loot, share communication.

	JOHN SMEDLEY

	Even before that, they were bringing four or five groups at a time to encounters that was never designed for that, so they were just slaughtering these powerful characters like Nagafen that we thought would be a super-high goal to aspire to as you reached higher levels.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	I think people would rather be on a team with everyone working toward the same goal, different people using different skill sets, making that team dynamic work. I think it's human nature.

	 

	HOLLY LONGDALE

	My experience in UO wasn't really organized. I wasn't part of any social group at the time. But I still remember little things. Chat wasn't a thing. People weren't texting on phones then, so BRB and all of those acronyms and terms, like cybering—which is inappropriate, but it was a thing—started then. 

	We had a list of these things where we tried to trace where they started, and shorthand like noob was on there. Also lots of not-so-great things, which we'll skip.

	 

	JOHN SMEDLEY

	It turned out that mid-level players could just as easily accomplish that by bringing in a whole bunch of other players. That was the origin of raids, starting with Nagafen, and it stemmed from our learning that players don't do anything the way we think they would.

	 

	JONATHAN CARAKER

	It became clear that the open-air raid concept wasn't working very well. We couldn't scale the amount of content in the world to the number of players in the world, and there was no prevent one raid construct from taking all the content.

	Then we made instanced versions of raids. I think the first time we did that was in Lost Dungeons of Norrath: Actual, instanced content. That was probably 2002-ish. But it wasn't a perfect system yet. You couldn't add or remove people from the raid while it was in progress. Whoever you started with, that was a snapshot of who you'd be raiding with. It also gave you a lockout on request instead of on success, so if you blew it, if something went wrong, you couldn't try [that raid] again for a week.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	There were PVP-only MUDs back in the day. As always, 10 to 20 percent of your player base will like to PVP. That gets more and more granular until you're talking, ‘What kind of PVP? Unrestricted? In an arena?’ So, there were these PVP MUDs, and they weren't as popular as the PVE MUDs, Steve and I logged in, and within a few days, I was just done getting ganked. I was done being crushed.

	PVP was interfering with how I wanted to play the game. I wanted to explore areas and learn about them. But if you walk into a new area, and there are a bunch of players guarding it because it's their territory, and they just mow you down, it's no fun. Steve and I just looked at each other and said, ‘We are not making a PVP game. This is a PVE game.’ Some PVP things may have been optional, but from day one, EverQuest was [centered on] PVE.

	 

	HOLLY LONGDALE

	This social atmosphere where conversations with up to 100 people on a raid was happening in real-time—it was a really strange, sort of live-entertainment show.

	 

	BRAD McQUAID

	As soon as I found out that Ultima Online offered pretty much unrestricted PVP, I started writing on our website, and saying in interviews, ‘This is one of the perfect differentiators between us and them. If you would prefer a player-versus-environment game, you want to play EverQuest.’

	That was one of several elements that came into play in terms of EverQuest being so successful—not just after launch, but of people being excited for it before launch.

	 

	JONATHAN CARAKER

	It was very iterative. We developed systems to grant lockout at the end, and to do partial lockouts for different steps of the raid. We fiddled with numbers: What should our raid size be? We tried 72 for a while, but that seemed to be too large. In fact, with the technology available, that lagged the zones when you had that many people doing a raid at the same time.

	We shrank that down. We did 36-person raids, but that didn't work for us because raids should be much bigger than that. We settled on 54 people. At some point along the way, it would have been healthier for EverQuest if we lowered that. If we'd lowered the bar for entry, you'd have been able to do more raids. But it's also difficult because there are guilds that design their roster around doing 54-person raids. It would be a big shock to their system to suddenly change that.

	 

	HOLLY LONGDALE

	There used to be... not hazing, but a recruitment process. [laughs] We applied to Mythic Legion through their website, and then we'd go on runs with them. Even during that period, during the recruitment phase, they'd gear us up for raids. That's how it happened back then. All these guilds had websites with applications, guild charts, rules.

	That still happens now, but this was the very early days of community organizing and what was coined as a "high-end" guild at the time.

	 

	JONATHAN CARAKER

	In the past—and we still do this—we had a schedule where we'd invite guilds to come test with us. It was open to anybody who was interested, really. They just expressed interest and would be invited. We were bottlenecked by how many guilds we could accommodate, and how many tests we could do. We'd set up a time for developers to be there for certain guilds. If it was a Euro-based guild, that might be early in the morning [our time]. If it was a guild on the east or west coast, sometimes that meant working super-late.

	Raids take a few hours, and then it took a few more hours to either document everything we wanted to change, or make some of those changes right there. A lot of the best iteration for raids came from testing things with the guilds. Initially, it was difficult because none of us knew what we were doing. Players didn't know what was expected of them, and we didn't know what we were trying to do to get the best results. We didn't have the best tools in place.

	Now it's a well-oiled machine. Players know what they're doing, and understand how the process works, and we know what we're looking for. It's a fun part of the development process.

	 

	HOLLY LONGDALE

	That was another thing that really drew me to EQ, especially to guilds: There were no rules except that you help each other, and you respect each other, and you help the guild get better. Do raids, get geared up, working toward the future.

	 

	JONATHAN CARAKER

	For every hour spent raid-testing, there were roughly two hours of changes we have to make. We'd test something, and players would say, "This isn't working out for these reasons," and I'd say, "All right, I can fix that, but it'll take me three hours to do. I'll do that tomorrow, and then we'll test again in three days."

	Some of it was more freeform. We'd be on a server with a thousand people and say, "We need to test this raid. Who wants to help?" You'd get a thousand messages from interested and people, and just go check it out. We've been doing that for a while.

	 

	JOHN SMEDLEY

	PVP was very much an afterthought in EQ, and never really became a major focus. It was, “Okay, we know some of you may want to do PVP,” although back then it was PK'ing.

	 

	JONATHAN CARAKER

	The game wouldn't be what it is without the players' help. We're constantly keeping an eye on forums, and any private messaging we get from players about things that are broken, we try to address as quickly as we can.

	 

	HOLLY LONGDALE

	People who want to spend their time doing other things—crafting, the solo experience—we call all that "downtime." There's so much time spent in active play with other players, so that even when you're in "downtime," when you're crafting or healing up, there's conversation happening.

	In EQ, now and forever, when we talk about what are the pillars of EverQuest: "better together," and dependency on your friends—that's the EverQuest story. In all of our design efforts, we focus on groups first.

	 

	ANDY SITES

	Looking back, the team was working toward redefining what [online gaming] was, but at the time, we were just thinking, "Let's make a fun game we all want to play." It turned out to be something a lot of other people really wanted to play. Maybe tough love was the right avenue to take.

