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Foreword

You've come through steamy jungle valleys and over moun-
tains thick with trolls. Across arid prairies and through
labyrinthlike cities, you've persevered. You've fought dragons
and found treasure and braved all sorts of danger. It's been a
long, long trip. Best of all, you've survived.

Is this a story or a game? Both. Adventure games give you
a bit of each.

COMPUTE!'s Guide to Adventure Games introduces you to
those fascinating worlds that can occupy your computer’s
memory and your own mind. Can you really find excitement
in a game made up mostly of words? Definitely. In fact, of all
the games available for home computers, text adventures may
well be the most engrossing. Using nothing but words (in
some cases supplemented by graphics), they create computer-
borne fantasies that excite the imagination in a way that few
other games can match.

Experienced adventure gamers will tell you that text
adventures force you to think, react, and make judgment calls.
You have to reason and make decisions, with real-world re-
sults. You actually experience what your game character
experiences.

There are some excellent text adventures available from
commercial software publishers, and most enthusiasts start
with one of them. To help you pick the games that are right
for you, this book includes reviews of several of the most
popular adventure programs.

But it doesn’t stop there. You'll find hints on basic game
structure and specific tips on programming to help you create
text adventures of your own. You'll also observe many of
these techniques in action in “Tower of Mystery,” a complete
text adventure program ready for you to type in and run. Ver-
sions are included for virtually every popular computer.

The author has had wide experience with text adventure
games. From early experience with Adventure, the granddaddy
of all text adventures, his infatuation with the genre has
grown into an incurable habit. Now, with COMPUTE!’s Guide
to Adventure Games, you're about to discover why.
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Introduction

One of the major fringe benefits of working at MIT’s Lab-
oratory for Computer Science in 1976 was being close to
ARPAnet. ARPAnet was the first nationwide computer net-
work, and some of the most strenuous testing of its capabili-
ties came not from planned experiments but from the volumes
of messages and programs that were passed from site to site.

One of the most popular programs that we received over
ARPAnet was a new game, by Will Crowther and Don Woods,
called Adventure. I was hooked from the start and spent many
weekends at the lab trying to find my way through the Hall of
Mists, past the Troll Bridge, and out of the maze of twisty
little passages.

By 1977 I had moved on to a job in industry, but still
made regular weekend visits to LCS. On one of those visits,
former co-worker Dave Lebling suggested that I try a new
game that he and some friends had been working on. This
game, which he described as an enhanced successor to Adven-
ture, was called Zork.

It was fun. I enjoyed being able to type in four-word com-
mands instead of the two-word commands that Adventure was
limited to. After burgling my way into the house, [ spotted a
rug and tried lifting it. This earned me only a rebuke from the
program, so I wandered off into the woods and remained lost.
Dave encouraged me to try the rug again, and the next version
of the program explained to rug-lifters that the rug was just
too heavy. But moving the rug uncovered a trap door and led
the way to the riches of the Great Underground Empire.

Knowing the need to save batteries, I carried a lamp down
but didn’t turn it on yet. A couple of turns later, I was told, “It
is pitch dark. You are likely to be eaten by a grue.” This, I
thought, was the time to see what Zork was really good at. So
I typed in, WHAT IS A GRUE. The program immediately re-
sponded with an explanation of the nasty creatures, including
their dietary habits. After that, it was a long time before I gave
another thought to Adventure.

That was the beginning of an incurable habit, but I had to
spend the next couple of years suffering withdrawal symp-
toms. Personal computers in 1977 were clumsy to use, and
mass-market software was a concept no one had yet dreamed
up. But the breakthroughs came at last. When the creators of
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Zork formed Infocom and started selling their adventures for
home computers, [ started buying them. Soon I discovered
Scott Adams and other adventure creators as well. Since then,
I have spent many long evenings trying to find hidden trea-
sures and unmask murderers. Eventually I realized that other
adventure enthusiasts could benefit from what I had learned,
and the result is this book.

I have tried to cover every major aspect of adventure
games: their history, how to play them, how to write them,
and where they might lead in the future. I've also reviewed
many of the major adventure games.

As I worked on the book, I realized that there was one

glaring deficiency in my experience: adventures with graphics.

The TRS-80 Model III, which is my mainstay computer, can
display only the crudest black-and-white pictures; adventures
that involve high-resolution graphics just aren’t available for
it. To remedy this, I went to a friend whom I have never met:
Scorpia, the sysop for the Game Special Interest Group on
CompuServe. We had many discussions concerning computer
adventures, and her chapter concerning Sierra On-Line’s
graphic adventures adds greatly to this book.

I have two hopes for this book. First, I trust that readers
will finish it knowing more than before about how to enjoy—
and perhaps write—computer text adventures. Second, and
with unapologetic selfishness, I hope that it will play some
part in encouraging software creators to come out with more
and better adventures.

viii
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P =] man has been murdered. Anyone in the
: 77| household could have done it—or perhaps

i : ?"“‘ A even someone from outside. There are clues,

, 22| but only the sharpest detective will be able to
£~ B~ | spot them and build them into a case against
Ay ORNNE the murderer.

Will the detective succeed? That is up to
you—for you are the detective. You are, in fact, reading a
story; but the story is unfolding on the screen of your com-
puter, in response to your commands. You are playing one of
the most engrossing and demanding kinds of computer games,
the text adventure.

Computer text adventures fall into the very broad cate-
gory of simulation programs. Anyone who has played video
games has dealt with graphic simulations of missile attacks,
jungle chases, automobile races, and the like. Text adventures
also simulate tense situations, but they interact with the user
through words more than through pictures and joystick move-
ments. People may disagree about whether the computer
should use pictures (graphics) or words to describe the simu-
lated situation, and many adventures use both. But for telling
the computer what you want to do, there is no question that
words are far more flexible than any joystick or trackball.

You, the player, are the main character in the story that a
computer adventure lays out. You are presented with a situa-
tion and a goal. Sometimes the goal is a single object, such as
catching a murderer or escaping with your life; at other times
it's a matter of accumulating as many points as possible by
solving problems and picking up treasures along the way.

The program guides you along by giving you a text
description of your character’s surroundings. It might tell you
that you are in a large cave, or a broom closet, or—heaven
help you!—a maze of twisting, identical passages. It will single
out interesting objects that you might be able to pick up or
otherwise use, and it will point out directions in which you
can go.

In response to each description, you type in a verbal-style
command indicating the action you want your character to
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take. Adventure programs vary tremendously in the vocabu-
lary and complexity of commands they will accept. Most
adventures are restricted to simple verb-object commands,
such as TAKE BOOK, ATTACK DRAGON, or GO NORTH.
However, the most sophisticated programs allow commands
with adjectives, multiple objects, and modifying phrases, such
as TAKE ALL BOXES EXCEPT THE RED ONE.

Your character can carry objects. When you give a com-
mand to TAKE an object, the program checks whether you can
in fact pick it up, then adds it to your inventory if you can.
Having the right object at the right time (for instance, a sword
if an unfriendly troll shows up) can be vital to your success.
There are limits, of course, on what you can carry; the pro-
gram will let you carry only so many objects (or, if it’s clever
enough, only so much weight), and there are some objects
that are just too big to pick up.

An adventure consists of a series of puzzles to solve. The
most common challenge is simply figuring out how to get
somewhere. You may have to find a secret passage, open a
lock, get past a guardian, or answer a riddle. Then, after get-
ting to your destination, you might find more surprises. You
could encounter a locked box, an enigmatic machine, or a
dragon sitting on a treasure. In each case, the solution lies in
having the right tools and thinking of the right action.

Unlike video arcade games or realtime action adventures,
some text adventures (which I'll refer to from now on simply
as adventures) invite you to sit back and think instead of call-
ing on you to make quick reflex actions. Most adventures let
you take as long as you want to decide on a command; game
time doesn’t pass while you're making up your mind. The bet-
ter ones even have a save feature that lets you save the cur-
rent state of the game on disk or tape, turn off your computer,
and come back later to continue. But adventures aren’t for the
passive-minded. You have to be observant and inventive to
get through one. ,

At its best, an adventure is a literary form that is unique
in requiring the reader’s participation. In fact, some books
have been written in imitation of adventure games. These ask
the reader to select at intervals one of several possible courses
of action and then to turn to a corresponding page. But they
don’t really demand active participation; the only choices are
the ones listed. The adventure game doesn’t enumerate your
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Stories in Software

alternatives in advance the way an adventure book does; the
right thing to do may be one that doesn’t occur to you for a
long time. The thrill of finally thinking of that solution and
finding that it works is the special pleasure of adventures.

Some people seem to think that enjoyment means turning
off their minds and watching something passively or engaging
in meaningless activity. But for others, enjoyment means
giving their minds a change of pace and scene while still stay-
ing alert and curious. Adventure games offer this kind of
change of pace—the chance to experience a different kind of
world and try to solve the problems that it offers, as well as
the chance to take risks without the unpleasant consequences
of real-life failure. It is escapism, perhaps, in the sense of an
escape from the routine of daily life. But it's not an escape
from thinking.

In the Beginning

Will Crowther created the first adventure game—the prelimi-
nary version of Adventure—in 1975. It was written in FOR-
TRAN on a Digital Equipment Corporation PDP-10 computer,
and its popularity spread quickly as Crowther made it avail-
able nationally through ARPAnet. (ARPAnet was the first
nationwide computer network, linking many computer centers
at universities and research facilities around the country.)

