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			Introduction

			“You’re in Our World Now!”

			The words leapt from the fresh, glossy cardboard box as I stood alone on the lazy weekend-morning sales floor of my local Best Buy. I’d read them before: first in an advertisement for EverQuest, where the tagline sprawled above a scantily clad Enchantress, then again in fawning reviews published in PC gaming magazines after its March 1999 release.

			Those words spoke volumes. They were at once an invitation, a challenge, and a mystery. What did they mean by “our world now?” How can a game be a world? How can it contain hundreds of players? And how can it exist 24-7 without reset or interruption?

			I was no stranger to multiplayer games—in fact, most of my late-90s gaming took place online in first- or third-person action games, like Quake and Interstate ‘76, or real-time strategy arenas, like StarCraft and Total Annihilation. But this was different. This game was always online, always happening, always progressing, whether I showed up or not.

			In truth, I had no idea what I was getting into. I wasn’t even sure my 56K modem could handle a game so advanced. But I was sure of one thing: I had to leave the store with that game. Once I brought it home, I installed the game (a process that took more than a day on my dial-up Internet connection) and logged in to find a bulky, purple-and-white marble interface surrounding a small first-person window into the game’s 3D world, which I viewed through the eyes of my first character, a Human Monk.

			Not knowing better, I ignored the class trainers and bumbled around Freeport, one of the two cities Humans could choose to start their adventures. Confused, I eventually resorted to opening the manual—a step my cocky teenage brain loathed. I learned to manipulate the bulky onscreen buttons, which I could use to kick foes or sense my location and picked up a few chat commands I could use to speak with NPCs.

			I also discovered the text box that looked like an ICQ chat window was exactly that, and that most of the characters in the world were other people playing on their own PCs. I saw dozens even before I left the gates of Freeport and soon had to rely on their advice. My character had entered the world in the light of its virtual sun, but night soon fell, and my Human’s mundane eyes, unlike those of an Elf or Dwarf, could hardly see outside the city’s lights. The resident experts, who were just a few levels above my fresh character, assured me this was normal—a strange nod to realism in the otherwise fantastic setting. But not to worry. I could (mostly) solve the problem if I killed a glowing beetle and stole its eye. With that, I was off to explore the wilds of EverQuest.

			The wilds proved more than I could handle. I never reached the maximum level at the game’s release or in the first few expansions after. Yet I didn’t think any less of the game or—perhaps more importantly—myself. On the contrary, the idea of reaching the game’s level cap seemed mildly absurd, like climbing Mount Everest or crossing the Antarctic on foot. An accomplishment, to be sure, but not one I envied or thought to attempt. I was happy to poke around Norrath, join groups, try alternate characters, and chat with people in the tunnels outside Freeport.

			EverQuest’s graphics, though primitive by modern standards and constrained to a tiny fraction of an already small CRT monitor, represented the cutting edge of PC hardware in 1999. Players couldn’t even load EverQuest without a pricey 3D accelerator (1990s verbiage for what we now call a ‘video card’), and it was among the first PC games to enforce this requirement. Those lucky enough to have such hardware were rewarded with huge 3D zones filled with players, monsters, secrets, and loot.

			Technical limitations prevented the developers from delivering a game without loading screens, but the size of each zone made it easy to forget Norrath wasn’t a single, seamless world. The game delivered exactly what players desired most from the early era of 3D gaming: a sense of immersion. And I was fully immersed. It was all I wanted to play through the summer of 1999.

			My experience was far from unique. EverQuest received modest marketing ahead of launch, mostly in the form of magazine ads and circulation of the game’s beta, but the game quickly dominated the end caps of PC software sections across the United States, as well as the headlines of contemporary game magazines. Its arrival edged out predecessors like Ultima Online and pushed aside hype for Turbine’s Asheron’s Call, which, despite backing from Microsoft, failed to steal the spotlight.

			EverQuest’s ascent surprised no one more than UUNET, the internet service company Sony Online Entertainment had contracted to provide service for its datacenter in San Diego. Players overwhelmed the available bandwidth, forcing the company to hastily lay new cable between San Diego and Los Angeles (or so the story goes).

			Players who logged into EverQuest’s world were reluctant to leave. A 2001 survey of the player population by professor Edward Castronova found an average resident of Norrath spent 4.5 hours in-game daily, and that over 31 percent reported playing more than 40 hours a week. This dedicated player base proved happy to pay for the privilege of logging into Sony’s world. The game exceeded 200,000 subscribers by the end of 2000 and peaked at 550,000 subscribers in 2005. These subscriptions, originally priced at $9.89 per month, raked in monthly revenues of over two million dollars within six months of the game’s release.

			It was a staggering number in the nascent PC gaming market. And unlike most prior hits, which became irrelevant in months and soon lined the bottom of bargain bins, EverQuest’s player base continued to grow. Sony Online Entertainment responded with a torrent of expansions that kept EverQuest on the covers of PC gaming magazines for years.

			EverQuest’s success, though it feels inevitable in retrospect, was thoroughly unconventional and transformative. It gave the video game industry a new metric for success, one no longer dependent on the Hollywood-inspired cycle of megahits and fatal flops that defined the industry in its early years. It showed developers that a strong, earnest connection with fans was a viable foundation for success, and that online connectivity could provide every player their own endless story.

			It was a hard-won victory, however, and not without risks. The EverQuest development team was passionate and relentless, grinding every waking moment’s effort into the game for years. Once launched, the EverQuest team found shipping the game offered them no relief. The game’s success instead meant their work was never truly finished. Launch celebrations happened in tandem with an endless march towards new content. Eventually, some developers chose to move on, while others found their success brought new and unwanted responsibilities.

			EverQuest also unwittingly launched itself into the middle of a cultural battle over the legitimacy of video games. Early magazine articles and reviews lauded the title’s addictiveness and jokingly dubbed it “EverSmack” or, more frequently, “EverCrack.” The joke took a dark turn, however, as media reports of addicted players circulated in newspapers and on local evening news broadcasts across the country.

			A support forum for “EverQuest Widows,” whose spouses spent long hours in Norrath, appeared on Yahoo Groups and gained coverage from newspaper columnists looking to find the shadow to the Internet’s rise.

			Then, in 2001, an EverQuest fan named Shawn Woolley used a rifle to take his own life in front of his computer. The resulting flurry of criticism forced the game’s producer, John Smedley, to defend it on primetime television.

			Today, EverQuest is celebrating its 25th anniversary. It’s now developed by Darkpaw Games, a subsidiary of Daybreak Game Company, and led by its Head of Studio, Jennifer Chan, who (at time of this writing) is working on the game’s 30th expansion.

			While the game’s subscriber counts aren’t regularly released by its publisher, information provided when Daybreak was acquired by holding company Enad Global 7 in 2020 reported an average of 82,000 monthly active users and 66,000 paying subscribers. These figures made it the second most profitable game in Daybreak’s portfolio, which includes other legacy massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs) like The Lord of the Rings Online and DC Universe Online.

			These official figures represent only a portion of the fan base, as the game has a large emulation community that spans dozens of private servers. Exact player counts are impossible to know, but on any given night between 4,000 and 6,000 players are traveling unofficial versions of Norrath. The most popular, “Project 1999,” recreates the game as it was after the release of its second expansion. Other servers, like Omens of War, target later periods of the game’s history which include popular but controversial expansions such as 2003’s Planes of Power.

			Even if you’ve never played EverQuest before, it’s almost certain you’ve enjoyed a game that can be quickly linked to it—either because its developers worked on EverQuest at some point in their career or, more likely, because they played it in the early 2000s. Many of the largest games of all time owe it a debt, not least of all World of Warcraft, which counted a strong contingent of hardcore EverQuest raiders among its development team.

			Few who worked on EverQuest expected it to last even five years, much less 25, yet the game’s community remains stronger than any game from its era. Its immense popularity, and the long list of veteran developers who started with EverQuest before moving on to other titles, ensure its story has a place in video game history.

		

	
		
			Beginnings

			John Smedley was living a computer geek’s dream. Though only 25 years old, he landed a cushy job in 1993 at Sony Interactive Studios America (SISA), which occupied a sleek office outside San Diego, California. And not just any job: Smedley’s passion, talent, and initiative had earned him the rank of Producer which, in SISA’s corporate structure, made him responsible for advancing profitable franchised sports titles including ESPN Sunday Night NFL, ESPN National Hockey Night, and ESPN Baseball Tonight.

			Smedley’s key role made him critical to Sony’s plans to dominate the next console generation. Sony was finalizing plans for the original PlayStation, which was released in Japan in late 1994. The console proved a quick success on the company’s home turf, but that wasn’t enough to ensure the PlayStation’s future.

			Sony’s top brass believed the PlayStation could be an international hit, but they also knew they couldn’t conquer the United States simply by localizing the games launched in Japan. The console would need different games to succeed in North America—including sports titles that covered football, baseball, hockey, and extreme sports.

			The first projects Smedley oversaw as producer were released on competing consoles, such as the Sega Genesis and Super Nintendo, because the PlayStation had yet to arrive, but his efforts built a foundation for future success when Sony’s console made its North American debut in 1995. The ESPN license was a particularly strong lure for American players. ESPN Extreme Games, a PlayStation launch title developed by SISA, was the best-selling PlayStation game worldwide through October of 1996.

			It was all a dream come true—but not for Smedley. In fact, Smedley hated sports games. He wanted nothing to do with them.

			It was an odd twist of fate for a producer who’d earned his experience through personal initiative. Introduced to computers when his father, a chief petty officer in the Navy, came home with an Apple II, a teenage Smedley quickly decided to make his own version of Dungeons & Dragons—and failed, instead settling on building character creation software.

			Still, it was enough to nudge him towards larger, more elaborate projects, which he pursued while attending San Diego University. He found his first major gig working on console ports for Taito, a Japanese publisher, and soon dropped out of university to start a small company, Knight Technologies, and pursue the work full-time. This eventually led to a position at Park Place Productions, which was contracted to produce John Madden Football for the Sega Genesis, among other projects.

			Madden was a success, but Park Place Productions folded, leaving Smedley out of a job. So, once again, he took the initiative, approaching Sony alongside several former coworkers with a proposition: Hire us to do what Park Place Productions no longer could. Sony accepted, and Smedley found himself guiding teams of developers to build popular sports titles that hundreds of thousands of players would enjoy.

			But Smedley had a different passion: online multiplayer gaming.

			His game of choice was CyberStrike, a 1994 mech combat game developed by Simutronics and available to play on GEnie, General Electric’s alternative to America Online, Prodigy, and CompuServe. Although rarely spoken of today, CyberStrike was crowned On-Line Game of the Year by Computer Gaming World magazine and proved a star title for GEnie in the network’s final years of operation. Gameplay was billed at a rate of six dollars per hour, leading to at least one family financial discussion when Smedley’s wife discovered his hobby could add up to more than $600 (over $1,200 today when adjusted for inflation) a month.

			It was the dawn of a new era for online gaming. Multiplayer, Smedley realized, was the future, and he had the nugget of an idea that seemed a perfect fit for this new landscape: Dungeons & Dragons (or, at least, something very much like it) in a persistent, always-online world. This wasn’t an entirely original idea: An officially licensed Dungeons & Dragons MMORPG, Neverwinter Nights, had previously launched on America Online in 1991 and became a flagship game for the service.

			Yet this concept, no matter its potential, wasn’t aligned with Smedley’s work on PlayStation titles. The original PlayStation was a marvel for its era, packing a CD-ROM drive and fresh 3D graphics in a compact footprint, but online play wasn’t part of the plan. That meant Smedley had to beg permission to explore the development of a game which, even if successful, could never ship on Sony’s breakout game console. It was a tough sell, to be sure, and his initial moves to start the project were rebuffed for the obvious reason: SISA existed to develop games for home consoles, not PCs.

			Fortunately, Smedley knew how to seize an opportunity, and the opening he needed appeared when a new studio manager, Kelly Flock, arrived to head up SISA. He’d yet to hear the pitch, so Smedley enthusiastically presented the idea to his new boss. Flock was receptive and green-lit the project in early 1996 with a meager $800,000 budget. The money came with an important condition: Smedley’s work on Sony’s sports titles would take priority. The new game would add one more project to his already packed schedule.

			Odds are high that Smedley couldn’t have handled the day-to-day nitty-gritty of building the game he envisioned no matter the conditions imposed by Flock. His programming skills were rooted in the rapidly receding era of assembly language coding for computers, which predated the rise of IBM-compatible PCs as the dominant hardware and Windows as the dominant operating system.

			Still, Flock’s line in the sand settled the matter. Smedley wasn’t allowed to program the online multiplayer fantasy game himself. He needed fresh developers who were preferably young, hungry, and deeply invested in online games—and he soon found them over the World Wide Web.

			●

			Brad McQuaid was an unapologetic nerd. Though brought up on tabletop role-playing games, his love of Dungeons & Dragons took a turn towards the electronic when he learned of Ultima II, Richard Garriott’s landmark 1982 computer RPG.

			Eager to pursue the hobby, McQuaid saved up to buy a Commodore Amiga with an online connection. Once online, he frequented online bulletin boards (a predecessor to web forums and social media). It was there he met Steve Clover. The pair learned they lived nearby and became fast friends, bonding over their love of computer games and through frequent visits to local arcades. They eventually took a day job working as IT specialists at a plant nursery outside San Diego, where the pair built and operated software to track the nursery’s stock as well as the supplies required to keep them healthy.

			In their spare time, however, they were hard at work on their passion project: a computer roleplaying game called WarWizard. They founded a two-man studio called MicroGenesis in 1989 and devoted their nights and weekends to building what they hoped would become a computer RPG to rival Ultima. McQuaid worked on a version for Amiga, while Clover programmed for the Atari ST. In 1993, after four years of hard work, their game was finally ready. WarWizard, a colorful 2D computer RPG with deep combat and roughly 20 to 30 hours of gameplay, was unleashed on the world.

			The world shrugged.

			It wasn’t a complete bust. Distributed as shareware, WarWizard sold around 1,500 copies and brought in roughly $8,000 for the fledgling developers: a reasonable haul for a debut game from a development duo with no prior titles to their name.

			But McQuaid and Clover were snubbed by New World Publishing and Epic MegaGames. Both companies showed interest in publishing WarWizard but then backed away, leaving MicroGenesis to rely entirely on shareware for distribution and word-of-mouth for marketing.

			And, perhaps more importantly, WarWizard’s haul wasn’t enough to quit their job at the nursery to pursue game development full-time.

			Discouraged, but not defeated, Clover and McQuaid spun up work on a sequel to attract more attention. Eight thousand dollars in shareware sales wasn’t bad for a game that received essentially zero promotion, and the completion of WarWizard proved they could ship a game that worked as promised. Perhaps publishers would take MicroGenesis more seriously now that it had a real, playable game that anyone could download and try.

			McQuaid also learned a lesson from the first game’s development. Instead of trying to finish the entire game and then present it to publishers, he suggested they quickly build a demo showing their game’s strengths and post it, complete with their contact information, on Usenet.

			They did exactly that in 1994. Curious players who downloaded the demo of WarWizard 2 were greeted by an introduction and a résumé.

			This is a demo of a CRPG currently in development. We are releasing this demo as a business card of sorts, in order to introduce games publishers, developers and investors to our company, MicroGenesis. If you have any question whatsoever, please contact Brad McQuaid.

			The “business card of sorts” goes on to list McQuaid’s phone number. It also credits a team of five: McQuaid and Clover are listed as Producer and Programmer, while Kevin Burns, Victor LaFica, and Bill Trost are credited as (freelance) Artists.

			It’s unclear how widely the demo was circulated. Though still available to download on abandonware sites today, records of its original release are long lost. But the demo did cross paths with someone looking for young, eager game designers, preferably in southern California: John Smedley.

			Smedley gave McQuaid a call. He didn’t want to finish WarWizard 2, but he did want to speak with him about working on a new online RPG. It wasn’t exactly what McQuaid and Clover had in mind when they put out the demo, but they agreed to visit SISA for an interview.

			There was a distinct spark of connection between Smedley, McQuaid, and Clover. Smedley, to the astonishment of the MicroGenesis duo, was not just another corporate suit. He, too, was a lifelong nerd who shared their enthusiasm for tabletop role-playing, fantasy novels, and PC gaming. Smedley was equally impressed by McQuaid and Clover: They had just enough experience to show they could build a game, yet not so much to be daunted by an ambitious project.

			And coincidence handed the MicroGenesis guys another advantage. Milo Cooper, who’d contributed art for the original WarWizard, had since landed a job at SISA. Smedley, knowing this, asked Cooper’s opinion on McQuaid and Clover. Cooper offered his vote of confidence.

			That sealed the deal. Smedley first spoke with McQuaid and Clover in February of 1996. By March, they were lead developers of a new online fantasy RPG at Sony’s largest North American studio.

			●

			Smedley passed the torch to McQuaid and Clover with only a vague notion of what the game might become. All three agreed it should remind players of classic fantasy touchstones, like The Lord of the Rings and Dungeons & Dragons, and all three agreed the game should be an online fantasy RPG in a large, immersive world.

			But this vague summary was all Smedley passed along. He didn’t have a design document, business model, game engine, or server infrastructure to hand to his new developers. The game didn’t even have a working title. The exact origins of the name EverQuest are remembered differently by different sources. Some say the name popped up in an early meeting and immediately felt right. Another story credits Clover with brainstorming the name while stuck in California traffic. In any case, all stories agree that Smedley, McQuaid, and Clover quickly recognized the title was perfect for their game.

			That’s not to say Smedley didn’t offer guidance. His ideas for the game’s design were sparse, but he had advice for how EverQuest’s development should proceed. Don’t just start programming, he warned: First, the team of two needed a design document.

			That document, which is still in the possession of the game’s current publisher, Daybreak Games, was framed and mounted in McQuaid’s office after the game’s release. It detailed the game world in broad strokes, sketching an outline for the fantasy world of Norrath that included its peoples, nations, religions, and geography. The document also contained a list of the player character classes, the activities players could engage in, and the design tenets the duo hoped to follow.

			Remarkably, the design document was close to what the game would become. Smedley, writing in remembrance of McQuaid after his death in 2019, remarked that “Brad came into my office and handed it to me like he was handing down the Ten Commandments. EverQuest ended up being 100% what was in that doc. To this day I’ve still never seen a game that kept the vision from Day One. We spent many hours talking about the game we wanted to make. Brad had a clear vision in his head from Day 1.”

			McQuaid and Clover’s design document drew obvious influence from contemporary nerd culture, but a particular predecessor stands out from the rest: multi-user dungeons, better known as MUDs.

			Named after the first game in the genre, MUDs are text-based multiplayer games where players interact with the world by typing commands and chatting with other players. Though rare today, MUDs dominated the world of online role-playing through the 1980s and early 1990s. Rawn Shah and James Romine’s 1995 book Playing MUDs on the Internet estimates the global player base in “the hundreds of thousands.”

			Unlike modern MMOs, MUDs were rarely commercial ventures and, if they did charge a fee above whatever a user had to pay to dial in, did so only to cover the cost of server hardware and multiple phone lines. Many of the most popular MUDs even released their source code for others to freely use and build on. This, along with the relative simplicity of building a MUD compared to games with 2D or 3D graphics, encouraged a burst of creativity that sparked thousands of small online worlds. Most are now lost to history, falling victim to hardware failures or owners who simply moved on.

			The EverQuest leads were particularly fond of a MUD called Sojourn (which later forked into TorilMUD). Set in Dungeons & Dragons’ Forgotten Realms, which the MUD officially licensed, it went live in 1993 and had up to 400 players online at peak times—enough to rank it among the most popular and commercially successful MUDs available. Clover dove into Sojourn not long after its release and, after some wrangling, convinced McQuaid to give it a try.

			They were hooked, logging long hours and, perhaps more importantly, becoming involved with the community. McQuaid, the more outgoing of the pair, made a name for himself playing as the ranger Aradune. He continued to use the name in later games, including EverQuest, and players often referred to him by his avatar’s name rather than his real name, providing a reminder of his roots in the MUD community.

			McQuaid, speaking with author David L. Craddock for the online series “Better Together: Stories of EverQuest,” recalled his MUD obsession stretching long into the night. “I’d come home, and my wife wouldn’t see me until three in the morning because I was MUD-ding like crazy. We had this background in creating single-player RPGs, but I was learning all about what makes communities and the online experience.”

