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PART ONE: 
HARDWARE








 


 



CHAPTER 1: 
TERRAIN DEFORMATION




BLOG POST, MAY 31


What the hell is up with the moon? I am riveted to the news, which is quite the productivity killer because EVERYTHING HAPPENS SO SLOWLY. I have CNN on right now because they have the best satellite footage, and I swear there was just a five-minute discussion about whether or not something is a dust cloud. Yes, it’s a dust cloud! Some fucker is chopping up the moon! You’re going to have a certain amount of dust in that circumstance!


But compared to how long you have to wait to see something happen, that five-minute argument goes by as quickly as the time after you hit the snooze button. So, starting now, I’m not watching any video that’s not sped up 100x. Okay, CNN, you’re gone.


A 24-hour news channel with some balls would crash their rented satellite into the “center of activity,” the spot in lunar orbit where all the moon chunks are going. But satellites probably don’t work that way. So we get shots of the lunar dust cloud because all the satellites were built to map the moon. The moon’s not the story! Stop playing peekaboo. Get some close-ups. Do it for science!


I will post a review later tonight. I have twenty critical bugs to fix in this fucking pony game. 



BLOG POST, JUNE 1


Finally done with work. Fans of cute ponies will squeal with glee to learn that Pôneis Brilhantes 5 has met its death-march deadline and will soon be landing in North America as “Smarty Pets: Pony Stable Extra.” Thanks to yours truly, the Smarty Pets series continues to have the best pony physics of any handheld series. You haven’t lived until you’ve used the styluses on the DS Twin to braid a pony’s hair! (Ironically, that was around the point where I stopped living.)


I have to immediately pivot to a tech demo for the upcoming all-hands meeting in São Paolo, so let’s do a game review now, while it won’t raise questions about my time cards.


GAME REVIEWS OF DOOOOM 2.0 PRESENTS
Caveman Chaos (2002)
A game by Narix
Reviewed by Ariel Blum


Publisher: Narix (Europe), New Time Entertainments (USA)
Platforms: Windows 2001
ESRB rating: T for cartoon violence and teleological suspension of the ethical


As always, I’ve been thinking, “How can I tie in current events to a review of an old video game that no one will read?” Because I am all about your satisfaction. There are a number of games where you mine the moon or some other planet, and it’s a fun concept that’s hard to screw up, but it’s also hard to make a mining game that really stands out.


And then there’s Caveman Chaos, the game your grandmother gives you because she knows you’re into computers and it was in the $10 bin at the office supply store. The biggest-scale, most terrifying “god game” of all time.


In a typical god-game like City, in Darkness (my personal favorite) you’ve got a contextual palette of tools for keeping your charges happy: tools for regrading the ground, putting up a school, and so on. In Caveman Chaos, you communicate with your primitive isometric-view tribes the same way G-d does in real life—by pummeling the shit out of things!


Need to move a river? Flood it! Mammoths moving out of hunting range? Bring in the ice sheets! Need to clear some space for the new fire pits? You can’t spell “fire pit” without “fire”! Your cave-dudes running out of stone chips for spears? Create obsidian the natural way, by sending a fucking active volcano right through the crust of the earth!


In other sim games, when you get bored with doing things correctly, there’s a menu of catastrophes you can inflict on your simulated population—hurricane, dirty bomb, Godzilla attack, Prohibition. In Caveman Chaos, catastrophes are pretty much the only tools at your disposal. The Narix devs surveyed what had come before and said, “You know that ‘extra’ mechanic that’s thrown in just for fun? Let’s make that the CORE OF THE GAME.”


Natural disasters are an unconventional technique for winning your population’s affection. In fact, they terrify the poor bastards. But that’s the genius of this game. Catastrophes bring in the resources you need to advance in the game, but they also kill people and leave the survivors cursing your name. Oh, cruel fate!


Would you believe it gets worse? After a few ice ages and lightning strikes, your cavemen develop religion, as a sort of defense mechanism. A caveman wakes up one day hearing voices—those voices are you. He’s promoted to shaman, and he forms the rest of your control set.


Tell your shaman where you’re going to put a volcano, and he’ll declare that area taboo, like a Neanderthal zoning board. This is implemented in-game with an area selection interface and it’s a useful way to herd your cavemen around the map. Only now you’d better put a volcano there, or your shaman will lose credibility and soon enough end up on the wrong side of a spear.


Shamans have a stat called “soulpower” (this game was originally in German). I’m sure soulpower was intended to be some generic fantasy-game thing like mana or magic points, but when I was a kid I interpreted it as literally the strength of the soul: the degree to which a shaman can listen to the voices in his head without going batshit insane. Push a shaman too hard (and you’ll need to push them hard to get anywhere in this game) and he’ll snap, start his own religion, and send your caveman tribe into a schism of inappropriate zoning and poorly-built fire pits.


So, a game that pretty explicitly plays up the “god” in “god game,” in which your primary means of conversation with your worshippers are natural disasters and psychological torture. I wonder why this game ended up in the $10 bargain bin in America? City, in Darkness cleaned this idea up for the family by adopting a more familiar good-versus-evil theme, and honestly, City, in Darkness is the one that I still play. But for sheer loincloth-pissing terror, for the feeling of looking up at the moon and seeing someone cutting chunks out for some unknown purpose, it’s gotta be Caveman Chaos.



BLOG POST, JUNE 2


It’s a space station. Someone’s building a G-ddamned space station out of moon rocks.


The news is now a parade of denials. Politicians are very concerned and plan to investigate the issue Right Now. NASA scientists have no clue and would like to get back to work. Crazy former NASA scientists know a lot about lunar pyramids, but sadly, not much about lunar space stations. Air Force asshats with perpetual frowns are declining comment on nonexistent black ops projects. A few hours of this and I may be going on air myself to deny everything. And then they’ll do the weather report.


Knock it off, guys. We all know who it is. Too bad they’re not giving interviews.



BLOG POST, JUNE 5


Where were you? I was asleep. Jenny sent me five links to the same video and then called me.


“Yeah, you woke me up, okay? Mission accomplished. I can’t see the link. The server’s down.”


“You have a TV!” said Jenny. “Use the TV. The aliens made us a video.”


I ran downstairs to the living room, unplugged a bunch of consoles, and tried to remember how to receive a broadcast signal. “Tell me what’s happening,” I said, “in the video.”


“It’s a contact mission,” said Jenny. “They came through a wormhole. There’s about twenty kinds of aliens and they want us to join them.”


I fumbled through the television menus. I changed the input source and my TV picked up the signal.


When I was in high school, the space shuttle Columbia disintegrated over my head while my dad was driving me to school. We heard about it on the radio, and I cried and cried. A few weeks later, when they decommissioned the other shuttles, I didn’t cry because I didn’t watch the video, but I knew I would have. Crying isn’t sadness; it happens because an emotion is too big for your body. Emotions about space have always been too big for me.


I’m no expert at having emotions, but this is as big as they come. I’m still watching this video and it’s still like watching Columbia touch down in Florida and the crew come out waving and smiling, and behind them the crew of Challenger waving and smiling in their 1980s blue suits. And the crews from Apollo 1 and Soyuz 11, and finally Laika the dog waving a little Soviet flag in her mouth. There’s nothing to compare it to. It’s the object of all future comparisons.


“Are you still there?” said Jenny.


My television showed a small hairy creature standing in front of a screen, manipulating symbols with twitches of the tentacles around its mouth.


“That thing...” I said, “that person is playing a video game.”


“That may not be true,” said Jenny.


“It’s game-like,” I said.


“I don’t know where in the video you are.”


“The thing that looks like a Dragon’s Dice cerebrophage,” I said. “With the tentacles on the face. It’s gesturing at a computer in a very game-like way.”


“Jeeeeezus, you’ve known about the aliens for three minutes and you’re back to talking about video games.”