Don Woods of Stanford University made some major
enhancements to Crowther’s program, and the result was the
program that is still regarded as the standard version of
Adventure. Enhancements and adaptations have gone on,
though, and today the game is available in numerous versions
for every sort of computer.

Adventure has all the features that are now traditional
parts of the genre. The player gives two-word commands to
direct the character’s actions (through an underground com-
plex). The more treasure the character finds and brings to the
surface, the more points he gets. And if he solves the entire
labyrinth, he is finally carried away on the shoulders of the
cheering elves.

Crowther’s inspiration for Adventure, with its mixed bag
of mythologies and its environment of mysterious under-
ground passages, came largely from a noncomputer game,
which was as revolutionary in its own field as Adventure was



Stories in Software

in computer games: the role-playing game called Dungeons
and Dragons.

Tactical Studies Rules (now known as TSR Hobbies, Inc.)
published the first edition of Dungeons and Dragons in 1974.
The rules in that edition were badly written and often grossly
ambiguous, but players were thrilled by the concept. D&D is
an open-ended game in which the players assume the roles of
characters in a story and can have those characters attempt
any action whatsoever. The game is controlled by a games-
master, who uses tables, dice, and personal judgment to de-
cide on the effect of a character’s efforts.

In more traditional games, including the most sophis-
ticated war games, the player’s choices are set out in advance.
If a hero piece moves next to an ogre piece, the hero can at-
tack the ogre, run away from it, or even befriend it, if a spe-
cific rule is included. The only options are the ones spelled out
in the rules. But in Dungeons and Dragons, a player can try
anything he might think of. He might try to sneak past the
ogre, intimidate it by waving a weapon, or offer it a reward.
The gamesmaster has to consider the character’s specified abil-
ities and the nature of ogres to assign probabilities to the vari-
ous outcomes; then he rolls the dice (with those probabilities
in mind) to determine what actually happens.

The open-endedness of role-playing games can produce
all kinds of surprises—and as often as not, it’s the
gamesmaster who is surprised. Consider the following di-
alogue from a hypothetical D&D game:

Gamesmaster: You advance north 50 feet and come to
the end of the corridor. There’s a wooden door there.

Garmon (a fighter): I open the door.

(Gamesmaster rolls dice to fool the players, even though
he knows that the door is locked.)

Gamesmaster: It doesn’t even budge.

Melkar (a thief): I'm checking the door to see if it’s
locked or anything.

Gamesmaster: It's locked, all right. You see a bolt going
into the door frame. There’s also a keyhole.

Melkar: You said the door’s made of wood?

Gamesmaster (anticipating): It looks like very tough
wood, probably too tough for an ax.

Melkar (to the other players): Well, we've got that bottle
from the alchemist, which is supposed to warp any wooden
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object entirely out of shape. Shall we try it on the door?

(The gamesmaster is suddenly worried but endeavors to
look impassive. A dialogue ensues in which the players agree
to use the bottle.)

Melkar: I'm going to pour the stuff onto the door, start-
ing close to the lock side, about a foot above the lock. I'm
pouring slowly, to make sure it soaks nicely into the wood.

(The gamesmaster considers. Is this wood so tough that
the chemical will just run off it? Might it just warp the door
more firmly into the lock, so that even when they find the key
they were supposed to use, they won’t be able to open it? Or
will it warp the door out of the lock, as the players hope? He
assigns a range on the possible dice rolls to each of these
alternatives, then rolls.)

Gamesmaster (glumly): You pour the contents of the
bottle onto the door. It starts to buckle, and the lock snaps
loose from the frame. (He smiles as he has another thought,
then rolls the dice.) But some of the potion splashed onto your
hand, Melkar. You took four points of damage.

Melkar: No big deal. Now let’s open the door and see
what'’s in here.

(The players have now entered the central chamber with-
out having met the Wizard who was supposed to have pro-
vided them with the key to the door. This sets up a whole
new situation, which the gamesmaster must now handle.)

Obviously no computer game can be as completely open-
ended as a game managed by a human being. But Adventure
did capture some of the spirit of D&D by not laying out a set
of usable commands before starting the game. The player can
try any command at all, and it just might work, or at least
elicit an amusing response.

The second milestone in computer adventures was a pro-
gram called Zork, designed by Dave Lebling, Marc Blank, Tim
Anderson, and Bruce Daniels. Zork also used a D&D-type
milieu, but its authors had several advantages over Adventure’s
creators. First, the language they used was MDL (humorously
called MUDDLE) a language similar to LISP that has much
better facilities for expressing data relationships than FOR-
TRAN does. Second, they were working just downstairs from
MIT'’s Artificial Intelligence Laboratory, so they had ready ac-
cess to previous work in handling English-language input.

Zork’s creators gave it a command-handling facility that
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went far beyond Adventure. They added prepositional phrases,
indirect objects, adjectives, multiple direct objects, and com-
pound commands. Prepositional phrases allow specifying an
implement to be used in an action (ATTACK DEMON WITH
TOOTHPICK). Adjectives distinguish between objects of the
same category (OPEN LARGE BOX). Multiple direct objects
are convenient when grabbing or discarding several things at
once (TAKE DIAMOND AND AX AND HAT). Multiple ob-
jects are implied in the command DROP ALL, and further
refinements come from combining adjectives, prepositions, and
multiple objects (TAKE ALL GEMS EXCEPT THE BROKEN
ONE).

Zork also expanded the scope of the nonplayer characters
controlled by the program. Adventure has several dwarves and
a pirate who move around randomly and take specific actions,
such as throwing knives at the adventurer; it also has some
characters in fixed locations who perform specialized func-
tions, such as blocking a bridge. But in Zork, the pirate is up-
graded to Thief, a character who performs a number of
unpleasant functions besides taking treasure away from you.
For instance, he may pick up objects and drop them off in an-
other place to confuse you. There is also a robot, who can
move at your command and who might be able to do jobs that
a human could not manage. Other creatures (including a troll
and a Cyclops) do not move, but their capabilities are more
varied than their counterparts in Adventure.

Combat with these creatures is especially interesting, for
the battle is not decided by a single blow. Instead, each fighter
accumulates wounds, and several wounds are usually needed
to kill. In each turn during a combat, both the adventurer and
his adversary can attack; the effectiveness of the attack is af-
fected by the attacker’s health and his choice of weapon, as
well as by a random factor. One side will usually get the up-
per hand and then finish off his wounded opponent; but if the
attacker is disarmed at a crucial moment, he can suddenly find
himself in trouble.

Another feature found in Zork is the use of vehicles,
which can take the adventurer to places unreachable on foot.
You must BOARD the vehicle before using it, then issue an
appropriate command, such as LAUNCH, to make it carry
you. You don't necessarily have full control of the vehicle; this
can be inconvenient if you are in a boat rushing toward a
waterfall.
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The original version of Zork was created in 1977; the
name incidentally, is just a nonsense word of the sort popular
in MIT’s computer labs for spur-of-the-moment generic names.
A couple of years later, its creators implemented the Z-
machine. The idea of the Z-machine was to write Zork for one
imaginary computer and then write programs for real com-
puters that would let them run as if they were Z-machines.
(This is the same concept as the P-code system that lets com-
piled Pascal programs be moved from one computer to an-
other.) The Z-machine software included a high-level,
LISP-like language called ZIL (Zork Implementation Language)
and an assembly language called ZAP (Zork Assembly Pro-
gram). The first Z-machine emulator was created for the TRS-
80 Model I, followed shortly by an Apple version. The original
Zork was reduced to a smaller program, with the intention
(since fulfilled) of releasing the remaining portions as parts II
and IIL

Zork's creators formed Infocom to sell their adventure pro-
grams. Originally the marketing was done through Personal
Software; later, Infocom set up its own marketing and direct
sales operations.

Since releasing Zork, Infocom has continued to enhance
the command-handling capability of its new adventures. In
addition, starting with Deadline, it has introduced real plots
into its adventures. True, Zork has some rudimentary elements
of plotting, including the adventurer’s ongoing war with the
Thief. But Deadline and subsequent Infocom adventures have
tied all the events into a single, overriding purpose—catching
the murderer, stopping a plague, or whatever.

As microcomputers grew in popularity, Scott Adams
broke ground in a different direction with his Adventure Inter-
national series. Many hobby computers have no more than 16
kilobytes of storage and can input programs only from an or-
dinary audio-cassette recorder. This puts programs like Zork
and even Adventure out of their reach. But Adams showed
that with clever programming techniques, enough material can
be crammed into that amount of storage to make an exciting
adventure program.

Adams’s first adventures used an interpreter program,
written in BASIC, that would read a data file and spin out the
adventure in accordance with the data in that file and the
player’s input. This method provided much more effective use

9
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of data storage than straightforward programming of the
adventure in BASIC would have provided.

Since then, Adams has rewritten his interpreter to run in
the machine language of a variety of computers. This rewriting
has enhanced the speed and compactness of the adventures
while greatly reducing the amount of time they take to load
from cassette tape. For those interested, the original BASIC
version of Adams’s Pirate’s Adventure was published in the
December 1980 issue of Byte.

All 12 programs in Adams’s series use a standard screen
format for presenting information. The top part shows the
character’s current locations (“I am in....""), followed by a list
of “visible items.” The remainder of the screen, which may
vary in size depending on the size of the items list, is a
scrolling area for commands and responses.

The descriptions and responses are terse; Adams prefers
having more rooms and a larger command vocabulary to giving
lengthy descriptions. The same phrase will often be incor-
porated into several different responses, at a savings in mem-
ory over having each response be different. For instance, the
phrase ““won’t let me” might appear in the reactions of several
different guardians.