	 

	 


Chapter 8: Pieces of Her – 
Actress Camilla Luddington on the Craft of Croft

	 

	Author’s Note: Read Ascendant: The Fall of Tomb Raider and the Rise of Lara Croft, a Shacknews Long Read on the development of Crystal Dynamics’ and Eidos Montreal’s Tomb Raider origin story, exclusively at Shacknews.com. 

	 

	BEFORE STEPPING INTO the boots and short shorts of Lara Croft for 2013’s Tomb Raider reboot, actress Camilla Luddington knew as much about gaming’s most famous female hero as fan.

	She was strong. Capable. Possessing a razor-sharp intellect. And had an affinity for rooting around in dark, dank crypts and caves.

	Then she became Lara, and had to forget everything she knew. Crystal Dynamics and Eidos Montreal were orchestrating a reboot, and Camilla would play an untested and unproven Lara setting out on her maiden voyage—literally. Tomb Raider, aka “Tomb Raider 2013,” opens with Lara, her mentor, and her friends aboard the Endurance before a freak storm dashes the ship on the rocks of an island governed by supernatural forces.

	Her friends are in trouble. Lara has to step up and lead her first adventure.

	So, too, did Luddington. For half an hour, the Tomb Raider actress and I talked landing the part of one of gaming’s biggest icons, what playing Lara Croft taught her over years of voice work and motion capture, and, in a surprising turn, how loss shaped both Luddington’s and this writer’s perspective on life. 

	 

	Craddock: I understand that when you went to the Tomb Raider audition, you didn't know what it was really for. How did you get that audition, and when did you realize you were actually trying out to play Lara Croft?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: I remember getting a call from my agent and being sent out on an audition, just like any audition, except the project name was originally called Krypted. The character was named Sara. I remember reading the audition slides and thinking she did remind me of Lara Croft, so I went into the audition in shorts. I had the knee-high boots.

	 

	I remember the audition was a video diary, which you saw Lara do some of those in the very first Tomb Raider [2013]. I got a call back and still not knowing if it was really for Tomb Raider, but it was really interesting, because it was me and two other girls [for the second] audition, and they wanted to see the way we moved: the way we walked, the way we carried ourselves. Which I knew was for motion-capture [footage], but, again, I didn't know it was for Lara Croft and Tomb Raider.

	 

	I think I got the call maybe two days after that, and was told it was Tomb Raider and Lara Croft. I remember screaming in my house. Growing up, Lara, to me, was the only main videogame hero who was female, who I knew of. She's iconic. To get to step into her boots and take on the role... I was just so honored.

	 

	Craddock: Besides your interest in Lara while growing up, what interested you about Crystal Dynamics' and Eidos Montreal's take on Lara for this origin story?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: I liked that [the story] did go back to the beginning. She's this naive, young girl. She's not the Tomb Raider yet, and I thought it was really fun that we got to tell an origin story. But also, it was very appealing to me as an actress that I was playing a character that [the designers] wanted to make more human and more complicated. This is a Lara Croft that has self-doubt, and weaknesses, and experiences pain, and loss, and mourning.

	 

	It was appealing to [play] such a challenging role, and because I knew it was going to be a new take [on Lara].

	 

	Craddock: Going into the production of Tomb Raider 2013, what materials were you able to reference before stepping into a recording booth? Did you have scripts, screenshots, concept artwork, anything like that?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: A lot of the game is motion-capture as opposed to voiceover [VO]. It's definitely a combination, but a lot of it is mocap. For that initial game, and for all the games, we do get concept art early on, because it takes years to shoot a game. As a game comes together, sometimes we're able to watch cutscenes that have been put together, concept art that's more developed. Other than a script, that's what we get to reference to help us create the world around us.

	 

	Craddock: Besides having to wear those mocap suits with all the little balls on them, what are some of the biggest differences you've found between acting for a video game versus for a TV show or a film?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: I think the biggest difference, and the thing that's the most challenging, is you're not working with a set. You don't get to be out in a jungle, and there's no tomb that's been built for you to look around at. You have to create the world in your mind. Sometimes your imagination is scarier than something that someone could build. So, it's challenging, but at the same time it's exciting to work in that way.

	 

	Initially, that was the biggest difference for me. Now I'm sort of accustomed to working that way, but initially, working without any sort of set or many props was a challenge.

	 

	Craddock: That was your first mocap experience, then?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: In fact, [the Tomb Raider trilogy] has been my only mocap experience, actually. I've done work for other games, but I have not done motion-capture for them.

	 

	Craddock: I think even players unfamiliar with motion-capture can intuit some things about it. For instance, they know you wear those suits because your motions are literally being captured and used for in-game animations. What are things that players might not know about motion-capture that wouldn't be obvious to anyone unfamiliar with the process? Maybe some of the things you learned when you were starting out because it was all so new to you.

	 

	Camilla Luddington: That's interesting. I've never been asked that question before. I think it would interest people to know what [materials] we do have to work off of. I think people probably imagine that we have some sort of set built, but it's really just the basics. Sometimes it's just literally a stick that's put in the unit where we shoot on a stage, and that's the edge of a cliff—and that's all we'll have to reference. That's all we'll have to work with.

	 

	I think when people see how minimal this work is, what we're given, that's pretty interesting to people.

	 

	Craddock: How has this experience helped you grow as an actor overall? It's almost like you're doing some of the most involved, technologically sophisticated improv acting because you're working chiefly with your imagination.

	 

	Camilla Luddington: Yes! And when you are on camera, when you get to do a TV show or film, you do get a set to work with. But I think this has helped even with things like walking into an audition room. In audition rooms, you don't get sets. You have to make [your reading] work in that room. In that way, doing something like motion-capture is like playing an instrument. You're perfecting that skill.

	 

	Craddock: What is some of your favorite work from playing Lara over this trilogy?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: I loved working with the other actors who were on the Endurance [ship in Tomb Raider 2013]. I think many of my favorite memories are from the first game because we really didn't know what we were getting ourselves into, and we were all just so excited to do the reboot.

	 

	But I think this game [Shadow of the Tomb Raider] has some of my favorite scenes in it, just because they're so intimate in the relationship between Jonah and Lara. I don't want to spoil them for anybody, but some of the scenes I shot are some of my favorite from all of the games.

