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PROLOGUE

MURDER ON THE
INTERNET EXPRESS
 

	When I opened my eyes, I was in the small mining village of Minoc, situated in Britannia’s northeast region. I was given no direction but knew it was time to venture out and do my civic duty of protecting the world of Sosaria. 

	Between you and me, I had hefty expectations for myself: I planned to slay demons, help those in need, and I made a silent vow right then and there to protect the realm from all that was evil.

	Ready to begin my new life as a righteous mage, I set out on adventure, armed with a spell book, one thousand gold, a sharp knife, and a blank book (in which I could journal my adventures). There was, of course, a catch. In order to cast the spells from my book of power and gain proficiency in my chosen skill, I needed reagents, the ingredients consumed upon each spell’s attempt. Unless a stash of these reagents was stuffed inside my journal like some sort of prison contraband, I needed a whole lot more of them, and fast.

	This was right about the time I noticed my first critical error. My hometown of Minoc, while stunningly beautiful, was the only city in Britannia without a magic shop.

	A quick conversation with some fellow adventurers pointed me to nearby Vesper, a grand city of connected islands that supposedly had the goods I sought. Vesper appeared to be only a short run to the south, and without enough money to purchase a loyal steed, I’d have to leg it there. I tossed the gold coins and journal into my bank box and set out on my first adventure.

	Approaching the Minoc city limits, I happened upon a cave wherein a bald, shirtless man was busy slamming the ground with a pickaxe. I watched for a moment as he stashed the recovered ore into the bag of a nearby pack mule.

	The man paused his digging, shooting me a nervous look.

	“Are you mining?” he asked after a moment, breaking the ice.

	“No,” I assured him, proudly announcing my unsolicited-yet-noble aspirations. “I’m adventuring to Vesper!”

	After another long silence the man spoke again. 

	“Be careful,” he said. “PKs.”

	Resuming his work once more, the miner hefted the pickaxe into the air, bringing it down into the dirt with a thud.

	I didn’t know what PKs were, but I also didn’t want to come off like a total idiot by asking. Exiting the cave—and the protection of the town’s royal guards—I crossed a bridge and found myself alone in the middle of the wilderness. As if my nerves weren’t shaky enough, the sun went down, casting the forest ahead into darkness. I took a deep breath and started running.

	A glance at my map proved I was making good time to Vesper, but my hackles rose when I heard footsteps moving quickly in my direction. Stopping in the middle of the road, I made an attempt to arm my knife. But before I could wrestle the thing into my sweaty palm, a man on a horse appeared from a dense copse of trees. His dark hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail and his body was covered by a dark gray (and completely unflattering) robe. He nudged his black stallion closer before coming to a stop in front of me. I looked at him, and he at me.

	Because first impressions are everything, I greeted him the best way I knew how.

	“Hi,” I told him, “I’m headed to Vesper.”

	In response, the man uttered the words, “Corp Por.” Still naïve to Britannia and its customs, I naturally assumed he was saluting me in a foreign tongue.

	A wave of energy flowed from the mounted man’s hands, gliding through the air toward me. Still having trouble equipping my dagger, and unable to defend myself, my world went dark. Much later, I’d find out the words he uttered were the magical incantation for the offensive spell commonly known as an “energy bolt.”

	Live and learn, I guess.

	And that was essentially my first thirty minutes of playing Ultima Online.

	My murder occurred in late 1998 on the Lake Superior server. It was a small event in the grand scheme of things. No one called for my vengeance or sought revenge on the murderer. Instead, with my corpse still warm, my assailant turned his horse in the other direction and fled the scene.

	The once-colorful landscape had sunken to monochrome and I was forced to wander the world as a ghost. I hovered around my corpse, hoping a fellow adventurer might stroll by to offer assistance. Unfortunately, no one came and my corpse decayed to a pile of bones. With nothing left for me on that wooded path, I continued toward Vesper as a specter.

	Crossing a bridge into the city of magic, I was thrilled to have reached my destination. Of course, I was still dead, so my situation hadn’t entirely improved.

	Unsure what to do, I shuffled from the tavern, to a provisioner, and through an empty guildhall, before finally stumbling across a healer’s hut. Inside, the priest forgave me of my sins (unless showing good manners toward a murderer was a sin, I couldn’t think of any to forgive) and welcomed me back to the land of the living. The world once again filled with color.

	Then I finally bought some of those stupid reagents.

	 

	•

	 

	Being killed by another player mere minutes after stepping into the world for the first time was an interesting experience. While I imagine these events might cause other players to immediately eject the CD-ROM from their computer and relegate it to drink coaster status, it was an experience I remember fondly.

	Not only had I purchased my first Massively Multiplayer Online Roleplaying Game, but I’d selected one that had very few rules, an amazing community, and the best sense of risk versus reward I would ever experience in a video game. Connecting to an Ultima Online server was the equivalent of stepping into a medieval Wild West, and I was hooked.

	Once I got my bearings, comprehended the game’s mechanics and accepted the open sandbox playstyle, Ultima Online (also known as “UO” by players) became a blessing and a curse.

	The blessing the game bestowed upon me was its open world wherein I was able to meet new people and experience grand adventure on a scale no other game had previously offered, all from my rural Ohio bedroom.

	The first time I logged into UO was in 1998. I was heading into my freshman year of high school and I’d picked up the game shortly after the release of the game’s first official expansion The Second Age. 

	A friend had turned me onto the game knowing I had a penchant for “fantasy stuff.” The truth is, I always carried a book wherever I went, using every available opportunity to escape into worlds created by authors such as C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien, and Robert Jordan. I instantly enjoyed books where protagonists like Frodo Baggins and Rand al’Thor were plucked from their sleepy villages and set on a collision course with destiny, and here was a friend telling me about a virtual world where I could do just that.

	While I had no knowledge of the previous Ultima games, that didn’t stop me from creating a character with long flowing hair and a perfect Van Dyke goatee—facial hair I could never hope to grow in the real world—and joining the fray.

	The friend and I had planned to brave Britannia together, but following the expiration of the game’s free trial period, he decided not to stick it out, leaving me forced to adventure on alone.

	And adventure, I did.

	As the swordsman Darok Arion, I fought for everything that was right, slaying monsters throughout the wilderness in an attempt to make Britannia a safer place.

	As the rogue Arsk Rann, I ran with the thieves’ guild, pickpocketing my way across cities, selling the “hot” items to the highest bidder.

	As the mage Tarsis, I lived a hermetic life in the wilds outside the city of Yew, roleplaying as an undead necromancer (before the necromancy skill was actually added to the game). Those who attacked skeletons in the nearby crypts faced my wrath. Of course, I wasn’t all that proficient at player versus player combat, so I spent a lot of time dead. However, it seemed to work for the character’s personality.

	As the bard Flynn, I traveled from city to city, encouraging players to share their greatest adventures with me. Arriving in the next town, I repeated the best stories I’d heard and collected more. (In retrospect, playing as Flynn probably led to the writing of this book.)

	With each of the game’s expansions came new opportunities for exploration and socialization, along with plenty of new ways to die. And die I did. Like, a lot.

	Shortly after the release of the Age of Shadows expansion in 2003, I packed in my cloak and called it a day, ready for new life experiences that didn’t involve sitting in front of a computer screen.

	Throughout my five years in Britannia, I met amazing people as I killed powerful monsters in dungeons, helped others learn the ropes of the game, evaded the blades of the warriors I’d stolen from, engaged in brutal warfare, and enjoyed quiet, introspective moments as I explored a vast landscape of green meadows, sandy desert valleys, and snow-covered islands.

	Oddly enough, these were the same things which made UO a curse.

	With limitless potential and possibilities, it became the online experience by which—even to this day—I compare all others.

	While gamers have been offered hundreds of Massively Multiplayer Online games (“MMOs”) over the past two decades from amazing and creative game studios around the world, few have ever provided the same feeling of freedom and player agency offered by Ultima Online.

	Despite the fact that I haven’t even played UO in nearly 15 years, I still think about it regularly. This isn’t only because of the professional work I do in the games industry, but because for me, no other MMO has offered a better, more immersive gaming experience.

	My mission with this book is not to convince you that Ultima Online is an amazing video game. The fact that you’re reading these words is a solid indication that you probably share similar opinions. It’s just a game I’ve never been able to get out of my head.

	During the years I played actively, there were many times when I thought about UO even when I wasn’t playing it. I was reading websites, following news from those players who achieved celebrity status, or thinking about the next skill I might try to develop.

	Once I quit, there were countless times over the ensuing decade where I found myself surfing onto the UO website, if only to make sure the power was still on and the servers were running. Sort of like checking in on an old friend via social media once or twice a year. You don’t have any intention of speaking with them, you just want to make sure they’re still alive.

	As a player I’d always been fascinated by others’ stories. Who was the person behind the screen whose avatar was healing me as I tried to solo a poison elemental? Why was this stranger bothering to keep me alive after I’d made such a horrible decision? What did this player do in the game once we went our separate ways? What did they love about the experience we were sharing?

	Those are the questions that took me to websites like Amazon where in the past few years I searched for books that examined UO’s player base, presenting the stories behind the stories. Not only was I shocked to learn that such a book didn’t exist; I would continue to be disappointed with each passing year as my search queries returned results for nothing more than Ultima Online strategy guides.

	Then it hit me. What if I wrote the book I wanted to read?

	After all, I wasn’t the only one having grand adventures within UO. It only felt right that someone should document daring feats, personal tales, and great accomplishments by the game’s players, volunteers, and developers—whether they fought against hordes of Player Killers, battled their way through dangerous dungeons, or were simply murdered on their way to the Vesper magic shop.

	 

	 

	
 

	CHAPTER I

	 

	CREATING WORLDS

	 

	The public servers for Ultima Online went live on September 24, 1997. 

	Not only was the internet gaining steam, but UO helped to usher online roleplaying games (“RPGs”) into the public consciousness. The game, with its 2D graphics and bird’s-eye isometric view (similar to Diablo or the Baldur’s Gate series), was developed by Austin, Texas-based software company Origin Systems, a subsidiary of video game mega-corporation, Electronic Arts.

	Origin Systems, the fitting motto of which was “We Create Worlds,” was founded by game designer brothers Richard and Robert Garriott, along with their father, Owen (a former NASA astronaut), Jeff Hillhouse, and programmer Chuck “Chuckles” Bueche.

	The company had previously published other Ultima games, a fantasy roleplaying series created by Richard Garriott de Cayeux in 1980. Over the course of nine games, the world of Sosaria, its characters, and its history made ardent fans of PC gamers across the globe. However, while highly engrossing and steeped in rich fantasy lore, the Ultima games provided only a single-player experience.

	Richard Garriott was keen on expanding the Ultima world, and his coworkers encouraged him to take a version of the game to the internet. In the team’s original vision for UO, players would not only face the gruesome monsters and perilous dungeons the Ultima franchise was known for, but they would share these adventures in real time, allowing players to make new friends (and enemies) along the way. UO was destined to become part online adventure and part social experiment.

	In reality, the game was more akin to MTV’s “The Real World,” where strangers from different walks of life spent months living together in a house to share their cultures with each other (read: drinking booze, arguing, and fighting). But unlike “The Real World,” UO’s drama came with sharp weapons, fearsome magic, and a massive digital world as its battleground.

	Development on Ultima Online began in 1995 and the title was officially revealed to the public at the Electronic Entertainment Expo (E3) in May 1996, and billed as Ultima Online: Shattered Legacy. Among the game’s announced features were persistent player housing, skill-based character progression, a craft-based, player-driven economy, and unrestricted player versus player combat.

	Fans of the original Ultima series were rabid to explore a familiar, persistent world alongside thousands of other players, and within three months of the game’s official release in September of 1997, UO found itself with more than 100,000 paying subscribers. This number, while small by today’s standards, turned heads in the gaming industry, and put a hernia-inducing strain on Origin’s servers.

	At launch, both original servers (also known as “shards”) could hold a maximum of 2,500 players simultaneously. Upon reaching that capacity, the servers slowed to a crawl, gasped and died. By October of 1997, Origin opened four additional servers, allowing players to connect to the shard closest to their physical location. This provided players with an optimal connection while helping to ease the burden on the original servers.

	As the years progressed, and the number of UO players continued to soar, additional servers were established in Japan, Europe, and Australia to help support a constant influx of players as word of the game continued to spread. While each server contained the same basic game world, the histories of each shard went on to become unique, formed by the players that inhabited them.

	The early years of UO proved that a life in an online world was completely unpredictable. To emphasize the point, Garriott himself occasionally shed his titles of creator and developer, stepping into the game as Lord British, King of Britannia.

	Through this avatar, Garriott mingled with players, often from his superfluously large castle in the game’s capital city of Britain. Lord British presented public speeches to the citizens, announced recent catastrophes, and occasionally appeared spontaneously near dangerous dungeons to provide encouragement to those souls brave enough to enter them.

	Always in character as the wise and gentle king, Garriott inspired others to roleplay, giving players a stage to add additional depth and dimension to their digital avatars. Through UO, Garriott opened a metaphorical moongate to a new world, one that could produce its own legendary stories at any moment.

	In addition to creating Ultima Online, Garriott is often credited with coining the phrase “Massively Multiplayer Online Roleplaying Game” (or “MMORPG”), a term still used by gamers to the present day. It turns out that Garriott didn’t stop at inspiring players, but also competing software companies, many of which launched similar fantasy-based MMO games in later years.

	Garriott left Origin Systems in 2000, founding a company called Destination Games, this time with the motto “We Have Arrived.” Despite Lord British’s exit from Britannia (described in-game as a “mysterious disappearance”), UO’s subscription numbers continued to climb. By the year 2003, game publications and fellow studios marveled at Ultima Online’s success. When Origin rumored that more than 250,000 players were living part-time in Britannia—each paying a subscription cost of $10 per month, with approximately 14,000 players logged in at any given time—UO became more than just a big persistent world—it became a big, persistent money tree.

	According to Jessica Mulligan and Bridgette Patrovsky’s 2003 book, “Developing Online Games: An Insider’s Guide,” UO is widely considered to be the title that opened the internet for subscription-based online gaming, with Ultima Online’s being the fastest-selling game in Electronic Arts’ catalog.

	Despite the game’s early level of success, Origin Systems was disbanded by Electronic Arts (EA) in 2004, and UO was brought in-house. EA continued development, fixing bugs, creating new landmasses, and adding fresh content expansions until 2006 when the reins to the game were handed over to Fairfax, Virginia-based Mythic Entertainment. The studio had recently been purchased by EA and operated a similar MMO, Dark Age of Camelot. At Mythic, development on UO continued for the next eight years, with new content released intermittently.

	When EA shuttered Mythic Entertainment in 2014, more than two dozen Mythic employees formed a new studio, Broadsword Online Games, with the specific intent of taking over development of UO and Dark Age of Camelot—games they had come to love. With both games retaining passionate fans, EA agreed to Broadsword’s request for a partnership.

	Broadsword continues work on both titles to the present day.

	 

	 

	A Class All its Own

	 

	Ultima Online’s original development team sought to separate its new world from other fantasy games of the era by dismissing many of the tropes and trends that came before it.

	Perhaps the biggest trend-bucking that took place was Origin’s decision to not include the traditional class-based gameplay found in many fantasy RPGs of the time. Historically, games with tough-looking warriors and flaming dragons on the cover offered players with a choice of several characters, each of which pigeon-holed the player into a specific style of play for the duration of the game. 

	In previous fantasy games, players could choose the warrior, typically appearing as a white male with a large sword whose armor perfectly contoured around his oversized pectoral muscles. This class provided players with average hack-and-slash gameplay. 

	Also available was the mage, the ethnic member of the group (usually an elf), whose offense-based magic spells could maim enemies, and whose healing abilities could help other party members live longer once they’d gotten in over their heads. 

	The rogue, usually a female wearing an earth-hued robe with the hood up, provided support in the form of a bow and arrow for long-distance fighting, switching to a blade when enemies got up close and personal. 

	Sometimes these games also offered a fourth character—a dwarf with an ax—who was always ill-tempered and usually inebriated.

	Ultima Online strayed away from these bad stereotypes and class-based character systems, instead offering more than 50 unique skills that allowed players to pick and choose what abilities their characters specialized in. The more those specific skills were worked, the more skill points they generated over time. With a maximum of 700 skill points available to any character, they could be assigned amongst any number of skills, though by raising a particular skill to 100, the player achieved “Grandmaster” status and unlocked the full potential of the ability. (Note that over the years, developers have added additional skills to the game, and the original level caps have increased.)

	If players wanted to pursue the classes from their favorite RPGs, they could still create that muscular warrior, the mysterious mage, or the scampish rogue; however, UO allowed players to mix-and-match traditional skills with crafting abilities to create something completely new.

	While players might have devoted skill points to magery, allowing them to toss spells from a safe distance, and to meditation, allowing them to regenerate mana (a supernatural force that allows spellcasting and depletes with use) faster, when an enemy finally made it into their personal space, that same character—if trained in a melee skill such as swordsmanship, mace fighting, or fencing—could pull out a weapon and do just as much damage face to face.

	Secondary skills such as anatomy, arms lore, evaluate intelligence, and tactics offered additional bonuses, making players tougher to hit or allowing them to absorb additional damage. Warriors well-versed in parrying could wield shields to aid in defense, while those who had taken the time to dabble in the resisting spells skill could suffer that extra fireball or two from an opponent.

	Ultima Online didn’t stop at offering players the ability to swing swords, halberds, and katana; it also offered one of the most robust crafting systems I’ve ever seen in a game. With multiple character slots available to players on each server, it wasn’t uncommon to focus one character on being a tough SOB, while starting a fresh character to focus on crafting needs. After all, what good is a swordsman without a blade?

	Sure, players could buy their gear from other players at a premium, but many elected to save money by crafting their own. Players who trained as alchemists created elixirs to heal in the middle of a fight, dangerous poisons that could be applied to weapon blades, or even explosive potions that could be tossed at enemies like grenades.

	Those who trained in lumberjacking used axes to chop at trees in the forest. Specializing in carpentry allowed players to turn those logs into furniture, while studying bowcraft and fletching gave players a way to turn wood into lethal longbows and crossbows as well as the arrows and bolts needed to do some serious harm to monsters, animals, or other players.

	Mining allowed players to dig ore from rocks and mountainous regions; pairing it with the blacksmithing skill provided a way to forge the ore into iron ingots to be further crafted into precious weapons and protective armor.

	Fishing allowed players to peacefully fish in streams and deep oceans, while the cooking skill could turn the fish into hearty meals that allowed players to recover stamina faster.

	Every style of play in Ultima Online had a direct impact on the entire game’s economy. One player might spend his or her digital life as a blacksmith, raising their skills in order to forge the best armor available in the lands. Another player might spend equal time perfecting their stealing skill in order to steal that armor from the blacksmith.

	No matter how each person chose to play, with the right set of skills, a player in Ultima Online could do anything.

	 

	 

	Doing Lots of Anything

	 

	At its birth, the continent of Britannia had an estimated 32,000 screens for players to explore. Within those thousands of screens were 15 major cities, seven deadly dungeons, and an expansive wilderness chock full of secrets, threats, and interesting locations just waiting to be discovered by players.

	Those locations, some of which could only be reached by boat or by magic, were fraught with their own set of dangers: everything from ill-tempered mongbats and hungry polar bears, to more aggressive monsters such as meandering skeletons or giant demons hungry for human flesh.

	Those initial 32,000 screens have since expanded exponentially in size as expansions were released over the next two decades, bringing new landmasses, dungeons, monsters, and treasures.

	In most video games, players are presented with an endgame goal within the first few minutes of playing. The player then progresses through a series of levels, defeating smaller enemies and working their way up to the game’s final boss, or “big bad.” You know how it goes—defeat the final boss and the kingdom is saved, right?

	In Ultima Online, there was no particular goal for the player. One could never truly “win.” There were only miniature victories and plenty of agonizing defeats. Subscribers were invited to play the game how they wanted, and behind the scenes, the game’s developers watched patiently to see which paths players took, tailoring the game accordingly.

	Ask any Ultima Online subscriber what a player can do in the game, and you’re more than likely to get the same answer from everyone: “You can do anything.”

	That “anything” is exactly what has spurred millions of players across the world to shill out their subscription fees each month to spend time in a digital world alive with danger and with camaraderie.

	What follows is just a few of their stories.

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	CHAPTER II

	 

	THE DIGITAL GARDEN
OF GOOD AND EVIL

	 

	When I logged into Ultima Online for the first time, I recall noticing right away how the game’s persistent online world felt different. As I made my way through the village where I’d appeared, the players I encountered were going about their business as normal. 

	Nowadays this might not sound strange, but my history of console gaming had conditioned me to believe that gaming worlds revolved around me. 

	When I booted up an RPG on my PlayStation, I was the first one to visit. The computer-controlled characters I encountered were simply waiting for me to come along and solve all their problems so that I could, in turn, ultimately restore harmony to the lands.

	The harsh truth was that in Ultima Online, no one cared that I had arrived in town.

	In some regard, I found that feeling refreshing. I could do what I wanted to do without some non-player character giving me a judgmental look when I chose to slay rabbits in the forest rather than rescue her lost daughter.

	By the time I joined the game, UO had already existed for more than a year, and to be honest, the world was doing just fine without me. 

	The more I explored, the faster I realized that Britannia felt lived in and well-worn, like a trusty pair of tennis shoes. Through every conversation with a fellow player, I learned more about the history, the people, and the major events I’d missed. It was through these word-of-mouth stories that I realized how eventful the first year of the game truly had been.

	Monsters had ravaged several cities, townsfolk had revolted against the gods, and the king himself had been assassinated.

	Wait, what?

	 

	
The Death of Lord British

	 

	As encyclopedias, documentaries, and episodes of Game of Thrones have taught us, ruling a kingdom is seldom easy. 

	With just over a month to go before Ultima Online’s official release, Origin Systems was winding down its private beta test. But on the evening of August 9, 1997, the development team decided to shake things up in Sosaria.

	When Richard Garriott assumed the mantle of Lord British and stepped into the game, it was usually with the goal of addressing the citizens of Britannia, advancing the lore of the world, or just to mingle with the common folk. However, during a roleplaying event that evening, the king learned that while he may be impervious to taxes, even he could not escape death.

	“I was on my way to Lord British’s castle because a Game Master made a shard-wide announcement that the king would make a special appearance at his castle in Britain,” said John “Dr. Pepper” Razimus, one of UO’s many beta testers.

	What players didn’t yet realize was that the king’s speech was merely a ruse. By drawing as many players as possible toward a single location on the map, the dev team was conducting a final stress test on the servers.

	As thousands of players converged on Britain, the game slowed to a crawl, a server crash imminent. Hoping that a fresh start might smooth things out—and allow Lord British to give his speech—Origin reset the server, requiring all players to log back into the game. The reset also caused a small time jump as it reverted to a saved version of the world from shortly before the announcement of the king’s appearance.

	With players still moving at a crawl, it was announced that Lord British had joined Lord Blackthorn (an avatar piloted by UO’s co-creator and director, Starr Long) at his castle. By combining the speeches to a single location, it called for less running for players, and in turn, it probably kept the servers in Origin’s offices from bursting into flames.

	What happened next was a series of three very unfortunate events that set off a chain reaction leading to regicide.

	Perhaps Garriott was focused on creating a fun event… maybe the server issues were clouding his mind…maybe he was practicing his speech…we may never know. But what we do know is that after the server reset, Garriott logged into the game without checking to see whether or not his character of Lord British was still flagged with his client’s “God Mode,” which made the king invulnerable to harm. Garriott later admitted to his faux pas whenever the subject was broached in interviews.

	This was, of course, unfortunate event number one.

	Wanting to include as many players as possible in the event, the developers further combatted the lag by removing all non-player characters from the speaking area. This included not only NPC pedestrians, nobles, and beggars, but also members of the royal guard, whose sole reason for existing was to prevent players from committing criminal activity within the city limits.

	That was the second unfortunate event.

	With everything seemingly in place, Lords British and Blackthorn appeared, perched above an eager crowd of spectators on the castle’s ramparts. There, they began their speeches. 

	According to Razimus, the group in attendance was small, with only a handful of players having made it through the laggy streets all the way to the castle. As British and Blackthorn addressed the crowd in superb roleplaying fashion, a player in the crowd, known only as “Rainz,” used the oration as a diversion. A highly-skilled thief, Rainz pickpocketed multiple players in the audience, and in the process, came into possession of a magic scroll for a spell called “Fire Field.”

	“The fact is, one of the main reasons Rainz was able to steal the Fire Field scroll and cast it was because British, Blackthorn, or the Game Masters disabled all the guards at Blackthorn’s castle,” Razimus said. “It resulted in zero policing of the area. When I arrived, the guard NPCs were there, and I watched as they were individually deleted one at a time, prior to Lord British arriving.”

	Magic scrolls—like the one Rainz had come to possess—allowed non-mages to cast one-time spells, and provided the soon-to-be assassin with a weapon. As Rainz cast the Fire Field spell, a wall of fire appeared on the ramparts, quickly enveloping both Lord British and Lord Blackthorn.

	Blackthorn’s avatar was invulnerable, free to ride out the fiery spell unharmed, while several steps away, Lord British cried out in pain before hitting the ground, dead.

	Long live the king.

	“It was clear Lord British wasn’t going to come back,” Razimus said. “He didn’t re-emerge [after his death] like we all hoped. He left us in the hands of Lord Blackthorn, who seemed to judge everyone in attendance for killing the king.”

	“Overkill” might be a good adjective to describe Blackthorn’s reaction toward the king’s death, as without warning, a group of large, powerful demons appeared in the crowd and went to work, slaughtering… well…everyone.

	When Garriott participated in a Reddit AMA (Ask Me Anything) session in 2013, it took a whopping three questions before a user asked the former King of Britannia how it felt to be assassinated by Rainz.

	“RAINZ!!!! Someday I will get my revenge!” Garriott responded. “When it happened, I was in shock and disbelief. I did not know what to do. I could no longer speak. I could not resurrect myself. I was in my office alone. Fortunately, someone in QA could see me and resurrected me. Then the team decided to kill everyone, as we did not know yet that it was Rainz.”

	Razimus said he witnessed Rainz escaping the ensuing carnage alive, though he himself was not so lucky. Soon, the demons poured out of Blackthorn castle and into the streets of Britain, capping off the evening with pure pandemonium.

	But wait…what about the third unfortunate event that led to LB’s assassination?

	This one’s a doozy you won’t find in the history books.

	As chance would have it, when the Game Masters announced the move to Blackthorn’s castle, Razimus was close by. Had Garriott and the Game Masters played out the event at Lord British’s castle as intended, Razimus said he would have been on the opposite side of the city, stuck in the lag with everyone else. Odds are good he’d have missed the festivities entirely.

	Moving the location of the speech was the third mistake, because there’s a strong possibility that Razimus is partially to blame for the king’s murder.

	“False!” I hear you shouting. “The facts are indisputable! Lord British was killed by Rainz, in the castle, with the Fire Field scroll! Even David Caruso would call this case cut and dried!”

	Razimus is not so convinced.

	 “I do believe it’s possible that Rainz stole the Fire Field scroll from my backpack,” Razimus said. “I was an avid adventurer, and I remember recently coming back from Dungeon Despise, my backpack filled with random stuff after killing ratmen. I did have scrolls in my backpack. As a master swordsman, I had little need for scrolls, but I did collect them and sell them to the NPCs.”

	Razimus, who runs the YouTube Channel Razimus Gaming, posted a video in May 2016 exploring the assassination in-depth, complete with screen shots taken by him and a friend at the crime scene.

	During the murder, Rainz is not only seen standing right next to Razimus’ character “Dr. Pepper,” but above Rainz’s head are the words “I failed to steal.”

	At the time, the words were programmed to only appear if a thief failed his or her attempt to steal from another player, and the text was only visible to the would-be victim. However, a successful theft provided no notification that the crime occurred.

	If Rainz had successfully stolen the scroll, Razimus wouldn’t have been the wiser, and with his backpack full of goodies from a recent dungeon run, Razimus was a prime target.

	Don’t you hate when that happens? You’re just minding your own business and then BOOM…you’re an unwitting accessory to the digital murder of the king.

	When Razimus had the chance to meet Richard Garriott face to face in February 2017, the assassination didn’t exactly come up in casual conversation.

	 “I did meet Richard Garriott at the first ever [Ultima Dragons] convention held at Disneyland,” Razimus said. “He and Starr Long happily took a photo with me, but I forgot to tell them how I’d met both of them online, and was one of the few in attendance during the infamous death of Lord British.

	“No one had any idea how infamous the event would become, but I’m glad I was part of it.”

	According to Starr Long, the death of the king gave employees in the Origin Systems office an elevated case of anxiety for a completely different reason.

	Several years prior to the event, in July of 1994, Richard Garriott had had a run-in with a stalker. It was in the middle of the night that a stranger threw a rock through the window of Garriott’s Austin mansion and entered his home.

	After a brief standoff, during which Garriott trained a gun on the intruder—even firing a warning shot into the wall—the police arrived and the man was arrested. While police searched the rest of the house, the intruder told Garriott that he’d seen a hologram over the mansion telling him to enter the house in order to receive his quest rewards. 

	Though the man was detained by police, he was eventually set free. Naturally, this kept Garriott and his friends on edge. Mentally unwell, the man had additional run-ins with the police in the ensuing years.

	This stalker event—a story well-known around the Origin offices—came flooding back to the forefront of many employees’ minds when Lord British was killed inside the game.

	“When the assassination occurred, someone ran through the office yelling, ‘Lord British is dead!’” Long said. “For many team members not aware of what was happening in the game, they thought the stalker had escaped custody and had killed Richard!”

	The death of Lord British has become so ingrained within Ultima Online lore that the murder was declared one of the “Five Most Influential Events in MMO History” by Wired, one of “The Six Most Insane Things that Happened in MMOs” by GamesRadar, and named by PC Gamer as one of “Five Stories of Murder and Theft That Prove Ultima Online Was One of the Best MMOs Ever.”

	And while Rainz—his real identity still a mystery—is considered by many players to be the most infamous “bad guy” in the history of Ultima Online, there are plenty of others who worked very hard to claim the title.

	 

	
Killing Time

	 

	Outside of Rainz, there weren’t any players who could add “Killing the King of Britannia” to their résumés. Instead, many were content to simply kill everyone else they came across.

	I often think back to the fellow who murdered me during my first journey to Vesper. What was his motive, I wonder? Did he have some sort of serial killer mentality and I simply fit into his victim profile by having given my character long hair and a silly beard? Did the road I was traveling belong to him and I’d simply forgotten to pay a toll? Or was I just in the wrong place at the wrong time?

	Just like how a player could dedicate their time to becoming a master craftsman, so too, could one become a murderer. The hobby, however, didn’t come without its own set of risks.

	Per UO’s design, after murdering five innocent souls, a player’s reputation and name color shifted from blue (innocent) to red (horrible, evil person). Not only did this change in notoriety allow the killer to be attacked by anyone at any time, it also made entering any of Britannia’s cities very dangerous. 

	If a Player Killer (also known as a “PK” or “Pker”) was on the loose in town, anyone could call for the invulnerable and all-powerful royal guards that attacked murderers on sight (and trust me, the guards always won that fight).

	For Canadian PK Ryan “Evil M” Bruns, who killed an estimated 600 players during his time on the Hokuto shard, he traces his murderous roots back to another game in the Ultima series.

	Released for the PC in 1994, Ultima VIII: Pagan was a single-player experience, utilizing what became UO’s trademark 2D isometric view.

	“As a kid, to me this game was absolutely mind-blowing,” Bruns said. “It was life-changing. I spent days figuring out ways not only to solve the puzzles, but also ways to screw with the world, mess the NPCS up, kill them, and loot their houses, all without being captured by the guards.”

	Years later, Bruns would follow news about Ultima Online’s development, eagerly anticipating another life-changing experience. Though this time, the experience could be shared with others.

	“I had been reading about Ultima Online in PC Gamer magazine for a few years prior,” Bruns said. “I would stare at the pictures over and over, trying and visualize how the game was going to be. My mind would go wild! [The magazine] painted a very good picture of the game, and it was better than I ever even thought a game could be.”

	Bruns began playing Ultima Online shortly after its launch, but before he could become a legend in PvP (player versus player) gameplay and an infamous murderer, he first had to overcome a poor internet connection.

	“I’ve made it sound like I started off as a badass or something,” Bruns said. “I didn’t. When I was 14 and started playing the Atlantic server, I was a complete scrub with a bad internet connection. I learned from my guild leader most of the things I needed in order to somewhat understand the game and make things come together for me.”

	Trying to make a living in the game’s player-run economy, Bruns threw himself into mining, hoping to save up enough gold to purchase a home. After weeks of hard work, Bruns was finally able to purchase a housing deed that would allow him to build one, providing both additional storage and safety in the wilderness.

	Empty land on which to place a house, even a small one, was difficult to find and often located in dangerous places in the wilds. But when a fellow adventurer offered Bruns a magic gate to where space was available, he happily hopped through, housing deed in hand.

	“I was gated to Deceit Island where I was lured by a PK and killed,” Bruns said. “I watched the [house] deed fly off my body.”

	In the process of trying to make his housing dreams come true, Bruns lost everything. 

	And that’s right about the time he broke bad.

	“I decided that I would no longer be the kind player I was trying to be,” he said.

	As Bruns saw it, the monotonous act of mining ore, smelting it into ingots, and selling them at the local bank wasn’t what paid. Killing and looting players on the other hand? That’s where fortunes could be made.

	Bruns left the Atlantic shard in favor of Hokuto, and in the process was able to improve his internet connection. His plan was to start fresh and become as proficient at PvP combat as he could.

	“I’m a dedicated person,” Bruns said. “That’s how I am once I get my mind set on something with enough motivation or provocation.”

	The Hokuto server, based in Japan, is naturally home to a large population of Japanese players. Bruns said that early on, this unfortunately led to lots of conflict between the Asian players and the North Americans who joined the server, causing wars to break out between guilds. On the other hand, it provided plenty of opportunities for Bruns to hone his combat skills.

	“There was a very chaotic feel to the server,” Bruns said. “It was war, and everyone knew it. The Japanese players banded together and some extremely strong groups were formed.”

	Bruns said the Japanese players were very dedicated to combat training, spending less time adventuring in the world, and more time perfecting their battle techniques. Bruns quickly realized that if he hoped to compete in the PvP scene, he also needed to train. As time progressed, he consciously made friends with some of the best Japanese fighters Hokuto had to offer.

	There was a catch, though. Since Bruns was spending all his time training, preparing to strike fear into the hearts of everyone he met, he didn’t have time for the game’s more mundane tasks. If Bruns was going to be successful, then the chores of making and repairing weapons or collecting magical reagents needed to be delegated to someone else.

	“I think the first time we met, I was lumberjacking around the Minoc/Vesper Moongate,” said Ryan “Jackson” Ozubko. “Evil M ran by and started asking me questions. He invited me over to his house, which was close by. We sat and talked for a bit.”

	In this chance forest encounter, not only had Bruns met Ozubko, the person who would soon offer to handle those menial tasks, but also a fellow adventurer poised to become a lifelong friend.

	Ozubko had subscribed to the game in November 1998, shortly after the release of the game’s first expansion Ultima Online: The Second Age (also known as “T2A”). The expansion added a slew of new monsters and the cities of Papua and Delucia—known as the Lost Lands—to the existing world.

	“I first read about Ultima Online in a magazine and then started to read more about it online,” Ozubko recalls. “When I went to go buy the game, the box really sold me on it. It was the T2A box. I still have it to this day.”

	With the stars aligning, the pair quickly realized they made a good team. While Bruns embarked on the dark path that would bring him toe-to-toe with combatants across the server, Ozubko focused on the game’s crafting skills, creating armor and weapons. In a roundabout way, their playstyles complemented one another perfectly.

	“I honestly don’t know why we became such good friends with our different playstyles,” Ozubko said. “Maybe I was hoping to be a badass PK like [Bruns] was. Early in UO you needed to rely on others. He was like the protector for me in certain situations. If I was out hunting and someone tried to kill me, I would ICQ him (UO players’ preferred method of instant messaging) if he was online and let him know where I was. He would always come in, guns blazing.

	“We worked well together. From the first time we met, we got along really well. We were close to the same age and lived in the same area of Canada. So we were kind of going through the same sort of things in life at the time.”

	In exchange for protection, Ozubko supplied Bruns with the tools needed to stay on top of the PK game.

	“Jackson supplied everything,” Bruns said. “Potions, armor, weapons…he had grandmaster status on everything because he had multiple accounts. He was like the mafia of Ultima Online.”

	With limitless access to Brun’s in-game home, Ozubko poked around new containers that appeared, finding them full of gold and other items collected from the players Bruns had killed. Ozubko was welcome to use these items as he saw fit.

	“It was as though we had known each other forever,” Bruns said. “Jackson treated me like a brother, and it was never a question of trust between us. He trusted that I wasn’t going to rob him, try to kill him, or steal from him.”

	And when Ozubko wasn’t arming Evil M for his nightly murder sprees, he was exploring one of his other hobbies: the game’s real estate market.

	While exploring Britannia’s vast wilds, eagle-eyed players might spot neglected player-owned homes. Structures which hadn’t been visited by their owners in the past week deteriorated into a state called “In Danger of Collapsing” (or “IDOC”). 

	After homes settled into this IDOC status, they were programmed to disappear within 24-48 hours if the owner didn’t arrive to “refresh” them by opening the door.

	With homes of all shapes and sizes being a major point of investment in Ultima Online, it was rare that players allowed them to fall. More often than not, a falling home was indicative of a player who had quit the game or had been banned for poor behavior.

	When a home reached the IDOC stage, word spread quickly across the lands, bringing players from all walks of Sosarian life to camp out around the property, waiting for it to fall.

	Ozubko made it his mission to find these homes, wait for them to disappear, and drop a new structure on the now-vacant lots. He’d subsequently head to the game’s most highly-trafficked areas to sell the home for some serious profit.

	When a house finally collapsed, it disappeared without warning. Any personal items inside the structure were left on the ground, free for the taking. While the scene sounds very straightforward and organized, having been to a few of these myself, I can assure you, they were total chaos.

	This flavor of in-game robbery brought out the more opportunistic members of society. Crowds drawn to IDOCs included business-minded folks—like Ozubko—hoping to score some walking around money. It also brought to the party thieves and looters, characters more interested in procuring the suddenly ownerless personal goods. And of course, like any major event away from the safety of the city limits, you’d typically find Player Killers looking to pick a fight in the middle of the pandemonium.

	“My favorite UO memory was from during an IDOC,” Ozubko said. “I had been hiding in the forest waiting to place a house. There were at least 15 other players there…lots of red players and a few blues. Evil M was around causing chaos, like usual.”

	At the time Ozubko’s story took place, players couldn’t build a house if there was anything blocking its path. Something as small as a backpack or as big as a player could prevent the foundation from taking. (This was later changed in an update.)

	“I had a spot set but there was one guy in the way,” Ozubko said. “I quickly ICQ’d Evil M to attack this guy to get him to move. A few seconds later, he comes flying in and the guy starts to run away. As soon as he was gone I placed the house. Real estate was hard to find, so that made us a quick buck in the game.”

	As Ozubko purchased and sold property across Britannia, each building became a temporary safe house for Bruns, who was busy building up his kill count into the hundreds.

	“Jackson and I never PvPed together,” Bruns said. “I did try and teach him, but he wasn’t interested. However, I got him somewhat skilled, to the point where he could escape from another PK without dying.

	“Jackson liked to grind loot, craft, and he would find IDOCS. I think that was his best skill, actually.”

	And even though Ozubko shied away from the PvP side of the game, Bruns recalled a situation where his pal was forced outside of his comfort zone to help him.

	“There was a time when I aggravated our close neighbors,” Bruns said. “I explained to Jackson what happened and he pleaded with me to try and solve the problem because our neighbors were too close for comfort. It just so happened I was fighting them outside the house one day when Jackson recalled in for one of his usual home trips, which to me, always seemed very uneventful.”

	This trip home proved anything but uneventful as Ozubko spied his friend in a two-against-one battle for his life.

	“Jackson quickly assessed the situation and went in the house, as if he wanted no part of it,” Bruns said. “I was getting the upper hand, and as I chased [my attackers], they ran for their house. Jackson actually followed, threw me some heals, and attacked one of the neighbors.

	“We ended up killing them and looting their house. Our neighbors moved shortly thereafter.”

	But even after the major life-or-death experience, Ozubko knew the life of an outlaw wasn’t for him.

	“I didn’t mind Evil M’s playstyle,” Ozubko explained. “I just panicked when it was time to do that stuff. My adrenaline gets going and I would always be slower than the other person.”

	The pair’s symbiotic relationship continued to grow alongside Bruns’ reputation, and soon, he had established himself as one of Hokuto’s most-feared Player Killers.

	But those who pursued a life of murder couldn’t just “opt out” if they had a sudden change of heart. Each murder count accrued would “decay” after eight hours of play time, so those who accidentally got a little too bloodthirsty only had to hide out until they could rejoin the rest of society.

	However, those players seeking to become career PKs faced the dreaded “Stat Loss” game mechanic, whereupon his or her eventual death, their character automatically lost a percentage of all stats and skills upon resurrection.

	Dying deep in Stat Loss territory offered two options: wander the world as a ghost until the murder counts wore off, or come back to life weaker. There was also a third option, taught to me by some of my slaughter-happy friends. When they died deep in Stat Loss, they simply deleted the character and started over.

	Stat Loss was implemented by the designers as a sort of cosmic payback for a killer’s evil deeds. In a game of risk versus reward, it required that those with the stones to “go red” have the PvP skills to back it up.

	“Stat Loss was what I went to sleep thinking about and woke up thinking about,” Bruns said. “It changed how I played every day. Stat Loss is what drove me to be an organized lunatic.

	“When I would PK, I would sometimes hold my breath. I would sweat. I would anticipate moves and player actions ahead of time. It would never escape my mind that seconds after entering a dungeon, that a party of bounty hunters could enter behind me and start setting a trap. I played 100 percent of the time with this in mind.”

	In the end, Bruns took a fourth option to avoiding Stat Loss. He never died.

	Perhaps most impressive of all is the fact that as Bruns’ skills grew, he wasn’t simply racking up his kill count on wayward miners and lumberjacks. It wasn’t the thrill of the kill that pushed him, but the unquenchable thirst for worthy adversaries.

	“I never PKed newbies, and if I ever did, it was a slip-up,” Bruns said. “At first I PKed everyone, until I killed a young lady at Covetous Dungeon. I could tell she was new, because she dropped easily. I looted her, and on her body I found a book.”

	This book became a game-changer for the murderer.

	“When I read the book, it was striking to me,” Bruns said. “She had detailed what she had been doing in the game, and in the last line in the book, she was talking about the birds in the cave. It almost brought me to tears.

	“From that day forth, I attacked the strong, not the weak. I actually fought for the weak as a PK if I had to. To this day, [the book] sticks with me.”

	Bruns said that if he saw stronger players picking on weaker ones, he’d go out of his way to heal the underdogs, allowing them to escape. Or when he killed the attacker, he’d give the deceased’s belongings to the would-be victim.

	“The book changed how I played,” Bruns continued. “It changed who I was in the game and made me more of a ‘bringer of justice.’ I would not allow a stronger player to bully a weaker player, or steal his kills and loot them simply because the weaker player could not defend himself.

	“I had targets, players who were deserving of death, and maybe I would make it just a little bit tougher for them. I probably forced a lot of players off the server. I didn’t want to hurt the population, I just wanted the game to flourish. It was all-new for me, learning what kind of an impact a player could have on a community, and realizing I had decisions to make.”

	As a skilled Player Killer and justice warrior, Bruns’ reputation grew with every kill. As his body count continued to climb, Evil M’s name graced Britannia’s bounty boards.

	“I didn’t know of his code,” Ozubko admits. “It just seemed like he wanted to attack and kill everyone. He told me about his code just recently, and I thought that to be very honorable of him. Everyone thinks PKs are just a bunch of jerks and griefers. Evil M would resurrect a lot of his kills, or he would gate them back to town.”

	Because discipline and training was something to be respected on the Hokuto server, many players wanted to learn combat from Bruns directly. While no one knew how to reach him, they knew someone who could.

	“Evil M certainly had a reputation and people were wanting to learn from him,” Ozubko said. “With him being red, he wasn’t able to go to banks, and he kind of roamed all around. I did a lot of trading in the game and most people knew I was friends with him. I’d get the odd ICQ message from people wondering if they could talk to him.”

	With Bruns’ approval, Ozubko set up a time and place to meet with those interested in learning more about combat. These sessions led to Bruns sharing his wisdom with strangers. Some used the knowledge to join Evil M on the bounty boards, while others used it to better defend themselves in dungeons.

	Of course, there were also players who set up meetings through Ozubko as a ruse. Once they met Bruns face to face, they’d attempt to kill him, hoping to collect the ever-growing bounty on his head.

	“We would never train at our main house,” Bruns said. “We always set up the meetings in secret locations. If they attempted to kill me, I was always ready for these kinds of things. But since Jackson had plenty of houses, if things started to heat up, I would move to another location. Problem solved. It was a non-stop battle of staying one step ahead of the people who wanted my head.”

	Bruns ultimately retired from UO in late 1999, but the friendship between Evil M and Jackson continued to grow, the two pals speaking often. Even after Bruns left the game, it wasn’t the last time he’d count on Ozubko for help.

	In 2005, Bruns was driving through the city of Kamloops, in Northwestern Canada, when his car suddenly broke down. Far from home, and with no one to call, Bruns once more enlisted the help of his partner.

	“I happened to break down very close to where Jackson lived,” Bruns said. “I remembered his real name and looked him up in the phone book. I called and had to explain the situation to his parents.”

	Ozubko remembers the call vividly.

	“I got home from work and this phone call comes in, ‘Hey man, its Evil M. I’m in Kamloops. My car broke down and I can’t seem to find the part anywhere. Think you could try and help me out?’”

	It was late in the day, and with the auto supply stores closed, there was only one option: Jackson had to stage a rescue mission.

	“I drove into town to pick him up,” Ozubko said. “It was cool to meet him for the first time. All those years of hanging out in a video game, now there we were hanging out in real life. It was a little weird at first, but as the evening went on, it was like we’d been friends for ages. He ended up spending the night and in the morning we went out to try and find the part he needed. Eventually he got it and was on his way later that day.”

	Considering Jackson to be his best friend in UO, Bruns said he expected no less from the man he treated like a brother.

	“Much like in the game, he’s always helping me out,” Bruns said.

	 

	 

	 

	In Friendship They Conquer

	 

	As many of the stories in this book will show you, players logging into Ultima Online for the first time were simply trying to find their footing in a strange new fantasy world. After all, no one entered the game hoping to create the biggest, and most successful guild in gaming history, right?

	Wrong.

	Sean “Dragons” Stalzer got something of a sneak peek at Ultima Online in 1996 as part of the game’s alpha test. While Stalzer said the test was minimalistic at best, it provided him with a look at how to be successful in UO once the game was finally released. 

	That secret sauce, as Stalzer saw it, was teamwork, and in February 1996 he decided to get a head start by founding his historic guild, “The Syndicate.” 

	Coming from an early experience with the MMO Meridian 59, developed by 3DO and released in December 1995, Stalzer viewed UO as the next step in the evolution of online games. 

	“Meridian 59’s beta test helped to start shaping the modern MMO imagination,” Stalzer said. “As the game progressed, and players started figuring out how to grief people and how to fight between guilds, the idea of a group of players having your back became paramount in my mind.”

	And while he said he enjoyed his time experimenting with Meridian 59, Stalzer felt the game lacked the ideals that he believed would serve as cornerstones for The Syndicate.

	“I wasn’t finding what I was seeking in other guilds: the friendship, the long term commitment, and the team focus,” he said. “So, I elected to try my hand at starting my own guild.” 

	With Ultima Online’s release more than a year away, Stalzer recruited guildmates through email, offering them a chance to start the game on day one alongside a group of other individuals focused on growing the community, building friendships, and making the online gaming experience better for everyone.

	Stalzer explained that even though many players weren’t sure what to expect from the actual release, the UO alpha test had captured many imaginations and players eagerly anticipated what adventures through the game would look like.

	Since instant messaging services and voice chat wouldn’t be developed for several more years, Stalzer spent the months leading up to the UO beta test communicating with his soon-to-be guildmates via email chains. Organizing his recruits into groups of squads, Stalzer did everything he could to ensure that when The Syndicate finally arrived in UO, it could hit the ground running.

	When UO’s beta test opened, more than 100 members of The Syndicate were invited to participate, and Stalzer’s grand plan went into motion.

	Just like he’d planned, the members worked together to defend the realm from evil while sharing resources that allowed them to build up their characters and expand their efforts across Britannia. With Stalzer dictating a starting city for new players (Vesper) and guild colors (rich blue with gray accents), members were able to easily find one another when logging into the game.

	Following the UO beta test, multiple servers were added to the game to help with player distribution. The original server—renamed to “Atlantic”—continued to serve as The Syndicate’s home, and does so to this day.

	“The Syndicate has always been on Atlantic,” Stalzer explained. “It was the initial server and ended up being the most heavily-populated. It remains, far and away, the most active server today.”      

	The benefits of working together became evident as Stalzer and his guildmates began purchasing houses across the map. In addition to the group’s guildhouse (a large castle), smaller homes served as supply outposts when the guild went adventuring, attempting to rid specific areas of Player Killer activity.

	But even with many members contributing to The Syndicate, the game didn’t yet provide an organized method to easily indicate who was—and wasn’t—an official member of the guild.

	Thankfully for Stalzer, this potential organizational nightmare was solved in an early update to the game that introduced “guildstones.” These decorative rocks could be purchased and placed in homes or on boats, allowing players to easily recognize those who were also in their guild.

	Unfortunately for The Syndicate, these guildstones weren’t made to handle the volume of players Stalzer recruited and he soon found himself in an odd situation.

	“The original UO code never anticipated a guild would be larger than 150 people,” he said. “The Syndicate crossed 500 players very soon after launch, and kept growing from there.” 

	Due to a bug deep within the guildstone’s code, it got to a point where if Stalzer recruited any additional members into The Syndicate, he inadvertently crashed the entire server, shutting down the game for anyone on the Atlantic shard.

	“In fact, I could crash the server at will if I wanted too,” he said. “I reported it and was told I was mistaken, and I was not crashing the server. It was just coincidence. 

	“We set rules in place that we would only add new people to the guild at very off hours so as to not harm the community.” 

	And while Stalzer did his due diligence in regularly reporting that The Syndicate’s guildstone was the cause of numerous early morning crashes, no one seemed to believe him.

	“Finally, after months of trying, I got a Game Master to show up and I added him to the guild—in the middle of the day—and took the server down,” Stalzer recalls. “Needless to say, we got attention on the bug and got it fixed ASAP at that point.”

	Where many guilds were careful whom they welcomed into their ranks, Stalzer found himself a good judge of character, building The Syndicate around friendship and camaraderie rather than promises of riches or high-level treasures.

