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The Edge of the Future

Better simulation of characters. Computer pioneer A. M.
Turing said that people would agree that a computer could
“think” if it could imitate a human being well enough to fool
people. Certainly, realistically simulating human behavior is
one of the toughest things to do on a computer. Covering the
full range of human action is too much to ask of any program
we're likely to see soon.

But it isn't beyond hope to expect future adventure pro-
grams to include characters that can answer questions on a
limited range of subjects and can react to the player’s charac-
ter. It would be a major step forward to be able to ask charac-
ters questions like, “Why did you invite me?” or “Do you
think Phong is lying?” Beyond that might come programs that
let the player make statements (such as, “I am seeking the
Palantir,” or “You are in danger.”) and then observe the re-
action of the character he is addressing.

Characters in adventure games should also react to the
player’s character—not just to one statement or action at a
time, but to what he shows himself to be. No adventure pro-
gram to date has gone very far in making the player-character’s
actions have a long-term effect on how the other characters
will respond to him. Suspects will answer the same question
four times in a row. An abusive detective will not find people
refusing to talk to him ten turns later, even if they walk out of
the room when he insults them.

Adding this sort of feature, on a primitive level, should
not be very difficult. The program could maintain an attitude
variable for each character, which is affected one way or the
other every time the player’s character interacts with him.
Once this variable fell below a certain level, the character
would just become very uncooperative, answering all ques-
tions with, “Figure it out yourself!” or the like. Having the
value rise high enough could cause the character to volunteer
new information or offer help. This would force the player not
only to solve problems but to develop his character consis-
tently, too.

A wider range of alternatives. Early adventures had only
one real ending. They could, of course, end unsuccessfully in
many ways; but these conclusions were just a matter of run-
ning afoul of some hazard and getting killed. Unlike the true
ending, they didn’t represent a culmination of events.

191



The Edge of the Future

Deadline was the first adventure to provide a number of
well-developed alternative endings. The detective could arrest
the wrong suspect (or the right one without enough evidence),
and he would get a message explaining why the suspect was
not convicted at the trial. He could also exhaust the 12-hour
limit without making an arrest, in which case he would be
driven off into the sunset with nothing to show but a sense of
dissatisfaction.

A further step would be to provide a variety of successful
conclusions to an adventure, each reached by a different path,
leaving to the player’s judgment which of these endings is the
most satisfactory. All of the conclusions would represent solu-
tions to the main problem of the story, but in different ways
and at different costs.

For instance, if the adventure gave the player the task of
getting revenge against an enemy, one set of choices might
lead not only to the death of the enemy but also of a friend.
Another path might lead to merely humiliating the enemy
while avoiding any tragic side effects. One ending might sug-
gest the other, letting the player know that there are more
alternatives, something like this:

The next day, Pierre brings you the news that Maraud has left
France and abandoned his holdings. You feel a deep satisfaction at
having driven the imposter away, although you wish he had not es-
caped with the ring. Perhaps you could have recovered it if you had
moved more decisively, yet such rashness might have turned to ill.
It's just as well, you decide, that people cannot go back and change
their past actions.

While future adventures will undoubtedly allow more
alternatives than present ones do, they will still run into the
fact that the world includes more possibilities than any com-
puter could ever represent. Currently, the restrictions are often
very artificial. In Adventure, directions are distorted in the
wilderness, so you can never get very far from your starting
point. Infidel is set in the middle of an infinite desert. G.F.S.
Sorceress has a spaceship with automatic controls that can take
you only to certain planets.

Dungeons and spaceships are convenient for today’s
adventures, because they impose naturally restrictive environ-
ments. But if interactive stories are going to break the bounds
of these settings, they will have to deal openly with the fact
that the player might reasonably want to do things that the

192

1 R s Y O (N G |

s U I

nm N n



w e a e N

CUB U
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program can’t handle. A minimum would be to say simply,
“I'm not programmed to handle that.”

A further step would be to go into a different mode for
handling activities outside the program’s map. For instance, if
the player tried to leave a house which is the scene of the
main activity, the program could put up a menu of activities
that are possible outside the house. These might include “Go
shopping,” “Go home to sleep,” “Quit,” and so forth. The
range of alternatives in the menu might vary depending on the
player’s situation. Some of the choices might even be to travel
to other areas where whole new maps are brought into play.