	 

	Craddock: That first game in the trilogy is very special to me as well. After you got the part and were preparing for it, what was it like going back to Lara as this really naive, college-aged kid who was untested? How did you find her voice for that game?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: I think that because Lara is immediately put in such extreme circumstances, the best thing you can do [as an actor] is map those experiences, ground them in your own reality. I was new to this part of the industry, so I felt like [Lara and I] were on a discovery together.

	 

	The actors did have a lot of people around in those early days to give us direction for where a character was going, what her history had been, who her friends were, what they meant to her, who her family was, her history with [Conrad] Roth [treasure hunter and Lara's legal guardian]. There was a lot of input that helped us give color and backstory to characters so that by the time we started shooting, we understood where they were emotionally in their journeys.

	 

	I also felt that we got to take some creative license with Lara because she was a younger Lara. They wanted to make her more human, and I had to put a little bit of myself into her.

	 

	Craddock: I wonder if you could expand on that. What parts of yourself did you put into Lara that maybe Crystal Dynamics and Eidos Montreal hadn't thought of?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: It's funny, because I feel like I started to feel more able to have creative input and collaboration with our writers and directors with Shadow of the Tomb Raider. That's because we're three games in, so at this point, there's a lot of Lara that is me.

	 

	I lost my mum when I was younger. I understand that feeling of mourning, and how that can change the direction of your life, even your outlook on life. There's a lot of Lara's drive that came from her parent: what happened to them, how she grew up, her mourning, and trying to find and recreate family.

	 

	In that way, I relate. There's definitely an element of me understanding that part of me.

	 

	Craddock: I certainly don't want to dig too deeply into that, because I know loss can be painful whether it happened ten years ago or yesterday. But if you don't mind talking about it, I'm glad you brought it up, because I lost my dad when I was nineteen. That was in 2002. When I look back on it, I think, It's such a shame I lost him then, because when you're nineteen, you're still a kid. You know nothing about being an adult. And I perceived that in Lara. She was trying to find herself without that compass of her parents to help her.

	 

	Camilla Luddington: I was nineteen, too, when I lost my mum. That's an interesting age to lose a parent, because you feel like you're being let loose into the world, but you also want to have stability and comfort from your parents. When that's taken from you, it does set you on a different course. I don't know, if she were here, if I would be sitting here doing this interview. I think my life may have gone in a different direction.

	 

	I think you never get over that sort of loss. I don't think Lara will ever get over it, because it's indescribable, the feeling of losing a parent, and she's lost both. But I also think there's a strength that comes from having to navigate the world and feeling like you're doing it alone. It's very complicated, as you can understand. I feel like there's a lot of things that Lara does that come from her upbringing and the direction [her loss] set for her.

	 

	Craddock: Thank you for opening up about that. I wonder: Playing this character who started naive, but who's become harder and more grizzled from game to game—did you find it important to keep Lara grounded in her humanity as she became tougher and harder?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: I definitely think she's grounded in her humanity in all of the games. In Shadow of the Tomb Raider, especially, she questions whether she's doing the right thing. I think that if she wasn't grounded, she wouldn't be asking herself those questions and having regrets about some of the things she does.

	 

	So, I don't think she's ever lost her humanity. I think there are moments when she's lost hope, but I don't think she loses her humanity.

	 

	Craddock: That's an important distinction. You've talked about what you've taken from your reality and put into playing Lara. What has playing Lara taught you about yourself? Or to put it another way, what has Lara given back?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: It's interesting because there are have been a lot of scenes in this game where doing them has been cathartic for me. I don't want to get into that because it's probably too personal, but there are times when she's pushed physically and emotionally in a way that, I would walk away [from filming] at the end of the day feeling like, "Wow, I felt me, myself, being pushed the same way."

	 

	There will always be other Laras after me, but I believe there will always be a piece of her in me. That probably sounds cheesy to some people, but it's honestly the way I feel at this point.

	 

	Craddock: Fast-forwarding all the way to right now, a week or so out from Shadow's launch, you've accumulated lots of experience portraying this character. How was playing Lara different the third time around? Are you still discovering new angles to her?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: There are actually moments where there's a lot of banter [between characters], and there are scenes in Shadow of the Tomb Raider where you get to see more of Lara's sense of humor and social awkwardness. That's been really fun to play into. She has these moments with Jonah where you can really see the growth in their friendship and the love that they have for each other.

	 

	Those were just great moments that Earl [Baylon] and I got to play with together. There are moments where Earl is flirty. Not with Lara, but Lara is a spectator to it, and she just enjoys seeing him in that way. Those were really fun moments in this game that have not been seen in previous games?

	 

	Craddock: On that note, critics have the game, and I've seen screenshots of Lara in portrait mode, smiling and taking selfies while running and gunning and exploring. Have you seen those?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: Yeah.

	 

	Craddock: There's some backlash because obviously the tone of the Tomb Raider games and Lara's actions have been life-or-death and sensitive at times, but I think if you remove those pictures and Shadow's photo mode from that context, it's a nice way of making Lara more personable. Like you said, she has a sense of humor but is very awkward in normal situations because she hasn't exactly experienced much normalcy.

	 

	Camilla Luddington: Yeah, and I think fans will enjoy seeing that side of her.

	 

	Craddock: What was your last day in the studio like, knowing that you would be recording your final scene in the trilogy?

	 

	Camilla Luddington: It was emotional. I started shooting for the trilogy in 2010, so it's been a long, long time. It felt very surreal. I remember being on the stage with everybody, and we've been with some team members since the beginning. For Earl and I, it was a very bizarre day. We almost felt like, "This can't be over. We'll be back to do [record] something else."

	
We also felt a lot of pride for the work we put into Tomb Raider, and into the last game especially. That last day was definitely a celebration.

	 

	Craddock: It's been an honor to talk with you. I've loved the Tomb Raider trilogy, and thanks so much for your time today.

	 

	Camilla Luddington: Yeah, I enjoyed speaking with you, too. Enjoy the new game.

	 

	 


Chapter 9: Finding the Fun – Justin Ma and Matt Davis on FTL for Touchscreens

	 

	Author’s Note: This never-before-seen chapter was cut from an early preview of Into the Breach, Subset’s 2018 turn-based strategy title, and a deep dive into how Subset had grown since FTL’s release on PC.

	 

	Platforming

	Every session of FTL: Faster Than Light starts off small. Quiet. Players begin by assuming captaincy of a ship and embarking on a journey through the stars. They're on a mission to deliver information vital to winning a war, and there's an enemy fleet hot on their heels. But there's no rush. Not yet.