			Early MMORPGs had arrived by 1995. Neverwinter Nights, developed by Beyond Software and made available through America Online, enjoyed success upon its release in 1991. The game was released as part of the famous “Gold Box” line of Dungeons & Dragons computer RPGs, which included single-player hits like 1988’s Pool of Radiance and Dark Queen of Krynn.

			There was even internal debate over whether Sony should acquire the Dungeons & Dragons license and bring Neverwinter Nights, or something like it, into the 3D era. The license was instead acquired by Interplay, which enlisted BioWare to create the seminal single-player computer RPG Baldur’s Gate.

			But it was MUDs, not MMORPGs, that guided EverQuest’s developers. Though niche today, MUDs were more popular than their graphical alternatives through most of the 1990s. They were easier to access and play on contemporary online connections, ran on a wide range of computer hardware, were available in hundreds of permutations, and were relatively inexpensive to develop and play. The community practice of providing source code for others to freely use was of particular importance to the genre’s dominance. Developers looking to build a MUD could get started without paying a cent.

			In fact, despite its eye-catching 3D graphics, the fundamental mechanics of EverQuest had far more in common with MUDs than any 2D or 3D role-playing game of its era. The game’s graphical interface offered numerous icons and buttons to control spell effects, attacks, and special actions, but many buttons functioned as shortcuts for text commands entered in the game’s chat window.

			Interactions with NPCs were also accomplished entirely through text. Instead of clicking on an NPC to open a dialogue window, players targeted an NPC with their cursor and then typed “/hail” into the chat window, which prompted an immediate text response from the NPC. Conversations with NPCs continued in this fashion, with players typing specific words or phrases to nudge the conversation along. Combat results appeared in the chat as text, too, a convention that remains popular in the MMORPG genre to this day.

			In many cases, the influence of MUDs extended to EverQuest’s lore. The Human city of Freeport, arguably the most iconic and trafficked city in EverQuest upon its release, was based on Sojourn’s version of Waterdeep, an iconic city from the Dungeons & Dragons Forgotten Realms campaign. The class list was similar to Sojourn as well. Though EverQuest collapsed the many flavors of Mage into only three archetypes (Mage, Wizard, Enchanter), other classes share names or likeness: Ranger, Druid, Bard, Shaman, Fighter, Paladin, and Necromancer are all found in both Sojourn and EverQuest, and Sojourn’s Anti-Paladin is a clear inspiration for EverQuest’s Shadowknight.

			The similarities ran deep enough to spur old-fashioned internet outrage. In November of 1999, just a few months after the release of EverQuest, a member of the original team, Bernard Yee, spoke about the game’s development at the 1999 Re:Play conference. An EverQuest player (known only by his avatar’s name, Locke of The Isles) attended and soon began circulating a previously unheard bit of trivia. According to Yee, EverQuest was based on DikuMUD.

			This, broadly speaking, was true. A group of students at the University of Copenhagen released DikuMUD in 1991. The students also released the MUD’s source code online. Hundreds of MUDs, including Sojourn, used this source code as the foundation for constructing their own worlds. And EverQuest was undeniably inspired by Sojourn.

			But, as is often the case with rumors, this nugget of truth morphed and expanded as various commentators debated it. The claim became more specific and damning: EverQuest was accused of not only taking inspiration from DikuMUD but using the MUD’s source code which, according to widely repeated rumors, Sony Online Entertainment illegally copied to build EverQuest.

			It’s not hard to see why MUD fans leapt to that conclusion. EverQuest’s reliance on text commands for in-game functions is a bit odd for a graphical RPG released in 1999.

			Like MUDs, EverQuest is separated into individual zones populated with monsters that often wander with no clear direction but engage the player once they enter a certain range. A monster that only attacks when a player steps within a specific range seems odd in a graphical game that clearly shows the monster can see the player approach down a nearby hall. In MUDs, however, individual rooms are typically isolated, and monsters only engage when players enter a room.

			Logically, this might feel strange—presumably, a monster could hear or see a player approach. But in MUDs, which lack a graphical depiction of the world, it makes sense to tie a monster’s behavior to a player’s decision to enter an area. The player’s perception of the world extends only to the text description provided.

			The strange disconnect between the observable 3D world and the allowed player and enemy behavior extends to other aspects of EverQuest’s gameplay. Attacks and spells are defined by hard-coded values rather than physical simulation, and the effects of player actions are typically determined by the in-game object the player has selected instead of the location of the player’s character in the game world relative to the object. This gameplay mechanic, often referred to as “tab target” (as the “next target” or “switch target” command is often bound to the Tab key on a keyboard), continues to underpin many MMORPGs including, most notably, World of Warcraft.

			The “tick” system, a mechanic which wraps the progression of in-game time into more manageable chunks (in EverQuest, a tick occurs every six seconds), is another holdover from the days of MUDs, which had to function on networks where latency was often measured in seconds. The concept remains an important part of multiplayer games in a variety of genres, though modern games often tick several dozen times each second.

			Despite these numerous similarities to MUDs, and the gameplay and design notes taken from Sojourn, nothing in EverQuest’s code suggests the game was derived from DikuMUD’s source. EverQuest also lacked some features that could be expected of DikuMUD, such as a scripting system for creating quests, characters, and items. If EverQuest was built from DikuMUD, why were these useful features left out?

			“I was never in the code, but we had no MUD tools,” says Geoffrey Zatkin, who joined the EverQuest team in 1997 and contributed to both world and spell design. “The programmers were programming in C or C++, they were not programming in a MUD scripting language, and we were using Microsoft Access database servers on the backend.”

			The debate was (mostly) put to rest on March 17, 2000, when Brad McQuaid, Steve Clover, John Smedley, and EverQuest programmer Roger Uzun signed a “sworn statement” declaring EverQuest was not built off DikuMUD’s source code. Their statement then went a step further, saying EverQuest was not a “derivative” of DikuMUD. By the word’s definition in everyday conversation, this was not entirely correct—but it holds true in the context of copyright law, where the term “derivative work” is used to define a “work” in any way directly derived from another copyrighted work. The DikuMUD Group, which stewards DikuMUD’s license, accepted the statement, officially ending the beef between EverQuest and the MUDs that inspired it.

			Unofficially, however, the statement didn’t entirely squash the rumor, which remains part of EverQuest’s community. A 2020 thread on the forums run by EverQuest emulated server project Project 1999 saw a hotly contested debate over whether McQuaid (and, by extension, EverQuest) had copied or plagiarized from DikuMUD. The record proves this isn’t true, but the thematic and gameplay similarities between Sojourn and EverQuest continue to invite the comparison.

			●

			If not a MUD, then where exactly did the technology that powered EverQuest originate? There’s a definitive answer to that question, though one many players might find hard to believe: an obscure multiplayer tank combat game called Tanarus.

			Many game studios active in the mid-1990s have a story about building their first competitive multiplayer experience. Suddenly, the entire studio becomes enthralled, fighting and blasting and yelling into the early hours of the morning. For id Software, it was Doom. For Blizzard Entertainment, it was Warcraft: Orcs and Humans. And for Sony Interactive Studios America, it was Tanarus.

			Tanarus was a multiplayer tank combat game built by Sony Interactive Studios America and released for Windows in 1997. Players competed in team-based deathmatch or capture the flag modes. In a move that feels unusual in retrospect but was inspired by earlier online games (including Smedley’s beloved CyberStrike), Tanarus was free to download but required a monthly subscription to play.

			The game received mixed reviews and wasn’t heavily promoted by Sony, making its legacy rather obscure compared to more memorable multiplayer contemporaries like Quake or StarCraft. But, for a few months, Tanarus was all the developers at SISA could think about.

			“That was really popular in the building,” says Bill Trost, who joined the EverQuest team as an artist but quickly became responsible for the game’s world design and lore. “Once you could actually play that game, there were many times that the whole studio was there late, late, late at night just playing Tanarus, in addition to Quake.”

			The popularity of Tanarus was a boon for the EverQuest team’s morale. While there was little crossover between the developers of Tanarus and EverQuest, and the gameplay of Tanarus was different from what EverQuest would become, the games had many similarities. Sony Interactive skipped the PlayStation and instead published Tanarus only for Windows PCs.

			It also lacked a single-player campaign and required a subscription to play, a business model directly opposite the traditional, physical retail distribution that Sony preferred. Yet many developers inside the studio found themselves hooked. How could studio management deny online multiplayer gaming was the future while tank battles raged through the night?

			And the connection between Tanarus and EverQuest runs deeper. Smedley, who oversaw the development of Tanarus, was eager to avoid the expense of developing 3D games in-house. Fortunately, he found a less expensive solution in True3D, a 3D rendering engine developed by Cincinnati-based company Pyrotechnix.

			It was an important shortcut for SISA’s efforts in the PC arena. The studio had no shortage of experienced programming talent, but much of it revolved around development for the PlayStation game console—a far different beast than the more diverse and rapidly evolving PC platform. SISA even hired John Buckley, one of the True3D engine’s architects, away from Pyrotechnix.

			EverQuest borrowed another key piece of technology from Tanarus: the netcode. At a glance, Tanarus’ online gameplay has little in common with EverQuest. It’s a session-based game without a persistent world or even progress between matches. But this was early days for multiplayer gaming: Any netcode was better than none, and EverQuest quickly adapted the netcode built for Tanarus. This challenge fell on the shoulders of Vince Harron, who modified the code to rely on the User Datagram Protocol (UDP), a less accurate but more performant alternative to TCP/IP.

			The frag fests of Tanarus even leaked into the early development of EverQuest—a surprising turn of events for a game that, by the time it launched, was defined by its opposition to player-versus-player (PvP) gameplay. Bill Trost says that one of EverQuest’s first functional levels wasn’t a dungeon filled with monsters but instead a PvP combat arena designed for frenzied, hectic combat.

			“The first level that I built was like this little castle that had all kinds of different pathways through it. PvP was active in the game at the time, and it was the only way we could play, so we would just run around in that and beat each other up,” recalls Trost.

			EverQuest’s gameplay at launch could hardly be more different. Still, Trost’s level proved the team had a 3D rendering engine, netcode, and basic gameplay mechanics to build on, and it accomplished all this through repurposing technology that existed inside of SISA instead of building it from scratch.

			As the project progressed, EverQuest borrowed more than technology. SISA was primarily focused on sports games, but they were far from the studio’s only project, and many of the developers who worked on other games shared Smedley, McQuaid, and Clover’s love of all things fantasy. Their enthusiasm proved a siren’s call for like-minded developers.

			“[The office] was a big open pit of cubicles in a large center area surrounded by small private offices,” says Zatkin. “And some of the early people working on EQ had kind of been inherited from other teams.” The open office meant anyone could drop by to see what their colleagues were working on—and a massive CRT monitor rendering an Elf clad in epic armor stood out in a studio where artists more frequently fussed over how to render the likenesses of sports superstars on a game console with a single megabyte of video memory.

			The developers’ cramped working conditions encouraged communal spread, too. The single clover-leaf arrangement of cubicles meant for four EverQuest developers housed up to ten developers at a time, making the game’s presence in the studio difficult for other teams to miss.

			John Buckley joined the EverQuest team as a graphics programmer after working on Tanarus. Rosie Cosgrove Strzalkowski, the game’s art director, signed on after landing in a bullpen desk near McQuaid’s. Milo Cooper, reunited with McQuaid and Clover, worked on art for EverQuest after a stint on ESPN, NFL, and NCAA games for the Super Nintendo, Genesis, and PlayStation. The team also recruited assistant producers Brian Canary, Andrew Sites, and Matthew Yaney, programmer Kevin McPherson, and network programmer Vince Harron from internal projects.

			These pickups were, strictly speaking, a violation of Flock’s original command to build EverQuest without taking resources or attention away from Smedley’s other projects, but Flock apparently decided against enforcing his mandate. Flock, who passed away in 2021, never detailed his motivations for allowing the EverQuest team to grow, but it’s possible the game’s attractive 3D visuals gave Smedley leverage. By 1997, the EverQuest team had assembled a slice of gameplay that, while not especially representative of the game that would ship, looked stunning by the standards of the day.

			Besides, Smedley could hardly be accused of raiding the studio for talent. The team’s growth was motivated by each developer’s interest in the project, not mandatory reassignments by Smedley. And, strangely, the success of the PlayStation provided additional cover for the team. SISA grew rapidly in this period to develop and publish games for the console’s large audience. Moving a few developers to an online-only PC game didn’t entirely align with SISA’s goals, but it wasn’t going to make or break the studio’s PlayStation titles.

			The team couldn’t rely entirely on internal talent, however. There were too many roles to fill, and the game’s ambitions veered too far from SISA’s strengths.

			McQuaid, now a diehard fan of MUDs, tapped into the community’s talent with job posts on Usenet and BBS forums frequented by MUD players. Geoffrey Zatkin, a frequent top contributor on the “Wiz List,” which ranked content made for LPMuds (another family of MUDs which, like DikuMUD, forked from a common source), was brought in for an interview after responding to a post by McQuaid—and was hired later that week. McQuaid also reconnected with friends who’d contributed to WarWizard. Bill Trost and Kevin Burns were both brought on through McQuaid, and worked briefly as testers on other SISA projects before making the leap to EverQuest.

			And it was McQuaid, not Smedley, who effectively led the team through the fine details and day-to-day of designing, developing, and revising the game.

			Smedley’s involvement remained key, especially when the team required protection from executive mandates formed in boardroom meetings. But McQuaid’s role rapidly expanded beyond that of designer and programmer and into that of producer (his official title in EverQuest’s credits) and, perhaps more importantly, the game’s unofficial chief evangelist. He simultaneously led development in the trenches and promoted the game through constant conversation with fans and critics.

			McQuaid’s passionate, indefatigable leadership would prove an invaluable asset as EverQuest moved into its final year of development—a grinding march that would test the team’s patience, trust, and conviction.

		

	
		
			Creation

			Pleasant spring weather greeted the EverQuest team as they arrived outside the Georgia World Congress Center in Atlanta, Georgia, site of E3 1998.

			It was an interesting year for the show, not least of all because its location was far from all of the developers huddled along the coast of California—the result of soured negotiations between the show’s organizers and the Los Angeles Convention center. E3 would later return to the west, but, in those early years, it was still working to prove the video game industry was large enough to support a big, buzzy, multi-platform trade show all its own.

			Despite the distance, Sony was happy to pay for its developers and staff to make the pilgrimage. The PlayStation was now several years old and boasted a vibrant development community that released hundreds of games each year.

			Its success in Japan was unsurprising, but Sony wisely put equal effort into reaching the North American audience. The company’s booth was among the largest at E3 1998 and was packed with titles that would become PlayStation classics. Spyro the Dragon, Syphon Filter, Twisted Metal III, MediEvil, and Crash Bandicoot: Warped were shown alongside a blitz of sports titles that included MLB ’99, NFL GameDay ’99, and NHL FaceOff ’99. The presence of Metal Gear Solid, Final Fantasy VIII, and a pair of Resident Evil re-releases, all PlayStation exclusives shown by third-party developers, further reinforced Sony’s position at the top of the console food chain.

			Somewhere in this chaos, tucked in the side room of a suite, was EverQuest. Exactly how many members of the EverQuest team showed up for E3 1998 isn’t clear. Only a portion of the team made the cross-country journey, and those who did attend have foggy memories of the event. There’s no evidence of the game in any of the show floor maps and brochures, and it fails to appear in any of the E3 1998 trailers, recaps, and personal videos still available online.

			Yet one important bit of evidence proves its presence at the show: a worn photograph of Brad McQuaid cheerily providing a demo for Richard Garriott, the creator of Ultima, and Richard Vogel, who at the time was best known as the producer of Ultima Online.

			McQuaid, who posted the photo to his Facebook page in 2013, called it “a dream come true.” Garriott’s Ultima, later retitled Ultima I: The First Age of Darkness, released in 1981 and kicked off a computer role-playing franchise that ruled the scene for more than a decade and saw over ten mainline titles, as well as numerous spinoffs. McQuaid played many Ultima games growing up and credited Ultima II as the game that hooked him on computer RPGs.

			That alone would be reason for excitement. But by 1998, when McQuaid met his hero, Garriott had cemented his reputation with a hit MMORPG similar to what Smedley, McQuaid, and Clover envisioned. Ultima Online, a 2D MMORPG released in 1997, was a massive success with over 250,000 paying subscribers at its height through the late 1990s and early 2000s. McQuaid and the rest of the EverQuest team saw it as a lighthouse in the dark, providing the strongest proof yet that online role-playing could attract an audience that rivaled the most popular single-player computer RPGs.

			The E3 1998 photo also hints at EverQuest’s modest presence. It appears to show a meeting room, not a booth. Only a handful of people are visible, mostly huddled around the computer McQuaid used to demonstrate EverQuest to his hero. Not a single EverQuest banner or logo is visible except for the game’s name scrawled in its iconic, golden letters on McQuaid’s shirt. The artwork that is visible instead shows sci-fi scenes including a golden crosshair on a black background and a tank shooting an unknown foe. It’s possible the banners directed visitors to a demo of Tanarus, though the photo’s low resolution makes it impossible to know for sure.

			Garriott wasn’t the only person who paid a visit to EverQuest’s meager showroom. Despite its small size and lack of visible presence, a constant stream of critics and developers passed through. Most heard of the game from earlier visitors, who often left gushing and giddy about the game’s prospects.

			It was enough to earn EverQuest the Game Critics Award for Best Online Only Game. The value of this honor was likely less than it appears in retrospect, as 1998 was The Game Critics Awards’ inaugural year. Still, it served as proof that EverQuest had captured the attention of the journalists responsible for deciding coverage inside the newsstand magazines that remained a critical gatekeeper of gaming news. The game also enjoyed positive coverage in magazines through the first half of 1998. PC PowerPlay, an Australian magazine, ran an extensive preview in its March 1998 issue, followed by blurbs in PC Zone and Computer Gaming World in the spring of that year.

			But the game’s grassroots marketing likely had the greatest impact. McQuaid, who often identified himself by the name of his in-game avatar, Aradune, somehow found time to remain a highly active participant on BBS services, forums, and chat groups surrounding MUDs. His input, criticisms, and speculation about the future of online gaming attracted a strong following. The EverQuest team leaned into this with a series of developer chats, hosted on IRC, that ran through 1998.

			The chats follow a remarkably modern question-and-answer format that feels only a shade removed from the “Ask Me Anything” format popularized by Reddit or the “Fireside Chat” format on Twitch. But EverQuest’s chats, unlike modern community management, were impromptu and semi-spontaneous affairs hosted at short notice on an IRC channel with minimal moderation.

			The topics of the resulting barrage of questions ranged from gameplay mechanics (“If my corpse decays before I loot it, will the loot appear in a little pile where the corpse used to be?”) to artistic decisions (“My question is about breast size; are you going to make it a standard size and if you do are they going to be realistic?”).

			While the chats varied both in topic and attendees, one constant remained throughout: McQuaid. He was the momentum behind the game’s increasingly powerful presence on community forums and websites, and he leaned into the role without hesitation.

			“When he and I worked together on the EverQuest project, he was largely responsible for marketing. He was the face of the product. He was out there talking to customers, doing interviews, hyping the game, working on building it,” says Jeff Butler, who joined the EverQuest team in 1999 and quickly rose to the rank of Producer.

			Zatkin remembers McQuaid as a tireless personality, always ready to jump into an online discussion or flame-war over MUDs, role-playing, or online games. “Brad probably spent, it felt like, half his day on message boards and other things, talking about how amazing the game would be,” says Zatkin. “And without that, I don’t think we ever would’ve gotten the excitement. Brad was the chief evangelist for the game. Hands down, full stop.”

			Trost supports Zatkin’s thoughts. “Brad enjoyed getting on the forums and debating things with players and theorizing about MMOs, and where they would go in the future,” recalls Trost. “He was always really active and wanted to get the opinion of the folks that he played with in his MUD.”

			McQuaid’s passion, and his willingness to debate the finer points of online games with everyone and anyone, made him a celebrity among MUD enthusiasts. And some of those enthusiasts, feeling the intensity of McQuaid’s excitement, took it upon themselves to set up fan sites like EverQuest Express, an online fan zine that published its first issue in January of 1998—nearly a year and a half before the game would be released.

			The zine speculated about the nature of dragons, teased the schools of magic announced so far, and discussed an “EverQuest movie.” (Based on the timing of the article, the “movie” seems to refer to the game’s first gameplay trailer, which was released in November of 1997.) This early murmur of anticipation quickly grew into an online cacophony of hype, speculation, and debate as development rolled into 1998.