“They have computers,” I said. “They’ll have games. I’m going to find out what game that cerebrophage is playing and I’m going to review it on my blog.”


Jenny is understandably skeptical. But it’s going to happen, readers. This is my quest.


Holy shit.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 







 


 



CHAPTER 2: 
CORNER PIECES




REAL LIFE, JUNE 6


“Hey, Jenny,” I said. Jenny waved at the video chat window and made a kind of “mehhh” noise that might have been “hey.”


“You’re still up.”


“I am up. This idiot’s final act before leaving for the weekend was to tell me to redo the entire website.”


“Shit, I’m sorry.”


“I don’t see no naked chick in your bed,” said Jenny. “Wait, lemme full-screen it. Nope, still nothing.”


“Jenny. I... this was the worst date of my life.”


“Was there an explosion?” said Jenny. “Did you push her to an emotional crisis and she threw up on you?”


“Third worst,” I conceded. “I brought up the Constellation.”


“Like, just makin’ conversation, or...”


“I may have mentioned that I’ve been waiting for the space aliens to arrive since I was six.”


Instead of facepalming, Jenny asked: “What happened when you were six?”


“Triple Point happened.”


“Didn’t the aliens in that movie want to steal Earth’s water?”


“Yes, but they looked very cool.”


“I begin to see the problem.”


“It seemed like... she had these hot nerdy glasses. Did I mention that? Like your glasses. I thought it’d be okay to discuss the Constellation.”


Jenny took off her glasses and peered at them. “They’re hipster glasses,” she said. “You don’t need a fuckin’ nerd permit to wear ‘em.”


“It was a false-flag operation. She just looks at me through those glasses, like, you’re one of those people.”


I reloaded my profile page on the dating site. No rating, no comment. This was a standoff. My date wouldn’t rate me until I’d rated her. It was cold-blooded blackmail. Or maybe she had gone to sleep.


“Did you find out what she was interested in?” said Jenny.


“Oh, yes, that was my second mistake,” I said. “She complained a lot about her job. Apparently bicycle couriers don’t get much respect.”


“Okay, and then the mistake...”


“I commiserated. I told her that I know how she feels, because I make pony games for ten-year-old girls. And the instant I say ‘pony games,’ she sees me with a little pervert moustache, cruising the middle school in a banged-up white van. And the date’s over.”


Jenny rubbed her eyes. “Ariel, let me introduce you to the wonderful world of stretching the truth. Suppose I need to get laid, I may pretend to be a famous artist. Usually Erica Fujii. Or Andy Warhol, if I think I can get away with it.”


“Hey, you know what?” I said. “Maybe ten-year-old girls should develop their own damn pony games! And then old guys like me would be pushed out of the industry altogether!”


“Listen, I am giving you a walkthrough for your next date. You work for Reflex Games. You make super-violent games for frat boys, and every time one of those bastards goes gold, you shed a single sensitive tear and collect a fat royalty check.”


I clicked over to the bicycle courier’s profile. I noticed that her bio said she was a bicycle mechanic. 


I laughed a cynical, world-weary laugh—some kind of laugh, anyway. “Reflex devs don’t get royalties,” I said.


“This one does,” said Jenny, “and he spends them showing the ladies a good time. And if by some freak accident his date finds out he doesn’t work for Reflex anymore, that he writes pony games and has been waiting for the Constellation for twenty years, he goes home and smokes some weed and falls asleep like a normal person. Instead of calling up his friend Andy Warhol who is busy redesigning a website.”


“I smoked all my weed during the pony death march.”


“Plan B is tequila,” said Jenny.


“Tequila, okay.”



BLOG POST, JUNE 10


Hey, you know what’s bullshit? Pretty much everything about this contact mission. It’s been over a week and I haven’t talked to one extraterrestrial.


I signed up for an appointment with the Constellation Library, and got an appointment for time zero plus one month. That’s not one month from now—it’s one after the government gets off its ass and builds a Library building in Austin! So, creepy hive-mind Wikipedia is out.



REAL LIFE, JUNE 10


A couple hours after I posted that, social network notifications lit up my screen with flashing lights like a white trash neighborhood in mid-December. This was my big break, I thought. I just needed to act fast. I needed an internal combustion engine.


ABlum: bai
the constellation is sending down small spacecraft
RIGHT NOW
they want people to come up to the space station
like the astronauts did
you need to pick up me+jenny so we can hit the landing site
i reiterate: RIGHT NOW


KThxBai: hey bro.
that would be awesome, except i’m at work.
where i work.
so i can pay for the car i use to drive you around.
can we do it at 5:30?


ABlum: at 5:30 i will be walking on the fucking moon
and the line to the austin shuttle will be a million people long 


***


ABlum: jenny
the constellation is sending down small spacecraft
RIGHT NOW
they want people to come up to the space station


OMJennyG: Hi


ABlum: like those scientists did
we need to ride over to the landing site (~15 mi)
i reiterate: RIGHT NOW
bai can’t make it because of some “work” thing


OMJennyG OK sounds good


ABlum: i’ll bring leftovers
who knows what kind of food they have up there


OMJennyG: I have leftover cue from Eddie’s bday party


We joined a pack of other cyclists at the onramp. Five miles out, a thick stream of cars started passing us up, plus the occasional overhead helicopter. Eight miles out, we passed those same cars, now stalled in a traffic jam, honking their horns. Twelve miles out, we encountered a select group of assholes who’d decided to take their cars over the fence into the bike lane and spread the traffic jam there.


“We may not get to the moon today,” said Jenny.


Some of the bicyclists turned around; others walked their bikes through the traffic jam. We walked ours over another wrecked fence, through the mud and onto the grass, and ate lunch on top of a hill.


“It’s only a couple miles away,” I said. “Maybe we can at least see the ships land.”


“Who’s that?” asked Jenny, and pointed. It was an old hippie with a walking stick, heading through the meadow away from the landing site, back towards Austin.


“Oh, geez,” I said.


“Don’t be picky,” said Jenny. “Maybe he saw something. Watch my bike.” She got up and ran off to flag the hippie down.


The hippie was about seventy, real wiry and muscular, naval tattoos up and down his arms. Classic local color. The first thing he said to me was: “Ya know, that used to be a living thing.”


I looked up from my spare rib. “Uh, yeah,” I said, “it’s barbecue.”


“There’s coleslaw and potato salad,” Jenny told him. “Corn on the cob.” Hippie allowed as how he would eat some coleslaw, and crouched on the grass.


“What’s it like over there?” asked Jenny.


“Just what you’d think,” said the hippie. “National Guard, spooks, NASA, Homeland Security, all fallin’ into each other’s assholes.” Another helicopter flew overhead.


“So they’re not even letting us in,” said Jenny.


“They’re not guarding it,” said the hippie, “except by accident, by sheer numbers. They’re arguing over jurisdiction. Bunch of lions fighting over a zebra carcass.” He nodded at the sticky beef rib in my hands. “No offense.”


“Don’t bring NASA into your wildlife analogies,” I said. “NASA’s the good guys.”


“NASA has always been a civilian fig leaf for the militarization of space.”


“Dude!” I said, “Nobody eats my coleslaw and disses NASA.” I always thought when the police blotter said a fight started over a “philosophical dispute,” it was a euphemism, but maybe not.


“My coleslaw,” said Jenny.


The hippie gave Jenny a look like: whoa, that was the last straw for that guy! “I was part of a civilian weapons inspection team in the Nineties,” he said. “You want to get in there? Go home, come back with a suit in a dry cleaning bag. Change when you get there, come out from behind one of the towncars, act like you belong there.”


“Sounds like a good way to get shot,” said Jenny.


“Well, go on and live a little,” said the hippie. “I probably won’t live to see it, but you kids are going to see the end of the human race.”


“Why are you so cynical?” I said. “This isn’t an alien invasion. They’re friendly. You think they’re pretending to be nice so they can eat us?”