The more things that can happen in an adventure, the
greater the burden is on the author. It isn’t just memory
limitations that keep every possible action from having a
reasonable result; the author’s ability to anticipate is also in-
volved. For instance, the player might try to use something in
a way the author never thought of but that might reasonably
do the job. Nothing will ever replace thorough testing by
imaginative players as a way to solve this problem. But if the
author has programming aids that let him concentrate on
these situations, then his job is much easier.

The key to letting the author be selective is the use of de-
fault actions. Even the simplest adventures use defaults, but
only in a simple way. Obvious examples are having an object
become part of your inventory when you pick it up or having
a door open when you give that command. But much more
than this is possible, at least in principle. The adventure pro-
gram of the future will have to describe its world generically,
with the writer intervening only when something distinctive is
expected to happen. It will have to contain data about the
usual characteristics of common objects, so that doing ordinary
things with them will work.

The adventure writer of the future should be able, for in-
stance, just to put a chair into a location and have the pro-
gram recognize that it can be sat in, that only one person at a
time can usually sit in it, and that it's movable but not some-
thing you can put in your pocket. Furnishing a room becomes
a simple matter, and letting the player rearrange the room re-
quires no extra effort. This leaves him or her free to con-
centrate on any unusual items in the room.

Handling items generically will, of course, have its limits.
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Anything described this way will lack the color and in-
dividuality of objects that the author takes the trouble to de-
scribe in detail; this can serve as a clue to the player about
which objects are useful. But having a few well-described ob-
jects and a lot of sketchily described ones would be a major
advance from today’s room, which has only a few usable ob-
jects in it. Providing an adventure with more ordinary items
would help to round out the game’s environment.

The Artist’s Tools

The adventure writer of the future should not have to be a
programmer at all—at least, no more than the user of a good
data-base system has to be a programmer today. He will have
to understand the concept of a decision tree and sketch out his
story in appropriate terms. But from there, he will not have to
touch any programming language. If he is a free lancer, he
might first put his adventure on a home adventure-development
system. This system would not enable him to get in all the de-
tails of a real, published adventure; but it would let him thor-
oughly plot the story and all the significant alternatives.

Next, this writer might present his adventure to a publish-
ing house for consideration. The editorial staff would look at
his home-developed version; if they liked it, they would buy it
and proceed to give it full development on their professional
system. The progression would be similar to that of turning a
screen play into a movie. The actual programming would not
be done for any particular adventure, but for the development
kit that allowed the writer to create adventures.

This kit would undoubtedly consist of several different
parts. One would let the writer create nonplayer characters.
He would give the characters names, indicate where they start
and how they move about, and define their roles. He would
create every line of dialogue that the characters might utter
and would specify the conditions that would prompt each line.
These lines would include responses for general “don’t know”
or “don’t care” situations. He would indicate how the charac-
ters interact with each other.

Another part would deal with the map of the adventure.
Here, the author would define areas (not rooms) that the
player’s character can enter. He would include the description
of as many different points of view within the area as he cared
to. He might also include a number of throwaway lines, which
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the final program would use randomly within an area to de-
scribe incidentals like birds singing or trucks going by. He
would fully describe any events triggered by the character’s
entry into a room.

Inanimate objects would also be taken care of. The writer
would give their weight and size and provide a brief descrip-
tion. When applicable, he would state what predefined class
an object fell into. He would specify what actions would pro-
duce unusual results—and, of course, he would give an exact
description of those results, both in text and in terms of its
effect in the game world.

The development kit would include a debug mode in
which the writer could play the adventure for a while, setting
up situations to try out, then go back into one of the stages to
change or add something. The final shape of the adventure
would be reached only after many cycles of playing and
reshaping. This should not require programming skills, but it
would, inevitably, require the ability to think logically and
imaginatively at the same time. But then so does any good
writing.

All the things discussed so far are possible with today’s
computer technology and will be economically feasible in the
next several years. But what lies beyond that? What might
new scientific discoveries do for the descendants of Adventure?
Here we must enter the world of science fiction.

Vernor Vinge’s novella True Names (published as half of
Dell’s Binary Star #5) presents an intriguing view of this fu-
ture. The main character is an author of computer ““participa-
tion novels.” But the really intriguing part of Vinge’s
speculation lies in the next step beyond those novels: the Por-
tals. These are described as data bases that are accessed with
electroencephalograph (EEG) terminals, which provide sensory
cues that let the user experience a complete environment with
which he or she interacts. The adventurer, with a certain
amount of help from his imagination, actually experiences
traveling on paths, facing monsters, and dealing with the
personas of other participants. A programming language
(called Psylisp) allows the computer to present characters that
are difficult to distinguish from real people.