	At first, players tinker. They watch tiny crew members bustle from station to station. They fiddle with the game's tidy interface. After some experimentation, they jump through space to a faraway beacon—and then chaos erupts. Enemy ships unleash missiles that rip holes in the hull. Oxygen levels plummet. Crew members race from room to room extinguishing fires and operating battle stations. When things get frantic, players can hit pause and queue inputs. Unpausing triggers a chain reaction as the game fires off their commands. Eventually, the dust settles. Players jump to the next beacon, and the gameplay loop runs its next lap.

	Purely by coincidence, the development of FTL mirrored its play cycle: peace, chaos, more quietude. "Right after launching FTL on PC, we had probably six months of just general post-release work: fixing problems, following up on bugs and minor fixes," said co-creator Justin Ma. "After that we both took a little while to decompress for a bit."

	Ma and FTL's co-creator, Matthew Davis, met at 2K Games in Shanghai. They were friends in and out of work, talking shop in the office and meeting up with friends after hours to play board games. Eventually they left 2K and went indie, resolved to develop games of a smaller, more intimate scale. The types of games they liked to play.

	Early on, their goal was to come up with a prototype a month, a game demo just far enough along to demonstrate a core concept. If they didn't care for the end result, they scrapped it. There was no rush. Not yet.

	One of those experiments led to FTL, a roguelike-like that pitted players against procedurally generated encounters. Dying meant starting from scratch. Nearing the end of development, they launched a crowdfunding campaign on Kickstarter, asking for $10,000 so they would have enough to incorporate their company, Subset Games, and give FTL one last round of polish.

	Like the ant-sized crew members in their game, Ma and Davis spent the final sprint leading up to FTL's release in September 2012 putting out fires, only without the luxury of a pause button. The game itself was coming along fine. It was the Kickstarter that proved vexing—the logistics of backer rewards, spend more time addressing technical support issues and less on the nuts and bolts of design, balancing their vision for what they wanted the game to be against what their vocal mob of beta testers expected from it.

	FTL took flight in September 2012. Soon enough, they prepped to jump toward the next beacon on their to-do list. "Shortly after we finished FTL, I moved to England," Davis said. "While I was settling in there, we were sort of talking about if we would port to other platforms because people were constantly emailing about what platforms they'd like to see FTL on."

	It so happened that Ma and Davis had been looking into porting FTL to iPad as well as other platforms. Unlike monolithic publishers, however, they would not simply dump their game onto a new platform. The bedlam of FTL's random events—an outbreak of giant alien spiders, battling space pirates, friendly ships broadcasting distress signals—were manageable in part because the game's controls were tight. That ruled out any platform with a controller interface.

	"We were totally unwilling to release something that wasn't as good, if not better than the PC version in terms of interaction," said Ma. "We didn't want to [dumb] down the game at all."

	Given their criteria, a port for Apple's tablet made the most sense. "People figured that it was a Star Trek-like game," Davis explained, "so it seemed appropriate to have a tablet interface because that was the fantasy that Star Trek was pushing, these big touchscreens you use to command your ship. Since it was the most requested, it was the one we looked into."

	For Ma and Davis, developing an iPad game was unknown territory. Davis had barely held an iPad before deciding to develop for it. They contracted Andrew Church, a programmer-for-hire with experience coding for the platform. With Church's help they got FTL up and running quickly, but were still unsatisfied. Tight controls deserved only partial credit for FTL's playability. Its clean UI was equally important. The game's interface is colorful and tidy, like a game board. All controls and information are situated on a single screen; everything players need is just a mouse-click away.

	"Specifically, with the type of controls for our game where there's so much information that needs to be displayed at all times, you can't not be able to see all the power bars, or your crew health, or any of those any numbers," Ma said. "The way the game works is you have to have all of that visible at once."

	While the iPad touch UI was suited to FTL's controls, its single-screen layout couldn't quite squeeze onto the iPad's 9.7-inch display. "That's part of the problem with cross-platform engines like Unity," Davis added. "It's really awesome that the tech lets you dump games onto those platforms, but 90 percent of the work is making sure your game is usable and works just as well on other platforms from a UI standpoint. That was what the challenge with the iPad version was."

	To ensure the iPad version worked exactly as they wished, Ma and Davis rebuilt the game's interface from scratch. Enemy ships were still placed alongside the player's, like in the PC version. Instead of scaling down each ship's size, thereby making each harder to see, one ship was slightly zoomed in. Players could zoom in on the other ship with a quick tap. Davis and Ma were satisfied, and so were their players when the iPad version went live on the App Store in April 2014.

	"The fact that basically no one has any issue with our controls," Ma said, "in the feedback we've received, at least, I'm pretty proud of that achievement: to make [the iPad controls] good enough that people don't even seem to notice it. But that was a lot of work, I'm not going to lie."

	"To be honest, I was quite negative about it going into it," Davis admitted. "I think touch interfaces can be rough at times. They are not inherently more usable than a mouse and keyboard, necessarily, and I was pleasantly surprised at how it turned out."

	 

	Starting Small-ish

	Once Ma and Davis hashed out how FTL's controls and interface should work on iPad, Church handled the actual programming. Revisiting their design for iPad gave the two co-creators a momentum boost that they used to roll out FTL: Advanced Edition, a free update for FTL owners that added more events, ships, and special features.

	Following Advanced Edition, Ma and Davis felt the time had come to disengage from FTL. Both felt a desire to make something brand new... but not right away. "With the original FTL launch, we ran ourselves pretty thin. Both of us weren't keen on diving into another big project," Ma said.

	Between the original game on PC, the iPad redesign, and the Advanced Edition, Ma and Davis had been living and breathing FTL for going on four years. Its resounding success left their company flush with cash. Davis had moved to England and settled in York, where he started a family. Back in the states, Ma had relocated to Seattle. For a few months the guys contented themselves with catching their breath—hanging out with friends and family, pursuing hobbies, catching up on sleep.

	"We weren't 100 percent focused on it because we weren't on as tight of a deadline, financially or for life in general," Davis said. "That's part of the delay when it came to sorting out what we were making: we weren't in as much of a hurry and we had more going on."

	Before long, a familiar creative itch tickled the backs of their minds. "Both of us were still online fairly often," Ma remembered. "We just started working on various prototypes because we were bored and it was fun. I made a couple of pretty fleshed-out game ideas on GameMaker. That was really fun; I want to revisit some of them."

	Filing away his ideas for a rainy day, Ma talked over Subset's next project with Davis, who had a few pots simmering on low heat as well. They agreed that whatever they made next should be a medium-sized project. FTL had been envisioned as a small-scale game that had ballooned; planning on a scope that occupied a comfortable middle ground would let them play to their strengths.