	“The common theme is that everything is friend-based,” he said. “We do not fight over loot. There is no backstabbing or internal drama. We recruit people with similar values and similar goals who have the same friendship focus. The game is not a goal for us, the game is a tool we use to grow friendships.”

	While a guild with more than 500 members could quickly spiral out of control for someone else, Stalzer said the practice of recruiting like-minded individuals ensured The Syndicate could grow as large as necessary.

	And just as Stalzer expected, those friendships soon spilled over into the real world. Because of friendships founded and strengthened through Ultima Online, members of The Syndicate were soon supporting one another outside of the game, whether it was lending emotional support, or helping each other find employment across the world.

	Stalzer put in extra work to bring his guildmates even closer together, hosting monthly dinners and Local Area Network (LAN) parties where members could meet and greet in person, further strengthening relationships that transcended the game.

	“Our capstone event is our annual SyndCon with more than 250 attendees,” Stalzer said. “Over 600 of our members have been to one or more of these events. Putting faces to names and building friendships for five days each year goes a long way to making the community rock solid.”

	Stalzer has been hosting SyndCon for 17 years and The Syndicate remains one of the most popular guilds in Ultima Online.

	“Literally, over 90 million other guilds have been created and have failed during the time we have existed,” Stalzer points out. “Despite our member count being massive, a member isn’t a number. They are a person. 

	“When you create a community like that, it attracts like-minded people willing to invest themselves in the community’s long-term success. That is the opposite of what occurs in nearly all other guilds.”

	The Syndicate has become so well known and so highly regarded, that the group often receives offers to try out up-and-coming MMOs in the beta stage, or are invited to participate in design sessions. Members of the guild often use these early peeks at new MMOs to write the official strategy guides to be released in stores alongside the games.

	“We have done many dozens of projects and worked with many companies of all shapes and sizes,” Stalzer said. “We have hundreds of friends in the games industry that we really enjoy supporting.”

	During the Ultima Online 20th anniversary party, held in Herndon, Virginia, in September of 2017, Richard “Lord British” Garriott explicitly referred to The Syndicate as “the first guild in UO.”

	Another, albeit stranger accolade on The Syndicate’s résumé includes an entry in the Guinness Book of World Records for being “the oldest, continuously operating online gaming community.”

	While in the early days Stalzer said he was mildly aware of his guild’s popularity in UO, the group’s successes truly hit home in 1998 when a stranger offered him $50,000 in U.S. currency for his game account, the guild castle, and control of The Syndicate guildstone.

	Stalzer politely declined.

	Not only does Stalzer function as The Syndicate’s leader and event planner, but he also plays the role of guild historian, keeping a detailed record of events and guild activities. Those adventures are regularly archived online and have been published in two paperback volumes, The Legend of The Syndicate: A History of Online Gaming’s Premier Guild and The Syndicate: Beyond The Legend.

	And while The Syndicate still maintains a presence in UO, Stalzer has established branches of the guild in the countless other MMOs that have been released in the past two decades. In each world, whether it be Star Wars Galaxies, World of Warcraft, EVE Online, or Shroud of the Avatar, the members still play with Stalzer’s “friendship first” mentality in mind.

	“It is all about the friendships,” Stalzer said. “‘In Friendship We Conquer’ is one of our mottos. I have dozens of members who have been with me for more than 20 years, and hundreds who have been here for more than 10 years. 

	“The commitment of the members to both the community, and to each other, is insane, and it’s why I put in the time I do.”

	 

	 

	The Perilous Journey

	 

	For every player that logged into Ultima Online with malicious or murderous intent, there were an equal number of brave souls who made it their missions to keep the roads, mountains, and seas of Britannia safe.

	One such person is Michael Pusateri, who logged into UO for the first time in December 1997, shortly after the game hit store shelves.

	“I had heard about the game in PC Gamer magazine and was enthralled with the idea,” said Pusateri. “I think at the time, the idea of playing with others in an open world was enticing. The book, Snowcrash by Neal Stephenson, had come out recently, and the idea of virtual worlds was buzzing around my head.”

	Prior to even hearing about UO, Pusateri had cut his teeth on the early days of the internet via Usenet groups. It was there he participated in Multi-user Dungeons (also known as “MUDs”), real-time multiplayer environments that were typically text-based. Upon entering a MUD, players read detailed descriptions of rooms, objects, NPCs, and other players, as well as a list of basic actions that could be performed.

	While minimalistic, MUDs invoked a Dungeons & Dragons fantasy vibe. They combined the elements of roleplaying, monster battles, player versus player combat, interactive fiction, and even online chat. 

	From there, Pusateri experimented with early LAN gaming using a hack called Kali. The Kali emulator available on DOS and Windows, enabled certain multiplayer games to work over modern networks, including the internet. As development on the emulator continued, a game browser was added to connect players for frenetic rounds of Doom 3, Command and Conquer, Mechwarrior 2, Unreal Tournament 2004, Counter Strike: Condition Zero, and many more.

	“To have a video game that was connected purposefully to the internet with the openness and flexibility of the MUDs was literally unheard of at the time,” Pusateri said. “I had been playing Warcraft and a few other games over the internet via Kali and it was mind-blowing to interact with players from all over.”

	Finally finding his way to Ultima Online, Pusateri started life on the Sonoma shard as “Glendor,” a name borrowed from his days of playing Dungeons & Dragons with his friends. And while Pusateri may have ended his UO career as a highly regarded and staunch defender of the innocent, he didn’t exactly start that way.

	“I was more focused on the crafting aspects of the game,” he said. “I loved the idea of building things in a virtual world, like my own armor and weapons. UO’s multi-step process of mining, forging, and crafting set off the right dopamine triggers in my brain and I found it relaxing after a long day of work and children.”

	In order to make a living and collect the resources that allowed Pusateri to cultivate his own armory, he wandered the unprotected forests near his hometown of Vesper. Venturing west toward Covetous Dungeon, he spent time killing monsters for meager piles of gold before heading to the big city to purchase what he needed. 

	 The road from Vesper bifurcated, with one branch heading to Britain, the other toward Yew. This area became known as “The Crossroads,” and served as an epicenter of constant danger. By being a hotspot for travelers who couldn’t simply teleport around the world with the help of magical incantations, it also drew players with murderous intent. It was near The Crossroads that Pusateri had his first encounters with Player Killers.

	“At first, I was nervous and would run at the first sight of them,” Pusateri said. “Later, I would fight with my ax or pick, or whatever, not really understanding the combat mechanics. But after a while, seeing others fight back against the PKs, I became more interested in the anti-Player Killer gameplay.”

	Soon, crafting armor and weapons took a back seat to Pusateri’s focus on strengthening and perfecting his combat abilities. He later joined a guild of like-minded players called “The Blood Clan” (BLD), led by brothers Grunk and Ruknar, who roleplayed orcs.

	Joining a combat-oriented guild also activated Pusateri’s dopamine triggers. The experience was high stakes, but at the same time, not completely serious. 

	“This was when the social aspect of UO really took off,” Pusateri said. “Looking back, it was probably that aspect of not getting down about losing a fight that made the group appealing.

	“Video gaming can be full of people that can’t handle losing, or not being perfect. I’m not like that, and I wanted to be around people that wanted to have fun and not be perfect. The fun was having the fight and doing what we saw as right.”

	As a way of further growing the community, Pusateri began taking screenshots as he played, uploading them online for other players to view. These picture episodes, posted between 1998 and 2001, used a combination of pictures and captions to chronicle The Blood Clan’s in-game adventures. Pusateri’s episodes showed off his day-to-day gaming sessions and included everything from bloody wars with other guilds, to the aggressive hunting of known PKs, and even strayed into the ridiculous when Pusateri’s character Glendor temporarily took up the mantle of a cookie salesman.

	In his episode titled Adventures of a Cookie Salesman, posted December 5, 2000, Pusateri, with a backpack full of cookies on a metal tray (an edible item that could be crafted by chefs), sets out to sell the delectables to some of his most dangerous enemies. 

	Pusateri prefaces the adventure by saying, “Like any good husband and father, I do as I’m told. My wife and eldest daughter told me they needed to sell cookies as a school fundraiser. They said other fathers sold them at the office, and I was expected to try as well.”

	It’s when you consider that Pusateri’s “office” is a fantasy world and his “job” is killing murderers, that the humor truly hits home.

	Pusateri attempts his first sale by approaching the home of his enemy Oliver Holmes. After Pusateri gives his spiel, explaining that he’s selling cookies to raise money for his daughter at the Vesper Girls’ School, Oliver and his pals don’t take kindly to the visit and quickly kill Glendor. As Pusateri watches the event play out as a ghost, the murderers soon begin fighting over the cookies left on his corpse.

	Next, Glendor and some pals head to The Imperium, the headquarters for another gang of vicious killers. As The Imperium’s members appear, Pusateri once more launches into his spiel. This time, rather than kill Glendor, one enemy offers up a meager 10 gold pieces for a plate of delicious cookies while several others barter with resources and good old-fashioned alcohol.

	As the episode progresses, Pusateri hits every PK hotspot on the map, delivering his spiel, and collecting money from those he normally considered his greatest enemies. Staying in character for the duration of the adventure, Pusateri said he was amazed when those he encountered actually played along.

	“Almost every player I ran into went along with the story and helped play a part, unprompted,” he said. “The camaraderie of the roleplaying aspect is something rarely seen in today’s MMORPGs.”

	What Pusateri didn’t know was that his days as an anti-PK on the Sonoma shard were numbered, and he’d soon be forced into early retirement.

	Possibly the largest—and most controversial—change to Ultima Online happened on May 4, 2000, with the release of Renaissance, the game’s second major expansion. Along with major gameplay and housing tweaks, the expansion dropped a bomb on players when it literally split the world in two. 

	The main world where everyone had played to date, with all the cities, all the homes, all the player communities, and all the murders was renamed as the “Felucca” facet. Meanwhile, an exact duplicate of the world, called the “Trammel” facet, was created in parallel. While Trammel mirrored Felucca, it was a pristine copy, without any existing homes. Not only did this double the available space for player housing, Trammel came with a catch: non-consensual player versus player combat wasn’t allowed anywhere on the facet. Not in the woods, not in dungeons, and definitely not in town.

	When the Trammel/Felucca split divided the world, it also divided the player base. Players disinterested in PvP fled for safer territory. And with them went the commerce. For many players, the major draw of Ultima Online had been its cleverly-designed systems of risk versus reward, and in one fell swoop it had disappeared, leaving the old world of Felucca little more than a ghost town.

	While some players used Renaissance as an opportunity to gracefully exit the game for other opportunities (read: rage quit), the developers had thrown a bone to those who still sought an experience where players remained dependent on one another for success, both on the battlefield and economically.

	Before the Renaissance expansion landed, there had been a significant addition to Ultima Online that may have heralded the coming of Trammel, had we all been paying attention. 

	On July 16, 1999, a new U.S.-based server named “Siege Perilous” opened its doors to much fanfare from the development team. Unlike the normal shards, “Siege,” as it became known, was designed to cater to veteran players, bringing with it a slew of unique rulesets and handicaps meant to provide its inhabitants with a new challenge.

	While the world of Britannia looked the same as any other shard, Siege provided only one character slot per account. To keep the focus on a player-driven economy, NPC shopkeepers didn’t buy goods from player characters. Additionally, shopkeepers hoarded their wares, not selling resources vital to crafting weapons, armor, arrows, and other necessities. Those items that they did sell cost three times the amount as their counterparts on normal shards.

	Siege also took away the ability for mages to cast recall—a common teleportation spell—requiring all travel to be completed on foot, via horseback, or with the help of a more powerful wizard who could cast a gate spell (that spell did not, however, work inside of dungeons where running for one’s life was a common scene on every server).

	As if that wasn’t enough to make a player tear their hair out, tools such as swords, axes, fishing poles, and even scissors had a very limited number of uses before they broke, forcing them to be regularly repaired or replaced. 

	To further complicate matters, skill gains after 70 were shifted to a new system known as “Rate Over Time,” (“RoT”) meaning players had a forced time limit between possible gains. Under the RoT system, training took between 250-750 minutes to “level up.” This was mainly done to prevent players from macroing their characters to stronger levels and encouraging them to “gain as they play.”

	There were, however, several very appealing differences in the server’s design: combat in towns—while strictly outlawed on “normal” servers—was completely legal and, perhaps most importantly, there was no Trammel.

	Instantly, Siege became a server known for its tight-knit community where players genuinely relied on one another for things like safety, travel, weapons, and armor repair. The shard had successfully put the emphasis of UO back on cooperative play.

	An Asia-based server called “Mugen” was later opened featuring the same veteran ruleset. In Japanese, Mugen translates to “dream, fantasy, or infinite.” Players interpreted it to mean “Without Limits,” which is kind of ironic, considering the dozens of limits the shard features.

	With Trammel in place on Sonoma, and facing what was essentially an empty facet, Pusateri turned his attention toward Siege Perilous, which sounded right up his alley.

	“Siege Perilous was going to bring the best and most committed players from across the various shards together for the first time,” Pusateri said. “Starting everything from scratch, like skills, wealth, and housing had an appeal of literally shaping the shard from the outset to be what the players wanted.”

	While Pusateri had experimented on Siege when it first opened, he soon relocated there permanently from Sonoma. Just as advertised, the server had garnered popularity with the veteran player base. Pusateri noted that the first few months following the shard’s birth became vital to its personality.

	“Everyone was struggling with the same issues starting up and there was a lot of helping each other out, without regard for guild or affiliation,” he said. “This led to a long-lasting ‘frenemy’ situation for many of the early players, and the camaraderie and respect between opposing groups was a good feeling.”

	Settled on his new home server, Pusateri went to work building up his latest incarnation of Glendor. Soon, many of his former Blood Clan guildmates arrived on Siege, and the friends refounded the guild, going back to their anti-PK ways. Blood Clan leaders Grunk and Ruknar, however, were among the casualties who left Ultima Online following the major changes instituted by the Renaissance expansion. With the newly re-formed clan leaderless, Pusateri seemed like the right guy for the job. 

	Before fully leaving the game myself, I created my own character on Siege Perilous, lured in by the hype I’d read online about its tight-knit community. I was familiar with Glendor from following his escapades online, and I was shocked to spot him one evening chasing a murderer down a dirt road. 

	After introductions and some polite conversation, Glendor graciously allowed me to hack away at him as I built up my neophyte fencing abilities. Soon Pusateri was called into action and we were whisked off to a large-scale battle in the wilderness where murderers with pet dragons in tow fought against a legion of anti-PKs. 

	While I spent most of that evening dead, it was fascinating to see the community that Pusateri speaks of first-hand. Despite the night’s being a chaotic bloodbath, strangers went out of their way to resurrect me upon death, tossing me a spare weapon so I could quickly get back in the fight. In fact, the whole experience activated my own dopamine triggers and I could see why Pusateri enjoyed the combination of high-adrenaline action followed by humor and fellowship.

	Pusateri continued to follow his anti-PK ambitions, fighting on the side of good, eventually founding his own guild, “Aegis.” Try as he might, he just couldn’t shake being one of the “good guys.” Even when Pusateri dabbled in other online games, he regularly found himself drawn to support roles.

	“I like the role of the defender as opposed to the aggressor in most games,” he said. “Anti-PKs were the defenders in UO. I like the narrative I could tell, and I liked being the person that stood up to the bad guys. It felt more like punching up. I’m just wired that way.”

	By 2001, competing MMOs such as EverQuest and Dark Age of Camelot were stealing Pusateri’s attention from UO. By 2003 he’d found a new game of choice in EVE Online. But while his tastes may change year-to-year, Pusateri said it was Ultima Online that formed the ideas and design elements that he looks for within an online game and laid the architecture for what will provide his next rush of dopamine.

	“UO was one of the first MMORPGs and it set a tone for many of those that followed, both in similarity and in how they differ on key gameplay aspects,” Pusateri said. “I always enjoy the world building and open world aspects of games, and UO was the first I played that literally allowed players to change the world as they saw it. 

	“That preference continues to this day.”

	 

	 

	The Price of Property

	 

	Ultima Online’s persistent world provided a playground where simply stepping out of your front door could lead to limitless and dangerous adventure. However, while royalty was being slaughtered, murderers were running rampant, and brave knights were fighting tirelessly to defend the honor of the innocent, most of us were simply trying to get by.

	Whether we forged armor for warriors, sold fish steaks to weary travelers, or hawked the spoils of our dungeon runs at the city’s major banks, each player had their own endgame in mind for a game that never truly ended.

	For many, those goals included buying property, which provided a home base in which to hoard our treasures in private. Rather than the instance-based housing that many modern MMOs provide, Ultima Online’s housing system required players to purchase a housing deed (or later using a house placement tool) and then set out to scour the wilderness for the perfect place to put it…provided the requisite free space existed.

	Thousands of players inhabiting every server equated to thousands of homes of myriad shapes and sizes decorating the landscape. Of course, the larger the house, the more open space was needed to drop a foundation. If a house deteriorated and collapsed, it was a sure bet that it would be replaced by a brand new home (or several small homes) within a day.

	I found myself with property quite quickly in the game, not fully understanding that owning a home was a rite of passage of sorts.

	Staying alive long enough to get my first character, the mage/warrior Darok Arion of Lake Superior, to the capital city of Britain, I spent a few days bumming around taverns and banks, exploring what the metropolis had to offer. One day I left the safety of the guards in pursuit of some mongbats—small, flying imps—I had spotted at the edge of the city.

	Trying to raise my swordsmanship skill to an acceptable level, I was growing frustrated with the time it was taking to accumulate skill points. 

	Enter the man in the straw hat.

	A traveler, who didn’t know me from Adam, paused nearby on the dirt road that led west out of Britain. He was decked out in colorful chainmail armor and wore a clashing straw hat pulled over his mane of dark red hair. Examining both me and the mongbat corpse I stood over, he eventually approached.

	Naturally, I assumed that like the many others before him, he wanted to murder me dead. Instead, the man opened a trade window and offered up a set of leather armor to help protect me.

	Taking the armor and thanking him, I explained my plight of trying to raise my skills. The man in the straw hat offered to guide me to a nearby area where I could fight some orcs under his protection.

	The fellow’s name was Rennard Al’Qin, and rather than take me into the middle of the woods and leave me for dead—as I feared was his plan—he did as he’d promised, healing me with bandages as I hacked and slashed away at a party of orcs.

	After an hour, I’d raised my swordsmanship skills and Rennard indicated that he had other engagements that required his attention. He asked me to follow him to the West Britain Bank where he proceeded to give me thousands of gold coins, armors, weapons, clothes, the whole nine yards. I took the items, still unsure of his intentions. Then he instructed me to follow him to his house. 

	Exiting town through the same gate, we made our way southwest. As we walked, I found myself growing more excited with each step beyond the city’s perimeter. After playing the game as a loner for some time, perhaps I’d finally found someone I could game with regularly. My mind raced at the thoughts of the thrilling adventures Rennard and I might share.

	We reached a tiny strip of beach, not three minutes outside the city, and Rennard opened the door to a small wooden house. I nervously followed him inside, a distant part of me still expecting his blade to sink into my flesh at any moment. 

	At this point in my UO career, I’d been playing the game for maybe a month or so. I didn’t know where people got their houses and at that stage in the game, I don’t think I’d ever been inside of one. Rennard’s home was little more than a claustrophobic box, decorated modestly with a stack of wooden chests and a corner table where a candle burned brightly.

	He asked me what I thought of his abode, to which I probably uttered something polite—likely complimenting the quality and craftsmanship of his sole piece of furniture—and then he proceeded to ask me if I’d like to have it.

	I’m a suspicious person by nature, so I was waiting for the other shoe to drop before I answered. Rennard laughed at my nervousness and explained there was no catch; I had simply met him on what was to be his last day in Ultima Online. He went on to say that he’d already given me all the contents of his bank vault and he’d rather give his home to a player who needed it than let it rot and collapse.

	Still anticipating a gang of players jumping out of the woodwork to kill me, I thanked him and graciously accepted his offer. A trade window opened up; in it were the keys to the home and Rennard’s straw hat. 

	I clicked the accept button and our transaction was complete. Before I could say another word, Rennard ran out of the house and disappeared off screen. I stood inside my new home, contemplating the property and wondering what the hell had just happened. I never saw Rennard again.

	It was then I realized that maybe Ultima Online wasn’t full of horrible people that just wanted to watch me bleed. 

	Maybe there was more to this game.

	While I was busy lucking into real estate with little-to-no-effort, Kevin “Vincent” Leonard was wandering the Great Lakes server, his head clouded with dreams of home ownership. 

	Arriving in Britannia in 1998 during the release of The Second Age, the 13-year-old Leonard had recently been put onto the game by a friend and was enamored with everything UO had to offer.

	“My best friend spent the night and loaded up Ultima Online on my computer and I was hooked right away,” Leonard said. “I had never seen anything like it at the time.” 

	Drawn in by the game’s skill-based system, Leonard was overwhelmed by the number of professions available, especially having come from games like Diablo, where a character’s class was etched in stone.

	On the Great Lakes shard, Leonard spent his first year simply learning the game’s mechanics and training up his warrior in mace fighting and fencing through whatever means he could find.

	As he wandered the wilderness hunting monsters, Leonard sidled down alleyways between crowded player houses, making plans for when he had a home of his own. Though he had hopes and dreams for his one-day residence, his bank balance was being uncooperative about purchasing a house deed. Lacking the proper funds, Leonard said he wasn’t sure how he could possibly save up 30,000 gold pieces, which for the time and economy, approximated months of hard work and dedication to a crafting profession.

	“When I started playing, owning a home was what I wanted more than anything,” Leonard said. “I felt it was a measure of success.”

	Instead, Leonard emptied his bank to purchase a small boat. After dropping the craft into the water, he lived at city docks and on the high seas, spending quality time covering the deck with furniture in an effort to make it feel as homey as possible. 

	Unfortunately, any items placed on the deck of a ship decayed over time, and each day when he logged back into the game, he’d set about redecorating the boat all over again.

	As handy as the ship was, it wasn’t filling the void in Leonard’s soul as only a house could. A home could be decorated without fear of the items being deleted, it provided a sturdy structure closed off from the elements, and it was…you know…on land.

	Once more, the itch to be a Britannian homeowner surfaced, and Leonard devised a plan to make the gold he so desperately needed. Not one to follow a crafting vocation, he decided to visit the world’s dangerous dungeons to defeat monsters and reap their financial rewards.

	Now in his second year of playing the game, Leonard had a better handle on how the world and economy worked. Some quick math directed him to Shame Dungeon, southeast of Yew, where the first level of the dungeon (and the least dangerous) was full of ill-tempered, rocky creatures known as “earth elementals.” According to what Leonard had read online, these granite giants dropped several hundred gold upon their death.

	As the warrior poached the elementals in the darkness of the dungeon, hours turned into days, and days turned into weeks. But soon, the gold began accumulating, and Leonard’s bank balance rose ever closer to his goal of 30,000 gold pieces.

	But in the depths of Shame Dungeon, earth elementals weren’t the most dangerous creatures around. What Leonard truly needed to be wary of were his fellow humans.

	Many PKs frequented dungeons, where attacking players who were already engaged in battle with monsters provided easier kills. Leonard often found himself in this exact situation and watched in disgust as his collection of gold coins disappeared as the murderers cleaned his corpse dry.

	“Hunting in the dungeons made me a prime target for red characters,” Leonard said. “It was brutal, but I kept at it. These days, I can make 30,000 gold in under a half hour. It took me months back then.”

	The warrior’s diligence paid off when upon visiting his bank after a dungeon run, he found he had finally accumulated the gold necessary to purchase a small brick house deed. Running to the nearest housing broker, Leonard slapped down his coins and tasted success. But with the deed in hand came the next part of Leonard’s challenge: finding a place to build the house.

	Until the space available for housing was doubled in the year 2000, Britannia’s wilds were wildly congested. Head outside of any of the city’s major areas and player homes—from small, one-room houses, to large, multi-level towers—dotted every free inch of land.

	When players double-clicked the housing deed, a ghost image of the house appeared on the landscape. If there was adequate terrain available, the house appeared in solid form, otherwise it disappeared, returning to the deed.

	Throughout his search, Leonard employed the same tactics as many a player before him: click the deed like crazy and try to place the house everywhere. Of course, trying to build a home was a dangerous game in itself. Early on, housing deeds were vulnerable items that could be swiped from a player’s corpse in the event that players were killed while carrying them. This knowledge only fueled Leonard’s persistence to find an open plot as fast as possible.

	“It took me forever to find a place to put the house,” Leonard said. “I was running everywhere, clicking the deed and trying to place it.”

	Exiting the swamps south of Trinsic, Leonard passed the public moongate and approached the beige stone walls that protected the city. As he hugged the perimeter searching for the entrance to the city, he made a final effort to place the house.

	This time, instead of the house disappearing in another failed attempt, a brick house manifested at his feet.

	“I finally found a spot outside the walls of Trinsic,” Leonard said. “It was wedged in between some other small houses by the moongate, right up against the south wall.”

	Elated by the success, Leonard proudly eyed the keyring that appeared in his pack.

	Early in Ultima Online, the owner of a house was identified simply by who held the master key. It was only in a later update that the houses were linked to a player’s account. 

	It was during these barbaric times that if players wished to grant a friend access to their home, they had to first make a copy of the master key. Players were also required to manually lock and unlock their doors if they wished to keep them secure.

	Despite this laundry list of heavy responsibilities, Leonard was on cloud nine from having accomplished his goal. He went on about his digital life, adventuring across the world, returning to the house often to stash the treasures and weapons he had won in battle.

	It was just a few days later that Leonard arrived at his home to find something amiss. Attempting to unlock his front door—just as he’d done numerous times prior—Leonard was confused to learn it was already unlocked.

	Stepping through the door, Leonard’s confusion rose to a fever pitch when he saw a stranger standing inside.

	One of Ultima Online’s many rogue skills, in addition to snooping, stealing, hiding, and stealth, was lockpicking. Typically used to open locked chests found in dungeons or fished up from the ocean, lockpicking quickly became popular when thieves realized it could be used to break into players’ homes.

	The stranger turned to Leonard and broke the ice.

	“I just sort of froze,” Leonard explained. “When I walked inside he said, ‘Oh I’m sorry. Are you robbing this house, too?’ I responded, ‘This is my house! You know now that I have to kill you!’”

	As the intruder scrambled for the door, Leonard moved his horse into the stranger’s path, blocking him in the house. Knowing he needed to back up his threats, Leonard armed a weapon and started swinging. 

	Leonard said the stranger made attempts to cast several spells, perhaps to fight back or to teleport to a safer location, but the speed of Leonard’s fencing weapon immediately interrupted them.

	“I went for him in a rage and managed to block his escape from my house,” Leonard said. “I had that little one-room house filled with tons of furniture and crates and chests. It was easy to get stuck trying to run through.”

	With nowhere else to go, the thief soon died at Leonard’s feet.

	Digging through the invader’s corpse, Leonard recognized a chest. Opening the container, Leonard saw it was indeed a collection of magic artillery he had intended to identify and sell to help make ends meet.

	“I wasn’t missing anything else so I’m pretty sure that I showed up on his first attempt to rob me,” Leonard said. “I guess I just got lucky and no other lockpicking characters tried to do what this one did.”

	Placing the chest back where it belonged, Leonard breathed a sigh of relief. From them on, whenever Leonard left the house to go adventuring, he double-checked the door for peace of mind.

	Even though the ability to pick the locks of player-owned homes was removed from the game shortly thereafter, Leonard said it was the type of experience that gave him a deeper appreciation for the various playstyles the game offered.      
      “That could not have happened in any other game than UO,” Leonard said. “UO has more freedom than any other MMORPG to date. You can be whatever you want in UO, and I love it.      
      “To this day I’ve never had another experience in any other game that was like the house robbing. I remember being furious at the time, but now it’s one of my favorite Ultima Online stories to tell.”
 

	 

	
 

	CHAPTER III

	 

	COMMUNITY SERVICE

	 

	The element I found most fascinating about Ultima Online’s gameplay was how each of the game’s more than two-dozen shards served as their own separate and distinct worlds. While each world was laid upon the same foundation, featuring Britannia’s major cities, dungeons, and various landmarks, that’s roughly where the similarities ended. 

	Log onto the server of Napa Valley and you’d find it inhabited by laid-back West Coasters. Click into Europa and you’d develop an ear for British humor. Log onto Japan’s Hokuto server and your localization translator worked overtime in an attempt to decipher what other players were saying (be it good or bad).

	While many players found a server they liked and stuck with it, sometimes it took a while to find “home.” As I created new characters across several servers to sample the different communities, I was struck by how the trends of everything from clothing styles, to the popular bank hangouts, or even the most populated dungeons, differed from world to world. Simply by existing, talking, adventuring, and creating, players constantly contributed to the individual histories of their shards.

	Each server had its own flavor, personality, and color, and nowhere was this more apparent than with the players that populated a server’s most tight-knit of communities.

	 

	 

	Fit For A King

	 

	Though it took me a year or so of sampling the goods, I eventually found my “people” on Sonoma. Despite the server’s location on the West Coast, it included a healthy mix of players from around the world. Landing on the server around the year 2000, I heard tales of a local hangout called the “Yew Merry Center for All” (more affectionately known as the “YMCA” to its patrons). The building was located in a player’s home—a multi-story tower—just east of the Yew moongate. 

	With its limitless seating, extensive public rune library, and strict no-fighting policy, the YMCA was a place where any player—regardless of their skills or notoriety—could go to enjoy the company of others. The YMCA served as an epicenter for story nights, fighting tournaments, and good conversation. Under the care of a gregarious lady known as “Dor,” travelers through the YMCA’s gates were greeted with a warm smile.

	Like many other player-run establishments that successfully served or added to the game’s sense of community—taverns, inns, libraries, bakeries, specialty shops, or even entire cities—the YMCA had been “blessed” by the Game Masters (Origin employees), granting it with furnishings that couldn’t be created by players within the game. Passing a giant yew tree, players entered a clearing and were soon welcomed by the YMCA’s hedgerows that formed a small courtyard, complete with stone benches on which the weary could sit a spell to rest. 

	To me, the fact that I spent more time at a player’s home, the doors of which had been opened to the public, than I did in some of the city’s actual cities is a testament to the power of Ultima Online’s player-run communities.

	As it turns out I wasn’t the only player feeling welcome in a stranger’s home.

	Like many other Ultima Online players before her, Karen “Kazola” Kazmierczak was a transplant from the MUD community interested in seeing firsthand how the text-based worlds she was familiar with might translate to the next generation of computer games.

	“I first started playing in 1997, during the last part of the beta test,” Kazmierczak said. “I heard about the game in an ad in a magazine, which offered a beta CD if you sent [Origin Systems] some money to pay for the shipping.

	“I had been playing a MUD for a few years and Ultima Online looked to be just like a MUD, but with graphics and a lot of people.”

	By the time the UO install disk finally made it to Kazmierczak’s mailbox, the beta test was nearly at its end; however, she quickly developed a taste for the fantasy game and activated her subscription once the game officially launched.

	Staying in touch with the people she had met during the beta experience, Kazmierczak soon moved to the Great Lakes server where she assembled a group of friends for safety when it was time to go adventuring in Britannia.

	“It was hard to play by yourself as Player Killers would frequently roam around,” she explained. “I recall spending time in the bank, seeing people arrive and calling for help with retrieving their items from their bodies. I made quite a few friends by assisting people back in those days.”

	Without the desire to murder her fellow players, or actively tread through the game’s dangerous areas to face the PKs in combat, Kazmierczak found herself observing the various playstyles of those around her. And while she enjoyed seeing the brave knights come back to town, whether it be in triumphant victory or utter defeat, it was a vacation to another shard that changed the course of Kazmierczak’s history in UO. 

	Upon hearing whispers of a player-run tavern on the Lake Superior server created specifically as a safe haven for players, Kazmierczak’s ears perked up. According to rumor, the tavern’s popularity was on the rise and drawing players of every ilk, and Kazmierczak knew it was something she needed to experience for herself.

	Starting a fresh version of her character, Kazola, on Lake Superior, Kazmierczak ventured into the Trinsic wilds to see Silk’s Tavern for herself. When she ultimately found her way there, she wasn’t disappointed.

	But more than the building, its imaginative decorations, or the sheer amount of ale on hand for the patrons, it was the roleplayers who used the tavern as a gathering spot that enthralled Kazmierczak.

	“Roleplaying was very popular at Silk’s Tavern, and I enjoyed watching other players act out their roles,” she said. “I enjoyed watching them so much that I decided to open a similar place on my own server, Great Lakes. 

	“I wanted to create a place where people could gather and tell stories. I loved watching others roleplay and, while I was not very good at it myself, it was fun to interact with those who were.”

	Returning to Great Lakes inspired and full of glorious purpose, Kazmierczak vowed to recapture the magic of Silk’s Tavern in her home world. But before she could go about creating one of Ultima Online’s greatest legacies, Kazmierczak first needed a house. Thankfully, Kazmierczak’s circle of friends saw her enthusiasm for the tavern concept and were ready to pitch in to help make it a reality.

	“The biggest problem to start with was simply collecting enough gold in the game to purchase a house deed,” Kazmierczak said. “Friends donated some of the gold, and we also spent hours in the game hunting monsters in dungeons and crafting gear to sell to others and to the vendors. 

	“It did seem like a daunting task, but with the help of friends it became a feasible goal.”

	Once Kazmierczak and her pals raised the money needed, finding a location for her ideal tavern—a three-room, single-story brick house—was another roadblock entirely. The search for the right plot of land went on for weeks but even at just a year old, more than 90 percent of UO’s available housing space was already spoken for.

	Eventually, a spot seemingly large enough for the tavern was discovered outside of Yew and Kazmierczak went about trying to place the house, albeit unsuccessfully. And as each attempt to manifest the would-be tavern failed, Kazmierczak found her own hopes diminishing.

	“We spent hours walking around, attempting to place the house deed, but either there wasn’t enough room, or some obstacle on the ground blocked the placement,” Kazmierczak said. “I was about to quit, as it didn’t seem like it was going to happen, but I finally placed the house right next to a huge yew tree.”

	With the tavern on the ground, Kazmierczak and her friends populated the building with furniture and plenty of ale. In February of 1998 Kazola’s Treetop Keg and Winery opened its doors to the public.

	The tavern’s location just southeast of the Yew moongate made Kazola’s easy to find and accessible to underpowered characters, requiring minimal travel through the dangerous wilderness. Almost immediately, Kazmierczak and her friends unveiled a schedule of events that included storytelling contests, wedding receptions, quest gatherings, and myriad celebrations.

	Just like Silk’s Tavern before it, word of Kazola’s spread quickly and many players made the journey to see what everyone was talking about it. But where there were players, Player Killers were often close behind.

	“Someone mentioned the tavern on a popular fan site and that brought a lot of curious players over to see it,” Kazmierczak said. “The tavern was having problems dealing with the Player Killers and several people came just to guard the tavern and have fun with the daily battles that would occur. Many would stick around for the roleplaying as well.”

	Kazola’s quickly became the place to hold roleplaying events on the Great Lakes server. Not only did players seek to utilize the tavern for their stories, but so too did Seers. 

	Seers were volunteer roleplayers selected by Origin Systems to help further Ultima Online’s lore, and Kazola’s Tavern became one of their main haunts. 

	Regardless of what time Kazmierczak logged in to the game, she’d find her home virtually hopping.

	“People would drop in and there would almost always be someone there during the evening hours,” she said. “If there was a Seer event, you would probably see 50 to 100 show up.”

	You’d be hard pressed to find 100 simultaneous players at any other location in the entire game, yet there they were, gathered in the Yew forest drinking, being merry, anticipating adventure, and preparing for inevitable combat.

	On any given night at a pub, you never knew who might stroll through the door. It was lucky for Kazmierczak that Kazola’s didn’t disappoint in that regard.

	“I remember a person named Neb Snahk who visited the tavern and spent some time there,” Kazmierczak recalls. “He asked several questions about the tavern and hinted that he may have some investor friends. I later found out that this person was a Seer who had heard about the place.”

	Unknown to Kazmierczak, Ultima Online’s Game Masters had started a program to recognize player-run establishments that encouraged community play. Seers were dispersed across the shards to find the best and brightest for consideration in being blessed with special items.

	Neb Snahk reported his findings back to his overseers and soon, a fireplace appeared inside the tavern as well as a courtyard outside the doors, complete with seating and a fountain. It’s possible that Kazola’s Tavern was the first player-run venue in all of Ultima Online to receive such blessings.

	“It definitely raised the profile,” Kazmierczak said. “I felt very honored and excited that it received all of this attention.”

	Fast forward to the one-year anniversary of the tavern in 1999. The courtyard was packed, the interior was standing room only, the regulars dotted their respective barstools, and the revelry was in full effect. When the tavern door swung open that evening, Kazmierczak couldn’t believe who stepped through the door.

	It was Lord British himself.

	Much to Kazmierczak’s joy, this wasn’t just an Origin employee wearing the suit, but rather it was Richard Garriott himself piloting the avatar from his Austin, Texas, office.

	“I think Lord British’s visit at the tavern’s first anniversary gave me that success feeling,” Kazmierczak said. “It was one thing for the players to embrace Kazola’s Tavern, but to have the Ultima series creator visit it, and thank me for my contribution to the game community, really was an amazing experience for me.

	“At the tavern, it was as much fun to sit and talk as it was to slay a dragon in a dungeon.”

	During his visit, Lord British congratulated those in attendance on creating a vibrant roleplaying community, placing two commemorative plaques on the tavern wall. One to mark his visit, and another that provided the king’s seal of approval for Kazola’s Treetop Keg and Winery.

	Garriott’s appearance in the game quickly made headlines across fan-run news sites, bringing another deluge of players to see Kazola’s Tavern with their own eyes. The news that Kazmierczak’s watering hole was fit for a king made Kazola Great Lakes’ biggest celebrity. Soon, she couldn’t navigate her avatar across Britannia without being recognized at every step.

	“It felt very odd to suddenly be very popular in the game world, when I had never been popular before,” Kazmierczak explained. “I had always been shy as a child and young adult, and running the tavern really bolstered my self-confidence.

	“Even though Ultima Online was just a game, I feel that building the tavern was a great accomplishment for me.”

	Despite the boost in self-confidence she received from running the tavern, along with her newfound celebrity status, Kazmierczak was struggling to balance her UO life with her real-world responsibilities. 

	A self-described “people pleaser,” Kazmierczak said she worried that interest in the tavern might fade if “Kazola” wasn’t present when visitors came calling. 

	“I felt that I needed to be there every night since my name was on the sign,” she said. “At first, I was a student at college and had more free time, but when I started my first full-time job, it was a struggle to run it as well as I had previously.

	“I’m the type of person who wants everyone to be happy and I always try to help when I can. This can be an issue if you’re spread out too thinly.”

	In an attempt to keep the tavern running in her absences, Kazmierczak brought on a staff of volunteers. She wanted to ensure that someone could always be behind the bar to offer a drink or a caring ear to wayward travelers who found their way through the doors.

	For all the patrons who entered the tavern to enjoy the company of others, an equal number were traveling through Yew with less-than-honorable intentions.

	“The biggest issue the tavern had was the number of players who would come by just to cause trouble, either by attacking the tavern’s patrons or harassing them verbally,” Kazmierczak said. “I witnessed quite a few players being taken away by the Game Masters for actions that violated the game’s code of conduct.”

	But despite Kazmierczak’s best efforts over the next year to ensure the tavern remained a community fixture, the release of 2000’s Renaissance expansion offered her roleplaying clientele a whole new world of possibilities.

	“I think the Felucca/Trammel split caused the most harm to the tavern, as most of the roleplayers didn’t want to venture to the PvP side,” Kazmierczak said. 

	Kazola’s Tavern, and its legacy, now resided in the PvP-friendly world of Felucca, a world which players were leaving in droves. New players entering the game were often warned by others to stay away from Felucca entirely, meaning potential new blood for the tavern was left too timid to even make the journey.

	“It really upset me,” Kazmierczak admitted. “Traffic to my tavern was drastically affected by the change, and many roleplayers suggested moving the tavern to Trammel. Unfortunately, the Game Masters would not move the blessed building. I was also working full-time when this happened and I did not have the time or energy to try to rebuild from scratch.” 

	Trying to keep the players who served as the tavern’s lifeblood engaged, Kazmierczak scheduled weekly “tavern nights,” offering events on a particular day and time. But as visitor numbers continued to decline, Kazmierczak saw the writing on the wall.

	To her credit, she had other things on her mind.

	A year or so prior, someone else had come through the tavern doors that impacted her life more than Neb Snahk or Lord British ever could.

	“I was in the tavern by myself and a player named Randal walked in,” Kazmierczak recalls. “He was very friendly and had heard about my tavern on a website. The website had mentioned how much trouble the tavern was having at the time, due to other players stealing furniture and food. 

	“He had been playing on another server but thought he’d visit Great Lakes and bring some food he had crafted in the game to help me out. I was very touched by his gesture and we soon became good friends.”

	As the friendship progressed, Kazmierczak learned that she and Randal only lived three hours away from one another in the real world. After talking online for more than a year, the pair decided to fly to Austin, Texas, together for the first official Ultima Online fan gathering.

	The trip allowed Kazmierczak and Randal to grow even closer, and during a tour of the Origin System’s offices, they had the opportunity to meet Richard Garriott in person. The game’s creator confirmed he had indeed been piloting the Lord British avatar the night of his official visit to Kazola’s Tavern.

	Upon returning from the fan gathering, bonded by a video game and a pilgrimage to Texas, Kazmierczak and Randal began dating. Randal’s real name was Robert Kazmierczak. The pair later got married and joined the game’s volunteer program together, serving as Counselors and helping out players with general in-game questions and problems. In the real world, Kazmierczak took a job at her husband’s company where the couple has worked together for the past 17 years.

	Upon leaving Ultima Online once and for all in 2007, Kazmierczak bequeathed Kazola’s Tavern to a friend in hopes the building’s legacy might continue on in some capacity. It was in 2010 that Kazmierczak learned the tavern had been abandoned, and soon after, fallen to the ground.

	While the building was gone, the tavern courtyard—the hedges, benches, and fountain—still stood. Later, the Game Masters turned the remains into a permanent memorial site, complete with Lord British’s blessing still in place.

	Kazola’s Treetop Keg and Winery may be gone, but the memory lingers in the minds of the players who frequented the pub, the dedicated memorial site on Great Lakes, and in Kazmierczak’s everyday life.

	“As I look back on the last 20 years, I can specifically point to one moment that dramatically changed my life for all time,” Kazmierczak said. “The moment I placed that tavern by the big, ancient yew tree defined both my virtual and real life for all time. I will always treasure Ultima Online as something very special, and it will never be just a game to me. I would not be the person I am today if not for Ultima Online. I built the tavern with the hopes of creating a community, and that’s exactly what happened.”

	 

	 

	Tall Tales

	 

	Because UO’s advanced servers of Siege Perilous and Mugen kept a strict focus on community-based adventuring, players not only battled side by side, but also relaxed together. Temporary truces were quickly sealed with a handshake when it was time to toss back a few bottles of ale. 

	One such place that invited murderers to sit alongside their anti-PK counterparts was the player-run city of Wintermoor, settled high in the mountains of Malas.

	The landmass of Malas—which hung mysteriously in the stars—was home to the cities of Luna and Umbra, and was first introduced in the 2003 expansion Age of Shadows. The landmass brought with it new enemies, new areas to explore, and a ton of space for players to plop down homes (and as soon as new housing space became available, it quickly filled).

	It was in Wintermoor that a monthly player-run Story Night event had been brewing and word had spread amongst the shard’s inhabitants. 

	“Story Night had been going for a while when I first discovered it,” said Gary Muston, who frequented Siege Perilous as the character “Blind Otto.” “From what I’m told, Story Night started out in a very informal way. It was a get-together of the roleplayers of the major ‘good’ guilds—and a few not-so-good ones—in a tavern.

	“At the time, the main storyteller was the leader of the Knights of the Silver Serpent, a player named ‘Py Lethius.’ He and a friend of his, under the name of ‘Ginsu,’ told many a tale of knights of old, of vile villains, and heroic challengers.”

	As an initiate of The Knights of The Silver Serpent guild himself, Muston was required to attend the event, though he was soon enamored with the experience. As the event ballooned in popularity, it shifted from focusing on simple stories to becoming an all-out spectacle.

	“Some of the more creative players would sing songs, recite poems, and so on. It didn’t take long for the really creative ones to start telling stories about their exploits on Siege—real or imagined,” Muston said.

	Continuing to grow, the event brought players from every corner of Britannia to watch or participate, and the Wintermoor tavern quickly found itself violating whatever medieval fire codes existed at the time.

	“Story Night outgrew the tavern and moved into a larger building more suited to the gathering,” Muston said. “Eventually, the initiates of some of the guilds were put to work as waiters, serving drinks to the tables!”

	Muston himself was one of those initiates who served grog to rowdy patrons while bards, warriors, mages, and rogues took the stage to spin their digital yarns.

	“The first time there, I was impressed by the quality of the storytelling, and by the time the next month’s event came around, I had several stories prepared,” Muston said. “From then on, it became a regular part of my UO life.”

	In later years, Muston provided coverage of the Story Night events as a reporter for the UO news website Stratics—possibly the most comprehensive source for Ultima Online-related information on the entire internet—and followed the tall tales when they relocated to The Golden Unicorn Tavern south of the Yew moongate, in the heart of the player-run town of Wispwood Shire.

	“The event was popular because it appealed to a wide cross-section of players,” Muston said. “The roleplayers had a platform from which they could present their very best work. The writers amongst us, likewise, had their platform, and with the added exposure of Stratics, it meant that any budding writer could present their work and get feedback. Then, for the more bloodthirsty players, there was a building full of victims, who would have to open the door and step outside at some point!”

	Despite its reputation for being a “hard server,” Muston praised Seige’s community for the ability to work together, both on and off the battlefield.

	“There were opportunities on Siege Perilous for every character and personality type, and there still is,” Muston said. “The ‘attackable anywhere’ feature meant that there was always risk and the lack of item insurance adds to that. It’s very common to find players offering to sell back items they’ve looted from defeated enemies, and the ongoing combat—combined with limitations on NPC vendors—also means that there’s a role for crafters to play, replacing and selling weapons, armor, and more.”

	And while that may sound like hell to some modern-day players, Muston is adamant that the advanced ruleset is exactly why the shard remains so popular.

	“There is a community of people who are willing to give massive amounts of their time and effort to help others, whether they’re new players or returning veterans,” Muston said. “Siege is its community. Of course, that can and does create a lot of drama. [Players] will go from peace, to war, back to peace overnight, and sometimes several times a night!”

	But even on a server where bloodshed is just part of the average day, Muston sees events like Story Night as a way of getting more out of a game than just fighting dragons and collecting treasure.

	“Some told tales of their adventures on Siege,” Muston said. “Some told tales of adventures they would like to have on Siege. Some wrote poetry and songs, and others—including a group that roleplayed as a tribe of orcs—told their stories in a language of their own making.

	“What kept Story Night going was the creativity of a great many players. Nobody was considered to be too poor a storyteller to take part.”

	 

	 

	Safety in Numbers

	 

	Before people could enjoy all that the various player-run communities had to offer, word of their mere existence had to reach a traveler’s ears. Some players learned about these towns by wandering the lands, stumbling into them at random, while others found them out of pure necessity.

	“I started playing Ultima Online in October of 1999,” said Ohioan Greg Fleeman. “I can’t remember how I heard about it, but I probably saw a copy on the shelf at a game store. 

	“I bought the game and an unofficial game guide over a year before I even had a computer or an internet connection.”

	What Fleeman had purchased in 1998, was anticipation.

	Having played the Ultima series since 1993’s Ultima VI: The False Prophet, Fleeman was excited to take the next step in the game’s evolution, adventuring through Britannia with thousands of other actual players.

	“The idea of playing in that world with other live people was exciting beyond belief,” he said. 

	Fleeman spent the next year saving for a new computer capable of running the UO’s modern requirements, and waiting for the internet lines to make their way to his home. In the meantime, he’d spend his free time with his nose in the UO game guide, planning out how he’d approach his adventures once the floodgates finally opened.

	Stepping into Britannia for the first time, Fleeman adopted the moniker of “Braden,” becoming a fisherman who could also wield a sword and cast spells. With the game guide as his coach, Fleeman had a clear game plan of how to develop the character over time. The game also came packaged with a cloth map of the continent, allowing Fleeman to familiarize himself with Britannia’s geography.

	Finally able to access the anticipation he’d purchased more than a year prior, Fleeman was not disappointed.

	“The game exceeded every expectation I had at the time,” Fleeman explained. “I was already familiar with the world, because of the offline games, but UO improved upon it. It was the attention to tiny details that made it an immersive experience. I could spend literally hours exploring just one town, let alone the wilderness areas.”

	And explore he did. 

	Starting his adventures in Lake Superior’s iteration of Moonglow, the city of mages, Fleeman said he spent quality time exploring each nook and cranny, appreciating the details the developers had baked into the game to ensure NPC homes, taverns, and shops appeared “lived in.” Moonglow’s Lycaeum in particular—a large library and place of study—provided endless hours of entertainment for the neophyte fisherman.

	“I spent hours at the Lycaeum reading the books stored on the shelves there,” Fleeman said. “I was delighted that they had blank books on the shelves that I and other players could write in. I remember reading some stories written by other players. It felt like I had an entire world that I could put my mark on and contribute to.”

	Fleeman’s adventurous spirit kicked in after several weeks of exploring Moonglow, fishing from the city’s docks and peninsulas to raise his skills. Venturing outside the safety of the city, he fished the deeper waters along Britannia’s rugged coastline. After all, the game guide had explained that outside of town, Fleeman stood a chance of fishing up treasure chests filled with valuable loot, and he desired a piece of that action.

	With the Renaissance expansion—and the safety of the Trammel facet—still a year away, exploring unguarded areas left Fleeman exposed to more than just ill-tempered bears and bloodthirsty monsters, for outside the cities, thieves and murderers still abounded.

	“It turned out that fishermen were easy prey, or at least a fun target, for people who enjoyed stealing,” Fleeman said. “If I dared fish outside the town limits, I could count on being stolen from within 20 minutes. It seemed like people just patrolled the coastline looking for easy targets.”

	Fleeman said that occasionally thieves arrived on screen and struck up conversations meant to distract, while others ran by, pausing long enough to stick a wayward hand into his backpack. But whatever the approach, the fisherman quickly developed a sense for when a fellow adventurer was up to no good. 

	And if the thieves didn’t get him, the PKs would.

	“Once I was out hunting deer with a sword and I was approached by a player who mentioned that sparring with another player gained skill faster,” Fleeman said. “I was hesitant, but the silver-tongued fellow was pretty convincing and full of promises that it would work out great.” 

	Despite his better instincts, Fleeman went along with the gregarious fellow’s plans. Together, the pair left the safety of Moonglow’s guards, exiting just behind the Lycaeum. Fleeman was ready for some friendly sparring to raise his fisherman’s paltry swordsmanship skills. Unfortunately, the stranger convinced Fleeman to strike first.