As memory becomes cheaper and home computers with
disk drives become more common, the restrictions that af-
fected Adams'’s earliest adventures are becoming less of a
problem. Adventure publishers are looking for ways to take
advantage of the additional capability of expanded memory.
One path that several publishers are pursuing is the Zork ap-
proach, which has more descriptions, a larger vocabulary, and
more complex command handling. Such adventures as Cyborg
and Empire of the Over-Mind have gone this way to varying
degrees. Another popular route, though it has not always been
put to the best possible use, is the addition of graphics.

Graphics, when used to complement the text and not just
illustrate it, can add a great deal to an adventure. One of the
best examples is Prisoner 2, in which the situation is presented
largely through graphics, and commands directly affect the
picture. Other adventures provide animated sequences to get
from one location to another. Too often, though, graphics are
used just to illustrate the text with still pictures. Since the best
home-computer graphics today fail to live up to the quality of
a Saturday-morning cartoon, this is a rather ineffective use of
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computer storage. If the author of an adventure really wants
to provide illustrations, he or she would be better off to in-
clude a booklet and have the program say, “Look at page 23"
(though this does have the disadvantage of letting players
peek before they’ve gotten to their destination). Avalon Hill’s
G.ES. Sorceress makes good use of this method.

Complicated command handlers do take a lot of program-
ming effort, and the publisher has to be able to justify the
cost. On the other side of the ledger, too, computer-game
publishers may be hesitant to make their product too complex.
Still, several publishers have been contributing to the slow but
steady growth of more sophisticated adventure programs. This
growth suggests that there are computer gamers who can
handle the English language and who regard a game as a
chance to think about something different rather than to stop
thinking.

Origins

The English-language-handling capabilities of adventure pro-
grams, and especially of Zork and its descendants, owe a great
deal to the work that was done in artificial intelligence (Al) in
the 1960s and ‘70s. The researchers in Al put a great deal of
work into handling natural language input, meaning input in
English or other human languages, and some of the results are
remarkable.

The best known of these Al programs is Eliza by Professor
Joseph Weizenbaum at MIT. Eliza, named for the heroine of
Shaw’s Pygmalion, accepts input text in English and produces
responses based on a script. The best-known Eliza script simu-
lates a psychotherapist, and the program that uses this script is
often known as Doctor.

(There are several programs available for microcomputers
that are called Eliza, and that emulate the original program'’s
Doctor script to a greater or lesser extent. But most of these
programs lack any script-handling capability, or at least don't
let the user know how to create scripts. Thus, they miss the
major point of the original Eliza.)

According to Weizenbaum, who described the program in
“Eliza—A Computer Program for the Study of Natural Lan-
guage Communication Between Man and Machine” (Commu-
nications of the ACM, Volumn 9, No. 1, January 1966), “The
gross procedure of the program is quite simple; the text is read

11
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and inspected for the presence of a keyword. If such a word is
found, the sentence is transformed according to a rule asso-
ciated with the keyword, if not a content-free remark or, un-
der certain conditions, an earlier transformation is retrieved.
The text so computed or retrieved is then printed out.”

The program might turn I HATE YOU into YOU HATE
ME, for instance, or cue on a word like BROTHER or
MOTHER to evoke a standard question about the user’s family.
It is easy enough for the user to provide input that drives the
program to unintelligible responses, but some sessions have let
the program seem surprisingly human. A piece of sample di-
alogue, presented by Weizenbaum, follows, with the pro-
gram'’s responses in uppercase:

I need some help, that much seems certain.

WHAT WOULD IT MEAN TO YOU IF YOU GOT SOME HELP
Perhaps I could learn to get along with my mother.

TELL ME SOME MORE ABOUT YOUR FAMILY

My mother takes care of me.

WHO ELSE IN YOUR FAMILY TAKES CARE OF YOU

My father.

YOUR FATHER

You are like my father in some ways.

WHAT RESEMBLANCE DO YOU SEE

Eliza showed that a computer program could scan
English-language input and produce interesting results; how-
ever, its approach is entirely different from the method needed
for any sort of command input. Rather than trying to ex-
haustively analyze the syntax of each input line, Eliza simply
looks for key words and phrases and makes the best of those.
It will never admit to not understanding a sentence.
Weizenbaum has been somewhat embarrassed by the ““aura of
magic” that the program has acquired and stresses that it is
“merely a translating processor.”

The program’s strategy of concealing its failures is appro-
priate to generating that aura.

“But to encourage its conversational partner to offer
inputs from which it can select remedial information,”
Weizenbaum notes, “it must reveal its misunderstanding.” A
program that does this successfully—that, for instance, can tell
the user it doesn’t understand CLOBBER THE DIRTY CROOK
and indicate the exact point of failure—has to take quite a dif-
ferent approach from Eliza.

12
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In addition, Eliza retains only a little information from
previous input. It does not change its model of the situation in
response to every input line. Such information as it does retain
has very little structure to it; it simply allows the program to
make occasional references back to earlier parts of the di-
alogue. For instance, some time after the user mentions an ill-
ness he once had, the program might attempt to liven the
dialogue with the line, AWHILE AGO YOU MENTIONED
YOUR ILLNESS. WHAT ELSE DOES THAT SUGGEST TO
YOU? Even the most elementary adventure program has to do
more than Eliza in this regard.

A more direct ancestor to adventure games, particularly to
Zork, was T. Winograd’s SHRDLU. This program, created as
part of his 1971 Ph.D. thesis, accepts complex commands for
moving blocks of various shapes around. The program kept
track of the blocks only in an internal representation; but with
today’s robotic technology, if not that of 1971, it would be fea-
sible to have a mechanical arm that actually obeyed the
commands.

You might, for instance, tell SHRDLU to pick up the big
red block. This causes it to perform a whole sequence of ac-
tions to carry out the command. First it must determine which
object is the big red block; then it must check if any objects
are sitting on the block and move them to the “table” that
supports all objects. After that, it can designate the indicated
block as being picked up.

Patrick H. Winston, in Artificial Intelligence (Addison-
Wesley, 1977) cites four categories that are significant in
SHRDLU's “blocks world.” These are objects (such as specific
blocks and pyramids); relations between objects (such as IN-
FRONT-OF and SUPPORTED-BY); relations between objects
and intrinsic properties (such as color and size); and actions
(such as PICK-UP, PUT-ON, and STACK).

These capabilities are necessary to any simulation that in-
volves manipulating physical objects in a realistic way. In an
adventure program, you need to know whether the dragon
(object) is on the pedestal (relation between objects), which
pedestal you are talking about (its intrinsic properties), and
whether it is possible to open the pedestal (action) without
doing something else first.

SHRDLLU, in its restricted context, has capabilities that
go beyond any adventure program yet created. Its syntax
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handling allows very complex commands. Relations between
intrinsic properties, such as “taller than,” are within its capac-
ity, as are alternatives such as “either a green cube or a
pyramid.”

On the other hand, SHRDLU deals with a very small class
of objects, which occupy only one “room” and which always
remain passive except when manipulated by a command. A
block will not explode two turns after you put it in the box,
nor will a second robot walk in and steal it. There is no ques-
tion of what implement to use for an action, since the robot
has only one hand. SHRDLU is an expert in a very narrow
field; adventure programs must be generalists by comparison.

Computer Fantasies

When talking about Eliza, SHRDLU, or adventure programs, it
is important to realize that these programs do not think. Each
of these programs is set up to deal with its input and generate
output according to certain rules that cannot be broken.

Some artificial intelligence programs, such as Eliza, have
made a great impression on naive users, who have thought
that the computer really ““understood”” what they were telling
it. Weizenbaum has been honest enough to discourage this
impression; unfortunately, creators of some other computer
programs seem to seriously believe that what the programs are
doing is “thinking” or “understanding.”

Working with these programs is a good way to dispel any
illusions about what they are doing. Enter commands which
go beyond their designated capabilities, and the programs
either return a stock confession of ignorance or issue non-
sensical responses.

Deliberately playing an adventure in this way—not trying
to solve it, but to probe the limits of its present capabilities—
can be fun as well as help to break down the illusion that the
computer “knows” something. With a two-word command
handler and a tiny vocabulary, overcoming the program is so
easy that it doesn’t provide any satisfaction. But if the program
is powerful enough that you can’t be sure whether a com-
mand really is beyond the program, then testing it can become
an enjoyable game in itself.

Player: Drop dead
Program: I DON'T SEE ANY DEAD HERE
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Granted, even the best adventure programs don’t match
the complicated conversational programs coming out of arti-
ficial intelligence labs. Still, the pattern is there. The program
handles only a certain amount of subject matter and can handle
it only according to certain rules. When the input touches on a
borderline or unusual case of the subject matter, the success of
the program depends on how complete the rules are in that
area. If the subject matter is well delimited—a chess game or
the manipulation of blocks, for instance—then the pro-
grammer doesn’t have to worry very much about the border-
line cases. But when it is wide open, as it is when the program
is trying to simulate the actions of a human adventurer, then
there will always be cases that the program can’t handle.
Discovering this truth helps to take much of the mystique
away from complex computer programs.

An adventure game can be played on a number of levels.
You can treat it simply as a game of logic and try to solve the
puzzles. You can look at it as an unfolding story in which
your actions shape your character’s fate. Or you can offer it
your own challenge and see how far you can push it before it
reaches its limits.