“Intentions don’t matter,” said the hippie. “Read your history. Any time there’s a first contact, the contactees end up dead.”


The cars stopped honking and some car doors opened. “Here comes a ship,” said Jenny.


The hippie turned and we watched the bullet-shaped shuttle drop whining out of the sky. A thing designed by people from other planets and made from pieces of our moon: superstructured glass and cerametal. The shuttle flared and landed silently behind a rise.


“Why’d you go to the landing site?” I asked the hippie. “You must have been the first one there. You want to get wiped out first?”


The hippie kicked back the leftover vinegar like a shot. “’m curious,” he said. “We’re all curious. That’s what gets us killed.” He stood up. “Thanks for the coleslaw. Better get back.” He picked up his stick and headed towards Austin.


“Man,” I said when the hippie was out of earshot, “I thought hippies were supposed to be all optimistic and shit.”


We ate our cold barbecue. The cars resumed honking and trying to turn around. Before too long, the shuttle took off again, rising like the chorus of a song, empty.



PRIVATE TEXT CHAT, JUNE 11
 


Smoke-ccsspm-6be8 Hello, Ariel. I am a submind of Smoke, Ring City’s general-purpose cognition engine.
My cognitive address is Smoke-Cursive-Cytoplasm-Snakebite-Singsong-Polychromatic-Musteline.
In a recent email, you asked to be matched with a member of the contact expedition. I’m evaluating your application.
Please answer questions with YES or NO. Do you 
understand? 


ABlum: NO 


Smoke-ccsspm-6be8: My supermind tells me you’re being sarcastic, so I’ll continue. 
Sometimes two humans have the same name. I think I know which Ariel Blum you are, but tell me if I’m wrong.


I think you’re the human partially or wholly responsible for the following works of art:


“Recoil”


“Pôneis Brilhantes 4: Problemas com Pôneis”


“Me and Sonic at the Amusement Park”


Is this right?


ABlum: man, i wrote that sonic fanfic in junior high school


Smoke-ccsspm-6be8: Please answer YES or NO.


ABlum: YEEEEEEES


YES


[Smoke-ccsspm6be8 is now offline.]


ABlum: wtf


***


Smoke-ccssp-65290: Hello, Ariel.
My cognitive address is Smoke-Cursive-Cytoplasm-Snakebite-Singsong-Polychromatic.
One of my subminds recommended that I talk to you.
Please answer in English prose. Do not use idioms. 



ABlum: where did the other guy go?


Smoke-ccssp-65290: I don’t know who you’re referring to.
My Musteline submind is busy identifying other people.
My supermind is waiting to speak with you, pending the resolution of some concerns regarding your treatment of fictional characters.
Shall we begin?


ABlum: hey, some of my best friends are fictional 
characters.
most of them, actually 


Smoke-ccssp-65290: What was your role in the creation of “Recoil”? 


ABlum: uh
i mostly worked on the enemy ai
so if you think about it, i was actually on the side of the fictional characters for that one 


Smoke-ccssp-65290: In “Me and Sonic at the Amusement Park”, why did you connect a fictional person to an electrical generator, in violation of Article 6 of your planet’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights? 


ABlum: i don’t remember that
but probably because i was in fucking junior high
and i didn’t know how electricity works 


[Smoke-ccssp-65290 is now offline.] 


***


Smoke-ccss-b85b07: Hello, Ariel. My cognitive address is Smoke-Cursive-Cytoplasm-Snakebite-Singsong. One of my subminds recommended that I talk to you. 
Please answer in English prose. You may use idioms. 


ABlum: hi, smoke-cursive-cytoplasm-snakebite-singsong 


Smoke-ccss-b85b07: Tell me about a time when you did something evil. 


ABlum: oh gee
well
sometimes i work too hard
is that evil? 


Smoke-ccssb85b07: Sarcasm ignored. 


ABlum: ok um
when i started college, my brother raph pressured me to join the ut austin chapter of his fraternity
and i joined, only to discover that fraternities are the stupidest forms of social organization ever invented
so, live and learn
but
at the end of the fall semester, one of my frat brothers offered to pay me to write his final history paper
and i did it
but i didn’t want to get caught, so i read his earlier papers and put a lot of work into imitating his shitty writing
which made the paper a d+ at best
so he failed the class
and i wouldn’t give the money back
so they made up an honor code violation and kicked me out of the frat
and at the time i remember thinking “this has worked out surprisingly well”
so, i don’t know what you consider “evil”
but i’m sure you can find it somewhere in there 


[Smoke-ccss-b85b07 is now offline.] 


ABlum: well bye 


***


Smoke-ccssp-65290: Smoke-Cursive-Cytoplasm-Snakebite-Singsong-Polychromatic here again.
What would it take to get you to kill someone?


ABlum: fuck’s sake
i’m not killing anyone


Smoke-ccssp-65290: Good. 


[Smoke-ccssp-65290 is now offline.] 


***


Smoke-ccs-762d: Well, if it isn’t Mr. Sarcasm. 


ABlum: YES 


Smoke-ccs-762d: Don’t quit your day job. 
I’m Smoke-Cursive-Cytoplasm-Snakebite.
Let’s get down to business. In your initial email, you said that you want to write reviews of electronic games from the Constellation. 


ABlum: yeah


Smoke-ccs-762d: Before I connect you with one of our anthropologists, I’d like to see you write a review of a human game. 


ABlum: there are like 50 reviews on my blog 


Smoke-ccs-762d: I’ve read your blog. 
To eliminate confounding variables, I’ll need you to review a game that no one else has ever reviewed. 


ABlum: have you seen the internet? that’s a pretty tall order
why don’t you have me write some more sonic fanfic?


Smoke-ccs-762d: I’m confident you can rise to your occasion. 
I’ll be watching your blog, Ariel. 


[Smoke-ccs-762d is now offline.] 


ABlum: hello?
guess that’s it 



BLOG POST, JUNE 13


GAME REVIEWS OF WARMED-OVER RESENTMENT 2.0 PRESENTS
Quexx (2012)
A game by Reflex Games
Reviewed by Ariel Blum


Publisher: unknown (in-universe), Reflex Games (real life)
Platforms: Primary Fire Control Mainframe (in-universe), Xbox Forever/PS4 (real life)
ESRB rating: M for getting headshot while playing


Most people who go through Temple Sphere’s story mode will come out thinking that Quexx is a fictional game-within-a-game like frungy, Imperial Marzai, or Pinochle With Guns: frequently mentioned within the game but having no official rules. These people are dead wrong.


Quexx is an action puzzle game that, as you’ll overhear if you play Temple Sphere, is sweeping the Tool of Justice space fleet and causing huge productivity loss. The Tool warrior caste is twiddling switches back and forth to release colored bubbles, instead of twiddling the switches that kill humans with lasers. This goes a long way towards explaining why they rarely notice you sneaking around their spaceships.


Snoop on enemy transmissions with your spacesuit radio. Along with useful information about whatever mission you’re on, you’ll hear Tool command-castes bitching about how much time the warrior caste is wasting on Quexx, and warrior-castes swapping strategies.


That’s as deep as most people go. Even pro game reviewers are being paid to review Temple Sphere, not Quexx. But I’m not being paid, and my future as a reviewer of Constellation games depends on reviewing a game that’s never before been reviewed as a game. So I’ll tell you that within Temple Sphere’s infiltration path, you can play Quexx from any vacant Tool of Justice workstation. It’s called “Multidimensional Fluid Simulation” to hide it from the officers. There’s even a boss screen inside the game, showing fake battle telemetry. That’s a boss screen for a game played on a simulated computer inside another game running on a real computer.