	In Ultima Online, a first strike against an innocent is considered a criminal action, meaning any players in the vicinity could then attack the aggressor. This tactic, known as “notoriety killing” (or “noto-killing”), allowed players to murder others without facing the game’s karmic repercussions.

	“Needless to say, he killed me almost instantly,” Fleeman groaned. “I didn’t quite realize what had happened until I saw him looting my corpse dry.” 

	Finding himself dead and walking the lands as a ghost, Fleeman did what any other frustrated player would do: he haunted his attacker.

	“I went after him because I was really irritated,” Fleeman said. “Adding insult to injury, I kept track of him by a trail of my discarded items. I haunted him until we walked by an NPC healer and I was resurrected.”

	The assassin smugly explained the game’s rules, shrugged off the fisherman’s death, and disappeared into the forest where he undoubtedly pulled the same con on other unsuspecting players.

	“I felt pretty annoyed and stupid,” Fleeman said. “I never fell for that one again.”

	Following the heinous act, Fleeman stuck to the safety of town as much as possible. But soon, crime came to Moonglow’s streets, and dealing with a constant stream of thieves became unavoidable.

	While standing at a populated bank talking with fellow adventurers, Fleeman said it wasn’t uncommon for a message to pop up on his screen, notifying him that he’d been stolen from. Inside of town, hailing the guards quickly dispatched the slippery-fingered criminal, returning the stolen item to a player’s pack. However, if targeted by a thief with high stealing skills, a victim wouldn’t be the wiser when goods were lifted from their pack.

	“I had been extremely lucky to buy a random magic sword from a provisioner that turned out to be silver,” Fleeman said. “Since silver weapons did double damage against undead—and I frequented the Moonglow Cemetery—I was beyond thrilled. 

	“I had that sword for two days when a thief ran by me and randomly stole an item from my pack. I had just put the sword away, and when I checked my pack, it was gone. I had no way to get it back.”

	With murderers waiting outside of town, and thieves running rampant inside, Fleeman said he became instantly distrustful of any player that approached him. In a game built on social interaction and cooperation, Fleeman found himself quickly becoming antisocial.

	One day while exploring the south end of Moonglow island, an area outside the guard’s protection, Fleeman happened across a player’s home and spotted several avatars standing on the steps. Fearing he might become a target, Fleeman turned tail and sprinted back to the safety of the city.

	“I was sure I was about to die,” Fleeman said. “It turns out that what I thought were people were actually vendors someone had at their house.”

	Vendors are NPC characters that can be stocked with goods available for purchase to any passerby. Fleeman had run away from glorified mannequins. 

	“I felt kind of foolish, but that was the climate in the game at the time,” he said.

	By the time the year 2000 rolled around, Fleeman was not only paranoid of his fellow players, but scared to leave Moonglow. He wondered if Ultima Online was even for him.

	“I did get to the point where I felt that quitting the game was an option,” Fleeman said. “I was the type of player who wanted to explore and hunt monsters. I wanted to save enough money for a boat and get a house plot someday. 

	“I was making my money four gold pieces at a time by selling fish and ribs from the animals I hunted when I was tired of fishing. I was also being robbed or killed by a red player about 70 percent of the times I logged on. I got to the point where I ran if I saw a player coming toward me, unless I was in town.” 

	As Fleeman saw it, Britannia’s endless stream of bad guys was preventing him from enjoying all that the digital world he’d come to know and love years prior had to offer. 

	“I didn’t understand what joy a person could get by blatantly killing other players and taking all of their hard work,” Fleeman explained. “Honestly, I still don’t understand it.”

	Fleeman added that on the occasions where he was able to confront his attackers, their poor attitudes only compounded his growing negativity.

	“I usually received one of two responses when I asked why they’d kill me,” he said. “The first response was, ‘because I can,’ and the second response was to be silently killed a second time. This was not the experience I was here for.”

	Just days away from closing his account for good, Fleeman encountered a fellow adventurer who told him about a player-run community called Rivendell, located northeast of the fishing town of Skara Brae.

	Rivendell wasn’t an official city created by the game’s developers, but rather a cluster of player-owned homes situated in close proximity. The adventurer offered to give Fleeman a tour of the town, and with (quite literally) nothing left to lose, Fleeman accepted.

	Minutes into the tour, Fleeman realized Rivendell was different. As he followed his guide past a tavern, blacksmith shop, and town hall, he learned that the community operated under a set of rules that included no player versus player combat or stealing within the city limits. To ensure the laws were followed, players served as guards for the town, remaining on hand to deal with any troublemakers.

	Fleeman said he was impressed by what the players had accomplished in Rivendell, noticing that the city contained many customized items that had been provided by Game Masters to support the town, including shrubbery, street signs, and even a custom fighting arena.

	“That was a breath of fresh air for me,” Fleeman said. “I was impressed that each player house was built to provide something for the town. 

	“I was still a bit nervous being there, since it was really the first time I was ‘safe’ outside of a town, but it was a wonderful experience. It was mind blowing that the developers of the game were interacting so closely with players.”

	Having finally found a group of players who enjoyed adventuring, and finding safety in numbers, Fleeman spent the next several months experiencing what Rivendell had to offer.

	“The town of Rivendell started off more as a group of friends just wanting to have a place to hang out,” said Jon “Redrum” Dickson, who not only helped grow the Rivendell community, but also served as mayor. “I, along with others, built a house in the area, and soon after it was decided to give the town a name.”

	Dickson, based in St. Louis, Missouri, said he started playing Ultima Online on day one of the game’s release in 1997. Like Fleeman, Dickson was a fan of the previous Ultima games. 

	With big plans to become a protector of the realm, Dickson said he made friends quickly and soon was centering his play around building Rivendell into something special.

	“Rivendell traces its humble beginning to mid-1998 with the first three small houses which were placed just north of the future spot of the town hall,” Dickson said. “It took quite a bit of time back in those days to afford even the smallest house. The location was perfect in that it was away from the hustle and bustle of Skara Brae and Britain, but close enough if we needed to make visits.”

	Dickson said the true mastermind of Rivendell was a player named “Timedancer,” who had a vision for what a player-run community could be, and helped Rivendell blossom into something unique. As interest in the town grew, it became a hub for social events such as combat tournaments and roleplaying quests. 

	Soon, Game Masters took notice, providing the city with one of a kind “blessings” that helped Rivendell become a permanent fixture, adding to both the landscape of Lake Superior and the shard’s own unique history.

	And as the city continued to grow, so did Dickson’s responsibilities as mayor.

	“I was responsible for the overall administration of the town,” Dickson said. “My duties evolved as I wore many hats including recruiter, tour guide, bartender, arena judge, and treasurer.

	“I really enjoyed the pomp and circumstance of the position. I’m not talking about parades and such, but rather holding meetings and acting as arena referee. Those events were extraordinarily successful…sometimes too successful as evidenced by the lag it created.”

	While Dickson was the third mayor of Rivendell, following in the footsteps of Timedancer and a player named “Grant” before him, the city grew exponentially during his term. In being mayor to a digital city, Dickson said he was devoting just as much time to serving the town as a real mayor might. Each day was full of decisions to be made, events to be planned, and city council meetings to be attended.

	“The dedication necessary, at least in my eyes, meant that I was spending many hours and most weekends in UO and in the town,” Dickson said. “I wanted to instill a sense of community for all involved, and we were successful. The citizens and visitors to Rivendell became my friends.”

	Dickson balanced his digital responsibilities as mayor of Rivendell with those of his real-life responsibilities in the United States Army.

	“When UO came out, I was a seasoned veteran not only in the world of Ultima, but as a member of the military,” Dickson said. “Playing UO was a full-time job in and of itself, and together with my Army career, made it very difficult to find time to sleep.”

	Stationed in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, as the operations supervisor for a joint command, Dickson retired from the military during his tenure as mayor. He credits his time in Rivendell for helping him strengthen his leadership abilities in the service.

	“The citizens in this online world were not soldiers I could simply order around,” Dickson pointed out. “I was able to learn from my online self and apply it to my real life. I became more effective as a leader.”

	Dickson now works as a civilian education specialist for the Navy, building relationships between his organization and educational entities such as high schools and colleges. 

	“I have taken skills that I honed during my UO days and applied them to my current position,” he said. “My role may be different, but many of the skills are similar in that I build community.”

	After serving a two-year term as mayor of Rivendell, Dickson stepped down from office and was succeeded by Rivendell’s former bartender, “Bounty.” Dickson said Bounty was an expert in interacting with citizens and visitors and played an integral role with the community’s event planning for years.

	Dickson’s term wasn’t only applauded by the community, but it was also recognized by the Game Masters in the most surprising of ways.

	“I remember logging in and a couple of fellow citizens ushered me into the town hall and asked me if I noticed anything different,” Dickson said. 

	Scouring the room, Dickson soon noticed a new statue had been added. He paused to hover his cursor over the addition. The item’s description read, “a bust of Mayor Redrum.”

	“Humbling is a good word to describe it,” Dickson said. “The accomplishment of being elected as mayor by my peers was a really important moment. Had someone just walked up and asked, ‘Hey, you want to be mayor?’, it wouldn’t have had nearly the impact, and I probably wouldn’t have taken the job as seriously as I did.”

	At hearing Fleeman’s tale of how finding Rivendell breathed life into the game and prevented him from quitting, Dickson was pleased to know that the community’s impact extended to more than just his own experience.

	“We had so many visitors who made the trek to our little town and became an integral part of the success we enjoyed,” Dickson said. “Players from all walks of life and with different experience levels knew that with few exceptions, they could come to Rivendell and be a part of our community, and do so without the threat of being PKed.”

	While Dickson left the game in 2004, Fleeman found his purpose and plays Ultima Online to present day.

	When the Renaissance expansion landed in mid-2000, splitting the world into the facets of Trammel and Felucca, Fleeman was finally able to play the game as he’d always desired. In Trammel he could adventure across Britannia and see the sights without having to constantly look over his shoulder or fear for his life. 

	Fleeman said it was this freedom that allowed him to truly see and appreciate the world the game’s developers had worked so hard to create.

	“I loved that the development team had taken the features from the offline games and breathed new life into them,” he said. “I stumbled into a clearing in the woods in Malas one day. In the center was a fallen log with a skeleton under it, and an ax lying beside it. Someone took the time to design this scene and place it in the woods for someone to find. 

	“I loved the random Easter eggs that were hidden in the world, waiting to be found.”

	Those same freedoms later led Fleeman to join a guild called “The Honorable Britannians.” The group frequented the town of Haven, where new players were spawned into existence. There, Fleeman and his guildmates gave both advice and items to newcomers, hoping to aid and inspire whenever possible. 

	“We had a really good-hearted group of people who loved Ultima Online and wanted new players to have a great experience and come to love it as much as we did,” Fleeman said. “Real-world friendships kind of just developed organically as an extension of game time.”

	Having overcome his own rough start in Britannia, Fleeman does what he can to ensure other new players don’t experience the same frustrations. Fleeman even compared his UO journey to that of The Avatar, the main character from the single-player Ultima games. 

	As The Avatar—a Christ-like figure that embodies the game’s eight virtues—players progressed through the games with the ultimate goal of defeating whatever evil was attacking the lands. In Ultima Online, NPCs often whisper about The Avatar returning one day.

	“The Avatar was just an average person from Earth,” Fleeman said. “He stumbled onto an amazing experience when he found his way to another world where magic was real, and he had adventures and made friends there.”

	After saving Sosaria from evil, The Avatar returned to Earth, trying to resume a normal life. However, The Avatar struggles with his place in the world and often longs for adventure. One day, he gets his wish when lightning strikes his yard and a moongate opens, beckoning the hero to return.

	“Ultima Online is that moongate back to Britannia that you can take anytime you want to return,” Fleeman added. “It’s a shared experience with like-minded people you may have never met in real life, but you had the great fortune of meeting them in the game. Unlike The Avatar, we the players are not alone. We come back to Earth together as friends.

	“Ultima Online is much more than a game. It became a part of the very fabric of my life, it inspired my imagination and creativity, it introduced me to some wonderful people I would have never met in real life. The game took on a life of its own and became greater than the sum of its parts. I love Ultima Online and I always will.”      

	 

	 

	Following A Vocation 

	 

	Not everyone created a player-run establishment in UO to draw giant crowds, receive attention from the Game Masters, or to bathe in fame and fortune. For France-based player Christiane “Bishop” Loiseau, the goal was big, but it was the personal rewards that proved priceless.

	“After one year or so of playing on Lake Austin, I saw all that was possible to create in UO, which was endless,” Loiseau said. “I had a project in mind that could only be done if I owned a castle.”

	Unlike the smallest houses in Ultima Online, which took up a mere seven-by-seven tiles worth of space, castles were… well…freaking huge. The amount of open space Loiseau needed to realize her project was a whopping 31-by-31 tiles.

	To further complicate things, there were only a handful of locations on each server that could accommodate a castle, and once they were gone, they were gone. To put it in perspective, the odds of scoring such a wide open space within the game were roughly the same as coughing, hiccupping, burping, and spontaneously combusting all at the same time.

	In addition to being the most desirable and rarest homes in all of UO, castles allowed players to store more than 4,000 items across two stories, 15 balconies, and a spacious courtyard. It was as close to a digital dream home as a person could get.

	Even if such a spacious lot could be located, the price of the deed for a castle (at the time) was well over 800,000 gold pieces. To purchase an already-placed castle was out of the question for Loiseau, with players paying between $5,000-$10,000 a pop on the internet auction site, eBay.

	Then Loiseau saw an opportunity.

	In December of 2004, a new server opened, and with it came plenty of available real estate. The server, called “Origin” (named after Origin Systems) was launched to coincide with the release of the game’s latest expansion, Samurai Empire.

	As a bonus, only players who purchased the expansion could create new characters on the server for its first month of existence. Using this rule to her advantage, Loiseau purchased the expansion and created her character, Bishop, on day one. With her goal in mind, Loiseau immediately went about collecting gold.

	“It was difficult for me to make all this money because I was working alone,” Loiseau said. “I didn’t know the game well enough to know where to go that would provide the biggest and quickest return. Plus, I’m not a hero in battle…my preferred playstyle has always been, and still is, decorating.”

	But even on the blank slate of the Origin server, Loiseau saw that land was filling up fast and as each day passed, more and more homes dotted the landscape.

	“I did what I knew to do,” Loiseau said. “And that was killing solen workers (giant ant-like creatures) in the ant quest tunnel. It didn’t pay much, but I did this boring job every day.”

	The creatures dropped 125-175 gold coins upon their deaths, forcing Loiseau to spend countless nights hammering away toward her goal. When she needed a break from the monotony, Loiseau scouted the landscape for an empty plot of land big enough for a castle.

	She found the space she needed in the hills outside of Trinsic, Britannia’s second-largest city. Surrounded by a large stone wall, the city is divided in half by a river. In the game’s lore, Trinsic served as training central for all paladins, the world’s bravest and most elite knights.

	With her ideal location picked out, Loiseau spent her savings on the smallest house blueprint available and placed the structure on the exact center of the site, a tactic that prevented anyone else from placing a castle. Once she’d saved enough gold for another small home, Loiseau started a new Ultima Online account and dropped a second house next to the first.

	In the ensuing weeks, Loiseau made enough money and created enough new accounts that she was able to fill the area with four small houses. By creating her own neighborhood, Loiseau hoped to prevent anyone from moving into the area.

	After slaughtering a few thousand more solen workers, Loiseau had enough capital to purchase the castle deed. But before her citadel could be built, the other homes had to be dismantled. And unfortunately, another wrench had been thrown into her plans.

	In the process of placing the four homes, Loiseau said she’d noticed a murderer regularly scouting the area. She assumed the villain was trying to figure out what size home might fit in the little bit of empty space Loiseau had left on the plot’s perimeter. But by visiting the site multiple times, the competition had revealed its hand.

	“I remember I calculated the best moment to place the castle,” Loiseau said. “It was late in the night, maybe three or four o’clock in the morning in the USA. I prayed that I could do it.”

	Soon, the clock struck three in the U.S. and it was go-time. One-by-one Loiseau logged into each of her extra accounts, deleting the homes. With the area bare, and without any unwanted intervention from the murderer, her castle materialized on the screen.

	Whereas many players converted their homes into public taverns, fighting arenas, or vendor malls, Loiseau’s goal for the mega-property was something else entirely…she wanted to create her own Carmelite Convent.

	Carmelites (also known by their much longer name of “Order of the Brothers of the Blessed Virgin Mary of Mount Carmel”) are a Roman Catholic religious order founded sometime in the twelfth century. The group’s spiritual focus includes contemplation, prayer, and community service.

	“My goal was to create a Carmelite Convent as realistically as possible, mixing a real life convent with UO history,” Loiseau said. “This Carmelite Convent exists with the features made available by this great game.”

	Having planned the creation of the convent for some time, Loiseau said that once the castle was in place, the rest was easy. In addition to her main character, Bishop (a tamer), Loiseau created multiple characters to inhabit the convent including a Reverend Mother (a crafter), several priests (swordsmen and fighters), and multiple nuns, including a Mother St. Therese, a Mother Benedict, and a Mother Mary.

	Loiseau used books within the game to transcribe copies of gospels, which remain on display for visitors. To populate the convent when she wasn’t logged in, Loiseau utilized twenty vendors, all customized to look like nuns.

	“A convent should never be empty,” Loiseau added.

	By fulfilling her dream of creating the physical convent in Ultima Online, Loiseau was also fulfilling something within herself.

	“For a long time, it had been a dream of mine to become a Carmelite nun in real life,” Loiseau explained. “But unfortunately, I couldn’t do it in real life due to the fact that I was already the mother of a child.”

	Following discussions with a Carmelite priest, Loiseau learned she couldn’t enter the Carmelites’ enclosed order as a sister due to her existing duties as a mother. 

	Fortunately for Loiseau, she was able to achieve the goal through Ultima Online.

	“I was forced to completely give up the idea, but it stayed strong in my mind,” Loiseau said. “Of course I was aware that UO was a game, but I didn’t take it as just a game. For me it was a way to accomplish what I considered to be a vocation.

	“Don’t think that being a mother is not a vocation, because it always has been. I have had two true vocations at the same time in my life, but it was not possible to live both in the real world, so I managed to live the second one through UO.”

	 

	 

	Oomie Blah
 

	Joining Ultima Online when it was released in 1997, James Carson hoped to recapture not only the experiences offered by the previous Ultima games—of which he was a fan—but also to share the new online experience with his college friends.

	“The first time I saw UO connect online during the beta test was a pretty amazing experience,” Carson said. “What is commonplace now was completely new at the time. At first, UO was about exploring a new version of Britannia and working together with friends to conquer challenges.

	“Even ignoring the ‘massive’ part of MMORPG…just being able to RPG with friends in an Ultima-based world was fantastic. Having thousands of others in the world was amazing.”

	Within months, Carson had adventured through Britannia, met its deadliest monsters in face-to-face combat, crafted myriad goods, and built a tower funded by his spoils. Having seen and done it all across the Great Lakes shard, Carson wanted more for his character, “Tiberius.”

	 A Stratics news posting caught Carson’s attention in late 1997. The article explained how two players on the Catskills shard, Uguaguc and Ugruk, roleplayed their characters as orcs and were inviting others to do the same by joining their guild which they had dubbed “The Shadowclan Orcs.”

	While the idea of roleplaying orcs may not sound mind blowing in 2018, it’s worth noting that for the first eight years of UO’s existence, players were unable to create characters of any race other than human. Elves were added in the 2005 expansion Mondain’s Legacy, and gargoyles only came into the mix with 2009’s Stygian Abyss.

	So, yeah, the fact that Uguaguc and Ugruk had taken to playing orcs, complete with their own language and head-quarters inside Yew’s orc fort, was pretty cool at the time.

	While players had regularly thrown down with NPC orcs at hotspots around Britannia’s map, now warriors on the Catskills server risked tangling with smarter and much deadlier versions of the beasts.

	By the time Shadowclan made the front page of Stratics, the guild was already gaining members through word of mouth. The Stratics news post merely exposed the group’s innovative style of roleplay to a much wider audience. 

	“The idea of people taking on the roles of the NPC ‘enemies’ was appealing, something that would change the gameplay experience,” Carson said. “It was taking the idea of multiplayer to the next level.”

	Outside of the game, Uguaguc and Ugruk created a website to detail the guild’s rules and language dictionary, thoroughly explaining what players needed to do in order to participate in Shadowclan.

	“You had to make a new character, and it had to be an ‘orc’—bald, a specific greenish skin tone, and an orc name,” Carson remembers. “The philosophy behind that was two-fold. One, if roleplaying an orc, you should look like an orc. Two, Shadowclan didn’t want people to join with their existing characters and any past baggage, but wanted the character to be a clean slate and entirely associated with Shadowclan. 

	“Since every account had multiple character slots available, this was a low-bar threshold to join. The other requirement to join Shadowclan was your orc character had to demonstrate the ability to hide.” 

	Recruits were encouraged to max out their hiding skills when creating the new character. After all, to become an official member, one had to be able to disappear from sight on command. Also of note was Shadowclan’s ban of magery skills, reserved only for approved magic-users called “Mojokas.”

	Following the website’s guidelines, Carson created his orc character, readapted his name to “T’berog” and was born anew on the Catskills server. Running T’berog to the orc fort south of Yew, Carson was relieved to see it was heavily populated by Shadowclan members.

	“I remember finding Shadowclan, and then trying to fit in,” Carson said. “Finding equipment, learning words, following orders, learning the layout of the fort, and trying to help defend the fort. I was impressed with how there were always other Shadowclan orcs around for hours and hours.”

	Starting off as a new member, or “gruntee,” Carson had to prove himself, which he did by getting to know his fellow members and by guarding the fort. 

	“Defending the fort involved keeping watch, and playing ‘clomp games’ with other orcs,” Carson explained. “Clomp games were fights—usually not to the death—unless a healer to resurrect was nearby.”

	Of course, the NPC orcs which were programmed to spawn in the area weren’t the only ones to treat Shadowclan members with hostility. Heavily-armed players who knew what Shadowclan was up to often came looking for a fight.

	“There were a variety of types of attacks, and it wasn’t uncommon for attacks by multiple groups to overlap,” Carson said. “There were nights of constant attacks. There were other roleplaying guilds that attacked Shadowclan. There were standard guilds that would attack regularly for fun and the challenge. There were PK guilds that would come on occasion, sometimes to attack the fort, sometimes to attack those attacking the fort. 

	“And then there were the Shadowclan ‘fans,’ lone players who liked to make things difficult or to just be annoying. I remember some late nights when there weren’t many orcs around, there would be a regular visitor who would throw explosion potions around the fort looking for orcs hiding.”

	Each play session provided Carson with additional information on the guild’s hierarchy, and he soon learned the progression he could follow if he stuck with the clan.

	Gruntees were eventually promoted to Grunts, who joined a tribe. Nobs were tribe leaders, Warbosses served as war leaders, and of course the status of Elder Nobs was reserved for Uguaguc and Ugruk, the guild’s founders.

	When the orcs weren’t risking life and limb to defend their home base, members took trips into the wilderness led by the Warbosses.

	“Once or twice per evening, the clan Warboss, the only orc allowed to wear a cape, or a tribe leader, marked by a sash, would take the entire clan on a march along the surrounding roads,” Carson said. 

	It was on these roads that Shadowclan perfected the art of “crimping,” which involved the group’s hiding in a square formation in the center of a road.

	The idea was, any players using the dirt highway would pass through an invisible orc, lowering their stamina to where they couldn’t pass through the next. This left unwitting players stuck inside a square of invisible Shadowclan members. 

	“In this way, we would trap other players, and demand ‘shinies’ (gold) and ‘fud’ (ale or meat) as tribute,” Carson explained. “Players that gave us a token amount, or roleplayed their way out of danger, were set free unharmed. Players that cursed at us and fought ended up as human jerky.”

	Shadowclan members were all armed with the same weapons as the game’s NPC orcs: an ax (known in the Shadowclan’s language as a “lusk”), a ringmail tunic, boots, and an orc helmet. To anyone not aware of the Shadowclan’s existence, it might have appeared as if they were being clobbered by honest-to-goodness orcs.

	“One-on-one, we were comparatively weak, but as a group sometimes we were quite effective in battle,” Carson said. “Over time, with practice and training, we were fairly effective in group battles, using abilities like healing the orc next to you with bandages.”

	Uguaguc and Ugruk regularly created new events not only to keep members engaged and coming back, but also to identify those players who might rise to leadership roles within the guild.

	Each month, Shadowclan held a combat festival to determine who held the title of Warboss for the next 30 days. These events not only reeled in Shadowclan members, but often non-orc players who simply wanted to enjoy the bone-crunching spectacle.

	“Each tribe could submit one or two candidates and all the candidates would take part in a free-for-all battle with no magic, potions, or healing allowed,” Carson said. “The last candidate alive was the Warboss for the month.”

	Six months had passed since Carson joined Shadowclan and he was loving every minute of it. In a game where he had accomplished so much, Shadowclan offered the new and exciting experience he so desperately sought: one that combined friendship, camaraderie, combat, and roleplaying.

	“A key requirement was to stay in-character, and Shadowclan took this to the extreme,” Carson said. “Catskills had a strong roleplay community that went beyond just Shadowclan. Staying in-character created an environment that was constant improvisational theater. 

	“This, combined with the excitement of combat with consequence, created a very engaging virtual experience. Shadowclan on Catskills had a fair amount of rules, but they were designed to provide a good experience both for members and the people interacting with Shadowclan.”

	Before long, Carson had aspirations to rise to the Nob role within the guild and lead his own tribe. Behind the scenes, he had already been tasked with maintaining the spreadsheet that tracked the guild’s ever-growing database of members. By 1998, Shadowclan was at the height of its popularity, and new orcs were showing up at the fort each day, eager to demonstrate their hiding abilities.

	“Shadowclan was growing and needed more orcs at the leadership ranks to test and train the new members,” Carson said. “Another challenge was dealing with the magnitude of members. At our peaks we would have over a hundred active members—we had over a thousand in total—and I stopped keeping track after the first 600. I think a reasonable estimate is that 1,000-2,000 people joined Shadowclan at some point in UO.”

	Pleading his case to the Elder Nobs, Carson was given the orcish version of “okay” to found Shadowclan’s fourth official tribe, the “Throquat Ugz.”

	“I and a few others worked to come up with a tribe story, personality, and initial members,” Carson explained. “The focus of this new tribe was expansion and exploration. Our tribe would make trips to other orc forts, or create our own on land or in dungeons, and try to establish a base of operations there for as long as possible. 

	“In this way, the humans would begin encountering Shadowclan orcs in more random locations.”

	Leading a team of 10-20 orcs, Carson and his tribe visited new areas of the map, surprising many humans and further spreading the word of the Shadowclan. Carson led the tribe for the next year, stepping down on July 15, 1999.

	Of course, Carson had no intentions of leaving Ultima Online. Instead, his exit from Catskills led him to the newly opened server of Siege Perilous, where he started an official branch of the Shadowclan guild.

	Carolyn Alexander came to UO on day one, starting her digital life as “Ireland” on the Napa Valley server, lured in by the game’s word-of-mouth popularity. 

	“I had never followed the Ultima storyline, and seeing the game’s promos prior to release looked interesting, and so I figured I’d give it a try,” Alexander said. “I wanted to give it a try based on its crafting system, and the way it was advertised, since I also do a ton of crafts in the real world as well.”

	Unlike Carson, who had first spent quality time in Sosaria beginning with Ultima III: Exodus and remaining a faithful fan through Ultima VII: Serpent Isle, Alexander had no knowledge of fantasy games.

	Growing up in a Protestant home in California, Alexander wasn’t exposed to many of the fantasy books or magazines that helped shape Ultima’s target audience, but she said she found the idea of escaping into an online world appealing.

	“For my mom, our faith was first and foremost in our lives,” Alexander said. “God first, everything else in its order after that. Fantasy worlds and fiction stories weren’t banned from our home but it was just a direction that wasn’t encouraged.

	“The magic, dragons, demons, and pentagrams in the game did make me uncomfortable for a while because I was always raised to fear it because it was ‘dark’ and ‘demonic,’” Alexander explained. “Just having it be so open in a game anyone could buy was shocking to me. 

	Using UO as a window to meet and interact with people from different cultures around the world, Alexander overcame her religious reservations and was able to enjoy fun gaming sessions and intellectually stimulating conversations.

	“What drew me to UO was the medieval time period, and the curiosity of what an online game was and the social aspect of it,” she said. “This was the first online game that I knew about when it was released. At that point in my life, I was not one to go out much, make friends, or enjoy being in a social atmosphere publicly. For me, being able to socialize and interact with people on my terms was pretty enticing.

	“Over time, people would discuss aspects of their real lives and one specific player, who I played with often on the Napa server, mentioned her Wiccan beliefs one night. We started a conversation over it and we talked for quite a while in ICQ over what exactly she believed, and what her beliefs entailed. We are good friends to this day.”

	Also using UO as a way to “turn off life,” and not fret about the stresses of the day, Alexander threw herself into the game as a crafter. By 1998, she’d joined a guild called “The Phantom Menace” (TPM), grew within its ranks to a leadership role, and had built a circle of friends to play alongside.

	Due to a multi-guild alliance between TPM and The Knights of Order (KO), Liam’s Regulars (LR), and Paladin’s Heart (PH), Alexander’s circle of friends widened exponentially and she soon found herself regularly adventuring with KO’s leader, Onyx.

	It was Onyx—whose real name is David—that further brought Alexander into the world of roleplaying, though she admits to struggling to wrap her head around the concept at first.

	“When I first started UO, I had no idea about any of the backstory from the game, and it was my first MMORPG as well as my first RP experience,” she said. “For me it was more about watching others on the Napa server and trying to figure out what roleplay really was and how to do it.

	“David grew up with roleplaying and fantasy world-style games and would explain it all to me so I was able to grow into my own roleplay style. “

	In 1999, Alexander and David met in real life and began dating. In July of the same year, the couple decided to make the move to the veteran server of Siege Perilous. It was there they started running with the famed guild, The Imperium (~I~). 

	The Imperium was a group of roleplaying PvPers who famously charged a tax to any players caught wearing plate armor in their lands near Trinsic. If the toll wasn’t paid, death quickly followed. While members of The Imperium were known to be strong and fierce, they also stuck to their code.

	“The Imperium had their own region of land, and while on it, you could not wear plate armor if you were not part of the guild,” Alexander explained. “If you didn’t remove it, you faced battle, up to and including death. They were also their own self-sufficient city with vendors and were open to the public for players to come and shop, purchase goods and visit. 

	“Their roleplay style was unlike any other on the server, and it was a unique thing that set them apart, creating roleplay opportunities from both friends and enemies alike. Their leadership was also a spectacular marketing machine. They had newsletters they would release on their website and forums that would spin roleplay stories and plotlines taking place within the guild and others on the server, with just enough of a spin on it to create controversy and chatter, resulting in people visiting us based on their propaganda machine.”

	Suddenly, Alexander had gone from not quite understanding what roleplaying was, to demanding taxes from those who crossed her guild’s lands. Everything was clicking into place. 

	“The Imperium was, for me, a very intimidating group to roleplay with because they stuck to their persona,” she said. “They weren’t evil, but I wasn’t sure if they were good.”

	As it turned out, the deadly tax-collectors weren’t the only roleplayers on the server, and soon Alexander and David were running into players that roleplayed as orcs.

	“I remember being crimped by Shadowclan members so many times on Siege and then they would demand tribute,” Alexander said. “Tribute could be anything. An orc’s favorite thing was shineez, cider, and cookies. If you paid, you lived. If you refused, you died. I learned really quick to always carry cookies and cider on me, which was their weakness.”

	Though the encounters were often frustrating, the crimping showed Alexander another avenue through which players were enjoying the game’s roleplaying elements.

	Venturing to the orc fort one evening to witness one of the Shadowclan’s Cursed Keep combat events and having thoroughly enjoyed themselves, Alexander and David knew they wanted to be a part of the action. 

	The couple soon married in the real world and made plans to join Shadowclan together inside the game. 

	While excited about the prospects of their orcish lives, Alexander admitted to being nervous. After all, showing you could hide was easy, but it was another feat entirely to learn a whole new language.

	“It took me about a month of practicing the language and learning it as my husband and I commuted to and from work for me to get comfortable enough to ‘try out’ in-game,” she said.

	Consulting the Shadowclan website, Alexander followed the guild’s new character creation guidelines and was born again as “Hugzug.” Once Alexander had a grip on the language, the pair showed up at the orc fort where they were put to the test by the Nob on duty. 

	When asked “Huw duz lat cownt to H in urk?” (How do you count to five in orc?), Alexander and David—now going by the name “Khargug”—rattled off the appropriate answers of “ash, dub, gahk, futh, H.”

	When the pair was asked, “Hoo ownz awl uv lats stuff en lats bag?” (Who owns all of your stuff in your bag?) they knew the correct answer was “Shadowclan.” The answer to the final question, “Kan lat evur blah oomie?” (Can you ever speak human?) was, of course, “Nub,” or “No.” 

	When the Nob said, “Shuw us huw hosh lat hidee,” Alexander and David mashed their hiding skill hotkeys, simultaneously disappearing from view.

	They were in.

	“Joining Shadowclan helped me out in being able to challenge myself and learn how to roleplay,” Alexander said. “It wasn’t just playing a cook or a blacksmith and bartering for goods in town. It was roleplay on a whole new level. 

	“Not only was it literally learning another language, it was learning how to be an orc, something I honestly have never been exposed to through fiction writing or movies. Here, I was not only new to roleplaying but new to everything Shadowclan was about.”

	Following the same training that Carson had experienced on Catskills, Alexander learned how to defend the fort and regularly attended boot camps led by an orc named “Drutha.”

	“Boot camps were training for all new orcs,” Alexander said. “They were fun to take part in and fun to watch. Drutha was the alpha ‘fe-urk’ (female orc) while with us. Everything she did in-game was fantastic, from her roleplay style, to her combat abilities.

	“For many years, and probably still to this day, with anyone from Siege Perilous who played with her…when Drutha’s name is mentioned in games, there is always a short pause with those who played with her and then words of respect given: ‘Long live Drutha! Hur was da hosh’st!’”

	Through the boot camps, Alexander came to better understand UO’s combat mechanics, all while making friends with those players enjoying the alternative playstyle.

	“There was a dynamic there between the members because of our love for this different style of roleplay that I feel many other guilds didn’t have,” Alexander explained. “Not only was our roleplay style different, but so was our rule set. We did not use towns, we were not allowed to use banks. The orc fort was our home, and that was what we used for everything.

	“We also had the rule of ‘nothing belongs to you, it is all Shadowclan’s.’ If someone needs something and you have it in your pouch, then you give it to them. This really helped us as a family, clan, and guild. It was an honor system and there was really never an orc in need because everyone gave, knowing when they were in need, they would get something as well.”

	Alexander and David continued playing alongside Shadowclan for years, ultimately founding official branches of the guild in the MMOs Dark Age of Camelot in 2001, and World of Warcraft in 2004.

	Despite venturing off into other games and worlds, Alexander considers herself, first and foremost, a member of the original UO tribe.

	“I am still ‘with’ Shadowclan 18 years later,” she said. “We are not currently active in games for many reasons, but we are still in touch through Facebook, on our forums, Discord, and Twitch.

	“I love the fact that many of us grew to be good friends from this game. We have been through many life changes both good and bad—marriage, childbirth, divorce, death of family—and those friendships continue to grow stronger.”

	Alexander said the Shadowclan experience also strengthened the relationship between her and her husband. The pair has now been gaming together for 19 years and they’ve recently seen the roleplaying bug bite their two teenage children.

	How different life could have been had Alexander let the magic, dragons, and pentagrams scare her off.

	“[Playing with Shadowclan] taught me that roleplaying is not the ‘evil’ thing that many portrayed it to be,” she said. “It wasn’t all demonic and dark. It could be something as simple as being a librarian and running a virtual library, to decorating a house and turning it into a bar and running it. It was a way to escape from the real world and pretend to be in a world where the troubles of everyday life don’t exist. 

	“Most of all, I believe the experience taught me to not judge. Being raised in a religious home, I was taught roleplay is bad, that it’s something to be feared because it’s all dark, dangerous, and demonic. I’ve learned that it’s not all bad, and is no different than dressing up as Batman on Halloween and pretending for a day to be a superhero.”

	Alexander said it’s not uncommon for Shadowclan’s reputation to spill over into the real world where she’s able to see the guild’s long-lasting legacy firsthand.

	“Over the years, I’ve worked with hardcore gamers who, when we start talking and compare games we’ve played, and I mention I am in Shadowclan, they reply, ‘the orcs from UO’ or ‘The Shadowclan from WoW,’” she said. “They then go on to talk about how frustrating it was to fight against us and understand our language. We share laughs, and they talk about how surprised they are that I was a part of their guild. I always laugh and reply, ‘We aren’t a guild, we are a clan and a family right up to modern day.’”

	If Alexander and Carson have one thing in common, it’s a hope that Shadowclan members will find a game down the road that might bring them all back together and support their playstyle. But even if that never happens, they’re perfectly content at being a part of MMO history.

	“I’m thankful for the opportunity to help define Shadowclan,” Carson said. “The roleplay and combat challenges were fantastic, winning battles that no one thought could be won, and improvising new stories on the fly. 

	“Those were great experiences, yet I have to say, I appreciate being able to meet the other members the most. Many continue to be friends, and are great people. This was a pre-Facebook online community, and we’ve had countless discussions and debates on various topics over the years. It’s always a good feeling to be part of something and have an impact. In that respect, the most rewarding aspect is the continued appreciation members—and visitors—have for their Shadowclan experience.”      

 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	CHAPTER IV

	 

	FOR THE LOVE OF THE GAME

	 

	For many players, Ultima Online wasn’t simply a game. More often than not, the lives led inside the persistent world of Britannia proved to be just as fulfilling as their real-world counterparts.

	In fact, for everyone who spent their time in-game striving to add to the community and history on their respective servers, there was an equal number that donated their free hours “outside” of the game to give back in ways that best suited their personalities.

	Throughout UO’s history, countless websites sprung up to contribute server news, how-tos, maps, skill guides—you name it. Players who weren’t into statistics or numbers started entertainment websites, sharing their UO-themed tales of adventure, screenshots, or comedy. Then there were those who logged off of their main characters just to turn around and dive back into the game as volunteers, helping others to have life-changing experiences of their own.

	While very few of these added responsibilities put money in the pockets of those involved, they all provided a fulfilling way to give back to a game they loved. One that had provided them so much in the first place.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Seeking Counsel

	 

	Among those who gave back to Ultima Online was Diane Migliaccio, who went on to become a figurehead of the volunteer community known to most as “Counselor Tiggs.”

	A friend of Migliaccio’s gave her a copy of the game as a gift shortly after UO launched. With little experience when it came to video games—aside from a stint with the early Atari system—Migliaccio’s interest was immediately piqued by the detailed, persistent fantasy world, and soon she was logging into UO in the evening once her children were asleep.

	“From the moment I entered into the world, I was in love,” Migliaccio said. “I spent endless hours at night playing the game while my babies slept. It was beautiful, and there was so much to explore. I was in a world doing everything that I could in real life, but more. It was like being in a movie that didn’t end.”

	Introduced to Britannia through the Catskills shard, and armed with a heart of gold, Migliaccio wandered the colorful landscape, helping those players she came across by giving away any and all items she had gathered. But once Migliaccio had placed a house west of Shame Dungeon, her new neighbors opened her eyes to a different playstyle altogether. As it turned out, the house next door belonged to a fearsome guild of PKs known as the “CDC,” or the “Contagious Disease Consortium.”

	“I didn’t realize the neighbors were PKs until I was out in the woods chopping trees,” Migliaccio said. “I saw a few of them moving about and started to head back to my house. From inside my home I could see that they were in their house next to mine. After a few days I stripped down, leaving everything I owned in the house, and walked over to theirs. They came out on their porch and I introduced myself and let them know I lived next door. They were very friendly and said that I had nothing to worry about, and that they didn’t kill neighbors.”

	While Migliaccio had spent quality time on the receiving end of aggressive Player Killer behavior, she never saw herself becoming one. However, with a set of new—not to mention lethal—friends living mere tiles away, she had considered the possibility and soon was in the mix herself. 

	Now a murderer, and no longer able to visit the town banks, Migliaccio adopted a kill-or-be-killed mentality.

	“PKing was a totally different playstyle,” Migliaccio said. “I went from wandering around and doing what I wanted, when I wanted, to being more cautious. I loved to travel the world so it didn’t matter really where I was. If I was in an area working on my skills, and other non-PKs came by, if they didn’t bother me, I would leave them alone. 

	“But some players you just knew were going to try and get you, so you’d have to get them first.”

	As “Dread Lady Cassandra,” Migliaccio and her CDC comrades waged wars with other PvPers across the map. Through combat and adventure, she bonded with her new guildmates while experiencing yet another facet that Ultima Online afforded its players.

	The guild’s relationship even crossed over into the real world with Migliaccio meeting several of her co-murderers face to face at a New Year’s Eve party.

	Despite all the gleeful killing, Migliaccio’s course in Ultima Online changed again in 1998 when the game’s developers announced a new customer server initiative known as the “Counselor volunteer program.”

	Clothed in hooded blue robes and imbued with limited otherworldly powers, Counselors served as community liaisons, teleporting around Britannia to help players, field general questions, and pre-screen calls before they were forwarded to Game Masters.

	These volunteers were asked to work a minimum of three two-hour shifts per week, running anywhere from 3 p.m. to 1 a.m. local server time. While a six-hour minimum was compensated with an extra game account for free, many Counselors found they enjoyed spending their in-game time helping others, and worked as many as 40 hours per week.

	When Migliaccio heard that applications were open, it appealed to her earlier playstyle of assisting strangers. After filling out a brief application detailing her hours of availability and desire to help others, Migliaccio found out quickly that she’d been accepted into the program.

	“I’ve always enjoyed helping others learn new things in the game,” Migliaccio said. “The Counselor program seemed such a great fit for me. I was very happy to be able to assist players in a more official capacity.”

	Migliaccio was assigned to the Great Lakes shard where she operated as Counselor Tigger, a nickname given to her by her father due to her overly hyper nature throughout childhood. Migliaccio insists the nickname has carried on into the professional world with friends and coworkers often referring to her as “Tigger” or “Tiggs.”

	With a new name and a new look, Migliaccio dove into her training with a group of other new Counselors. On day one Migliaccio reported for duty and was summoned to “jail”—a secret, inaccessible room where players could deal one-on-one with Game Masters—alongside a group of her new recruits. 

	Migliaccio said that while she was waiting, her screen suddenly filled with call logs of players in need. Randomly clicking about, Migliaccio accidentally accepted a call and was instantly transported across the world. Full of enthusiasm, but with no idea what to do or say, Migliaccio said she was quickly rescued by her trainer.

	“Everyone had a good laugh at this,” Migliaccio said. “I was the first one to ever just leave during training and go off. I was excited to get started!”

	By working as a Counselor on Great Lakes, Migliaccio was introduced to a whole new world, much like visiting another big city that’s similar, yet different to the one you live in. She came to know the residents of Great Lakes, their communities, and over time, began to recognize those friendly (and not-so-friendly) faces.

	“Great Lakes was so much different than Catskills,” Migliaccio said. “Great Lakes was a roleplaying server for sure, and it was great to see all the wonderful things that players put together. I thought the Shadowclan Orcs on Catskills were neat, but they had nothing on the Great Lakes roleplayers. 

	“Great Lakes was my second home and Catskills was where I could actually play and enjoy. When you help people over and over on a server, you get to know them. I grew to know and love all the players on Great Lakes as much as those on Catskills.”

	And while one might think that splitting her time between assisting players as a Counselor on one server and slaughtering innocents as a PK on another might lead to some sort of split personality disorder, Migliaccio insists that returning to her PK roots provided the balance she needed to continue enjoying the game. 

	As time went on, Migliaccio threw herself further into her Counselor role, spending upward of 12 hours per day assisting players who were new to the game, lost, stuck, or had questions in need of answering. Her hard work was recognized by the Game Masters and in 1999 a restructuring of the program saw her earn a promotion.

	In an effort to keep call volume manageable, Counselors’ areas of operation expanded from just one shard to cover entire regions. As a regional lead, Migliaccio bounced among multiple shards throughout her shift. As more Counselors were brought into the fold, Migliaccio found herself as a training lead, responsible for getting “new hires” up to speed on policies and procedures.

	While Migliaccio said the program’s expansion took something away from the personal experience—where players were familiar with those Counselors assigned to their server—she understood the need to handle the ever-expanding volume of calls as subscriber numbers increased. In addition to handling help calls, Counselors were often summoned from the heavens when players wanted to “marry” their in-game avatars. And what’s a virtual wedding without a god-like officiant to make it...official?

	“I had the pleasure of marrying two players in-game, who were also Counselors, that later on were married in real life and invited me to the wedding,” Migliaccio said. “Weddings were something we did on our off time for players. We even were able to get rings inscripted, which was really cool. Players would provide their vows or the scripts and we’d read them off for them. After the ceremony, there would be a party...typically broken up by PKs, or rival clans.”

	Throughout the experience, the Counselor team became a tight-knit crew, bonding over their shared responsibilities. The team corresponded regularly both in-game and through dedicated IRC chat channels. And while Migliaccio insists the work was hard, many of the friends she made through volunteering remain close to this day.

	During her tenure, Migliaccio secured those bonds of friendship even tighter by organizing player meet and greets in her home state of New Jersey and nearby Virginia. Players flew in for these events from across the country, whether it was for a daytime picnic or an evening meal.

	“The lifelong friendships I’ve made because of UO are irreplaceable,” Migliaccio said. “Many of us still are in contact, and while we don’t get to see each other as often as we’d like, we do keep in touch with Facebook and playing together in other games.

	“We’ve watched each other’s children grow, been there as the shoulder to cry on as our parents have passed on, and have maintained friendships that all started because of a game from a company with the slogan ‘We Create Worlds.’ They created the worlds, but through the Counselor program, ‘We Create Friends.’”

	Similarly, the call for Counselors was answered by Valerie Massey, who started playing Ultima Online in 1998. Living with her then-husband, as well as her 85-year-old grandmother, Massey served as a full-time caregiver.

	“When you’re the sole caregiver of someone who is bed bound, you’re pretty much housebound, too,” Massey said. “There would be long stretches of time where I didn’t go anywhere or talk to anyone from the outside.” 

	Massey said the living situation made life difficult, and it soon led her to a bout of depression. Luckily for her, technology was improving, and soon Massey discovered an escape in the internet.

	“When we finally got the internet, it was like throwing open the door to Narnia,” Massey said. “Our dial-up connection was terrible, but it was worth the pain of long loading times to have the chance to socialize with other people.”

	Having heard about Ultima Online from a cousin, who described it as being an online version of Dungeons & Dragons—a game the two played together in their youth—Massey saw the potential in a game that connected her with extended family as well as with strangers around the world. Despite her cousin’s living three hours away, the two could relive their D&D days through the virtual world of Britannia. 

	Massey called the experience “magical” and soon she was all in on the game.

	“I like doing the most mundane, unexciting things in games, like gathering resources,” Massey said. “To me, UO was sort of like an Easter egg hunt. How many logs can I get from that tree? If I fish here, will I find a message in a bottle? 

	“I also loved collecting things and decorating. That was one of the unique things about UO, the way you could combine objects to create decorations, like stacking an empty potion bottle, green onion, and fried egg, which simulated a flower in a vase. There was so much room for creativity. It truly was a sandbox.”

	Massey’s penchant for digital crafts led her to create a character aptly named “Martha Stewart.” Through the character, Massey turned her in-game hobbies into gold, setting up a small shop in the player-run city of Lumiere on the Lake Superior shard, located west of the mountains housing Dungeon Wrong. 

	It was in Lumiere that Massey offered cooked meats, baked goods, furniture, and clothing, selling them to fellow adventurers as “boxed dinners.” Each dinner was themed and supplied everything a player needed to stop, take a breath, and enjoy the virtual world on a whole new level.

	“One of the themes was ‘picnic date’ and included a small table, chairs, a candle, and dinner for two,” Massey said. “I would see these infamous, well-known murderers coming by the shop to buy things from Martha, even these silly boxed dinners.”

	Soon, Massey found herself running Lumiere’s Crescent Tavern, home of the Lumiere Knights and a popular gathering spot for players from across the lands. Monday nights were especially popular for the weekly women’s mud wrestling event.

	Enjoying her newfound sense of community, Massey went on to write for UO Stratics and ultimately joined the volunteer team as “Counselor Pann,” a moniker borrowed from Peter Pan in her then-favorite movie, Hook. 

	Massey said she was excited for the opportunity to not only help others, but to continue meeting new and exciting people from around the world.

	“I had nothing but time,” Massey explained. “Playing UO gave me something to look forward to and be excited about at a time in my life where those things were in very short supply. Becoming a Counselor added an extra layer to that, a sense of purpose and accomplishment, camaraderie, and excitement.”

	Reporting for duty as Counselor Pann on the Chesapeake server, Massey said she was elated when she was given the iconic blue robe that came with the role.

	“It felt so special and elite, and I’d never felt special and elite in my life before,” Massey said. “I was always the little chubby kid who was the last one picked for the kickball team. The internet, and UO in particular, gave me opportunities to bring my personality into the forefront rather than my looks.”

	Massey wasn’t alone in being affected by the positive side effects produced by the game.

	Of all the positives to come out of Migliaccio’s experience with Ultima Online, she points to her personal growth as the most important. Through a virtual world she was able to learn about other cultures, to practice patience and persistence, to appreciate the importance of using customer service to create lifelong customers, and myriad other life lessons which she said allowed her to accept herself for who she is.

	“I do remember when I first started the Counselor program that I had a feeling of being uneducated,” Migliaccio said. “I was from a small town in New Jersey, with no college background, and here I was with a group of people from all over the world with higher educations, discussing things I’ve never heard of or knew about. 

	“For a while it was overwhelming to me and I eventually realized I can’t change who or where I came from, but I can change what I know in this world.” 

	The realization set Migliaccio on a mission to learn as much as she could about the world via the internet, including the computer skills that later set her career on a new trajectory.

	As Massey’s confidence grew through UO, so did her circle of friends. One of those friends and guildmates turned out to be Mike Wallis, a video game producer, who was busy working with Simon & Schuster to publish the science-fiction MMO called EVE Online. The space-based game, which featured in-game activities such as mining, manufacturing, trading, exploration, combat, and even piracy, was created by Reykjavík, Iceland’s CCP Games and released in 2003. It still operates to this day.

	In 2002, shortly before EVE Online’s release, Wallis offered Massey a job. The opportunity not only proved how real her digital relationships were, but also launched Massey into a dream career. 

	“Mike offered me my big break in the video game industry as the community manager,” Massey said. “I still wonder if I should thank him or punch him for that!”

	It was safe to say the depression had ended.

	Unfortunately, Ultima Online’s volunteer programs were disbanded in September of 2000 following a class-action lawsuit against Origin Systems and Electronic Arts by a small group of volunteers demanding compensation for their work. The lawsuit was thought to be spurred by a change in company policies which revoked special privileges volunteers enjoyed, among them free UO service and special items. 