The games also promote a special sort of interaction
among people, even though they are played solitaire. In play-
ing an adventure, you may find yourself stuck on some point;
if you've tried your best, there’s nothing wrong with asking a
friend who's already played the game to offer you a hint.
Experienced players delight in coming up with subtle, devious
hints in response to inquiries. A good hint still lets the player
solve the puzzle mostly on his or her own; it just gives an-
other perspective on the situation. Pac-Man, on the other
hand, doesn’t lend itself to much conversation beyond asking
what fruit is in the tenth maze.

Can an adventure game be played only once? This is like
asking if a novel can be read only once. Usually you would
rather go on to a new book than reread an existing one; but if
a particular book contains more subtleties than you could en-
joy in a single reading, you may well want to read it over and
over again. The same is true, in a somewhat different way, of
a good adventure game. Even after you've reached the highest
score, you can go back and try courses you hadn’t taken
before just to see what might happen. If you got through a
situation by luck, you might want to look again in order to
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see whether the author planted some subtle clue you could
have used.

No other class of computer games offers such a multi-
faceted source of excitement. Chess sharpens your analytic
powers, war games test your sense of strategy, word games
stretch your ability to recognize words, and arcade shoot-‘em-
ups challenge your coordination and reactions. But none of
these offers the range of satisfactions to be found in a top-
quality adventure.

Welcome, then, to the dungeon, to the scene of the crime,
and to other worlds.

16

3 3 3



o
I A
iy A
N,
»
i 1y @BRONN i

What Makes a
Good Adventure!?



" EEE® meEn e



3

Adventure?

n judging the quality of any home computer
software, you should keep one point in mind:
publishers of this kind of software suffer a
theft, or piracy, rate that would frighten any
store owner. It’s hard for someone to justify
large development costs when he knows that

a large percentage of the people who take
advantage of his efforts won't be paying him anything. Under
the circumstances, we should be grateful that people keep
producing new home computer programs at all, instead of
moving into a more financially secure area.

Evaluating adventures is trickier than evaluating most
other kinds of software. A strictly practical program, such as
an accounting package or word processor, is judged by how
easily it gets the job done. Even with an ordinary game pro-
gram, the critic expects the commands or controls to be as
easy to use as possible. And in either case, the documentation
is supposed to be complete; if you aren’t told how to print a
letter or shoot at the invaders, you have every reason to
complain.

With an adventure, on the other hand, figuring out how
the program works is part of playing the game. You don't
know what all the commands are or whether they’ll always
work. The program might even go into a special mode without
warning, requiring you to use an entirely different set of com-
mands until you get back into the normal situation.

Even so, there are definite standards for a good adven-
ture, just as there are standards for a good novel. First of all,
the difficulties in an adventure should lie in the situation it
presents, not in getting the program to understand what you
mean. There is nothing more frustrating than knowing exactly
what you want to do but being unable to convey your intent
to the program. To avoid this frustration, the program should
have a powerful command parser, a large vocabulary, and
understandable error messages. As the authors of Zork put it,
“the game should simulate the real world sufficiently well so
that the player is able to spend most of his time solving the
problems rather than solving the program.”
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In a game with a good parser, you can express your ac-
tions directly. In an adventure that accepts only two-word
commands, it is difficult to express an action like putting a
coal into a fire. The program must either arbitrarily assume
that DROP COAL puts it into the fire or ask for a second com-
mand to specify the destination of the coal. Being able to type
DROP COAL IN FIRE is much more convenient.

A large vocabulary can increase both the number of avail-
able actions and the number of ways the player can express
those actions. After all, kicking an ogre might do something
useful; why not let the player try it? Having a small vocabu-
lary encourages playing the program rather than playing the
adventure, since it lets the player zero in on the correct actions
just by noticing that certain words are in the game’s vocabu-
lary. If the vocabulary is large, the mere fact that a word is
acceptable doesn’t mean that it’s necessary to solving the
puzzle.

Good error handling makes it easier to figure out just
where the program’s limits lie. If the response is simply “I
don’t understand,” you can't tell whether one of the words
you used isn’t in the program’s vocabulary (or which word) or
whether the way you combined the words made no sense to
it. This means you have to rephrase a command several times
before you can figure out why you weren’t getting through.

The program’s responses should be clear and grammati-
cal. Exits and objects should be clearly noted, unless they are
supposed to be difficult to find. Descriptions should convey a
sense of your actually being there, just like descriptive pas-
sages in any other work of fiction.

They should also follow the rules of the language on
grammar and spelling. Sadly, a number of adventure publish-
ers have allowed errors to slip into their games—errors that
even the sloppiest magazine editor would catch at a glance.
The trouble is that nearly all adventure authors are pro-
grammers first and writers second.

Responses shouldn’t be misleading. It's acceptable for the
program to misdirect the player, to disguise the nature of
things, but it shouldn’t produce a response that flatly contra-
dicts the way the adventure world is intended to be. That may
sound obvious, but it’s tricky to accomplish because of all the
possible actions that a player can attempt. The first version of
Zork, for instance, responded to attempts to LIFT the rug by

20

3 1 b 3

-

5

WA



=

What Makes a Good Adventure?

saying that fiddling with it wasn’t useful, when in fact there
was something hidden under it. The program handled the in-
tended verb, MOVE, correctly, but the writers just hadn't
considered the possibility that someone would try LIFT.

If the adventure includes graphics, they should do more
than just illustrate what the text says. They should supply
additional facts or at least expand on the ones the text men-
tions. Many graphic adventures do this by including items in
the graphics but not mentioning them in the list of items
present. In many cases, the graphics can also help to clarify
the geographic layout. Some adventures, however, add graph-
ics only as an afterthought. In those cases, they only slow
things down and leave less room on the screen for text.

The speed at which the program runs is important. If you
have to wait ten or fifteen seconds after each command, it's
easy to get bored with the adventure. This can be a problem if
the program is constantly bringing in graphics or text overlays
from the disk, especially on systems with slow disk drives.
The language in which the adventure is written can affect its
speed; any program that runs under a BASIC interpreter is going
to be slower than an equivalent machine language program.

Finally, the quality of the theme, story (if any), and asso-
ciated puzzles is all-important. Not all adventure programs
spin out a story; some just present an assortment of puzzles in
a common setting. But in either case the situation should hold
the player’s interest, or the program degenerates into a dry ex-
ercise in problem solving. In Adventure, much of the pleasure
comes from the sense of going deeper and deeper into the
cave and discovering unexpected passages. Monsters and trea-
sures aside, it conveys the feeling of exploring a spectacular
area. In Witness and other mystery adventures, it comes from
interacting with the characters and discovering their motives.

To have this quality, the adventure should fit together as
a self-consistent world. This means that the puzzles should
play fair, but it includes much more. Elements that are foreign
to the game’s milieu shouldn’t intrude. If the setting is based
on science fiction, a puzzle shouldn't arbitrarily throw in
magical elements. If it follows the world of Greek mythology,
Wotan and Brunhilde shouldn’t appear without a good reason.

Deliberately mixing milieus can be the basis of an amusing
story, as in Poul Anderson’s novel, Operation Chaos, which
gleefully combines magic and science fiction. But the mixing
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should be intentional and well prepared, or the player will get
the feeling that the author is just trying to confuse him.

The difficulties that the player’s character encounters
should make sense in terms of the situation. It makes sense,
for example, that an elevator button might be gimmicked so
that trespassers will have trouble getting to restricted areas.
However, it doesn’t make sense to have the elevator button at
the other end of the building. The player should be able to
recognize patterns and follow them through logically. If he’s
reduced to trying every possible action at random, then the
adventure (or at least that particular puzzle) is a failure.

The adventure should also create the illusion that the
player’s character is a clever person who anticipates diffi-
culties, senses dangers, and deals with them successfully on
his way to victory. When the player has finally solved the
adventure and can play it from beginning to triumphant end,
the actions he takes along the way should seem reasonable to
someone looking over his shoulder.

This means that every danger should be preceded by
signs that, at least in hindsight, can be recognized as a warn-
ing. It means that the character shouldn’t have to take actions
that are motivated only by information he gained in a “pre-
vious life.”

Some adventures give the character a limited number of
resurrections; this makes it more likely that he will learn from
fatal mistakes. However, such an approach makes sense only
in a capricious world like that of Adventure or Zork, or in one
in which science, magic, or mythology permits a return to life,
such as Lords of Karma. Adventures with more natural environ-
ments don’t have this recourse.

Consider, for example, the case of a room full of poison
gas. The way to get through the room is to give the command
HOLD BREATH before entering. If the character has no rea--
son for holding his breath except that he choked to death in
that room the last time he played, his actions become illogical.

However, things can be kept reasonable if the description
of the previous room states that wisps of green mist are com-
ing from under the door. Giving the command SMELL MIST
might elicit a stronger warning, and then it would make sense
that the character should take precautions. The point isn't that
a really good player should be able to get through the adven-
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ture on the first try, but that the character should stay within
the bounds of the game’s reality.

So what is a good adventure? A good adventure is one in
which the player can vicariously experience the sense of being
the character in a story. To the greatest extent possible, the
player shouldn’t have to worry about the right phrasing. He
should be able to feel that his opposition is the situation itself,
rather than a programmer who’s trying to confuse him. The
adventures currently on the market vary tremendously in how
closely they approach this ideal, and even the best have a long
way to go.
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n the world of adventure programs, certain
families stand out enough to deserve overall
discussions in addition to reviews of their in-
dividual members. Among the most note-
worthy of these is Infocom’s Interlogic
adventure series.