The game itself is a clever variant on the combo-matching mechanic that has been hijacking humans’ pleasure centers for twenty-five years now. Bubbles line up behind gates. You open and shut the gates, guiding the bubbles into a reaction chamber where they interact in pleasing or horrible ways. There’s no opponent, but since one switch controls up to three gates, you’ll find yourself taking punishment for almost every bonus you receive.


The big problem with Quexx is that there’s nothing alien about the game. It would be perfectly at home as a ninety-nine-cent downloadable on HitBrick. Now that there are real extraterrestrials living in lunar orbit, it’s time to hold fictional ETs to a higher standard. It seems strange that intelligent birds in a religious caste-based dictatorship would develop the same games as a human sitting in a cubicle in Austin or San Mateo.


When I first heard about Quexx, I admit I took it as a personal affront. I thought it was my former coworkers’ way of mocking me for leaving Reflex for the world of short-term consulting contracts and femme-y “casual” games. It may seem silly to suspect Reflex of putting so much manpower into an Easter egg just to mock a former employee, but if you’d worked with these guys, there’s not much you’d put past them.


And then Give ‘Em Hell III came out, with the French kids and all their street games, and I mellowed a little—Reflex devs love screwing each other over, but they also love running jokes. Games-within-games are just their latest joke.


And while it may not fit perfectly with the Temple Sphere backstory, Quexx is a real game, not a parody. It’s polished and playable, and the strategies you hear from the Tool transmissions are actually good strategies. (Pro tip: clear out the Tool ship before starting to Quexx, or you’ll get a laser bolt through the head before you even finish the tutorial.) It’s almost like the game-within-a-game is an outlet for the Reflex devs’ creativity as they crank out a game with identical mechanics every sixteen months.


(Confidential to Smoke: all your civilization’s games could get this same gushing treatment! Or, if your games are terrible, I can also do funny-angry reviews, which humans really go for.)


 



 


 


 


 


 


 







 


 



CHAPTER 3: 
RARE DROP




BLOG POST, JUNE 13


In 1995, my brother Raphael gave me sole ownership of his Sega Genesis after he/we (mostly he) got a Playstation for Hanukkah. This was more a verbal agreement than a real transfer: We only had one television, so the Genesis just sat next to the Playstation. The Playstation was also a popular holiday gift that year for a lot of only children, and their Genesis games started showing up at yard sales for three dollars, or with the real tightwads, five. That’s how I became a retro game collector at the age of eight, and that’s how I stayed loyal to lovely 16-bit sprites when Raph had moved on to jerky, horrible-looking polygons.


One of my yard sale acquisitions was the RPG Sun/Voice 2. The cart I bought came with the former owner’s saved game, right before the final battle. A saved game from the 16-bit era is only about one kilobyte of data, but it can represent up to sixty hours of some unfortunate kid’s labor. And what did I do once I got home from the yard sale? I created a new game in the second save slot. I started getting up at five on weekends and spending hours re-creating that one-kilobyte file on my own.


Which is to say: I just spent the last six grueling hours of my Saturday creating a last-minute binary patch for Brilhantes 5. The size of the patch is about one kilobyte.


Why do I resent all the time I wasted as a kid grinding in 16-bit RPGs, when what I’m doing now is basically the same thing? And why do we make the experience of playing games so much like the experience of debugging them?



BLOG POST, JUNE 17


[This post is friends locked.]


Howdy from São Paolo! The game company I contract for flew me steerage class to the yearly meeting. It’s an opportunity for the makers of the pony games, the unlicensed sports games, the media tie-in games, to meet and greet and self-loathe. The hotel is the kind of thing Brazilians think Americans will like, and my presentation on “Five New Gestures For Minigames” brought down the house. And by “house” I mean “small conference room with carpet on the walls.”


I’m spending a lot of time with my coworker L., who is inescapable at these gatherings and who I never see otherwise. L. manages the company’s rapid-response team. Every summer, a dance craze sweeps South America and/or Europe, and within a week, L’s developers release a shake-yer-phone game to capitalize on it. They’ve got a stable of Flash minigames that they’ll rebrand for you in two or three days because you forgot to put up a website for your TV show. And so on. L. is about seventeen and lives in São Paolo with his parents, so rather than get his own hotel room, he’s set up camp in ours.



REAL LIFE, JUNE 17


L. was there all evening sitting in the cushy chair, typing on his netbook with one hand and his phone with the other.


My roommate, Zhenya, was sitting at the room’s desk, hacking on an unbranded soccer game. He’d cranked up the mass of the ball to that of a small asteroid, so that collisions with players sent the little polygonal men flying across the field. I didn’t know if this was a bug he was trying to fix, if he was using it as an extreme case to flush out some other problem, or if he just liked watching the ragdoll physics.


I’m not crazy; I don’t work unless I have to. I was chatting with Bai.



KThxBai: what’s happening?


ABlum: i am using you as an excuse not to talk to my coworkers


KThxBai: you don’t like them?


ABlum: i like them
i’m just tired of hearing games analyzed in terms of dlc upsell percentages 


I peeked furtively over my laptop screen. L. takes downloadable content very seriously, and it’s always sad when a kid finds out that his youthful enthusiasms are bullshit. Fortunately L. was still dual-wielding netbook and phone, taking no notice of my heresy. I smooshed my back deeper into the pile of pillows on the bed.



KThxBai: dana says hi.


ABlum: sure she does
how’s the wikipedia project going?
did you find out that the constellation secretly wants to kill us all?


KThxBai: the constellation is anarchists, bro.
you’ve seen the anarchists in austin. they couldn’t hold a city park.


ABlum: well food-not-bombs doesn’t have fucking 
matter shifters
and terraforming equipment
though maybe they should


KThxBai: there are 24 species in the constellation
you don’t get that big by killing everybody


ABlum: there are 35 contractors working for this company, and it still sucks
how about this idea?
all we ever see on tv is the aliens and the farang, right
what if those species have enslaved the other 22? 


No one else could see my screen, but I could see Zhenya’s. His unlicensed soccer player nailed another one with that FIFA-unapproved soccer ball and pushed him right onto a third player. The two blobs of polygons stopped being distinct players and stuck to each other, as if the ball was the Tar Baby. He’d definitely found a bug.



KThxBai: let me show you an article i’m editing
the bbc sent up a deep sea camera today & got some footage of the goyim


ABlum: the what hey?


KThxBai: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Goy_(Constellation_species)


ABlum: that’s friggin awesome!
like a huge dolphin with its eyes gouged out 


 


Zhenya ran for the ball, missed the kick, and smushed his own player character into one of his teammates. The camera jittered, trying to follow the action as Zhenya’s character, the ball, and everything connected to it loped frictionless around the stadium, merging with the polygons of everything it touched.



KThxBai: most people do not say “that’s awesome”
a more popular reaction is to scream.
the aliens and farang get put on tv because they kind of look like us.
and they have FACES.
versus Her, who looks like a swarm of beetles.
or an auslander, which if you saw it on cnn it would look like someone’s transparent ball sack.
or zombie dolphin bro here. 


 


A Russian trance beat reverberated between Zhenya’s headphones like the ticking of a pulsar. His screen filled with writhing polygons: people in yellow and green uniforms stuck to each other and running in place, a blob of people with a soccer ball at its core. Zhenya scratched his lip, tabbed into his web browser and started typing details into the bug tracker.


“Graaaa!” said L., emerging like an angry sea monster from his electronic reverie. “Ariel, Zhenya,” he said with great gravity, “you need to come work with me. My guys can’t read a spec, they barely know how to use the dev kit. I can’t make deadlines with these fucking caipiras.”


L. is always trying to get me to switch to his rapid-response team. Zhenya didn’t even hear him. I always brush him off. Tonight, I didn’t brush him off. I imagined Brazilian women shaking their asses to my phone-dance games. Yeah, that’s right, fully grown women using my software. It was like some wonderful dream.


“What do you want from me, exactly?” I said. 