	The lawsuit was settled in 2004, with Electronic Arts paying an undisclosed sum to the complainants, and the remaining volunteers being immediately stripped of their robes and responsibilities. 

	Since Diane Migliaccio was not involved in the lawsuit, she retained quality relationships with those at Electronic Arts. Now available for new opportunities, she reached out to the network she had created and was quickly offered a job. Packing her things, she left New Jersey for California where she worked on The Sims Online. Developed by Maxis and published by Electronic Arts, the game was released to acclaim in 2002.

	Now living in Austin, Texas, but still working in the games industry to this day, Migliaccio learned firsthand the power of friendship and admits her life has changed for the better due to the time spent with Ultima Online.

	“The Counselor program opened my eyes to a whole world other than New Jersey, and I think it empowered me to be more, see more, and do more,” she said. “I often think that if I didn’t become part of the Counselor program, I’d still be living in New Jersey struggling with getting through life. I’ve met so many people, and we all had one thing in common: a game.”
 

	Tying the Knot

	 

	The idea of Counselors like Diane “Tiggs” Migliaccio marrying players within the game might sound unusual to outsiders, but these unions were commonplace in Ultima Online. In fact, the concept at first sounded strange to Meg “LizzyT” Watt, too.

	“My first thought was genuinely, what the hell? Followed by, that’s kind of cool,” Watt said.

	Little did Watt know that UO weddings would soon become as time intensive for her as their real-world counterparts. 

	Watt started playing UO in 1997, encouraged by her first husband, who had signed up for the game’s public beta.

	“I started playing a few days after he did,” Watt said. “I loved that UO combined the social element of chat rooms like IRC, with a real world environment.”

	Upon first stepping into Britannia, Watt described her playstyle as “survival.”

	“There was a lot of OooOoOooO in the early days before Trammel,” Watt laughed. “I was very lucky to make some incredible friends, several of which I still keep in touch with to this day. They helped me traverse the game and find my niche.”

	That niche came into focus when Watt was asked to officiate her first wedding. Having attended one in-game wedding prior, Watt found herself inspired by the decorations, colors, and enthusiasm of the players, and leapt at the chance to try her hand at it.

	“The first wedding I attended was in the throne room of Lord British’s castle,” she said. “I loved that the wedding party had matching outfits, just like a real wedding. I was impressed with the level of detail you could achieve with limited resources. 

	“I also remember that the bride and groom were in the same guild and their whole guild logged on and wore matching outfits. I thought that was very cool.”

	In a moment of serendipity, Watt’s first attempt at officiating was for a friend’s wedding held on the roof of Lord British’s castle.

	After getting a feel for what the couple, Lord Xavier and Daria Melbourne, had in mind for their impending nuptials, Watt went to work setting up a series of hotkeys that she could press to deliver what was sure to be a touching and moving oration.

	“In any game, people tend to set hotkeys to do certain things,” Watt explained. “In UO, you can set them to cast spells, or open a bag. You could also set them to say something. I would then hit the next hotkey and it would have the next line.”

	By setting up her speech ahead of the event, Watt ensured that attendees didn’t have to patiently wait for her to type her speech manually in real time. Of course, the main detail Watt recalls about that particular ceremony is how she hit the wrong hotkey at the wrong time, delivering the speech out of order. But if the crowd noticed, no one said a word.

	“I played it off like I was being dramatic and everyone played along, but I definitely became more nervous about it,” Watt said. “I was forevermore cautious with the buttons, second-guessing myself when I typed them. But everyone was very nice about it.”

	Watt ended the ceremony with some fanfare, casting a spell to create a wall of fire, adding some dramatic flair to the festivities.

	While that first ceremony may have appeared to be a rocky start, with practice came perfection.

	Several months later when UO was officially released, weddings became a popular pastime for players, serving as a reason to get dressed up and throw a big party.

	Marriages in UO, and similar online MMOs, generally serve one of several purposes. Oftentimes the couples tying the knot have developed a relationship in-game and choose to “go exclusive” by holding a ceremony. Other times the players had married in the real world and held ceremonies in the game for those friends who weren’t able to attend in person. In the third scenario, players “roleplayed” the wedding to advance the in-game storylines that they shared with friends, family, or guild members.

	To my knowledge, ceremonies conducted within the game weren’t legally binding. I can’t image the difficulty of splitting virtual assets in a digital divorce.

	Shortly after Watt’s husband was recruited as a Counselor, he learned that a group of volunteers had put together an official UO Weddings website where players could go to register their event. After setting up a time and a place for the wedding, Counselors appeared to bless the unions.

	Watt’s husband casually asked her if she might like to be involved.

	“As soon as I heard about the site, I wanted in,” Watt said.

	At the time, Watt was working professionally as a journalist, but saw the digital wedding craze as a way to tap into another side of her creativity.

	As a registered officiant, Watt was given Counselor-like abilities, enabling her to craft unique items, create rich environments for the couples, and instantly access dangerous locations—like dungeons or spots outside the safety of the city guards—in which the betrothed had chosen to be married.

	Before 2000’s Renaissance expansion separated the game world into distinct PvP-friendly and PvP-free worlds, Watt said the biggest challenge to holding a wedding outside the city limits was the Player Killers who roamed the wilderness looking for a fight.

	“We had an event in the Moonglow Zoo—when it still had animals—and everyone kept getting PKed,” Watt said. “We brought in our own armed guards and the whole thing just turned into a warzone. It was fun as hell, but really frustrating at the time.”

	Talk about a destination wedding.

	Before long, Watt was marrying several couples each week, journeying to every corner of the digital globe as she established officiants on each of the game’s nearly two-dozen servers.

	Her characters “Ariana Mayfair” and “Alexana Sibriani” handled marriage duties on Atlantic, Chesapeake, Lake Austin, and Siege Perilous, while her most well-known character, “Elizabeth Tobias,” officiated everywhere else.

	Regularly on call, Watt estimated that over the course of her career she married hundreds of couples. If it’s true that your wedding day is the most memorable day of your life, then Watt firmly established her place in many memories.

	Unfortunately, UO Weddings hit a bump in the road in the year 2000 when UO’s volunteer program was dissolved following a lawsuit against Origin Systems.

	“Weddings were so much easier when we were ‘official’ because we had some of the same abilities as staff members, but only while on duty,” Watt recalls. “We could be a bit more dramatic and set up special temporary areas for a wedding. When we lost that ability, we had to get more creative.”

	Luckily, Watt was brimming with creativity and by taking what she’d learned from tenured Counselors, she was able to not only put it to use, but to improve upon it.

	Watt went on to operate a player-run city on her home server of Lake Austin, splitting her time between coordinating events and collecting the game’s most fashionable items to wear while officiating.

	Because of her time with UO Weddings, Watt had developed a reputation for hosting quality, creative events and even though she’d lost her in-game abilities, her schedule didn’t slow down.

	Watt’s player-run town on Lake Austin even became home to a permanent wedding venue called the “Seraphim Inn,” which Watt custom decorated for each and every ceremony.

	“I designed the inn based on ideal space usage,” Watt said. “Horses and mounts, in general, were a consistent problem at weddings because they would neigh and such. They also took up a lot of space. By having them on a separate floor, they were less of a disturbance. 

	“I think the key to a wedding venue was similar to an auction house: open space, benches, and creative repurposing of objects to appear as something else.”

	Watt quickly became an expert in stacking many of the game’s common components to create the illusion of another item entirely. Cloth cut into bandages could become a waterfall or fountain, while stacked reagents like nightshade could appear as an arbor for the couple to stand beneath as they exchanged their vows.

	“There was a lot you could do with creativity and patience,” Watt said. “If we were planning something, I either knew what I needed, from having done it in the past—such as 553 bandages, 17 nightshade, and four bolts of cloth—but if it was something new, I could spend hours on trial and error. Creating a koi pond with a bridge to walk to it was a major undertaking.”

	Under Watt’s ownership, the Seraphim Inn played host to more than 30 weddings. The icing on the cake was that for the betrothed, the price tag of one of Watt’s digital ceremonies was significantly less than what they might pay in the real world.

	“Players usually just paid coin for their ceremony, but on occasion I accepted pets or clothes,” Watt said. “I always took it as a fun honor to bestow and didn’t get hung up on the payment.”

	Following the introduction of the non-PvP zone of Trammel, as well as a tool that gave players the ability to customize their homes at an incredibly detailed level, Watt saw the potential to elevate her wedding game to the next level.

	“Hosting weddings became much easier with the housing customization tool since you could ‘create’ homes that worked for whatever you needed,” Watt explained. “Stable? Sure. Inn? Check. Bank? We’ve got one.

	“With the opportunity to customize completely, you could literally create just about anything.” 

	For Watt, the perfect wedding venue was all about the “flow,” ensuring guests had a safe area in which to leave their mounts, a reception space, and a dedicated area for the ceremony, ideally all on separate floors.

	While Watt made a list of functional and safe buildings around Britannia available to her clients, some came to the table with their own ideas, hoping to exchange rings in one of the land’s more fantastic and dangerous areas. These choices often opened the wedding party to threats such as murderers or wayward monsters though it was up to Watt to ensure the ceremony went off successfully—all while keeping the body count as low as possible.

	Watt said there were several of these unusual requests that ended up as favorite locations, chief among them being the Star Room, a medium-sized stone chamber that seemed to hang in the depths of space. While the view was absolutely killer, so were the residents guarding access to the chamber. To get there, players had to journey deep inside the Lost Land’s Terathan Keep, a dangerous dungeon area filled with lethal spider warriors, dragons, and ax-wielding armored snakes.

	“The Star Room was an incredibly pretty space, especially for a wedding,” Watt said. “There were some cool spots near Papua and such, too…little spots that ‘UO forgot’ that had a special feel.”

	As for the strangest place a couple wanted to get married? Dungeon Deceit—a horrendous cavern filled with hungry, undead creatures.

	“They wanted to get married in the lich room during spawn,” Watt laughed. “That’s where they met. But it’s very distracting to have people fighting liches while you do the ceremony.”

	No matter how unusual the situation or request, Watt made it work. It was her ability to get things done which kept her busy each time a new couple became engaged.

	But more than the decorations, the planning, and the scripts, it’s possible Watt found herself drawn to being a part of these weddings in order to share in a moment of joyful bliss. Outside of UO, Watt’s happiness wasn’t functioning at optimal levels.

	“I was a young bride with two small children, and my life was definitely not what I had anticipated,” Watt shared. “While I was working to change that, sometimes it felt like the walls were sand on all sides. The game, in many ways, was my outlet from what I couldn’t change.”

	Watt, like many others, leveraged Ultima Online as a respite from the stresses and responsibilities of the real world, allowing her to be whoever she wanted when logged into the game.

	“With UO, it was a place where I could live a different life for a while every day,” she said. “I cherished that escape to a place where I had endless funds, the ability to help others, and lived a carefree existence. It was the best coping mechanism ever. 

	“In hindsight, I think it helped me to become a better person, because I could compartmentalize the stress and achieve more in my life.”

	And achieve, she did.

	Watt ultimately left the life of a journalist behind, taking a public relations role with a video game company. Imagine her elation when she learned that one of her job’s responsibilities included event planning. 

	On a mission to make the most of her creativity, Watt now runs a book review website, is heavily involved in several philanthropic endeavors, and stays busy as a mom and pet owner. 

	“I like to think I am successful now, and a lot of the reason was because of those tough years,” she said. “I love my work, and in general, my life.” 

	Despite leaving Britannia behind in 2006, Watt says she looks back at the game—both as a player and as a wedding officiant—in a positive light, having taken with her many life lessons learned from the virtual world.

	“UO, first and foremost, was always a reflection on life,” Watt said. “It’s a wonderful feeling to know you’re part of something that has had lasting impact on people’s lives. Some of those relationships I officiated in-game became actual marriages outside of it. Babies came into this world from those unions. 

	“During a time in my life when I felt very powerless to have an impact, I felt like I had a real chance to help and imprint somewhere. How amazing is it to have an impact in any way in this world? We all want to leave our mark, and I can’t think of a better one than by helping to grow love.”

	 

	 

	A Role to Play

	 

	Counselors weren’t the only robed volunteers that could be spotted in the world of Ultima Online, but in order to spot a Seer—who wore hooded green robes with golden trim—you had to have a keen eye.

	Much like the volunteers who served as Counselors were there to help players with questions or game issues, Seers existed as storytellers who worked to further the lore and history of Ultima Online. 

	Connected to Interest Game Masters (also known as “IGMs”), Seers spent their playtime “in character,” disguised as everything from sweaty blacksmiths to dirty beggars, to shining royalty or deadly warriors. Sometimes Seers even took the form of monsters, all to help players further engage with the game. 

	Often a Seer’s quests began with little fanfare. They might pop up in a highly populated city seeking help in reclaiming a lost or stolen item, or they might appear in the form of a town crier directing players to a location where more information or a battle might be waiting. By engaging the Seer and answering their call for help, players were set on the path to adventure.

	In my experience, Seers were always mysterious and elusive—there one minute and gone the next—but it was this sense of mystery that also made them so intriguing. I could only assume these volunteers were overflowing with both creative energy and passion for UO in order to regularly craft new ways of entertaining us everyday adventurers. Conversations with John “Seer Flare” Albano and Scot “Seer Hearadh” Salmon quickly confirmed my suspicions.

	Albano came to Ultima Online at its launch in 1997, but the thought of an online experience alongside thousands of other players brought more nerves than excitement. 

	“I saw a poster for the game inside of a GameStop at the mall,” Albano said. “My initial reaction was, ‘Do I really want others hosing up my game as I try to play it?’”

	In fact, as Albano remembers it, there was nothing about the game that seemed appealing at the time. He said it was only later, when he was thinking about it at home, that something clicked into place and he decided to give UO a chance. And how different Albano’s life would have been had he not made the impulse purchase.

	As with many other new players, it was after taking the game home and booting it up that Albano’s eyes were opened to the digital freedoms of Britannia and he truly understood what an online gaming experience could be.

	“Seeing other languages being spoken and experiencing different cultures made UO much bigger than a game,” Albano said. “It wasn’t like anything I had ever experienced before, and it’s not like anything I have experienced since. It was incredible.”

	Enticed into Britannia in 1997 by a coworker, Salmon quickly found a love for UO that spoke to his childhood experiences reading fantasy novels and playing Dungeons & Dragons. The game provided Salmon a way to relive the community gaming experiences of his past, with him and his pal logging in during low periods at work, where the internet connection was faster than at home.

	“We started playing together during lunch breaks at work, and since having access to a fast connection was a big advantage in the game, I would even come back to the office after our hockey games to play UO into the night,” Salmon said.

	Joining the Great Lakes shard as an avatar named “Scot”—an ode to his Scottish roots—Salmon enjoyed exploring everything Britannia had to offer. Salmon said he found the game’s low-traffic areas intriguing as they provided additional areas that he could explore uninterrupted.

	“It was the first time I’d seen a game where there were places you could go, and yet there was really no reason to go there,” Salmon explained. “No NPCs, no shops, no resources you couldn’t get more easily elsewhere, and usually no players. 

	“The fact that the world was big and open and sandboxie enough that that was a thing was a novel and interesting concept in a game, and it gave me a sort of goal or mini-game of trying to figure out what I could do with the apparently empty space.” 

	While Salmon’s appreciation for UO’s out-of-the-way locations and towns might seem odd to the average player, the fascination proved to be vital to his role as a Seer.

	Meanwhile, Albano mixed his days on the Pacific shard, killing time through crafting, roleplaying, and hunting pesky Player Killers. Each vocation offered different challenges and provided new ways to experience all that the game offered.

	“Roleplaying and crafting was fun and profitable while PK hunting was pretty costly,” Albano said. “I was mediocre at it, at best, but it was ridiculously fun. PKs were the villain...the mythical dragon on the edge of town...the boss monster.”

	Through his endeavors, Albano made a group of new friends, all of whom had a taste for UO’s delicious lore. Armed with a desire to serve up their own adventure to their fellow adventurers, Albano—then going by the name “Comet”—along with his pals Dlone, Fallo, Nikademus, and Faromir, formed the Communion of Sages (CoS). Bouncing between the Atlantic and Catskills servers, the group set up quest scenarios with the goal of getting the everyday player involved.

	“The Communion of Sages often ran events and contests on the two servers, creating whatever characters and backstories were needed to do it,” Albano said. “Back then it was easy. Create a new character, find out where an odd or large nearby spawn was, head into town with a story about the tragedy that occurred and why you need to rally others to aid you there—boom, instant quest for people.

	“Players came and slayed the beasts, we’d give them all a share of some gold and loot we had, and everyone goes on their merry way. If they’re roleplayers, then a tavern visit of some kind or some storytelling occurs.” 

	According to Albano, these quests continued for more than a year while behind the scenes, the guild used internet forums to collaborate on new ideas, characters, and stories that could be accomplished logistically within the game’s framework.

	However, as time passed and more and more Player Killers began to haunt the Britannian wilderness, the guild’s characters appeared less like the gatekeepers of grand adventure and more like bait for innocent civilians just waiting to be slaughtered.

	Over on Great Lakes, Salmon was learning the game’s mechanics. He and the friend who brought him to UO in the first place had purchased a house. Rather than fill it with treasures and weapons, the adventurers filled it with…sheep.

	“We ran a sheep farm for a long time,” Salmon explained. “It was profitable to build a huge empty house, herd a bunch of sheep into it, and take turns logging in on a predictable schedule to shear them and turn the wool into cloth and sell that. 

	“It was just so unexpected that any of that—owning a house, taming sheep, crafting for profit—was possible in a game.”

	Soon, Salmon was able to pull himself away from his shearing responsibilities long enough to discover the shard’s vibrant roleplaying communities and he joined up with the Cove Merchant’s Guild, run by a woman named Heather.

	Suddenly, Salmon found himself surrounded by interesting characters and stories that helped him sink further into the virtual world. In the process, it changed his entire viewpoint on the “game.”

	“UO is a world, and treating it like a game misses the point and misses half the fun,” he said. “The more you treat it as a complete world, the more complete the world becomes. You and your friends can make your own games, quests, economy, everything.”

	It didn’t take long for Salmon’s enthusiasm for UO to bleed over into the real world. Living in Austin, Texas—not far from the Origin Systems offices—he came up with the idea of holding a player lunch at a Tex-Mex spot called “On the Border.” As Salmon saw it, such a meet and greet would allow folks to form deeper connections with their fellow players than the computer screen might allow. 

	Realizing his proximity to the game’s development offices, he came up with a plan to make the event even more special.

	“Somehow, I got the idea to reach out to the dev team in Austin and see if they’d be willing to come out for lunch one day and meet some players,” Salmon said. “It was a huge success, with many attendees for that first event, and then more and more as time went on.”

	The lunch gathering, held in February of 1998, was the first of many. As the gatherings grew in popularity, the events were held to coincide with local renaissance fairs where a larger crowd could be accommodated. To help organize these events, Salmon enlisted the help of Heather from his in-game community.

	“I think, at its peak, those events had hundreds of attendees at RenFaire events near Austin,” Salmon said. “Needless to say, nothing like that had ever happened in my computer gaming experience before UO.”

	In Salmon’s mind, these events were simply a way for him to enjoy fellowship with other players as well as with the Origin employees who worked so hard to create and maintain the game. He didn’t realize he was setting himself up for a future opportunity.

	Over on Atlantic and Catskills, the Communion of Sages’ hard work was recognized in 1998 when several members joined the Origin Systems-sanctioned Seer program and were tasked with creating new content for specific shards. When an invitation was extended to Albano to join the organization, the answer was an emphatic yes.

	“It felt great to be accepted into the program,” Albano said. “The Seer program was a stage to perform on, and a way to provide entertainment for others. It was another channel through which to take part in and experience the amazing virtual world that is Ultima Online. It was more tools to do what we were already doing, but better.”

	Through the program, Seers assisted in the creation and execution of quests. While some adventures were designed to be quick and spontaneous to a specific shard—perhaps taking 30 minutes or less to complete—others underwent months of advance planning, writing, preparation, and scrutiny, taking equally as long to play out within the game. The biggest events were considered “world canon” and were played out over all shards simultaneously.

	I specifically recall a time, prior to the release of the Renaissance expansion, when the city of Trinsic was under siege by undead monsters. Players showed up to do battle with the ghouls, ghosts, and skeletons that haunted the streets. At certain times, fabled warriors and powerful wizards—Seers playing dedicated characters—arrived on scene to advance the story, providing background lore and context for the ongoing war.

	According to Albano, Seers worked hard to ensure they provided content for players of all skill types and levels. While some quests were these large-scale combat battles with hundreds of players on the screen at once, others focused on problem-solving skills and were restricted to the general safety of a city. By the end of these quests, players had a chance at scoring unique, one-of-a-kind items that commemorated their participation and success.

	“There were maybe two Seers per server at the time I joined,” Albano said. “I met a ton of other people who had the same interests as I had—the same fascination with people and how they interact.

	“The common interest seemed to be a group-wide desire to entertain others. We all seemed to have a dark sense of humor and sarcasm ran wild in the group. I’d say that had a lot to do with what we saw in people, and how we reacted to it.”

	Soon, Albano was dedicating 3-4 hours a day to his volunteer responsibilities. Pulling double duty, he operated as Seer Flare on Catskills and Seer Areiela on Sonoma. Due to the secrecy involved with their roles in upcoming storylines, Seers were encouraged to keep their green-robed lives a tightly guarded secret from the public.

	Albano said that when he was recruited to help with a special event on a shard he normally played, he’d often bring his main character and his Seer character to the epicenter of the action in order to put suspicious players off his scent.

	“There was one event where I was on three computers at once,” Albano recalled. “One as my Seer character leading the group, and another two as my other characters, rallying people to the event in other towns.”

	In Austin, Salmon’s history of planning and executing fun events had also made him a prime candidate for the new Seer program. He was invited to visit the Origin Systems offices for his interview. There, he was given an overview of the program’s goals.

	“I was definitely excited,” Salmon said. “I really felt like anything we could do to make the game better for roleplayers was good, especially since I had been one and sometimes that can be a tough way to play.

	“Other players can really mess with the RP experience if they want. Having official support for those playstyles was amazing. I don’t think I’ve seen it before or since in any major MMO.”

	While Seers dedicated serious time and energy into making sure events were fun, challenging, and could include as many different character types as possible, Albano made it clear that every quest involved one serious X-factor: humans.

	Albano specifically recalled a time on Sonoma where a player threw a giant, unforgiving wrench into a story’s gears. Prior to launching the quest, word had spread through rumors, whispers, and town criers about an evil leader who was quietly building an army. For this particular adventure, Albano played as “Frederick,” a strong warrior and personal guard to the Vizier of the city NuJel’m.

	As a main character in the quest, it was Albano’s responsibility to recruit powerful players and guilds that could go head-to-head with the evil lord and defeat him before he got his evil hands on whatever evil item he needed to accomplish his evil mission.

	One group on Albano’s list of potential recruits was the People’s Army of Sonoma (also known as “PAS”). The guild had a reputation for patrolling major roads and dungeons for PKs, supplying protection to weaker players. 

	“I travelled to their keep and met with their leader, King David,” Albano said. “As Frederick I explained the dire nature of the situation, and explained how his men would be an enormous asset in this mission to save Britannia from a great evil.”

	Prepared to lead PAS’s greatest warriors into battle against the evil lord, Albano was caught off guard at the guild leader’s response.

	“King David declined,” Albano said. “David said that his men fight the real evil of the land, that they take arms against the murderers and thieves that rob the innocent, murder
the unarmed, and use creative magic to rob houses of hard-earned belongings.”

	King David went on to tell Albano that if he truly wanted to aid the citizens of Britannia and protect the land, then he should ignore the evil looming over the world and travel with him and his men to patrol the camps. 

	“King David told me that a choice otherwise would only be pursuit of grandeur, offering no real aid to those that truly need it,” Albano explained. “He remained in character the entire time, as did the guards that were in the room. I thanked him for his perspective, explaining that while dismayed by his decision, I understood his reasons.”

	Despite the surprising setback, Albano went on to recruit a motley crew of warriors and mages that were able to defeat the evil lord, blessing the citizens of Britannia with another sunrise.

	“The evil villain was thwarted, the poison dagger contained, and the day was saved…from an evil that never really existed,” Albano laughed.

	While trying to decide where in Britannia his quests might be held, Salmon recalled the game’s less-traveled areas that he’d developed an affinity for early on in his UO experience. 

	“Doing something on Nujel’m island would probably guarantee that everyone who came was interested and would be positive participants,” he explained. “But it would really limit participating in the event to just people who already knew in advance somehow. Running an event closer to busy areas would include new people, but would mean PKs and trolls would be involved. 

	“I had a set of players I could rely on that if I leaked them word of an impending event, turnout would be good and would have a decent number of interested players.”

	To further build his network of roleplayers, Salmon set up a permanent location for one of his characters, “Harris,” on New Magincia island.

	Repurposing an empty building, Salmon founded the Great Horns Tavern, which served as a launch point for many quests. It also ensured that those players looking for adventure knew where they should stop first.

	“Just having a team of ‘regulars’ who would, over an extended period, reliably be there when I needed them was really impressive,” Salmon said. “It’s really about finding the balance between a place that people can find, and interested players might stumble across, without being so close to the beaten path that it’s a distraction for those players who aren’t interested in roleplaying.”

	Despite the tavern’s location off the beaten path, Salmon’s events continued to grow in popularity, and soon a larger building, The Palm Plaza Tavern, was founded.

	“I felt like I had a lot of power to design and run events like I wanted, as long as I understood the limitations,” Salmon said.

	Quests both big and small, were designed to provide as much fun and surprise as the game allowed, though Albano said he was always conscious of those players who were negatively impacted by the event.

	“Maybe the event brought undue attention to a group in the event’s area,” Albano said. “Maybe someone just doing their daily thing couldn’t do it because of the presence of an event. Maybe the events never seem to be held at a time that a particular player is on. Making the largest percentage of affected people happy seemed to be the biggest challenge.”

	After three years operating as a Seer, Albano ultimately stepped down from the role. While he’d enjoyed quality storylines and interesting characters, he said he believed the new generation of Seers was less concerned with anonymity, disappearing into their myriad characters, and more focused as serving as celebrities within the game.

	But despite where the program headed, Albano made his love of the experience abundantly clear, especially when it came to the best part of the job.

	“Hands down, meeting the players and devs that I did during my time as a Seer was the best part of the experience,” he said. “The program put the missing piece of RPGs back into MMORPGS: The Game Master, the storyteller, the person that can personalize, customize, and tailor the experience to the crowd that’s playing.

	“More importantly, though, it was an environment—both virtual and real—through which I met so many wonderful people that I still keep in touch with to this day.”

	Albano bid a final farewell to Britannia in 2004, eager to share his stories in new virtual lands.

	Determined to keep the players of Sonoma entertained, Salmon stayed with the volunteer program until it ended in 2000. But despite the dismissal of all volunteers, Salmon said he was thankful for an experience that made his time experiencing UO even richer.

	“I met a lot of players who I think really, really got a lot of value out of my events,” Salmon said. “People seemed legitimately thrilled to see my Seer when I logged in. They would follow and defend me anywhere. It was a bit of a power trip, and that’s not great, but it was mostly a really positive experience with a lot of happy players.

	“I also really enjoyed meeting the other Seers on the server. Having a strong community of people who loved RP was amazing.”

	Returning to the game as a normal “citizen” failed to keep Salmon’s attention, and when he found himself logging into UO so intermittently that his house collapsed, he knew it was time to go.

	Instead of using his free time to play video games, Salmon now coaches youth sports, teaches students at his local elementary school’s coding club, and mentors junior engineers from all over the world.

	“I really did enjoy seeing the happy virtual faces of the Seer’s fans and followers whenever I logged in,” Salmon said. “It made me feel like I was doing something that was valuable and appreciated. I think the memory of that joy explains in part why I spend time coaching and mentoring today.”

	 

	
Gaming With Power
 

	If there’s one thing I’ve found to be true—both from playing the game, and in the course of writing this book—it’s that there’s only one thing people seem to enjoy more than playing Ultima Online, and that’s talking about it.

	To help foster the conversation within the community and keep players connected, hundreds of websites have come and gone over the course of UO’s more than two-decade lifespan. 

	These websites served various purposes, including broker services for houses and items (such as Marcus Eikenberry’s famed Markee Dragon website), how-to articles, in-depth maps, or just good old-fashioned message boards where players could chat in or out of character while at work or on the go.

	Websites that provided information on how to improve a player’s character and power often proved to be vital reading outside the game, allowing players to put their newfound knowledge to the test when next they logged in.

	Personally, it took me months to wrap my head around the game’s mechanics. I’m reasonably sure the only reason I ever came to understand the intricacies of UO was because in 1999, months after I began playing, my parents abandoned me to my grandmother while they went on a vacation somewhere out west. With no internet connection to occupy my time, I read my copy of the The Second Age playguide—a 200-page tome that came packaged with the game—at every opportunity. 

	While Grandma thought I was enjoying reruns of “Dr. Quinn: Medicine Woman” on CBS, my face was actually buried in the playguide, my brain a sponge that soaked up every pebble of knowledge I could mine from the book’s pages.

	By the time my parents picked me up two weeks later, I had a comprehensive (if not encyclopedic) knowledge of UO’s crafting and combat systems. When I arrived home and rejoined Britannia, that knowledge led to my characters’ becoming more powerful in a short amount of time.

	UO Powergamers (more commonly known as “UOPG”), a website that rose to acclaim throughout the late ‘90s and early 2000s, came onto the scene with one mission: to provide players with everything they needed to develop powerful characters fast. 

	The site’s founder wasn’t beating around the bush with his intentions, taking the site’s name directly from the concept of “powergaming,” in which the aim of the player is to maximize progress toward a specific goal to the exclusion of other considerations such as storytelling, atmosphere, and social interaction.

	“UO Powergamers was built around ideas regarding building characters fast and efficiently,” said Samuel Nieves, who operated the site from 1999 until its demise in 2004. “Bringing you the best information on how to grow your character, and where to find the best loot and gold in the game.”

	If players wanted to create a powerful archer character, for example, UO Powergamers supplied a wealth of articles on what skills were ideal in an archer template, what type of creatures or monsters to hunt in order to raise the associated skills, and where in Britannia those monsters could be found.

	Articles published on UOPG were contributed by the community, offering players a chance to share their own encyclopedic knowledge, while message boards provided a hub for powergamers to interact. These articles were exactly how “Nieves,” who used his last name as his online persona, got started working with the site.

	Nieves joined Ultima Online in 1999, turned onto the online MMO by a Huntsville, Alabama, game store owner. Jumping into Britannia’s Great Lakes shard, Nieves focused on treasure hunting and roleplay PvP. Soaking up all the opportunities UO had to offer, Nieves used the information on UOPG to build up his characters, and soon began sending in his own tips and tricks.

	Nieves used his site contributions as a chance grow his “voice,” and while other UO-focused websites—such as the Stratics—took more of a wholesome, family-friendly approach to its content, UOPG offered a raw and unfiltered look at Ultima Online. Nieves said it was these alternative viewpoints that made him feel “at home.”

	“UOPG was an open, non-commercial site that wasn’t overly managed like the others, where you could post what you wanted without being censored,” he said. “Besides, I liked saying ‘fuck’ a lot back then. I couldn’t do that on Stratics.”

	Nieves’ contributions didn’t go unnoticed and in the spring of 1999 when “Redrum”—the site’s founder and administrator—decided to step down, Nieves became the logical choice to keep it going.

	“Redrum offered me the site one day,” Nieves recalls. “He saw I was dedicated and contacted me about taking over. My vision was to legitimize UOPG. I also wanted to find fast and legal methods of creating your characters quickly and efficiently without getting banned, and we succeeded in that.” 

	But as more and more players bookmarked UOPG in their browsers, the type of content began to shift as well and how-to articles on leveling up a character contained morally gray advice that didn’t always fit within UO’s terms and services agreements.

	Suddenly, macro scripts that allowed characters to repeat a series of tasks in order to raise a skill level were the norm. These “bots” could easily be run while the player was at work or school, allowing them to improve their characters without the need to be in front of the keyboard, in the same room, or even in the same zip code. Keeping with the game’s theme of risk versus reward, those who chose to macro unattended risked their accounts being banned if they were sniffed out by a Game Master.

	Despite UOPG sometimes operating in this gray area, the site didn’t condone using illegal programs to improve a character’s skills, but rather, merely offered the information publicly for the curious.

	It wasn’t long before players began sending in exploits and bugs that allowed others to dupe the entire system in order to gain an advantage. But rather than put UOPG and his own reputation at risk, Nieves saw an opportunity to work with UO’s developers instead of against them.

	“We got the attention of the developers and producers and were able to provide information on bugs, corrections, and fixes,” Nieves explained. “When we found an exploit, we reported it as quickly as we could so it could be fixed.”

	With Nieves working an average of 12 hours per day to add new content to UOPG, including news on development and upcoming in-game events, traffic to the site skyrocketed from around 1,000 hits a month to close to 8 million. (I told you people love to talk about UO.)

	“It was all from word of mouth, and connecting with other sites that backlinked us and sourced us for information,” Nieves said of the sudden growth. “People came to the site in droves. We were respected for what we did and how we did it, but we were also hated because we ‘took the joy out of playing the game’ because of our powergaming. 

	“With a game like UO, getting to 100 in the various skills meant you could do more, and we wanted our players to do that. I had no expectations. I just wanted to update the site, provide information, and write. I didn’t realize it would be so popular.”

	But while Nieves could write, he didn’t know anything about the website’s back end. Luckily, a Houston, Texas-based reader—and fellow Great Lakes player—who went by the alias of “Lady Grania” volunteered to help manage everything behind the scenes, freeing up Nieves to do what he did best: be the voice of UOPG, complete with a metric ton of expletives. 

	“I do want to say thanks to Lady Grania and her partner for all the help they gave me in managing UOPG all those years,” Nieves said. “Their work in Houston made UOPG a success.”

	As the site continued to gain readers at a steady pace, UOPG became a one-stop shop for Ultima Online news, information, and community conversation. Nieves’ hard work even earned him invitations to beta test other MMO video games such as World of Warcraft and Lineage in hopes UOPG might expand its offerings. 

	And as investors came around with ideas to monetize UOPG—or offers to purchase it entirely—Nieves stuck to his guns, turning them away.

	“Unfortunately, I didn’t see the earnings potential like Markee Dragon, who tried to mentor me on UOPG, had,” Nieves explained. “I just wanted to game and have a good gamer site. Yes, I wish I would’ve profited more from UOPG to benefit my family, but I don’t regret maintaining my values and having a free site for people to enjoy.”

	Nieves solidified UOPG’s presence as an online power-house when he received a free ticket to the third annual Ultima Online convention, which offered players from around the world an opportunity to get together to share their love for the game over several days.

	Two years later, Nieves received an invite from the UO’s publisher, Electronic Arts, to fly to its California offices to playtest the upcoming expansion, Samurai Empire.

	“Those trips were amazing,” Nieves said. “I was excited to get a free trip to San Francisco and to EA studios and meet the developers and producers. It was great being a celebrity for four days. Plus, I got to see some old UO friends and made new ones at the same time.”

	There was some irony in EA’s inviting Nieves to playtest the Samurai Empire expansion. As Nieves sat in the offices clacking away the keyboard with a group of enthusiastic designers and producers watching over his shoulder, he found himself entirely underwhelmed.

	“The changes with Samurai—things like elemental resistances—forced me to relearn the game, and I wasn’t interested, nor did I have time, to relearn UO,” he said. 

	In fact, Nieves was barely playing UO in his own free time. Instead, he had been secretly wooed by other games such as Blizzard’s World of Warcraft and Turbine’s Lord of the Rings Online.

	While 2004 saw UOPG at the pinnacle of its success, behind the scenes, Nieves’ world was quickly falling into disarray.

	“I balanced being a single parent while maintaining a gamer’s life,” he said. “I had a tough time in my real life. I lost my job and had to move my family from Alabama to Cleveland, Ohio. I didn’t have as much time for UOPG.”

	Having seen firsthand that Ultima Online wasn’t something he’d be interested in moving forward, Nieves left the game shortly after the Samurai Empire expansion hit store shelves in November 2004. And if Nieves wasn’t playing the game, he had no reason to continue with the site. Finally giving in to those who so desperately wanted to purchase the empire he’d help to build, he sold UOPG.

	In a twist of fate, UOPG was later sold to Markee Dragon, Nieves’ former mentor.

	“Running UOPG was fun, but I had to grow up a bit,” Nieves explained. “I was very angry back in that time. Life sucked and I blamed everyone else when the real problem was my own decision-making. 

	“I grew from that experience and am thankful to have had it. I miss many of the people I had as friends back then, and I hope to connect with them again.”

	Nieves said he hopes to one day write for games again, and in an effort to stay connected, he continues playing them, though mostly on home consoles. He also served as Dungeon Master for his Dungeons & Dragons group, Immortals Inc., which streamed its games live on Twitch.

	Despite the venomous articles he occasionally published online, Nieves maintained that he was grateful for everything the UOPG experience offered him.

	“It taught me to be humble,” he said. “It taught me to take a long look at myself as a person and always show grace. It also taught me to manage real life priorities better versus gaming. 

	“I was angry back then. To any and all I have ever offended: I apologize for being an angry asshole.”

	While many players remember UO by their adventures inside the game, Nieves’ experience will remain forever linked to running UOPG. Though his participation in the site contained many highs and lows, it’s clear in speaking to him that Nieves wouldn’t have it any other way.

	“I just loved writing and sharing and UOPG was an outlet to do so,” he said. “I loved Ultima Online and it had me wrapped up in its gameplay and the fact we created our own fun. It was an amazing time. I just loved gaming, and I loved helping people. It’s who I always was and am.”      

	
 

	Leveling the Playing Field

	 

	Elizabeth “El” Butler described her first experience logging into UO as “unforgettable.” 

	Landing on the Great Lakes version of Britannia, Butler was approached by a stranger who enthusiastically offered to show her around the world. When Butler accepted the invitation, the player opened a magical blue moongate. Anticipating grand adventure, she quickly stepped through. 

	She exited the portal seconds later into complete darkness.

	“He dumped me in Destard Dungeon without even telling me about day/night in UO or the existence of nightsight,” Butler mused. “Blind and confused, I lasted about two nanoseconds.”

	Resurrecting in the city of Trinsic—and thoroughly confused by what had just occurred—Butler wandered around, trying to make sense of the situation. Without a map of Britannia, she didn’t know where she was, let alone how to get back to where she’d started.

	“I ran around for an hour because I didn’t even realize there were roads between cities that I could manually run down to get around,” Butler recalled. “After running through Trinsic for an hour or more, I logged off and didn’t go back. It took me weeks to try it again, and I hate Trinsic to this day!”

	Butler, who lives in Madison, Wisconsin, started playing in 2002 when her then-husband brought home a copy of the Ultima Online: Renaissance core game, which had been discarded by one of his coworkers.

	Intrigued by the fantasy mural printed on the game box, Butler dove in.

	“I had never played online MMORPGs before,” she said. “The idea that I could meet other people and socialize from my comfy chair was like a light shining on me from the darkness.”

	The darkness Butler refers to comes in the form of multiple sclerosis. Forced into early retirement by the disease in 1994, Butler has difficulty moving, and is regularly confined to her home.

	When the desire to socialize outweighed the fear of digital death, Butler worked up the nerve to give Ultima Online a second chance.

	“It took me weeks to get the courage to log in again,” she explained. “But this time, I went in armed with an idea of how to get back to Britain, and managed it, despite being terrorized by gazers on the road.

	“I was truly terrified the entire way. Now, I laugh, but it was a very humbling experience, and one that shaped every day in the game thereafter for me.”

	Navigating with help from a map she found online, Butler arrived in the game’s capital city of Britain where she discovered the hub of a bustling virtual world. Able to move around this particular world painlessly, Butler wasted no time in interacting with every player that crossed her path, making friends at a rapid pace. Despite battling MS at home, Butler was still a social butterfly at heart.

	Eventually, she returned to the game’s starting city of Haven, where she made it her mission to ensure other new players didn’t find themselves in the same precarious situations she faced upon logging in for the first time.

	Finding a group of like-minded players over the next six months, Butler ultimately founded a guild known as “The Order of Truth” (O*T). Together, the team of community protectors founded a “New Player Center” where those unfamiliar with the world and its rules could go to obtain free information, supplies, and camaraderie from the Order of Truth’s various members.

	“I owe a lot to that guy that dumped me in Destard,” Butler said. “Without that experience, I never would have started a service guild with my Haven friends, welcomed new players as my main playstyle, or developed what eventually became one of a number of New Player Centers in UO.”

	When a new server called Lake Austin (named after the lake the original Origin Systems offices overlooked) opened in 2002, Butler and her guild departed the Great Lakes server, eager to contribute to the newborn shard’s history. 

	After refounding O*T, the guild went to work, pooling its resources. The group placed a house and another New Player Center was established, one which Butler said still exists in the game today.

	“It is still the source of many Lake Austin events and activities,” Butler said. “The Center includes well over a decade of developed training booklets written by a host of players as well as supplying new or returning players with kits tailored to the different professions.”

	It turns out that new players had a lot of questions for the guild. Many could be answered off-hand, but in the event a player’s query drifted into unfamiliar territory, Butler had a list of websites she could quickly consult. Among the sites was UO Stratics, an extensive database of knowledge that has existed for as long as the game itself.

	Founded as “Den’s Den: the UO Statistics Site,” during the game’s 1997 beta test by Ryan “Den Dragon” Findley, the internet hub provided strategies and statistics for nearly every element of Ultima Online. Not only were the articles in-depth and authoritative, but they were updated regularly to reflect current trends and changes within the game’s infrastructure.

	Shortly after Ultima Online’s official release, the site was renamed to “UO Stratics” (combining the words “strategies” and “statistics”) and a community was built through a series of message boards, article contributors, and news postings.

	Not only did Stratics cover official game updates from Origin Systems, but each of the game’s 20-plus servers had its own “shard reporters” who covered events, interviewed members of their respective communities, and even reviewed player-run establishments. These articles were posted on the site as thoroughly researched and well-written journalism.

	With the birth of the Lake Austin server, so too was another shard reporter position created, and Butler believed she knew the right person for the job.

	Due to her IT background, Butler understood the technical side of keeping a website online and could write HTML code, two responsibilities that most contributors hadn’t yet cracked.

	“I was very hesitant to apply, but I volunteered and was brought on as a shard reporter in 2005,” Butler said. “Stratics looked to hire creative individuals who had a track record of being socially active on the shards they applied to report for, players who could present the shards in well-written articles that were both entertaining and informative.”

	As part of her application, Butler was asked to review a player-run establishment on the Lake Austin shard. Several days after submitting the test article, she was hired by Joe “Crazy Joe” Harden, a staple of the Stratics community.

	Dubbed as “El of LA,” Butler went to work embedding herself even deeper into the community. 

	“I’ve always gone by El of LA, or El for short,” Butler said. “It’s a play on my real name, Elizabeth, but it is also a double-entendre. I was the Lake Austin (LA) shard reporter initially when I started, but I was also born in Los Angeles (LA). It seemed to fit very well as my pen name for Stratics and Ultima Online. 

	“To this day many people refer to me as ‘El’ in real life, and I feel it is as much a given name as the one my parents gave me.”

	Shard reporters were required to submit articles to the site a minimum of twice per week, covering events as they were happening, or advertising upcoming social gatherings. Since the site’s contributors operated on a volunteer basis, reporters hired for the various server beats needed to come armed with a mix of motivation and enthusiasm.

	“A reporter with enthusiasm enhances every shard they are involved with in many ways,” Butler said. “It’s become a critical role in the life of the Ultima Online game, and while Stratics isn’t alone in fulfilling that role, it is unique in its longevity and importance in the history and development of the game.”

	As a reporter, Butler visited countless locations across the Lake Austin server, from taverns, to rune libraries, to auction houses in pursuit of the latest scoop. Oftentimes her beat took her to the PvP-centric facet of Felucca where PKs were always looking to score extra notoriety by killing the on-scene reporter.

	“As a result of the PKs,” Butler explained, “there were times I simply killed myself prior to an event and went as a ghost in order to be able to keep up with the action and report the event accurately without having to take the time required to die, get rezzed, and then collect my stuff.”

	Rather than keep a notebook and stack of pens next to her computer, Butler used a program that recorded and digitized all of her conversations with players into text form. Once the event was over, the intrepid reporter edited the story, ensured it followed the Stratics style guide, and submitted the article for publication.

	Additionally, Butler created several of her own columns that regularly graced the Lake Austin news pages, including “20 Questions,” where she asked the same questions of different players and “Establishment of the Month” which she created to shine the spotlight on an interesting player-run location, as well as to keep players up to date on the latest storylines taking place across the server.

	“I attended something nearly every evening, and tried very hard to represent Stratics and the LA shard with honor and respect for everyone,” Butler said. “I wasn’t the best reporter on Stratics at all, but I hope I did a good job of representing the diversity and scope of the community there.”

	Butler’s enthusiasm for her home server didn’t go unnoticed by her Stratics managers, and soon she was promoted to news editor.

	With the website receiving roughly 80,000 views per day, Butler found herself overseeing the work of more than 100 reporters across a handful of servers. Not only did she have to read every article that came across her desk, but she was continuously researching technical information and publishing statistic-heavy articles on the game’s various monsters, weapons, and skills.

	“The group that managed the development of the technical statistics in the game were immensely devoted to their work,” Butler said. “They put in very long hours on charts, graphs, and detailed write-ups on each profession, monster, location, dungeon, weapon, and skill in the game. It’s a true mission of love, and very hard work.”

	Where all of this extra work and responsibility might have burned out the average volunteer, it inspired Butler. Soon, she was promoted once again. This time to assistant editor in 2010.

	For the next several years, Butler served as the main administrator for the entire Stratics website (where once more her IT background came in very, very handy) and even inherited the responsibility of hiring volunteer reporters for the game’s numerous servers. Not only did this allow her to find hard-working writers, but it also allowed Butler the chance to share some of the enthusiasm that had made her so successful in the role. After years in the journalism game, Butler knew the exact skills she needed to foster in her staff of budding reporters.

	“Patience, perseverance, and pluckiness,” Butler recited. “Reporters need curiosity, an extrovert personality, and a better-than-average knowledge of the game and the potential playstyles that can be used. 

	“A great reporter is able to translate that into a good story that can not only entertain, but inspire others to try something out, or relate to the players being reported on.”

	The promotion to assistant editor also allowed room for Butler to launch new initiatives, including an annual award program, “The Scribbies,” to recognize quality reporting and projects. After all, a happy reporter is one who sticks around.

	“A shard without a reporter was a shard in population jeopardy, and certainly a forum that was in danger on Stratics,” Butler said.

	Butler rounded out her experience with Stratics serving as vice president of human resources from 2014-2015, but soon real life commanded more of her attention, forcing her to take a step back. The powers that be made it clear to Butler upon her exit that the door always remained open to her.

	“I have always been humbled that people have told me over the years that I’m a respected member of the community, and my work is remembered,” Butler said. “There are so many talented artists and technical people that have given time to Stratics and I’m honored to be considered one of them.”

	Beyond the reporting, hiring, and website maintenance associated with her various roles at Stratics, Butler said her position as shard reporter gave her a long-lasting love and deep-seated respect for the players and communities on the Lake Austin server.

	“Lake Austin has always been smaller and more of a family atmosphere than many of the other shards,” she explained. “My great delight in Lake Austin is the multi-generational play we have going in our families. We have families of people in UO who have three generations playing together in the evenings as family time.”

	Butler also pointed out that she met many players like herself, who struggled in the real world whenever it was time to step away from the keyboard. She recalled one evening, after having been out hunting with some friends, that the group of players celebrated their accomplishments with a pint of digital ale.

	“There were 12 of us present and enjoying watching each other hiccup and jump while drinking our virtual ales,” she said. “My friend had the tendency to break into song, which consisted of him repeating the lyrics to whatever song he was singing, in its cadence.”

	The man explained to Butler that he knew so many songs from reading the lyrics from the record jackets. Ever curious, Butler prodded further, ultimately learning that in the real world, the player was deaf.

	Despite Butler’s surprise at learning the news, the player remained nonchalant, explaining that many of the game’s players were hearing impaired. To emphasize his point, the man asked the rest of the individuals imbibing the ale to raise their hands if they were also deaf.

	“Nine of the 12 people present raised their hands,” Butler said. “I developed an entire expanded respect for UO when I learned of the way the deaf community used the online access as a level playing field, just as I did with my own mobility issues. Online gaming provides a level playing field for any person of any age and any physical capability—including those disabled, invisible, and marginalized in normal society because of their differences. In UO, no one knows if you are disabled in the real world, and you can do anything in UO that anyone else can.” 

	Butler said she was grateful to Richard Garriott, Starr Long, and all of the game’s developers for providing her access to humanity that she may not have otherwise had due to her MS.

	“It cannot be stated enough how important this online capability is to the disabled community,” Butler said. “I had almost refused to ever log in again after my first distressing experience, and my life would have been much different—and much less rewarding—if I had not done so. 

	“My life has been blessed and enriched by the experience.”

	 

	 

	Sweet and Painful
 

	As the UO community hungered for more content outside of the game, fledgling webmasters went to work learning basic HTML and soon, new breeds of websites appeared, rising in popularity. But rather than feature news and how-to articles, the next generation of players chronicled their adventures online with the help of screenshots.

	Throughout the early ‘90s and into the 2000s, dozens of new websites appeared, providing a little something for everyone. Some of these sites took a comedic approach, using fake screenshots from the game in order to set up a punchline comic strip style. 

	“ImaNewbie Does Britannia” featured a down-on-his-luck character whose misadventures reminded readers of their own earliest days in UO. 

	“BON3DOOD and pLaTeDeWd” were testosterone-driven Player Killers whose low intelligence levels led to precarious yet hilarious situations as they murdered anything that moved.

	“Bone’s UO Comics” provided a comedic look at everyday situations and problems with which players could easily commiserate.

	These well-choreographed comics led others to push the envelope, using actual screen captures from their play sessions to document their adventures in a “candid camera” style fashion, often relying on the reactions of passersby for comedic value.

	In “Crazy Joe’s Asylum,” the eponymous hero adventured across the game’s servers, spotlighting irreverent and entertaining moments.

	“The Joy of Villainy” captured screenshots as a guild of evil players scammed unwitting players out of large amounts of money or rare items by outsmarting them.

	The “Galads of Sonoma” documented their morally gray playstyle of waiting for players to die in dangerous areas—sometimes indirectly causing those deaths on purpose—in order to loot a player’s corpse. When the victim returned to claim their items, the roleplaying rogues were there to taunt them, capturing the poor (and often hilarious) reactions through screenshots, and posting them on their website for all to see.

	The Galads inadvertently created a whole sub-genre of looting-focused websites and inspired a craze where dozens of other players tried their hands at similar underhanded tactics, documenting their roguish journeys through screenshots.

	Perhaps one of the most well-known sites, which utilized actual screenshots from the game, was run by Napa Valley’s most infamous Player Killer, Adam Ant.