	"We're both very good with the nitty-gritty of design problems and churning out content and eventually making something complete," said Ma. "I don't think we'd be particularly good at running a studio, so we've tried to stick with what we're good at: we both work from our individual homes, and we have a few more collaborators this time."

	Ma and Davis put FTL's success to work, keeping their core team small and agile—a speedboat compared to cruise ship-sized publishers like 2K—while filling out Subset's ranks with a few contractors to help them manage areas of the business outside of designing games. Isla Schanuel was hired as an all-in-one community manager, Web designer, and play-test coordinator with a background in research and communications. "She's been a bit of a pillar this whole past year and a half or so, in terms of always helping us," Ma said of Schanuel's contributions.

	As much as they had enjoyed designing FTL, and as much as they appreciated and utilized the groundswell of support ensuing from their Kickstarter, running a crowdfunding campaign had drained them. "We definitely would avoid doing a Kickstarter unless necessary. I have no problems with the platform as a whole, but man, it is just so stressful. I would do a lot to avoid that again," Ma admitted.

	Enlisting Schanuel's expertise freed up Ma and Davis to do what they do best. "I think the only reason FTL turned out the way it did," said Ma, "was because we were trying to make something that we ourselves wanted to play. That was our only intention. We've tried to emulate that with this game, and keep that mindset of, what is fun? We don't worry about users at first; we just try to find things we like."

	One of the reasons the two developers hit it off at 2K was their complementary ideologies. Each brought certain skill sets to the table—Davis wrote FTL's code; Ma envisioned and executed on its art direction—but they shared a love for design. "We have a constant design discussion, and that's maybe the most interesting part of game development," said Ma. "The reason I like working with Matt is we both have a similar approach to game design. We can see the same situation and both come to the same conclusions about what problems lie down a path and what we can do about them."

	"We both approach game design from a very fundamental level of kind of the nuts and bolts of design," added Davis. "The story never comes first. It's design first and foremost; everything else comes from that."

	FTL's plot—to deliver critical information to some commander or other—was only a jumping-off point, a cursory motivation to get players up and running. Everything else was gravy. "The purity of design that you get from board games, and that kind of obsession with mechanics and rules and how they interact, is really what forms the core basis of a game," explained Davis. "I think we both see games in that manner, and that lets us communicate and develop together quite well."

	 

	 


Chapter 10: Second Run – Interviewing Rogue’s Co-Creators at Roguelike Celebration 2016

	 

	You hear about these things, but you never think they’ll happen to you. Or more accurately, you never think you’ll get to attend one.

	In my research and interviews for Dungeon Hacks and One-Week Dungeons over 2012 through 2015, several people mentioned roguelike gatherings to me. Like the formative games themselves, they always seemed privy to a select few. Likeminded coders, hackers, and players would gather at a pub, or a restaurant, or someone’s house, to talk and play roguelikes. It sounded like a good time, but I’d never heard of one near me in northeast Ohio.

	Then, in the summer of 2016, while I was in Los Angeles covering E3 as a freelancer, I received an email from someone named Noah Swartz inviting me to something called the Roguelike Celebration that summer. It wouldn’t be held in Ohio, but it would be held in the Bay Area, my old stomping grounds from 2007 through 2011.

	Noah went one better. Not only did he invite me, he pitched me to be the keynote speaker for the inaugural conference on the basis of the popularity of Dungeon Hacks, released over a year earlier. I was honored—doubly so when Rogue co-creator Glenn Wichman wrote later to ask if I would moderate a panel with himself and fellow co-designers Michael Toy and Ken Arnold.

	I was exponentially more excited about moderating the panel than I was about giving a keynote. Addressing a room of more than 250 people was daunting to the extreme. But this was it: My chance to meet Mike, Glenn, and Ken in person.

	When I lived in the Bay Area, I had the privilege of driving around for face-to-face interviews with several developers who had worked on my favorite games. Relocating to northeast Ohio saved me money, but, well, it’s not exactly the Mecca of game development. (Although I love it. It’s home.) So the prospect of getting to meet three brilliant and funny guys, who had left an indelible mark on my life and career, of putting faces to Skype handles, was too good to pass up.

	The Roguelike Celebration was an all-day event held on September 17, 2016. I kicked things off with a 23-minute keynote—according to YouTube—and immediately afterwards invited Mike, Glenn, and Ken onto the stage to ask them some questions I’d prepared before turning it over to a roomful of starstruck attendees, people whose experience with Rogue had opened a gateway to a neverending series of dungeons, treasure, and fun.

	The transcript of my panel with Rogue’s co-creators follows. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed getting to sit and talk with them again.

	**

	 

	David Craddock: Well, I’ll jump right into this. Glenn asked me to moderate the first half of this, which is a Q-and-A. And since I had bugged all of these guys to talk to me, I didn’t really see how I could turn him down. What I want to do is my thing, which is setting foundations: I’ll ask them about their parts [in creating the game], and what they think about roguelike DNA and culture, and then we’ll take some questions. Michael, before you began writing Rogue, you played a lot of adventure games, mainly Colossal Cave. I wonder if you could tell me how those text adventures led you to create a game so unlike those other games, which were puzzle-driven.

	 

	Michael Toy: Well, the first time I played [Colossal Cave] Adventure, it was like the universe had changed, right? Suddenly stories are talking to you, and it’s like you can be in a story. It was like, “This is the greatest thing ever! I’m gonna write me one of these!” And you write an adventure game, and go, “Oh. This is really boring to play, because [I know] there’s a troll here, and if I have the bottle of poison, he won’t attack me.”

	 

	So I said, “Okay, that was a blast. But as an author, if I’m going to write games I’ll play, that can’t be the path. How do I write a game that has a sense of wonder, but also be the author?”

	 

	Craddock: Glenn, how did you and Mike meet? And what was your experience of creating games before then?

	 

	Glenn Wichman: We were both at UC [University of California] Santa Cruz. This was 1978. There were computer labs, so it was a small room with terminals that had wires going to a computer that was off somewhere. I was trying to teach myself BASIC, so I was creating a text-adventure game. Suddenly, looming behind me, was this large man saying, “What are you doing?” I said, “Well, have you ever played Adventure?” And he explained to me that he had beaten Adventure. So I said, “I’m trying to make a game like that.”

	 

	That was how we met. He just started looking at the game that I was making, and we started trading ideas. He started telling me how to program, because I really didn’t know. I was just teaching myself.

	 

	Craddock: And you’ve been in the games industry almost since then.

	 

	Wichman: Yeah. I took a 20-year break from the games industry, but I’m in the games industry now. I became a professional game developer through that experience.