Dream Park, by Larry Niven and Steven Barnes, suggests
that in the next century, computer programs, holography
(projection of 3-D images), and live acting will be combined to
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let players participate in adventures with an entire environ-
ment set up for them. The game as presented is closer to Dun-
geons and Dragons than to computer adventure. However, the
use of computers to control realistic sound and visual effects
suggests the extent to which they may someday put players
“in the story” even without using props and actors.

All these speculations about the future will undoubtedly
be proved wrong in many details. But, barring global catas-
trophe, one thing is certain; the computer games of the future
are going to be so advanced that they will make today’s best
efforts look feeble by comparison.

Before the 1950s, the only computers were experimental
models that cost fortunes and could be used only by special-
ists. Until the sixties, no one considered the idea of interacting
with a computer for entertainment; computer time was just too
expensive. By the end of the decade, though, students were
using the machines to play a wide assortment of board
games—and in the seventies things really got going. Between
1975 and 1980 came personal computers, Adventure, Zork, the
first Scott Adams adventures, and Infocom’s first personal
computer adventures. No science-fiction writer would ever
have dared to suppose that a completely new form of enter-
tainment would leap so far forward in just five years, when the
technology for it didn’t even exist at the start of that period.

The eighties, so far, haven't yielded advances to match
that sudden period of growth. Infocom has continued to refine
its game system, but the rest of the industry hasnt produced
much in the way of technical advances, aside from better use
of graphics.

Another burst may be coming soon, however, as serious
writers begin to take notice of the format. It may not be long
before computer games cross over the threshold of literature—
before the first computer adventure is written that stands up
not only as a game, but as a story worth experiencing as a
story. Such a work will really deserve to be called an inter-
active novel. It will be the first literary work in history to de-
mand the reader’s active involvement and to provide the main
character with the ability to make genuine choices. In a novel
or play, the writer makes all the choices for the characters.
Experimental theatrical productions have tried to give actors
choices and involve the audience; but when this is done on
anything but a very limited basis, the result is chaos. Books
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that instruct the reader to turn to one of several possible pages
do provide a choice, but not active involvement. The reader is
limited to the alternatives that are spelled out, and he has no
chance to think of a course of action on his own.

The interactive novel will create a new kind of rapport be-
tween the author and the reader. It will let the reader say, in
effect, “Yes, but what if the character did this?”—and see the
author’s answer. It will impose a new burden on the author in
the process; he or she will have to spell out the consequences
of not just one set of actions, but a multitude of choices that
the main character might make.

When will this happen? That’s a dangerous question. But
there is one safe answer: sooner than you think.
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Words Worth a Thousand Pictures

You are in a dimly lit canyon, surrounded by swirling mists
and hemmed in by towering stone walls. There is a dark pit to
the north, and beyond it the glitter of gold. Behind you, from
the south, come the shouts of the approaching horde....

What do you picture when you read those lines? It's up

{‘3“9‘ to you to decide. You read the words and your mind sup-
G plies the images. That’s part of the magic of fiction.
That’s also the magic of text adventures.
i Combining the descriptive power of prose, the speed of

{} your computer, and your own imagination, text adventures
can provide hours of entertainment. COMPUTE!'s Guide to
Adventure Games shows you how those games are created

and how to create your own.

5 What makes a good adventure? You’ll learn what goes
: into a good adventure game, what should be left out. Then,

since many beginning text adventurers play commercial
adventures first, a number of the most popular are reviewed
so that you'll be able to buy with confidence. You'll also
find reviews of several graphic adventures, games that com-
bine the mental imagery of a text adventure with the visual
excitement of good graphics displays.

But there’s nothing like the thrill of creating text adven-
tures of your own. This book shows you how. There is even
a complete adventure program—'"Tower of Mystery’’—that
demonstrates how the programming techniques are applied.
It's ready to type in and run on almost every home '
computer. |
, Like other COMPUTE! books, COMPUTE!'s Guide to
Adventure Games is a perfect combination of clear writing
and solid information. With it, and your imagination, you
can use your computer to explore an infinite number of new
worlds—worlds inside your computer and in your mind.
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