	Rather than kill everything that moved, Adam Ant’s moral compass and deep roleplay backstory guided his actions and kept readers on the edge of their seats.

	Operating in the dungeon city of Wind, Adam Ant became a self-dubbed “protector of Lich Lords,” even founding a guild around the concept called “Guardians of Undead Lords” (GUL).

	Adam Ant’s rules were simple: wear a red bandana while hunting in Wind as a sign of respect to the liches...or die. 

	Whereas many PKs focused on speed and brute strength, Adam Ant fancied himself an assassin, relying on skills like magery, hiding, and stealth to attack players unexpectedly. From there it was Adam’s katana—dripping with deadly poison—that often dealt the final blows.

	When a player died, Adam Ant wasn’t there to talk trash; instead, on the recently deceased he left a “deathpack” containing a recall rune to town, a recall scroll, a red bandana, and a book explaining the laws of the dungeon and how to avoid GUL’s wrath in the future.

	One by one, the fallen appeared on Adam Ant’s website, the screenshots accompanied by well-written prose that explained the assassin’s motivations and tactics. It’s important to note that Adam’s victims weren’t low-powered characters in over their heads. Lich lords are high-powered enemies, and in order to even gain entrance to Wind, a player’s magery skills had to be above 70. His foes were formidable.

	In truth, Adam Ant was punching above his weight class in order to serve the story and lore he’d carefully crafted for his readers.

	While one might think a deadly assassin like Adam Ant had a history of violence in MMOs, the truth is, he’d previously kept busy with interior decorating in the graphical chat game WorldsAway. 

	Released in September of 1995 as part of the CompuServe online service, WorldsAway allowed players to chat and collect virtual items at the wallet-bending price of $4.95 an hour.

	“WorldsAway was interesting because it was all about decorating your apartment,” said Luke Tomasello, the face behind Adam Ant’s avatar. “It’s kind of funny when you think about it. I decorated my apartment as one giant aquarium. You could stand outside the apartment complex and invite people up to see your creation. Other than that, it was pretty much online chat.”

	But WorldsAway lacked the large-scale adventuring that Tomasello had enjoyed in other early PC games including the Ultima series. By 1996, Ultima Online had been announced, and Tomasello was following the project closely, waiting patiently for the day he could dive into the next iteration of Britannia.

	“I was already familiar with the name Ultima, but I had no experience with an MMORPG since they were really brand new at the time,” Tomasello said. “I had played the original Ultima series on my PC many years before, so I guess I was looking for nostalgia.”

	Upon UO’s release, Tomasello experimented with various playstyles, trying to find what spoke to his sensibilities. Throughout his first year he killed monsters, hunted treasure, and ran a shop, but said despite the vocations he threw himself into, nothing held his attention for very long.

	In his travels, Tomasello said he regularly found himself on the wrong end of a Player Killer’s attacks, a constant point of frustration.

	“I was killed several times by PKs, and was just terrified of them,” Tomasello said. “I then came to realize that the fear of PKs is what kept the game exciting and fresh.       
      “What I didn’t like was all the smack talk by some of the PKs after they killed you. So I decided to become a new kind of PK, one with a purpose and a strict set of rules, one of which was no smack talking.”      
      Taking up the UO’s tinkering skill, Tomasello learned how to craft trapped chests that when opened, doused a player with poison or exploded in a fiery burst. At high levels of tinkering, these chests became lethal. For this very reason, idle boxes left near populated areas often went untouched. But where others saw danger, Tomasello saw opportunity.

	UO’s lethal elemental monsters didn’t leave a corpse when vanquished by players, rather, the gold and jewels they carried simply appeared in a pile at the kill site. Tomasello used this knowledge to his advantage in an effort to test out the quality of his traps.

	“I taught myself stealth, and became a grandmaster tinker,” Tomasello said. “Hidden, I would stealthily follow someone hunting in the woods, and would put a pile of loot—a small bit of gold, a couple black pearls, a piece of crap armor, and a chest, all in a neat little pile.”

	As adventurers came across the treasures, they’d quickly scoop up the items. From there, all Tomasello had to do was wait.

	“They would almost always open the chest on the spot and die. I would then collect the loot. This turned out to be pretty fun, but also a playstyle known as ‘griefing,’ which was sort of frowned upon.”

	While these tactics may not have been popular, they inspired Tomasello to consider other ways of using the game’s mechanics to keep his play sessions interesting. It was around this same time that Adam Ant was born. But before Adam became a legendary assassin, he was just a character that Tomasello used to murder others in unusual ways.

	One of those ways involved a new character, a boat, and Tomasello’s greatest skill: patience.

	“I created a throw-away character,” Tomasello explained, “an annoying little lady with really terrible snooping and stealing skills that would run around the Britain bank snooping everyone and trying to steal from them, all the while just blabbering on and being a general nuisance.”

	Sooner or later, the character’s kleptomaniac nature caused her to become flagged as a criminal and freely attackable to those at the bank. Once deceased, Tomasello waited for someone to root around the thief’s corpse, likely with a mischievous smile on his face. Tomasello had left a surprise for a brave adventurer in the form of a boat key. 

	Boats, while easily attainable in-game, could carry personal items and if nothing else, be sold for a profit. By targeting the key with the game’s recall spell, a player was magically transported to the deck of the ship.

	By this point, Tomasello had exited the game and logged back in as Adam Ant, who was hiding on the deck of the thief’s ship, biding his time.

	Sooner or later, a curious player appeared, ready to claim their newfound vessel. Instead, they found Adam Ant and his poisoned katana.

	“It was really an ‘oh shit’ moment for these poor folks, since there is nowhere to run, and recalling away is pretty hard when you are deadly poisoned and being hit with a very fast katana,” Tomasello laughed.

	Dozens of victims later, Tomasello’s character had become an infamous murderer and soon players were out to collect his bounty, going so far as to hide around his home, attacking as soon as he’d appear.

	“I was finally killed, and punishment at that time was take 10 percent Stat Loss to resurrect now, or run around as a ghost for a week or so,” Tomasello said. 

	Having to choose between rebuilding his character’s skills, or wandering the world as a phantom until some of his kills “wore off,” Tomasello felt like he was stuck between a rock and a hard place. Eventually, he opted to wander.

	“I felt this punishment was overly punitive as it effectively took me out of the game,” he said. “Not only that, I had a job, a wife, and kids, so I couldn’t waste my time as a ghost.”

	The wandering gave Tomasello time to think about his situation, and how Ultima Online might better handle the murderer system it currently had in place. Seeing an opportunity to provide murderers with a roleplaying opportunity, Tomasello gave birth to the Angel Island initiative.

	The initiative was designed as an alternative to Stat Loss, exiling murderers who died to an in-game prison island. There, the murderers could still interact with other criminal players as their murder counts decayed, all the while enjoying the UO experience they were shelling out money each month to play.

	Tomasello’s detailed and well-written proposal laid everything out in great detail, explaining that players would have the opportunity to participate in miniature quests, as well as the chance to escape the island entirely, provided the inmates could work together to slip past the guards, fight their way through an underground tunnel, and defeat a monster in order to claim their freedom.

	“If you could figure out all the secrets and get by the boss inhabiting the exit cave, you could reenter the game as usual without massive Stat Loss,” Tomasello said. “The game should allow for and encourage roleplayed evil. The punishment for Player Killing should keep the player in the game, but allow them to be removed from general society.”

	To prove his point and justify the proposal, Tomasello knew he needed to show the value in roleplaying a murderer.

	Putting on this thinking cap, Tomasello rebirthed Adam Ant as a murderer with a mission. To better serve his ambitions, Tomasello created a rich backstory for the character involving a Mystic Council, a group which had advised Lord British on the subjects of war and politics, and which were viewed as the decision-making body within the castle walls.

	In Tomasello’s fiction, Lord British suspected the Mystic Council of subterfuge, and grew more paranoid with each passing day. One night in a drunken stupor, the king commanded his guards go kill each of the council members by strangling them with a white scarf.

	The big plot twist came when Tomasello revealed that Kahn Anthias, one of the council members murdered in the attack, was none other than Adamodius Anthias’ (Adam Ant’s) father. 

	The next morning when the bodies were discovered, servants found a blood-drenched scarf upon each of the council members’ pillows. On the headboard of Kahn’s bed, the word “lich” had been carved into the wood. 

	Learning about the council’s interest in necromancy, Adam Ant believed the council members lived on as undead lich lords. Then and there the assassin vowed to serve as the lich protector, and only those who wore the blood-drenched scarf—or red bandana—were allowed to hunt them without risking death.

	The Guardians of Undead Lords guild was officially founded in April of 2000, and Tomasello went to work roleplaying a murderer, capturing his story via screenshot.

	With social media still five years away, word-of-mouth was Tomasello’s best marketing tool. Soon, hundreds of players were visiting his website and following Adam Ant’s tales. Some players were even seeing themselves or friends as recent victims.

	Continuously spreading the gospel of his Angel Island idea, the website provided Tomasello with proof that a player could roleplay and murder. 

	“Nobody’s going to much believe a bunch of tall tales,” Tomasello said, referring to the need for in-game screenshots. “Also, something interesting came out of that. People liked appearing in my stories. I would be reading some random message board somewhere, and there would be someone talking about how he was episode 68 in Adam Ant’s adventures.”

	Like Adam Ant’s earlier days PKing on the boat, his notoriety soon spread across the lands and when Tomasello arrived in Wind for another night of lich-guarding, he’d be greeted by players hoping to strike him down.

	Nearly 20 years later, Tomasello can still recall a particular victim who wouldn’t rest until he’d had his revenge on Wind’s resident lich lord protector.

	“I killed him at least once and made an episode about it,” Tomasello remembers. “This pissed him off, I imagine, and he started practicing his player versus player skills and came looking for me. 

	“He would come most nights to the same places I would go, Wind in particular. Sometimes he’d pretend to be fighting the lich, other times he would just ride through the halls calling my name, and trying to bump into me.”

	Not one to shirk away from those not brandishing the red bandana, Tomasello obliged the player.

	“I engaged him maybe three times after that, but I lost each time,” said Tomasello. “He was too good. He studied my well-published template and knew my weaknesses and he was an expert at exploiting them.”

	That weakness was the fact that Tomasello’s assassin template was built around a strong offense, but lacked any sort of real defense in the event he came up against a stronger player.

	“My character was an assassin,” Tomasello explained. “It was very unbalanced for any sort of prolonged PvP. I had to kill you very quickly or I could die.”

	Rather than “fight fair,” Tomasello used his character’s stealth skills—allowing him to move while hidden—to follow and observe his potential target. 

	He’d lie in wait until the would-be victim was distracted fighting something else, more than likely a powerful lich lord. It was then that Adam Ant leapt out of hiding, leading with a volley of magic attacks before closing the gap with his poisoned blade. If his timing was true, the players rarely knew what had occurred until it was too late.

	“I was good at it,” Tomasello said. “It was a game of cat and mouse. One slip up and I’m dead…one slip up and you’re dead.”

	Tomasello pointed out that many players who started as enemies ended up creating assassin characters of their own and joined GUL’s ranks to help protect the liches.

	As the website continued to grow in popularity, strangers created unofficial GUL branches on other shards. Rather than let the imitation bother him, Tomasello viewed these homages as further proof of Angel Island’s viability.

	“I had a guild that spanned multiple shards, with memberships well in excess of one hundred, maybe two hundred members,” Tomasello said. “My site’s message board had 11,000 registered members. All of this was attributable to the Adventures of Adam Ant series. 

	“Many followed in my footsteps by creating their own adventures. The website had probably a dozen different series by different players, and those series contained anywhere from 10-100 episodes.”

	To raise his profile even higher, Tomasello and his immediate guildmates held large PvP-focused events on Napa Valley, drawing hundreds of players together to satiate their bloodlusts.

	But despite two years spent roleplaying a murderer, gaining thousands of fans, and exchanging countless emails with Origin Systems employees, Tomasello was told that his Angel Island concept was too difficult to implement into the game. 

	Instead, the dev team focused their efforts on the PvP-free Trammel facet as Tomasello’s home of Felucca withered and died. Retiring from the game’s official servers in 2002, Tomasello utilized his engineering background to build a free-shard of his own.

	Popular among players, freeshards were created with the basic UO code and had the same basic world, but were often edited to feature past incarnations of the game to draw in veteran players. Best of all, these servers couldn’t legally charge a subscription fee.

	If Origin wouldn’t build Angel Island, Tomasello would do it himself.

	The Angel Island server operated from March 2004 until May 2017. In that time, more than 10,000 accounts were opened and the server saw hundreds of concurrent players. Having finally realized his vision, Adam Ant was able to ride off into the blood-drenched sunset.

	Even though Tomasello’s public persona thrust him into the Napa Valley spotlight where he gave endless hours of his time to building a community—only to be told “no” in return—he said he doesn’t regret a moment of it.

	“I had no idea that in a year of creating this character and starting the guild, I would have captains, lieutenants, and many, many guardians, all following my code of conduct and honor,” Tomasello said. “It put pressure on me to stay in character, and had I not been successful in generating interest in the roleplayed evie, which was my goal, I’m not sure I would have stayed with it as long as I did.”

	While Tomasello was critical of Origin’s choice to focus on creating systems that subsequently destroyed playstyles such as his own, he said he was proud to have contributed something to the world of Ultima Online.

	“I don’t think I benefited from being Adam Ant per say, but rather, from enriching the game experience for others,” he said. “You need roleplayed evil. That was Adam Ant’s purpose. I think EA could have done so much better to build systems to encourage playstyles such as mine. An in-game life where everything is predictable and you can’t lose stuff will become boring and monotonous. 

	“As Adam Ant teaches us, life is only as sweet as it is painful.”
 

	 

	
 

	CHAPTER V

	 

	CHASING THE HIGH

	 

	We’ve all encountered those special “things” in our lives—be they books, films, or songs—that have affected us deeply, moved us emotionally, or had some sort of long-lasting impact on who we are as people. 

	And where those types of media might inspire the next generation of authors, actors, or musicians, Ultima Online has become the muse for countless up-and-coming video game creators. For many of them, it was through UO that they first encountered computer games and online gaming, finding themselves moved enough by the experience to pursue careers in the games industry.

	Over the past 20-plus years of Ultima Online’s existence, aspiring game-makers have launched their own studios to create new and unique games; others have used tools available on the internet to create UO experiences of their own; and some made it their mission to work on UO itself.

	Though the places and projects may be different, one thread remains constant: these creatives set out not only to have the best jobs in the world, but hopefully to provide other players with life-changing experiences of their own.

	 

	 

	 

	Seeing the Big Picture

	 

	Flipping through a dog-eared copy of PC Gamer magazine in 1997, Thomas “Sir Thomas” Frevold spotted an advertisement for Ultima Online. As a fan of the original Ultima PC games, Frevold’s interest was piqued by the idea of Richard Garriott’s fantasy world getting the online treatment.

	While Frevold scanned the magazine advertisement, complete with fantasy imagery, screens from the game, and a list of promised features, he found himself drawn to one of the advertised activities of being able to tame wild creatures to be used in battle.

	Eventually picking up the game several months after its release, Frevold created his character, Sir Thomas, and jumped onto the Baja server. And while he still dreamed of training wild and fantastic beasts, Frevold found his calling in player versus player combat.

	“I was very excited to play a game with other people,” Frevold said. “I had a really fast internet connection, which was important for PvP in UO. I took to it naturally and ran with a good bunch of guys on Baja.” 

	That good bunch of guys made up the H2O guild, who regularly fought against Baja’s vicious PKs near the Yew moongate. According to Frevold, it was UO’s engaging-yet-challenging PvP and player versus monster systems that held his attention throughout the years he inhabited Britannia. Of the many players interviewed for this book, Frevold holds an interesting opinion of the Trammel landmass—the PvP-free duplicate of the world—added in the 2000 game expansion Renaissance.

	“I know I am going to get some shit for saying this, but I think Trammel was a good thing,” Frevold says. “The fact that you could go to a part of the game where you could play casually was great. When Ultima Online first came out, there was always the risk of being PKed. By creating safe spaces it opened up the game to many people who were not interested in fighting.”

	Frevold’s opinion is rare, conflicting with those players who believe that adding Trammel to the game killed their favorite playstyles. Frevold maintains that the “safe space” brought more players to the game, or allowed the existing player base to explore areas they hadn’t been able to see before.

	“Before Trammel, Ultima Online was plagued with PKs,” he said. “You couldn’t spend more than 20 minutes in a dungeon before a group of PKs would run through. While this was exciting, and draws an element of fear out of the prey, it’s not very fun to be PKed over and over again.”

	Following the facet split, Frevold said he knew that when he went to Felucca—the older of the facets where PvP remained non-consensual—he was fighting players who actually wanted to tussle.

	In an attempt to keep Felucca populated, the release of Renaissance brought with it a new system called “Factions.” Designed to promote organized combat within Felucca, factions offered players a chance to fight on the side of good (True Britannians and the Council of Mages), or on the side of evil (Minax and Shadowlords), for control of various cities. In order to gain control of these cities, players had to steal city sigils (magical stones) and keep them under control for 10 hours before replacing them. While the system was essentially a digital variation on the game “capture the flag,” the Factions system was steeped in world lore and the developers wrote fiction to explain the constant bloodshed.

	Factions allowed players interested in PvP to use the entirety of Felucca as their battleground, while Trammel remained a neutral zone. The system also incorporated a community element, allowing participants to hold elections each week to choose their Faction Commanders (who could communicate with all faction members instantly), a Town Sheriff (who could control guard placement around the city), and the Town Finance Minister (who controlled taxes and vendor prices within the city).

	“When factions first came out I remember spending hours protecting the city sigils,” Frevold said. “I was in the True Britannians Faction with my guild, H2O. I really enjoyed factions because it introduced more large-scale combat than UO had before. You had defined goals and content to compete over.”

	Frevold spent many nights lost in these large, worldwide battles. He fought to show off his skills, clashed to protect Britain from invaders, and battled the powers that be to control digital taxes. 

	Frevold left UO upon the birth of his son in 2007, long before a 2014 update streamlined the Faction system into the current “Vice versus Virtue” system. But while Frevold’s time in the game had been winding down, another interest was warming up.

	In the years before the game’s developers cracked down on third-party programs that gave players a leg up in the game, downloadable utilities such as UOE, EasyUO, and UOAssist provided players with a way to create scripts and macros, allowing them to run some of the game’s most basic functions with the press of a single button. 

	While a macro to fill an empty potion bottle from a keg of poison wasn’t considered a show stopper, giving a player the ability to run faster or heal quicker led to cheaters running rampant within UO. Soon, using such tools became a bannable offense under the UO Pro system, with the exception of UOAssist, which went legit, selling licenses.

	Before the crackdown on exploitative third-party apps, Frevold had experimented with EasyUO, which ran player-created scripts to perform increasingly elaborate tasks.

	“One of my friends suggested checking out EasyUO when I was working alchemy (potion-making) on my mule,” Frevold said. “Back in the day, you needed to manually drag potions to the keg to fill them. EasyUO allowed it to be automatically dragged.

	“EasyUO could help with many aspects of the game, such as drinking cure potions when you were poisoned, or working skills—like lockpicking—which were tedious at best. Anything that required a lot of repetition, EasyUO helped with.”

	Even with EasyUO script library websites granting their users access to hundreds of pre-created actions, Frevold identified much-needed efficiencies in his playstyle for which scripts didn’t exist. Instead of waiting for them to be uploaded to the internet, Frevold decided to create the needed scripts himself. 

	Without any coding knowledge in place, Frevold began to tinker.

	“I learned coding EasyUO through mostly trial and error,” he said. “I would take other people’s scripts and chop out the parts that I needed. After a while, I figured out how to write the code myself.”

	Frevold said that while EasyUO’s language was unique, it was similar to Javascript, and that with enough time and persistence, he could make the scripts work. If he did find himself stumped, he had some very intelligent friends on which he could lean.

	“I had a lot of friends who also wrote scripts, so I always had them to fall back on if I had a problem,” Frevold said. “Most of those guys are leaders in industry. I know several who work on IBM’s AI project Watson.”

	As Frevold’s scripting skills increased, he created more in-depth macros. Not content to simply fill bottles from kegs, he identified ways to farm gold, which improved his overall UO quality of life.

	“I wrote several complex scripts that basically created a kill bot that would farm dread spiders endlessly,” Frevold said. “I ended up farming dread spiders on every US and European shard. Around 2002-2003 I was making around 100-120 million gold a day, which I sold on eBay and through in-game brokers.”

	Frevold spent nearly a month writing the dread spider script, and in the process, it solidified his career trajectory. Nearing the end of high school at the time, Frevold went on to attend college for a computer science and engineering degree. Inadvertently, by creating the dread spider script and selling the in-game gold for real world currency, Frevold had raised enough capital to not only pay for his college tuition, but to buy his first home as well.

	“Paying for school and my home was a happy accident,” Frevold said. “I initially wrote the scripts because I wanted to see if I could. Making money from it was an added bonus. EasyUO is pretty much the reason I am in the field I’m in.”

	With his computer science degree in hand, Frevold set his sights on the video game industry, but without any opportunities immediately visible, he went into the world of information technologies. 

	Perusing a gaming website several years ago, Frevold saw a post that finally gave him the gaming opportunity he desired. The news blurb mentioned that a Canadian company called Big Picture Games had recently acquired the license to Darkfall, an MMO created by Greek video game developer Aventurine SA.

	Darkfall Online was released in February of 2009 as a competitor to Ultima Online. Featuring real-time action and strategy in a fantasy world, Darkfall took advantage of modern-day technologies, putting players in a first-person perspective, very different from UO’s isometric view, but similar to many MMOs released throughout the 2000s.

	Frevold had played and enjoyed Darkfall for several years, as did many other UO players who explored Darkfall’s seemingly greener next-gen pastures, but subscriber numbers were inconsistent and the servers were shuttered in November of 2012.

	When the Darkfall license passed to a much smaller company, Frevold recognized his potential path into the gaming world.

	“I played Darkfall Online initially and was a huge fan,” Frevold said. “Darkfall had all of the same characteristics as Ultima Online, including a good skill-based system and great PvP. It combined first person shooters and an MMO. I sent an email in to Big Picture Games offering to be a system administrator part time.”

	Impressed with Frevold’s extensive background in MMO gaming, scripting knowledge, and his passion for the Darkfall world, Big Picture Games accepted his application in October of 2015. He now works for the company part time as product manager. Joining a team of more than 30 developers, situated all across the globe, Frevold handles talent acquisition, staffing and scheduling, human resources, budgeting, marketing, and game development discussions. 

	Big Picture Games launched Darkfall: Rise of Agon on May 5, 2017. Frevold said that by being free to do whatever they want with the game, both he and Big Picture’s developers regularly find inspiration in their past UO experiences.

	“Ultima Online is absolutely an influence on what I try to accomplish at Big Picture Games,” Frevold said. “I’ve tried to bring some of what is great from UO to the Rise of Agon universe. We recently introduced champions directly inspired by UO’s champion system. Later this year we plan on adding Factions to the game, which will also be inspired by Ultima Online. 

	“UO comes up regularly in conversation when considering future game design. We talk about what went right in UO and what didn’t work so well. We also discuss other MMOs like EverQuest, World of Warcraft, and Star Wars Galaxies.”

	It seems enthusiasm for the Darkfall universe was contagious. French game developer Ub3rgames also purchased a license to Darkfall, launching a reboot called Darkfall: New Dawn in February of 2016.

	“Honestly, the other company creates a good competition,” Frevold said. “Capitalism will produce the best Darkfall that there can be.”

	Even with Rise of Agon’s core game available to the public, work continues with updates, patches, and new content planned for the foreseeable future. The next big to-do on Frevold’s list is, of course, implementing anti-cheat technology.

	“My experience with scripting and cheating in UO has also made me very aware of what can happen in a game if you allow those kinds of things to run rampant,” Frevold said. “We added a lot of features that players might normally use scripting for. We also implemented Easy Anti-Cheat—ironically, a program close to EasyUO. I don’t need any gold farmers out there making more than I do.”      

	 

	 

	Raising the Dead

	 

	As a six-year-old in Nevada, Shane McVey had a spot on the floor where he sat, watching his father play Ultima Online for hours on end. Observing his dad adventure across Britannia in 1997 served as McVey’s primer on both the game’s mechanics and its fantastic possibilities. When McVey turned eight, he logged on for the first time.

	Finally deemed “old enough” to partake in the virtual adventure, McVey joined his father in playing UO into the early hours of the morning. Together they tackled the challenging Champion Spawns, which forced players to face some of the game’s toughest monsters. Survivors of these spawns were poised to collect big money and rare weapons. 

	There was a catch, though. Because he was so young, McVey was forbidden from communicating with other players. This silence, McVey explained, allowed him to remain focused on the battles at hand. A few years later, his gag order was lifted.

	“My father and I ended up forming a deep bond over the game,” McVey said. “For my formative years, UO was a major part of my life. The social aspect has always intrigued me. Young as I was, I was forced to grow up and be more mature than my actual age so as not to embarrass my dad. 

	“Being able to talk to adults and older folks and have them take you seriously was empowering as a child. As I grew older, I made my own friends, and being able to go out and hunt or do things with them has always been a huge draw for me in any MMORPG.”

	The father/son duo spent five years exploring and fighting on the Napa Valley shard until the release of competing MMO World of Warcraft grabbed the senior McVey’s attention. Lacking a credit card of his own and being at the mercy of his father’s gaming whims, McVey joined him and spent the next year knocking around Warcraft’s world of Azeroth.

	Finding himself missing UO, but unable to afford the subscription cost on his own, McVey learned of the many player-run servers available online. These servers, which shared the basic core world as the Origin version of the game, were operated by players who wanted to put their own spin on UO. Early on in Ultima Online’s life, the code was reverse-engineered by several players and released online as a program called RunUO.

	Those who were willing to tinker further with the game’s script could customize every element of the game, forming their own unique worlds. RunUO experiences typically came in the form of new rules, cities, monsters, and items.

	Intrigued by what these alternative shards might offer—and motivated by the fact that they were free to play—McVey picked a shard called Angel Island (founded by Luke “Adam Ant” Tomasello) which had become popular with some of McVey’s former guildmates.

	In addition to adding new elements to a familiar game, administrators of player-run shards often emulate the era of the game they enjoyed most, hoping to draw in former players who may have let their subscriptions lapse.

	While Angel Island’s core rule set closely resembled The Second Age era of UO, the game promoted and encouraged fair player versus player combat. It did so by eliminating mounts—such as horses—which allowed players to move faster, leveling the playing field in combat.

	“Angel Island was a unique server,” McVey said. “It was my first taste of mountless combat. Mounts have always added a mobility mechanic that worked great for players who had low ping to the server. 

	“There are a lot of European, Brazilian, and especially Asian players across the world that play UO freeshards. Most servers are typically prioritized for players living in the U.S., making PvP combat almost a joke for players with high ping. No mounts allows for players with higher ping to still be competitive.”

	McVey said he highly enjoyed his time on Angel Island and the adventures he shared with his guildmates in the Yew Militia, but freeshard players are often fickle. With new worlds regularly coming into existence or falling offline with little-to-no advance notice, freeshard players stay on the hunt for the next big thing, exploring whatever servers are touting the next great UO experience.

	“There has been a lot of jumping around,” McVey said. “Which is how the freeshard community seems to thrive. It’s just a constant cycle of rebirth and relaunch. Few shards have any serious staying power. They shoot up like a rocket during launch, reaching great heights before running out of fuel and descending rapidly.”

	After several years on Angel Island, McVey moved to UOGamers: Hybrid, one of the original freeshards, where he played until 2010. Taking a year off to experiment with new MMOs hitting the market, McVey felt UO call to him again the following year, and his return to Britannia coincided with the launch of the freeshard In Por Ylem 2.

	The original In Por Ylem server (known to players as “IPY”), was founded by a player called “Azaroth” (better known as “Az”) and operated from 2003-2004. The server’s odd name was borrowed from the incantation words of UO’s most basic offensive spell, Magic Arrow. In Britannian, In Por Ylem translates to “create matter movement.” 

	“The goal of IPY was to recreate the ‘good old days’ of UO, and I’d say that we succeeded,” said Azaroth in a 2011 interview with gaming website Grinding to Valhalla. “We were, by several leaps and bounds, the largest free UO shard in history. We even got featured in real, honest-to-goodness print magazines.

	“The server was as large and as active as any EA shard at the time, and probably larger and more active than any of them these days.”

	Azaroth wasn’t just being a good hype man in that interview. By 2004, everyone I had played UO with had left the official servers and started characters in the IPY freeshard. It was bigger than The Beatles.

	In Por Ylem 2 launched in February of 2011 with a slew of native features never seen on official servers, such as paladins (a player-operated police force), a pirate system, (complete with high seas ship battles), Kings and Queens (allowing players to be elected to office within cities), random magic portals (that led players to dangerous dungeons), and a detective system (which rewarded players for solving murders).

	IPY2 lived up to the hype and Azaroth and his team quickly went to work planning the server’s next iteration. 

	McVey was just as excited as everyone else. He’d already been selected to serve as a Game Master for the server, where he’d help with day-to-day in-game operations to ensure that everything ran smoothly. He’d even chosen a name, “Abigor,” which remained his moniker for everything that lay ahead.

	The official announcement of IPY3’s June 2013 release was met with much fanfare by the freeshard community, but just seven days before the server was set to open its digital doors, Azaroth disclosed the project’s cancellation.

	While McVey didn’t realize it at the time, his history of jumping from server to server, had been more than just fun and games—through magic, or osmosis, or whatever it was—he’d been learning what made these player-run servers succeed or fail. He’d soon put that knowledge to use by launching his own freeshard, “UO An Corp.”

	Knowing McVey’s enthusiasm for player-run shards, one of IPY3’s developers known as “Puppz,” asked him if he’d consider taking over the project and bring IPY3 online.

	“I was purely in the right place at the right time when the opportunity arose,” McVey said. “An Corp was essentially IPY3 in its purest form after Azaroth pulled the plug on the project.

	“This was initially met with the blessing of Azaroth, as this would be a joint effort with another former IPY staff member and myself as admins, but that blessing was later rescinded and I made the decision to push forward with my own team that I built.”

	With the majority of code already in place, McVey dubbed his server “An Corp,” paying homage to IPY by using another one of the game’s magical incantations. This time, the chosen spell served a double meaning. Not only was McVey raising the spirit of IPY from the ground, the name was borrowed from UO’s resurrection spell.

	“We wanted to capitalize on all the hype IPY had going for it,” McVey said. “We rushed as fast as we could to set everything in motion.”

	That rush paid off. With Puppz on board and his own team of developers in place, McVey launched An Corp on February 22, 2014, just three weeks after IPY3 was canceled. Those hungry for an innovative IPY3-esque experience came running, and the server quickly gained traction with players.

	“IPY had a huge presence within the freeshard community,” McVey explained. “It was a massive server that I believe had almost 2,000 people playing at one point. We had pretty big shoes to fill. To this day, people still refer to us as IPY4, or some iteration of IPY. 

	“We were definitely one of the more successful servers within the community for our two-year run time. That I can say with confidence.”

	But then, like many freeshards before it, the An Corp rocket began its descent. The population dwindled as players were tempted by new MMOs or competing servers that were making big promises.

	Shuttering the first version of An Corp just six months after its debut, McVey and his crew looked to the future. Together, the team worked to identify ways to make the next experience better, even as they suffered from heartburn and frustration caused by An Corp’s unexpected failure.

	“I was ever the optimist when it came to An Corp, which is ironic since I am usually quite pessimistic in my day-to-day life,” McVey said. “But it was our collective baby, and I didn’t want anyone to look negatively upon it.

	“When we shut down An Corp 1 in order to go under heavy development for An Corp 2, I deflected all the negative comments and attention that came our way and remained steadfast in turning our efforts into reality.”

	While McVey and his team felt the inherited IPY3 code was solid, they wanted to put their own flourishes on it. To do so, the team knew they’d have to bring something fresh to the freeshard world. After months of long conversations and late-night coding sessions, the developers went to work crafting more unique features. Among the innovations was a new monster artificial intelligence developed from scratch.

	One of An Corp’s developers, who went by the name “Luthius,” created scripts that allowed the server’s monsters to think, act, and react to the players they encountered.

	“We had a group of evil humans called the sanguine,” McVey said. “They were all assigned to a special group. Essentially what this meant was that any creature that was a part of the sanguine group was marked friendly toward other sanguine and aggressive toward players. 

	“If a player was fighting a sanguine scout, a sanguine medic could run up and administer healing to the scout, and then join in the battle. While AI like this is commonplace in modern games, it was practically unheard of in UO. It made [player versus monster] combat in UO feel exciting and new, which was hard to do in such an old game.”

	Luthius created hundreds of similar scripts designed to make monster combat both challenging and interesting, going as far as to code “super bosses” that spawned on weekly timers and required well-coordinated teamwork by players in order to defeat them.

	Changes to player versus player combat were also high on the priority list with the team’s introducing new systems that birthed fast-paced, large-scale battles. 

	Just months after An Corp 1 went offline, An Corp 2 debuted, though McVey worried that its previous audience had moved on. This time, without In Por Ylem’s hype, the An Corp team would have to find players the old-fashioned way.

	“Unfortunately, we were rather limited with what sort of advertising we could do since technically running a UO freeshard is considered pirating,” McVey said. “The only reason Electronic Arts couldn’t send cease and desist letters to freeshards was due to inconclusive copyright laws during the early days of UO and the internet.”

	Despite the team’s concerns, An Corp 2 found its player base as the community once more went on the hunt for something new and fresh. Players soon flocked to An Corp. At its peak, numbers were even higher than the server’s first iteration.

	“We were aiming for at least 500 players, as that seemed to be about the kind of interest we were projecting,” McVey said. “What we got far exceeded our expectations both times. No other server since us has come close to those numbers in recent years.”

	Despite the strong showing, the team’s balloon of optimism came close to bursting when the server soon came under attack. 

	Literally.

	As new players joined the frenzy, ready to see what challenges the An Corp team had cooked up for them, many experienced awful lag—a delayed time between pushing a button and its registering on screen—within the game.

	In a typical online game, internet latency (the speed at which a computer speaks to the host server) clocks between 150-300 milliseconds, but behind the scenes, McVey and his crew watched in horror as those times soared to 700-10,000 milliseconds every few minutes.

	“Everything would slow down or just completely freeze up for the players, but the monsters in the game would be unaffected,” McVey said. “If players were fighting something at the time, they would slowly but inevitably watch as the monster chipped at their health until they died, unable to do anything to save themselves or escape danger.”

	Unsure what was happening and how to fix it, McVey only solved the mystery when he received word from his server company that An Corp was being assaulted by a distributed denial-of-service attack (also known as “DDoS”).

	A denial-of-service attack is a cyber-attack wherein the perpetrator floods a network with fake requests, overloading it to the point where it slows to a crawl or crashes completely.

	While these attacks can usually be traced back to the source and blocked accordingly, the blitzkrieg affecting the An Corp server was sending its requests from a myriad of different sources, making it impossible to stop without blocking all possible sources.

	When the attacks didn’t slow down, the hosting company had no choice but to pull the An Corp server offline.

	“The DDoS attacks for two months straight placed an extremely heavy burden on the entire team,” McVey said. “It felt like all of the hard work that had been put into the server’s relaunch was all for naught as the attacks grew in size.”

	While McVey assumed someone was targeting the server’s hosting company, he was alarmed to learn that the malicious attacks were focused on one IP address only: An Corp’s. 

	The hosting company turned the lemons into lemonade, using the attack as a training opportunity, upgrading its hardware to prevent similar attacks in the future.

	“We were informed that the FBI Cyber Division became involved at some point in trying to track the point of origin for these attacks, but we weren’t given any real details other than it was based somewhere in China,” McVey said. “We never did figure out who targeted us or their reasons why, though we have our suspicions that it may have been another freeshard targeting us due to us taking a lot of their players from them during our launch.” 

	Without any other options before them, An Corp’s hosting company blocked all traffic coming from China—cyber attacker and player alike—and the server was back to functional. Over the course of the next year, players experienced the joy of combatting super bosses, intelligent creatures, and fellow players across An Corp’s landscape. 

	Behind the scenes, McVey and his crew were exhausted. Between creating and launching new content, handling customer service issues, and weathering the cyber-attacks, the team had burnt the candle at both ends. 

	“I struggled immensely at times,” McVey said. “I worked full time in a hospital as a dispatcher and I was also attending school part time. UO absorbed all of my spare time in its entirety. I spent many sleepless nights working on events or handling problems as best I could.”

	Unable to legally make money with a freeshard, the entire An Corp project had been a labor of love, but now the vehicle was running on fumes. As player counts dwindled again, several of An Corp’s programmers could no longer maintain the same rigorous volunteer schedules and left the project.

	An Corp hobbled along for another few months before McVey made the decision to take it off life support on April 30, 2016. Having staked his claim on running one of the most interesting freeshards in the game’s history, McVey and his team took a much-needed break.

	“I’m not saying this out of ego, but once we hit our stride, we probably had the best, most consistently developed shard at the time,” McVey said. “Our main competitors would often mimic the new systems that we pushed out. While certainly stressful, my life is richer for having accomplished what we did. 

	“We made our own little mark in the annals of freeshard history and I will always be grateful for the opportunity that was presented to me.”

	When questioned about the high points of running An Corp, McVey was quick to mention a player who went by the name of “Papa Carl,” who after not playing Ultima Online for some years, joined the server on a whim.

	Streaming his gaming sessions on YouTube, Papa Carl took 95,000 viewers through more than 100 hours of gameplay as he adventured across the An Corp server, and in the process, rediscovered the joy of Ultima Online.

	“Watching Papa Carl discover the world and enjoy the server for what it had to offer was so rewarding for the staff,” McVey said. “Seeing even just one player like this genuinely enjoying the fruits of our hard labor made every sleepless night worthwhile.”

	McVey made it very clear that while he played an administrative role for the server, An Corp wouldn’t have been a success without the dedicated team of volunteers that had his back, handling everything from programming, to administration, to paying the server hosting bills each month.

	“I’m honestly not too sure why we gathered as we did,” he said. “I was up front about what to expect from the very get go. The goal was to have fun and create a product that everyone could enjoy. 

	“We weren’t in it for the money. We did it purely for the love of UO and as a hobby to channel our interests into. I was extremely fortunate to be surrounded by some very talented people that loved UO just as much as I did.”

	And while some might see the end of a server as a failure, McVey said he feels fortunate for the success his team achieved, is thankful for all the friends he made in the process, and hopes to use his experience running An Corp as a stepping stone into the video game industry in the future.

	“UO has been a major part of my life,” McVey added. “I wanted to give back to the community in some form. To run my own freeshard, that is probably the greatest accomplishment I have as a tenured UO player.”

	 

	 

	Distilling the Elements
 

	Munich, Germany’s Alexander Zacherl had always been on the lookout for the next great game that would capture his attention and his imagination. It was that search that brought him to Ultima Online in 1999.

	“I’m not sure how I found the game, but I bought a used physical copy of The Second Age, complete with a cloth map, but I think the game was missing the actual cover,” Zacherl remembers. “Then I noticed that you needed to create an account, and for that I think I had to buy the game again.”

	Now doubly invested in the game, Zacherl created the swordsman/archer “Kar Al’Drac,” making his home on the European server of Drachenfels.

	“Drachenfels was a pretty relaxed, more casual crowd,” Zacherl said. “I think the more hardcore PvPers were on Europa, so Drachenfels was full of newbies and maybe some roleplayers.”

	After experiencing UO’s open world and flexible gameplay, Zacherl was soon in pursuit of his vision of an ideal digital existence.

	“I was obsessed with the thought of building a log cabin somewhere in the woods and having two wolves as pets,” he said. “That obviously never happened. Instead, I started off as a fletcher. I grinded wood and arrows to make some cash and then became a fighter of sorts.”

	Most of Zacherl’s time in-game revolved around chopping at trees to create the arrows he sold at West Britain Bank or hunting ogres with guildmates. This playstyle brought Zacherl countless hours of joy.

	“I’d never really played with total strangers before,” he said. “All other multiplayer games I played—at LAN parties or board games—were with friends and family. And now, here I was talking with complete strangers, going on adventures with them, and forming guilds.

	“I liked the feeling of living in another world, different from your own. It’s not like I enjoyed running through the woods carving arrows in real life, but I loved it in UO.”

	Months after Zacherl joined the community, the world was split into the facets of Trammel and Felucca. It was in the safety of Trammel that Zacherl could show off his best armor without fear of losing it to other players.

	Soon, the whispers heard in-game about the dangerous lands of Felucca captured Zacherl’s imagination. He envisioned a world where the streets constantly ran red with the blood of other players. While those adventurers he battled alongside had nothing but disdain for the PvP side of Ultima Online, Zacherl wanted to see it for himself.

	Warned by his guildmates not to take any items he treasured on his Felucca expedition, Zacherl removed everything from his avatar.

	Everything.

	“Whenever I went to Felucca I stripped naked in order to not lose my pixels,” he laughed. “I wanted to see what the PKs were doing over there, but I was a massive Care Bear.”

	In UO, a “Care Bear” is a derogatory term referring to those players who never leave the safety of the Trammel facet. While most players denied such an unflattering title, Zacherl sees it as part of his development.

	“I had no understanding of PvP at this point,” Zacherl explains. “I was just running naked through Buccaneer’s Den on Felucca to get a look at the mythic creatures that PKs were for me at that time. It took me years to actually become more serious about PvP myself.”

	For as much as Zacherl was playing UO, he was also studying and absorbing the first successful, persistent online world, not knowing that less than a decade down the road he’d be drawing on the experience for a game of his own creation.

	From Ultima Online, Zacherl moved on to Shadowbane, a fantasy roleplaying MMO heavily inspired by UO. The game was developed by Wolfpack Studios and debuted in March of 2003.

	Intrigued by Shadowbane’s dynamic world and focus on player versus player combat, Zacherl shifted his gaming time to the exciting new world of Aerynth. The ensuing years became an all-you-can-eat buffet for Zacherl as he sampled even more MMOs including Guild Wars and Dark Age of Camelot.

	Hoping to make the jump from player to developer, Zacherl co-founded a game studio in 2009, focusing his efforts on usability, game design, and direction. The studio released its first Android-powered mobile game, Astroslugs, followed by a mobile conversion of the popular card game, San Juan. As the company prepared additional apps for release, Zacherl used his free time to attend more than 30 Game Jams—events where independent developers create small-budget games in a limited time frame—in an effort to further perfect his craft.

	“I knew very little about game design,” Zacherl said. “[The Game Jams] were where a lot of my design experience came from.”

	It was at one of these jams that Zacherl met programmer Sebastian “Sebi” Dorda. 

	Dorda found UO shortly after The Second Age expansion was released, taking to a life of crafting and questing in the digital world.

	“A friend of mine showed the game to me,” Dorda recalls. “During that time, using the internet was blocking a phone line at home and was paid per minute. My parents were not very eager to pay for excessive online gaming, so I only had a limited amount of hours that I could spend in Britannia.”

	But more than casting spells and fighting dragons, Dorda said it was the game’s attention to detail and numerous crafting systems that truly inspired him.

	“[I liked that players] could randomly pick up and interact with things,” Dorda explained. “The fact that you could bake bread felt great. It wasn’t just a video game but a ‘real’ world. It was a little bit like a pen and paper roleplaying game that you could play whenever you wanted.”

	With Dorda low on pocket change as a kid, UO’s monthly subscription cost became prohibitive and he sought his adventure in other games. It wasn’t until college that Dorda came back around to UO. Instead of revisiting the world with a gamer’s eye, he did so with that of a game developer’s.

	Dorda had set his sights on working his way into Munich, Germany’s game industry years prior. After releasing several mobile games of his own, he was recruited by larger companies including Travian Games, which would go on to publish several American MMOs in Europe.

	In 2011, Dorda was neck-deep in working on the Iris2 project, which transposed Ultima Online’s 2D client into a 3D world. The project wasn’t associated with Origin, but rather was created for fun by a group of friends interested in seeing what they could do with some computer code and a vision.

	“I started to make games in my free time, and during a local get-together I met someone from the Iris project who had moved to Munich,” Dorda said. “[The software] was rough and the project was quite inactive during that time. Together with a friend, we revived the Iris2 project and did a rewrite.”

	The original Iris team had made headway on the project, but Dorda wanted to use a more mature rendering engine to bring the game up to current graphical standards. Using a combination of the LUA scripting language and the OGRE 3D engine, Dorda and the team had a version of the 3D client working within a year.

	“We used the 3D models from the original game for the characters and started to model all the existing 2D graphics into 3D models,” Dorda said. “Since there were so many, we only modeled the most common ones.”

	The finished product was rough, but Dorda was pleased that UO—even in an unofficial capacity—had afforded him the opportunity to level up his development skills.

	Impressed with Dorda’s version of the Iris2 engine, not to mention his dedication to seeing the project through to completion, Zacherl invited him to join his company.

	“I proposed that [Sebi] join my first studio as the lead developer and we’ve been working together ever since,” Zacherl said. “Sebi is just a great person to be around, always positive, motivated, driven, honest, and friendly. 

	“Whenever we discuss serious business, or strategic decisions, we tend to agree with each other very quickly. It’s uncanny.”

	In 2014, the pair launched their own game company in Munich, Fairytale Distillery. Moving away from mobile, Zacherl and Dorda decided to take a crack at an MMO that combined all of the elements they loved from previous games, along with a few of their own designs.

	Full of enthusiasm, the pair started work on The Exiled.

	“We set out to make the best possible sandbox MMO, based on my own standards,” Zacherl said. “A game based around skill-based PvP, interesting character development, and true influence on the game world with the massive restriction of it not being grindy and instead, compatible with the time available to a mature MMO player.”

	Based on Zacherl’s standards for what made a great MMO, The Exiled was to feature open PvP and full looting, ensuring that players constantly balanced risk with reward. 

	“Imagine yourself trapped in a valley with other outcasts,” Dorda said. “There are no rules…just get along with [the other players] or not. But at some point, the suppressive regime will send someone to clear the village, so you better be prepared.”

	Zacherl said that in Fairytale Distillery’s first year, many important discussions about the The Exiled and its features took place while he and Dorda played Ultima Online as part of the company’s “team building” events.

	Taking a page from UO’s book, The Exiled features an isometric camera, the ability to craft equipment, and a classless character system that allows players to arm their avatars with skills of their own choosing.

	For as much as the team adapted from existing MMOs, Zacherl and Dorda brought an equal amount of originality to The Exiled. For instance, the pair toyed with making the area of effect spells more realistic to the point where every magical ability—regardless of whether it was a fireball or a healing spell that was cast—affected both allies and enemies alike. The duo also implemented a “hide-and-seek” effect to the game where, as players traversed the landscape, they left visible footprints behind. Other players could follow these footprints to track enemies until time or weather conditions caused the trail to disappear.

	“Even though our game feels different, it’s based around the same kind of unforgiving focus on player skill instead of time invested in grind,” Zacherl explained. “In [Ultima Online and The Exiled] an experienced player will defeat a better-geared player nine out of 10 times.”

	When it came to designing The Exiled’s dynamic world, Zacherl and Dorda drew inspiration from Shadowbane.

	“Shadowbane was miles better [than UO] in giving me the feeling that this was an actual player-driven world,” Zacherl said. “Its system of city building felt more freeform. Territory control and the world map made the political system so much more impactful. UO always felt like a world inhabited by, but not really changed by, humans.”

	Despite Zacherl’s best efforts, The Exiled’s four-year development process suffered its share of stumbling blocks. The team had trouble finding an art style that worked for the game and could be handled by Fairytale Distillery’s small team. Zacherl called asset creation for an MMO game a “massive and daunting task.”

	“On the technical side, there wasn’t just one thing that made development hard,” Dorda said. “It was more the size of MMOs. Even small ones need a lot of infrastructure and things around the project that are not the gameplay itself. 

	“You have to build and maintain a lot of things, so it was more the craziness of building such a huge game with a tiny team. Everything was about deciding what is more important than other things. The list of things we wanted and needed to do was endless.”

	Tackling these roadblocks as they appeared, the team hunkered down to produce a game that met Zacherl’s vision. The Exiled was released on Steam Early Access in February of 2017 to mixed reviews.

	Even though the game currently holds an average Steam score of three stars out of five, Zacherl sees the project as a failure.

	“Spending four years to develop something—and five years before that dreaming about it—just to see your creation fail is not the best of feelings,” Zacherl said. “But it’s a learning experience, and one that will prevent me from making similar mistakes in the future. My next games will have other problems, but not the ones that turned The Exiled into a failure.”

	Struggling to maintain a steady playerbase, Zacherl blames himself for not listening to feedback from the players, and instead, sticking to his original vision for the game.

	“We had a hard time getting the game polished up to the standards that players expect from MMOs, AAA or not,” he said. “The most important goal in launching a game for me is that it turns into a sustainable, long-term fun experience for a significant amount of players.”

	Zacherl said he’s glad the Fairytale Distillery team finished what they started, and he maintains that The Exiled would appeal to those UO players who miss the glory days of PvP. 

	“It was amazing to see us build something big, intricate, and fun from such humble beginnings,” he said. “You would have never guessed what we could build in the end from our super rough prototype.

	“My biggest dream would be to revisit the project in a couple of years and apply the experience gained, turning the game from something interesting to something that is actually sustainable and continuously enjoyed by thousands of players.”

	While the quality of any video game is subjective, there is one thing of which Zacherl is certain: without Ultima Online, he and Dorda may have never founded Fairytale Distillery, and they never would have built their dream game.

	“Without UO I would not have gotten into MMOs,” Zacherl said. “This was my first introduction to both being part of and leading a group of humans toward a common goal. It was the best training I could have ever wanted for my future jobs of being the game director or managing director at my own game studio.”

	 

	 

	A Seat at the Table

	 

	While the virtues from the original Ultima games—honesty, compassion, valor, justice, honor, sacrifice, spirituality, and humility—were ever-present in Ultima Online, they rarely had an impact on a player’s experience. For Marco Sederquist, however, those virtues became the foundation upon which his game experience was built and led him to his dream job: working on UO for Origin Systems.

	Sederquist still remembers the first time he saw Ultima Online. It was November of 1997. His friend was piloting an avatar across the computer screen. Things were not going so well.

	“My friend was playing on a DX386 over a 24.4 baud modem,” Sederquist recalls. “He was getting his ass kicked by a deer and was nearly dead.”

	Sederquist watched as the friend escaped the deer’s evil clutches, escaping to safety through the door of a nearby house. Suddenly, the world of MMOs clicked into place for Sederquist when he realized that the house actually belonged to his friend and that the other characters that ran by on the screen were real people.

	“I was very much into the early First Person Shooters, sci-fi, and simulation games, but at the same time, I was an early internet adopter,” Sederquist said. “That day I went over to my friend’s house and he was playing UO, it was really the first time I had seen the internet doing what it should have been doing.”

	Sederquist said he never considered himself a “fantasy guy,” rather, his gaming tastes steered toward flight sims and shooters such as Doom and Wolfenstein 3D, but that weekend, he broke with tradition and ventured to the local software store. It was there that Sederquist purchased his own copy of Ultima Online.