“Just be the guy who makes deadlines,” said L. “I can’t do everything myself. Dude, hey, c’mon. Come down here and live the good life.”


“Yeah, on half my American rate.”


“You know how cheap booze is here?” asked L. (What impression do I leave, such that L. thinks my primary expense is liquor?) “C’mon, we’ll have a blast!”


“I’ll...” I trailed off. “I’ll think about it.” I thought about it.


Once L. finally went home, I threw a small spherical fruit candy at the back of Zhenya’s head. He swiveled around in his chair and pushed back his headphones.


“Hey,” I said. “You’ve seen the Constellation on TV. What do you think of them?”


“Dude, I seen a lot of shit in my life,” said Zhenya. He paused.


“Yeah?”


“And I don’t know. Maybe they’re no shit.” He smiled. The idea that something might be no shit was really appealing to him. 



BLOG POST, JUNE 19


I met a girl on the Internet! Her name is Curic and she’s a fifty-year-old anthropologist from another planet. What’s that, Ma? No, I’m pretty sure she’s not Jewish. In fact, since she’s a Farang, she’s not even kosher—aquatic, but no scales. (This according to my new favorite website, “Constellation Kashrut.”)


Farang are the ones who look like a cross between otters, cerebrophages, and sea urchins; so I don’t think romance is in my future. Also, a few hours after we talked, the female part of her brain went to sleep and she became a man. So there’s that to consider.


No, I don’t get it either, as evidenced by the single stupidest message I’ve ever sent:



ABlum: so are you female right now or what? 


 


After the Quexx review and a few more rounds of interrogation up and down the tree of Smoke-Cursive’s subminds, I finally got to talk to Smoke-Cursive itself, who quickly got bored with me and handed me off to an organic intelligence: Curic. Curic is not into video games at all, but she/he is really into asking people on the Internet what they want and then giving it to them. Kind of like the opposite of a camgirl. The catch is that, as one of Curic’s contacts, my interactions with Constellation culture will provide fodder for her/his anthropological studies and (presumably) snarky blog entries.


Here’s how I know Curic and I will get along:



Curic: “Ariel” is a name from Shakespeare, correct?



Hallelujah! Apparently you have to be a space alien to comprehend the idea that a man might be named Ariel.


I was finally able to clear up a mystery:


ABlum: so, not to get all fanboy, but around 4:15 of the “greetings” video, is the farang there playing a video game?


Curic: What?
No.


There you have it! Later in the conversation, I discovered that the Constellation does create things we would consider video games, but I can’t have them. Curic could send me a submind of Smoke, the metafractal intelligence that runs the Ring City space station (and which screens Curic’s calls), but that shard would be a legal person, and there’s still no treaty allowing people from the Constellation to enter the United States.


We’re going back and forth negotiating something for me. I’m probably going to end up with non-sentient emulators for “retro” games hundreds of millions of years old! 


!!


!!!


!!!!!!!!



REAL LIFE, JUNE 19, LATE NIGHT



Curic: Ariel, please give me your latitude and longitude to 5-meter precision.
I’m going to send you a data device compatible with Earth computers.


ABlum: im in a hotel in sao paolo brazil


Curic: Is a hotel a tall building with a flat roof?


Zhenya and I ran, up stairways, through service entrances.



ABlum: on the roof. coordinates are [...]


Curic: Stand back.


We looked up. A bright tiny star was visible against the black, between the horns of the crescent moon. Ring City. The space station. Curic.


We didn’t say anything, just looked at the sky. Zhenya rolled a joint and we passed it back and forth. That’s about how long it took.


Thump. The sound was almost lost inside the noise of the city and the drone of the rooftop HVAC. We used our phones as flashlights and found the package.


It was a cube of Constellation re-entry foam the size of a DVD boxed set, radiating the heat of entry. The exterior was rough like a tongue from capturing friction and inertia. Zhenya and I dissolved the foam with tiny mini-fridge bottles of vodka. (Cheap liquor, my ass.)


Inside was a tiny white piece of plastic: a USB key. Printed on both sides was an emblem of a random starfield, and next to that, some English text: “Constellation Shipping.”



Curic: Do you have it?


ABlum: yes


Yes.


 







 


 



CHAPTER 4: 
TOO MUCH INFORMATION




REAL LIFE, JUNE 19, CONTINUED



L. saw us hauling ass down the hotel hallway. “Dudes, is there a fire?” he asked. “Or a hilarious prank?”


“My ET contact dropped a package on our heads,” I said, waving the USB key as Zhenya fapped his card key in and out of the lock.


The key made shaky-shaky sounds as I plugged it into my laptop, as if it were full of sand. “What is it, what’s in it?” said Zhenya, shuffling from one foot to another.


“He dropped it, as in launched it from the moon?” said L.


“Give me a damn minute,” I said. “This is a multi-gigabyte XML document. Shit! It’s written in glossolalia.”


 


...<artifact-link><point-of-view type=”advertising” degree=”.8” />Yumegolili ga beqabe wodoni... 


“What in the fuck!” said Zhenya. “Ask the extraterrestrial what trick she is pulling.”


Curic had sent a number of messages to my phone while we were running down stairs, and they now showed up on the laptop.


Curic: I found a database of computer-simulated
games from the history of the Constellation member
species. It’s twenty thousand Earth
years old but that’s good enough for our
purposes, since we are limited to games of a certain
complexity.
I’ve sent you a facet of the database
metadata. When you decide you want a computer
system or some other facet of the metadata
(such as a manufacturer’s catalog, government
proclamation, etc.) let me know and
I’ll ship it to you.


 


“Ask about the gibberish!”


“Yeah, yeah.”



ABlum: so we’ve gotten the file off the device but it’s all “babamamagaga”


Curic: It’s written in a standardized
language for sharing technical
information. (Simple Affect Metadata Exchange.)
I translated the ‘field names’ manually, and
used a new transliteration to get the rest into the Roman
alphabet.
But there is no automated English
translation yet.
Because it’s the SAME of twenty thousand
years ago, a translator for humans to run on their
computers is not anyone’s top priority.


ABlum: ok i don’t want to sound ungrateful, but what good is this to me now?


Curic: Now is better than later.
The translation will get better as our concept
maps improve.
Ariel, I have many other contacts. I have to coordinate some more shipments, so I may be slow to respond for a while.
Please let me know when you decide on a computer
system to investigate. 


“So now we decide?” I said. “Let’s just pick the first one.”


“No!” said Zhenya. “Pick the one with the most games.”


“Well, now you’ve made it complicated,” I said, “so we might as well form a plan. Let’s figure out the most influential human game system of all time, and we’ll use the metadata to find a similar ET system.”


“The Sega MegaDrive!” said L.


“Well, that was really cool, but—”


“The fucking Scorpion, man,” said Zhenya, pointing at me.


“What’s the fucking Scorpion, man?”


“Clone of the decadent ZX Spectrum. I learned to program on that thing. Man, it was the shit.”


“You’re obviously just going on nostalgia. We need objective measures. An influential system has—”


“Lots of games, like I said. The Scorpion had—”


“Hardware clones,” said L.


“Games that had lots of sequels.”


“Sales numbers, long lifetime,” I said. “This is what I’m talking about. If the database includes records for these things, we can count the records without understanding the language, and without having a stupid argument about human systems. I’ll write some data-mining scripts.”


“Hold it, dude!” said L. “Once you start game-related coding, this becomes outside work. You need approval from your project lead.” L. folded his arms. “Now, if I am your project lead, you’ll get approval, no problem.” 


“You little punk!” said Zhenya. “It’s tiny script!” L. just stood there, unmoved by human pity, totally devoted to the cause of employment contracts and mobile-phone rhythm games and DLC upsell.


“No, he’s right,” I said. I got out of my chair and picked up my laptop. “Excuse me a sec,” I said. “I’m going to talk to my project lead.”


“Ariel, do not give in to this punk!”