			It’s impossible to say precisely how many people attended EverQuest’s online chats, read McQuaid’s rants, or visited early EverQuest fan sites—but one fact points to their effectiveness. Interest in EverQuest’s beta test grew at a rapid clip through 1998 despite a near complete lack of official marketing from Sony and a relative lull in press coverage after the game’s successful appearance at E3 1998.

			The earliest phase of the beta test was an exclusive, invite-only affair with roughly 100 participants. The second phase grew to 4,000 players in November of 1998. That figure surged to 25,000 players by February of 1999.

			And these numbers, though strong, undersold the level of interest in the beta program, which received more applicants than it could accept. Fan sites, forums, and IRC channels were awash in speculation about when a new phase of beta would launch and what criteria might help qualify players for testing.

			Hosting a beta of this scale was difficult, not least of all because the beta was distributed entirely through physical discs mailed individually to invitees. But while the mailouts added yet another task for the overworked and increasingly tired EverQuest team, the successful execution of each beta phase increased the developers’ confidence that the game they’d spent sleepless nights perfecting would be a hit.

			That boost in morale would prove important. Despite a successful E3 and a tidal wave of interest from fans, hidden dangers lurked between the game’s beta and its retail launch.

			●

			While EverQuest gained traction in the online MUD and MMORPG communities through late 1998, the specifics of the game remained in flux, and its developers continued to make key decisions that radically altered the game’s future. Among the most important, and most controversial, was the decision to push competitive PvP combat aside and focus almost entirely on cooperative player-versus-environment (PvE) gameplay.

			This crucial decision is easy to overlook in retrospect, as we know how the story ends: EverQuest successfully launched with just a few PvP servers and placed little emphasis on that style of gameplay. In 1998, however, the choice was the subject of intense debate at team meetings.

			EverQuest was, by this point, in the hands of McQuaid, Clover, Trost, and the rest of the development team. But EverQuest began with John Smedley—and Smedley thrived on competition.

			His desire for PvP combat in EverQuest might seem odd to modern fans. At the time, however, his view was the default position for many developers. Nearly every popular online game, from Quake to Command & Conquer and Sony’s own Tanarus, focused on competitive instead of cooperative play. Remember, too, that EverQuest forked off the Tanarus engine, and that Trost’s first gameplay demo was a PvP combat arena.

			Then there was the elephant in the room: Ultima Online. Garriott’s MMORPG famously launched with free-for-all PvP combat that let players attack each other without provocation outside of towns populated with NPC guards. Everyone who stepped foot outside the safe harbor of a civilized city was open to being “ganked” by other players.

			Fans of Ultima Online believed this open-ended, anything-goes system was crucial to building a realistic, engaging online world. Eliminating the danger and risk of facing clever human adversaries would leave players with little to do except bash unintelligent NPCs that always fought the same way and appeared in the same locations. Who would want to do that?

			But Ultima Online’s PvP combat had a dark side. The game launched without systems to coordinate or curtail PvP combat, and a wave of gruesome, merciless murders swept the game.

			To make matters worse, a victim’s corpse was free to be picked over by their assailant. This only reinforced the strength of the most prolific and skilled killers and amplified the pain of dying while in possession of epic equipment or valuable trade goods. Players could lose days or weeks of progress in a single blow. And once they respawned, they were weaker than before, causing a downward spiral of frustration.

			This exact fate befell Steve Clover shortly after Ultima Online’s launch. “I created my own sword. I crafted my own armor and all that. I put all this stuff on, I head out to do some adventuring, and all of a sudden, the screen starts slowing down,” Clover recalled on a video podcast hosted by Intrepid Entertainment. “I’m like, oh, this is weird. What’s going on? And about a hundred guys run on screen and [beat] me to death, right?”

			Clover’s freshly deceased character could only lurk as a ghost while the team that demolished him stole the fantastic gear he’d painstakingly assembled. It was a formative experience, and one he immediately took with him to team discussions about EverQuest’s PvP mechanics. “I said, that will not happen in our game unless it’s consensual. That absolutely will not happen.”

			He didn’t have trouble convincing McQuaid to help him push back against Smedley’s preference. The debate over PvP and PvE combat was already a point of contention in MUD communities. According to Playing MUDs on the Internet, player-killing “while very frowned-on by a good portion of players, is a way of life for others.” The 1995 book helped players with resources and tips on how to succeed, or at least endure, while player-killers (PKs) circled in search of easy prey.

			Most MUDs supported player-killing in some form—including McQuaid’s favorite, Sojourn. That frustrated McQuaid, who later told MMORPG.com that “we’d played PvP MUDs in the past and were not fans of them. The wanton PvP in UO confirmed for us that we wanted to make a primarily PvE game.”

			A faction of EverQuest fans remained in favor of PvP combat, however, and debate over its inclusion continued right up to release. McQuaid, speaking in an IGN interview published on February 26, 1999, threw cold water on the demand for PvP servers, saying that “less than five percent of Phase 4 testers have chosen to play on the PvP server, and the majority are choosing to play non-PK on the regular servers.” But, contrary to his comments, the EverQuest team caved to the demands of the PvP community and launched an unrestricted PvP server, Rallos Zek. Kelly Flock, speaking to G4 TV, cited a surge in interest from the “hardcore player-versus-player people” as motivation for the concession.

			The slim population count of Rallos Zek, which dwindled quickly after launch, ultimately proved McQuaid’s opinions on PvP’s popularity correct. EverQuest launched several alternative PvP servers with varying rulesets in the years after its release, such as Sullon Zek (a team-based server) and Discord (a perma-death server). Their popularity was often short-lived, as EverQuest fans treated them as novelties. Today, a community of hardcore EverQuest PvP fans remains active on both emulated and official servers, but simultaneous player counts struggle to exceed double digits.

			●

			EverQuest’s popular beta was a hint at the game’s future success, but all was not well behind the scenes. The core tension between EverQuest, an online-only PC game, and SISA (which rebranded to 989 Studios in 1998), remained a point of contention—and even, by some accounts, derision—from developers committed to the studio’s sports titles.

			Although 989 Studios developed several PlayStation titles outside the realm of sports, its position in Sony’s roster of studios slowly narrowed to focus even more tightly on sports titles.

			By 1999, the year of EverQuest’s launch, Sony had rebranded the studio to 989 Sports to more clearly identify its strong line-up of in-house sports titles, which included licensed franchises based on the NFL, NBA, NCAA, NHL, and MLB. As a result, Smedley found himself defending EverQuest in high-level meetings with executives and peers who didn’t see why Sony’s sports studio should produce an online fantasy game incompatible with the company’s best-selling game console.

			“They called us the ‘goblin-and-ghouls guys.’ They used to openly laugh at us,” Smedley recalled in an interview with Morgan Ramsay published in Ramsay’s Gamers at Work: Stories Behind the Games People Play. “They didn’t get it. They thought it was stupid—a waste of time and money.”

			EverQuest was an internal underdog not only because of its genre, but also its business model, which relied on what modern gamers call a “live service” instead of retail sales.

			Sony had reason to be skeptical. The PlayStation’s success was cemented by popular single-player and local multiplayer games from both first and third-party studios. Running a persistent online game with servers that remained active 24/7, seven days a week, seemed a costly and difficult endeavor well outside 989’s expertise.

			This tension exists within Sony to this day. It spun most of its live service games into a new entity, Daybreak Games, in 2015. The move was meant to help Sony focus on single-player titles, like God of War and The Last of Us, which buoyed the PlayStation 4’s remarkable international success. Yet Sony has more recently indicated its plans to get back into live service titles with its purchase of Bungie, the developer of Destiny 2, in 2022.

			Smedley’s account of the atmosphere at 989 Studios suggests a classic nerds-and-jocks struggle. It’s easy to imagine the EverQuest team huddled in a starkly lit lunchroom, attempting to sling cards in Magic: The Gathering while dodging food thrown from nearby tables. However, the EverQuest developers I spoke with recalled a more inviting environment than the stereotypical hostility Smedley remembers.

			“Funny, that was probably true, but our day-to-day interaction with other teams was almost negligible,” says Zatkin. Aside from a brief stint helping the NFL Gameday team explore the (ultimately fruitless) potential of using the EverQuest engine for future versions of the sports mega-hit, Zatkin remembers the studio “was sectioned off enough, and we were all busy enough, that there wasn’t a lot of jostling around.”

			Kevin McPherson agrees, saying that “you can be a total sports nerd, right? They’re just nerdy in different ways. But I never felt looked down upon or marginalized.”

			The gap in these accounts is explained by Smedley’s position as a producer which, over the prior decade, had taught him to protect teams under his guard with the valor and vigor of a max-level Paladin. The day-to-day development of EverQuest rarely felt the impact of heated backroom discussions and executive maneuvers.

			EverQuest was an unproven project in a budding genre and developed by a team that, in truth, was severely lacking in leadership. Most members of the team (including McQuaid and Clover) had never shipped a game distributed by a publisher. Many had never shipped a game at all. And none had shipped a graphical MMORPG. Objectively, there was no reason to believe the project would be successful and many reasons to think it might flop. Yet every developer I spoke with felt strongly that the game would be a success well before its release, and none felt hostility or skepticism while working for Sony.

			Even Smedley’s formidable defense had its limits, however, and in late 1998 his efforts to safeguard the project met an unlikely obstacle: Kelly Flock.

			Flock had so far proven unusually supportive of EverQuest. He’d greenlit the game despite its lack of synergy with 989 Studios’ other projects and allowed the team to grow well past its initial budget and headcount.

			Yet his faith was waning. The game had, at this point, spent over two years in development and burnt through at least a couple million dollars. It was slated for release “soon” but had already blown through prior deadlines. (The first EverQuest previews promised an early 1998 launch.)

			His patience had worn thin, and he needed the studio to focus on his core strengths. Flock brought Smedley into his office to share the bad news.

			EverQuest was canceled.

			Flock, who passed away in 2020, never spoke publicly about his exact reasons for canceling the game, but Smedley has remarked that Flock was pressured by a need to refocus 989 Studios’ resources on PlayStation titles. EverQuest was a side project for 989 Studios, making it an obvious game to axe if Flock felt the need to refocus.

			Fortunately, Flock’s decision included an unusual lifeline. Instead of immediately firing the team, removing them from the premises, and archiving all related materials (as was common practice for many canceled games in that era), Flock gave Smedley a month to find a new source of funding and spin off a new, independent studio to finish the game. If Smedley could do it, EverQuest could continue. If not, the game would never see store shelves.

			Smedley and McQuaid immediately took to the phones, calling every publishing bigwig and studio executive who might want to pick up the project. This led to a whirlwind tour of possible suitors that included big names like Microsoft (which made its own play to dominate online gaming with MMORPGs such as Asheron’s Call and Allegiance, as well as its own online game platform, Internet Gaming Zone). With the clock ticking, and the options narrowing, the pair settled on a partner that was both a close relative and a total stranger: Sony Online Entertainment (SOE).

			SOE, headquartered in New York, NY, launched The Station @ Sony.com in March of 1997. General Manager Matt Rothman, speaking to Wired about the site’s launch, said Sony hoped to “build a platform that allows any game or product to be plugged into the site.”

			The original site, available today through the Internet Archive, was a mishmash of services that spanned online shopping, children’s entertainment, and online messaging, but the site’s biggest lure was its small roster of online games. This included not only 989 Studios’ Tanarus but also popular online game shows based on properties Sony owned, such as Wheel of Fortune and Jeopardy!

			Unlike 989 Studios, which operated primarily to support Sony’s PlayStation, SOE’s core focus was online entertainment—something which (particularly in North America) was almost wholly the domain of home computers running Windows. SOE saw EverQuest as a potential hit it could offer through The Station, increasing visibility for both the game and Sony’s nascent online service.

			Still, the transition away from 989 Studios was no small feat. Instead of passing hands directly from 989 Studios to SOE, the team founded a new, independent development studio on January 1, 1999. The studio was briefly named Red Eye Interactive (a reference, perhaps, to the long hours both developers and players spent in-game) but, due to a dispute with another company with a similar name, quickly rebranded to Verant Interactive.

			The new name came with new offices and new hires to handle testing, customer service, and office administration. EverQuest’s team was augmented by top-level converts who jumped ship from 989 Studios, such as Russell Shanks, a producer who joined Verant as CTO, and head of marketing Jeffery Fox, as well as new external hires who’d heard of EverQuest online, such as Jeff Butler, who joined through customer service but was quickly promoted to producer.

			The headcount at Verant Interactive on January 1, 1999, varies depending on who you ask: The developers I spoke with estimated it to be around two dozen, Smedley put the head count at precisely 56, and a news article published on IGN claimed it was 70.

			Whichever number is correct, the transition was a remarkable feat of management, and one that miraculously occurred without spooking the game’s staff or slowing EverQuest’s continued development.

			“I’m glad I didn’t have to think about it. I was so just involved with building the game that I think Smed[ley] and Brad did a good job of shielding us from all of that,” says Trost. “It would have been devastating to find out that, oh, they weren’t able to pull it off and we’re all fired because Sony doesn’t want to do this anymore. […] We just didn’t even know that was a thing.”

			Zatkin also recalls little about the transition. “We only found out about it once it was in the works. John and Brad had some time to go help solve the problem. I don’t remember a, ‘Hey guys, we’re getting canceled.’ What I remember is, ‘Hey guys, we’re spinning out to be our own studio. You’re no longer going to be Sony employees. You’re going to be employees of Verant Interactive.’”

			The most obvious sign of the change was the move from 989 Studios’ cramped office to impressive new digs in a massive complex at the end of a business park cul-de-sac. “I remember walking into the first building thinking, wow, this is huge. We’ll never fill this,” says Zatkin.

			By the time Zatkin had left the studio, in 2003, Verant Interactive had grown into several adjacent buildings. It was so large, in fact, that it gobbled up its parent. When Sony Online Entertainment’s New York City office was closed, the remaining staff transitioned to Verant’s office in San Diego, and in 2002 John Smedley was made the division’s President. The game Sony had canceled became the cornerstone of its online gaming ambitions.

		

	
		
			Crunch

			With the transition away from 989 Studios complete, and EverQuest’s fate now firmly in the hands of the people who created it, the team was ready to focus on the final march to launch. They had less than three months to wrap up development and patch remaining bugs ahead of the game’s launch on March 16, 1999.

			A large chunk of the effort focused on finalizing the game’s world, class design, and art direction, all of which had to come together simultaneously to fill out the game’s impressive 3D-accelerated world. While the foundation for these gameplay elements were in place prior to 1999, the team found itself building, adjusting, and tuning the game’s look right up to—then past—launch.

			EverQuest’s art was led by Rosie Cosgrove Strzalkowski who, as mentioned earlier, joined the team after seeing the game on McQuaid’s computer in the SISA office bullpen. It’s easy for modern players to take a dismissive stance towards EverQuest’s graphics, as its low-polygon models and simple textures are antiquated, but contemporary opinions could hardly be more different. EverQuest’s 3D engine represented the bleeding edge of PC hardware in 1999, particularly in the size and detail of the game world, as well as the number of characters visible on screen. The art team eagerly put its capabilities to use.

			Strzalkowski told PC Gamer’s Steven Messer she “really wanted something more whimsical and lighthearted for a lot of the characters. We talked about making the really ugly characters have more comedy to them, like the goblins having a visible butt crack that they’d itch.”

			This element of the game’s art design is found in some playable races, such as the Trolls and Ogres. These notably depart from the handsome, striking interpretation found in many modern RPGs and instead pursue a more monstrous aesthetic, complete with comically exaggerated faces, broken noses, and permanently blackened eyes.

			Monsters were often reminiscent of Saturday morning cartoons. The game’s skeletons and zombies had a cartoonish vibe with glowing green eyes and, in the case of many zombie models, metal helmets that appeared riveted to the creature’s head, Frankenstein-style. A few monsters, like the Bixie—a cross between a bee and a pixie—were silly jokes rooted in late nights spent shifting through rosters of fantasy foes to decide what might seem fitting for a zone.

			EverQuest has a reputation for difficult and inaccessible gameplay but, as the art direction made clear, that wasn’t the design intent. On the contrary, the game’s art style, UI design, and focus on attractive 3D-accelerated visuals made for an inviting first impression on release, and these elements contributed heavily to the game’s positive reception in previews and reviews, which invariably heaped praise on the graphics.

			Bill Trost, who earned credits as both Lead Designer and Lead World Builder, oversaw the world of Norrath. His efforts were framed by the design document McQuaid and Clover authored to kick off EverQuest’s development, but that document was only a sketch. Trost filled out the document’s ideas with the lore, dungeons, and quests players would expect from an immersive fantasy world.

			“When I first came on the project, I was largely building levels and doing backstory stuff for fleshing out the world. I was leveraging my background in Dungeons & Dragons. So, a lot of it just drew upon campaigns and stuff that I made as a kid, and a lot of the stuff in Norrath comes directly from that,” says Trost. “I was then the one who, as we hired more people, would train them up on how to use this editor and manage all of those folks who built the world.”

			Though Trost was the lead world builder, and most responsible for the day-to-day development of level design, quests, monsters, and countless other elements that form the world of Norrath, the task was a highly collaborative effort.

			EverQuest’s credits list a total of eleven world builders, including Trost, and most of those credited also worked on other aspects of the project. Kevin Burns was also credited as an artist, Ryan Palacio was also credited as a programmer, and Mike Hutchins and Matthew Yaney were also credited as assistant producers.

			And the collaboration was even broader than this suggests. The credit for “World Building” itself spanned many tasks, yet some who provided critical contributions to the world weren’t listed as a World Builder.

			Geoffrey Zatkin, credited as a world builder, was heavily involved with class design. But Roger Uzun, credited as a programmer (and designer of much of the game’s server code and NPC AI) was key to EverQuest’s complex faction system, which tracked dozens of independent factions that may be openly hostile or warmly receptive to players depending on their actions, character race, and in-game religion.

			The long list of developers involved in world building was partially due to the team’s loosely defined roles, which often evolved from year to year or even month to month, but also driven by difficulties with EverQuest’s toolset and development workflow.

			The game’s level editing tools were never in great shape. A story posted on the official EverQuest website to celebrate the game’s eighth anniversary claimed Roger Uzun’s computer suffered a hard drive failure in 1998, destroying the only copy of the level editor’s source code and forcing the programmers to start over from scratch.

			As harrowing as that sounds, Uzun’s response was even more illustrative of the team’s troublesome tools. He couldn’t even recall the specifics of the incident and instead remarked that tools development was “done as sort of a spare time thing.”

			“The [indoor level] editor was custom built in-house. It was actually converted from an editor that was built originally for a PlayStation game called Spawn: The Eternal,” recalls Trost. “The editor was largely 3D, but it was kind of not 3D. You could define volumes, but you couldn’t really work in three dimensions. So, I could define 2D volumes, and determine what the floor and ceiling height were, and I could split them to make multiple floors, but it wasn’t like I could then go in and manipulate walls independent of the floor plan.”

			The editor also lacked basic features like a copy-and-paste function. Developers implementing repetitive elements, like columns supporting a roof, had to build each from scratch.

			These limitations caused headaches when designing dungeons. Multi-level layouts became difficult to view, let alone edit, as additional layers and objects were added. The editor was also prone to crashing when it came time to wrap up development of a zone—a major hurdle, as the game’s largest zones could take days to export.

			Outdoor zones weren’t created in this tool but instead with the more reliable and well-documented 3D Studio Max. Long export times remained an issue, however, as EverQuest’s outdoor zones were far larger in scope than the 3D objects the software was built to handle.

			Creating a zone’s geometry was only a quarter of the work. Once complete, developers had to populate the zone with objects, friendly and hostile NPCs, and quests. Here, too, the development tools were woefully inadequate.

			The MUDs EverQuest drew inspiration from usually had a scripting language built to simplify the creation of quests, custom items, and other content. EverQuest’s programmers couldn’t find time to build a similar utility, which in turn made quests difficult for those outside the programming team to implement. Developers could only implement basic actions, such as responding to players who speak to an NPC in a chat window (/hail was the go-to greeting) and occasionally moving an NPC across the world.

			“Designers are creative, so the original designers used that as a type of scripting system to create the events in the old world. And the way they did it was they just had NPCs that would invisibly shout,” says Travis McGeathy, who became EverQuest’s Lead Game Designer in 2004. “There was a city where there’s literally an invisible bottle out in the water that was talking to a clock, that was talking to a shoe, that was causing [events] to happen. It was really ingenious.”