Infocom’s adventures use text without
graphics, a fact in which the company’s advertisements take
great pride. A typical Infocom ad states, “We draw our graph-
ics from the limitless imagery of your imagination—a tech-
nology so powerful, it makes any picture that’s ever come out
of a screen look like graffiti by comparison.” Sticking to text
has another advantage: it makes it much easier to put the
same adventure out on many different computers.

In the realm of text, Infocom is considered by many
clearly to be the industry leader. Its products are unmatched in
command handling, story construction, and literary quality.
Commands can use adjectives, prepositions, and multiple ob-
jects. PUT THE RED CARD ON THE TABLE, GIVE THE
RING TO THE WEASEL-LIKE ALIEN, and TAKE ALL BOXES
EXCEPT THE WOODEN BOX are typical of what the pro-
grams can handle. Each program “understands” more than
600 different words.

The programs make use of the context in interpreting
commands. Suppose, for instance, that you want to attack a
troll with your sword. Then you could type the whole com-
mand, ATTACK TROLL WITH SWORD. Aternatively, you can
type only ATTACK TROLL. If you have only one weapon (a
sword, for instance), the program will add the message (with
the sword) to let you know what assumption it has made. If
you have more than one weapon, it will ask what you want to
attack the troll with. You don’t have to retype the whole com-
mand at this point; you can just type SWORD or KNIFE or
whatever your choice of weapon might be.

Another way to initiate an attack against the troll would
be to type SWING SWORD. The program will then look for a
possible target. If the troll is the most reasonable target, it will
complete the command and let you attack the troll.

There are hazards, though. In an early version of Zork I, if
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there were no better target around, the program would give
the message (at the you) in response to SWING SWORD—in
fact, to swinging anything, however harmless—and cheerfully
let you commit suicide. The complexities of a program often
lead to surprises, even to the people who wrote it.

Infocom’s developers have been learning from experience
with such unexpected results, and they have incorporated a
few improvements into each new product. Recently the com-
pany went back to Zork I and re-released it with many of the
enhancements that they had created for more recent games.

Each of the adventures has a similar format; the text
scrolls up the screen, and a status line at the top displays such
information as the name of the currently occupied room and
the player’s score. Many of the descriptions are long, and the
player is prompted to hit a key for MORE if the text is so
lengthy that it would scroll off the screen before he could read
it. A standard feature is the ability to save the state of the
game on any return and later restore it. The number of avail-
able save files varies from one computer system to another.

Many of the adventures are populated by characters who
are busily moving about, even when the player’s character
isn’t around to see them. It is possible to address these charac-
ters; for example, you could type FRED, TELL ME ABOUT
MR. SMITH. The limitations of the technology show up more
in talking to characters than in straight command handling;
there are a lot of things you'd like to ask the characters that
you can’t. The format is still basically verb, object, and prepo-
sitional phrase; this excludes a lot of probing questions.

Time is a major factor. Game time passes only when the
player enters a move, but then any number of things may
happen. In several of the adventures, the player’s character
must eat, drink, and sleep after a certain amount of game time
has passed. Characters do things at scheduled times, and natu-
ral events may happen after a certain amount of time has
passed. In the murder mysteries Deadline and Witness, the time
of day is so critical that it is displayed on the status line.

Although Zork was written to challenge MIT students and
staff members, not for the general computer-gaming commu-
nity, Infocom’s more recent adventures, starting with Witness,
have been at an easier level than the earlier ones. This move
was intended to appeal to a wider market. Let’s hope that the
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company will continue to put out really challenging adven-
tures along with the easier ones.

Most of the negative points about Infocom’s adventures
come at a level that other companies haven't even reached
yet. Occasionally a puzzle has an arbitrary solution or requires
tedious trial and error. A more significant point is that the
tongue-in-cheek attitude that runs through all the adventures
has kept them from developing into stories of real worth. The
plot of Deadline, for instance, is worthy of Agatha Christie in
its basic ideas, but it has many touches that remind the player
that it’s “only a game.” For instance, in one of the rooms is a
novelization of Deadline itself. If you read the ending of the
book, you learn that the detective kills himself in disgust—and
then you kill yourself in disgust.

There’s nothing wrong with humor, but the writers at
Infocom seem afraid to be taken seriously. Perhaps they’re too
self-conscious about the limitations of the medium or too dif-
fident about their literary abilities.

But it’s hard to complain about a company that has
accomplished so much more than anyone else. If a competitor
arises with adventures of equal technical quality but different
strengths, then serious criticisms will be more meaningful.

Hints are available from Infocom in the form of the
“InvisiClues” booklets. These illustrated booklets give hints
printed in invisible ink, which can be exposed with the
developing marker that is included with the game. One book-
let and a map are packaged together for each game. Besides
providing an aid to perplexed players, they make a good
souvenir of a completed game. Finally, a newsletter called The
New Zork Times is available to anyone who wants to be put on
Infocom’s mailing list.

Now let’s take a look at Infocom’s adventures, one at a
time. The reviews are presented here in the order in which the
programs were released.

Zork 1

Zork I: The Great Underground Empire, by Marc Blank and
Dave Lebling, is essentially a cut-back version of the original
Zork, with very little new material added. The reduction is
only in the number of rooms and accompanying puzzles; the
command handling, descriptions of the surviving rooms, and
general capabilities are retained in full.
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Zork I borrows a lot from Adventure. There is a house on
the surface near the Great Underground Empire; there is “a
maze of twisty little passages, all alike”; and there is a Thief
who is an enhanced version of Adventure’s pirate. The map
and puzzles, however, are completely different from those of
its predecessor. The Great Underground Empire gives the im-
pression of a world created entirely out of magic, in contrast
with the natural feel of Adventure’s Colossal Cave.

Nothing resembling a plot is to be found. Your goal is
simply to go down into the dungeon, recover treasures, and
put them in the trophy case in the house. Not all the treasures
are in the dungeon; a few are to be found in the surrounding
woods and along the Frigid River, which stretches from Flood
Control Dam #3 to Aragain Falls. When you have stored all
the treasures away, you are rewarded with an ending that
serves as a lead-in to Zork II.

Light is necessary in the dungeon, since there are hungry
creatures called grues roaming anywhere it is dark. Only a
light will keep them at a distance. Grues have become Infocom'’s
standard way of enforcing the need for light, lurking even in
the dark passageways of science-fiction adventures.

Consistency obviously wasn't a goal. Some parts are tech-
nological, such as the dam and the machine in the coal mine,
and even the brass lantern (like the one in Adventure) runs on
batteries. Elsewhere there are elements of pure magic, such as
the rainbow bridge. A Cyclops, who turns out to be the son of
Polyphemus from the Odyssey, has somehow wandered in.
The torch has an inextinguishable flame that seems magical,
but it also has some realistic physical drawbacks. Some of the
puzzles require strict logic; others need wild flashes of
intuition.

There isn’t necessarily a single solution to a problem.
When you first meet the Cyclops, for instance, he may seem
impossible to defeat, but there are actually two different ways
to handle him.

Just getting your treasures back to the house is a problem
in itself; someone always locks the door to the dungeon after
you go in, so you have to find another way back out. There
are several such exits, though some of them may not be wide
enough to let you carry everything out.

An assortment of weapons is available to you. Some are
better than others, and some may be positively suicidal in use.
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If your weapons fail you and all seems lost, prayer may help.

This adventure is a good introduction to Infocom’s line,
since it awards points for performing certain tasks and for
acquiring treasure. This gives the beginner a sense of making
progress. Some other Infocom titles, such as Deadline and Wit-
ness, give no points for partial success; these are better suited
for experienced players who can hope to finish the whole
thing. Others, including Enchanter and Planetfall, give points
for making progress but are really built around a single goal.
Zork I is the only Infocom adventure that gives the less experi-
enced player a chance to pick up a few of the treasures, leave
with them, and get a sense of accomplishment.

Zork II

Zork 1I: The Wizard of Frobozz, by Marc Blank and Dave
Lebling, continues where Zork I leaves off. Before you are
more underground passages to explore. You discover such
creatures as a dragon and a unicorn, which are no more than
you expected in such a place. But soon you find that you have
a more persistent foe—the Wizard of Frobozz—who contin-
ually throws an assortment of spells at you. His specialty is
spells beginning with F, such as Fear, Falling, and Fierceness.
Most of these spells are just nuisances, but the wrong one at
the wrong time might make you launch a kamikaze attack on
the dragon or fall fatally off a cliff. In the end you can defeat
the Wizard, but the cost will be high.

As in Zork I, you accumulate treasures and score points
for them. This time, however, there is no concept of going
home with some of the treasures. You can leave the dungeon
only when you have solved everything, and then you will exit
to a passage that leads to Zork III.

One of the most difficult features here is a maze that
seems entirely random. There is an odd pattern of clues to the
maze, including diamond-shaped windows, a club autographed
by Babe Flathead, and the Wizard’s voice, mocking your in-
ability to get to first base. But even with this information, it
may be a long time before you discover the maze’s secret, and
it may be even longer before you pass the obstacle that lies
beyond the maze.

There is a rather unlikely explosive device in this game;
when you find that you might need an explosive, you may
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have to start lighting various objects until you do yourself in.
Then you can figure out how to use it correctly.