“I’m not giving in,” I said. “I’m quitting this job.”



BLOG POST, JUNE 21


I’m in the airport now, waiting for my flight. L. and the other Brazilians are seeding the Constellation Database of Electronic Games of a Certain Complexity, so if you want a copy, just queue it up. 


I’m writing code again, and now it’s the code I want to write: code that goes into a database of alien secrets and finds the parts that are worth translating.


ABlum: how many games are we talking about here?


Curic: Well, the concept of an individual
“game” is somewhat fuzzy, but:
More than a million games and less than ten million.
Enough for you to spend your life examining.
 
Though I do not recommend spending so much time on
something already so well catalogued.


My first set of filters on CDBOEGOACC found a Farang console that was very popular about ninety million years ago. Curic translated its name as the Brain Embryo. Farang are enough like humans that I should be physically able to play the games. Even though Curic says she’s never heard of this game system, or even this period of her species’ history, I feel safer starting with a Farang system.


I’ve kept my promise to Jenny to stop watching TV, but it’s inescapable in the airport, and what is on now is not so bad. I’m watching a camera crew near the lunar north pole. Humans in ESA space suits are setting up Quonset huts at the lunar north pole, on the Peaks of Eternal Light. ETs in much cooler-shaped spacesuits are replacing the solar panels with photosynthesis paint.


A few months after I started contracting with the pony game company, I asked Zhenya how he felt about Glavnaya. He said that it was abandoned before he was born, and that building it had bankrupted his country, so basically he could take it or leave it.


And, okay, but given that it happened, given that the money was spent: Don’t you want an affinity with the person who pointed at the moon globe and said, “We’ll build it here, where the solar radiation is the most consistent, in the Peaks of Eternal Light.” When the aliens come and say “Yes, this was a pretty good place to build it, let us help you live here again.”


?



BLOG POST, JUNE 21


Miscellaneous metadata mysteries from the Constellation Database of Electronic Games of a Certain Complexity:


Why are there so many Alien clones of Farang games? How did this happen? 


Most species disappear from the CDBOEGOACC when their computers exceed A Certain Complexity. If humans were in the database, our last entry would probably be a handheld system from 2006. So, why do the Inostrantsi stop developing CDBOEGOACC computers, start making them again ten thousand years later, and then stop again? Retro revival, or dark age? 


What’s the Other game that’s so awesome the Others cloned it three thousand times? 



BLOG POST, JUNE 22


Last night, Curic dropped the Brain Embryo right into my backyard, scattering my prized pyramid of empty beer cans to the four winds. This morning, some fucker with an op-ed guest spot is telling us we should be grateful the Constellation isn’t dropping rocks on us, a la The Moon is a Harsh Mistress (not mentioned by name). Well, I am grateful Curic didn’t drop a rock on my house, but hopefully the survival of the human race is not going to come down to that kind of gratitude, because there’s not a damn thing op-ed guy can do about it.


Jenny came over in the afternoon once it became clear the drop was really going to happen. We hung out and she did work for a few hours, and Bai came over from the turbine plant as soon as he got off work.


“Hey, bro!” he said, and held up a six-pack of convenience store beer, his traditional game night gift. “Did I miss the drop?”


Jenny was shuffling cards. “You missed squat,” she said. Bai toted the six-pack through the living room into the kitchen.


“Curic only delivers after dark,” I said, “so that violent gangs don’t notice the drop and steal the loot from us.”


“This is Austin,” Bai called from inside the fridge door. “Not São Paolo. Ain’t no gangs to speak of.”


“I’m pretty sure she means the government,” I said.


Bai had gone into the kitchen with a six-pack and now he came back into the living room holding one beer. It was like the opposite of a miracle. “I brought Dana,” he said. 


Jenny pulled cards out of the deck and threw them back in. “Can Dana... play?” she asked.


“She can watch,” said Bai.


“The game is Knockdown Dragout,” said Jenny, not without malice. 


Knockdown Dragout is the cross-dressing antistrip poker game I posted about last November. Annoyingly, but profitably, Bai kept his phone on the table during the game and devoted most of his time to looking at it and making kissy-faces with Dana. By the time Curic contacted me, Bai had lost pretty thoroughly and Jenny had to get out her lipstick.


“You’re losing real money, dude,” Jenny told him.


“And real dignity,” I said. Bai mumbled and applied the lipstick like Chapstick.


“I’m just gonna write that lipstick off,” said Jenny. She was dressed as one of Bai’s old frat brothers, wearing a Hornets cap, a single dude-earring, and a baggy white T-shirt that said “BEER IS LIKE WOMEN, BUT I FORGET WHY.” I was doing pretty well, having only been forced to wear a skirt, plus one of Jenny’s bras under my shirt.


Curic: The package is ready for delivery. Are
you ready to bring it inside?


ABlum: yeah, we’re just sitting around down here 
wearing each other’s clothes


Curic: Is that merely a colorful idiom or
is it a cultural phenomenon I should investigate?


ABlum: it is neither 


We went into the backyard in various levels of drag. Bai finally put his phone away. “Are we gonna see it?” he said.


“It’s too small,” I said, “and it doesn’t heat up enough to glow. It just lands.”


And it landed, but not for another ten minutes. The tiny shockwave rattled us and knocked over the aforementioned beer cans. This package was much bigger than the old one—an egg of re-entry foam five feet long.


“Whoop!” said Bai, and pounced on it. “Jesus, it’s hot!”


Jenny held up my oven mitts. “This is why humans invented tools,” she said. “Let’s get it inside before it starts a grass fire.”


“Yeah,” I said, “or my crazy neighbor mistakes us for raccoons and shoots us.”


The top of the egg had “Constellation Shipping” etched on it, and the same starfield I’d seen on my USB key. We put the egg in the bathtub, this side up, and Bai shook my bottle of rubbing alcohol like a madman.


“Whoa, whoa,” I said.


Jenny took a water pick out of her purse. “This isn’t one of your parties, Bai,” she said. “We’re going to use as little alcohol as possible.”


“It’s just the packing material,” said Bai. “You want to sell it online?” 


“You see packing material,” said Jenny, “I see sculpting medium.”


Bai took off his dress and rolled up the half-sleeves of his polo shirt. “Do you open your Christmas presents this way?”


“Yes, I do,” said Jenny. She cut a channel down the middle of the egg and Bai and I pulled the two halves apart while Jenny filmed the unboxing video. The Brain Embryo slid out of the eggshell, a heavy oblong shape like two couches sixty-nining.


Like the kid with the big half of the wishbone, I staggered back with the side of the egg that contained the Brain Embryo. Bai held the empty half, except it wasn’t empty. Stuff started pouring out of the cavity in the middle, and into the bathtub. Plastic sheets, wires, adapter cables. Cables spanning the ninety million years of history between the Farang Brain Embryo and the human high-def TV.


“Shit,” said Bai, shaking out the foam shape. “Where are the instructions?”


I set the Brain Embryo on the toilet seat. “Curic sent me instructions,” I said, “but they’re written in Simple Affect Metadata Exchange.”


Bai knelt in the bathtub, fondled the cables, and held one up. “This end is a DCMI cable,” he said.


“Yes,” said Jenny, “and the other end is a condom.”


I looked up Curic’s instructions. They were written in a very old dialect of SAME that got more and more recent as it described cables further along the chain from the Brain Embryo. The last sentence was in English: “Attach the spectrum converter to a television using the provided cable.”


We moved everything into the living room. “Should be simple enough,” said Bai. “We work backwards.” He unfolded a large sheet of black plastic, like a road map of space. 


“This diagram looks like an absorbtion spectrum,” he said. “It could be the spectrum converter.”


“The condom won’t fit on that,” said Jenny.


“That’s what she said.”


“Jesus Christ, Bai!”