			The developers lacked time to adequately exploit this prior to launch, however, so most of EverQuest’s original quests fell into the MMORPG cliché of “collect ten bear butts.” Players retrieved items from monsters and returned them for rewards. The quest system was so rudimentary, in fact, that players had to turn in exactly what an NPC asked for, to exactly the correct NPC, and do so without a tooltip or quest log. Handing quest items to the wrong NPC, or too many, or too few, caused the items to vanish forever.

			With their tools fighting them and the March 1999 release deadline rapidly approaching, the development team had no choice but to lean on game development’s most infamous production strategy: crunch. The EverQuest team faced a staggering period of crunch that, for many developers on the team, was by far the worst of their careers.

			“When I arrived, the development team was crushed,” says Jeff Butler, who joined the EverQuest team a few months prior to release. “They had been crunching nonstop for months. There were people who were literally sleeping under their desks in sleeping bags.”

			Zatkin, who was with the team from 1997, recalls that even the free pizza dinners ordered to keep developers fueled became a thing to dread. “We did a year of crunch, like twelve-hour days, six-day weeks, maybe more. I still can’t eat Papa John’s pizza because we ordered so much coffee and pizza that I just at some point burned out on it. And it was good pizza.”

			●

			On March 16, 1999, the moment the team spent years working towards finally arrived. EverQuest hit store shelves.

			A trickle of favorable press coverage had appeared through late 1998 and early 1999, and the beta program, which ran through March 12, 1999, was enjoyed by tens of thousands of players. That was promising, but it wasn’t a guarantee of success: The beta never included the full game’s content, and the beta’s player base, though large, certainly wouldn’t be enough to make the game a hit. Verant Interactive needed to reach beyond its vocal superfans and attract new players from the broader PC gaming community. Whether that would happen was anyone’s guess.

			The mood in the office was optimistic, tense, and tired. EverQuest had “gone gold” a few weeks prior to release, meaning the version of the game that would release on CD-ROM was finalized, but the team continued to crunch right up to launch. The game’s online nature meant further bug fixes and improvements could be released as a mandatory patch.

			Zatkin recalls the official launch announcement as an unceremonious blast through an office PA system no one on the development team knew existed. “I just remember working along with everybody else. We’re tired, and then we hear across the entire office, ‘The game is live!’ It was like The Empire Strikes Back, when the rebels are fleeing the planet, and everybody’s in the hangar and they’re like, ‘The first shuttle is away! It’s gotten past the Star Destroyer!’ Everybody in the hangar yells, ‘Yay!’ and then they all have to get back to work.”

			But some of the developers, including Zatkin, snuck out for an afternoon trip to a nearby GameStop at University Town Center Mall. The group also included Brad McQuaid and Ryan Palacio (and likely several others, though Zatkin’s recollection is hazy). Their mission? Scope out how many copies of EverQuest were still on store shelves.

			They were surprised to find not only that their game was prominently featured in GameStop, but also that several fans came in to buy the game while they were there. The marketing slogan, “You’re in Our World Now!” was no longer marketing hype. Norrath was a place anyone could visit, and players were eager to be among the first to experience it.

			Too eager. Reports of strong sales from friends and colleagues staking out retail stores were confirmed by waves of players hitting the game’s login server. EverQuest, like most online games, launched with a login server that operated separately from the game servers and, as with most online games, it became a bottleneck. Between 10,000 and 20,000 new players registered day after day, exceeding the team’s most hopeful estimates within a week. The login server buckled under the strain, barring players from entering Norrath for hours at a time.

			Fixing the problem only passed the buck on to the world servers, which groaned and then faltered under the load, leaving entire zones and, at times, entire servers inaccessible.

			The flood of players even exceeded the bandwidth of Verant Interactive’s internet service provider, UUNET, and brought internet access in San Diego to a halt. At least, that’s how the story goes. Smedley, speaking to PC Gamer in 2019, told the publication, “We used it all. […] It messed up internet here in San Diego for a good solid week.”

			According to Smedley, EverQuest ground UUNET to a halt and forced the ISP to immediately lay down new physical infrastructure between the company’s hub in Los Angeles and Verant’s office in San Diego. McQuaid made a similar comment to MMORPG.com in 2012, telling the publication that “there just wasn’t enough bandwidth coming into San Diego to accommodate EQ.”

			While this makes for a dramatic, high-stakes retelling of EverQuest’s launch, it’s likely an exaggeration. Tanking the internet in San Diego—the eighth most populous city in the United States—would be a serious problem, yet information about a city-wide outage is nowhere to be found, either online or in local newspapers.

			It’s probably true that Verant exceeded the bandwidth assigned to it, and that may have caused interruptions for other UUNET customers. Perhaps the company even felt the need to expand its infrastructure as a result. However, there’s no evidence the entire city of San Diego was left in the lurch for a week.

			Placing the responsibility on UUNET also shifts the blame away from a more basic explanation: The team wasn’t prepared. While some team members had prior experience developing online games, such as SISA’s Tanarus or mid-90s MUDs, launching a persistent online RPG was a new experience for everyone involved. That, mixed with the team’s conservative player estimates, was a recipe for problems.

			Jess Mulligan says Sony was worried about Verant’s lack of preparation. Mulligan, who co-authored Developing Online Games: An Insider’s Guide with Bridgette Patrovsky, Sony’s third-party producer on EverQuest, recalls that Verant launched the game’s beta program over a single T1 connection.

			That might be suitable for 250 to 300 simultaneous players, but the game was already seeing 1,000 to 2,000 in beta, hinting much heavier workloads were to come. The exact network infrastructure Verant contracted at the time of EverQuest’s launch isn’t clear but, obviously, it wasn’t enough.

			“They were told 60 days ahead of time that they didn’t have enough bandwidth. And frankly, Verant was really on a shoestring at that point. They weren’t owned totally by Sony, they had a budget. It was just a case of, they couldn’t afford to go and get more bandwidth.” says Mulligan.

			Bandwidth wasn’t Verant’s only mistake. EverQuest’s server infrastructure was a hodgepodge of desktop PCs stacked in racks that contained a mix of world and zone servers, all of which were located at the company’s San Diego office. Placing all servers in a central location was likely Verant’s only option, given its budget constraints, but worsened the problems associated with the game’s unprecedented success. There was no fallback, no second option, no distribution of server resources. Either the servers in San Diego were working or they weren’t.

			It was a frustrating experience, and some at Verant worried it might doom the game to an early grave. Smedley, looking to head off the possibility, announced a free month of game time to all EverQuest players who registered prior to March 24, 1999. A report from IGN published on March 23, 1999 said Verant expected a “temporary solution for this evening.”

			EverQuest’s launch was a minor disaster, but the team had one thing going for them—many potential players never heard about it. The game’s early server woes escaped critical coverage in contemporary game magazines and weren’t subject to the withering ire directed at modern games that suffer similar issues. In fact, the entirety of the game’s launch received little to no coverage from Computer Gaming World, PC Accelerator, and PC Gamer, among others.

			Instead, players heard lavish praise for EverQuest’s genre-defining gameplay. Rob Smith, writing for PC Accelerator, said his positive review “came down to a score based on the fact that, in the middle of deadline week, I stayed up until 3:30 AM one night, and 5:00 AM next, to keep playing.” Computer Gaming World gave the game a four out of five stars, Next Generation Magazine handed out a rare five out of five, and PC Gamer scored it a solid 86%.

			All of these reviews were published after June, 1999—and Computer Gaming Magazine’s review didn’t appear until October of that year. By then, EverQuest’s server issues were solved, bug fixes were implemented, and a handful of balance tweaks had knocked some overpowered classes, such as the Druid, down a few pegs.

			The botched launch didn’t hurt sales, either. On the contrary, the game only seemed to pick up steam. Verant’s and Sony’s meager marketing left it off the radar of many mainstream PC gamers prior to release, but that changed as reviews hit newsstands through the summer of 1999. By October, Verant had sold over 225,000 copies and had over 150,000 monthly subscribers. This was enough to make it the best-selling online RPG to date—instantly transforming not only the fate of Verant, but the entire video game industry.

		

	
		
			Progress

			EverQuest’s release was a moment worth celebrating, both for the developers and for the fans who’d eagerly followed its progress. Yet, for many closest to the project, the euphoric launch was followed by the crushing demands that often accompany spectacular success.

			More than half of the 43 individuals credited for work on development, design, art, sound, or executive leadership on EverQuest departed the game for other projects within three years of launch, an exodus that reflected a change in leadership and a grueling expansion release built to capitalize on the game’s popularity.

			Brad McQuaid, now a Vice President of Verant Interactive, was among the first to depart in October of 2001. The news shocked the EverQuest community. McQuaid’s hands-on approach to fan engagement continued after release and solidified his position as a pillar of the community. He was a frequent poster on the official EverQuest forums (under his avatar’s handle, Aradune) and regularly responded to player questions through an official Q&A column, “Ask Brad.”

			The game’s success also made him a celebrity in the press and the go-to source for quotes, interviews, and commentary on online gaming. PC Gamer magazine placed him among the “New Game Gods” in the magazine’s November 2000 issue, an honor he shared with developers Ken Levine, Cliff Bleszinski, American McGee, and Stevie Case.

			My interviews with developers who worked alongside McQuaid filled in some pieces of the puzzle, providing a portrait of a passionate gamer and designer with endless enthusiasm who was often more comfortable in the role of creative mastermind than project manager. EverQuest’s design was determined through roundtable debates about mechanics instead of a rigid, top-down mandate from McQuaid.

			“Because there wasn’t a lengthy written-out design document and Brad was the one with the vision in his head, we would have these design meetings,” recalls world builder Geoff Zatkin. “There was almost like a design council that was multidisciplinary where we’d be like, hey, let’s talk about this. And we would hash out a feature.”

			These meetings could unwind into branching discussions about the particulars of a feature. In one case, a two-hour-long session between Zatkin, McQuaid, and Ryan Palacio determined the particulars of how a player’s hitpoints should be determined when they level up. McQuaid favored the randomness of rolling a “hit die,” as in old-school Dungeons & Dragons, while Zatkin and Palacio successfully advocated for a static hit point pool based solely on a character’s core stats.

			The fact that McQuaid accepted their arguments is a credit to the democratic nature of his process. The team’s design meetings inspired real discussions with the power to change the game in ways its producers, including McQuaid, didn’t favor. However, developers looking to make an impact had to be comfortable voicing their opinion in a group, sometimes loudly. And a debate that might seem settled one week could easily reopen the next.

			Yet this never dampened McQuaid’s energy. Though he was the individual most directly in charge of EverQuest’s day-to-day development, especially in its first two years, he routinely capped his workday by logging in for another four to six hours in SojournMUD or, once it was playable, EverQuest. His typical 24-hour day might include twelve hours of work, six hours in a favorite online game, and several hours more debating the nuances of game design with fans across bulletin boards, IRC channels, and EverQuest’s official forums.

			EverQuest’s development also pushed most of the team into roles well beyond their original scope, and it pushed none harder than McQuaid. He was hired as a game designer, yet, within just a few years, was responsible for top-level management decisions at a studio that employed dozens.

			McQuaid was involved in the effort to find new financial backing after 989 Studios canceled EverQuest in late 1998 and had a hand in building out the newly formed Verant Interactive. In 2000, when Sony Online Entertainment bought Verant Interactive, McQuaid was promoted to Vice President of Premium Games and made Chief Creative Officer, which nominally put him in charge of the vision for not only EverQuest and its planned successors, EverQuest Online Adventures and EverQuest II, but also games entirely unrelated to the franchise, such as Star Wars Galaxies and Planetside. When Electronic Arts lost key Ultima Online developers in 2000, including game designer Raph Koster and producer Richard Vogel, it was Smedley and McQuaid who jumped on a plane to hire them as leads on Star Wars Galaxies.

			Technically, McQuaid’s promotion and newfound status as a rockstar game developer placed him in charge of SOE’s creative vision. But the promotion, alongside SOE’s growing roster of projects, meant that all the games in development, including EverQuest, now had fresh leaders with their own vision.

			In this sense, his expanded role blunted his potential creative input. He was no longer a designer arguing for his project but instead a boss imposing his ideas on the projects he oversaw. The enthusiasm that was once his greatest asset became a source of friction.

			Still, the breakup between McQuaid and SOE doesn’t mean he was an ineffective leader. On the contrary, many viewed McQuaid’s collaborative, open-ended management style as a perk.

			McQuaid co-founded a new studio, Sigil Games Online, with former EverQuest producer Jeff Butler in 2002. The studio soon announced its own MMORPG, Vanguard: Saga of Heroes, and began collecting former EverQuest staff. Steve Clover, world builder David Gilbertson, game designer Michelle Butler, art director Keith Parkinson, artist Milo Cooper, and programmer Kevin McPherson were among those who joined McQuaid at the new studio.

			Their decision to leave the comfortable success of SOE for yet another new, unproven studio speaks to the faith many had in McQuaid’s talent for building worlds from scratch.

			And that remained McQuaid’s focus. In 2006, just prior to the release of Vanguard: Saga of Heroes, he told reporters that “my dream one day is to create the never-ending MMO. People talk about a game where it could take you years to see everything. How about if there’s no flippin’ way you could see everything?”

			Today, 25 years after the release of EverQuest, it’s clear McQuaid achieved that dream with his very first MMORPG. But in 2001, with his responsibilities stretched far beyond game design and SOE pursuing multiple projects pitched as a replacement for EverQuest, I doubt he felt so lucky.

			●

			The tensions that contributed to McQuaid’s departure were felt by others within the studio. Building an innovative online RPG from scratch was a monumental task. Once the game went live, and players packed servers, the developers who’d slept under desks to push the game out the door came to a horrific realization: EverQuest’s most challenging years were ahead of them.

			The initial plan for supporting EverQuest after launch was much like Smedley’s plan for building the game to begin with: There wasn’t one. There were ideas, thoughts, and concepts of what might happen, but nothing concrete.

			Early estimates of success greatly underestimated the scale of the game Verant would need to support. Smedley thought 100,000 subscribers was optimistic. Others, like Steve Clover, had pegged 70,000 as a more reasonable figure. McQuaid, although hopeful, had a nagging worry the game wouldn’t last six months. EverQuest exceeded all their expectations, earning 150,000 subscribers by the end of 1999—and its growth showed no signs of slowing.

			Responding to player demand for bug fixes, balance updates, and new content became an all-hands-on-deck crisis. Fortunately, the team had a buffet of cut content to choose from.

			The version of Norrath that shipped in 1999 was massive, but represented only a sliver of the team’s ideas and left numerous continents, dungeons, races, classes, and monsters filed away to collect dust in the developers’ desks. The team turned towards these scraps for post-launch inspiration and quickly found the idea that would form the game’s first (and, for many, most beloved) expansion: The Ruins of Kunark.

			“Before launch, Bill [Trost] had a continent called Kunark and he had a rough map for it, and he pulled it out of a drawer and he said, ‘Hey, if you want to do something for this, go for it,” recalls programmer Kevin McPherson. “So, I just dug into my pen-and-paper campaigns and pulled up all the various things from those and started to integrate them into a cohesive story for Kunark.”

			McPhereon’s ideas transformed Kunark into a rough and wild island dominated by the Iksar, a race of tyrannical lizard-people that controlled a once vast empire fallen to ruin. This setting offered the chance to introduce a radically different continent that meshed the game’s original high fantasy with post-apocalyptic themes. Even Cabilis, the Iksar capital and starting city, was a demolished wreck barely clinging to existence.

			The Iksar also tossed a twist into the game’s complex faction system. Though unquestionably evil, the Iksar were universally hated by both the “good” and “evil” races of Norrath. Iksar players foolish enough to visit foreign cities were swifty dispatched by guards, which made travel beyond Kunark’s borders dangerous.

			In exchange, the Iksar were granted powerful abilities like enhanced health regeneration, which made them an ideal choice for several classes including the Monk and Necromancer. The Iksar looked intimidating, too, thanks to a more detailed character model and new animations. The difficulty of playing a cruel reptilian overlord shunned by the civilized world gave experienced players a new challenge to pursue and, once they reached level cap and earned attractive gear, a new way to show off.

			Turning Kunark into a shippable expansion took much longer than the six months the team initially hoped. It instead hit stores in April of 2000, more than a year after EverQuest went live—and players found it was worth the wait. The expansion drove subscription growth to nearly 350,000 by the end of 2000.

			This, much like the game’s initial success, was a surprise. Game sales typically declined over time, but EverQuest continued to attract new players at a rapid pace. The team again responded by quickly producing an expansion based on cut content and scraped ideas, launching Scars of Velious in December of 2000. It introduced another fresh continent, the ice-locked domain of Velious, which provided both “end game” content (such as raids) for high level players and alternative paths for leveling new characters. It was another hit.

			Behind the scenes, however, many EverQuest developers were considering new opportunities. The back-to-back release of Kunark and Velious left little chance to rest, and continued success only increased the pressure to design and develop even more content. The arrival of fresh competitors, such as Funcom’s Anarchy Online and Mythic Entertainment’s Dark Age of Camelot, only reinforced the need for unrelenting development.

			“They were slammed,” says Shawn Lord, who joined Sony Online Entertainment shortly after EverQuest launched. “Velious was a lot of work for them to get done. And they crunched all the way—they were crunching during the launch party. The team itself wasn’t at the launch party like the rest of the company was. The team was like coming in for a couple hours to the party, grabbing some beers.”

			The original team was further fractured by EverQuest’s would-be successors: EverQuest Online Adventures and EverQuest II.

			While the original game’s expansions were successful, SOE assumed players would eventually tire of the aging game’s visuals, as well as the quirks of its engine and network code, and demand a direct sequel. The studio wasted no time laying the foundation for that project and sought to move its most experienced developers to the new game. EverQuest’s original developers, ground to dust by years of crunch, were eager to move on.

			“I know for me personally, I was losing sight of it,” says Trost, who took point on EverQuest II in 2000. “I couldn’t see the game that the players saw anymore. It very intentionally was their game. And they’re telling us what it should be at that point. […] And by that time, I had worked on it for so long, and I was so close to it, that I just couldn’t see it with those eyes.”

			●

			EverQuest II picked up steam through late 2000 and soon pulled the studio in opposite directions. SOE’s long-term strategy hinged on releasing a sequel, and the game’s most experienced talent moved to the new game. Yet the studio also needed to maintain and improve EverQuest, which now brought in the bulk of the studio’s revenue.

			A solution was found in the “Apprentice Program,” a perhaps overambitious label for the practice of shoveling work to young staff. It was more of a trial-by-fire than a structured mentorship. Aspiring developers put in time after hours to generate promising content or implement tedious systems such as spellcasting and itemization, each of which required manual, line-by-line changes in the game’s database. Most chosen to take part in the program were employees originally hired for entry-level customer service and testing positions, roles they continued to fill during their apprenticeship.

			Lord, originally hired to EverQuest’s customer service department, was among the early apprentices to land on the EverQuest’s design team. “It became obvious that there’d be an opportunity to help,” recalls Lord. “And so, what I wound up doing was just apprenticing unofficially to an apprentice, just like, ‘Hey man, can I help you with your stuff?’ Because these guys are here all night.” Lord is credited as a Game Master (EverQuest’s title for an in-game customer service representative) on the Kunark and Velious expansions, then gained his first design credit as an “Additional Game Designer” on the third expansion, Shadows of Luclin.

			Ryan Barker, who also joined SOE through customer service, made a similar transition in the months prior to the release of Shadows of Luclin, the game’s third expansion. “You’d get paired up with a full-time designer and they would farm out work to you. And depending on how well you did with it, they’d give you bigger and bigger pieces. Eventually you were populating zones yourself,” says Barker.

			The Apprentice Program began as an easy way to recruit extra help for the remaining EverQuest veterans, but it quickly expanded into an unofficial handover of the game from the original design team to those who would shepherd the game through its first decade.

			This transition was firmly underway by the release of Shadows of Luclin, the last expansion to credit Brad McQuaid as producer, and largely complete by the 2002 release of the following expansion, Planes of Power. A few members of the original team remained, including Steve Clover, but most of the designers, producers, and lead programmers moved on to either EverQuest II or the PlayStation 2 spin-off, EverQuest Online Adventures.