Zork 1T

Zork I1I: The Dungeon Master, by Marc Blank and Dave
Lebling, takes on a different flavor from the first two. Your ob-
ject is not to acquire treasures, but to gain entry to the sanc-
tum of the Dungeon Master. What you’ll need in order to
accomplish that is learned only through careful observation.
As in the first two installments, you face an adversary; how-
ever, the obvious response to his challenge isn’t necessarily
the right one. The encounter may leave you wondering
whether George Lucas played this game before creating Return
of the Jedi.

Instead of having a point system for accumulating trea-
sures, Zork III gives you a “potential” rating from 0 to 7,
based primarily on your reaching certain locations in the laby-
rinth. This score isn’t very informative, since you may have
reached all the right places but still not have performed the
right actions or obtained the items you need.

A more useful indicator is the Dungeon Master’s response
each time you seek him out. He will express near-despair if
you haven’t found any of the objects you need, and he will
get more encouraging as you accumulate more of them. But
there is one deed that you must perform before you even get
to see him.

In most adventures, the map remains constant except for
passages that you open and close by your actions. Here,
though, an earthquake intervenes part way through the
adventure to destroy existing passages and open new ones.
This makes being in the right place at the right time very im-
portant. Elsewhere in the adventure, being in the right time at
the right place is what counts...but I'll leave that one for you
to puzzle over.

In one room you will find a portal that lets you see and
briefly enter scenes labeled I, II, III, and IV. Two of these take
you into parts of the earlier Zorks, and the third takes you to
another room in the current adventure. The one labeled IV
takes you to a scene that has since become part of Enchanter;
your stay there is brief but permanent.
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Deadline

In Deadline, by Marc Blank, you are the detective and have 12
hours to solve a murder. The clock ticks, not in real time, but
according to how much time it takes your character to perform
each action you specify. The status line at the top of the
screen tells you exactly what time it is, a fact which is im-
portant for anticipating scheduled events as well as for know-
ing how much time is left.

The adventure is peopled by characters who are con-
stantly moving about the house, engaged in routine tasks (or
perhaps trying to destroy evidence). You can explore the
house, examine possible evidence, have Sergeant Duffy take
items to the lab for analysis, and eventually arrest a suspect
when you think you have enough evidence. To bring the
adventure to a successful conclusion, you must not only arrest
the correct suspect but have enough evidence to get a
conviction.

The dead man, Marshall Robner, has apparently commit-
ted suicide in a locked room by taking an overdose of a
prescription drug. But there is a suspicious circumstance. Just a
few days before his death, Robner contacted his lawyer about
changing his will. Could someone have poisoned Robner? And
if so, how?

As with any good mystery, there are subplots and red
herrings. As you make progress, you may be convinced sev-
eral times that you have found the real murderer, only to dis-
cover that you have to recheck the facts and let the situation
develop a little more. But if you wait too long, the murderer
may strike again to get rid of someone who knows too much—
and it may be you!

The variety of possible outcomes is very impressive. Aside
from the one you would like—arresting and convicting the
murderer—you can arrest a suspect and not get a conviction,
or get killed yourself, or run out of time. If you don’t get a
conviction, you receive a letter explaining just why the jury
was dissatisfied with your case.

The package comes with a sealed folder containing a let-
ter describing your assignment, along with various memos and
items of evidence. These show the same attention to detail as
the game itself.
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Starcross

Starcross, by Dave Lebling, casts you as a space miner whose
luck is running low until your mass detector reports a pre-
viously uncharted asteroid in the area. But when you go to in-
vestigate it, your delight changes to astonishment—the object
is not an asteroid, but a gigantic alien spaceship! You have
little choice at that point, as a tractor beam brings you into a
docking area; you might as well see what's in the artifact.

The first trick is to get in. You find a bunch of oddly ar-
ranged bumps on the airlock, and pressing one is apt to make
them all disappear. But look again; does that arrangement re-
mind you of anything? This motif of having to recognize
arrangements of dots or bumps occurs several times in the
adventure.

The makers of the artifact stay out of sight, but you dis-
cover that an assortment of species from other worlds is on
board. There is a tribe of weasel-like aliens, pathetically
degenerated from their once high technological level. There is
a lone intelligent spider, who is content to stand by and ob-
serve things. Worst of all, the makers have visited the world
of Zork and brought grues aboard; these nasty creatures lurk
in dark places, ready to devour you if you don't stay in the
light.

& Before long, you realize that the makers are subjecting
you to an intelligence test and that your life is forfeit if you
don't pass. Success, on the other hand, will make you a hero,
since you will be able to bring a product of unbelievably ad-
vanced technology to Earth.

The key to success is finding the various colored rods
around the artifact, which are used to activate machines and
open doors. You have to make progress here quickly, since
you find that the place is running out of breathable air.

Among the entertaining touches that are scattered
throughout the artifact is a computer that stands in need of re-
pair. If you forget to take certain basic precautions, you end
up filling the air with the delightful smell of fried computer.
Another clever idea is the use of the ray gun. You can use it to
wreak all kinds of violence—but then will you have it when
you really need it? And is killing the only thing a ray gun is
good for?

The package, which resembles a Frisbee, is clever (but not

34

8

& 5 7



1

Infocom Adventures

very practical for stacking on a shelf). Don’t lose the map that
comes with it; without it, you'll never get anywhere. The
package also includes a sheet explaining how to give co-
ordinates to your ship’s computer.

Suspended

Suspended was created by Michael Berlyn. Like the author’s
earlier Cyborg, Suspended presents a situation that is especially
appropriate to the adventure game format. You are the master
of a complex that controls monitoring systems necessary to
the world’s survival, but you have no power to do anything
yourself since you are in suspended animation. To control the
complex, you issue orders to six robots, each with different
capabilities. Iris can see, Whiz can get information from
computers, Auda can listen, Poet can diagnose objects by
touch and utter strange sayings, Sensa has an assortment of
special sensory apparatus, and Waldo specializes in carrying
and manipulating things. You talk to the robots through the
Filtering Computers, which understand only a limited range of
commands.

You control a robot by addressing it. For instance, you can
say, WALDO, TAKE THE 16-INCH CABLE. For convenience
in ' moving the six robots around, you can give a robot a
destination (AUDA, GO TO LIBRARY CORE), and the robot
will compute a path and tell you when it has arrived.

This adventure comes with a map of the entire complex,
as well as pieces to keep track of the robots’ locations. Even
so, you will have to send your robots exploring to find out
what the various chambers contain.

This game is best approached slowly, since it takes time
to get used to looking at the world from six different perspec-
tives and then adding the information up. Hard as it may be
to ignore the fact that millions of people are dying out there,
you should probably spend the first few sessions just discover-
ing what the robots can and cannot do and what equipment
they have to work with.

At the start of the game, weather control is going bad. In
addition, seismic shocks are disrupting parts of your own com-
plex. When you start assessing the damage, you soon discover
another problem: Iris has gone blind. You can fix that, but
soon afterward the serious trouble begins.

Unlike most adventures, this one continues to present a
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challenge even after you've solved it. First, your score depends
on how good a job you've done. After solving it the first time,
you can keep refining your strategy to get the best score. And
once you've perfected your performance, you can select the
advanced scenario, in which problems hit you more quickly.
You can even configure the game to challenge yourself or a
friend.

My one complaint is that the messages you get for finish-
ing the adventure with a mediocre score are unnecessarily
insulting, considering that you have just saved the world.

Once you've completed the advanced and configured ver-
sions, you can type IMPOSSIBLE for the toughest challenge of
all. Infocom promises that “anyone successful in completing
the Impossible version of Suspended will win an all-expenses-
paid trip to Contra, there to be immediately installed as Cen-
tral Mentality for the next 10,000 years.”

Believe me, they’re on very safe ground.

Witness

Witness, by Stu Galley, is Infocom’s second murder mystery.
It is set in the 1930s. Freeman Linder has asked you to come
to his house because of a threat on his life, and before you
have been there very long, he is killed before your eyes! A
few minutes later, Sergeant Duffy arrives, accompanying a
man in handcuffs. He explains that he had seen the suspect
running from the house right after the shot was fired. What's
more, the suspect is the very man who Linder had said was
threatening him. An open-and-shut case, right? Well, maybe
not....

Witness is significantly easier than any previous Infocom
adventure, perhaps too easy for some people. But it is rich in
detail, and the way the crime was actually committed is an in-
genious piece of plotting.

Your choice of whom to arrest is limited to three charac-
ters: Stiles, who apparently shot Linder; Phong, the Oriental
butler; and Monica, Linder’s daughter. This is a smaller num-
ber than in Deadline, but before you can make a successful ar-
rest, you have to dig out the evidence. The smaller number of
characters leaves room for a greater variety of actions; for in-
stance, asking a suspect a particular question may provoke dif-
ferent responses depending on what you have already done.
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As in Deadline, Sergeant Duffy is on call to analyze things
for you at headquarters. Of course, since this mystery is set in
the 1930s, don’t count on the same sophisticated lab equip-
ment that’s available to Duffy in the other adventure.

In the early part of the adventure, what happens is mostly
predetermined. Phong answers the door and brings you to the
living room; Linder puts off your questions until he finishes
his drink; you accompany him to his office; Monica goes out;
Linder is shot; Stiles is arrested. You can take actions that
change this sequence—for instance, just staying outside the
house for an hour—but they either lead back to the main plot
line or turn out to be dead ends. After Stiles is handcuffed to
the couch, you have many more options.

In spite of its relative simplicity, Witness probably would
not make a good introduction to Infocom games, since it
doesn’t offer any partial victories. However, it makes a good
second step before going on to the more difficult ones.