	“For the next month I played every chance I could, and during the Christmas break I played every day until three or four o’clock in the morning,” Sederquist recalls. “I would sleep a few hours and repeat. That went on for four years.”

	In those four years, Sederquist made a name for himself on the Lake Superior server as “Sten Hunter,” a name carefully crafted from his biggest fictional influences.

	“Since this was the dawn on online gaming, I could have chosen any name really, adding any number of threes to replace E’s like the next guy.” Sederquist explained. “However, I wanted a name that I knew would last a long time. I had just finished reading a series of sci-fi books titled Sten, wherein the main character was a badass assassin/fixer with a knife sheathed in his wrist and a huge Scottish sidekick, who all worked for an ageless emperor who loved to cook and drink. 

	“The last name came from an iconic character I had grown up with, Rick Hunter, from Robotech. Both characters were the shell that would later become my UO character. Heroic, brash, innocent, and sometimes offensive.”

	Despite his character’s heroic branding, Sederquist’s early days in UO were anything but.

	“When I first started playing I mostly played a ghost!” Sederquist laughed. “I was never really good at PvP, so I would die all the time.” 

	During those rare bursts in which his character remained alive, Sederquist worked his skills of swordsmanship, mining, and blacksmithing. It wasn’t until the release of the Renaissance expansion in 2000—when he was able to escape the PKs into the safety of Trammel—that he finally developed his character. 

	Knowing he couldn’t succeed as a fighter, Sederquist made his career with his next weapon of choice: his intellect.

	A year and a half into playing, Sederquist participated in an in-game event when he heard about a meeting of the Lake Superior Council. Thinking that perhaps local politics might be a better match for his sensibilities, Sederquist trekked to the sandstone temple in the city of Trinsic and attended the meeting.

	There, he witnessed a group of 10 players conducting official business, much like a city council in the real world. Not only did the council make decisions about its guild, the Order of the Silver Serpents, but it also discussed other problems happening within the game world, including the need for extra security at the famed Yew prison.

	Following the council meetings, the group traveled to the home of Lord Grey Wolfe, Marshall of the Order of the Silver Serpents. It was there that digital spirits were imbibed, stories of adventure were told, and friendships were forged.

	Once again, things clicked into place for Sederquist as he saw the limitless possibilities that roleplaying offered within UO. Each week he watched a tightly knit group of friends using roleplay to add depth and texture to the online world. It was exactly the type of experience Sederquist thought UO should be.

	In fact, he wanted in.

	Conquering the first step toward a seat on the council, Sederquist joined the Order of the Silver Serpents, bravely defending Britannia under the leadership of Lord Grey Wolfe. Made up of roleplayers, the guild spent time together fighting dangerous monsters across the lands, and served as the standing army for the council.

	Attending as many meetings as his real world schedule allowed, Sederquist became further enamored with the council when he saw how deeply it was involved in Lake Superior’s day-to-day roleplaying community.

	“I think what drew me to the council was the idea that they were doing something more than just hunting orcs or playing alone,” Sederquist said. “Lake Superior was an amazing server. I think it had its uniqueness, be that how the High Council participated in events, the special towns, and points of interests that were set up for us.”

	By becoming an active member of the community, Sederquist rose in the ranks of the Order of the Silver Serpents, and soon his dedication made him stand out among his guildmates.

	After nearly six months, Sederquist’s efforts paid off and Sten Hunter was offered a seat on the council as the Chancellor of Virtue.

	“It was first a shock to be asked, and then a pleasure to participate,” Sederquist said.

	Accepting the role, he joined Lord Keyser Sose, representing the virtue of Sacrifice and the city of Minoc; Lady Sagan Adai, representing Honor and the city of Trinsic; Lady Aine Blackwood, representing Justice and the city of Yew; Lady Natalya Svyatoslav, representing Humility and the city of Magincia; Lord William Wingate, representing Valor and the city of Jhelom; Lord Ima Supa, representing Compassion and the city of Britain; Lord Zodiac, representing Honesty and the city of Moonglow; and Lady Geneveve Orseau, representing Spirituality and the city of Skara Brae.

	“After joining, I felt like I was part of a much bigger community,” Sederquist said. “It wasn’t very demanding, but provided lots of opportunity to join many, many others. My role as High Chancellor allowed me to play a role in running the Serpents, but that was mostly on paper. Grey Wolfe was their leader and I just got to wear a pretty cape and shiny armor. 

	“My role was really a stuffy name for the guy who led the meetings and made sure that everything remained somewhat orderly. I was in charge of opening the meetings, saying the oath, and announcing the council members as it became their turn to speak. I also collected agenda items, called up members of the community that wanted to talk, and pretty much kept our meetings on track, much like the mayor of a small town might behave.”

	Despite not being a voting member of the council, Sederquist had found a group of like-minded players that proved his theory that Ultima Online could offer an intellectually stimulating experience. Also, his character didn’t die nearly as much.

	As High Chancellor, Sederquist aided the council in launching countless roleplaying adventures on the server, working with Seers, Game Masters, and player-run towns to further bring the Lake Superior roleplaying community together. The council led hunts, hosted events, and held the best after-meeting parties in the server’s history.

	“Even though we didn’t have Seer events every week or month, we would still try to weave in the events happening all over the server,” Sederquist said. “Meetings became stage pieces for player-run events. Evil players would run in, say their lines, and the community would jump into action. Being a part of that core group who helped to keep the server’s community together is what kept me the most interested.”

	Wanting to spread his community wings even further, Sederquist was picked as a moderator when Origin launched its own dedicated UO forums in 2000. Sederquist worked under Origin’s Community Coordinator to answer questions, moderate comments, and engage the community under the screen name of “Tengu.”

	After four years serving on the council and several months working as a board moderator, Sederquist was keeping one eye on the game, and the other on his real world future.

	A lifelong fan of video games, Sederquist knew he wanted to work in the industry, but he was unsure where he fit into the bigger picture. Channeling his equally long love of art, he applied for an internship with Digital Domain—a visual effects and digital production company in Los Angeles—in hopes of strengthening his existing skills.

	“Back in early 2000, the gaming industry was still fairly small and there was a lot of competition between traditional artists and those like myself who were being trained to work digitally from the start,” Sederquist said. “At the time, the industry was still leaning heavily on that traditional art set. My plan—and what I had heard from others—was that once you were ‘in,’ you could increase your chances of doing game development over those [candidates] who were simply applying from outside the company.”

	And then in 2001, Sederquist saw what could be another entry point into the world of video games.

	Rumors were rampant on the UO forums, which Sederquist was still moderating, about an open Game Master (GM) position at Origin Systems. Knowing Ultima Online inside and out, Sederquist used his connections to put in an application and in July of 2001 he was invited to interview for the job.

	“I had an ICQ chat with three GM Leads,” Sederquist remembers. “They asked me a bunch of silly UO questions that I aced, of course. They offered me a GM spot shortly after.”

	At the same time, word came down that Sederquist had been selected for the internship at Digital Domain, and he couldn’t start in the Game Master role for several months. Luckily, the Origin hiring managers agreed to keep the GM spot open while Sederquist completed his internship. 

	Sederquist said the art training he received at Digital Domain was educational, but left him feeling as though he’d have to “up his game” to succeed in the world of game art. Thankfully, Origin Systems was waiting patiently for him to finish college. Sederquist was pinching himself over the fact that he was about to work on the one video game that meant so much to him.

	“While driving back across the U.S. from California to Florida, I was able to stop in Austin and meet everyone,” Sederquist said. “I finally graduated from art school and moved to Austin in early September of 2001. 

	“My start date was September 15, 2001, just a few days after 9/11.”

	But despite Sederquist’s deep knowledge of UO, he knew very little about what went on behind the scenes.

	“I literally had no idea what to expect when I started,” he said. “There were only really two MMOs at the time, so job descriptions were in short supply. My assumptions at the time, were that I would be responding to a lot of support emails, or helping players find their pack horses. In reality, there were thousands of moving parts from helping players, to documenting policy and process. 

	“The role of a Game Master has always been very complex and dynamic. They play the part of troubleshooter. When a player experiences a bug inside the game, Game Masters had the tools to solve 90 percent of them in real time. GMs are also the security and judges of the game, making sure that bad actors were not exploiting the game, harassing others, or generally being disruptive.”

	During his training, Sederquist took on the role’s most basic responsibilities, responding to player emails and handling in-game calls.

	But with the new position, Sederquist also had to adopt a new name. While it was common for GMs to also play UO in their off-time, it was imperative that their friends and acquaintances not find out about their double lives, lest they might seek special treatment.

	“As with all UO and Origin staff, it was a rite of passage to come up with an in-game name,” Sederquist said. “As you can imagine, you want to take your time and think about it a lot. You didn’t want to pick a stupid name, right?

	“After what seemed like days of overthinking it, I came up with GM Spada. My family is Italian, and I was looking for something with lots of meaning. Spada is Italian for ‘sword.’ It just kind of stuck after that.”

	With his GM training complete, Sederquist was assigned to the overnight shift for the next eight months, working from 10 p.m. until 8 a.m. four days a week. Not only did those odd hours give him time to perfect what he’d learned in training, but he was also able to take on additional responsibility. 

	In his free time Sederquist worked on the “UO Runbook,” a document that streamlined regular player issues to ensure that all GMs handled calls in a uniform manner.

	“The ‘UO Runbook’ was created out of necessity,” he said. “The game, year-over-year, was getting bigger and the staff was getting larger. We found it became harder to orally pass on information, and most of all, be consistent in how we interacted with customers.”

	While the document contained “how-tos” covering the game’s many issues, Sederquist said the “jewel” of the Runbook was an action matrix which easily filed terms of service violations into “major” or “minor” levels. This matrix instructed GMs on the appropriate action to take against a player, from warnings, to multi-day suspensions, even up to permanent termination of the offending account.

	“We did this because we didn’t want to seem like a staff that handled each situation completely different,” Sederquist explained. “Players and staff wanted not just a fair game, but a fair system.

	“I think without the Runbook we would not have been able to be a functional support staff. The size of the player base at the height of UO—as well as the size of the staff—made a document like this a necessity.”

	By the time Sederquist passed the responsibility of maintaining the Runbook to another GM, it contained more than 300 articles on over 200 pages. 

	Occasionally, Sederquist put out feelers to see if there were openings in Origin’s art department, still thinking about a transition if the right opportunity arose. But as time went on—and he continued to grow within the GM role—he considered such a move less and less.

	“Had I wanted to pursue my dream, I probably would have found a position in the art department,” Sederquist said. “However, I found that I enjoyed helping people more than making art for a living.”

	His line of thinking was rewarded in 2003, when Sederquist was promoted to a Senior GM, rising in the management ranks inside Origin. Being a Game Master wasn’t easy, but Sederquist reveled in his ability to help players and solve whatever problems they brought his way.

	“It was always an amazing experience to get the time to walk a player through something that was vexing them, or finding an issue that broke the player experience and then getting them back on their way,” Sederquist said.

	But while many players were thankful when a GM took the time to offer help, there were many players who viewed the GMs as some sort of fantasy police force. It was in dealing with those players that Sederquist had to don his thickest skin.

	He recalled a time when GM Spada was paged by the victim of a scammer. Sederquist reported to the scene of the crime and put on his detective cap.

	“When I took one of these calls from the GM queue I saw myself something akin to an old beat cop with the ability to work within my own judgment to resolve the conflict or decide the punishment,” he said. “After sleuthing for a good 30 minutes, interviewing both parties, and finally getting a confession from the offender, I let the scammer know that they would be suspended for three days, as was our policy.” 

	Despite Sederquist’s professional handling of the situation, the scammer wasn’t pleased when the GM handed down his verdict. Instead of seeing the error of his ways and apologizing, the player escalated the situation, spouting anti-Semitic epithets.

	“While wrapping up my notes on the player’s account and preparing to remove him from the game, he got very agitated,” Sederquist recalls. “He then made a remark that I still remember to this day. It was a horrible, disgusting remark. It was so vile that I stopped what I was doing.”

	Sederquist quickly updated his notes with the player’s poorly chosen words, capturing chat logs as proof. Following the Runbook matrix, Sederquist let the player know that instead of a three-day suspension, he would be banned from Ultima Online. 

	Permanently.

	“Anyone who would say something that horrible was not someone that we wanted playing UO,” Sederquist explained. “We didn’t want him to return, didn’t want his subscription money, and he would never be allowed to get his account back.”

	Sederquist said he never enjoyed banning someone from the game and was relieved when the rest of the GM team agreed wholeheartedly with his actions. And despite those players who might insist that the Game Masters acted too much like Big Brother, Sederquist insisted the crew he worked with each day was made up of consummate professionals. 

	“I know that every GM I worked with while working on UO was professional, smart, quick to give people the benefit of the doubt, and was there to help,” Sederquist said. “But, we also were not going to take crap from people.

	“Remember that during this period of internet history, there was no Facebook and many people were, in a sense, shrouded in anonymity. I used to tell my wife that if you had just 10 percent asshole in you, when you went online, it would turn into 110 percent.”

	While it may sound like players were quick to argue with Game Masters, Sederquist said the red-robed authority figures were treated differently in every region across the world.

	“U.S. and European players were often very defensive or aggressive towards staff when faced with some kind of disciplinary action,” Sederquist said. “Our Japanese players were the most respectful. I once was on a Japanese server with over 100 players in the Star Chamber and something wasn’t working correctly. 

	“In the U.S., players would have been spamming profanity about how horrible the game was, but at that moment [in the Star Chamber] when the GM went visible, the entire crowd stopped talking, listened to the GM, and waited patiently while the trigger for the event was fixed. After that, there were lots of thank yous and smiles.”

	When Electronic Arts closed the Origin Systems studio in 2004, Ultima Online was pulled in-house to EA’s San Francisco offices. Many employees were invited to make the move from Austin to the Bay Area in order to continue working on the game. Those who didn’t make the journey were laid off and used the opportunity to seek employment at other game studios in the Austin area. Sederquist, highly enjoying his job, accepted the relocation offer. In the process he was promoted to Assistant Lead GM for the next year of his career. By 2005, he had become Lead GM, in charge of the entirety of the UO Support Team.

	When Electronic Arts purchased Mythic Entertainment in 2006, handing the studio the reigns to UO, Sederquist trained Mythic’s staff in the do’s and don’ts of game support.

	“It was a milestone in my life,” Sederquist remembers. “Imagine playing a game you fell in love with, and then eight years later, being responsible for a huge chunk of its success. 

	“It was an amazing experience being able to re-shape support and do it ‘my way.’ I love leadership, and I love helping others, and this was the starting point for my experience in that role.”

	While Sederquist still maintained an active UO account, his time on the Lake Superior Council had ended and he was logging in less and less as he thrived in his new role.

	As Lead GM, Sederquist channeled those skills learned from his days as the High Chancellor of Virtue on the Lake Superior Council. At work he had an active hand in making policies, approving decisions, and training the rest of the GMs to be better employees through coaching and weekly feedback. He had to be organized, well-spoken, and dignified.

	The sense of accomplishment Sederquist had gotten from working on a virtual council were now achieved in his real life. Those feelings had come at a steep price, but it was one he was willing to pay.

	“The hardest part was trying to play UO like a regular player after that,” he said. “I still actively played as much as I could through most of my GM career, however, it was always difficult to not to think like a GM.”

	And when Sederquist did find time to lose himself in the game as a player, he never knew when those GMs working late in the office might stop by to say hello in their own special ways.

	“There were countless instances were Game Masters were playfully killing each other instantly while playing, or made someone excessively overweight so they couldn’t run anymore while something was chasing them,” Sederquist laughed. “We would take one specific reagent from a backpack, or move a dragon to the front yard of each other’s homes. It’s hard to work for a game company, be in a game for eight hours a day, and not have a few minutes to have some fun.”

	In order to continue growing in his management role, Sederquist left the UO support team in 2007, transitioning to EA’s Worldwide Customer Service department as an Assistant Product Manager. There, he created the teams to support new games launched by the publisher, averaging around 22 titles each year.

	When the economic recession hit in 2008, even the gaming industry wasn’t impervious to its effects. Sederquist was laid off a year later, but was able to return to EA in 2011 as part of the company’s newly created Fraud and Payments team. In his new role he put his management and customer service skills to use once more, successfully growing the team from three employees to 15.

	When he looks back at his professional journey, Sederquist said he could have never predicted where his career would go, and he’s thankful for the opportunities that logging into UO more than two decades ago provided him: a chance to sit on a virtual council, and the opportunity to find his real passion in life.

	“UO became the catalyst for my entire career,” Sederquist said. “It’s one of those things where you look back and get to say, ‘Look, Mom! Playing videos games was okay!’ It’s helped me be a better communicator, and understand how systems interact with other systems in game design. It helped me understand what it takes to support an MMO and other large online games.

	“I can’t imagine what my life would have been like had I not gone over to my friend’s house and witnessed him getting his ass kicked by a deer. I can’t imagine my life without Ultima Online.”

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	CHAPTER VI

	 

	THE VIEW FROM 10,000 FEET

	 

	I’ve read comic books for as long as I can remember, but as a kid, I never thought about who was responsible for writing and drawing the stories. I guess part of me simply believed that Spider-Man went on an adventure every month and somehow, his exploits were magically chronicled on newsprint and shipped to the spinner rack at the local pharmacy.

	As I got older, my tunnel vision cleared enough for me to see the creator credits listed on the covers of the comics, and I began following those writers or artists whose work I enjoyed most. (When I started creating comic books of my own, I made sure the credits were bigger so other kids wouldn’t find themselves in my embarrassing shoes.)

	Playing video games was a similar experience. I didn’t comprehend that these games took years and years to put together. In my innocent naïveté, I assumed that people went to work and had coughed out a game by the time five o’clock rolled around. It was only later—well after the comic book creator eureka moment—that I learned differently, and even then, I didn’t have a full comprehension on the amount of art, code, and collaboration it took to create the games until I became involved with the industry as a writer.

	In creating Ultima Online, Richard Garriott and his team of developers had dedicated years to birthing a persistent online world into existence. But unlike other developers outside the MMO genre who release a game and happily move on to the next project, when UO hit store shelves, Origin System’s real work had only just begun.

	 

	 

	Bursting into Flames

	 

	Before Chris “Faceless” Mayer went to work at Origin Systems as lead programmer, he experimented with Ultima Online as an early adopter. Little did he know that upon joining the game’s 1997 beta test, that it would take an encounter with a group of gorillas to make him fall in love with the game.

	Playing UO along with his real world friend, Scot “Faramir” Salmon, Mayer used his first foray into the MMO to explore as much of the world as he could, intrigued by what might lie around each corner, or over the next horizon.

	Having saved up enough gold to purchase a boat, Mayer and Salmon often set sail in search of new adventures. 

	One evening, as Mayer and Salmon sailed toward an island at the southernmost point of Britannia, the unthinkable happened.

	“The server crashed,” Mayer recalled. “Server crashes when you were on a boat were a big deal, because who knew where you might end up.” 

	Since Mayer’s boat was in motion when the game crashed, it was impossible for him to be returned to its deck when the server came back online. Instead, the boat sailed on without its crew, and the game tried to guess a player’s approximate location, spawning them on whatever landmass was closest.

	“It could mean ending up on a deserted island, with no way off,” Mayer said. “Which is what happened to me.”

	Salmon discovered he had been relocated to the mainland, leaving Mayer alone on the island. Upon learning that his friend was in the midst of purchasing a new boat to come to his rescue, Mayer opted to explore the island.

	While his character—an archer—could defend himself, Mayer said he was used to fighting from a distance while Salmon’s swordsman character got up close and personal with enemies. If the island was home to any powerful monsters, Mayer could easily find himself overpowered.

	“I was on an island inhabited by neutral gorillas and hostile lizardmen,” Mayer remembered. “I decided to kill the lizardmen for gold while I waited, but it became apparent that these guys were respawning fast, and eventually I was going to run out of arrows.”

	Lacking the skills to engage the angry lizardmen in hand-to-hand combat, Mayer did what anyone would do. 

	He ran.

	“I couldn’t reliably stay away from the lizardmen,” Mayer said. “They wandered the island, and I would be forced to fight with dwindling supplies.”

	Frantically seeking birds (the feathers of which could be used to craft more arrows), and encouraging his friend to sail as fast as the winds allowed, Mayer couldn’t help but calculate the odds of survival in his head, and things weren’t looking good.

	“I had to think quick,” Mayer said. “A few more encounters with the lizard guys was going to end badly for me, and I don’t think [Salmon] had enough magic skill to resurrect me if I died. What could I do? The only thing with me on this stupid lizardmen island was a troop of gorillas.”

	Suddenly, Mayer had an idea. While his swordsmanship skills were nonexistent, he had allocated roughly 20 points to UO’s animal taming ability, which when successfully used, allowed players to issue commands to the game’s various creatures.

	Whilst dodging attacks from the lizardmen, Mayer recruited an improvised army.

	“I began to tame gorillas,” Mayer said. “I tamed probably a dozen of them and had a roving band of angry monkeys that would protect me from the baddies on the island. Finally, Salmon arrived with a boat, and I emerged from the jungle and onto the shores of the beach with my troop of gorillas surrounding me.”

	For Mayer, the moment was a breakout one, showing him what sort of “anything” was possible inside the digital world.

	Outside of the game, Mayer worked as a software engineer in Austin, Texas, spending his days in a cubicle next to Salmon’s. The two utilized their employer’s faster-than-average internet connection to play UO during lunches or after hours.

	Mayer had always had an interest in creating games and hoped one day to do so in a professional capacity. In fact, he’d been preparing for the opportunity throughout his youth.

	“I’ve always wanted to make games since I was a kid,” Mayer said. “It’s what got me into programming. One of my favorite games was Adventure Construction Set, where I even spent a week while on vacation with my family designing the game on graph paper and notebook pages before coming home to my computer and coding it all in.

	“I taught myself Applesoft Basic in fifth grade and took a class in 6502 assembly in seventh grade. In college, I learned various flavors of assembly, C, C++, and a few other languages I have never used since.”

	Until Mayer could figure out how to get his foot in the door with a game studio, he was content to simply play the games being released. Throwing himself into UO whenever he had a free moment, Mayer said he and Salmon played “religiously.” Together, the pair became active members of the community, both inside the game and through the Vault Network message boards, a popular website of the era dedicated to roleplaying games.

	In the summer of 1998, Salmon received an email from Origin Systems. Having seen many of Salmon’s helpful posts on the Vault Network’s forums—and knowing of his background with computers—a representative of the company invited him to apply for an open programmer role. 

	While Salmon wasn’t interested in becoming a programmer, he knew someone who was, and pointed the recruiter in Mayer’s direction. Following an interview with three programmers at the Origin Systems offices, Mayer was offered the job by producer Rich “Dupre” Vogel.

	Not only had Mayer’s years of programming paid off, but he’d also landed a job with the company responsible for his current gaming obsession. While Mayer was excited for the opportunity, he’d soon learn that working on UO as an employee wouldn’t be all arrows and gorillas.

	Mayer said that shortly after Ultima Online’s launch, the game’s original programmers—who had been contracted to build the UO codebase—were assigned to other games.

	“When I walked in the door at Origin, Rich told me that only one of the original programmers remained on the project and that he was primarily a client guy,” Mayer said. “Kirk ‘Runesabre’ Black was already working, and it turned out Kirk and I were the only ones who could work on the backend.”

	And just like that, Mayer was in over his head. Not only did he not understand the game’s codebase, but with thousands of players inhabiting UO’s servers, everything seemed poised to explode on a regular basis.

	“For the first few months of my employment, I came into work every day thinking the entire service would combust into flames,” Mayer laughed. “We somehow kept it together while slowly making improvements. 

	“That was, to this day, one of the most exciting jobs I’ve ever had. MMOs were so new, and no one really knew what they were doing at EA when it came to online games, so Kirk and I pretty much got to do whatever we wanted.”

	While players across Britannia were swinging swords and casting spells without a care in the world, Mayer and Black were putting out fires and solving problems as fast as they’d appear—the equivalent to riding unicycles across tightropes over a forest of razor blades.

	“It was hard,” Mayer said. “I was also unfamiliar with game architecture in general. Couple that with the fact that the UO team was under stupid amounts of pressure to ship the game when they did, and they had to take many, many shortcuts. 

	“That made the codebase very fragile and a frightening tangle of dependencies between systems. We had to deal with service outages practically every night for a long time until we could stabilize the codebase.”

	The first priority for Mayer and Black was stabilization as a whole, fixed through a branching solution that allowed the programmers to make hotfixes to certain sections of the game without risking unintended changes across the entire system.

	“A branch is a line of source code that is independent of any other branches of development,” Mayer explained. “We might put a branch out on Live while a different branch is being tested by QA, while perhaps a third branch is being worked on by engineers. All these changes are independent, so if we have to fix something [on the live version of the game], we only need to touch the Live branch and test the fixes there.”

	Once the servers were stable, Mayer was promoted to lead programmer. Now thoroughly “in the fire,” he set to work on Origin’s next project, the game’s first official expansion called The Second Age. With the project came new challenges, including a new landmass, two new cities, and a ton of new monsters for players to battle. And with all those changes, of course, came more stability issues.

	“I remember getting my first client bug trying to ship T2A,” Mayer said. “I was very comfortable working in the backend because it resembled the kinds of systems I had to work on in school and at National Instruments.”

	But while Mayer knew programming, UO was his first gig involving 2D and 3D graphics. New problems reared their heads including rugs falling under floors and even player houses disappearing altogether. 

	“I had no clue what I was doing, but managed to get it working by walking through the code methodically,” he said. “Kirk and I worked tirelessly to keep the servers running, including having to miss the launch party for that expansion.” 

	Soon, Mayer was tasked with tracking down exploiters—players who abused faults in the game’s code for their own gain. Exploits were often used to make duplicates of powerful objects, or raise a player’s skill in a way that went against the game’s design principles.

	Mayer recalled a time that one of the game’s servers crashed repeatedly with little explanation. Putting on his detective hat and looking at the code, Mayer saw no logical reason for the recurring problem.

	Night after night, Mayer watched as one of the servers suddenly blinked offline. In turn, it caused a chain reaction, causing many of UO’s other game servers—even those stationed in separate data centers across the world—to crash shortly thereafter.

	“It made no sense whatsoever,” Mayer said. “Unless… someone was doing it on purpose. Then, such a pattern could be explained.”

	Trying to find some method to the madness, Mayer asked the employees in charge of the game’s authentication services to correlate the crashes with players who had logged on before it occurred. It didn’t take long to find a match.

	“One player was always on all of the servers before they crashed,” Mayer said. “But what was he doing? We had to know.” 

	Mayer sought assistance from the customer service department and consulted with a Game Master about tracking the player. With one conversation, Mayer had successfully set up a sting operation in a virtual world.

	“I wanted to track this player’s movements in-game,” he said. “When that player logged in, they called me downstairs and took me to a GM’s computer where he was following the player invisibly.” 

	Whereas any other day, Mayer did everything possible to keep the game’s servers from crashing, on this day he needed it to happen. 

	A plan was put into motion for the Game Master to dress up as a new player and follow the person of interest. While in disguise, the GM would annoy the player to the point where the suspect would kill him. This death would subsequently cause the player to turn into a murderer, or “go red.”

	If all went according to plan, Mayer believed the suspect would crash the server in order to revert it back to its last save point—roughly 30 minutes before he became a murderer—and reveal how his trick was performed.

	“Now, I want you to imagine for a minute what it’s like to be a GM, having to listen to every conceivable kind of abuse from players who were pissed enough to call customer service, and take it like a professional,” Mayer laughed. “Then, being given permission by your boss to just unleash on a player. 

	“This GM went off on this guy and became the most annoying player ever to play UO. The guy couldn’t take much of it and finally killed our poor GM. Now, it was time to kill him. The GM went off screen, turned himself into a poison elemental, and one-shot the guy.”

	Just as they’d planned, the suspect had become a murderer. While the suspect was resurrected by his friends, Mayer and the GM sat invisible, hoping he’d divulge his secret to crashing the server.

	They didn’t have to wait long.

	“After watching this guy curse to his friends about how crappy that was, he said something like, ‘It doesn’t matter. Watch this,’” Mayer recalled. “I saw a stream of unfamiliar characters come into the chat space above his head, and it clicked. T2A shipped with localization for the first time (which attempted to convert foreign languages into English), and clearly there was a problem with the chat message that used Unicode—16-bit instead of 8-bit ASCII—characters. 

	“That network message was being sent to a buffer without a size check, and that caused a buffer overrun and corrupted the stack.”

	The server crashed just as it had over the nights prior. Mayer and the GM had caught their guy red-handed and red-charactered. Mayer coded a fix for the issue and the player was banned from the game.

	Following the release of T2A, the servers ran smoothly for a while. As one of the requirements of his job, Mayer was “on call” whenever problems reared their ugly heads. Which they did on Christmas Day of 1998.

	Mayer said he received a phone call to let him know that a UO server was running “a little slow.” In true tech support form, he recommended rebooting it to clear up any issues. It wasn’t long until his phone rang again.

	“It didn’t get better,” Mayer said. “The next call was that not only was that server running slow, but now almost all of them were running like turtles.” 

	Using Origin’s Virtual Private Network, Mayer logged in from his home computer to investigate the problem. Despite only a few hundred players being logged in on Christmas Day, the server’s processors were maxed out.

	A debugger program showed Mayer that more than 75 percent of the game’s resources were being diverted to repeatedly creating a new object in the game. Upon closer inspection of the code, he realized that thousands of gemstones were being generated every second.

	“It turns out that a game designer wanted to give the players a neat gift for Christmas,” Mayer said. “He made Christmas trees for all the players, complete with blinking lights.”

	Those “lights” were gemstones, and the “blinking” was caused by the system deleting and creating the stones every second.

	“What does a grumpy programmer who got called to work on Christmas do when faced with such a problem?” Mayer asked. “Easy. He disables everyone’s Christmas trees. The servers were fine after that, and I was the Grinch who stole UO Christmas.”

	Despite the constant need for troubleshooting, Mayer said his experience at Origin helped him understand the MMO technologies that ran countless games over the next two decades.

	“In 1998, this stuff was largely the Wild West, especially at Electronic Arts,” he said. “EA was the first big game company to make an MMO, and there really wasn’t a lot of standards or best practices developed back then.

	“Nowadays, this stuff has matured. Not only have the game companies built this knowledge internally, but they adopt practices used in other industries that look more like online games than they do the single-player ‘ship in a box-type games’ of the past. Each company I’ve gone to since EA reflects growing knowledge and investment in the space as online gaming becomes the norm.”

	Since Mayer left Origin in 1999, he has applied the knowledge gained to myriad other projects. Mayer went on to lead programming teams at Sony Online Entertainment, NCSoft, his own company (Night Owl Games), and currently serves as development director at ZeniMax Media’s Bethesda Game Studios Austin (formerly BattleCry Studios) where he works on Fallout 76.

	“UO launched my career into the games industry,” Mayer said. “By being a pioneer on MMOs, it put me in an excellent position to become a leader in an exciting new field. Without learning the ropes on UO at Origin, it would have been very difficult to get where I am today. 

	“None of that would have been possible without UO.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Inventing the Future

	 

	Ultima Online’s alpha test started in April of 1996. The month-long trial was the first time anyone outside of the development team had logged in to Britannia to experience Origin’s highly anticipated online world for the first time. 

	Having spent the better part of a year helping to build said world, Raph “Designer Dragon” Koster held his breath as the server opened and the team’s fantasy world populated. 

	That’s when everything went wrong.

	“On the very first day of the alpha, players appeared in the tavern in Britain,” Koster remembered. “They waited for other newbies to walk out the doors, then they stood at the windows and shot arrows at them until they died. 

	“The newbies couldn’t shoot back, because the archers were hidden behind the wall inside the building. This is, of course, exactly what archery slits were invented for, but it made for a truly lousy first impression of the game.”

	Thankfully, things got better from there.

	Koster had been hired at Origin Systems in 1995 to help design something called a “massively multiplayer online game.” While there was some confusion on what that actually meant, Koster felt his game design compass pointing him in the right direction.

	Designing games from a young age, Koster spent part of his youth in Lima, Peru, where he adapted popular American arcade titles—unavailable in Peru—into analog games for his schoolmates to enjoy at recess. Upon exiting primary school, he took on the duties of Dungeon Master for a regular Dungeons & Dragons campaign. After getting his hands on an 8-bit computer, he taught himself the coding languages of BASIC and Assembly and made new games for his friends to play, this time in digital form.

	Reconnecting with games again in college, Koster and his wife Kristen “Kaige” Koster moved to Tuscaloosa, Alabama, in 1992 to attend graduate school. It was there the Kosters experimented with MUDs and saw the true potential of online fantasy gaming.

	“We fairly quickly moved from playing MUDs to making them, and by mid-to-late 1993, we were already working as hobbyist developers on MUDs, particularly LegendMUD, which launched on Valentine’s Day in 1994,” Koster said.

	LegendMUD won praise from players for its interpretation of historical legend. The MUD’s content was based on real locations at various points in history, but the game’s fiction treated mythological elements as historical fact. Players could visit Roman Britain, the Arabian Nights, the Middle Ages, and countless other unique locations. Among the many innovations LegendMUD brought to the table was its lack of traditional character classes such as archers or rogues. Instead, LegendMUD employed a skilled-based system.

	Sounds familiar, no?

	By October of 1994, Kristen and Koster took over the operations of LegendMUD from its original creators, and were constantly designing and innovating new elements. 

	“Chafing with the limits of LegendMUD, we were working on ideas for a new MUD that had much more robust simulation, including crafting, NPCs with agendas and A.I., creatures with resources, a real player-driven economy, and much more,” Koster said.

	It was LegendMUD’s co-founder, Rick Delashmit, who referred the Kosters to Starr Long and Richard Garriott at Origin Systems, knowing the studio was looking to crack the world of online gaming in a big way.

	Excited to learn about the husband-and-wife duo, Garriott actually logged in to LegendMUD one evening, hoping to meet the Kosters. Unfortunately, the couple was offline at the time and missed Lord British’s visit entirely.

	Despite missing them on their home turf, Garriott invited the Kosters to apply for open design roles with the company, and the couple gathered their thoughts on how they would approach an online fantasy world bolstered by next-generation graphics.

	“We ended up sending in our brainstorm ideas on dynamic ecologies and quest systems as part of our job application,” Koster said. 

	The pair was hired and reported for duty in Austin on September 1, 1995.

	“My wife, Kristen, and I were hired as a pair, and set to work under Andrew Morris, the original lead designer, who was also previously co-lead on Ultima VIII,” Koster said. “Our friend Rick Delashmit had already been working at Origin for many months at that point, developing the original prototype that was built on the Ultima VI engine.

	“When we showed up on the first day, we asked what the game was and were shocked to discover it was based on our applications.”

	The design elements that the Kosters had pitched were a hit, and the development team went to work implementing them into the next iteration of Garriott’s famed Ultima world.

	Though hired as designers, the Kosters realized that in order to make UO what they saw in their mind’s eyes, they’d have to employ a Jack-and-Jill-of-all-trades mentality to make it happen. After all, the prototype they were shown was just that, a prototype. UO would run on a different engine entirely. But that engine didn’t yet exist.

	“The engine wasn’t ready yet, so I did things like write design docs, and a huge amount of script in a scripting language that didn’t actually exist yet, all of which I had to throw away and rewrite when the real scripting came online,” Koster said. “I did a ridiculous amount of technical art design, as we figured out how the rendering engine worked. 

	“Kristen and I did quite a huge amount of the art for the alpha test, because we didn’t have enough artists!”

	In Koster’s mind, everything from writing the game’s core script to creating a movable item fell into his “designer” responsibilities. 

	“I much prefer wearing many hats,” Koster said. “I ended up credited for design, art, and code on UO. And code meant actual client and server code—all the scripting that designers did was counted as design work, not programming. 

	“That sort of cross-disciplinary thing is still very important to me. In directing large projects, it means I can talk to any of the members of the team in their own lingo and communicate more effectively across departments. In making my own smaller projects, it means I can have a completely unified artistic vision because I can do every job.”

	Every day at Origin was marked by opportunities to create, and by cutting their teeth in the world of MUDs, the Kosters were in a position to take their innovative ideas from LegendMUD and show them off on a much bigger stage.

	“A huge amount of the design in UO came directly from things that we were doing on LegendMUD, or wanted to do on Legend or a new MUD that we were planning,” Koster said. “We had been designing virtual ecology and economy stuff for the successor MUD and it ended up in UO. The bardic system in UO was straight from Legend.

	“Pets in the MUDs were summoned servants, and we had that in UO as well—elementals, for example—but extending it to actually taming real animals was a conscious step further. Heck, the Wall of Fire that killed Lord British was a spell in LegendMUD.”

	I asked Koster to riff a quick list of his favorite design contributions to UO. I learned that when you come into a project of this scale on the ground floor, they all become favorite contributions.

	Koster said he wrote the code that made UO’s fruit trees bear fruit. He coded the ability to shear wool from a sheep or to carve wood. He wrote the dye tubs. He was the one responsible for making non-human races—such as orcs and wisps—speak, and a ship’s tillerman tell stories while players sailed Britannia’s oceans. 

	Koster designed and wrote the pet, fishing, and guild systems. He added colored metals to the game and created the art for all the jungle trees.

	“I wrote most of the books in the game, and designed the system whereby players could write their own and they would spawn across the game,” Koster added. “I wrote all the basic dialogue for when an NPC would say hello, made it so they could give you directions, and specced the conversation system.

	“I worked with Jason ‘Stormwind’ Spangler to get player housing in—over a weekend—after we had been told to have ships but not houses. They used the same code, so we just did it anyway. I wrote or specced a huge amount of the skills, from begging to all the bardic ones. And I built several entire cities, including Trinsic.”

	Koster said many systems were added to the game as designers thought of them, all with the spirit of making a parallel world with full simulation. How those ideas looked in the finished version depended on how much flair a particular designer wanted to, or had the time to, incorporate.

	“I’m a big believer in ‘grace notes,’ little touches,” Koster said. “Each designer doing things had a lot of autonomy. I never went to a designer and said ‘add in some humor here’ or anything. 

	“You can see a bit of flavor to each person’s approach in the final product. Some people were more workmanlike, others added in flourishes. Me personally, I am a flourish type of guy, so I tend to add that sort of thing. I mean, at one point the city guards would follow around anyone who carried pastries—we didn’t have donuts, you see.”

	After six months of skunkworks development, Ultima Online’s alpha prototype was ready in May of 1996. Inviting around 250 players to experience what the team had created, Koster and his coworkers watched as players tried to unceremoniously burn Britannia to the ground.

	In LegendMUD, Koster curbed poor player behavior by speaking with offenders directly or by hosting town hall meetings for the 100-plus players. During the UO alpha test, it became apparent that those same tactics wouldn’t work once the game was released and the team was potentially facing player counts numbering into the thousands.

	Archers greeting new players with a hail of arrows was just the beginning, and things only got worse for the next month.

	“That was, of course, just the very first time that players took something inherent in the simulation and turned it against their fellow players,” Koster said. “Not long after, someone spelled out ‘fuck’ on the main bridge into Britain, using fish. 

	“Not long after that, players figured out that explosive potions detonated other nearby potions. It was illegal to kill someone in town, and it would get you instantly killed by the guards. But if you ran a chain of potions a long distance, like a fuse, you could avoid that.”

	When the alpha closed on May 20, 1996, the team went to work on the beta iteration. In the process, the game’s servers were rewritten to handle 2,500-3,000 concurrent players, and Koster revisited many of the systems he’d created. After a successful beta test from June through August of 1997, Ultima Online was unleashed on the world.

	Despite all the carnage and destruction that came early in Ultima Online, Koster pointed out other styles of emergent gameplay that did follow what he and Kristen had originally envisioned for the game.

	“[Players] used the ability to dye clothing in order to make uniforms for their guilds, and they used it to hold weddings, with coordinated bridesmaid dresses.” Koster said. “They set tables for meals scheduled for the evenings, so that military deployed overseas could have dinner with their family at home. They started holding sporting events. They founded theater troupes and taverns and police forces.”

	The release of the game was a milestone for Origin Systems and many of the game’s early developers used the event to get off the train, as it were. Among those who exited the company was Kristen Koster and Andrew Morris, who had served as UO’s lead designer from the beginning.

	With Morris gone, all eyes suddenly turned to Koster.

	“I do remember when [Morris] left, he came up to me and basically said it was in my hands now and that it would be great, which was a nice thing for him to do,” Koster recalled. “I wasn’t given the title of lead designer at first, because I didn’t have any management experience. I mean, I was 25 years old on my first game job. I was named creative lead.”

	Now tasked with leading the Live design team, Koster had to live up to his “Designer Dragon” moniker. Because of UO’s breakout success as the fastest-selling game in Electronic Arts history, additional resources were funneled into the MMO darling.

	These resources came in the form of the Ultima IX: Ascension development team. Origin pushed pause on the next single-player Ultima game and refocused the team as UO support. While the decision made sense financially, it wasn’t one the Ascension team was particularly happy with, especially since it meant they had to work with a 25-year-old design auteur.

	Despite opposition at every turn, Koster trudged forward, eager to prove that the decision to make him the creative lead had been the right one.

	“I checked in with everyone on the team on how individual features were going and whether they fit together with everything else,” Koster said of his day-to-day responsibilities. “If stuff was off track, I had to get one of the producers to give orders to change things if the person didn’t want to listen to me—since they didn’t actually work for me. 

	“I maintained the patch notes, tracking all changes everywhere in the project. There wasn’t any established practice for that, I had to invent one. I was basically the community manager for the game for quite some time. I wrote game script and built areas and designed new systems. We did 12-hour days for months on end, often without weekends. It was an insane work schedule. You were so tired that you felt almost delirious. I would drive down the road and see tiling patterns in the grass by the side of the road.”

	The insane schedule Koster maintained won him the opportunity to lead UO’s first expansion, The Second Age, and earned him the official title of “lead designer.”

	It was only once the expansion landed on store shelves—completed in three grueling months—that Koster allowed himself to come up for air. When he did, he found himself confused by the landscape he saw at Origin.

	“I wasn’t asked to lead UO2,” Koster said. “It seemed like the currents were passing me by. (Producer) Rich Vogel and then (Manager) Gordon Walton both encouraged me to get out of my isolated Origin bubble and meet people in the industry. 

	“Gordon even flew me to a games conference to make sure I met people he considered my peers—industry legends whose games I had played since I was a kid. They got me to start doing Game Developers Conference talks and sharing learnings.”

	Burned out from more than three years of non-stop work on UO, Koster gave up the design reins and shifted his focus to Origin’s next MMO, Privateer Online, based in the studio’s beloved Wing Commander universe. When the Privateer Online project was canceled in 2000, Origin saw its next mass exodus from the company, but this time the employees who left were joined by Lord British himself. Koster used the opportunity to bow out as well.

	Many former employees caught wind that Sony Online might be a good place to land, especially as it prepared to make its own MMO splash with Star Wars Galaxies. Sony welcomed Koster with open arms.

	“I was chief creative officer for Sony Online—an actual executive in the game industry,” Koster said. “I ran a research and development group, and helped kickstart some of the academic work around virtual worlds by sharing our data from the games.”

	It was during this time that Koster penned his book, A Theory of Fun for Game Design, sort of a greatest hits of past game conference presentations. The book is considered a must-read for any aspiring game designer.

	Following his time at Sony, Koster joined the startup Metaplace, which focused on developing virtual worlds before shifting its attention toward Facebook games.

	Since 2012, Koster has worked as a design consultant for numerous companies including Google, Facebook, Activision, and Wooga, as well as ArtCraft Entertainment’s game Crowfall.

	Though it’s been a winding path since his days on UO, Koster said he’s eager to get back to making his own games soon. Whether those games will come from a studio or from Koster wearing all the hats himself will be a surprise for all of us.

	Of one thing Koster is sure: if he were to start up his own studio, it would reflect the early days of his career in the Origin Systems offices, a time he remembers fondly.

	“The first stage, when it was a small skunkworks team, isolated, free to do whatever, pushing the boundaries, was just insanely fun,” Koster said. “We were inventing the future and we knew it. I can’t tell you what that feels like—I’ve gotten to feel it a few more times, and it’s this amazing feeling of power and discovery, especially when the team is firing on all cylinders.”

	Despite all the design elements Koster and Kristen put into Ultima Online, he said that most of his influences can still be traced to old-school MUDs where technological limitations often breed the best innovation.

	That conscious innovation was what kept Koster’s wheels turning when he sat down each day to breathe life into UO.

	“I think the biggest thing was just pushing the field forward a lot,” Koster said. “Not just going graphical, others were doing that. And not just hitting the large scale—someone would have done that if not us. But the main current was going to just be pure hack and slash without UO.”

	Koster and Kristen’s innovations not only inspired Origin’s team of developers, but the countless MMOs that have come along since UO.

	“You have housing, crafting, and pets because of UO,” Koster said. “Today’s guild systems, today’s character customization, today’s community management, today’s ability to play economic games, and most importantly, the awareness of virtual worlds as societies and communities. 

	“Those are specifically things that Kristen and I brought to it all. Probably a lot of them would have come along eventually, but they came when they did because we put them there. And we did it because we had a vision of what virtual worlds could be.”      

	
 

	Scar Tissue

	 

	As the Ultima Online team worked tirelessly to get a beta version of the game up and running ahead of its June 1997 test, the developers at Origin Systems were banging their heads against their keyboards. While the team had an idea of what they wanted the game to be, few MMOs had been created and as such, knowledge in the field was limited. 

	With Meridian 59 the only comparable product on the market—an MMO developed by Archetype Interactive and published in 1995 by 3DO—Electronic Arts sought to bolster Origin System’s ranks with not only forward-thinkers and innovators from the game industry, but also with those who’d had a hand in launching Meridian 59.

	When phone calls were placed to developers who fit the bill, Richard Vogel’s phone was one of the first to ring.

	“I heard about this project for a few years while I was working on Meridian 59,” Vogel said. “I was asked by EA to come in and get the project ready for launch. When I went down to interview, I played the game and met the team. Origin was about creating worlds and they already had a great reputation as a game developer.”

	Hearing good things about a game is one thing. For Vogel—who was already a fan of Origin’s previous Ultima, Crusader, and Wing Commander games—it was playing UO for the first time that filled him with excitement.

	“I fell in love with UO,” Vogel said. “I saw how this game could change gaming forever. I knew it was special. I had never seen a game push so far in terms of creating a living, breathing virtual world.”

	Accepting a job as senior producer, Vogel officially joined the blossoming Origin team in 1997 and went to work prepping the game for its official launch, and taking on the informal title of “launch director.”

	“My job was making sure people could install the game, download patches, login, and play online from anywhere in the world,” Vogel explained. “This was a daunting task since there wasn’t much infrastructure built to do this when I came on board.”

	Many tools had to be built from scratch, including the client that allowed players to actually connect to the game.

	When the servers went live to the public, Vogel and his fellow developers found themselves managing an entire world, the population of which rivaled Houston, Texas.

	Switching gears, Vogel took on the responsibility of managing the Live operations and development team, which included the hiring and training of Game Masters, quality assurance testers, community management representatives, and countless other positions. 

	Moving down his to-do list, Vogel ticked off the boxes as each system fell into place, all helping to handle the team’s growing responsibilities of managing the online world.

	Next, he turned his attention to the community. While oftentimes MMOs can feel like a never-ending butting of heads between the developers and the players, Vogel, creator Richard Garriott, director Starr Long, and the game’s creative lead Raph Koster, did everything they could to embrace UO’s player community.

	Regular communication with the players ensured that complaints were heard, exploits or bugs could be addressed, and that the community felt as though it was being listened to.

	By this time in 1998, other MMOs such as EverQuest were less than a year away from launch and soon Origin and EA would have fierce competition. The last thing the company needed was its subscribers to see greener virtual grass in a competing world.

	To help strengthen the ties to the community, Vogel suggested that Origin provide the server space to host rapidly-growing fan sites like UO Stratics and the UO Vault (which later became IGN, one of the world’s most popular gaming websites), ensuring the sites didn’t disappear under the strain of monthly hosting fees as the internet grew in popularity.

	Providing the community with the avenues to engage with fellow players and developers, Vogel turned his attention to building fresh content for the game. As he saw it, this new content would keep current players invested and bring new ones to the fold.

	“UO was a great simulation but there were no real quest systems in the game,” Vogel explained. “I really wanted to put in a system of quests that would allow players to pursue the Ultima virtues (honesty, compassion, valor, justice, honor, sacrifice, spirituality, and humility).”

	Another of Vogel’s goals was to create a system that allowed players to self-regulate the game’s PvP issues, which regularly served as a roadblock for new players. While PKs had a blast killing their fellow players, victims were quick to dismiss the game and cancel their accounts.

	“We did several iterations, but each one had their set of issues,” Vogel said.

	While it took until 2000 to put a bandage on the PvP issues by the splitting of Britannia into the Trammel and Felucca facets, Vogel did accomplish one of his biggest goals with the 1998 release of the The Second Age expansion. Though the game’s servers provided a steady stream of entertainment to players in the United States and Europe, Vogel wanted to overcome communication barriers that would allow even more countries to enjoy UO.

	The Second Age brought localization to UO and opened the floodgates to Japanese players, many of whom were champing at the bit to make their mark on Britannia.

	“It was amazing to watch,” Vogel said. “Japan had over 100,000 players. We provided the Japanese [satellite] office with special tools to allow them to culturalize the world.” 

	Vogel watched as the Japanese Live team welcomed their players with a Cherry Blossom Festival, mirroring the celebration of Hanami, which welcomes spring. In the real-world version of the celebration, Japanese citizens pause to appreciate the beauty of nature, often by gathering beneath blooming cherry blossoms for picnics and fellowship.

	“When the festival started in Japan, the cherry blossom trees in UO bloomed,” Vogel said. “I watched several players go under the trees with their food and drink. It really showed off the power of the UO engine.”

	In October of 1999 Japanese players celebrated the opening of the first Japanese-located server, Izumo, named after the city in Shimane prefecture. More than 2,500 Japanese players voted on the name in an online poll. Access to the shard was limited only to Japanese players for its first two months, allowing locals time to properly kick start the server’s tone and culture. 

	Before long, Vogel was regularly stepping into the game to interact with the players directly. But where Garriott had the Lord British avatar, and Long played as Lord Blackthorn, Vogel borrowed a character from the previous Ultima games, taking up the mantle of “Dupre.”

	“I decided on Dupre because he was a paladin and of course, he was the leader of the town of Trinsic, one of my favorite cities in UO,” Vogel said. “I also liked the fiction around the character. In Ultima VII, Dupre runs up a substantial bar tab, and The Avatar has the option of paying it off.”

	The character of Dupre was knighted by Lord British during The Avatar’s two-hundred year absence, becoming one of the realm’s most honorable knights. In addition to frequenting Britannia’s most notorious taverns, the paladin defended the city of Trinsic against an invasion by the Shadowlords, was temporarily possessed by an evil spirit (destroying a city in the process), and ultimately met his end in the city of Serpent’s Hold when he bravely sacrificed himself to help The Avatar.