			Planes of Power, arguably EverQuest’s most popular expansion, was followed with an updated content release schedule that began with the game’s fifth expansion, The Legacy of Ykesha, which arrived a mere five months after Planes of Power. Ykesha was the first expansion released exclusively through SOE’s online store (though a physical release was produced later). From this point on, EverQuest’s support transitioned away from big, meaty expansions and towards smaller, more nimble content drops.

			The change was not well-received at the time, with players and reviewers bemoaning what they perceived as smaller, piecemeal expansions. In retrospect, however, this strategy foreshadowed the nimble content strategy popularized by future live service games, such as the “seasons” of Path of Exile and Fortnite, or the constant trickle of content into MMORPGs like The Elder Scrolls Online and Eve Online. And the new strategy was effective, at least in the short term, as EverQuest’s subscriber base continued its upward trajectory.

			“There was this shift where it was like, ‘Oh, we have to do this super fast,’” says Barker, who has design credits on multiple EverQuest expansions from 2001 through 2010. This initially forced even more crunch, but Barker recalls the reinvigorated team of mostly green developers, firmly committed to updating EverQuest instead of moving on to new projects, became more efficient with each release.

			They also gained guidance from newly recruited leaders like Rod Humble, who brought over a decade of experience producing games and had previously worked on a handful of online-only titles, such as the cult-classic space shoot-em-up SubSpace. Humble’s tenure at SOE marked a gradual end to the relentless crunch and crisis-mode management that haunted EverQuest in its early years.

			Humble, writing in the May 2004 issue of Game Developer Magazine, said SOE’s management had taken to “escorting people who are working late out of the building,” to prevent self-imposed developer burnout. He added that “our experience has been that a solid professional eight hours a day delivers you far greater productivity than someone who works 14 hours a day every day. Team members find it easy to slip into longer and longer work hours. For their own good, you have to reset their work schedule occasionally.”

			Travis McGeathy, who joined the EverQuest team as a Game Designer in 2003 and became Lead Designer in 2004, remembers the war against crunch well.

			“I was proud that once I took over, me and the producer worked together to get rid of crunch,” says McGeathy. “It was stupid. We were [releasing an expansion] twice a year. We know how much is in there. But we’re trying to do too much all the time. So, we pulled back from that, and the team was happier. We hit every deadline from that point forward.”

			The sustainability of EverQuest’s revised expansion cadence is evident in the game’s shockingly consistent expansion cycle, which included two expansions every year from 2003 through 2007 (for a total of ten expansions in five years). These expansions improved the game with features today considered standard for any modern MMORPG.

			Luclin gave players tools to customize the in-game UI and added the bazaar, a place where players could sell goods through NPCs. Planes of Power brought elaborate raids gated by quests and new fast travel options for all classes. Ykesha added dyeable armor and guild management systems, Lost Dungeons of Norrath embraced instanced dungeons unique to each group that entered, Gates of Discord added post-leveling progression systems, and Omens of War introduced a dynamic quest system aimed at solo players.

			Many of these changes were controversial among veteran players, who chafed at the removal of challenges they fondly remembered defeating. Travel across Norrath was one point of contention, as the game’s expansions brought new fast-travel options that helped players skip areas filled with deadly monsters. But these protests, though persistent, didn’t put an immediate dent in the game’s subscriber base. EverQuest retained over 400,000 monthly subscribers from 2001 through the middle of 2005.

			Yet EverQuest wouldn’t reign forever. Another game would rewrite the rules of the genre by refining EverQuest’s best ideas.

			●

			Blizzard’s Team 2, a second development unit based out of the company’s headquarters in Irvine, California, was struggling.

			It was formed to build Nomad, a massively multiplayer squad-based strategy game inspired by Games Workshop’s popular tabletop skirmish game Necromunda. Melding massively multiplayer concepts with strategy gameplay might seem odd today, but the concept was popular at the time. SOE began development of its own online strategy game, Sovereign, in 1999, though it was canceled after several years of development.

			Team 2 quickly ran into problems with Nomad’s design. Many developers on the team were fans of Necromunda (as well as Game Workshop’s better-known Warhammer and Warhammer 40,000) and sought to bring the social experience of tabletop wargaming to the PC. But others were more heavily influenced by tactical role-playing console games such as Final Fantasy Tactics. The tension between these viewpoints was difficult to reconcile.

			Blizzard also hoped to avoid cannibalizing its hugely successful real-time strategy franchises, Warcraft and StarCraft, which placed restrictions on the game’s concept. The few screenshots that survived Nomad’s cancelation show an isometric 3D game that, while attractive by the standards of 1999, is clearly little more than a sketch. The screenshots could just as easily be from a contemporary 3D action-RPG, like Gas Powered Games’ Dungeon Siege, or an RPG-RTS hybrid like Shiny Entertainment’s Sacrifice.

			The release of EverQuest was the final nail in Nomad’s coffin. John Staats, level designer on World of Warcraft and author of The WoW Diary, recounts the flurry of events that occurred in the spring of 1999. “When EverQuest became all the rage, both Team 1 and Team 2 wanted to toss their hats into the MMO ring,” says Staats. Team 1 was deep into development of Warcraft III, however, so Team 2 won the project by default.

			Staats credits Kevin Beardslee, Team 2’s lead animator, with the original pitch for World of Warcraft. Beardslee imagined a game that played like EverQuest but included WASD keyboard controls (EverQuest was released with awkward movement controls bound to the numpad and arrow keys), instanced dungeons, and well-defined quest markers that didn’t require chat commands to learn quest objectives.

			The pitch was kicked up to Blizzard’s CEO, Mike Morhaime, and approved after a single meeting. Nomad’s take on massively multiplayer strategy was replaced by a new and, for most developers inside Blizzard, more exciting plan: Make a game like EverQuest.

			It’s impossible to overstate how deeply EverQuest influenced Team 2’s design. While both Ultima Online and EverQuest had fans within Blizzard, the PC game industry was deep into a 3D revolution that Blizzard hoped to join with its own massive fantasy world. That made EverQuest a more relevant point of comparison, and many on Team 2 were deeply familiar with the game’s details.

			A photo taken in March of 2001, and published in Staats’ The WoW Diary, shows a Blizzard whiteboard filled with staff assignments. Among tasks like “Armor/weapons” and “Keybindings” is Team 2’s homework: “Play EQ @ Night.” Later that year, Team 2 showed an internal demo of World of Warcraft by creating the game’s first “train”—slang from EverQuest to describe a line of angry monsters chasing an unlucky character who bit off more than they could chew.

			The influence of EverQuest only grew as Rob Pardo, lead designer on Warcraft III, became more involved with World of Warcraft.

			Blizzard’s MMORPG spent its first several years of development under the guidance of co-founder Allen Adham but, after a decade of grueling work in the games industry, Adham was looking for an exit. (Adham founded a hedge fund in 2004 but returned to Blizzard in 2016.) Pardo, an experienced designer with deep familiarity of the Warcraft franchise, was the obvious fit to assume Adham’s role on the team and was increasingly involved with World of Warcraft’s development through late 2002, even as he continued to put the finishing touches on Warcraft III.

			Despite the months of crunch required to put Warcraft III over the finish line, Pardo somehow found time to run a hardcore EverQuest raiding guild, Legacy of Steel. It was first to take down several of the game’s most intimidating monsters on the guild’s server, The Nameless, through the Kunark and Velious expansions.

			Pardo also hired two fellow players as quest designers: guildmate Jeff Kaplan, best known today for his role as lead designer on Overwatch, and Alex Afrasiabi, who rose to Creative Director on the World of Warcraft: Legion and Battle for Azeroth expansions. (Afrasiabi was fired in 2021 after he was named in a sexual harassment lawsuit filed against Activision-Blizzard.)

			EverCracked, a 2009 video documentary hosted and produced by Jace Hall, caught up with Pardo, Kaplan, and Afrasiabi, who at the time continued to work side-by-side on World of Warcraft expansions. “No way,” Pardo told Hall when asked if World of Warcraft would exist without EverQuest. “We were heavily influenced by it. It was really EverQuest that spurred us to the idea.”

			Pardo made similar comments at Unite 2015, a developer conference held by game engine company Unity. “We were playing EverQuest when we were working on Brood War [the 1998 expansion to StarCraft], actually,” said Pardo, adding that “we just saw so much potential with the genre, and we really felt there was a lot of opportunity there, and something we could do a lot better. A lot of those game mechanics really inspired us, and we had this really awesome IP in Warcraft. So, it was a fairly obvious [choice].”

			World of Warcraft’s gameplay at release was a close match to EverQuest’s. Both games first asked players to pick a race and class, which included a choice about the factions that a character will get along with. Once in-game, players explored a large world, progressed through levels, and defeated dungeons with the help of other players. This continued until players hit the level cap, after which players sought to conquer difficult raids that pitted organized guilds against tough bosses.

			Further similarities were found in the details of each game’s combat mechanics and interface. Both EverQuest and World of Warcraft had players manually select targets with a mouse (or a shortcut key on the keyboard). Both used a “tick” system that bundles actions into discrete intervals of time. Both had a combat interface that revolved around the use of the number row on the keyboard, which triggers actions bound to each respective key. Both had a chat window, in which users can type commands to trigger actions (as well as speak with other players). Neither bothered to offer much in the way of physics simulation: Items, abilities, and spells either hit their targets or didn’t, based on hard-coded values.

			That’s not to say World of Warcraft merely mimicked its predecessor, however, or that Blizzard’s developers accepted its lessons without question. On the contrary, those most dedicated to EverQuest were often the most critical.

			Rob Pardo’s avatar in Norrath, a wood Elf named Ariel, made few comments about EverQuest on public forums and blogs, but Kaplan and Afrasiabi, better known in Norrath as Tigole and Furor, became vocal critics of EverQuest’s late-game progression and encounter design.

			Kaplan, enraged by encounter design in Shadows of Luclin, thrashed the EverQuest development team in an April 13, 2002 post on Legacy of Steel’s website, which he frequently updated and used as a platform for sharing his opinions on high-level play.

			“Whoever came up with this sheer *fisting* of an encounter can go fuck themselves,” Kaplan wrote after Legacy of Steel spent hours failing to defeat Emperor Ssraeshza, a snake-like raid boss found in the Temple of Ssraeshza.

			Kaplan’s rant, packed with offensive language some readers may prefer to skip, continued: “Do me a favor so I don’t waste my guild’s time on this kind of jackass shit-fest again, send me an email at tigole@legacyofsteel.net when you decide to A) Implement an encounter that wasn’t designed by a retarded chimp chained to a cubicle B) Get a Quality Assurance Department C) Actually beta test the fucking thing and D) Patch it live. And please for god’s sake -- do it in the order I laid out for you.”

			Afrasiabi had a similar meltdown over a change to the size of raid parties in the Planes of Power expansion, which significantly cut the number of players required to complete a raid. After threatening to delete his characters and accounts, Afrasiabi ripped into EverQuest’s developers for the new raid attendance cap which, in his view, prevented his guild from enjoying raid content together.

			“To be brief, I did not work my ass off, jumping through your idiotic hoops with my friends and guildmates, so I could go to a zone where only groups of 18 could enjoy the content,” wrote Afrasiabi. “EVEN if past these initial moronic events I can finally get my entire guild in to raid with me, FUCK YOU GUYS. Seriously, FUCK YOU.”

			These comments are couched in the purposely edgy and offensive language of early Internet flame wars. They also offer a glimpse at the gameplay concerns that were top-of-mind for Team 2.

			Blizzard had a reputation for games that were easy to play but tough to master. The original release of EverQuest, by contrast, was just tough. The need to “grind” by repeatedly killing monsters in a fixed location was present from the start. Even the first ten levels required a couple dozen hours to conquer—especially for players who selected initially difficult classes, such as the Enchanter and Shaman, who began the game without their most vital spells.

			EverQuest players also encountered roadblocks as they tried to find an appropriate zone for leveling a character. Even major cities, though relatively safe, frequently tucked hostile NPCs into remote corners or had environmental hazards that might kill lower-level players. (The wood elf city of Kelethin, built into the forest’s canopy, was designed without guardrails and sent many players hurtling to their doom.)

			Heroes who overcame these early obstacles were annoyed by EverQuest’s death penalty, which removed experience from the unfortunate character and could even return them to their previous level if enough experience was lost. That could, at high levels, remove the equivalent of several hours of gameplay, and made the seemingly simple task of leveling a character to the level cap a notable achievement that demanded hundreds of in-game hours.

			Death also meant the loss of a character’s items unless a player could retrieve their corpse—which, in some situations, was nearly impossible without recruiting a group of experienced adventurers. An ill-timed demise could lead to frustrating “corpse runs,” during which players felt obliged to stay logged in to retrieve their virtual belongings even if they needed to attend to real-life errands.

			These challenges are essential to EverQuest’s flavor and make for great stories, but they weren’t universally beloved. Odd enemy AI behavior, surprise traps in dungeons, and long respawn timers on rare monsters were all subject to criticism. Veterans learned to view the game’s tagline, “You’re in Our World Now!” not as an invitation but instead a warning. SOE’s developers were the true masters of Norrath—and they were out to get you.

			World of Warcraft provided a far more welcoming experience. Characters regenerated health and mana more quickly, which reduced boring downtime and made solo play viable for every class in the game. Blizzard also eliminated experience and item loss penalties on death, instead penalizing players with a short corpse run, during which the player is effectively invulnerable. Dungeons were separated into “instances” for each group, raiding gameplay was refined with a greater focus on unique enemy gameplay mechanics, and character development was fleshed out with skill trees that took inspiration from Blizzard’s hit action-RPG, Diablo II.

			Perhaps most important of all, World of Warcraft gave players a sense of direction that EverQuest sorely lacked. It offered numerous, easy-to-locate quest chains that almost (though not entirely) removed the need to grind out experience by repeatedly killing hordes of identical monsters. These quests included a short but informative tutorial to help players understand the game and their character.

			Surprisingly, the influence went both ways even prior to the release of World of Warcraft. The EverQuest team learned new tricks from early previews of World of Warcraft, creating a cycle of iteration which sometimes makes it hard to know which team had which idea first.

			A group of unnamed designers from SOE visited Blizzard’s campus in March of 2002 and, during conversation, revealed that their latest interface design tweaks had in fact been inspired by early screenshots of World of Warcraft. By the time the new interface was released in November of 2004, EverQuest had transformed into a game primarily played from a third-person perspective instead of the first-person perspective players saw when they installed the game in 1999.

			EverQuest’s bulky interface, which used static menus that consumed a majority of a player’s monitor, was also refined and replaced by smaller, customizable windows tucked into the sides and bottom of the display. In other words: It looked a lot like World of Warcraft.

			Blizzard developers also paid frequent visits to SOE and had eyes on early versions of both EverQuest expansions and EverQuest II. Trade shows, such as E3, were a particular opportunity for cross-pollination, as members of Team 2 were sometimes given behind-the-scenes access to SOE’s booth. It’s likely some ideas embraced in later EverQuest expansions, such as instanced dungeons and reductions to the size of raid groups, were a response to the design direction SOE developers saw Blizzard take during the development of World of Warcraft.

			That, however, is not to suggest that SOE was overly worried about Blizzard’s soon-to-be hit game. The developers who evolved EverQuest after its release knew World of Warcraft was serious competition but also felt their game would weather its release without issue.

			They had reason for confidence. EverQuest had not only survived but thrived after the release of highly anticipated competitors like Asheron’s Call, Anarchy Online, and Dark Age of Camelot. Nothing seemed to hurt EverQuest subscriptions—on the contrary, subscriptions rose after each new competitor hit store shelves.

			The general lack of concern was reinforced by SOE’s multiple future MMORPGs, most notably Star Wars Galaxies, which released in 2003, and EverQuest II, which released alongside World of Warcraft in November of 2004. SOE’s newer games were internally positioned as the true competitors to Blizzard’s MMORPG.

			“At the time, it did feel like Warcraft was just going to be the next in a line of games that had their own following, and we’d be fine,” says Barker. “That’s obviously not what happened. A lot of people migrated to World of Warcraft.”

			Travis McGeathy recalls World of Warcraft’s launch frustrated EverQuest developers who, for the past several years, had put their heart and soul into launching two expansions per year. “The launch of World of Warcraft, more than anything else, was a bit of a morale hit, because what they did was they took EverQuest and they did it at a high quality bar, which is something we’ve been wanting to do for a very long time. [For EverQuest], we had to get two expansions out a year. World of Warcraft is lucky to put out one expansion every two years. They take their time and they do it right.”

			SOE seemed to believe in the old cliché: “A rising tide lifts all boats.” Instead, World of Warcraft hit the game industry like a tidal wave and quickly sank the fortunes of its competitors, including those designed and managed by SOE. EverQuest II was favorably reviewed by critics but failed to step out of Blizzard’s shadow and never reached subscriber counts equal to EverQuest. Star Wars Galaxies also faltered, with subscriber counts dropping rapidly through 2005 despite controversial patches meant to make its combat and level progression more competitive with World of Warcraft.

			World of Warcraft was built as a spiritual successor to a game that many developers on Team 2 had played for hundreds, if not thousands of hours. The team’s devotion and knowledge of the game was beyond question: The most dedicated, such as Jeff Kaplan, have likely forgotten more about EverQuest than I’ve ever known. Even the release of World of Warcraft followed in EverQuest’s footsteps, reaching a level of success far beyond Blizzard’s wildest projections. This was good news for Blizzard and, in the long run, the entire MMORPG genre—but it heavily contributed to Sony’s eventual decision to cut SOE loose.

			In the end, Blizzard’s Team 2 nearly loved EverQuest to death.

		

	
		
			Addiction

			On Thanksgiving Day, 2001, Elizabeth Woolley drove to her son’s Hudson, Wisconsin apartment, hoping to pick him up for the family’s evening festivities. It was a short drive that, in a normal year, would be spent preparing for good food and good company.

			This year was different. Elizabeth’s excitement was replaced with a lingering worry.

			Her son Shawn couldn’t keep a steady job, and had abandoned his freshman year of college after six months. On recent visits, Elizabeth noticed her son had stopped cleaning his apartment, seemed annoyed and irritated by conversation, was falling behind on his rent, and no longer took medication to control his epilepsy. She tried to help Shawn by connecting him with a social worker and finding him a place in a group home, but her efforts were met with avoidance and apathy, and he spent most of his time alone at his apartment.

			It was a dramatic veer away from the shy yet playful demeanor of Shawn’s childhood, and one that, despite the Woolley family’s efforts to intervene, was accelerating. There was no guarantee he’d even agree to attend the family’s gathering. Shawn’s phone service was disconnected, and he hadn’t answered the door when Elizabeth stopped by to discuss Thanksgiving plans several days before.

			She knocked on Shawn’s door and waited. He didn’t answer. Then she noticed something unusual. The apartment door was unlocked and slightly ajar, yet still barred by a security chain. Inside, the apartment remained silent: no shuffling or stomping of feet, no clatter of dishes, not even the clickity-clack of a computer keyboard in use. Sensing something was wrong, Elizabeth broke the chain on the door and entered, searching for her son. What she found was a parent’s worst nightmare.

			Shawn sat slumped in a rocking chair he used while playing games on his computer. The EverQuest login screen was fixed on his computer monitor; a hunting rifle leaned against the desk. She called Shawn’s name. He didn’t respond.

			Overwhelmed, Elizabeth fled the apartment and returned with a building caretaker who also happened to be a paramedic. He confirmed her fears. Shawn had taken his own life at his computer—possibly in the middle of playing EverQuest, which had booted his character back to the login screen for inactivity. The local police determined Shawn had shot himself on November 20, 2001, two days prior.

			His suicide was, above all else, a personal tragedy, and one that shook the Woolley family to its core. Shawn’s apartment was a mess, and his rent was due in eight days, leaving the grieving family with a short deadline to remove his belongings.

			As Elizabeth picked up the pieces, her thoughts were fixed on the game Shawn couldn’t stop playing: EverQuest. Was the game a hobby Shawn used to fill the time? Or was it an addiction that left Shawn isolated, unhappy, and unwilling to look after even his own health? She worried for months about the game’s grip on her son. Now, her worst fears had become reality.

			It would be easy to dismiss Elizabeth’s reaction as the naive response of a bereaved mother looking for something to blame and, ultimately, fixating on a new trend in culture and technology that she didn’t understand, and that’s the stance many contemporary gamers took when Shawn’s suicide became international news. But that assessment isn’t accurate.

			Elizabeth Woolley was familiar with technology and worked as a programmer in the early days of the personal computing revolution. She began her career with the Hazelden Foundation, a nonprofit that offers addiction recovery services, where she programmed in now-ancient computer languages such as COBOL and IBM RPG. In the 1990s she moved on to Unix and Novell system administration and consulting.