Planetfall

Planetfall is by Steve Meretzky. You start as an Ensign Sev-
enth Class mopping floors on a Stellar Patrol spaceship. But
then the ship explodes, and your escape pod lands on an
apparently deserted planet. Your first order of business is to
find enough food to keep yourself alive; then you can start
figuring out the purpose of the scientific complex on the is-
land. Your time is limited by the food supply, disease, and the
fact that the surrounding ocean is rising and threatening to en-
gulf the island. Planetfall is set in the same universe as
Starcross, and the events of Starcross are cited as the source of
the knowledge that makes interstellar travel possible in
Planetfall’s time. This planet also has the nasty, darkness-
loving creatures called grues, which first came to earth (that is,
to Zork) from the starship discovered in Starcross.

A lighter touch is evident here than in most of Infocom'’s
adventures, particularly in the treatment of a robot named
Floyd. This robot is at first an amusing companion, later pos-
sibly a little boring as his antics become repetitious, but ul-
timately he is indispensable to your purpose. He can come to
a tragic end, though, and the hideously maudlin description of
his death must be intended to punish the player for sending a
brave robot to its doom.
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There are two island complexes that you must explore;
you can attempt to move between them by train, helicopter, or
teleporter. Using any of these conveyances requires finding the
appropriate magnetic access card. And do be careful about the
handling of these cards! Operating the train is an interesting
exercise; it can accelerate or decelerate by a certain amount
each turn, and it may take a few tries before you can bring it
into the station without crashing into the wall.

Not all of the problems in Planetfall are soluble; in fact,
some of the dead ends are quite elaborate. This helps to make
the world of the adventure seem more complete, since many
things besides the elements of the actual problem are present.
These dead ends can be frustrating to the player who assumes
that every interesting object and place must be useful or
attainable.

The packaging includes a Stellar Patrol ID card, three pic-
ture postcards from different planets, and a few pages of a
diary. The ID card includes a magnetic strip and a signature
strip, and they all look impressive. However, these materials
don’t provide the kind of vital information that the items
packaged with most of the recent Infocom games do.

Enchanter

In Enchanter, by Dave Lebling and Marc Blank, the warlock
Krill is at large—and the Circle of Enchanters must find a way
to prevent his evil power from spreading over the land. But
sending a powerful mage against him won't work, though, be-
cause Krill would be alerted by his coming. So the Enchanters
choose you, an apprentice at magic, to penetrate Krill’s castle
and find some way to defeat him.

This adventure returns to the magical world of Zork, with
several enhancements. For example, you now have the use of
magic spells. You start out with a spell book that contains a
few spells; as you proceed, you will find scrolls containing
spells that can be added to your repertoire. As in Dungeons
and Dragons, a spell fades from your mind after you cast it;
you must relearn it from the spell book afterward. You also
forget all spells when you go to sleep.

Another enhancement is that the game pays attention to
the basic necessities of life. Before you enter the castle, you
must provide yourself with food and water. Cycles of day and
night occur, and you must sleep periodically. As well as giving
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you rest, sleep brings you dreams, which may contain hints
from the gods—or rather, the Implementers.

Your score advances as you overcome obstacles between
yourself and Krill. If you defeat him, you earn a score of 400
and a seat at the Circle of Enchanters. On the other hand,
there is an evil even worse than Krill that you may carelessly
unleash. If you do this, you get a score of —10 and a rating of
Menace to Society. Achieving your goal while avoiding this
catastrophe requires solving a nice logical puzzle (which is not
too difficult).

One of the most amusing touches in this game is the
appearance of an adventurer bearing a brass lantern and an
Elvish sword of great antiquity. Anyone who has played Zork
will recognize this character, who engages in the kinds of
strange actions that frustrated Zork adventurers often attempt.
The adventurer does serve a purpose, as do several other crea-
tures found in or around the castle.

Like most of Infocom’s more recent adventures, Enchanter
is considerably easier to solve than the Zorks. Still, it provides
a satisfying assortment of difficulties and a sense of growing
excitement as you move toward your final duel with Krill.

Finally, the package is one of the most beautiful ever cre-
ated for a computer game. Anyone considering accepting a pi-
rated disk instead of the legitimate packaged product should
keep in mind what he or she will be missing.

Sorcerer

Sorcerer, by Steve Meretzky, is a sequel to Enchanter and starts
off at a fever pitch. As the adventure begins, a hellhound is
racing toward you, baring its teeth—and you have just one
turn to do something about it!

Your character is the same one who, in Enchanter, de-
feated Krill and was rewarded with membership in the Circle
of Enchanters. In this adventure, Belboz, the leader of the
Circle, has disappeared; since all the other Enchanters are
away, it's up to you to find and rescue him.

The first part of the action (not counting that little busi-
ness with the hellhound) takes place in the Hall of the Circle
of Enchanters. You must find out what has happened to
Belboz, gather any items that might be useful, and discover
how to get to his location. Don’t be shy about taking things
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that belong to your fellow Enchanters; under the circum-
stances, they’ll understand.

You then transport yourself to an entirely different area to
search for Belboz. There is no going back to the Hall once
you’ve done this, so make sure you take everything you might
need. You have a large area to explore, including wilderness,
caverns, and an assortment of manufactured structures, before
you can find him.

As in Enchanter, spells are the key to success. You have a
larger initial repertoire this time, but you still need to find
many spell scrolls in order to accomplish your quest. One of
the spells allows you to provide for your own resurrection and
lets you return to life any number of times. It is not useful
toward the end of the game, however, since some places can
be entered only once. A new source of magic—powerful po-
tions—is available as well.

This adventure contains some excellent descriptive writ-
ing. There is excitement when you go on a wild roller-coaster
ride, humor as you rout some monsters that have disguised
themselves, bafflement as you come face-to-face with your
own double, and sheer horror if you find Belboz but blunder
in your attempt to save him. The handling of the time loop
when you meet your double is especially striking.

Still, Enchanter is a difficult act to follow, and Sorcerer
does not really break new ground. It does not provide as
consistent a universe as its predecessor; the amusement park
(which includes the roller coaster) is a gross incongruity in a
medieval world of magic. Players who succeeded at Enchanter
might well want a greater challenge in the sequel, but both
adventures are relatively easy. Another problem is that Sor-
cerer sometimes requires “knowledge from a previous life.”
For example, one part of the adventure involves exploring a
coal-mine maze on a limited air supply; performing the nec-
essary actions in time is impossible unless the maze has al-
ready been mapped.

Included with the adventure is a copy of Popular Enchant-
ing, which provides background information as well as
explaining how to play, and an “infotater”” wheel with illus-
trated descriptions of a dozen monster species. Another un-
usual packaging element is the musty smell that is apparent
when the wrapper is opened.
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Sorcerer offers no radical departures from Infocom’s pre-
vious adventures, but it is an enjoyable adventure that makes
good use of the company’s game experience.

Infidel

Infidel, by Michael Berlyn, is the most literary of Infocom’s
adventures to date. The trouble is that the hero of Infidel
imitates an anti-hero with whom few people would care to
identify.

You are an archeologist who has antagonized your entire
Egyptian work crew into quitting and running off (taking most
of your equipment). This leaves you with barely enough sup-
plies to set out on your own and find the pyramid that only
you know the location of. Once you find the pyramid, you
must commit further acts of vandalism in order to achieve the
ultimate goal of finding and opening the sarcophagus.

As you, the player, push this character toward his fate,
you may find yourself wondering whether it’s really worth it.
Even the messages you get in response to silly commands
have a nastier edge to them than usual and rub in the charac-
ter’s worthlessness. Your doubts will only be doubled when
you finish the game with a perfect score, for there is no real
victory. The best possible outcome is to find the sarcophagus,
open it, drool over its riches—and then die. You have no
choice about the character’s development; in success or failure,
he’s equally rotten. This aspect stands in contrast especially to
Zork 111, in 'which you can make choices about your character’s
development and thereby affect the outcome of his quest.

In an adventure that builds toward a single goal, the qual-
ity of the final puzzle is very important. Infidel’s finale only
adds to the disappointment, since it requires performing ac-
tions in every possible order until you just chance on the right
combination. Considering that this fiddling around occurs in
the burial chamber, it can get quite depressing.

The command handling and text descriptions are up to
Infocom’s usual high standard. The puzzles are strictly logical,
perhaps more so than in any other Infocom adventure. Other
than that, the major plus in the game is the use of “hiero-
glyphics,” made of combinations of ASCII characters, found in
various places. A student of languages would turn pale at see-
ing them presented as ideographs with an English-like syntax,
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but they provide a novel way of getting clues about the pyra-
mid. The best approach to these hieroglyphs isn’t to try to
translate whole sentences, but to notice when the same sym-
bol occurs in different places.

Infidel’s apparent goal of moving in a realistic and literary
direction is a commendable one. But there is more to reality
than self-destructiveness, and more to literature than anti-
heroes. Of all Infocom'’s adventures, this has the least to
recommend it.
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cott Adams wrote his adventures to run on a
wide variety of computers, using just 16
kilobytes of memory and a tape recorder to
input the program. The memory limitations
make the vocabulary and map small in

comparison to many disk-based adventures,

- —l but all the games are strong on imagination
and filled with clever puzzles. Their main weakness is rather
poor English usage and spelling.

While Infocom’s adventures are, by most measures,
greatly superior to Adams’s, they are also much more expen-
sive and time-consuming. The player who doesn’t want to
spend 40 to 60 dollars on an adventure, and weeks on solving
it, can find a satisfying alternative in this series. The real
adventure fan will, of course, want to explore both series.