	Since UO’s world is set early in the series’ continuity—between Ultima III: Exodus and Ultima IV: Quest of the Avatar—Vogel was able to pilot Dupre in the prime of his hero days.

	It was also through this brave knight’s eyes that Vogel saw how much UO truly meant to its players.

	“I really enjoyed playing Dupre,” Vogel said. “I would appear unannounced at several locations around Britannia. Every time I would appear, I would learn about the people playing the game.”

	While most players asked Dupre about Origin’s future plans for UO, others simply tried to kill him, hoping to walk away with the knight’s famous sword and shield. Thankfully for Vogel, the character was invulnerable to harm.

	Vogel recalled an instance when a female avatar approached him, inviting Dupre to her home for dinner. To continue building ties with the community—and secretly interested in seeing how players spent their time inside the game—Vogel accepted the invitation.

	“I followed her to her home and there was her virtual family sitting around the table,” Vogel said. “I joined her for dinner. Her husband was in the military in Germany and she would have dinner with him every night in UO. It gave them time to catch up. That’s when I realized we built something very special.”

	Vogel recalled another special moment when he met a player—a paraplegic in the real world—that was eager to thank Vogel for his contributions to the game. 

	“He told me that he did not have many friends until he starting playing UO,” Vogel said. “In UO, he could finally move freely—walking and running—and do the things he could never do in the real world. He developed many virtual friends in the game, which became friends in the real world as well. I finally met him at a UO gathering. He came to meet his friends and to thank the developers for building a virtual world that he could be normal in.”

	Once the UO Live team had everything in place to successfully run the game for years to come, Vogel started looking toward his own future.

	After putting out the feelers, Vogel and Raph Koster joined a small team working on Privateer Online, another MMO, but set in Origin’s bestselling sci-fi Wing Commander universe.

	“I wanted to take my experience and apply it to another online game,” Vogel said. “It was hard to leave UO, but [Raph and I] both felt it was time. I was very proud of what we accomplished with only 12 people working on the Live development team for two years after launch.

	“I felt good about all the things I’d learned in terms of running a service at that scale, dealing with player behavior, and community management.”

	Vogel and Koster put countless hours into developing Privateer Online, creating an extensive design bible and a playable prototype, but the project was shelved when Las Vegas developer Westwood Studios—also owned by EA—announced its own sci-fi MMO, Earth & Beyond.

	Not wanting to compete with itself, EA killed Privateer Online. Meanwhile, Earth & Beyond was released in 2002, but its servers were closed in 2004 when Westwood Studios was shuttered.

	“We had a fantastic first playable [of Privateer Online] but could not win the political battle over Earth & Beyond,” Vogel said. “We had a far better game design, and a veteran online team that had all the learnings from UO to build upon. That’s when Raph and I decided to leave Origin in 2000.”

	Eager to build on his knowledge of online games, Vogel soldiered on in the games industry, working on Sony Online’s Star Wars Galaxies, BioWare’s Star Wars: The Old Republic, and most recently was hired by Certain Affinity where he’s currently producing several unannounced multiplayer games.

	And while he’s worked on some of the largest MMOs of the past two decades, Vogel said his time working on UO colors everything he does to this day.

	“I have referenced UO on every project I have worked on after Origin,” he said. “I have a lot of scar tissue from running the game in the first two years. That game helped guide me to making better decisions when it comes to building future online experiences.

	“We were all young when we worked on UO. It was a great learning experience for me. I learned so much on how to run a service and how much community matters. Every time I went to a UO gathering, I saw how passionate our community was about UO and that just energized me.”

	Despite the fact that Vogel hasn’t worked at Origin in nearly 20 years, he said he still enjoys sharing his UO experiences, whether that’s in front of a packed house at the annual Game Developers Conference, or with an author writing a nonfiction book.

	“I loved how Ultima Online connected and affected people in ways that I’ve never seen in a game before,” Vogel said. “Long-term bonds were formed. People got married in the game and out of the game. We built monuments for players who had died. We started careers, companies, and changed people’s lives. 

	“I am very proud to be given the opportunity to work on UO. It’s still my favorite game of all time.”

	 

	 

	Of Human Hearts and Falling Crows
 

	With each passing day of 1999, more players were logging on to Ultima Online for the first time, and the tiniest misstep in customer service, quality assurance, or community management could cost the company millions of dollars in subscriptions.

	While UO’s producers were working hard to keep things afloat, the need for an even higher level of management became clear. Luckily, the man for the job was on a collision course with Origin Systems.

	Gordon “Tyrant” Walton was at the end of his contract with Kesmai, having managed the Virginia-based game studio’s releases of Air Warrior and Battletech. In a streak of luck, Kesmai was sold to Electronic Arts the same year, and Walton was told about an open position at Origin Systems. 

	“I heard from my friend Jess Mulligan that Origin was looking for someone to run Ultima Online, so I applied,” Walton recounted. “I’d started playing Ultima Online with other people at Kesmai before this and I had a terrible time with the game for the first couple of weeks. 

	“I didn’t understand how to be successful and my latency on a modem from central Virginia was high. But the game got more interesting and compelling once I understood it better, and I was hooked.”

	Walton said it was UO’s various system designs, which worked together to create a convincing virtual world, that sucked him in.

	“UO felt like a real world to me,” he said. “I’d spent 20 years working on simulations and this was the first time an RPG felt like enough of a sufficiently-simulated world to be compelling.

	“I always felt I could learn something new about how the game worked even after playing it for over 2,000 hours. The depth and possibility space that the game represented was unparalleled. The idea that you could round a corner and run into something new and dangerous was always there as you played.”

	Richard Garriott’s company, as it turns out, had been on Walton’s radar for some time. Walton said he’d nearly applied for an open position with Origin in 1990, but instead he decided to move with his then-girlfriend (now wife) to Chicago. Walton’s job application with the studio was met with an invitation to interview for a management role. 

	Following the interview, Walton was hired as the vice president of online, meaning he was in charge of running all of EA’s online services while serving as an executive producer to the UO franchise.

	“Nothing online was centralized then at EA,” Walton recalled. “We controlled all aspects of the UO service at Origin: operations, customer service, QA, website, community and development. Only marketing was separate, but we collaborated with them closely when it came to UO.”

	Walton’s immediate marching orders were to improve the quality of Ultima Online while growing a franchise that had proven to be a success for both Origin and EA.

	“This meant planning and executing on updates and expansions to the product, along with improvements to the service,” Walton explained. “We expanded into more overseas markets via localization and local collocation of our servers.” 

	After UO proved to EA that online games were not only the future but also big money makers, the company released MMOs of every size, shape, and genre. But because many of EA’s game producers lacked experience in launching online games—not to mention the responsibilities that followed those launches—Walton’s Live team was often called in to lay the groundwork.

	While Walton had his work cut out for him, his years of experience in the gaming world ensured he was able to hit the ground running.

	“During this period, EA started an EA.com online games initiative, which led to the consolidation of multiple parts of the services since EA planned to have many other online games,” Walton said. “Gradually, elements of the service that once were direct reports at Origin became central EA services, of which UO was one customer.

	“When you are an executive at EA, you end up doing a lot of things outside your prime responsibilities, such as participating in due diligence on companies that EA may want to acquire or partner with, dialoguing with other studios to share best practices, and generally helping where and whenever you are asked.”

	Walton said the role didn’t come without its fair share of stresses, especially as EA struggled to adapt to changing sales models of the industry. Up until the late ‘90s, Electronic Arts was number one when it came to the sales of packaged goods. Walton said the publisher struggled with the concept of selling and managing games as a service, especially when it came to the company’s bottom line.

	While a typical EA release saw sales margins of 60-70 percent, Walton explained that service-based games like UO came with high ongoing costs and profits of just 40-50 percent. For EA, those numbers did not compute.

	“I knew [online games were] the future and I was there to evangelize that,” Walton said. “The difference being that online games last much longer and the overall earnings can be quite high, though spread out over much more time.”

	Regardless of the politics happening behind the scenes, Walton said it was the moments when he was able to focus his time and energy on Ultima Online that were among his favorites. Despite his love for the game, he had a laundry list of ideas that he believed would make UO into something even better.

	“I always thought that UO was one of the best games I’d ever played, and felt my mission was to introduce it to as many gamers as possible,” Walton said. “My goal from day one was grow the franchise. I thought 10 times as many people should be playing it, given the revolution in gaming it represented.

	“That said, the game was in terrible shape quality-wise with tens of thousands of known bugs, the community had an inordinate amount of what we then called ‘digital sociopaths,’ and the learning curve to play was steep and long. We easily had seven out of every 10 people quit the game in their first month of play, as it just wasn’t very player-friendly in many, many ways.”

	The issues raised by Walton were tackled by the development team, some with more success than others. What Walton didn’t want to change was UO’s ability to bring players together, offering a digital playground where they could bond over shared experiences.

	“Having worked on online games for five years before joining Origin, I already knew the promise that massively multiplayer online games held to bring people together, and to make that experience meaningful in their lives,” Walton said. 

	Walton pointed to a quote from Jonathan Baron—who worked at Kesmai and later joined UO’s design team—that guided his approach to the game’s community: “The human heart doesn’t know the difference between real and virtual.”

	“We were touching people more deeply than most realized at the time,” Walton said. “This was the revolution that re-energized my own gaming career, as it was a huge power and responsibility to bring these deeply emotional experiences to players.”

	And despite which additions to UO may or may not have been Walton’s, he’s quick to pass praise to those employees who worked valiantly to keep the world going, in turn, providing players with a world in which to have the emotional experiences he so coveted.

	As a manager, Walton hired many Origin employees who used UO as a launchpad for their careers into the games industry. Many former employees interviewed for this book expressed gratitude toward Walton for his leadership during times that could easily become overwhelming.

	“Hiring is about casting the right person in the right role,” Walton said. “There is science to the process, but also some art. You need people with the correct skills, the ability to grow and flex, the ability to work well with their teammates and, most importantly, the right attitude and passion for their position. 

	“If I can find someone with the passion for the particular role and all the other elements, that’s a great hire. Hiring people for UO was easy because we had so many talented people passionate about the game and community.”

	One of those talented and passionate people that Walton found was Thomas “Hanse” Eidson, who had been playing UO since the early days of the game.

	Making a name for himself on the Lake Superior server, Eidson sampled nearly all of the skills Ultima Online had to offer, leaning toward those that were considered to be over-powered.

	“I liked the down and dirty swordsman,” Eidson said. “I immediately used the most unbalanced weapons in the game, until they were fixed. Once the lumberjack/swordsman skill combo was added, I was pure executioner ax.”

	Those players who dedicated their time to developing the swordsmanship skill were able to choose from a variety of swords and axes. Eventually, the developers gave a damage bonus to those ax-wielders who also had experience in the game’s lumberjacking skill, increasing their proficiency with the deadly instrument.

	When he wasn’t chopping down trees or monsters, Eidson experimented with other skills such as magery, blacksmithing, and stealing.

	As a lead software engineer at the Compaq Computer Corporation, Eidson discovered the power of an ISDN internet connection in 1996. The faster connection allowed him to run circles around his fellow players, in every meaning of the phrase.

	Eidson said he invited several friends to his condo where he’d set up four computers—all utilizing the ISDN speeds—and the group worked together to surround players with their thief characters, robbing them blind.

	The longer Eidson played UO, the more he dreamt of working on the game in an official capacity. In an effort to get to know UO’s developers, Hanse made the three-hour drive from his home in Houston, Texas, to Austin to attend Ultima Online player luncheons. There, he met the Origin Systems team face to face.

	“I knew the game as well as anyone who plays a game for years and was on it daily,” Eidson said. “I saw massive potential in the game and I wanted to be part of its evolution. I had known, since the 1980s, that multiplayer games were the future and wanted to be part of that future.”

	Quitting his job at Compaq, Eidson moved to San Marcos—less than an hour outside of Austin—where he enrolled in a local college to brush up on his programming skills. It was in early 2000 that he saw the job posting that would give him a permanent ear-to-ear smile. Origin Systems was hiring a game developer to work on Ultima Online.

	And while Eidson was able to score an interview for the position, even he couldn’t anticipate what would happen next.

	“I saw the ad and emailed over my résumé,” Eidson said. “I remember being apprehensive and nervous during the interviews. I was being interviewed by people I highly respected and I didn’t believe I would get the job.”

	Once the shock and awe of the situation passed, Eidson found his groove, determined to prove himself the best candidate for his dream job.

	“Once I got into the flow of the interview process, I felt comfortable,” he said. “They had me speak to people on the team individually in their offices, which isn’t something I was used to. Typically, you’re hustled into a conference room and grilled by multiple people at the same time. I talked to folks about the same books we’d read, my experiences with Ultima Online, and my professional experience.”

	Eidson left the interview feeling confident. A follow-up call from Walton delivered the good news: the job was Eidson’s if he wanted it. Accepting the offer, Eidson officially joined the Origin team in April of 2000, shortly after his birthday.

	I think it’s safe to assume what the fledgling game developer had wished for while blowing out his birthday candles that year.

	 “I can easily say it was the best interview cycle I’ve ever had,” Eidson said. “Everyone just seemed to click with me and I was very excited to get the job.”

	Armed with his development moniker of “Hanse”—borrowed from “Hanse Shadowspawn” of the Thieves’ World novellas by Robert Asprin—Eidson spent his first year as a developer fixing bugs across the game. But as tedious as such a task could be, Eidson celebrated every bug-squashing victory.

	“With one of the first major bugs I fixed, I was so excited to show off to a server programmer,” Eidson remembers. “It was the first month I was on the job. I called him over to my desk, and in my excitement to show it off, I tipped over my Coke onto my keyboard and ruined it. I was so embarrassed by that incident.”

	Unfortunately, not every bug was dispatched so quickly. Fast forward to the day when Eidson discovered that Moonglow’s bank was mooing like a cow.

	“The most infuriating bug I ever [accidentally] introduced was making the Moonglow bank moo over and over,” Eidson laughed. “It took me two hours to fix. I’d accidentally removed a version number from the world file that governed spawning and rules regions, which caused the recall location names—when you mark a rune—to move over into the ambient audio—such as walking into an inn and hearing inn music. 

	“‘Moonglow’ turned into the variable ‘moo,’ which looked up the cow’s audio and played it as Moonglow’s ambient music. Ugh!”

	It was in his second year with Origin that Eidson went from fixing any bugs he could find, to focusing on those that were reported by players and likely to become game-breaking problems. 

	“I came across a player putting down hay bales around an area next to white wyrms, so they could tame the dragon without being hit,” Eidson said. “I [reported] the bug and programming had that fixed in the next patch.

	“Another time, players did the same trick next to the bank in Felucca to keep from being killed by guards. I was the developer that put in the guard lightning strike that insta-kills.”

	It was also in his second year of employment that Eidson eased into creating new designs for UO. One of his first was known as the “Gargoyle’s Pickaxe.”

	The tool benefited those players who followed the mining vocation, allowing them to utilize the new pickaxe to increase the level of ore found in a particular area by one level. Better ore led to better armor, which led to more money in the miner’s pocket. However, by digging with the Gargoyle’s Pickaxe, miners also ran the risk of summoning hungry, ore-based elementals.

	In 2002, Eidson was provided the freedom to focus on new designs from the ground up, with an eye toward the 2003 expansion, Age of Shadows. The expansion brought with it the landmass of Malas, the cities of Luna and Umbra, and Dungeon Doom, all designed by Eidson. Additionally, the developer rebalanced all of the game’s items, armor, and weapons, paving the way for the addition of item properties, item insurance, house customization and two entirely new skills, chivalry and necromancy.

	“In essence, I redefined the entire game and how it was played,” Eidson said.

	Ask Eidson his “claim to fame,” and he’ll tell you there’s one system he’s known for above all others: the Bulk Order system.

	Bulk Order Deeds (also known as “BODs”) first appeared for the blacksmith skill in late 2001. The system allowed blacksmiths to utilize their skills to make goods requested by NPCs in order to collect uncommon in-game rewards. Those rewards could be used by the player, or sold to the highest bidder, making the crafting role into a lucrative one.

	In the ensuing years, BODs were also added to the game for the professions of tailoring, alchemy, inscription, tinkering, fletching, and carpentry. 

	As for why blacksmiths had access to BODs before other crafter classes?

	“I really liked the blacksmith skill the most out of all the trade skills,” Eidson said. “I still get folks saying that I’d never top a quest system that is also a trading card game.”

	By 2003, with the Bulk Order system proving popular, Eidson saw a need for players to be able to carry additional BODs if they hoped to gain the best possible rewards. 

	“I coded a new type of bag called the Bulk Order Deed Book,” Eidson said. “I had to create a new object, change it into a container, and calculate its weight of one stone per every five deeds. You could store 255 deeds in it for 51 stones (the game’s weight metric). 

	“On top of that, I made it so that you could price and sell deeds straight from the book to a vendor. The interface for ‘GUMPs’ in the game is HTML. I wrote the entire pagination system, including buttons for each deed, from scratch. I had to modify the backup system in C++ to allow it to save to the shard’s save file.”

	Maybe stop a moment to think of all that went into creating these books the next time you’re Bulk Ordering your way across Britannia.

	Perhaps Eidson’s favorite memory of constructing the Bulk Order Books was recruiting a friend to draw the item art that appeared inside the game. Eidson noted that the friend wasn’t someone from Origin’s art team, but rather a talented fellow stuck in the entry level world.

	“A little known fact is that I asked a friend to draw the book for me, which I then edited and added to the game,” Eidson said. “I let him know that his artwork was in the game and he was very proud to have contributed to Ultima Online. He had worked as a phone support tech at Origin, but was repeatedly refused an art position at the company. I felt he was a brilliant artist and short changed.”

	Many of Eidson’s other major contributions were never seen by players, but rather, he helped his fellow developers create much of the game’s content by devising an in-house map editor.

	“It was a sheer joy sculpting the land masses I made for Age of Shadows and Samurai Empire [with the editor],” Eidson said. “I didn’t do all the work on those land masses, but the map editor made it really easy to make the general shapes of the worlds I worked on. 

	“The editor had filters for height and texture and in addition, I organized every single tile in the game into a class that let it automatically transition between tile types. This allowed it to fix errors that typically had to be fixed by hand.”

	As with many other Origin employees who passed through the office before and after Eidson, it was Ultima Online’s vibrant and active player community that he truly fell in love with.

	In addition to his day-to-day responsibilities, Eidson said he dedicated much of his time to reading forums and talking to players in order to learn their wants and needs within the game.

	“I tried to slip in fixes for folks that took their time to send me issues they wanted fixed,” Eidson said. “So, interacting and observing the community with my content was the most rewarding experience.

	“One player in particular would come up to me, after I had been answering questions at the Britain bank, and gave me items in the trade window. He or she didn’t speak English, but spoke Japanese. I’d bow in response to being given a gift.”

	Over the course of several years, each time the Japanese player encountered “Hanse” in the game world, they offered him a token of appreciation, none of which was forgotten. Soon, Eidson brainstormed a way to thank the player, one that would supersede the language barrier.

	“I followed the player to their house on a northern peninsula,” he said. “Once the player was gone, I decorated the entire outside of the house with a Japanese-style garden. I waited, invisible, for the player to return. When they returned, the player paused in shock at the decorations surrounding their house. I stepped out of invisibility and bowed.”

	In his final months with the company, Eidson served as lead designer for the company’s next big MMO, Ultima X: Odyssey. However, he left Origin in 2005 after the studio was shuttered by EA and the next-gen project canceled.

	Despite moving on to other studios—working on MMOs such as Star Wars Galaxies and DC Universe Online, Eidson’s UO legacy remains firmly intact every time a player receives a Bulk Order Deed, or is struck down by a guard’s powerful lightning bolt.

	Meanwhile, Walton said he sees his own legacy within the games industry as that of being a solid leader rather than a developer, designer, or innovator. He’s quick to admit that for every employee he has inspired, there’s another with whom he didn’t see eye-to-eye.

	“Just like all humans, I’ve got my flaws,” he said. “I’ve definitely learned more humility over the years, but I’m still more self-assured than I should be. 

	“Every time I look at myself five years back in time, I think, ‘Gordon you were an idiot,’ which I hope means I’m still learning stuff since it’s always about something different. It could be I’m just an idiot, though.”

	Like Eidson, Walton was able to quickly land with other up-and-coming MMOs following the closing of Origin Systems, leaving his mark on Star Wars: Galaxies, Star Wars: The Old Republic, and The Sims Online.

	In 2013, Walton and J. Todd Coleman took the next step in their careers, founding the game studio, ArtCraft Entertainment, Inc., in Austin. 

	“We wanted to make connected community games for particular audiences, not mass market, one-size-fits-all games,” Walton said. 

	The company’s first product would be Crowfall. Billed as an MMORPG with real time strategy elements—or as the company described the game during its 2015 Kickstarter crowdfunding campaign, a “Throne War Simulator.”

	The Crowfall Kickstarter campaign closed in March of 2015 with nearly 17,000 supporters donating a combined $1.7 million dollars to fund the game’s development. Additional funding collected through the game’s website brought the total capital raised for Crowfall to more than $7 million dollars by 2016.

	IGN called Crowfall its “Most Anticipated MMO” of 2016, and Game Informer echoed the sentiment in 2017. As of this writing, the game is currently playable in an early access format.

	Walton said Crowfall will appeal to those players who enjoy online PvP experiences and driven economy crafters.

	“If we deliver a great group/faction PvP experience, with consequences that matter—real win and loss conditions—along with a vibrant player-driven economy, we’ll have accomplished our key goals,” Walton said. “Crowfall won’t be for everyone, just like UO wasn’t for all online gamers. If you enjoy an immersive experience where emergent actions and consequences by players can affect the game world, and community really matters, Crowfall might be for you.”

	Walton promised that ArtCraft’s game won’t be like anything players have experienced before, though it will pay homage to elements made popular by games like Ultima Online, Shadowbane, EVE Online, and Star Wars: Galaxies.

	Following Crowfall’s official release, Walton said that ArtCraft Entertainment is poised to become a multi-product studio. Crowfall is simply phase one.

	“I’ve tried to apply all the lessons I learned on UO to every game I’ve built since—to the extent they were applicable to the particular game,” Walton said. “The lessons from UO for me were legion. I felt like it was a postgraduate degree in building and running MMO’s. The amount of daily learning was sometimes overwhelming, but totally gratifying at the same time.

	“Crowfall is the closest game to UO I’ve worked on since that time, and if we capture half the magic UO had, I’ll be thrilled.”

	Walton isn’t only hoping to recapture the magic of UO, but also the magic of the hardworking, resourceful team behind it. ArtCraft Entertainment has spent the last several years actively seeking out the best game developers Austin has to offer. Among Walton’s recruits are several alumni of Ultima Online, including Eidson.

	“I have almost 20 years of experience in MMO and game development,” Eidson explained. “I have over 25 years of software engineering experience. I advise the Crowfall team on many design issues. If they have a meeting, I don’t have any qualms about speaking up on topics that I’m an expert on.”

	Eidson said he’s currently hard at work creating tools to support Crowfall’s art and design teams in order to streamline the process of integrating new content into the game.

	“I’ve written pet systems, guild systems, PvP battlegrounds, and many other large systems since I left UO,” Eidson adds. “With such a broad array of systems I’ve written, I’m confident in designing and implementing new systems on any MMO I work on. I’m probably best described as a ‘jack-of-all-MMO-trades’ at this point.”

	And while Eidson is excited about his future with ArtCraft Entertainment, he said he was thankful that his experience with Origin paved the way for his future in the industry.

	“Origin was a fun place to work,” Eidson said. “Everyone seemed to be like-minded and we worked well as a team. I would say that Origin had the best company atmosphere I’ve worked at yet. The lead designer asked me why I was smiling all the time. It’s because I absolutely loved my job.”

	When Walton looks at his own future, he said it’s not about making the best game—despite his hopes that Crowfall might qualify—it’s about being a good leader.

	“I’d say my first year or so on UO was the best job I ever had in the industry,” he said. “I got to use more of my skills and learn faster than any other position I’ve ever had. I got to work with a great team and folks at Origin and EA. 

	“Beyond the amazing stories players tell us about how UO affected their lives, I’ve also been privileged to watch people from the UO team go on to outstanding game careers, translating their experience on UO into leadership positions on dozens of other well-known games. It always comes back to people. The people on the team who I worked with and all the customers who played our game every day were what kept me excited and engaged.”

	 

	 

	Have Passion, Will Travel
 

	Pete “Sir Adrick” Warner came to UO looking for a fight.

	Drawn into Ultima Online in late 1997, shortly after the game’s official launch, Warner first heard of the fantasy MMO through the community that had formed on the Diablo message boards.

	“UO was appealing because it was online and a persistent world where you could play with your friends,” Warner said. “It also has the element of PvP, which was appealing as well.”

	Looking to match his combat skills against others’, Warner dove into the Chesapeake shard only to learn his schedule didn’t allow him full interaction with the community. As a night owl, Warner was at the keyboard long after his East Coast servermates had gone to sleep.

	Realizing it would be hard to PvP without anyone to fight, Warner used the time zones to his advantage. Dropping everything he’d accumulated in his first few months of playing, he sought a fresh start on the newly opened West Coast server of Napa Valley.

	“Napa was a good mix of PvPers and roleplayers,” Warner remembers. “I’d say it had a pretty hardcore element to it. There was a Napa Valley old school message board that had lively discussions on shard happenings, and the game in general.”

	Having found an active player base, Warner went to work defending the lands from Player Killers.

	“We would chase reds all night long with the crazy notion of bringing justice to the world,” Warner said. “The most appealing part was the freedom to do what you wanted to do, the openness of the game, and the randomness of what crazy thing was going to happen each night.”

	Enjoying the nature of the game’s random encounters with other players, and building up his skills to rival the most-feared murderers Napa Valley had to offer, Warner made a name for himself by slaying evil players and making the world a safer place.

	Eventually, the server’s PKs were no longer looking to fight. More often than not, they’d teleport away as soon as Warner and his anti-PK friends appeared on screen. With Warner and his fellow warriors saving up gold to purchase a tower, they came to accept that being a “good guy” wasn’t going to pay the bills.

	Not wanting to leave UO behind—but still looking for a good brawl—Warner switched his approach. If the PKs wouldn’t stick around to give the anti’s a good fight, then he would become the very target they sought. Warner’s friends supported the idea and murder counts started accumulating. 

	“We decided to just go red on some characters and see the game from the other side,” Warner explained. “In one weekend we had the funds to buy a tower with gold left over. It was eye-opening to see how the deck was stacked against the anti.”

	After placing their hard-won tower southwest of Trinsic, Warner and his murderous pals met some of the locals, who weren’t rushing to welcome a bunch of murderers to the neighborhood. Unbeknownst to Warner, they’d built their home in The Imperium’s lands.

	Following several run-ins with the guild, Warner had a choice: he and his friends could play by The Imperium’s laws and pay taxes for using “their” land, or they could move the tower somewhere else.

	Instead, Warner picked a third choice.

	“We decided to take it to The Imperium with an all-out war,” Warner said. “We won some and yes, we lost some.” 

	Warner’s bravery and PvP skills impressed The Imperium’s members and he and his friends were invited to join up. The Imperium’s Lead Inquisitor, “Evocare”—whom Warner quickly became friends with—was none other than Tom “Kalgan” Chilton, who would go on to become a game designer at Blizzard Entertainment and work on World of Warcraft.

	“I spent at least a year taxing people with the guild, and it was probably the best time I had in the game,” Warner remembers. “[The Imperium] guys were good PvPers, funny, and one of the few red guilds who would show up to fight the blues.”

	By day, Warner worked in software development but by night was heavily involved in the UO community. He interacted regularly with other players on the popular message boards “Crossroads of Britannia.”

	On the forums Warner was vocal in conversations with UO’s developers, making his thoughts and opinions about the state of PvP known. It was through these discussions, and seeing that Ultima Online’s developers not only listened to the community’s feedback, but often implemented it into the game, that Warner became convinced that a job in the games industry was for him.

	“I wanted to work on PvP in online games,” Warner said. “It was my passion. But as far as game design experience, I had none.”

	Moving forward undeterred, Warner frequented the website Battle Vortex after playing alongside the site’s administrator Bill “Fear” Purvis—a well-known PK on Napa Valley—whose guild, The Cardinals of the Spanish Inquisition, terrorized the Britannian countryside.

	Fear had launched a series of Real Audio shows—a format of streaming audio that predated the podcast—during which he interviewed players about their playstyles, and invited them to share their general thoughts on UO. Warner also guested on the show, sharing his thoughts on UO’s many PvP systems, and discovering the possibilities of the streaming audio format.

	As Warner saw it, if Fear was to interview developers, Game Masters, and other big names from Origin Systems, it might increase the number of listeners and bring additional traffic to Battle Vortex.

	“Origin devs wanted to engage the public, and we wanted the devs to drive traffic to our show and to get a chance to get some questions answered,” Warner said. “It seemed like an equitable trade. We both thought it was a pipe dream but that we should try. The worst they could do is tell us no, right?”

	Given the go-ahead by Fear, Warner sought to interview whom he saw as the most interesting person at Origin: Raph “Designer Dragon” Koster. The lead designer was booked to appear on the Battle Vortex Real Audio show and the hour-long broadcast aired January 25, 1999.

	“Designer Dragon was the top of the food chain design-wise in the industry,” Warner said. “It was like starting a cable show and getting to interview the President of the United States as your first guest. 

	“I remember being very nervous, and I thought we did good for what we had—no real script and not much time to prepare. We could have failed miserably. We were super nerds and while the show was cheesy at times, I think it went over pretty well.”

	And just as Warner had predicted, traffic to Battle Vortex increased exponentially following the release of Koster’s interview.

	“The episode was a huge success,” Warner said. “I’m talking ISP bandwidth beyond any expectations. It really was a pioneering show, and one of the first to interview game personalities regularly.”

	Despite Real Audio’s being a foreign concept among many PC users at the time, Koster’s episode was streamed more than 10,000 times in the first week alone, blasting past the records held by all previous Battle Vortex shows combined.

	Eager to continue delivering quality content, Warner became the producer for future episodes, editing the content for broadcast. Over the course of 20 or so additional episodes, Warner and Fear interviewed designers, programmers, and Game Masters, giving the audience exactly what they wanted: a peek behind Origin’s curtain.

	“We had to come up with the questions and topics, put in some funny audio clips to make it interesting and add some humor,” Warner recalls. “I’d say a single one-hour episode took 16-20 hours of real production time to make happen. 

	“We had a show each week. I think Fear went through several ISPs to find one that would support the stupid large amounts of bandwidth we were pulling. I never got paid, but I didn’t want to. I loved doing it.”

	When booking the show’s next guest—UO’s lead programmer, Kirk “Runesabre” Black—Warner asked his contact Gordon Walton if he could do something a little bit different. Instead of a phone call, Warner wanted to conduct the interview on-site at the Origin Systems studio in Austin.

	Upon getting the green light, Warner drove from his home in Apex, North Carolina, to the Origin offices. All Warner wanted to do was record a great episode, but what happened next caught him off guard.

	After recording the interview and taking a tour of the offices, Walton suggested that Warner meet with some other members of the team.

	“Like an interview,” Warner remembers. “I really thought he was kidding.”

	Warner spent the next several hours speaking with members of Origin’s dev team. The developers discussed various challenges they faced with the game and soliciting ideas from Warner on how he might address them.

	Still confused about what was happening, Warner did his best to go with the flow.

	It was only days later that Warner learned that the game’s creator, Richard Garriott, along with Koster and a handful of others, had left Origin to pursue new opportunities. 

	There were now voids in need of filling, and Walton had his eye on Warner.

	“To this day I don’t know when Gordon made the decision to actually interview me, but I’m glad it all worked out,” Warner said. “I was nervous. I didn’t think I had a chance. I’m sure they all were wondering, ‘What does this punk PKer know about making games?’”

	After the whirlwind visit, Warner arrived home in North Carolina, his audio interview in tow. A week later when his phone rang, it was Walton calling with a job offer. Suddenly, Warner found himself with a decision to make.

	“It was crazy,” Warner remembers. “I liked the job I was at, and the position at Origin was 1,000 miles from my home, my friends, my parents, everything. I recognized at the time it was a once in a lifetime chance. It was scary, but I was all in.”

	Warner moved to Austin in June of 2000, beginning his games career as a designer on Ultima Online.

	On his first day at the office, Warner was introduced to another new employee: his former Imperium guildmate, Tom “Evocare” Chilton, who had been hired to replace Koster as the game’s lead designer. Warner and Chilton shared temporary housing for several months, working together during the day, and playing Diablo 2 at night.

	Despite Warner’s having stumbled into his dream job, he was still coming to terms with the fact that an internet-based audio show had altered the course of his career.

	“It was life changing,” Warner said. “I owe a lot of that to Fear for sharing the audio show with me. I had no idea at the time I would ever work for Origin. It wasn’t even a thought.”

	Getting down to business, Warner often drew on his own experiences as a player to help inform changes, fixes, and additions to UO.

	“I played UO probably 80 hours a week for years,” Warner said. “It literally was come home from work at five, eat fast, get logged into the game by 5:30 and play until 3 a.m. At work I was posting on message boards in between actually getting my work done. 

	“I had interacted a lot with the devs, both on UO message boards and on Battle Vortex. I had a respect for them for engaging the community and I wanted to be a bigger part of the game. I also thought I knew it all, and designing video games was easy. Wrong.”

	Much of Warner’s time on the job—everyone’s time, in fact—was dedicated to finding and squashing bugs that existed in the game’s code and were being exploited by players.

	“I was a Live designer and Live was all about making the game run smoothly with as few exploits and bugs as possible,” Warner said. “It was something we did on a daily basis: write code and test the code. We worked with the QA department to get our systems checked for bugs and unintended consequences.”

	Additionally, Game Masters reported their bug findings to the Live team for immediate fixes. Warner said he took the job seriously. As a player, he hated when others abused the system for their own personal gain.

	When not rushing to fix bugs and keep servers from crashing, Warner worked on a new PvP combat system known as “Factions.” Due to his deep knowledge of the game’s PvP structures, he was a shoo-in to redesign an existing system to better sit within UO’s ruleset.

	“The faction system was an attempt to make the PvP of the game consensual with an impact on the state of the world,” Warner explained. “We were tasked with revising and implementing much of it. The original system was very buggy and wasn’t playing well with guilds.

	“We added some features like traps, warhorses and faction guards. We also added the strongholds. We wanted to make a PvP system where the hardcore PvPer and less hardcore player would both participate in some way. We wanted to make Felucca appealing because of the rewards available there.”

	While Warner said the Factions system wasn’t perfect, he enjoyed flexing his design muscles on any system—PvP-focused or not—even if he did have some trouble seeing other designers’ points of view early on.

	“It was challenging to debate aspects of the game when priorities didn’t align with your own playstyle,” he said. “If the makeup of your game includes PvP, you should probably have people who PvP, or like that aspect of the game, on your team. I think it’s good to have a mix of experience when making a product, especially if you want to appeal to a wide audience.”

	But for someone who admittedly came to the role without design experience, Warner said his time at Origin became a crash course in how to design with a community in mind.

	“I think that game designers are the advocate of the players,” he said. “It’s true that games don’t turn out too well when we design for ourselves, but we have to have a connection to the core audience of the game. 

	“I was pretty knowledgeable about all the aspects of UO, and this was very valuable in understanding how changes to the game would impact different types of players. I was a PvP advocate, but also tried to add designs to the game for the broader audience as well.”

	Warner stopped playing UO altogether in 2001, tempted by the greener PvP grasses of Dark Age of Camelot. He continued to work at Origin until 2004 when the studio was shut down.

	Warner joined Sony Online Entertainment working on the MMOs Star Wars Galaxies until 2011 when he transitioned to Star Wars: The Old Republic.

	“After two layoffs and the constant pushing to move to this coast or that coast or this country, the weeks of crunch, and the uncertainty of the future, I decided enough is enough,” Warner said. 

	Warner said his current job with an architecture and engineering firm provides a stable base to spend with his family. He said he still plays games when time permits, though he’s yet to actually find an MMO that captures the same feeling of freedom as the glory days of Ultima Online.

	“UO was a great experiment that I feel was 100 percent successful,” Warner said. “It showed what players can do when they work together, and what people can create when given the tools. I loved the open, unscripted encounters you could have on a daily basis. Like taking over a dungeon, or taking over the Chaos Shrine. If you weren’t careful, you could lose your house and everything in it. 

	“You just don’t get these experiences solving the puzzles designers put in the games today. Some would argue it created a bad experience for some players, but for me there will never be another game that will ever come close to the adrenaline generated by the conflict of players pretty much being able to do whatever the hell they want.”

	Even after 12 years of working in an industry he never thought he’d gain access to, Warner said the standout moments of his career all came from Ultima Online.

	“UO was my first love in games, it has a special place in my soul from all the countless hours and days I spent immersed in the world,” he said. “To this day I feel very blessed to have made the contributions I did.

	“Those four years at Origin were absolutely the most fun and exciting times of my life up to that point, and I feel very fortunate and blessed to have been given such an amazing opportunity.”

	 

	 

	Anything But Ultima Online
 

	As an electronics engineer, Rick “Stellerex” Hall had gone from working on avionics for the U.S. Navy, to designing circuit boards for an industrial company, but suddenly he needed a new job. And fast. 

	When his employer hit financially unstable ground in 1990, Hall decided that rather than sit around waiting to be laid off, he’d get proactive.

	“Looking in the newspaper, I saw an ad for a C programmer,” Hall said. “The ad didn’t specify the company name, or what they made. It only had an address, which was three miles from my house.”

	Summoned for an interview, Hall made the three-mile drive and found himself at the doorstep of Paragon Software in Latrobe, Pennsylvania. But where another applicant might see a video game studio as “dream job” potential, Hall was not impressed.

	“I wasn’t looking to get into games,” he said. “I got into games completely by accident. I liked videogames. I played them. I’d just never considered making them. I just wanted a paycheck. 

	“I got to the interview and saw it was only eight people [in the office], and at 27 years-old, I was older than all of them. I almost left.”

	The interview was completed, the job was offered, and Hall accepted. His world kept spinning and the paychecks kept coming.

	For the next year, Hall honed his craft programming PC games such as Challenge of the Five Realms and Mantis XF5700, both published by Maryland’s MicroProse, founded in 1982 by “Wild” Bill Stealey and legendary game designer Sid Meier. 

	Eighteen months later, Paragon was purchased by Micro-Prose—which would go on to launch the classic franchises Civilization and X-COM—and in turn, MicroProse was purchased by California game studio Spectrum Holobyte.

	“Spectrum Holobyte said, ‘Who are these idiots in Latrobe, Pennsylvania?’” Hall recalls. “They summarily tossed us out.” 

	This left Paragon’s team of 12 floundering an hour east of Pittsburgh, collecting unemployment but eager to continue making games together. Studio head Mark Seremet headed to New York City seeking a financial investment to assist the group in getting another studio up and running. Seremet’s search led him to 23-year-old millionaire Ryan Brant.

	Brant, who had an interest in video games, relaunched the studio in 1993 under the banner of “Take-Two Interactive.”

	Over the prior 18 months, Hall had found working in games to be enjoyable and when the company rebooted, he added some extra responsibility to his plate. Under the Take-Two moniker, Hall worked as a designer/programmer for several cinematic adventure games including Hell, Ripper, Black Dahlia, and Bloodnet. By 1999, he’d been promoted to designer/producer, running day-to-day operations for the 40-person studio.

	As Take-Two launched into the console market, Hall led the team on Iron & Blood, released for the original PlayStation console; and Basshunter 64 for the Nintendo 64, as well as adaptations of the classic game shows Wheel of Fortune and Jeopardy!.

	Despite the fact that in later years, Take-Two Interactive transitioned into a distribution powerhouse, purchasing several of the industry’s publishing titans, including Rockstar Games (Grand Theft Auto, Red Dead Redemption) and 2K Games (Bioshock, Borderlands), Hall was on the hunt for new opportunities where he could expand his skill set.

	Hall made a shortlist of game companies he’d like to work with, among them staples such as Activision, Blizzard, Crystal Dynamics, Eidos Interactive, id Software, Maxis, and a studio in Austin, Texas, called Origin Systems—a company that Hall thought was doing some cool things with MMO games.

	Applying at numerous companies, Hall put in a résumé with Origin for an open content lead position, and quickly received a call from Jeff Anderson—the studio’s vice president in charge of production—with a job offer.

	Uprooting himself from Latrobe, Hall left Take-Two in 1999 and headed to Austin.

	“My first day in Austin, the temperature was 112 degrees, and it stayed about 100 for something like 30 straight days,” Hall remembers. “It was a bit of a shock, coming from the cooler foothills of Pennsylvania to the middle of the desert.”

	Struggling to acclimate to his new surroundings and volatile weather, Hall said he made the mistake of walking to his Austin mailbox barefoot. By the time he’d returned to his house, the driveway’s magmatic asphalt had left second-degree burns on the bottoms of his feet.

	Upon starting at Origin, Hall was amazed at the sheer number of projects being developed by the studio, and his interest was piqued by Wing Commander Online, Ultima IX: Ascension, and several flight sims, as well as Ultima Worlds Online: Origin (better known as UO2), which had been in development for some time, but wouldn’t be announced to the public until the following month.

	While it wasn’t clear to Hall which project he’d be assigned to, there was one game he secretly hoped he didn’t land with: Ultima Online.

	“UO was low on my priority list,” Hall said. “It was old technology, and the UO Live team was looked upon as something of a red-headed stepchild at Origin. The game had been live for a couple of years, the code was a bit buggy, and it looked like a job where you spent all your time solving bugs and exploits.” 

	Hall was relieved to find out he’d instead be working on UO2, the 3D sequel to the company’s flagship online game. UO2 provided Hall an avenue to better understand the next generation of MMOs. In fact, everything was coming up roses until several months later, when the need arose for someone to lead Ultima Online’s Live team. 

	Hall drew the figurative short straw.

	“My knee-jerk reaction was frustration,” he said. “I wanted any other project in the company except Ultima Online. But I took a deep breath and decided to just do my job, and give it a chance.”

	While UO was built by a large team, many of the programmers were distributed amongst Origin’s other titles, or has left the company entirely upon the game’s launch. Since UO functioned as a service, a team made up of a dozen or so employees—half programmers, another 40 percent designers, and several artists—were left to keep the lights on in Britannia.

	As more and more players dropped into the virtual world, bugs appeared, exploits were discovered, balances to the game’s many systems had to be made, and new content needed to be developed to keep the players happy. The Live team was the first, and in many cases the only, line of defense.

	As producer, Hall’s job was to coordinate with network operations, the marketing department, and community relations in order to keep the UO train on schedule while he and his Live team worked on a tight, six-week publishing schedule. At the beginning of each cycle, the team chose the bugs and exploits they wanted to solve, which features they wanted to add or adjust, and made key decisions that informed upcoming expansions to the game.

	“Usually critical bugs took priority over everything,” Hall explained. “Anything that could crash the server had to be fixed within 24 hours, if at all possible. 

	“Next in the priority queue were seriously game imbalancing things—where players figured out emergent ways to use the game’s systems that the original designers hadn’t thought of, and the result gave them significant advantages over others—and also exploits, like dupe bugs.”

	Throughout UO’s history, exploiters have regularly searched out or found loopholes in the game’s code, allowing them to illegally manipulate the system for personal gain.

	Hall recalled some of the game’s more clever exploiters including the “Second Story Men,” who discovered that if they created ramps made out of gold coins, they could drop into player’s homes through the roof, stealing the contents within. 

	When programmers and designers added player-owned homes to UO, the thought of a player scaling the walls never came to mind. Roofs were designed as non-collidable textures that someone could easily pass through, provided they could get high enough off the ground.

	Hall also remembers the “Infinite Container” bug, discovered by a sailor who filled wooden chests to max capacity and then stashed them inside of other chests, repeating the process ad infinitum. In the process, the player created a stack of chests that went thousands upon thousands deep. 

	“It was like some crazy infinite Russian nesting doll,” Hall laughed. “He created such a massive cluster of concentrated objects on his houseboat that all he had to do to crash the server was open the hatch. The ingenuity of the players was astonishing.

	“I loved seeing our programmers do battle with the hackers and exploiters. The players were incredibly inventive. You never learn as much about architecture as having to pit six programmers against 1,500 evil geniuses.”

	Since these exploiters, who often worked together to pool information, weren’t exactly forthcoming when it came to sharing their knowledge with the Live team, Hall and his crew had no choice but to infiltrate them from within.

	Through the late ‘90s and early 2000s, several websites rose to prominence by sharing these exploits online. However, in order to gain access to the treasure trove of information, players had to vet themselves by submitting a working bug or exploit to the database. Only then could they gain access to the password-protected information.

	“We’d give them a bug that we were aware of, and getting ready to fix,” Hall said. “They’d let us in, and we’d learn about all kinds of black hat stuff that was going on. That whole world was crazy, but really interesting.

	“One of the programmers on our Live team—who shall remain nameless—was actually a really talented exploiter. That’s why we hired him. Better to have that one working for us than against us, right?”

	Once the major issues of each publish cycle were fixed, the Live team focused on smaller bugs and creating new tools for the Game Masters, who were interfacing directly with the player community.

	“It was a lot of firefighting,” Hall said. “You had to point the resource hose at the biggest infernos, and rescue all the trapped children before anything else. If there was any time left over, you added a few things where you could.”

	Hall pointed out that the Live team’s to-do list wasn’t strictly made up of changes they believed would take UO to the next level; solid suggestions made by players were always considered and were often implemented.

	Community relations members and Game Masters kept an ongoing dialogue with players inside the game and on highly trafficked message boards, passing along the best suggestions to the Live team. When time allowed, Hall himself jumped into the game to speak with players directly, soliciting feedback on certain systems or character classes.

	Players provided suggestions, feature wishlists, or sometimes just complaints. While Hall was willing to consider anything, he also sought solutions. 

	“My general rule of thumb was this: when a player makes a suggestion, even if it initially sounds really cool, you shouldn’t just knee-jerk and implement it. There’s the whole Law of Unintended Consequences thing to consider.”

	Instead, Hall sought to understand the problems posed by players, often asking them to provide possible solutions. By digging deeper, Hall learned if there was an actual problem with the game’s balance, or if the player simply wanted their character to become more powerful.

	By examining the “problem” presented, Hall and his team looked for a solution that worked within the game’s balance. If they found one, the change was implemented.

	“Players gave us ideas, fought with us, challenged us, and cheered us on,” Hall said. “In many ways, it was like living with a massive, extended family, both within the building and across the world. 

	“We were in a scrum with a hundred thousand friends, frenemies, coworkers, and occasional lunatics. We dealt with thousands of fans, backseat drivers, designer wannabes, antagonists, hackers, cult leaders, opinion makers, hardcore players, casual players, rubberneckers, and competitors. How could anyone not love that?”

	Hall attributes the success of Ultima Online to the constant communication between the Live teams and the community. In a game like UO, where the player base capped at around 250,000 at any given time, it was manageable. However, Hall pointed out that similar MMO games like World of Warcraft, which hosts upward of 13 million players simultaneously, requires a massive community relations team in order to effectively communicate with its subscribers.

	In whatever free time remained, the Live team sifted through tens of thousands of lines of undocumented code written by UO’s original programmers. Hoping to clean up the database, but unsure of what many of the lines of code did, the team played a game of trial and error to learn what was necessary and what could be deleted.

	“The biggest challenge, frankly, was that when the original dev team built UO, they didn’t build it to last,” Hall explained. “They never expected the game to last more than nine or 10 months, and never expected it to exceed 20,000-30,000 users.”

	Hall likened the existing codebase to a stone cottage built in the center of a wide open field. Over time, programmers built additions to the cottage by standing at a distance, slathering stones with cement, and heaving them at the cottage. Rather than create a genuine extension of the structure, it instead grew in a lopsided, Frankensteinian way. Sure, it was bigger, but it no longer looked like a cottage.

	“Sometimes, the [code] functions were named well, like PurplePotionDamageCalculations,” Hall said. “Sometimes they were named ZXW7723625J4. Sometimes they were named FuckThisShit. There were rarely comments in line to explain what the functions did. Yeah, that was a challenge.”

	After completing several of these publishing cycles, Hall came to a realization: he enjoyed the work he was doing. In fact, despite his initial trepidations, he actually liked Ultima Online.

	“We weren’t the glamorous star developers working on the next great title,” Hall said. “We were huddled in a muddy trench, under fire. But when you’re in a foxhole with people, they become your best friends pretty fast. 

	“We all depended on each other. We learned to not only deal with the pressure, but in a crazy sort of way, to revel in it.”

	Thankful for the support from his fellow “misfit toys,” Hall also gave kudos to his then-boss, Gordon “Tyrant” Walton, for allowing him to thrive within the producer role.

	“When I was moved onto UO, my boss was Gordon,” Hall said. “He’s a really smart guy. I suspect at some level, he understood my initial skepticism. Despite his reputation as a micromanager, he gave me the elbow room to make the producer role my own. 

	“By letting me own it—to a degree—he gave me an opportunity to fall in love with UO. From there, the team and the community won me over the rest of the way.”

	Over the remainder of his five-year tenure with Origin, Hall worked with the Live team to develop content for the expansions Renaissance in 2000, Third Dawn in 2001, and Lord Blackthorn’s Revenge in 2002. 

	While he cites Third Dawn as a difficult technical challenge, and credits Lord Blackthorn’s Revenge for providing him with the opportunity to meet famed artist Todd McFarlane (who designed the characters for the expansion), it’s the launch of Renaissance that Hall recalls most fondly.

	Behind the scenes, the team was preparing to shake Ultima Online to its very foundation, as the release of Renaissance meant splitting the world into the facets of Trammel and Felucca. But before the team could divide the lands into PvP and PvP-free zones, some fiction was needed to explain such a monumental shift. 

	In this case, developers called on the dark mistress Minax to lead her undead army on a mission of world domination. In the planned storyline, the city of Trinsic would fall beneath Minax’s armies and in turn, Lord British would appear to lead players to safety and salvation in Trammel.

	In the weeks leading up to the expansion’s launch, undead creatures found their way into the city of Trinsic, and on the eve of the release, Minax led a full-scale assault. A call to arms was broadcast through the game’s many town criers, urging players to defend Trinsic from evil. 

	It was a pretty big event at the time. I was there for it. Unlike the quests that came before Minax’s invasion, this time it felt like there were actual stakes. The possibility of losing an entire city felt like a genuine possibility.

	In fact, while I was fighting my way through wave after wave of walking carrion, I hadn’t the slightest inkling that Hall had gathered his team at the Origin Systems offices to watch Trinsic fall around the world.

	“Being a global game, the main event took place at local server time,” Hall said. “We started in the U.S., and things went roughly the way we planned. The monsters burst onto the scene. The players were ready and waiting. 

	“Lower-powered players ran like roaches when the lights turned on. The more powerful players waded into the sea of monsters, gleefully slaughtering things in small circles around them. Eventually, the weight of the monsters pulled them down, and Trinsic fell, just like it was supposed to.”