			Shawn had access to computers early in life and enjoyed games like Doom and Mortal Kombat, which he was allowed to play despite Congressional hearings famously led by Democratic Senator Joe Lieberman, who believed violent games brought on violent urges in young players.

			“I have experience in the IT world because that’s my career,” Elizabeth Woolley said when interviewed for this book. “And so I knew how [the developers] made the design, I knew how they coded, I knew the analysis that goes into a game before they even start writing the code; everything is very intentional. And people would go, ‘Ah, that’s so funny, how addicting.’ And I’m like—no, it’s not funny at all.”

			The precise motivations behind Shawn Woolley’s suicide are impossible to know. He left no note and, despite his infatuation with EverQuest, didn’t discuss the game with his family. The only potential clue was the unusual name of one of Shawn’s characters—”iluvyou.” It seemed to hint at an in-game relationship, which is plausible, but also speculation.

			Yet there was one thing Elizabeth Woolley knew with certainty—her son’s problems worsened while his time in EverQuest grew. It seemed the game was his sole motivation. Everything and everyone had become an obstacle to his life in a world called Norrath.

			●

			Fears of addiction have shadowed games for as long as they’ve existed, and that shadow has always loomed darkest behind online multiplayer games.

			In the 1970s, a rare few students had the chance to use PLATO IV, a remarkably innovative computer system that arguably hosted the world’s first MMO games.

			Originally designed as an educational computer that presented easily customized virtual lessons, PLATO terminals had orange-tinted plasma touchscreens with a stunning resolution of 512 x 512 pixels, network connectivity, and a system architecture that gave users a nearly instant response to input (something that, in the era of mainframe computers, was far from guaranteed). These features made PLATO a better educational companion but, inadvertently, also made it something else: an incredible gaming machine.

			Students at the University of Illinois’ Urbana-Champaign campus, home to the Computer-Based Education Research Laboratory (CERL) where PLATO was born, quickly figured this out and, by 1972, had effectively converted the classrooms that hosted PLATO systems into all-night arcades.

			Early hits like Empire, a multiplayer strategy game of galactic scale, and Airfight, a dogfighting airplane arena game, were soon joined by graphical multiplayer RPGs like Moria, Oubliette, and Avatar. The last of these, released in 1978, had animated graphics and support for up to 60 simultaneous players.

			PLATO IV gained a reputation for sucking players in—and not letting go. Richard Powers, a novelist who experienced PLATO IV as a student, recalled long nights in an interview for Brian Dear’s book The Friendly Orange Glow, which chronicles PLATO IV’s history.

			“I can remember coming back from a bunch of all-night sessions, and feeling, This is a very dangerous, very powerful drug, and you better be careful,” said Powers. “I mean, the closest I’ve ever felt to addiction was probably sitting on that system.”

			Don Bitzer, who is often credited as the “father of PLATO,” reminisced on the system’s allure during a panel celebrating its 50th Anniversary. “The police asked us to get [the younger students] out of there, because they’d stay there all night,” said Bitzer.

			Players of Multi-User Dungeons (MUDs) had similar qualms about their hobby. The first chapter of Playing MUDs on the Internet offered a cautionary tale of addiction. “One thing that has been noticed is the extreme addictive quality of MUDs,” the authors warned. “It is simply too easy to log on, start talking to your friends around the world, and forget about your problems in real life.”

			Shah and Romine’s warning stands out because the call is coming from inside the house. These authors are devoted to MUDs and find immense satisfaction playing them. They wrote an entire book on the subject. Yet they were uncomfortable with the long hours players poured into their hobby.

			A similar phenomenon occurred the moment EverQuest arrived on store shelves. Players and critics quickly picked up on the game’s enthralling qualities and noticed the long play sessions required to keep up with other dedicated fans. Players of EverQuest, like fans of MUDs and PLATO before them, were mildly unsettled by their new hobby—but the game’s popularity, and its devoted fanbase, simultaneously served as proof of the game’s merits.

			An EverQuest players’ guide published in the July 1999 issue of PC Accelerator declared the game was “better known as ‘Eversmack’ around these parts because of its addictive qualities.” Other players took to calling it “EverCrack,” a term that was sometimes used to headline newspaper stories about EverQuest addiction.

			An article published by the Los Angeles Times on April 20, 2000, followed the virtual life of a 30-year-old player referenced only by his avatar’s name, Ebaid. In between anecdotes about his business selling in-game items (a topic we’ll explore later), Ebaid commented on the game’s seemingly irresistible allure. “There’s a reason people call ‘EverQuest’ ‘Evercrack,’” said Ebaid. “It’s an addiction. You just always want to find out what is going to happen next.”

			Nick Yee, co-founder of game analytics company Quantic Foundry, put numbers to this feeling with a series of surveys conducted through 2002. He found that over 40 percent responded “Yes” when asked if “I would consider myself addicted to the game.” Most players across all age ranges reported playing continuously for ten hours or more at least once in their EverQuest career.

			Sony Online Entertainment’s initial reaction to the game’s reputation was positive. The long hours fans of EverQuest put into the game seemed to justify the equally long hours the team had put into creating it. As a result, SOE’s early comments about game addiction naively leaned into the idea it was merely the sign of a good game.

			Helene Shelter, PR director for 989 Studios, replied to one reporter’s concerns by saying that “no matter how much you play, you can’t ever really master it. We’re happy that people like to play it.” The marketing copy on the box of the game’s first expansion, The Ruins of Kunark, boasted that players “experience a never-ending quest so addictive and dynamic, you’ll never want to return to the real world again.”

			The team at SOE, apparently unaware of the controversy that was about to ignite, couldn’t help but add fuel to the fire.

			●

			The popular backlash against EverQuest took root in anxieties about contemporary American life.

			A front-page article in the December 14, 1999 issue of the Minneapolis Star Tribune placed a harsh spotlight on the surge in online gaming. It warned that “this Christmas, millions of people will receive computer games such as EverQuest. And psychologists say as many as ten percent could become ‘addicted’ to the games.”

			The Los Angeles Times looked at the problem from a different perspective: online addiction in the workplace. Claude Stern, a partner at Fenwick & West Law Firm, claimed it was a serious problem.

			“There are employees I know of who play online games the entire day,” said Stern. “Work is a break from the gaming experience.” The article doesn’t mention EverQuest by name, but its publication alongside another article commenting on the game’s success invited comparison.

			Ashley Dunn, a journalist for the Los Angeles Times who frequently covered the internet and online gaming, focused on a more successful angle that other reporters would soon emulate. Dunn’s article about game addiction, published in the May 12, 2000 issue of the Los Angeles Times, backed up its depiction of an emerging crisis with numerous quotes from players and experts. The most impactful quote was a brief, anonymous comment Dunn found on an unspecified EverQuest message board: “I’m an EverQuest Widow.”

			Connecting online game addiction with marital problems proved a popular talking point. Local and national newspapers took an increasingly keen interest in marital spats caused by online games and, specifically, a Yahoo user group: “EverQuest Widows.”

			Joe Salkowski, a syndicated columnist for Tribune Media Services, poked the hornet’s nest with a February 2001 column reporting the plight of spouses abandoned by partners who’d rather spend time at a computer than at the dinner table.

			“I speak, he grunts,” complained Manda Erickison, whose husband had recently picked up EverQuest. “I ask him to do something, I do it myself. I want to go back to work, but I do not trust him alone with our daughter, simply because when I am here she will be crying and he will not do anything about it.”

			Salkowski’s article was followed by a lengthy syndicated report from Tom Stanton that appeared in at least a dozen newspapers including the Sacramento Bee, the Tampa Tribune, and Fort Worth Star-Telegram, through May of 2001. Variations of the story commonly appeared in numerous publications including Wired, CNET, and the New York Times.

			Julia Scheeres delivered an online report for Wired that dug into not only how the game could disrupt a marriage but also the cultural war brewing between EverQuest’s fans and its critics. “Members also share tips on how to sabotage EverQuest by deleting characters or blocking access to servers,” Scheeres wrote. “As a result, the board is regularly raided by angry gamers who warn the widows ’not to fuck with EQ.’”

			But Shawn Woolley’s suicide drove the issue to mainstream attention. It raised the stakes, presenting EverQuest as a potential threat to the lives of those who played it.

			An article in the April 8, 2002 issue of the Wisconsin Leader-Telegram recounted the tragedy and quoted Paul Gallant, a local clinical outreach supervisor, who told the paper that “[t]he fine line between fantasy and reality can be easily blurred.” The story quickly gained traction through syndication in local newspapers across America and even received international attention from newspapers such as the Guardian and European gaming website Eurogamer.

			That was only the start. A second, stronger wave of coverage arrived after a primetime report from CBS’ 48 Hours.

			The report began with the story of Jerry Griffin, a middle-aged man whose eyes remained glued to his monitors even while 48 Hours’ reporter, Susan Spencer, attempted to interview him, and Griffin’s daughters bounced on a nearby couch.

			The report also featured Ben Stein (yes, that Ben Stein, of Ferris Bueller’s Day Off and Win Ben Stein’s Money fame). Though perhaps best known for his roles in entertainment, Stein was (and is) a conservative political commentator and staunch critic of game addiction. Stein told Spencer that his fifteen-year-old son, Tom, was so addicted to EverQuest that “it was as if he had a demon living inside of him.”

			48 Hours then delivered the most damning portion of its report: Shawn Woolley’s suicide. The broad strokes of the segment follow those previously reported in newspapers but went a step further by conducting an in-person interview of Elizabeth Woolley and then, minutes later, John Smedley.

			Smedley mounted a defense of his game, saying, “I don’t see the connection between a game and somebody’s tragic suicide.” But he was obviously out of his element, with a hesitant, deer-in-headlights expression that proved less sympathetic than Elizabeth’s grief.

			While Shawn Woolley often headlined reports on EverQuest, other stories of suicide and death made the news. In 2000, a man reportedly squeezed his son to death after the child’s crying annoyed him during EverQuest. In the summer of 2003, a three-year-old child died in a sweltering car: EverQuest received blame, this time for distracting the child’s parents.

			In 2000, Salon’s Janelle Brown reported on the unusual case of Shelya, an EverQuest player who’d portrayed himself as a troubled nineteen-year-old woman and faked her suicide by sending players false reports of her death. In truth, the player was an older man attempting a bizarre ruse with the goal of prevailing over his wife, who played EverQuest, in divorce proceedings. The character supposedly played by Shelya was in fact played by the husband, who had access to his wife’s EverQuest account.

			While Sheyla’s suicide turned out to be a hoax, Brown saw its fallout as evidence that online games like EverQuest were too real. “Over the course of thousands of posts across myriad gaming bulletin boards in the last week, countless EverQuest players have come forth with concerns about how obsessed they are with the game, how it’s damaging to their offline relationships and how it’s causing them to withdraw from the real world into the virtual one,” wrote Brown.

			The bad press was accompanied by the threat of a legal tussle with gaming’s most prolific critic: Jack Thompson.

			According to Elizabeth Woolley, Thompson heard her son’s story through his in-laws, who also lived in Wisconsin. “Jack said, even if we sued [SOE], we’re not doing it for the money, we’re doing it for the publicity,” says Woolley. “He goes, if you sue, you might get $900. And I’m like, I’m not doing it for $900. But I would do it for the publicity.”

			John Smedley, in an apparent attempt to head off this public relations disaster, called Woolley not long after Thompson announced his intention to sue. Smedley invited her to visit the company’s campus in California and see how the game was made. Woolley, however, was less interested in a visit than access to her son’s account, which she hoped would provide clues about the events leading up to his suicide.

			Smedley denied her request, citing user privacy concerns. Woolley, suspicious that her visit might be spun as proof of SOE’s innocence, refused to visit the company. The two sides were at an impasse.

			●

			Janelle Brown’s article about Sheyla’s fake suicide painted a bleak picture of EverQuest but, like most reports about the game, it wasn’t entirely negative. The article quoted Cindy Archuleta, a community relations manager at Verant Interactive, who mounted a more convincing defense than Smedley would later provide on 48 Hours.

			“Our average player plays about 20 hours a week; most of it is just a good sense of community when they are there,” said Archuleta. “I have hosted three real-life events where people come to meet each other, and it’s been extremely positive.”

			The real-life benefits of EverQuest’s social gameplay were a common rebuttal to stories that portrayed the game as a harmful addiction.

			Joe Salkowski’s February 2001 column was met with a vigorous defense from several readers of the Chicago Tribune, who wrote to the paper to counter Salkowski’s argument. “You don’t talk about all the couples who both play the game within reason and are very happy with their relationship,” said Carl D. Willis-Ford. “[O]r the families who have kids in college and playing in games is one of several ways to stay close.”

			Willis-Ford’s argument showed EverQuest in a different light. Instead of framing Norrath as a place players go to escape reality, he suggests the true hook was the real human connection players discovered in the game’s virtual world.

			Michelle Butler, who joined Verant Interactive in 1999 as a customer service manager and is now a Studio Operations Manager at Amazon Game Studios, shared this sentiment when I spoke to her for this book. “I guess it depends on what you consider addictive, but I’d certainly rather have kids playing in the room next to me with their friends, than I would 20 other things they could be doing,” says Butler.

			Kelly Kiewel, Head of Global Influencer Strategy at Riot Games, was introduced to EverQuest by her biological father not long after the game’s release. He was a “boxer” (a player who used multiple computers and accounts to play multiple in-game characters at once, often with the assistance of automation programs) but sometimes gave Kiewel, who was no older than nine when she first encountered EverQuest, the chance to play his characters.

			The game’s immersive, always-online world stood out to her as different, and more engrossing, than the static, predetermined worlds of books, movies, and single-player games. “It’s like the magical worlds you read about in books, but you got to play it, right?” says Kiewel. “You got to be the character in the worlds that usually just lived in your mind or on paper.”

			Kiewel’s love of the game only grew as she entered her teenage years and began to grasp its more complicated mechanics. She eventually joined a raiding guild and found herself deep in the notoriously onerous and time-consuming endgame content of Planes of Power. But while the game could demand long hours, Kiewel didn’t withdraw inside it. Instead, it became a stable platform she could rely on while dealing with other changes in her life.

			“I moved a lot as a child,” says Kiewel. “So EverQuest served as a consistent friend group for me when I was moving. My biological father was in support of it, and games were something we always connected over.”

			Despite her time in the game’s raid scene, Kiewel avoided the problems frequently reported in coverage of EverQuest. Her grades were maintained, real-life friendships grew, and other hobbies were balanced with her time in Norrath. She eventually moved on from EverQuest and began playing League of Legends, where she built a successful Twitch channel before pivoting into influencer strategy, but fond memories of the game remain. “When I think about, why am I a gamer? EverQuest is the reason,” she says.

			EverQuest Fan Faires, which began in 2000 and were organized by SOE, were another strong source of positivity. These conventions brought fans together from across the globe to meet in-game friends who might live hundreds or thousands of miles away.

			The Faires reportedly saw between 1,000 and 2,000 attendees and included talks from developers, updates on the state of the game, and thematic activities like a scavenger hunt loosely based on EverQuest’s confusing and difficult quests. Eventually, to provide access to more players, they were held in various cities across the United States and, later, Europe.

			These conventions, much like renaissance faires and live-action roleplaying events, perplexed reporters who had little knowledge of the culture. A bewildered Monty Phan, writing for Newsday, wrote that “there was some kind of convention going on at the BWI Marriott Hotel in Baltimore a few weeks ago. It just wasn’t very clear what kind of convention it was.” Phan reported players wearing “Got SoW?” T-shirts (a cheeky reference to Spirit of the Wolf, an essential spell that increases a player’s run speed) or homemade chainmail.

			While reporters found the conventions quirky, they quickly sought a human angle and, once again, marriage emerged as a theme. Phan reported speaking with Tracy and Raina Schuhwerk, a couple who met in EverQuest’s beta test and, shortly after, in person: They married in 2000.

			A 2005 article in the Detroit Free Press told the story of Annette and Wright, a couple who met in EverQuest and planned to marry at the upcoming Fan Faire. The article states Annette had once “belittled” a friend who’d found love in-game, only to find herself falling for Wright soon after. Proposals and marriages became a common occurrence at Fan Faire conventions and, in at least one instance, an EverQuest couple officially tied the knot onstage.

			●

			Dozens of articles about online game addiction appeared in U.S. newspapers throughout 2002 and 2003. Even more followed in 2004, 2005, and 2006, spurred not only by EverQuest but also World of Warcraft, which hit the world of online gaming like a brick through a window. Yet despite the publicity, discussion of the topic petered out towards the end of the decade.

			Woolley’s lawsuit against SOE ended before it officially began when the notoriously volatile Thompson quit the case. “After I talked to John Smedley, and I told Jack that I talked to him, he’s like, ‘You can’t talk to him. He’s the opposing team.’ And I’m like, well, I did. And [Thompson] quit. He quit because I talked to [John Smedley].”

			Woolley didn’t go out of her way to convince Thompson to resume the lawsuit. Thompson had contacted her to begin with, and the threat of a lawsuit already accomplished the goal of attracting public attention to her son’s suicide. She also had mixed feelings about the baggage that might come with a financial settlement, if one was reached, knowing such arrangements usually included terms that would prevent her from speaking critically of SOE in the future. That was a condition she wouldn’t accept.

			With a potential lawsuit tabled, Elizabeth turned her attention to other efforts. She started an organization called On-Line Gamers Anonymous (olganon.com) to help people struggling with game addiction, and continued to speak out on the topic. OLGA was among the first organizations of its kind and remains active today. Although she never managed to win an apology from SOE, the company did make a functional concession: an in-game timer players could use to remind themselves it’s time to log out.

			Smedley discussed the feature in an interview with Morgan Ramsey. “The boy’s mother, Elizabeth Woolley, convinced me to put an alarm clock into the game. To this day, there’s an alarm clock in EverQuest,” said Smedley. “I think there’s a recognition in our industry that people can get addicted, but I just think it’s like any other form of entertainment. We just need to gently remind people that there’s other stuff out there.”

			Many later MMORPGs, including World of Warcraft, followed EverQuest’s lead and included a timer or similar feature, such as an in-game calendar or clock. These scheduling tools were an early example of the “screen time” and “focus” utilities found on modern smartphones and computers.

			While Elizabeth Woolley took constructive steps to help those who felt they suffered from video game addiction, Jack Thompson grew increasingly aggressive and earned a reputation for dubious tactics. He organized protests outside Rockstar Games, argued with judges, and sent his ten-year-old son into Best Buy on a successful undercover mission to purchase a copy of Grand Theft Auto: Vice City. The stunt was meant to prove the game industry’s self-enforced ratings, organized by the Electronic Entertainment Software Association, were ineffective, but it didn’t seem to affect popular opinion.

			Thompson’s crusade eventually extended to anyone who stood in his way—including The Florida Bar. In 2006, Thompson asked the Justice Department to investigate The Florida Bar for conspiring to squash his First Amendment rights. The Bar responded with its own accusations against Thompson, who was disbarred in 2007 on charges that he “made false statements to tribunals, disparaged and humiliated litigants and other lawyers, and improperly practiced law outside the state of Florida.”

			The end of Thompson’s legal career discredited America’s most vocal gaming critic and placed a dark cloud over those who sought to criticize or sue the video game industry for selling violent, addictive, or immoral products. Some politicians remain critical of video games to this day, but efforts to turn those criticisms into legislation have fallen by the wayside (in the United States, at least).

			I also suspect the age of EverQuest’s audience influenced the debate’s direction. Nick Yee’s EverQuest survey found the average player was nearly 26 years old, was either married or in a romantic relationship, and that nearly half played the game with a parent, sibling, or romantic partner. While the game had a large base of younger players (roughly 31 percent identified their profession as “student”), most were adults.

			This placed a hurdle in front of efforts to regulate online games. The average EverQuest player was old enough to smoke a cigarette and order a whiskey while gambling at the nearest casino. Arguing that online games should be regulated or banned because of addiction was difficult given the other vices American society allows.

			For these reasons, the United States of America ultimately implemented few laws on either a state or federal level to regulate who can play games.

			The most famous attempt to enact such a law was California’s ban on the sale of violent video games to anyone under the age of eighteen, which passed the state legislature in 2005.

			The law never took effect. The Entertainment Software Association successfully sought an injunction to block the law in 2005. In 2011, after repeated appeals, the Supreme Court of the United States ruled the law in violation of the First Amendment. That decision marked an end to hopes of banning or restricting the sale of video games in the United States—at least for the immediate future.