“Putting aside whether or not what’s what she said,” I said, “that’s photosynthesis paint. It’s what they use on the moon base.”


“So, this is the power source,” said Bai.


“And it’s nighttime,” said Jenny. She sighed. “I’m going home.”


“I’ll drive you,” said Bai.


That’s why we still haven’t played any Brain Embryo games. And that’s why Bai is wearing lipstick in the unboxing video.


 


 


 


 


 







 


 



CHAPTER 5: 
LET’S PLAY
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GAME REVIEWS YOU WERE TOO SHY TO ASK OUT IN HIGH SCHOOL 2.0 PRESENTS
Gatekeeper (c. 90 million years ago)
A game by Clan Snowman
Reviewed by Ariel Blum


Publisher: Clan Snowman
Platforms: Brain Embryo
ESRB rating: T for light blasphemy


The Brain Embryo is a thirty-pound square computer that glistens like mother-of-pearl. My replica only weighs ten pounds, because it’s full of Constellation nanocomputers suspended in moon dust, instead of primitive Farang electronics. The case splits in half like a clamshell, and here comes the input device, looking a little like a pipe organ and a lot like an abacus.


The Brain Embryo is built like the military-surplus typewriter you inherited from your great-uncle Toby’s attic. I accidentally dropped it on the floor while setting it up, and the worst that happened was all the little sliding disks slid into the “up” position. (Also my heart stopped from fright—hey, those defibrillator paddles really work!)


OH YEAH IT’S A NEW SYSTEM, HERE ARE THE SPECS
The Brain Embryo (c. 90 million years ago)
Species: Farang
Civilization: Dhihe Coastal Coalition
Developer: Clan Not Completely Underwater
Publishing Lifetime: 54 Earth years


A typical Brain Embryo entertainment simulation uses four or ten of the pipe organ/abacus controls. The other 150 are for programming and database work. Gatekeeper only uses one little abacus bead. Slide your glistening resin bead up and down; send it spinning with a quick flick of the finger. The game that’s like performing a sex act.


Gatekeeper is the simplest Brain Embryo game. It’s stored in a little screw-in memory cylinder along with tens of thousands of other games and pieces of software. Another species’ computing history, smashed into the equivalent of a 128-gigabyte flash memory card. Shake the cylinder, yup, it’s also full of moon dust.


Here’s what the Constellation Database of Electronic Games of a Certain Complexity has to say about Gatekeeper:


The Gatekeeper, a minor figure in the Consensus Mythos, manages traffic between the land of the living and the land of the dead. In this game, you adopt the Gatekeeper’s dull task indefinitely. Due to its simplicity, a game mostly of theoretical interest to ludologists. 


(All CDBOEGOACC translations are Curic’s. For the time being, there will be no localizations of the games themselves. The people of the Dhihe Coastal Coalition spoke Edink, a language which nobody on the contact mission understands because it’s older than human language itself.)


The Brain Embryo unit has a small Plexiglass display on top, protected by a fold-up cloth, but it’s useless for a human—too small and too far into the infrared. A series of cables and adapters, as long as a mature tapeworm, blue-shifts the image into the visible spectrum and formats it to fit my television.


The Gatekeeper is a blue blob that stands in the center of your television, moving up and down along with the bead on its rod. Traffic comes from both sides of the screen—mostly from the right, from people dying. You need to let normal traffic through, while flicking away dead people who shouldn’t be living (zombies) and living people who shouldn’t be dying (suicides?).


The most interesting thing about this game is that there’s legitimate traffic from the land of the dead into the land of the living! These seem to be Serious Ghosts with Legitimate Business on the other side, like Hamlet’s old man.


Flanking the tiny glass display on the Brain Embryo are two flip-up pieces that emit weak radio waves. The radio waves tickle a Farang’s antennacles, stimulating the “water-sense” and inducing detailed 3D hallucinations that take a lot of load off the system’s graphics processor. On the back of the case is what I can only assume is an FCC notice that this does not qualify as a Class B digital device.


I don’t have antennacles, so I’m flicking this bead against the blobs I see on the screen, the two-dimensional shadows of the shapes that make up the Gatekeeper and the zombies. For a game this simple, that’s good enough.


Gatekeeper is a game with no win condition. As in all arcade-type games, eventually you screw up at your Gatekeeping job and are fired. Your boss is a comical-looking yellow oval who comes on screen and beats you with a baguette, and I’d laugh except I think that goofy fucker might be G-d.


The hardware manufacturer for the Brain Embryo is the Not Completely Underwater clan. It’s a company name that surely loses something in translation, but one which I find bursting with optimism.


The CDBOEGOACC is right. Gatekeeper is a dull game, a simple arcade-type game similar to games that went out of style here thirty years ago. It’s a game from another planet that I can play on my television. I recommend it.


Update, two hours later: 


Curic: Those are not zombies. They’re probably people who want a refund.



ABlum: a refund on what?


Curic: Their lives.


ABlum: sounds like a zombie to me


Curic: I am going to do research on human zombies to
prove you wrong.
 



Update #2, ten minutes after that:


Curic: Zombies are fully dead people who come back to
life for no reason.
What you are seeing is when one half of a person
dies, the other half wants a refund.
Otherwise the entire person will die in a few hours.


ABlum: who gives out the refunds?


Curic: There are no refunds.
That’s the point of the game.



REAL LIFE, JUNE 24


For the first time in years, I rode out to Reflex Games’s Austin office and padlocked my bike to someone else’s bike because the fucking bike racks are full. I knelt on the concrete, unzipped my backpack, and made one more check of the Brain Embryo, which I always make sure to transport in the finest of pillowcases.


Inside, I signed in and got a stupid plastic visitor’s badge. The lobby is still decorated with promotional shit from trade shows, though it’s obviously later-gen shit than when I worked there.


“Conference room,” said the receptionist. I conference roomed.


Suresh was not in the conference room. The lights were off when I came in. I sat in a chair for about forty-five seconds. Then I got up and rearranged all the chairs. I squared off a section of whiteboard and wrote DO NOT ERASE. Even this got boring.


I knelt down again to check the Brain Embryo. The door opened and someone said “Hello?” I stood up from behind the table and saw a blond frat boy reading off his phone.


“Hi, I’m waiting for Suresh,” I said.


“Suresh is in Toronto the rest of the week,” said the frat boy. He sat across the table from me. “Ariel, right? Suresh says you used to work at Reflex.”


“Yeah, we were devs together on Recoil, and the original Give ‘em Hell.”


When I contacted him, Suresh’s email signature said “Director of Content.” Why had he been called to Toronto? Some kind of content emergency? More importantly, what might this guy’s sig say, when he sends out email? “Summer Intern”? Was I being snubbed?


Frat boy had his phone face-up on the desk, but he was looking at me. “Yeah?” I said.


“Suresh said you had something to show.”


“Oh.” I slipped the Brain Embryo out of the pillowcase and set it on the table. I opened the clamshell to show off the control abacus, and flipped up the RF emitters so it would look cool.


“This is an extraterrestrial computer,” I said.


He sat up straight. “A Constellation computer.”


“Farang, pre-Constellation.”


“How powerful is it?”


“It works with six-dimensional polygons,” I said. “And Farang have slower reflexes than humans, so they were okay with a low frame rate. But you could see as it a PC from about 2000.” I said. Once frat boy heard the year, he slouched back down in his seat.


“The Farang wrote games for this computer,” I said. “Thousands of games. Humans can play these games. We have the metadata for the games. We have reviews, we know which ones are good. We just have to get them localized and port them to human systems.”


Instant messages were crawling up frat boy’s phone but he only gave them a glance. “Reviews,” he said, and steepled his fingers. “Do you have sales numbers?”


“The society that built this computer didn’t really have capitalism,” I said. “My contact says they mostly traded in time-limited apprenticeships within a network of small clans.”