	Armed with a pot of coffee, Hall and his team made the event an all-nighter. Within hours, the sun was setting on Japan, and Minax was preparing her siege on the eastern world. The battle Hall witnessed there caught him completely off guard.

	“The Americans were all achievement-oriented individualists,” Hall said. “They’re individually extremely powerful, but they didn’t act like a cohesive unit. In Japan, they did.

	“The Japanese formed a huge picket line around the city. They had reserves, clustered behind the defensive lines, and generals on horseback, issuing orders, shoring up defenses, filling the gaps. The troops obeyed unquestioningly.” 

	Behind the reserves, the Japanese had staged healers and crafters, all poised to patch up players, weapons, and armor to combat the undead army. Unable to spawn additional monsters without risking a server crash, Hall and his team couldn’t crack the Japanese defenses. 

	When the monsters ended their assault, Hall said he was astonished to see that three of the Japanese servers had actually held Trinsic.

	Following the planned storyline, Lord British showed up, leading the defeated warriors to the new lands. This presented a problem on the servers that had successfully staved off the invasion. After all, those players hadn’t actually lost and they weren’t too happy with the king’s believing they had. 

	Hall admits that the team had never written a version of the story where the players came out on top.

	Soon, it was time for the European servers to come under attack and once more, Hall watched with bated breath.

	“The Europeans weren’t bragging powerhouses like the Americans, or the extremely well-organized machine like Japan,” Hall remembers. “They were roleplayers. They sat in their virtual houses and drank virtual coffee, calmly watching out the windows as the monsters swamped Trinsic in about five minutes.”

	For Hall, the experience not only provided hours of entertainment, it gave him the ability to think globally when it came to the game’s future design.

	“The entire experience was eye opening in a wonderful way,” he said. “I’ve never seen anything that quite matched it.”

	Following the release of Lord Blackthorn’s Revenge in 2002, Electronic Arts shook up the studio with layoffs and Hall found himself the victim of restructuring. He was transitioned to lead product development and removed from his position on the UO team.

	Just years prior, working with the UO Live team had been at the bottom of Hall’s bucket list, but now that it was time to go, he was having some serious feelings about it.

	“It turned out to be the best five years of my life,” Hall said. “I learned a lot, worked for—and with—some amazing people, and came to love Ultima Online. Looking back fondly, I wouldn’t trade that five years for any other five years of my life.”

	Following Origin’s restructuring, the first product Hall was tasked with bringing to market was a new version of UO2 called “Ultima X: Odyssey” (also known as “UXO”), a new online game based on the Ultima universe.

	“By that time, I’d learned a lot about MMOs,” Hall said. “It’s important to understand that, on the Live team, we always felt like it would have been a big advantage for the developers who originally built the game to have served on a Live team for a year afterward. 

	“To us, building the game was theory. The Live team was reality. We always felt like a solid grounding in reality would alter the way the game should be built. Well, when they put me on UXO, I saw my opportunity to do just that, so I really looked forward to it.”

	Pulled from his tight-knit crew, Hall was given a 50-person team and a looming deadline as they went to work to create a next-gen Ultima title. With Richard Garriott two years removed from the company, it would the first Ultima title in history to be built without the creator’s input.

	“I tried hard to create UXO as a true extension of Richard Garriott’s Ultima creation,” Hall said. “Our designs leveraged the virtues a lot more organically than UO, and we experimented with a lot of mechanics that wound up being quite similar to what Blizzard did in World of Warcraft.”

	For the next two years the UXO team followed the Origin motto of “Creating Worlds,” as they prepared the title for launch. In fact, Hall estimated the game was just 6-12 months away from completion when EA shut down the Origin Systems studio.

	Staffers were invited to move to San Francisco to continue working on UXO, but with many hesitant to uproot their lives and move to the left coast, they instead rang up friends at other Austin-area studios and went to work on new projects. Because only a handful of Origin employees took EA’s relocation offer, the team was too small to keep production moving forward on UXO.

	“EA had a million lines of code and hundreds of gigabytes of assets, and no one who had any idea how to sort through all of it,” Hall said. “The project died, and we all moved on. It was tough. I really, really wanted to finish UXO. I was proud of what we were building, and I honestly thought the players would enjoy it.”

	Hall used the 2004 closing of Origin to once again explore new opportunities. He landed at EA’s Tiburon Studio just outside Orlando, Florida, where he worked as a senior producer on the popular Madden football series for handheld products.

	In 2006, Hall was recruited by the University of Central Florida to assist in the creation of a Master’s degree program in game programming for the Florida Interactive Entertainment Academy. Since then, he’s created several educational games, and recently finished writing his first novel, a young adult paranormal story that he plans to release soon.

	While Hall said his career took him places he never expected to go, he credits his time working with the UO Live team as the highlight...even though didn’t really want to work on Ultima Online. 

	“I did want to learn more about the world of MMORPGs when I joined Origin,” Hall said. “I wanted to understand what it was like to work in this—at the time—global, emerging market. I learned far more than I expected. I grew as a producer, as a developer, and as a person.

	“We were pioneers in the early 2000s. We were doing something that hadn’t been done before, and none of us knew what to expect. We’d dove headfirst into an unknown sea, and once submerged, had to learn how to swim. It was the most amazing thing I’ve ever done.”      
 

	 

	
 

	CHAPTER VII

	 

	UNSHATTERED LEGACY

	 

	Born in 1997, Ultima Online is finally old enough to purchase alcohol. But while the game and its two dozen servers remain online, that doesn’t mean UO went unchallenged throughout the years for its player base.

	I can remember almost every time a new MMO was introduced to market throughout the late ‘90s and early 2000s. Seduced by possible greener pastures, new gameplay mechanics, or interesting world settings, my in-game friends regularly threatened to abandon Britannia in favor of whatever game looked fresh and exciting. While my friends disappeared for a few weeks, they’d always return to Sosaria when the other experience wasn’t what they’d hoped for or anticipated.

	EverQuest, released by Sony in 1999, was the first challenger to rock the UO foundations. Touting next-generation 3D graphics and the largest sandbox world available, the game saw a sequel (EverQuest 2, 2004) but after several years, suffered a decline in player population, resulting in servers regularly being merged or shuttered.

	Asheron’s Call, developed by Turbine Entertainment, also landed in 1999, stealing a chunk of UO’s population. The game ran an impressive 18 years before closing its doors in 2017.

	Some of my pals even swore on their lives that Anarchy Online (Funcom, 2001) and Shadowbane (Wolfpack Studios, 2003) would be the MMOs to put the final nail in the UO coffin. While Anarchy Online remains active with just one remaining server, Shadowbane survived a mere six years on the market.

	The next threats came in the form of The Sims Online (Maxis/EA Games, 2002-2008); Star Wars Galaxies (Sony Online Entertainment, 2003-2011); City of Heroes (Cryptic Studios/Paragon Studios/NCSoft, 2004-2012); and Darkfall Online (Adventurine SA, 2009-2012). Even with these games’ beautiful 3D graphics and expansive virtual worlds, for one reason or another, none operated for more than a decade.

	So why is it that Ultima Online, with its isometric view and medieval European vibe, has outlasted projects with twice as many developers, and ten times the budget? 

	I guess that depends on whom you ask.

	“The simple answer is community,” said Meg “LizzyT” Watt of UO Weddings. “UO somehow had the perfect elixir of social, cultural, and political activity. It never had to try; it got it right on the first effort. No matter how many games come along, they have been unable to capture that unique magic.”

	For others, the magic comes from UO’s being the original “gateway drug” that exposed a generation of players to MMOs.

	“Nostalgia and comfort level,” said Samuel Nieves of UO Powergamers. “UO is the only game that truly allows 100 percent character customization.”

	“UO was one of the ‘originals’ when it comes to MMOs, and that gives it a nostalgia factor that will never go away,” said former producer Rick “Stellerex” Hall. “Unlike other MMOs, UO always treated the game with the idea of community first, and as a business second. 

	“Other games had an impersonal, business attitude. UO was always much closer and more personal with the player base. Although this may not have allowed it to maximize revenues, it made the experience between the developers and the community a personal one.”

	Where other MMOs force players to grind experience points to level up, or push them into specific character classes, various players point to the flexibility and customization of UO’s skill-based system that has yet to be successfully replicated anywhere else.

	“I believe the one thing that made UO more than any other MMO is the complete openness and vast content of it all,” said Marco “GM Spada” Sederquist. “Other games lock you into a character class and that means that you can’t build the ultimate expression of your virtual self. The ability to pick and choose every skill, and then training it to the exact level you want, coupled with the freedom to do just about anything, is really what set UO apart from any other game.”

	“The number one reason why Ultima Online is still around with a loyal group of players is because you can truly be whatever you want to in the game,” offered Kevin “Vincent” Leonard. “You can make many, many different characters by mixing and matching with the 50 or so skills in the game. There are so many possibilities. It’s also much more difficult of a game to master but the reward when you do so feels great.”

	“I think UO’s longevity has a lot to do with how the game does housing,” said Thomas “Sir Thomas” Frevold. “A lot of my friends who still have active accounts do so because they don’t want to lose a house. They feel connected to the game world, and if the house falls, they fall.”

	Elizabeth “El of LA” Butler agreed with Frevold regarding the popularity of the game’s housing system, though she was quick to add two factors of her own. 

	“In other games, the housing is rudimentary and limited, if offered at all,” Butler said. “I actually ‘live a life’ in UO with space to call my own, and a place to call home. It’s very female to want to ‘nest,’ and a bank box is insufficient for that for many women. A house on the other hand, is home, and a place to center.”

	The other factors that keep Butler coming back to UO include the Trammel ruleset and the large sandbox world.

	“Many women—particularly myself—advocating pacifist outlooks in real life, simply do not want the rough and tumble fighting and killing that most games require of you,” she said. “UO allows me to live a peaceful existence within the game and make friends without the killing.

	“Sandbox play has made it so that I still haven’t done all that is possible in the game. I still feel the urge to try out new things constantly, and after 20 years, new things are still there. Sandbox play is a marvelous open field of possibility that has not only kept a population in UO consistently there, but has brought people back for return periods of time again and again and again.”

	Scot “Seer Hearadh” Salmon was also quick to agree with Butler’s sandbox theory.

	“For me it’s the sandbox nature,” he said. “UO was the first game I’d really seen be so open and undirected. I think sandboxes also lend themselves to longevity because, without the constant pressure to level and quest, socializing is a popular and accepted activity within the game. And people can do that literally forever.”

	Whereas Butler sees three ingredients to the game’s winning formula, Sean “Dragons” Stalzer counts five: the addictive combination of property ownership, massive storage, lots of loot, the ability to go anywhere with anyone, and the possibility of seeing success within minutes.

	“There are no limits to adventuring with friends, and no artificial barriers some developer decided were a good idea,” Stalzer said. “Brand new players can go adventuring with 21-year veterans. If you have a very busy life, you can login and do something in 15 minutes or less that adds value to your game. 

	“UO has a special formula that despite a heavy learning curve, dated graphics, bugs that still exist after 21 years, cheaters, and all the other issues players can point to, the formula still works and still holds people. Other games have some of those aspects. None have the right mix of all five.”

	And while over the years, many of UO’s players may have dispersed to other games, like the ever-popular World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 2004); the sci-fi epic EVE Online (CCP Games, 2003); the beloved franchise of Star Wars: The Old Republic (BioWare Austin/Electronic Arts, 2011); or the familiar lands of Middle Earth in The Lord of the Rings Online (Turbine/Standing Stone Games, 2007), Ultima Online soldiers on.

	
 

	The Endless Journey

	 

	Those gamers looking for a dose of nostalgia can still log on to several of the classic MMOs, including Dark Age of Camelot, originally released in 2001 by Mythic Entertainment. The game remains online under the tutelage of Ultima Online’s current stewards, Broadsword Online Games.

	In fact, players still enjoying Ultima Online in present day are likely familiar with one of Broadsword’s key employees, Bonnie “Mesanna” Armstrong.

	Though Armstrong has served as UO’s producer since 2012, her history with the game started 15 years prior. Back in 1997, Armstrong was just another curious player, creating her character “Briza” on the Napa Valley server.

	“A friend talked me into playing UO with her, and after running around for an hour or so, I traveled to Skara Brae,” Armstrong recalled. “Standing at the bank, depositing my treasures, the bees started talking to me.”

	As the bees buzzed nearby, holding back-and-forth conversation with Armstrong, she couldn’t help but wonder what sort of game her friend had talked her into playing.

	“In my mind I was like, ‘Okay, this game is just nuts, dang animals talking to you, and answering you is just insane,’” she said. “I actually logged out.”

	When Armstrong worked up the courage to return to the game, a fellow player helped clarify the mysterious articulating insects. It wasn’t the bees that were talking to her, but rather in those early days of the game, players could speak while engaging in the hiding skill. Someone had been messin’ with Mesanna.

	After getting a foothold on UO’s mechanics, Armstrong became devoted to the game, training as a swordswoman.

	“I started out as a swordswoman because I loved to be hands-on, then I went to archery because I shoot competition in real life, and have always loved bows,” Armstrong said. “A character I play to this day is still an archer with a little magery thrown in.”

	As her skill levels rose, Armstrong set out to do her part in ridding the world of evil monsters and the occasional evil player.

	“Briza started out as a Great Lady and went to Dread Lady in one day,” Armstrong said. “Back then, it was pretty difficult to become a Great Lady or Lord. I lived at the liches with a silver katana of vanquishing to get that title. 

	“I lost said title one day when one of the guys in the guild I was with said something I didn’t like, and I killed him. I might have killed him several times.”

	Armstrong said she embraced each of the new styles of play the game presented, seeing them as opportunities to keep things fresh and exciting. 

	For the next two years, Armstrong was active in the community, both in-game and out. Often playing on the Test Center server, Armstrong was quickly recognized for her keen eye when it came to breaking down and examining UO’s various systems and offering up suggestions to the game’s developers. It was in 1999 that Armstrong was contacted by Origin Systems with an offer to become one of several volunteer external testers.

	“The developers would give us a few supplies and ask us to see if we could break what they had put in,” Armstrong remembered. “I was asked shortly after it started if I would head up this team, so I was given the documents they needed us to test and assigned all the tasks, confirming all the bugs that were sent in by the players.

	“We then would write up issues that were confirmed and send them back to the QA team to fix.”

	Enjoying the added responsibility, Armstrong continued as an external tester, leading the volunteer team through the expansions of Third Dawn, Lord Blackthorn’s Revenge, and Age of Shadows, Samurai Empire, Mondain’s Legacy, and Kingdom Reborn.

	Following EA’s closure of Origin Systems in 2004, Armstrong was offered a full-time job as lead QA tester for a 10-person team. But rather than relocate to San Francisco, Armstrong was approved to work remotely from her home in San Diego, California.

	That all changed in 2006 when EA handed the reins of UO over to Herndon, Virginia-based Mythic Entertainment. Armstrong was informed that if she wanted to remain on staff, she’d have to leave sunny San Diego and head east.

	“It was a big decision to move,” Armstrong said. “I had to talk my husband into moving away from a state he was born and raised in. And let’s face it, moving from California—where we never had a heavy coat and never turned on a heater—to a state that was freezing and snowed was a huge change.

	“We figured if we sold our house in California, then we were meant to make the move. Since we sold it to the second person that came to see the house, we assumed it was time for a change.”

	But despite having to face four seasons and the idea of winter coats, the cross-country move earned Armstrong a promotion to assistant development manager. Even though she was working with an entirely new company, Armstrong said she felt welcome at Mythic from day one.

	“The main thing that I observed is that everyone always seemed to work for the same goal, to make UO great,” she said.

	For someone who never anticipated working in the video game industry, Armstrong had already spent seven years neck deep in the tiniest of Ultima Online’s details as she tested, examined, and broke things. Luckily, her past careers had set her up perfectly for success.

	“I didn’t have the dream to work in the gaming industry, I actually have a mechanical engineering degree,” Armstrong said. “I used to work for Georgia Power, and was a mechanical inspector doing nondestructive testing, so that gave me a good background for QA.

	“After moving to California, I worked in aerospace design, overseeing the building of airplane parts. I guess you can say everything I’ve done is very detailed and timeline sensitive, and that’s what is required for building a game.”

	In 2010 Armstrong was promoted again, this time to assistant producer, where she oversaw development of the Stygian Abyss and the High Seas expansions. While the promotions she received every few years were nice, Armstrong said the experience was never about job titles, but rather, it was about doing what needed done.

	“I have always been the type of person that sees what needs to be done and just does it,” she said. “I never had a specific guideline of ‘these are your duties.’ This team is one of the best teams I have ever worked with, and everyone on the team does what needs to be done to get the job finished.”

	By 2012, Armstrong was the game’s sole producer, taking over the reins from Jeff “Gryphon” Skalski. Regardless of how Armstrong felt about job titles, her latest didn’t come without its share of challenges.

	“I think the biggest struggle is to understand that you cannot make everyone happy, and not to take the insults personally,” Armstrong said. “We always listen to the ideas of the community, but sometimes they do not see both parts. UO is a difficult mistress. What I mean is, you can touch or change one small thing and it will break something that has nothing to do with what was changed. 

	“We also take ideas from the community and grow them into something that everyone might enjoy. Same as we do with the team: every idea is discussed with the team, and sometimes a good idea turns into a great idea when we communicate with each other.”

	As producer, Armstrong handles scheduling for the game’s regular publishes, assists with customer service, answers complaints from players, puts together the monthly subscriber newsletter, and leads the Event Moderator team.

	Similar to the Seers, who added to the lore of the game by creating roleplaying quests, Event Moderators (EMs) are paid contract employees that host in-game events, scenarios, and quests for players of all skill levels.

	The first iteration of the EM program was instituted in August of 2003 before being disbanded the following year. After several years of retooling, the program returned in 2009. EMs hired for the program were assigned to specific shards where they could build relationships with players and become staples of their respective communities. 

	For Armstrong, the EM program fits right in with her goals of celebrating all the creativity UO has to offer…even if she sometimes lacks it herself.

	“I never saw myself as a creative type,” Armstrong admitted. “My hobbies are scuba diving, hunting, bow competition, and reading. But working with the UO team and coming up with reward and gift ideas, and coming up with decoration designs for the Event Moderators has shown me I love decorating.

	“The items players can create out of nothing just amazes me. Whoever thought of building a piano out of cloaks, shirts, game boards, and a few writing desks are some of the most creative people. Personally, my favorite is seeing the house designs and the rooftops with the floor tiles combined in a way to make a beautiful picture.”

	And when she’s not spinning 20 different plates in the air, Armstrong said she enjoys logging into the game as her avatar Mesanna and interacting with the community directly.

	“My favorite part of the game is to sit down with smaller groups of people and talk about earlier days of UO,” Armstrong said. “UO players are some of the best people I have ever had the pleasure to meet and talk to.”

	Armstrong recalled a time when she was invited to the in-game home of a player celebrating her 80th real-world birthday. During the festivities, the player regaled those in attendance with stories from her days as a Player Killer. While chatting at the crowded virtual table, Armstrong realized that each avatar on screen represented a real family member, each from a different generation, but all of whom were playing Ultima Online together.

	“To me, that’s one of the best parts about UO,” she said. “It does bring family together. UO is limitless and there is nothing like it on the market, in my opinion. 

	“The only thing that stops you is you. There are so many things that can be done, so many creative outlets, you can be anything you want to be, and there is always something to do.”

	As UO heads into its 22nd year of life, Armstrong has led the charge through perhaps the game’s biggest change to date. In April of 2018, Broadsword unveiled the new “Endless Journey” program, allowing veteran and new players alike the chance to experience Ultima Online for free. 

	While all of the game’s features are only available to subscribers, those who participate in the slimmed down version of Endless Journey can brave Britannia free of charge, see what all the fuss is about, and perhaps have some life-changing experiences in the process.

	But the Endless Journey initiative isn’t the end of what Broadsword has in store for the grandfather of MMOs. Perhaps it’s only a beginning.

	“Besides the fact we all truly love the game and care about the players, we [at Broadsword] want the best for the game, and would love to see it continue for years to come,” Armstrong said.

	And whatever the future may hold for UO, Armstrong’s excited to be a part of it.

	“I have had so many great experiences, and have seen others that have formed relationships and friendships that could only come about in a game such as Ultima Online,” she said. “I am so honored to be a part of this game, and have watched it morph from stage-to-stage in its ongoing lifetime. 

	“I’m so proud to be given the privilege to work on this game for as long as I have, and I can’t imagine waking up every day and not doing something in UO.”

	 

	 

	Taking You There

	 

	I think in some way, everyone who’s enjoyed Ultima Online feels indebted to those programmers, designers, and producers who worked so hard to create it. In fact, most players leap at the opportunity to thank Ultima creator Richard Garriott and UO’s co-creator and director Starr Long for their ingenuity.

	The truth is, Richard Garriott makes me feel lazy. 

	Sure, I wrote this book—and that’s all and well and great—but in his time on the planet, Garriott has created a beloved video game franchise, founded three successful companies, lived in a castle, and even spent two weeks aboard the International Space Station.

	Meanwhile, I have a hard time remembering whether or not I’ve brushed my teeth in the morning. 

	Despite Garriott’s leaving Origin Systems to found Destination Games in 2000, the creator’s tumultuous journey through the video game industry wasn’t over. Just eight years after partnering Destination Games with South Korean interactive giant NCSoft, Garriott was fired from the company—for reasons that he and his former employer can’t seem to fully agree on.

	Where other mortals may have thrown in the towel after being pushed out of the company they founded, Garriott pressed on, founding Portalarium, Inc. in 2009 with his pals Dallas Snell and Fred Schmidt.

	This company’s motto? “We Take You There.”

	And while Garriott often serves as the public “face” of UO, he didn’t breathe life into the game by himself.

	Consider for a moment the game’s co-creator and director Starr “Lord Blackthorn” Long, without whom there may not have ever been an Ultima Online.

	While Long’s career as a game director and executive producer is well-documented, what you may not know is that if Long hadn’t seen a particular job advertisement in a certain newspaper on a certain day, it’d be safe to say you wouldn’t be reading this book.

	It was during his formative high school years in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, that Long discovered a passion for live theater, a love that sent him to Louisiana State University where he received his bachelor’s degree in technical theater.

	“My plan was to then get a graduate degree and be a technical director or stage manager in New York, Los Angeles, or Chicago,” Long said. “I decided to take a break before getting my graduate degree and moved to Austin, where some friends lived. After a few months of doing set building for community theater there—and not making enough money to eat—I needed some more steady work.

	“I found an ad in the paper that said, ‘Video game testers wanted.’”

	But while such a job sounded great on newsprint, Long and his Austin-based buddies weren’t rushing to submit their applications or résumés.

	“My friends and I were convinced that this couldn’t be real, and that it was a University of Texas psychology experiment,” Long said. “[I thought] I’d show up and I would end up answering questions about games I liked to play and so forth. However, it was real, and it was at the legendary Origin Systems.”

	Applying on a lark, Long was hired into the quality assurance department at Origin in September of 1992. While Long said he never planned to enter the games industry, he brought to the role his lifelong experience in playing them.

	Throughout his youth, Long and his family had enjoyed board games together, which led to the purchase of a Radio Shack Pong clone, and soon an Atari 2600 had made its home in his living room. When he wasn’t at home enjoying games, Long visited the local arcade, dropping quarter after quarter into his favorite cabinets such as Joust, Asteroids, Missile Command, Black Knight, and Zaxxon. 

	The enjoyment Long found in these games spurred him to take computer classes in middle school and to start experimenting with pen and paper roleplaying games, including Dungeons & Dragons, Car Wars, Bushido, Traveler, Star Frontiers, Paranoia, and his favorite, Gamma World.

	“After about two weeks working in QA at Origin, I called my parents and told them that I’d found my dream job, and I was going to end up running the company,” Long recalls. 

	After a year spent tracking bugs on Ultima VII: The Black Gate, Wing Commander III, and ShadowCaster, Long was promoted to QA lead, running his own quality assurance teams for various projects.

	“One of those projects was called BioForge and I really meshed well with the director, Ken Demarest,” Long said. 

	Going above and beyond the call of duty, Long jumped in to help with scheduling and motion capture for BioForge, catching Garriott’s eye in the process. Due to Long’s solid track record for his quality production work, his organizational skills, and his attention to detail, Garriott offered Long the role of associate producer on Ultima IX: Ascension in 1995. 

	While Long was happy to take on a more serious role with Origin, Ascension was a single-player game. Long’s passions had switched from theater to the evolving world of multiplayer gaming. In fact, it was while playing the original Doom that the full potential of memorable multiplayer interactions hit Long right in the face.

	“When Doom came out, we would play over our lunch break in QA,” Long recalled. “Everyone would race for the rocket launcher, and on one particular occasion, a fellow tester beat me to it. As I rounded the corner, I got a rocket to the face. 

	“Afterward we laughed about it and kept saying ‘rocket to the face!’ That rocket to the face, and the ensuing social interactions about it, were an epiphany for me that made me really understand the power of humans and multiplayer.”

	Seeing the potential of putting the world of Ultima on the internet, Long and Demarest pitched Garriott on the kernel of the idea that would become Ultima Online. 

	“A multiplayer game that allows for communication both offers endless outcomes and at the same time, rewards the player with social bonds,” Long said. “That’s what appealed to me, and it’s why I started the project.” 

	Once Garriott saw the potential for Long and Demarest’s vision, he pulled Long from the Ascension team, promoting him to the director of the new Ultima project.

	“My job as the director was to build the team, run the schedule, and maintain the overall vision of the game,” Long said. “I made all the hiring decisions, including assembling the very first team members from the world of MUDs, and some Ultima veterans. 

	“It was a huge challenge to hire the initial team. No one at the company had any online experience, and in 1994/1995, the entire industry only had a handful of people with any real experience.”

	Looking to the popular world of MUDs, Long hired developers who showed creativity and innovation, as well as those who had successful experiences working with their respective communities. But even after hiring the talent, Long and his team had to figure out what it was they were actually building. The potential of what they could create...that’s what kept Long excited.

	“The social aspect and the unpredictability of humans versus A.I. is what appealed to me the most,” Long explained. “The holy grail for almost all of us making these kinds of games was to recreate the experience of playing D&D with our friends around a kitchen table. Fundamentally, that experience was a social construct facilitated by a set of rules, and one in which the outcome was always different because none of the humans’ actions were pre-scripted. 

	“Contrast that with the ‘A.I.’ of games which were—and still are—a series of pre-scripted actions and, for the most part, always have a very similar outcome.”

	Hunkering down and getting to work, Long, Demarest, and Rick Delashmit soon had a prototype built with a previous Ultima game engine. And while there weren’t any rockets to the face within the medieval world, Long’s senses were rocked by what they produced.

	“All you could do was run around and pick up a single object off of the ground and then if another player ran into you, you would drop it,” Long said. “We had a scavenger hunt where we hid a few objects around the map and then let loose the whole company to find them. Whoever was still holding them after an hour won.”

	The scavenger hunt was the first time that the fledgling game had welcomed more than the three creators into its world, and the first time anyone else at Origin had even seen what the team was working on. 

	Long knew he and his crew were on the right track when he saw how much fun his cohorts were having with such a minimal build.

	“For many people, it was their first multiplayer game and it was the same epiphany I had had earlier playing Doom,” Long said. “I think it was the sheer delight in the unpredictability of humans versus the predictability of scripted NPCs, combined with the social experience of the whole thing that gave us that feeling. 

	“While Doom and UO are very different games, that human randomness and the social nature of the two are really the same.”

	As what would become UO took shape, Long continued to thrive in the director’s role, serving as a liaison between Origin and EA’s marketing, sales, IT, and customer service departments, while regularly creating and developing new in-house teams for community management and network operations.

	“Most people don’t remember how much we had to invent,” Long pointed out. “Neither Electronic Arts nor Origin had a website, much less usernames and passwords, much less consumer accessible servers. 

	“There were times on the project where it felt like every single week we were hit with a, ‘Oh wow, we have to build that because it doesn’t exist yet.’”

	After just two years of development, UO was ready for public testing. Considering that most modern triple-A games undergo a development cycle of 3-5 years, with massively multiplayer games often taking even longer, the grandfather of MMOs came together in record time with only a dozen developers assigned to the project.

	Those in the Origin offices had responded well to the initial prototype, but by 1996 Long and his team were eagerly planning alpha and beta tests that would welcome the public to experience an online version of Britannia for the first time.

	Long said that as he waited for players to log in, his head was clouded with questions: What would players do first? Would they run out of the city to adventure? Would they buy something from a shop? Would they gather materials and set about crafting?

	Most of the players testing Ultima Online came not from other MMO games—since few existed—but rather from internet chat rooms. Long shouldn’t have been surprised by what the first players into Britannia had in mind.

	“The very first thing two characters did in the game upon logging in was say, ‘Do you want to cyber?’ which was, of course, slang for having cybersex,” Long recalled. “They then dashed off to one of the buildings nearby for some privacy.

	“Within two weeks this had evolved into a prostitution ring at the docks run by a character named ‘Fly Guy.’ He wore a feathered cap and dyed all his clothes in bright colors. [Fly Guy’s] was the first real business in the game, and for a long time, the most successful. We got to witness the World’s Oldest Profession, albeit virtually.”

	While things may have gotten off to a questionable start, players soon realized there was much more to do in Ultima Online. Before long, they were off slaying monsters, collecting treasure, and creating virtual homes for themselves.

	Most players, at least. 

	Some were content in finding ways to bend the game’s rules to their own advantage.

	“Clever robbers hid a teleport gate just inside the door of the bank in Britain where players couldn’t see it until it was too late,” Long said. “Unwary and laden adventurers rushing inside to deposit would find themselves not inside the bank where they expected to be, but instead, in the middle of a pile of naked corpses.”

	Before these unsuspecting players could react to appearing in a new and unfamiliar location, a group of Player Killers converged upon them with magic and blades. Striking their victims down, the murderers relieved the unwitting adventurers of their gold and other dungeon spoils.

	“This clever use of various systems in the game was really one of those moments that defined for me the fact that we were not just running a game, but it was more like running a society,” Long said. “A society where we had to constantly adapt the laws to match what players would do.”

	As the game’s developers hopped into the game to meet players digitally face to face, Long took up the mantle of “Lord Blackthorn,” regent of Lord British—complete with his own castle on the opposite side of Britain.

	“I loved randomly popping into Blackthorn’s castle and seeing who had managed to break into it recently and see what they were doing in there,” Long said. “I’d then torture them just a little—shape changing them into a chicken maybe—and bring them out to the balcony that overlooked the lake and we’d have a nice chat.”

	When making appearances at player gatherings in the real world, Garriott and Long often attend dressed as their in-game characters. This not only makes them easily recognizable, but provides a way to show their own enthusiasm for UO. For Long, meeting those players who enjoy the game he helped to create has been a highlight of the past two decades.

	“We live in a time where one of the fundamental needs of being human is not being met, which is social connection,” Long said. “We used to know our neighbors—or fellow tribe members—all by name. This was possible because we all lived and worked in close proximity. The car and telecommunications took that away from us. However, I think virtual worlds give us that back in many ways, and I saw that every single time I attended a real-world event.

	“The connections people made through the virtual world were just like those original neighborly/tribal connections we used to have. For me, knowing that I played a part in bringing those people together made me feel like what I was doing really meant something, beyond just entertainment and profit.”

	Long said he witnessed a prime example of Ultima Online’s bringing people together when he attended the game’s 20th anniversary party held in Herndon, Virginia on September 22, 2017. 

	“I adored the moment when parents introduced me to their 20-year-old son, and told me that they had met during the beta, gotten married shortly after, and had their son right after that,” Long said. “To top it off, they all play together.”

	For Long, the moments outside of the game are just as memorable as those that occurred digitally.

	Just as Garriott found a personal menace in Rainz during UO’s beta test, Long found an adversary of his own mere months after Ultima Online’s official release.

	“A player calling themselves ‘The Hulkster’ started calling me out and challenging me to a wrestling match,” Long remembered. “They were really into it and had dressed themselves up exactly like (famed professional wrestler) Hulk Hogan, with long blond hair, red trunks, and a red bandanna.

	“The Hulkster kept issuing classic wrestling challenges to me until I agreed to have a match with them.”

	That wrestling match, held in December of 1997 on the Atlantic shard, was widely publicized and spectators came in droves. Countless players watched as Lord Blackthorn and The Hulkster met in Britannia’s squared circle.

	“True to ‘real wrestling,’ the whole event was scripted out, including what we would say to each other, and who would be ‘winning’ at any point during the match,” Long said. “The event was packed and we had such a great time.”

	While the characters of Lord British and Lord Blackthorn were friends within UO’s lore, they often held conflicting opinions. Whereas Lord British sought to reunite the Gem of Immortality shards to create a singular and unified world, Blackthorn knew that doing so would cause the splinter realities to disappear, along with the various versions of himself.

	The fact that Blackthorn served as the antithesis of Lord British wasn’t only for dramatic purposes. It was also a way to bring Long and Garriott’s real life dynamic into the game itself.

	“It was a funny mirror opposite of our real-world relationship where Richard is this wild, creative force, and I am this organizing principle,” Long said. “I nicknamed Richard the ‘Creative Tornado’ once because he comes in with all of these amazing ideas that often disrupt everything we are trying to do. It’s then my job to come in after the creative devastation he leaves behind and clean up. 

	“What’s amazing, though, is that during that cleanup—which seems so horrible to my orderly brain that wants everything to go in nice, neat, orderly steps—you realize how brilliant some of these disruptions are. They often lead to some of the best parts of a game because they’re often about taking bits of the systems that have been built so far, and tying them together in interesting ways.”

	Garriott and Long left Origin Systems in 2000, founding Destination Games the following year. There, the pair developed the MMO Tabula Rasa, released in 2007. Unfortunately, the game didn’t perform as well as everyone had hoped. When a rift formed between the founders and parent company NCSoft, Garriott and Long left Destination Games in 2008.

	While Garriott focused on the formation of his next company, Portalarium, Inc. in Austin, Long moved to Los Angeles where he took a job as an executive producer for The Walt Disney Company. 

	Over the next four years, Long oversaw the creation of Disney Interactive’s learning platforms, mobile apps, and social games, managing the MMOs Toontown Online, Pirates of the Caribbean Online, and Pixie Hollow. 

	Leaving Disney in 2013, Long launched a consulting company called Stellar Effect and headed back to Austin where he rejoined Garriott to work on Portalarium’s first release, Shroud of the Avatar: Forsaken Virtues (often abbreviated as “Shroud”).

	Just as it did for Garriott, Portalarium provided a path for Long to get back to the basics, too. Despite his successes at Disney, Long found himself lost in big teams that often suffered from disorganization and inefficiencies, which didn’t mesh with his organized ways of thinking

	“One of the biggest lessons I’ve kept with me is how effective a small and passionate team can be, versus a large team,” Long said. “Ninety percent of UO was built by a team of about a dozen people. When we scaled up at the end for launch, we actually got slower and buggier. There have been so many times in my career, however, where I’ve forgotten this incredibly valuable lesson and scaled up my team to ridiculous sizes, only to see efficiencies go down. 

	“With Shroud of the Avatar, we have kept the team around 30 or less for the entire life of the project, and it’s one of the most predictable and productive teams I have ever been on.”

	Shroud was announced in March of 2013 as a spiritual successor to Ultima Online. Long joined the game as executive producer in July of the same year. 

	This time around, Garriott’s fantasy game was to be set in a three-dimensional, steampunk-inspired world and the Portalarium crew would take its time on development in order to create the exact game it advertised. 

	Heck, had Garriott been able to secure the Ultima copyright from Electronic Arts, it’s probable that Shroud would have been titled Ultima Online 2.

	The initial development costs for the game were funded through the crowdsourcing website Kickstarter, raising $1.9 million from more than 22,000 supporters. 

	The first playable version of Shroud debuted on the Steam Early Access platform on November 24, 2014, and the game saw full release almost five years to the day it was announced, on March 27, 2018.

	“I really wanted to work on another sandbox virtual world where players were free to tell their own stories, which is really what we created with Ultima Online,” Long said. “I also wanted to explore the limits of what was possible with crowdfunding, crowdsourcing, and open development. 

	“The process of co-developing a product alongside your community is something that’s still rare in the industry, and presents a unique challenge that excited me.”

	While some of the decisions that made Ultima Online so influential were a series of happy accidents, this time out, Long and the rest of the Portalarium team are consciously innovating every step of the way.

	“The fact that there are different modes of gameplay is something really exciting to me,” Long said. “The ability to play completely offline, and how that mode is fundamentally different from the online modes—of which there are three—is just amazing.

	“Our long term goals for the game are to continue telling the amazing ethical parables Richard Garriott has for us, while at the same time, continuing to expand the sandbox.”

	Even though Long has enjoyed a storied career in the games industry, he still attributes the opportunities he’s had and the career-defining relationships forged to a scrappy little MMO that sent ripples across an entire industry. 

	“Ultima Online was my very first development project that I was in charge of,” Long said. “I learned so much about being a leader and a project manager from that time. I also learned that I’m only truly happy when I’m working on an extremely challenging project or problem.”

	Thankfully, those genre-defining ripples don’t seem to be fading anytime soon.

	 

	 

	A Disturbing Lack of Faith

	 

	While the stories in this book represent just a tiny cross section of the countless players, volunteers, and developers who braved Britannia over the past two decades, the impact that Ultima Online has had upon their lives is undeniable.

	And while it might seem like UO was destined for greatness on day one, that’s anything but true. The story that follows isn’t some heavily guarded industry secret. In fact, it’s something that Richard Garriott has spoken about at length in many interviews, in his book Explore/Create, and it came up as recently as the 2018 Game Developers Conference when Garriott, Starr Long, Raph Koster, and Richard Vogel got together to hold a “postmortem” panel about Ultima Online. I believe it also bears repeating here.

	In 1994, the Ultima games were selling well, and each new installment was winning over existing fans while bringing new ones into the fold. Garriott and Long had put on their futurist hats and were looking at the internet, a system of networks and wires, that they believed might be the next big thing. Soon, a handful of Origin employees were spitballing ideas on how to bring Ultima into the online world.

	In the beginning, the project was known as Multima.

	Patching together an official proposal for the game, Garriott and Long did their best to detail what Multima would be, as well as the hardware requirements needed to run it. Since MMOs were relatively unheard of at the time, it’s possible this proposal looked like complete gibberish, or the ravings of insane men.

	Regardless, Garriott excitedly took the Multima idea before the heads of Electronic Arts during one of the company’s biannual pitch meetings, hoping the parent company might cut Origin Systems a big check so he could push the project into development. 

	For all of Garriott’s enthusiasm for Multima, Electronic Arts passed on the idea.

	Six months later, with new ideas for the game in tow, Garriott went back before the board, and once again walked away with a rejection.

	Instead of calling it quits and refocusing on the next offline version of Ultima, Garriott and his team persisted in their brainstorming efforts. The next year the creator swallowed his pride and made a third visit to the boardroom to champion the idea of Multima.

	Perhaps the powers that be were simply tired of repeatedly hearing Garriott’s Multima idea, or maybe they started to see value in the internet. Whatever the case, they threw a pile of money at Garriott and told him to go make his MMO baby a reality.

	I’m just kidding. 

	They rejected him a third time.

	As the EA sales department explained to him, even if Garriott and his motley crew (which consisted of fewer than 10 developers at the time) could build the expansive game they were proposing, sales of the product would surely cap out between 15,000-30,000 copies. In EA’s eyes, those numbers were reserved for commercial failures.

	Not willing to take no for an answer, Garriott refused to leave the room, pointing out that EA had backed his single-player Ultima games with insanely large budgets of more than $5-10 million dollars each. In an attempt to find some middle ground with the parent company, Garriott promised that with as little as $250,000 he could at least prove his Multima concept. 

	As Garriott saw it, if EA did fund Multima, once sales had petered out or the project crashed and burned, the company would get what they were really after—the next single-player Ultima game—which would be a surefire hit.

	Maybe at this pitch meeting, EA finally comprehended Garriott’s idea. Maybe they actually saw the project’s potential. Maybe they just wanted Garriott to leave the room. Whatever the reason, EA agreed to his terms and a check was written.

	Some might say EA’s $250,000 gamble was also the birth of one of UO’s much-loved aspects: risk versus reward. EA risked its money and would soon reap rewards beyond its 30,000 copy imagination.

	For the next two years, the small crew of developers worked tirelessly. When the team came up for air in 1997, Origin Systems had a playable beta of their online world and were eager for public feedback. Unfortunately, in order to actually participate in the test, would-be players had to download a game client hundreds of megabytes in size. 

	Let’s all take a minute to remember 1997, where 28.8 modems were not only all the rage, but the gold standard, meaning it would take days—if not months—for a prospective player to download the files necessary to play UO. 

	To overcome this obstacle, Origin got creative. In order for players to join UO, they’d already have to have an internet connection, so why not use the World Wide Web to find their beta testers?

	Raph Koster created a simple web page on the EA servers to not only make Ultima fans aware of the impending game’s existence, but it offered to let them experience the thrills of an online version of Britannia before anyone else—provided they were willing to cough up $2 to pay for manufacturing and shipping of a CD-ROM containing the install files.

	With the beta invitation online, the Origin team sat by the mailbox with a stack of disks, eagerly anticipating what might happen next. 

	Several days later, envelopes came pouring in to the Austin office. In fact, for a while, the mail didn’t stop coming in. Thousands of letters from gamers, each containing a $2 admission fee, flooded the Origin Systems headquarters. When someone stopped stuffing envelopes long enough to actually count the number of discs shipped, they realized they had already surpassed EA’s projection of 30,000 units.

	Not only had Origin found more than 50,000 players for the beta test, it recruited those players into a game that technically wasn’t finished yet. When UO officially launched the following year, it went on to sell more than one million copies worldwide.

	Garriott had pushed for his vision, and with a modest investment from EA, had proved his theory correct. He also proved a lesson that would ripple across the very fabric of Ultima Online over the next several decades: with a little bit of persistence...a person can do anything.      

	 

	 

	
 

	EPILOGUE

	 

	EXIT GAME

	 

	For anyone who’s curled up with a fantasy novel or enjoyed a game of Dungeons & Dragons, a group of adventurers sitting in a tavern telling tall tales of conquests past while a fire blazes on the hearth is a familiar trope. It’s also the same feeling invoked by speaking to Ultima Online players about their experiences, even if the tavern is digital and the danger from their stories was never truly real.

	As players shared their stories for this book, many of them had trouble nailing down exactly when certain events had occurred, as their forays into Britannia were sometimes stilted and their memories tarnished by time spent away from the game. Whether these players were off exploring other digital worlds or simply enjoying time away from their screens, many admitted to answering the siren’s call and logging back into the game, be it six months, a year, or even a decade later, all hoping to recapture what made Ultima Online special to them in the first place.

	While some contributors still play UO to present day (and were vocal that they would continue to do so until the servers are shut down), others were content to leave Britannia behind, happy with the memories they’d accumulated. 

	I could easily empathize with both sides. As I neared the end of my own UO career, my play schedule became inconsistent, with large gaps appearing between sessions. The last time I logged out of Ultima Online in 2004, I did so from my large brick home, settled several screens south of the Destard Dungeon entrance on Sonoma’s Felucca facet. I casually clicked the “quit game” sprite on the option menu, not fully realizing how literal the text was. 

	I had every intention of returning to Britannia, but I never did. And while my brick house—full of treasures, rare items, and millions of gold—is long gone, part of me hopes that when my virtual piece of real estate finally rotted and fell, the scene became an epic battle between thieves, Player Killers, tamers with dragons, and anti-PKs, as they all fought to claim my personal belongings or plot of land as their own. 

	Better to go out with a bang than a whimper, right?

	If I have one regret about leaving the game, it’s that I didn’t consciously go out of my way to find a new player who was experiencing the magic of UO for the first time and do some sort of wisdom transfer. I should have supplied them with unsolicited advice on how to progress their character, given them the contents of my bank box, and then transferred them ownership of my house. And while my characters never wore a straw hat, I would have picked one up for the occasion.

	Then again, maybe I subconsciously left some of my personal effects in place for my next journey through a moongate that would inevitably lead me back to Britannia.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	ENDNOTES

	 

	CREATING WORLDS
 

	Developing Online Games: An Insider’s Guide was written by Jessica Mulligan and‎ Bridgette Patrovsky and published by New Riders Games on March 7, 2003. https://amzn.to/2rY718u

	 

	Ultima Online’s subscription numbers were never published publicly by Electronic Arts, though they were discussed regularly in newspaper, magazine, and book interviews with the game’s developers. John Razimus posted a collection of his findings on the Shroud of the Avatar message board on May 20, 2015. http://bit.ly/2Le4jVg

	 

	THE DEATH OF LORD BRITISH
 

	Richard Garriott’s 2017 Reddit AMA, wherein he reacts to the murder of Lord British, is archived online here:      

	http://bit.ly/2wZYYha

	The article, “5 Most Influential Events in MMO History” was written by Earnest Cavalli and published on Wired.com on December 6, 2007. http://bit.ly/2IBwdsD

	The article, “The 6 Most Insane Things that Happened in MMOs” was written by Tony Wilson and published on GamesRadar.com September 12, 2014. http://bit.ly/2IxVqbB

	 

	Steven Messner’s article, “5 Stories of Murder and Theft that Prove Ultima Online was One of the Best MMOs Ever,” was published September 24, 2016 on PCGamer.com. 

	http://bit.ly/2ISL31j

	 

	YouTube personality John Razimus presented his eyewitness account of the infamous Death of Lord British in a video posted on May 15, 2016. View it here: http://bit.ly/2kf1iYl

	 

	IN FRIENDSHIP THEY CONQUER

	 

	Sean “Dragons” Stalzer’s books, The Legend of The Syndicate: A History of Online Gaming’s Premier Guild and The Syndicate: Beyond The Legend are available for purchase on Amazon at https://amzn.to/2ISiQHLand https://amzn.to/2rWcIUD

	 

	THE PERILOUS JOURNEY
 

	Michael “Glendor” Pusateri’s Blood Clan screenshots and adventures are archived online at this ‘90s-inspired website: http://bit.ly/2GAQT26

	 

	FIT FOR A KING

The website for Kazola’s Treetop Keg & Winery is still kicking on the interwebs and features a complete and detailed roleplaying backstory: http://bit.ly/2IypjnR

	 

	Pictures and information regarding Kazola’s Treetop Keg & Winery being turned into a permanent memorial site on the Great Lakes server is available in a UO Stratics forum post dated August 4, 2010: http://bit.ly/2GwVqCJ

	 

	OOMIE BLAH

	 

	To learn more about the Shadowclan Orcs guild, its language, and the online games in which the clan was active, visit the official website: http://bit.ly/2wUsxks

	 

	SEEKING COUNSEL
 

	The article “Ultima Online Volunteers Sue Origin,” written by Sam Parker and published September 20, 2000 on GameSpot.com, provides a thorough look at the volunteer lawsuit, which ended the Counselor and Seer programs. http://bit.ly/2rUr2xA

	 

	Limited information on the volunteer lawsuit settlement is available online. For more info, read, “UO Lawsuit Settled,” written by T.L. Taylor and published April 19, 2004 on Terra Nova. http://bit.ly/2KCYPT2

	 

	LEVELING THE PLAYING FIELD
 

	UO Stratics is still the best website for Ultima Online information on the entire internet. Its dedicated staff of volunteers has faithfully served the community for more than 20 years: http://bit.ly/2k9UQC1

	 

	 

	SWEET AND PAINFUL
 

	Though Adam Ant’s website and screenshot episodes have turned to digital dust with the passage of time, several of his Napa Valley adventures have been archived on YouTube: http://bit.ly/2IWdYBs

	 

	SEEING THE BIG PICTURE
 

	For a shot of MMO adrenaline, Big Picture Game’s Darkfall: Rise of Agon can be downloaded and enjoyed at the following link: http://bit.ly/2IxLnmz

	 

	RAISING THE DEAD
 

	The quote from the enigmatic Azaroth as he discusses the In Por Ylem shard comes from the article, “One shot: an interview with Az(aroth),” written by Randolph Carter and published January 7, 2011 on Grinding to Valhalla:

	http://bit.ly/2wX9ea7

	 

	Watch all 100+ hours of Papa Carl as he streams his UO An Corp experience on YouTube: http://bit.ly/2rUKb2o

	 

	DISTILLING THE ELEMENTS

	 

	To learn more about Fairytale Distillery’s game, The Exiled, or to play it for yourself, visit the company’s website:

	http://bit.ly/2wXA7KP

	 

	To see the UO Iris2 3D client—discussed by Sebastian Dorda—in action, a handful of clips are available on YouTube at the following shortlinks: http://bit.ly/2J4aYDU, http://bit.ly/2kISKtc, http://bit.ly/2LfC87J

	 

	INVENTING THE FUTURE

	 

	Raph Koster’s hugely influential game design book, A Theory of Fun for Game Design, is available on Amazon:

	https://amzn.to/2Lg2zuH

	 

	In June of 2018, Koster released his latest book, Postmortems, collecting his various writings, talks, essays, game design lessons, and online community theories, paired with candid self-evaluation of his career in the games industry. Highly recommended reading if you’re interested in peeking even further behind the curtains of LegendMUD, Ultima Online, Star Wars Galaxies, or Privateer Online. https://amzn.to/2sGe3iH

	 

	OF HUMAN HEARTS AND FALLING CROWS

	 

	To experience ArtCraft Entertainment’s Throne War Simulator Crowfall, visit http://bit.ly/2IUBO0n

	 

	The article, “9 Most Anticipated MMORPGS of 2016,” was written by Steven Messner and published on IGN.com February 1, 2016. http://bit.ly/2LcK6y9

	 

	Daniel Tack’s article, “Our Five Most Anticipated MMORPGs Of 2017,” was published by GameInformer.com on January 22, 2017. http://bit.ly/2H9R8Sb

	 

	HAVE PASSION, WILL TRAVEL

	 

	Bill “Fear” Purvis discusses the creation of the Battle Vortex website in a YouTube video, posted July 1, 2011:

	http://bit.ly/2IvWMmR

	 

	The Battle Vortex Real Audio Show interview that Pete Warner conducted with Raph Koster is archived on YouTube: http://bit.ly/2s2xHVU

	 

	THE ENDLESS JOURNEY

	 

	Whether you haven’t played Ultima Online in years, or after reading this book, just want to see what all the fuss is about, you can play the game for free through the Endless Journey initiative. http://bit.ly/2sxQlpq

	 

	TAKING YOU THERE

	 

	Experience Portalarium’s latest roleplaying adventure, and the spiritual successor to Ultima Online, in Shroud of the Avatar: Forsaken Virtues: http://bit.ly/2xEzKpa

	 

	A DISTURBING LACK OF FAITH

	 

	Richard Garriott discusses the many attempts at getting his Ultima Online pitch approved by parent company Electronic Arts in this IGN video interview: http://bit.ly/2x3TlOW

	 

	Garriott writes about the founding of Origin Systems and the creation of Ultima Online (along with tales of his adventures to Antarctica, the Amazon River, deep beneath the Atlantic Ocean, and, yes, even into outer space) in his book, Explore/Create, available in hardcover, paperback, and eBook formats here: https://amzn.to/2KG5zPW
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