			●

			Gaming’s popularity has only increased in the years since EverQuest’s release, upgrading the hobby from a niche pursuit to a mainstream entertainment powerhouse the likes of which the world has never seen. The global video game market raked in over $180 billion dollars in 2022 alone and is estimated to include over three billion players. Video games are now the most successful form of media internationally when measured by revenue, and the second-most when measured by reach (only behind television).

			Individual gamers also play more than ever before, devoting long hours that make complaints levied in earlier coverage of EverQuest look tame. The 48 Hours report on EverQuest fretted over Jerry Griffin’s playtime, which could exceed 20 hours a week, as well as his lasting love for the game, which Griffin had played since its launch in 1999. These facts were framed as evidence that EverQuest was ruining his life.

			Newspaper reports shared similar concerns. An article in the December 14, 1999, issue of the Star Tribune fearfully reported “hard-core” fans “spend six to 10 hours on the game in a day,” while another article in the October 28, 1999, issue of the Boston Globe claimed that “more than an hour a day playing on the computer is considered excessive.”

			These worries seem quaint today, and game studios rarely shy away from boasting of a game’s lengthy campaign.

			The 2023 launch of Blizzard Entertainment’s online action-RPG Diablo IV, like so many modern online games, saw a hotly contested race in which players competed nonstop for several days in hopes of being the first to reach level 100 in the game’s Hardcore mode, which enforces “permadeath” (in which a character has one life and becomes unplayable after death).

			The race was widely publicized by gaming media outlets, like PC Gamer, IGN, and Polygon, and officially endorsed by Blizzard Entertainment, which promised to carve the names of the first 1,000 players to reach level 100 in Hardcore mode on a statue of the game’s antagonist, Lilith, at Blizzard’s HQ. The winner, Carn, sunk roughly 70 hours into Diablo IV over just four days. So far as I could find, not a single report on Diablo IV’s world first race raised concerns about these lengthy sessions.

			Survey data supports the reality of this shift in attitude.

			Nick Yee’s review of EverQuest players, conducted in 2001, found less than 14 percent of players logged in for more than 40 hours per week. A 2022 paper from Daniel Kaufman and Stephanie L. Diez-Morel, which surveyed players of the MMORPG Final Fantasy XIV, found over 30 percent of players spent at least 40 hours per week in-game. Players who reported only ten hours of playtime a week (or less) dropped by more than half, from 13.2 percent of EverQuest players to just 4.2 percent of players in Final Fantasy XIV.

			Gamers outside the MMORPG genre have vastly increased their play time, too. A 1999 survey by the Kaiser Family Foundation, which focused on children between eight and eighteen years old, found players averaged 26 minutes in-game each day. A 2021 survey from NPD (which surveyed gamers across a broad range of age groups) revealed a much higher average of 16.5 hours per week, or more than two hours per day.

			The dramatic increase in actual time played, paired with the reduction in articles that cover game addiction, shows that concerns about game addiction, though not entirely absent, have faded into the background.

			But that’s not to say the topic is settled. The nature of game addiction, the problems it may cause, and the tactics best suited to handle it remain a difficult question even for those with decades of experience playing, researching, and writing about video games.

			Edward Castronova, a professor at Indiana University Bloomington with numerous published papers and books on online games and virtual worlds, unexpectedly found himself dealing with the issue as his own teenagers came of age.

			“People today accept a lot more game playing from their kids than they did in the 2000s. It’s almost like the battle is over,” says Castronova. “I wouldn’t have believed in the idea of game addiction in 2003, 2004. I would’ve scoffed at it, but I misunderstood what the nature of an addiction could be. It was never about the content of games. It was in the difficulty my kids had in pulling away.”

			Castronova’s mixed feelings on the topic are understandable, as even professional psychologists remain torn.

			Christopher Ferguson, a professor of psychology at Stetson University and author of Moral Combat: Why the War on Violent Video Games is Wrong, says the field is split between two camps. “One who wants to see [video game addiction] become an official diagnosis—and it has become an official diagnosis in the World Health Organization—[…]and then there’s the more skeptical camp that just sees this as another moral panic.”

			The World Health Organization added “gaming disorder” to its list of diseases in 2019. It defines gaming disorder as “a pattern of gaming behavior” in which “gaming takes precedence over other interests and daily activities” despite negative outcomes. The WHO’s decision provides medical professionals with an international standard for diagnosing and treating video game addiction as an illness.

			But while the WHO has recognized gaming disorder, The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Illnesses (DSM), which is published by the American Psychiatric Association, doesn’t include gaming disorder as a recognized diagnosis. It instead lists “internet gaming disorder” as a “condition warranting more clinical research and experience before it might be considered for inclusion.”

			Ferguson feels the WHO’s decision to include “gaming disorder” as a diagnosis kowtowed to political pressure from countries such as China, which has a long history of placing legal limits on how individuals consume media. And he believes that, in so doing, the WHO missed an opportunity to strike at something deeper.

			“I actually ended up in an email exchange with Jeffrey Reed, who was working with WHO at the time. […] He said they were under enormous pressure from Asian countries to create this diagnosis,” says Ferguson.

			He points out that “moral panics” in response to new trends in human behavior are common, and are often shaded by existing cultural preferences or the goals of a government’s political parties. The problem is not necessarily that people respond to tragedy (Shawn Woolley’s suicide was a real, devastating loss), but rather that the response becomes narrowly focused on a particular behavior instead of the cause of that behavior.

			Ferguson’s frustrations with the opposition between the WHO and APA stance is driven by his belief that a broader approach would lead to a more accurate and useful diagnosis. He says that many behaviors, from shopping to social media, can lead to mental health problems if taken to an extreme.

			“I think the WHO, or perhaps in the future the APA, could have this opportunity to say that rather than having 150 different micro-diagnoses for everything, to say that people can overdo things, in general,” says Ferguson. “And if you overdo something to the point that X, Y, and Z happens to you, that could be a diagnosable situation. That would avoid the controversy over, ‘why are you picking on games.’”

			Dr. Anthony Bean, a licensed clinical psychologist with over a dozen published papers on game addiction (a few of which he co-authored with Ferguson) and the therapeutic use of video and tabletop games, also expressed frustration with the WHO stance.

			“Would I say video game addiction is real?” Bean said in an interview. “Yeah, I’d probably say it’s there. Is it as massive a problem as it can be made out to be? No, not at all.”

			Bean sees generational battle lines between older psychologists, who often view video games as a potentially addictive harm that must be mitigated, and younger peers who, though they agree game addiction can occur, believe healthy engagement with games is predominant, and that games can prove therapeutically helpful.

			“There is a massive age disparity,” said Bean. “Those of us 45 years and under, we are usually pro-gaming in some capacity. The older generations differ.”

			Despite the ongoing debate, Psychology’s capacity to help those struggling with addictive behaviors has improved over the past 25 years. Elizabeth’s attempts to find help for her son in 2001 were met by health-care professionals who had little to no understanding of contemporary games and didn’t take Shawn’s situation seriously. Modern clinical psychologists are better prepared to respond to harmful behavior, whatever the cause, and organizations (like OLGANON) exist to offer support and recognition for those who need it.

			Yet even today, nearly 25 years after Shawn Woolley’s death, a precise explanation for why the game affected him so severely remains elusive.

			Why was EverQuest, specifically, a problem for Shawn, and not other games? And why did it so adversely affect him while simultaneously leading others to find connections, friendship, and even love? What is the exact point after which playing a game drifts from obsession and into addiction? That remains for tomorrow’s psychologists to explain.

		

	
		
			Economy

			On April 20, 2000, the Los Angeles Times published a story following the life of an EverQuest player identified only by his alias, Ebaid, as he made a small fortune selling a remarkably intangible good: loot.

			Ebaid and his partner, Lee, were particularly skilled at identifying items that could be reliably obtained and the most efficient ways to acquire them. The business raked in an easy $6,000 each month (roughly $11,000, adjusted for inflation through 2024). They handled transactions primarily through online auction site eBay, which emerged from the fires of the dotcom bust as the go-to hub for most online transactions.

			Accounts with a leveled and well-equipped character were the most valuable assets in an EverQuest entrepreneur’s inventory. A level 50 monk with the highly desirable Flowing Black Silk Sash, which improved a character’s attack speed by 21%, was sold in fall of 1999 for $4,050. Adjusted for inflation, the value of a level 50 Monk sold in 1999 rises to an incredible $7,270. Another player who spoke with the Los Angeles Times, identified only as “Jim,” claimed to have spent “more than $5,000” on his EverQuest character.

			Rare loot also commanded vast sums. The coveted Cloak of Flames, which improved attack speed by a whopping 36% alongside several buffs to core character stats, sold for as much as $3,050 in the spring of 2000. The Los Angeles Times put the value of a Short Sword of Ykesha at $170 in the spring of 2000, while a separate article in the Palm Beach Post placed the sword’s value at $445.

			Even mediocre items, which might be useful for power-leveling a new character, often sold for around $100—a trend made possible by EverQuest’s lack of level restrictions on items, a mechanic that wouldn’t become common in the MMORPG industry until the mid-2000s.

			Currency was coveted, too. The conversion rate of platinum, EverQuest’s most valuable in-game currency, was pegged at one dollar per 250 platinum in spring of 2000 (or, to put it another way, one platinum was worth four-tenths of a cent). High-level players often carried between $10 to $40 of platinum in their virtual pockets, and even more in their banks.

			Edward Castronova drew on this data to calculate the game’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Using the average exchange rate of platinum to US dollars, he calculated that a typical character in Norrath made an hourly wage of $3.42. Spread across the game’s entire population, that worked out to a per-capita gross national product of $2,266: roughly equal to Russia at the time. The economy of EverQuest was, by this metric, more successful than dozens of real-world countries.

			The idea of virtual items valued at hundreds or thousands of real dollars was unexplored territory for most players who logged in to EverQuest at launch, and not just because the game (and its competitors) reached new heights of popularity. The 1990s brought sweeping changes to the internet that created a new market for virtual goods.

			In the early days of the internet, before the establishment and growth of the World Wide Web and its associated protocols, the internet was more like a series of isolated islands connected by rare and unreliable ferries. Users of Prodigy, CompuServe, or Quantum Link were usually restricted to interacting with users, games, and sites hosted by their respective online services. And these services were often accessible only through a network account, which meant one account was tied to all its owner’s online activities.

			Jess Mulligan, a game designer, producer, and consultant who entered the industry in 1987 as an Associate Producer at Quantum Link, says this isolation was a practical challenge for anyone looking to sell in-game items or characters.

			“Before Ultima Online and Meridian 59, you had an account on a mainframe. And the games resided there. So, when people started wanting to sell their accounts, they couldn’t just give their character to somebody,” says Mulligan. “They had to be able to log on with their GEnie account or Compuserve account. What you had people doing was renting out their accounts with really nice characters.”

			Renting an account might snag a player a few extra bucks a month, but it wasn’t much of a business. Players generally had just one game account, which was tied to their network account. That effectively capped the revenue a player could hope to receive. Hourly access fees were high, as well, which hurt potential profits. And there were obvious risks associated with renting an account that might also provide access to other online services, including email or online messaging.

			These headwinds reduced the real-money value of accounts and in-game items. They still had substantial value to players of MUDs and early MMORPGs, such as Neverwinter Nights, but the online infrastructure for transferring items and characters didn’t exist.

			The World Wide Web changed that. Online games were set free, and so were the players. Anyone with access to the internet could connect to a game with as many accounts as they liked (or, in the case of subscription games, could pay for), and do so without risking their online privacy or security. Rising competition between service providers, alongside improvements in the internet’s infrastructure, drove hourly access fees extinct, replaced by the monthly subscriptions common today. The arrival of online auction sites, messaging services, and payment platforms was just as impactful, providing an easy, inexpensive way to collect payment from players across the globe.

			It was a new era, and enterprising players like Ebaid and Lee swooped on the opportunity. In the process, they helped build a black market for in-game goods that persists, and remains controversial, to this day.

			“Who’s crazier? Me playing for twelve hours a day or someone paying real money for an item that doesn’t exist?” said Lee. “Well, we’re both crazy. God bless America.”

			●

			Black markets for in-game items were a new phenomenon but, by the time of EverQuest’s release, there was one precedent for their existence. Ultima Online, launched in 1997, was surrounded by a vibrant trade of online items assisted by the game’s focus on crafting and its lack of in-game restrictions on how items could change hands.

			Modern MMORPGs often flag valuable or rare items as “No Drop,” “Bound,” or “Soulbound”—terms which mean items, once acquired, can’t be dropped, traded, or sold. Some games, like the modern incarnation of World of Warcraft, hit huge swaths of items with this restriction to channel and mold the player experience.

			Ultima Online was different. Items were arguably too easy to drop or otherwise lose (thieves could famously steal houses by pickpocketing the key), and the developers at Origin Systems took a hands-off approach to dealing with out-of-game transactions. Ultima Online’s characters, items, and currency weren’t as valuable as those of EverQuest at the height of its popularity, but well-equipped characters weren’t inexpensive. A knight named Sir Turbohawk was sold for $512 the spring of 1999 (roughly $936 in 2023 dollars).

			What Ultima Online lacked in price per transaction it made up for in volume, as the game shipped with robust crafting mechanics that let players become titans of industry.

			EverQuest’s crafting system was thin and mostly pointless (at least when it launched in 1999). The list of items players could craft was small, the difficulty of crafting an item was high, and many crafted items weren’t useful. Most of the game’s valuable items were found in dungeons, not crafted by players.

			In Ultima Online, however, crafting was prolific, and an experienced crafter might churn out hundreds of items in an evening. This income stream was relatively stable, too, as the game had no limits on the number of items a character could create. Players found efficiencies that turned their characters into mobile factories, and the most committed players upped the ante by enlisting multiple accounts.

			Wired journalist Julian Dibbell, who documented his attempt to become a full-time Ultima Online crafter and trader in his book Play Money, described Ultima Online’s economy as a vibrant business community that spanned the gamut from solo traders (like himself) to smaller outfits of just two or three individuals, to larger conglomerates like the notorious BlackSnow Interactive, an organization of unknown size which maintained a presence in multiple games.

			Despite this, the EverQuest team was unprepared to deal with the real-money economy that would inevitably grow in tandem with the game’s success.

			“We were surprised, just straight up,” says EverQuest world builder Geoff Zatkin. “I remember the first time somebody’s like, hey, there’s so-and-so on eBay. And the whole table was like, really?”

			Zatkin says the first auction for the Sword of Ykesha—or, at least, the first the team noticed—spurred a flabbergasted John Smedley to track down the player who bought the sword.

			“Smedley was like, let’s see if we can figure out who bought that. I want to call him. That’s what we did. […] Smedley actually called up the guy and said, ‘Hey, this is John Smedley, CEO of Verant Interactive, we saw you won a Ykesha… Tell me why?’”

			The answer was the same provided by modern players who spend money on microtransactions to skip an obstacle or gain a competitive advantage: They have more money than time. Buying an item was a sensible path around the grind required to obtain the game’s best gear.

			Even so, the game’s growing economy caught both upper management and the development team off-guard, and both had concerns about how such transactions might disrupt the game’s future.

			Would players simply buy their way past the difficult challenges developers had put so much effort into building? And, if so, should SOE get in on the action and sell items to players directly?

			Developers like Zatkin and Ryan Barker opposed that idea, arguing that it would undermine the progression and character development which, for many players, was EverQuest’s core appeal.

			Others took a more welcoming stance. Producer Jeff Butler believed real-money transactions could help players identify with their characters and provide an incentive to seek out valuable loot. Players had already turned EverQuest into a lifestyle. Why not let them also make it their profession, if that’s what they desired?

			“There were damn serious discussions about that part of the process and what we could have done,” says Butler. “I am a strong advocate for digital ownership. It never made sense to me, never made sense to us, really, that all the things that were earned in EverQuest belonged to the company.”

			Debate on the topic continued through early 2000 and, by spring of that year, a final decision was reached. A new version of EverQuest’s End User License Agreement (EULA) was issued and contained strict terms against real-money transactions.

			Customer service enforced the terms, banning players known to trade on eBay on a case-by-case basis. In late 2001, SOE’s legal team stepped up enforcement and asked eBay to remove auctions related to EverQuest items from the site entirely.

			eBay complied—on paper, at least.

			The site’s management was familiar with auctions for digital goods posted by sellers who didn’t own rights to those goods and created the Verified Rights Owners Program (VeRO) in response. VeRO, which still exists to this day, “allows owners of intellectual property rights and their authorized representatives to report eBay listings that may infringe on those rights.”

			VeRO was originally designed to deal with music and video piracy, a problem that plagued eBay at the turn of the millennium.

			Users sold copies of digital goods on eBay and argued such sales were legal under the First Sale Doctrine, a portion of copyright law that protects an individual’s right to sell a copyrighted work they’ve purchased.

			The music and movie industries argued this didn’t apply to digital copies of a work, and that many eBay sellers were in fact selling pirated copies, not digital files they’d legitimately purchased. SOE built on this foundation to argue VeRO should apply equally to video games and the content within them.

			SOE’s policy at first seemed to have the intended effect. It pushed most auctions for in-game items off eBay and set a new standard of player conduct that most fans would come to support.

			“We actually had a task force of four people that fairly quickly established [the practice of] chasing down the gold farmers and the companies that were doing that, and informing our legal department,” says Michelle Butler, who at the time was a Lead Game Master. “I would notify our lawyers and say, I’ve got these three eBay accounts. We did a weekly check on those. We’d turn those over to the lawyers. The lawyers would contact eBay.”

			Yet the customer service team soon discovered the difficulty of ending real-money transactions was far higher than anticipated.

			The problem was EverQuest’s rudimentary database. As mentioned previously, the game managed important character, non-player character, and item data in a Microsoft Access database. The database told the game which items a character was wearing (or possessed in their inventory or bank).

			But the developers hadn’t thought to include additional information that, while not strictly required, might be useful in tracking a character’s movement and interactions through the game.

			“We didn’t have a database at the time set up to do individual instancing of items,” says Zatkin. “We recorded that your character had the Ykesha sword. Not that you had the 1182nd spawned version. Our database just didn’t support that.”

			Without robust tools to track player behavior, customer services reps were left to sleuthing.

			Inexperienced eBay sellers often made the mistake of revealing a character’s name, server, or guild, which could help customer service identify an account.

			Game Masters also covertly tailed suspected bots and farmers to monitor their behavior, a tactic made easier by Game Master tools that could render a GM’s character invisible. In other cases, GMs simply approached a suspect and asked for an explanation. A lack of reply was often seen as an admission of guilt.

			Players were another helpful source of leads. Some sent SOE reports about fellow players they thought had purchased an unfair edge.

			Unlike Ultima Online, where real-money transactions became an unsavory but accepted form of gameplay that many long-time veterans used to their advantage, EverQuest’s community largely supported SOE’s official stance against real-money transactions. Accusations of buying, rather than earning, coveted items were common, and became a go-to insult on EverQuest forums as well as the in-game chat.

			The intensity of SOE’s response to real-money transactions, and the community’s paranoia about them, suggests EverQuest had a serious problem with bots, farmers, and real-money transactions that threatened to bring the game to ruin. It’s a reasonable concern that developers struggle with to this day. Bots descended on World of Warcraft: Classic after its relaunch in 2019, forcing Blizzard to modify how crafting resources spawned.

			However, the EverQuest developers I spoke to feel the issue never posed a real threat to the game.

			Make no mistake: Real-money transactions were against the rules, and they occurred in large numbers. There’s no way to know the exact volume of real-money transactions, especially after eBay’s ban moved the bulk of the market for EverQuest goods to less reputable websites, but the volume of posts on those sites suggests that at least several thousand transactions happened every month from the game’s launch in 1999 through 2005, when the game’s popularity began to decline.

			Yet this illicit activity didn’t seem to challenge the game’s commercial success, which only surged, and that meant the game designers felt no pressing need to explicitly block these transactions with major restrictions on in-game trading or changes to the game’s design. On the contrary, in-game trading was made easier with 2001’s The Shadows of Luclin, which included an in-game shopping mall where players could set up merchants to sell wares.

			“It was hard to tell how much [real-money transactions] were actually happening, but I think the perception of how much it was impacting the game was way worse than what the actual impact was,” says Barker. “Because it hardly ever came up.”