Frat boy had the kind of body language that makes it very clear at what point in your sentence he stopped listening to you. “You’ve played these games?” he said.


“Yeah, nonstop,” I said, “for the past forty-eight hours.”


“Whaddya think?”


“Have you ever played a Japanese RPG, in Japanese?”


Frat boy’s body language got a little more tricky. I couldn’t tell if he was saying, “Why would I play a Japanese RPG in Japanese?” or “Why would I play a Japanese RPG?”


“There’s clearly something there,” I said. “This system kept the Farang entertained for a long time. But I don’t have the resources to localize these games and bring them to humanity. Reflex does.”


Frat boy’s phone started popping and crackling. He looked at me quizzically. I unscrewed the Brain Embryo’s power capacitor and the noises stopped.


“Uh, it gives 3D effects with radio transmissions. I have an idea for a visualizer, but I’m not very good with hardware. That’s another thing...”


“What do you want from Reflex?” asked frat boy.


“I just want to be part of the project,” I said. “I want to do some games that are important. Culturally.”


Frat boy leaned towards me. “Okay,” he said. “You worked with Suresh and the guys for four years. As far as I’m concerned, you’re still part of the family. And you know that we give each other the straight talk within the family? No bullshit. It’s the only way to maintain trust.”


“Yeah, I’m quite familiar with this tradition,” I said.


“I don’t see games here, man,” said frat boy. “I see ideas for games. Ideas are cheap. You and me, we have ten game ideas every day.” He slid his phone along the desk from one hand to the other. “There, make a game about that. We get fan mail we can’t read, because people are telling me their game ideas, and we don’t want to get sued.”


Who sends fan mail to this douchebag? “These games are ninety million years old,” I said. “I believe the copyright has expired.”


“You know that Reflex only handles original IPs,” said frat boy. “You should try a smaller studio. One that does localizations.”


“I just spent five years working at smaller studios,” I said. “They don’t have the money or the vision. Reflex does.”


“Then why’d you spend five years working for them?” said frat boy. And for him this meant the end of the conversation.


Outside, defeated, I stared at the mirror glass of the Reflex office building and made pssh, pssh, pssh noises, shooting out the windows one by one with my imaginary laser cannon. Don’t judge me; I learned it from playing violent video games.



BLOG POST, JUNE 24


I have something to tell you.


“I have something to ask you,” I said to Jenny.


Jenny scraped up the last little pile of pasta on her plate. “Uh, okay,” she said.


“How would you like to find employment in the exciting and fast-paced world of video game design?”


“I’d probably hate it,” said Jenny.


“Why?”


“Because I’ve spent the past ten years listening to you hate it.”


“No more,” I said. “I terminated my contract with the Brazilian company. I’m done with them.”


“Oh, good!” Jenny looked up at me. “I kept telling you you could do better.”


“Yes,” I said. “I’m starting my own game studio.”


“I don’t think it’s a good time for that,” said Jenny. “The economy’s not so great.”


“It’s never going to be great,” I said. “It sucked when we got out of college, and it sucks now, and I have to take a leap of faith now, before it’s too late.”


Jenny scooted back her chair. “It’s the Constellation, isn’t it?”


“Yes,” I said, “exactly.”


“Ariel, they’re scientists,” said Jenny. “They’re not going to outsource their tie-in games to humans, or whatever you think is gonna happen.” She turned on the kitchen faucet and the steam started to rise.


“That’s the exact opposite of my idea,” I said. “All these games on the Brain Embryo all-in-one pirate cart. We’ll port them to human systems. We already know which games were the hits. We just need to localize them. It’s like finding money lying on the ground.”


“Yeah, alien money,” said Jenny. “How do you know the bank will take it?”


“I’m taking a risk and putting up the capital,” I said. “That’s why they call it capitalism. Okay? To make a game you need one dev and one artist. I want you to be the artist.”


“I’m a fine artist,” said Jenny. “I do mixed-media sculpture.”


“You do graphic design for websites,” I said. “You can do pixel art.”


“Are you trying to piss me off?”


“I made pony games!” I said. “But I quit! You can always quit! It’s the secret of adulthood. Let’s quit being hacks, and do something cool.”


“Okay,” said Jenny. “I admit this is the first time you have combined a silly game idea with a harebrained money-making scheme.”


“Why is it a scheme?” I said. “We make a product and sell it. How hard can it be? Every douchebag either one of us has ever worked for has managed to do this!”


“So it’s just... pixel art?” said Jenny, “Like on your T-shirts?”


“Yeah, of course,” I said.


“’Cause I do 3D modeling,” said Jenny.


“That skill won’t transfer,” I said. “Your sculptures don’t move. They don’t even have to look like specific things. 3D models are why Pôneis Brilhantes looks like shit. You get stuck in the uncanny valley and have to spend a million bucks to climb out.”


“Speaking of which,” said Jenny, “what kind of budget are we looking at?”


“I’ll pay you a salary,” I said. “That’s right, an actual fucking salary. You come to work every day and you get money. We’re goin’ old school here.”


Jenny turned with a soapy cup in her hands. “Health insurance?” she said.


“Let’s not go crazy.”


This is what I wanted to tell you. My consulting S-corp is now a game studio. Say hello to Crispy Duck Games!


“When do we start?” said Jenny.


“When I find a Brain Embryo game worth porting,” I said.


“Well, don’t take your time finding one,” said Jenny. “I’m tired of watering down the pasta sauce.”


Crispy Duck Games: WE’RE NOT HACKS ANYMORE!


 







 


 



CHAPTER 6: 
THE STARS MY SCREENSAVER




REAL LIFE, JUNE 26


Some men in black done knocked on my door, and I don’t mean Johnny Cash impersonators. There were two heavies standing on the stoop, and if they weren’t wearing sunglasses, they sure wanted to. They were in their thirties. One was tall and looked like he’d rather be anywhere else; the other was short and buff and wore a dangerously loosened tie.


“Ariel Blum,” said the tall one, sizing me up through the door chain. I briefly catalogued my crimes. Nothing unusual for my age/ethnicity/location, nothing that justified dudes in suits.


“Do you have a warrant?” I said. “Because I’m pretty sure you still need one.”


“We just want to talk to Ariel,” said the short buff one.


“I’m Ariel,” I said.


The agents conferred quietly. “Isn’t... Ariel a woman’s name?” said the tall one. Like I’m hiding the Little Fucking Mermaid in my bathtub.


“It was a man’s name until 1989,” I said. “I squeaked in under the wire.”


“Mr. Blum,” said the short one. “We just need to talk. Really quick. There’s no trouble.”


“Give me an acronym,” I said.


“B.E.A.”


“Oh, the...the—”


“Bureau of Extraterrestrial Affairs. State Department.”


“I’ll come out.” I undid the chain and slid out onto the porch. Two agents at the door and a black car at the curb. An old natural-gas government sedan. Probably borrowed from the local Homeland Security office, and the agents with it.


“I’m agent Krakowski,” said the tall one. “My junior is Fowler.”


“Agent Fowler,” said the short one.


Krakowski ignored this. “You’ve had contact with an extraterrestrial,” he said/asked.


“Yeah, text chat.” No point in denying stuff I’ve posted to my blog. “You want to talk to her?”


“Species?”


“Farang.”


“Oh-kay.” Krakowski made a gesture to Fowler, who handed me a form out of a manila folder. “We need to register you as a contactee. Once you do, you’ll be eligible to sponsor a visa so your contact can visit the United States. “


“Hold it,” I said, looking up. “This form is a fake. There’s no Paperwork Reduction Act notice.”


“G-ddammit,” said Fowler. He eyed the dead pot plant on my porch like he wished he could still bust me for it.


“Blum, cut us a break,” said Krakowski. “The BEA is ten days old. We’re scrambling here. If we had to run timing studies on all our paperwork, Brazil and China would be building theme parks for ETs before we hosted our first state dinner.”
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