	 

	Craddock: Before we jump to Ken, I wanted to ask Mike and Glenn: How did discovering Ken’s curses library help you kickstart Rogue? How important was that in the development of Rogue?

	 

	Toy: There would not be Rogue without curses. We’re in a computer lab using a PDP-11/70. Our terminal has a graphical-addressable cursor; it’s 24x80. We had Ataris and Apples, but the thing that we had access to was a dumb ASCII terminal, so we were trying to get as close to the graphical richness—quotes around “richness”—of an Apple II—

	 

	Wichman: Colors! [laughs]

	 

	Toy: —on the computer we had access to. It was just this weird dichotomy. The computers with color graphics were slow, and the computers that were fast had no graphics. Curses let us think graphically, visually, and come close to presenting an interactive experience.

	 

	Wichman: I think initially, the first things we made with curses were games like Snipe. So there was a while when we were just doing very simple things with it before we asked each other, “Could we do a graphical adventure game with this?” That was the big epiphany that started it off.

	 

	Craddock: Ken, could you talk about what led you to make curses? Because I think the idea of being able to position your cursor on a screen today is a given [to most people].

	 

	Ken Arnold: Yeah, I find it hard to describe to people what it enabled because there’s no world without that capability. It was really quite simple. There were these cursor-addressable terminals. People around me, we were hacking things for entertainment. We wrote various programs that were interesting. There was one I wrote that had a constant list of who was on and off the 11/70 [computer], we had, which had about 70 terminals on it, so you could see if any of your friends were around.

	 

	Then we brought in a second cursor-addressable terminal that could hold a whole different set of sequences. I didn’t want to this a third time, a fourth time, and a fifth time, porting [programs] to each one of these terminals. At that point, luckily, Bill Joy had already written vi and had the underlying database of capabilities for me to draw on. I said, “I am not writing this [multiple times]. I’m going to do this once.” I wanted [compatible code] so that everything could work that way: Everything could be cursor-addressable without needing to be rewritten for all these terminals?

	 

	So I said, “What’s the right extraction?” and just figured out some way to do this.

	 

	Toy: That’s awesome. So curses is the very first, cross-platform, graphics API. [laughs]

	 

	Arnold: [laughs] Yeah, I guess that’s true… to the extent you can call curses “graphics.” [laughs] To the extend that a character matrix is graphics, yes. Bill Joy had done this for vi, but only vi could use it, basically. I was having none of that.

	 

	Craddock: What I found interesting, Ken, is that when we spoke, you’d heard of Rogue because a lot of people came up to you and said, “Oh, you’re the guy who wrote curses for Rogue!”

	 

	[Audience laughs]

	 

	Arnold: [laughs] Yeah, people believed that curses was written for Rogue because it was almost everyone’s first experience with [curses]. It was before curses had been used in 10 programs around Berkeley. Who else [but Rogue players] would have seen it? It wasn’t surprising, but it wasn’t the origin.

	 

	When Michael transferred up to Berkeley—and left Glenn behind—I came to him because he’d been using curses. I said, “You’ve been doing this cool thing with my package!” I just wanted to talk with him about it.

	 

	Toy: Michael, this might be a long shot, but you’ve said you wanted to write Rogue because you wanted to be surprised by a game you’d written. I wondered if you had any memories of surprising things that happened to you down in the Dungeons of Doom.

	 

	Toy: Thirty years ago?

	 

	Craddock: Yup.

	 

	Toy: No, sorry, I can’t help you there.

	 

	Craddock: That was one of the fun things about playing this game: These games are hard to test because you very rarely can recreate a perfect storm, the same set of circumstances.

	 

	Wichman: Rather than give an anecdote, I will say that one of the things that we had, that I had no idea what a great thing it was, was we had a community of game testers available to us all the time.

	 

	Craddock: Ah. Those poor college students, just trying to pass their classes.

	 

	Wichman: Yeah! We would add some new feature to the game, and immediately, all of our friends in what we called the stat lab—

	 

	Toy: Who were definitely studying statistics. That’s all they were doing.

	 

	Wichman: [laughs] Yeah. We were, yes! What were the odds of getting killed by a troll? So, I do definitely have memories of 10 to 15 people… The stat lab, when we started writing [the game] had three terminals. The following year, it was in a bigger room with 20 terminals around. There would be 10 people, and they would all be playing Rogue. You’d hear somebody scream. You’d turn around to see, and they’d have been started because a ‘T’ had appeared on the screen.

	 

	[Audience laughs]

	 

	Wichman: That was something that really hit me, just how this very simple, representational game—the ‘T’ didn’t look any scarier than a ‘B,’ but you played it for a while, and it was [scary]. You saw a ‘T’ on the screen, and you did see a troll. That was pretty amazing to see.

	 

	Arnold: You asked about surprises in gameplay. About half the reason I got really engaged in the development was being surprised by the users, their reactions to things. Both clever things they figured out how to do—we introduced starvation because people had figured out how to take advantage of putting a shoe on the spacebar, going and having lunch, then coming back, and you had fainted, but who cared? So we had to have starvation.

	 

	But also, it was this kind of thing, people’s psychological reactions to [the game]. The kinds of ways that people would personify [creature] algorithms. People would come up and say, “Oh, you must have this algorithm saying, ‘This round is going to be a scroll-heavy game.’” No, not even slightly. But that’s the human perception of it. I learned a lot about how human beings perceived the world and built the world around them, and how, in some sense, the things we see around us is also a construct. I was much more often surprised by the gameplay, where I just died a lot.

	 

	[Audience laughs]

	 

	Craddock: Sure, sure.

	 

	Toy: I just want to echo that. When we sat down to make this thing, we had this grand vision for the game: Every monster would have its own way of living; maybe they’d build their own dungeons. So it was, “Okay, let’s get some rooms up on the screen, and we’ll put letters in, give them stats, connect the rooms.”

	 

	Only by the time we did that, it was done. All the things we were imagining, people were creating in their minds. It was completely unnecessary [for us to explicitly add those features]. You just had to kind of get out of people’s way, and they would inhabit the world rather than us saying, “We need to create this space or they don’t know what they’re doing.” No, they’re doing it without us creating it for them. It was really awesome. That was one of the amazing thing.

	 

	Craddock: As you all worked on the game, did you have a particular aspect of it that you gravitated to, or wanted to hone in particular?

	 

	Arnold: When I first started getting involved, I was talking with Michael about ways he was using curses that I thought could be done more effectively. I’d been playing over a 300-baud dial-up [modem]. 300 baud means 30 characters a second—sorry, I have to translate that—and addressing the cursor from one place to another takes four [bytes]. So when you talk about 30 characters a second, this was not a high-speed interaction modality.