This series approaches things differently from Adventure.
Instead of treating you, the player, as the character in the
story, the Adams programs let you give commands to a more
or less obedient “puppet.” Instead of saying, “You are at the
top of a tree” (or wherever your character might be), the pro-
gram says, “I am at the top of a tree.” Both viewpoints (first
and second person) have proven popular in adventures written
since then.

Beyond a few lines of promotional material, no back-
ground material is provided in any of the adventures. Your
character just appears in a situation and you may never find
out why. In several of the adventures, this means that you will
have to spend some time just figuring out what’s going on.

Adams makes good use of repeated message fragments to
pack more messages in. A given phrase, such as “won't let
me,” may appear in several different messages while taking
up memory space only once.

Adventure International is in the process of releasing all
these adventures in illustrated versions, called the S.A.G.A.
(Scott Adams Graphic Adventure) series. No significant
changes have been made in the text or problems; the only dif-
ference is in the display format, which now includes one
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illustration per location. Some of the solutions are more ob-
vious than in the standard edition, since the pictures make the
situation clearer. The graphic quality is good, but putting up
and taking down pictures makes the program run more
slowly. The INVENTORY command produces a sequence of
objects being emptied from a bag; this is cute but tedious.

For frustrated explorers, Adventure International provides
a “Book of Hints” that covers all 12 Scott Adams adventures.

Adventureland
Adventureland, by Scott Adams, is the first of the Scott Adams
series and the closest in spirit to Adventure.

You start off wandering around in an area filled with such
hazards as quicksand, nasty chiggers, and a sleeping dragon
with a keen sense of smell. Fortunately, there is also an item
that can be put to a couple of good uses, one of which lets
you get into an underground complex. From there, you have
to face an assortment of hostile creatures, including a bear and
a swarm of killer bees, in order to pick up the treasures they
guard. There is also a helpful being around—but he can be
pushed too far.

Even if you get killed, you're offered another chance. You
find yourself in Limbo; if you can find the exit, you live again.
If you go the wrong way, though, the comment that accompa-
nies the next description puts your situation quite succinctly.

Hints are liberally sprinkled throughout the game. The
descriptions are concise and often humorous, if not elegant. On
the whole, this is one of the easiest adventures in the series.

Pirate’s Adventure
In Pirate’s Adventure, by Scott Adams, finding a copy of Trea-
sure Island literally sends you back to the days of Long John
Silver, where you have the opportunity to go sailing and find
some treasure for yourself. As with several of the series
games, various critters are around to help or hinder you. The
parrot, for example, can give useful advice and help you in
other ways (a gimmick from Adventure is reused here), but
only if you can keep it from flying away. The mongoose may
be able to help you—or then again, it might not. Crocodiles
and snakes can make life difficult or short.

Since the island where you arrive isn’t the one with the
treasures, your first task is to build a ship. This is simply a
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matter of bringing all the necessary materials together; once
you’ve got the materials and the plans, the ship goes together
with amazing speed. Gathering these materials makes up a
large part of the adventure.

A lot of the fun involves the pirate, a tough-looking
character who is helpful enough if you play on his weak-
nesses. He turns up in some outrageously unexpected places,
and he’s ultimately indispensable to your getting to Treasure
Island. After all, you can't sail a ship without a crew.

There are only two treasures in this adventure, so it's very
nearly an all-or-nothing proposition. However, finding them is
easy enough to provide a good introduction for new adventure
players. This is one of the easiest of the Scott Adams series,
but the puzzles are still clever.

A full listing of the BASIC version is given in the Decem-
ber 1980 issue of Byte.

Adventure #3

In Adventure #3 (formerly Mission Impossible), by Scott Adams,
your mission—should you decide to accept it—is to stop a
saboteur from blowing up a nuclear reactor.

The major difficulty is in getting through the reactor’s se-
curity system. A number of doors are locked and will open
only if you show appropriate authorization to the automated
camera above the door. You were originally provided with
that authorization, but the saboteur has run off with some of
your materials. That leaves you on your own to get the se-
curity badges you need. This system of using badges to get
through various areas anticipates Planetfall’s use of access
cards. In this case, though, the two-word format shows its lim-
its. You may eventually accumulate several different badges
(called pictures), in which case it becomes impossible to tell
the program which picture you want to take or drop. Fortu-
nately, the command SHOW PICTURE always selects the
right one.

While you have to be clever to work your way through
this security system, there are also times when brute force is
needed. Think of the objects that are available and consider
which one might do the job.

The danger of the bomb blowing up adds to the excite-
ment. Several actions that you have to perform will arm the
bomb (as your surgically implanted bomb detector will warn
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you); then you have to drop whatever you were doing and
run to disarm it. If you haven’t learned how to disarm it—
well, your family will get a nice pension.

When you finally do find the bomb, timing becomes even
more critical. You must take exactly the right actions and per-
form them in the right place, or you will set off a disaster of
your own making, even as you prevent the one the saboteur
intended.

This adventure shows how different people may perceive
the difficulty of an adventure and shows why I haven't tried
to assign difficulty ratings to the adventures in this book. The
Adventure International catalogue rates this one as advanced
in difficulty, going so far as to say, “If you survive this
challenging mission, consider yourself a true Adventurer!”’
However, I had less difficulty with this one than with any
other adventure in the series. Personal difficulty is very much
a matter of how well your mind meshes with the situation.

Voodoo Castle

“Count Cristo’s been CURSED! There’s one way for him to
flee! Find it, and he’ll go FREE!"” Not very good poetry, but
there are some fine puzzles to solve in Voodoo Castle, by
Alexis Adams. What is the strange moaning from the chim-
ney? How do you get through a passage that’s too small for
you? How do you survive a room in which chemical tubes are
constantly exploding? What significance does the Ju-Ju Man
statue have?

Eventually the pieces start coming together, letting you
discover the magic ritual for breaking the curse. Different
kinds of magic are thrown together freely; the spell uses a
couple of European good-luck charms along with voodoo’s
traditional doll stuck with pins. At the climax, there are lots of
dramatic effects and thunder. The only catch is that along the
way, you've shrunk yourself to four feet in height, and you
seem doomed to live the rest of your life that size. Oh, well, at
least you'll be able to get through low doorways in your next
adventure.

This adventure isn’t very careful about making you spec-
ify which tool to use for a job. As a result, it’s possible to go
around with a double handful of items and get things open
without really solving the problem, or even realizing that
there ever was one.
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In a couple of places, items are listed in capitals to call
attention to them. This is rather uncalled for; hints should be
something you look for, not something that the adventure’s
reality throws in your face. It's not that hard to realize that
two sapphires have something to do with each other without
being told that the door has “a SAPPHIRE in it.”

Voodoo Castle is fun and fairly easy. It would be a good
first step up from such simple games as Pirate’s Adventure.

The Count

In The Count, by Scott Adams, your enemy is Count Dracula
himself. Your object is to destroy him from within his house.
If you don’t succeed in time, you will turn into a vampire, too.
But if you overcome the obstacles, you have the satisfaction of
typing KILL DRACULA as the last command of the game.

The Count predates Infocom’s Planetfall and Enchanter in
providing a cycle of day and night. The adventure runs over a
period of days and you have to sleep. This causes problems,
since Dracula takes that opportunity to do all sorts of un-
pleasant things. When you sleep, you have strange dreams,
which appear in the form of a screenful of messages flashed
for a fraction of a second; if you're quick, you may get a clue
from them. There are some things that you have to do at
night. In order to get them done, you need something to over-
come your tendency to doze off right after sunset.

The way you find the coffin is a bit unusual, to say the
least. Let’s just say that where there are coffin nails, a coffin
can’t be far away.

There doesn’t seem to be a guaranteed route to success,
since on several occasions you have to engage in an activity
with a certain probability of a fatal outcome. This makes it a
good idea to save the game at several points as you progress.

The lack of documentation is irritating in this game, as in
some of the other Scott Adams adventures. When you first
start playing, you have no idea where you are or what you are
supposed to do; only by exploring the house (and perhaps get-
ting killed by angry villagers if you try to leave prematurely)
do you learn what your quest really is. It doesn’t take very
long to figure out what’s going on, but a little information on
paper would have made for a more well-rounded adventure.
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Strange Odyssey

Strange Odyssey, by Scott Adams, puts you aboard a spaceship
that has apparently suffered from a bad landing, since you
can’t blast off again. All that you can do is explore the plan-
etoid in the hope of finding something that may help you.
Fortunately, this is a rather unusual planetoid. A little explor-
ing leads you to a hexagonal room, apparently constructed by
aliens, with a portal to several different worlds. With all these
options, you should be able not only to repair your ship but to
return home richer than you were before.

There is an obvious Star Trek influence in this adventure.
Your weapon is a phaser, with stun and destroy settings. One
of the treasures is a bottle of Saurian brandy. The reason you
can’t take off is that the crystals in your ship are damaged.

The events also show an interest in the physical require-
ments of space travel. The space suit has a limited air supply
and should be used carefully. Where there’s breathable air,
you don’t need to wear it, but many areas have either no at-
mosphere or one without oxygen. Gravity on the planetoid is
light, a fact that makes it possible for you to get started; but in
another place, the gravity is so strong that it will kill you un-
less you have special equipment.

A number of details are included that help you develop
an idea of what the aliens who created the gateway are like.
The ease with which the controls move suggests that they are
a physically weak race compared with humans; the nature