	 

	[Rogue] used to be that you would hit inventory, and it would clear the screen and do the inventory, then it would redraw the screen. I made it so [the cursor] would go to the upper-righthand corner—upper-righthand because you can clear to the end of the line, and that takes just two characters—and put the inventory in a little window there. Then you’d only have to redraw that little part of the screen.

	 

	So it started out with me saying, “How do I make this smoother? How do I make this fewer keystrokes so I don’t have to hit space as often when I [drink] a potion?” After that, it was more quirky things. I don’t know how many people here have heard of Rog-O-Matic [bot developed by four grad students to beat Rogue]? Are any of the authors here? Oh. Damn. I’ve still never met any of them. They’re these people… I can’t remember the school… They wrote an AI to play Rogue. They called it “Experiments of User Intelligence in a Hostile Environment,” something like that.

	 

	I made it my rule that every release of Rogue would break Rog-O-Matic so they’d have to go back and do something differently. It was just a subtle thing. Hallucination, for example. I liked little things that made [the game] more unpredictable and quirky without changing the gameplay.

	 

	Wichman: I think one of the things that I liked best—and again, the code we’re talking about here, I didn’t really write any of—when Michael went to Berkeley and he and Ken started working on the game, if there’d been such a thing as forking the codebase, I was working on my own fork. But that just meant I was sort of orphaned out there in Santa Cruz. But I did work on the code, but all the code you all [played] was the Berkeley distribution; I didn’t write any of that.

	 

	But the things that I liked working on, I think, were how the monsters would pursue you. Like, okay, you leave the room, then the monster needs to stop following you and figure out where the door is instead, because he’s got to get to the door, then get to you. And especially specialized things monsters can do. Later on, when I did the Atari ST version, I added centaurs having the ability that after they hit you, they could curse your weapon.

	 

	So the Atari ST is the only version where that happens. Stuff like that, I think I liked working on.

	 

	Toy: I don’t have a [good single] answer to this question. It was just a blast to do. The procedural generation of Rogue was… I was a dumb kid who didn’t know anything about computer science, so I’m really actually embarrassed by how poor the procedural generation of Rogue is. It’s just a tic-tac-toe board with a room placed in each square, because the idea of picking random rooms and then connecting them, making sure the graph was completely connected—I hadn’t taken that class, computer science, yet. I had no idea such a thing was possible.

	 

	Craddock: [laughs] Right. You described those early experiments to me as just loading paint into a gun and spraying the wall, just to see how it would come out. I think we’ve about wrapped up our 15 minutes. Thank you, guys, for answering my questions again. Let’s open the floor.

	 

	Toy: While that’s going on, I just wanted to say thanks for having us up here. You guys are awesome. It’s an honor.

	 

	[Audience applauds]

	 

	Toy: We made Rogue, but you guys all made roguelikes, so thank you for letting us be here.

	 

	Attendee: This is more for Glenn since you’re back in the games industry, but it’s really for any of you. Clearly this is a genre that has legs. It’s been around for a long time. But also, why isn’t it bigger? Why isn’t it more popular? We still see new roguelikes: We’ve got The Binding of Isaac and Dwarf Fortress, but it’s coming out of indie developers. Why is it that major publishers don’t want to touch it?

	 

	Wichman: Um… they’re fools. [Audience laughs] No, that’s my joke answer. I think it’s big. I think it’s plenty big. I think that the bits and pieces of roguelikes, the checklist of, “This is what makes something a roguelike,” you’re going to see some of those in every game. The game I work on now is Words with Friends, and I had someone joke that it’s a roguelike because it uses ASCII characters. [Audience laughs] It’s randomly generated and has perma-death. [Audience laughs]

	 

	But I feel like even the hardcore roguelikes have a very vibrant community. I think because it’s not twitchy, it’s more of a niche [genre] for people who wanted to think hard. I can’t play roguelikes. They’re all way too hard. We created a pretty simple game mostly because of limitations. I think Michael would have made it much more complicated.

	 

	Toy: Well, we ran out of instruction space.

	 

	Wichman: We did, we did. We made as complicated a game as we could make with the technology we had. But that’s where I liked it. I don’t like games more complicated than that.

	 

	Toy: The other thing that’s weird is, in America, if something isn’t the biggest thing ever, then it’s crap. That’s just not true. You can make something that has quality, that’s beautiful and doesn’t appeal to everybody, but that doesn’t make it crap. Roguelikes are a great thing. We tried to sell Rogue. There was a time when you could sell Rogue. You could buy it in a box from a computer store. Everybody had a chance to make it the biggest thing in the world, and it just wasn’t interesting to the mass market.

	 

	So we can say that ship has sailed. There’s been a number of people who have made that attempt. Even the Diablo people are like, “Yeah, whatever. Five percent of our people like playing it [with perma-death].” Okay. Well, yay for that five percent in this room. Thank you, all.

	 

	Attendee: Hey, it’s cool to see you guys. When I was 10, my dad would babysit me by taking me into Techtronics and dumping me in front of a dumb terminal. They had Hunt the Wumpus, and Rogue, and a few other games, so I was good for hours. I was curious, given that experience—there wasn’t some Internet I was using at that point, the early ‘80s—so I was curious, what was your sense of your user base, your community? Was it just that the game was out there and you talked about it with people you knew at college, or did you have a sense of who was out there playing the game?

	 

	Toy: That was actually kind of a surprise. Glenn and I, instead of attending class at UC Santa Cruz, we wrote this thing, and we discovered that somehow a binary of Rogue had made it to Bell Labs, where the Unix developers were. They had renamed it Under Bell Labs, which was, I guess, an homage to Beneath Apple Manor. So a bunch of people at Bell Labs played this game called UBL, which was basically the binary of Rogue.

	 

	It was like, “People outside the stat lab are playing Rogue? How did that happen?” It was a shock that anybody would want to do that. It just became a thing.

	 

	Arnold: By the time it came to Berkeley, we were node 10 in the ARPANET, and it did start to get around. Certainly by the end, we were very aware of it. We’d make a change, and it would bust people’s save files because of the way we did saves. We knew we had players. [Audience laughs]

	 

	But also, it changed the way I thought of it. There was a shared score file. I didn’t care if you cheated if that was entertaining to you and you had a fun time. But if you were competing against other people? That was a whole other thing entirely, and it was unfair. So that made us try to keep it as clean as we could, which was not bad considering neither of us really understood security, if I can speak for you [Toy] there.

	 

	I remember once, we had save files, and they were secured in certain ways, one of which was by understanding a bit of how they were stored in the [mainframe’s] file system. Speaking of Bell Labs, I once heard that [C language co-creator] Ken Thompson was cheating by saving the save file, and putting it on a mounted disk. Then he would replay it, and he would clone the disk so he could replay the same game over and over again. He could defeat us because he was Ken Thompson. I threw up my hands at that time.

	 

	But our user community, by the time we [Toy and I] were done with it, we absolutely knew that there were a ton of people out there.

	 

	Wichman: We knew it was being played in Italy, at Olivetti [typewriter manufacturer]. It was a strange thing. What happened was, and these guys know this part of the story better than me, it became part of the 4.2 Berkeley distribution [of Unix], which meant that if you got Unix, the operating system, you got the game. If you can get that kind of distribution, if you have that opportunity for your game, I would say take it. [Audience laughs]

	 

	Toy: We were the Minesweeper of Unix.

	 

	Wichman: [laughs] Exactly. So we knew it was all over the world, and we knew, anecdotally, it was being played all over the world. We said it was the most popular game on college campuses in the early ‘80s. I don’t know how you would substantiate that, but I don’t think there are any competitors who would challenge it.

	 

	It was a strange thing. It was being played everywhere, but nobody was sending us money. [laughs] There weren’t sales charts of those kinds of statistics, DAU measurements or any of those kinds of things we take for granted today. 

	 

	Toy: What’s a DAU?

	 

	Wichman: Oh. Daily Active User. Sorry. Industry in-term. [laughs] We had a lot of DAUs, but we had no way to measure it. And by today’s standards, the whole industry was so much smaller than it is now. It’s hard to compare. But we knew it was very popular, and I think we all felt very gratified. And I think we thought it would be, because we knew we had something very cool. I thought people would love it.

	 

	Toy: Yeah, I definitely thought that once it was in a box, it would be a thing that would be in everyone’s living room. It was a little bit disappointing to learn that, no, no, you have to be int his narrow [demographic] to know about it. The things that make Rogue unique to you are kind of shocking.

	 

	My favorite story is, I met Dennis Ritchie, who’s one of the people who created the C programming language, and Unix, and a god of everything we were doing. I was like, “Oh my gosh! The Dennis Ritchie!” And he says, “You’re the Michael Toy!” And I thought, Okay, I can die now. [Audience laughs] That was maybe the best moment related to Rogue in my whole life.

	 

	Attendee: Hey, fellas. Thanks for coming out, and thanks for your cool game. This is for all of you, whoever wants to answer first. If you still follow roguelikes today, or if you see where the genre is going, is there anything any of you wish one of us would do? Things you think about.

	 

	Arnold: No. [Audience laughs] I mean, I’m totally amazed all the time. Every time I see a new one, I think, Wow, I wish I would have thought of that. 

	 

	Wichman: I think I’ll echo the “No.” I think what people have done with roguelikes so far surpasses anything I ever thought of. I think you’re all doing way cooler stuff than I was imagining. A couple of things I would have done, if I’d have kept working on them: I wanted to have neural networks, and monsters that got smarter as you fought them; and I really don’t follow it as closely as all of you do, so it’s a little embarrassing, sorry, but I think No Man’s Sky, having an entire world, was another thing.

	 

	Toy: Rogue for us was, “Here’s the rules for video games. Those rules aren’t satisfying, so we’re going to break them and do something different.” That’s continuing: “I’m bored with what exists, and I’m going to change the rules.” People are doing that, and I really enjoy all the people who say, “Oh, roguelike? That’s kind of a good idea, but what about a roguelike on a ship in space?” Oh, wow, that’s a great idea! You guys are all my heroes for all the ways you’ve done this thing.

	 

	Attendee: Not counting your own, what is your favorite roguelike?

	 

	Toy: This is just a question of doom, because I don’t want to hurt anybody’s feelings.

	 

	Arnold: Yeah, like, “If I wasn’t married to you…” [Audience laughs]

	 

	Toy: In the early Mac days, there was a roguelike called Mission Thunderbolt that I played ‘til the end. Of all the roguelikes, that was probably my favorite that wasn’t Rogue.

	 

	Wichman: I’m gonna say Ananias [by Santiago Zapata of Slashware Interactive], because my friend wrote it. I really don’t play a lot of roguelikes, so, honestly, I’m not a good judge of them. I like more casual games.

	 

	Arnold: As a way of not answering your question that would get me into trouble, my son has a Rogue tattoo on his chest. [Audience laughs]

	 

	Toy: Glenn, can you talk about permadeath? Because I think you really put permadeath in a good context.

	 

	Wichman: You mean about…?

	 

	Toy: The thing you posted.

	 

	Wichman: Oh, yeah. I posted on Facebook yesterday that we need a different name than “permadeath.” There’s this idea that, when people talk about permadeath, they talk about us three being mean. Like, “They wanted to make it extra hard, so they threw in perma-death.”

	 

	Toy: And only people with lots of testosterone play games with permadeath.

	 

	Wichman: Yeah, yeah. The thing is, I didn’t… That’s not what we came up with. Permadeath is an example of consequence persistence. The way it came out was, with Rogue, we’ve got mystery items, and we’ve got procedural generation. From that, if you find an item, do you use it or not? Do I use this scroll? Do I drink this potion? I don’t know. It might be good, it might be bad. If I can save the game, and I drink the potion and it’s bad, then I restore the game. That entire game mechanic just goes away.

	 

	That was a reason that, once you’ve made a decision and consequences happen, there’s no way to go back and undo it. Permadeath is not the right name for that. That’s my homework to all of you: Come up with a better name.

	 

	Toy: Yeah. We were trying to make it more immersive by making things matter, not to make it more painful. It was really meant to make things more fun. Like, “This thing matters. I’m really going to think about it.”

	 

	Wichman: The good stuff is just as permanent as the bad stuff.

	 

	Arnold: So, if I can beg an indulgence, a few years ago, somebody sent me a version of the Rogue source code, which has essentially vanished from the world. They stole it off of a backup system at UC San Francisco when I worked there. It’s up on Sourceforge under the project “Rogue.” It’s just post-5.3 [version] because they stole it during development. If anybody wants to pick that up and debug it, we’d have the real Rogue source code running. It’s not something I’ve had time to get back to.

	 

	Wichman: And I just want to quickly say that this is the first time in 30 years that we’ve all been in the same room, so you guys are witnessing something pretty cool.

	 

	[Audience applauds] 
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