			●

			The proliferation of real-money transactions might not have alarmed EverQuest’s development team, but that doesn’t mean it—or SOE’s response—was trivial. The internal fault lines and disagreements that occurred as the company formulated its response spread across the MMORPG community and were hotly debated among both developers and fans.

			Ultima Online remained the most economically liberal game of the group. Unlike SOE, which opposed real-money transactions, Origin Systems embraced auctions as proof of Ultima Online’s allure and took a permissive stance towards players profiting off their experience.

			David Swofford, a spokesperson for Origin, told ZDNet’s Robert Lemos that auctioning of characters and property was explicitly allowed. “We think that people being able to create wealth in Ultima Online that turns into real wealth is not a bad thing,” said Swofford, adding that “we have never had to stop it.”

			Allowing real-money transactions aligned with Ultima Online’s focus on a player-driven economy. Players could buy an advantage, but that advantage wouldn’t necessarily end a player’s progression, because the open-ended skill system and extensive crafting options left players with a wide range of activities to pursue. Items were more easily lost or destroyed than in EverQuest, as well, so the advantage provided by powerful items wasn’t always permanent.

			“[W]e had discussions about it on the team and felt it was okay,” says Raph Koster, Lead Designer on Ultima Online and current CEO of Playable Worlds. He recalls thinking, “People are doing this because they are passionate about the game. Why would we be opposed?”

			Jess Mulligan, who spent a year directing Volunteer Relations at Origin Systems, remembers the situation differently. He recalls the acceptance of real-money transactions was motivated by the company’s marketing department, which saw an opportunity to differentiate Ultima Online from its competitors, including EverQuest.

			“That would never have happened except that our marketing department thought it would be really slick if they issued a press release that said, ‘Oh yeah, we’ve got no problem with eBay sales, and we think that’s great. We’ve got user-generated content.’ Except that nobody asked us,” says Mulligan. “We would have told them there are things we have to figure out first, but they just issued that press release. Next thing, I’m reading about it on websites.”

			While Koster and Mulligan’s memories seem to contradict, it’s likely they recall different portions of the game’s development. Koster was a lead designer, while Mulligan was the director of volunteer relations (a role adjacent to customer service, as Ultima Online used volunteers to augment the ranks of its Game Masters). In any case, the presence of an out-of-game, real-money economy became a core pillar of Ultima Online’s identity and was generally accepted by the player base.

			Asheron’s Call, a popular MMORPG released a few months after EverQuest, initially took an approach close to Ultima Online. Toby Ragini, the game’s lead designer, told the Los Angeles Times, “I don’t view farmers very highly,” but added that “we have no policy against it.”

			Asheron’s Call eventually iterated on Ultima’s approach with an official character transfer service built to enable character sales on eBay and other websites.

			Contrary to how it may seem, Turbine’s transfer service wasn’t introduced in hope of reaping a windfall, as the value of one-time transaction fees was slim compared to the income generated from recurring subscriptions. But it did offer Turbine a method to police scam auctions, which became a headache for the developer’s customer service team. Turbine’s official character transfer service offered a legitimate means for handling real-money transactions that customer service could log and monitor.

			●

			The permissive stance of Ultima Online and Asheron’s Call initially left EverQuest the odd game out, and SOE’s decision to restrict sales and ban offenders (or, at least, those it could catch) was met with a backlash from players outside the EverQuest community.

			This can be difficult to understand in retrospect. Modern live service games usually provide players with zero ownership rights, and most game communities are hostile towards the idea of buying or selling items outside official channels. The idea is associated with scams, bots, and out-of-control game exploits.

			The difference between player opinions in the late 1990s, and those held today, is best explained by contemporary attitudes towards intellectual property, piracy, and online privacy.

			The world of personal computers was diverse in its early years. Enthusiasts could choose from a wide variety of operating systems and hardware, and the most engaged owners often customized their experience with modifications or hand-coded programs. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, users often personally selected many of the very fundamentals of the computing experience, such as the operating systems, programming languages, and chipsets used. Personal computers were sold as kits, not finished products, and significant assembly was mandatory.

			The wide range of possibilities led to a fractured but vibrant community of enthusiasts, prosumers, and amateur developers. It also encouraged initiative: Richard Garriott famously distributed his first RPG, Akalabeth: World of Doom, in Ziploc bags hung on local store shelves.

			Multi-User Dungeons turned this culture up to eleven.

			MUDs, initially available only on mainframe systems at universities, grew within a community that was hostile towards the idea that intellectual property rights should apply broadly to PC games and software. The idea that “information wants to be free,” a quote attributed to author Stewart Brand, represented a mainstream point of view among computer enthusiasts in the 1980s.

			As a result, most MUDs freely distributed their source code online. (Their method of distribution could be considered “open source,” today, but that term wasn’t broadly used at the time.)

			TinyMUD, AberMUD, DikuMUD, and LPMUD were among the most common ancestors, and “forked” (built off the code of an earlier MUD) into new iterations. While some games were built within the bounds of an earlier MUD’s source code, many forked to add new features. The most popular of these gradually evolved into their own unique MUD ecosystems.

			TinyMUD, for instance, led to TinyMUCK, TinyMUSH, and MOO, among many others. Steve Clover and Brad McQuaid’s favorite MUD, Sojourn, was itself based on a fork of DikuMUD known as Sequent, which fleshed out the original DikuMUD with support for a wider variety of spells, zones, and items.

			This meant any enthusiast could access the source code of their favorite MUD, modify it, and redistribute the game, effectively gaining ownership of a virtual world.

			Even players had a degree of ownership in many MUDs, as user-generated content was common. The most active and popular contributors often assisted with a MUD’s development, served as game masters, and even replaced a MUD’s original developers when they moved on to other projects.

			Lauren P. Burka, a player of early MUDs who wrote prolifically about the genre’s origins, describes the MUDs of the mid-90s as a swirling cauldron of often competing ideas. “These MUDs often had some central planning involved in building, or at least restrictions on who could put what where. All of them had more active wizards [game masters],” says Burka. “Building restrictions led to squabbles, occasionally quite emphatic and bitter. [Players who created content] might see their masterworks recycled by wizards who wanted to cut down on database swapping.”

			The tension came down to a central question: Who owns a virtual world?

			Its creator may have designed the original incarnation, but a MUD’s success rested equally on the wizards who maintained the game, fostered the community, and fixed bugs.

			And what about the players? A virtual world without a community of players enjoying it arguably isn’t a virtual world at all.

			Brigadoon, a MUD launched in 1990, became an example of this conflict in action. The game was live for only a few months before a wizard punished a player for bad behavior by turning their character into a toad. Incensed, the player shot back with allegations of unfair treatment. Brigadoon’s creators and wizards retaliated by “toading” even more players (one for each letter of the alphabet), which caused even more player complaints. When a bug brought the game down in early 1991, its creators, now thoroughly at odds with the community, couldn’t be bothered to restore it—and so the world of Brigadoon met its doom.

			The earliest MMORPGs accepted this chaotic legacy. Ultima Online is the prime example, but it’s hardly alone.

			1995’s Meridian 59 mixed tried-and-true MUD concepts with a 2.5D graphics engine that looks a lot like Doom, The Realm Online explored open-ended gameplay that spanned combat and socializing, and Tibia appealed to hardcore players with permanent item loss and frequent non-consensual PvP combat. All these titles allowed substantial player agency and provided some degree of player ownership over the rewards they earned.

			EverQuest was different. The tagline, “You’re in Our World Now!” brilliantly summarized its gameplay, but it was also viewed as a statement of how SOE saw the relationship between the players and the game.

			Players in EverQuest might spend tens, hundreds, or thousands of hours perfecting a character. Yet, according to SOE’s policies, the player had zero ownership over the result. A player character was, according to the game’s terms of service, a collection of intellectual property wholly owned by SOE. The company could terminate a player’s access to that intellectual property at any time.

			The consequences of this approach were debated even before SOE’s decision to ban real-money transactions. MMORPG commentator Scott Jennings, who wrote under the alias “Lum the Mad,” blasted the game for its “friendly EverQuest fascism,” which included such affronts as banning spaces from character names and renaming characters whose names might infringe on the copyright of popular fantasy franchises (like The Lord of the Rings).

			Jennings’ disapproval of SOE’s heavy-handed policies culminated in a roughly 8,500-word parody of George Orwell’s 1984, subtly titled “1989,” (a riff on 989 Studios) that cast Brad McQuaid in the role of authoritarian dictator.

			It’s every bit as absurd as it sounds, but indicative of the attitude many early MMORPG players held towards SOE’s strict rules. This was most often expressed in rude messages on the fan blogs or the official forums—but a few threatened to take their complaints to court.

			●

			In early January of 2001 a web development firm based in Seattle, Washington launched a surprising sub-page on its website, gravityspot.com. The header hit visitors will an all-caps proclamation: “NOTICE OF INTENT TO FILE A LAW SUIT AGAINST SONY COMPUTER ENTERTAINMENT, VERANT INTERACTIVE AND OTHERS,” before listing player grievances caused by SOE’s decision to ban real-money transactions.

			The site slammed Sony and Verant for taking away the right of sale from “those who wish to profit from time spent playing their game” and disputed the legality of Sony and Verant’s decision to change the End User License Agreement (EULA), which the website called “untried.” The goal, according to the website, was to challenge EverQuest’s EULA in court.

			It wasn’t an especially serious legal threat. The website was anonymous, not even listing the name of its creator’s in-game avatar (though a report from The Register, citing WHOIS data, said it was likely created by Dennis Flanders, owner of web design company Gravity Spot). The site inadvertently admitted its lack of legal teeth in a paragraph seeking “the most experienced law firm” to aid in the case. The threat was just the author’s opinion, not an official legal notice, and there’s no evidence a lawsuit was filed by the site’s author.

			Despite its dubious standing, the website caught the attention of several news outlets, including The Register, and became a lightning rod for EverQuest players unhappy with SOE’s decision. The page was updated several times through the month of January 2001 with information about players who’d received bans and provided suggestions for auction sites that players might use as an alternative to eBay.

			Gravity Spot also hosted a web forum where players could discuss the issue and instructions for players who wanted to become a party to the proposed lawsuit. (Unfortunately, the web forum’s conversations weren’t archived and can no longer be retrieved.)

			Strangely, the page’s hot-headed legal threats were cooled by circumstances outside the hands of both SOE and the players. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, SOE requested that eBay remove EverQuest auctions from the site, and eBay complied.

			Except it hadn’t, or couldn’t, remove every auction. Many slipped through the cracks. eBay’s failure to completely squash real-money transactions on its platform, as requested by SOE, made Gravity Spot’s owner reconsider legal action.

			A page update from January 30, 2001 stated that, although the EverQuest category was removed from eBay, over 811 EverQuest-related listings remained live. In short: There was nothing to worry about, after all.

			While this effort to resist SOE collapsed, others persevered. Prior to going dark, the site hosted by Gravity Spot posted a statement it had received from PlayerAuctions.com, a business that conducted real-money transactions in several games including EverQuest, Ultima Online, and Asheron’s Call, as well as Anarchy Online and eventually Dark Age of Camelot.

			The statement focused primarily on updates to its terms of service but, in the context of Gravity Spot’s website, also served as an advertisement. PlayerAuctions.com, unlike eBay, had no plans to comply with any request from SOE. It offered a haven to those looking to buy or sell without complications.

			Founded in 1999, PlayerAuctions.com was an early—and successful—attempt to professionalize and legitimize real-money transactions for MMORPG goods. A December 2000 copy of the website displayed prominent information for buyers and sellers alongside a link to a page meant to assure skeptics of PlayerAuctions’ security.

			The company’s professional website and focus on customer experience quickly made it a hub for players of western MMORPGs. It claimed a mere 160 completed auctions in December of 2000, but the number quickly grew to 4,511 in March of 2001, then exploded to over 32,000 through July of 2001.

			PlayerAuctions wasn’t alone. Several competitive start-ups, including Internet Gaming Entertainment and BlackSnow Interactive, arrived on the MMORPG scene just after the turn of the century. All three ignored the terms of a game’s EULA, not only by facilitating real-money transactions (which some games, like Ultima Online, allowed), but also through farming valuable resources and providing them to players (an activity even Ultima Online strictly forbid).

			The exact model of each company varied. Some, like PlayerAuctions, sought to directly fill a market eBay had officially abandoned. Others, like BlackSnow, functioned more like an online retail store, farming currency and valuable items to build an inventory of goods that were sold to players at a set price.

			BlackSnow maintained an aggressive stance against game companies that sought to restrict real-money transactions. While other marketplaces operated on the sly—evading, delaying, or ignoring developer efforts to restrict their operations—BlackSnow went on the offensive and openly disputed a game developer or publisher’s right to restrict the transactions.

			Lee Caldwell, the company’s Director of Sales, cast himself as an advocate for players, saying, “What it comes down to is: Does an MMORPG player have rights to his time?” He argued that game developers lack “the copyright ownership to regulate what a player does with his or her own time or to determine how much that time is worth on the free market.” And he threatened to take his argument to court.

			This rhetoric sounds a lot like Gravity Spot’s short-lived bluster, but Caldwell wasn’t bluffing. BlackSnow carried through his threat with a lawsuit against Mythic Entertainment, developer of the MMORPG Dark Age of Camelot, in February of 2002.

			The justification for filing the lawsuit against Mythic Entertainment is not entirely clear. BlackSnow’s arguments could apply just as well to SOE or even Origin Systems which, though it did allow real-money transactions, restricted activities that BlackSnow used to conduct its business, such as automated bots programmed to farm gold from monsters.

			The most likely explanation is a personal grudge between Mark Jacobs, co-founder of Mythic Entertainment and the game’s most vocal spokesperson, and Lee Caldwell, who served as BlackSnow’s public face.

			Jacobs, unlike the developers of EverQuest, was a veteran with fifteen years of experience with online games and a keen grasp of the problems they could experience at launch. He immediately directed Mythic’s customer service to take a tough stance against the real-money transactions that would inevitably arise.

			BlackSnow was caught up in Mythic’s dragnet. Dark Age of Camelot accounts tied to BlackSnow were suspended and its eBay listings were removed. This swift action hampered BlackSnow’s efforts to build a presence in Dark Age of Camelot, a popular EverQuest alternative which held roughly 250,000 subscribers from mid-2002 through 2005.

			While there’s no record of an exchange between Caldwell and Jacobs, a related exchange (which occurred on ICQ, an early instant messaging platform) between Caldwell and employees of Funcom, creator of sci-fi MMORPG Anarchy Online, gives a glimpse into Caldwell’s approach.

			BlackSnow was facing account suspensions and terminations in Anarchy Online, too, so Caldwell reached out to Adam Young, a database programmer who worked at Funcom. Caldwell tried to intimidate Young with misleading statements about BlackSnow’s lawsuit against Mythic Entertainment.

			“It is a complicated legal issue but one we think needs to be addressed finally,” wrote Caldwell. “Verant and Mythic have had their way simply because there has not been anyone big enough to even try to fight back. We have actually gotten about 15 other sellers that have contributed money, so now we have a sizable legal fund. We are quite optimistic.”

			In fact, BlackSnow never filed suit against SOE or Verant. And while it’s possible that other “sellers” supported BlackSnow, Caldwell never backed up his claim by naming his supporters.

			His bluffs became more aggressive as the conversation continued. “Mark Jacobs himself called us to settle,” claimed Caldwell, adding, “Jesus Christ, that shocked the shit out of us.”

			It was a lie. Jacobs hadn’t called to settle, and Mythic Entertainment maintained its stance. Young saw through Caldwell’s smokescreen and refused to change Funcom’s position.

			In the end, BlackSnow’s case was ruined by the company’s prior sins. Several key employees, including Caldwell, were implicated in an auction fraud scam. (They sold items on eBay, but never shipped the goods.) The Federal Trade Commission intervened. BlackSnow’s websites began to disappear, and the company ghosted the law firm it hired to sue Mythic Entertainment.

			While the failure of BlackSnow’s lawsuit was unrelated to the merits of its legal arguments, it was a preview of how future cases would play out. Had the case been tried, Mythic’s defense would have leaned on its EULA, which gave the company broad rights to change the game however the company desired. That defense has proven successful, as courts in the United States have repeatedly sided with companies enforcing the terms of their EULA, and copyright is generally understood to protect all content in any video game, online or otherwise.

			●

			The EverQuest EULA outlined a successful legal argument in favor of the company’s stance against real-money transactions, but it still might not have swayed the games industry if players had rallied against it. Several events conspired to make SOE’s stance an industry standard.

			Ultima Online 2, Origin Systems’ answer to the flashy 3D graphics of EverQuest, was canceled in March of 2001. Its demise did more than deprive the original’s fans of a sequel with a modern 3D game client. The decision also dispelled hopes that Origin’s parent, Electronic Arts, would continue to support the studio after Richard Garriott’s departure in 2001.

			The original Ultima Online maintained a healthy subscriber base well into the new millennium, but the cancelation of the sequel, the slow dismantling of Origin Systems, and a general lack of interest in Ultima cast a shadow over the open-ended gameplay that defined the series.

			Surprisingly, SOE gave Ultima Online’s philosophy a second chance. Though Electronic Arts didn’t officially cancel the sequel until 2001, EA lost a significant portion of Ultima Online’s original developer talent in 2000 when Privateer Online, an unrelated sci-fi MMO, was canceled. Several Ultima Online veterans, including Raph Koster, Richard Vogel, and Chris Mayer, were working on Privateer Online and, in the wake of its demise, felt it was time to move on from EA.

			John Smedley and Brad McQuaid caught wind of this and flew to Austin, Texas to see if they might join SOE. Koster, Vogel, and Mayer agreed and became the foundation of a new studio: Sony Online Entertainment Austin. It happened so quickly that, for a time, the Austin studio didn’t have an office and instead worked out of the home of J. Allen Brack, a QA manager at Origin Systems who later served as president of Blizzard Entertainment from 2018 through 2021.

			Smedley assigned Koster, Vogel, and Mayer to a new MMORPG, Star Wars Galaxies, by the end of 2000. It was already under development at SOE San Diego, but the project was moving slowly as the studio’s developers struggled to cope with the success of EverQuest, put together the initial design for EverQuest II, and support other projects like Planetside and Sovereign.

			Koster, speaking to Morgan Ramsay in an interview for his book Online Game Pioneers at Work, recalled that “the game design that was there was also basically about hunting monsters, in the EverQuest mold. That didn’t feel right for the license.”

			The project was moved to SOE Austin. Vogel became the Executive Producer and handled operations, which included moving the studio out of J. Allen Brack’s spare bedrooms, while Koster became Creative Director.

			Koster, speaking at a GDC 2002 round table discussion, made remarks that directly contradicted EverQuest’s stance on real-money transactions. He proclaimed that MMORPG designers must hand players the keys to the virtual worlds they inhabited.

			“Get over yourselves! The rest of the world is coming,” said Koster. “We can do what Lego did and give [the players] the blocks.” He also spoke in favor of giving players the right to own their in-game creations.

			Star Wars Galaxies, released in 2003, reflected Koster’s comments. It had a deep, player-driven economy, player housing, and a profession system that, while somewhat similar to the class system in EverQuest, included a set of skills that gave players leeway to customize their character to suit their specific preferences. It was also famously difficult for players to become Jedi, nudging players to explore more practical Star Wars professions such as smuggling, bounty hunting, and even dancing.

			The game’s player-driven economy, combined with the rarity of powerful items and characters, held promise for players looking to make a buck.

			An account with a rare Jedi character sold for an impressive $14,000 in 2004. Powerful weapons and armor, meanwhile, could snag its owner at least a few hundred dollars. Real-money transactions weren’t officially permitted, as they were in Ultima Online, but also weren’t officially banned. SOE only took actions against players exploiting bugs to make a buck, like the several dozen players (at least) who were banned shortly after launch for exploiting a duplication bug that flooded the game’s economy with credits.

			Unfortunately, Star Wars Galaxies was poorly received. Reviewers said the game was slow, dull, and difficult to understand. Galaxies reached a peak subscriber count of around 300,000 players which, though not insignificant, was less than EverQuest and barely more than Ultima Online and Dark Age of Camelot. Public perception of the game’s problems only soured the year after its release, as World of Warcraft’s arrival set a new, high standard for success.

			Galaxies’ failure to meet expectations led to two major updates, Combat Upgrades and New Game Enhancements, which tilted the game’s design more towards the style of EverQuest and reduced the difficulty of becoming a Jedi, but it was too little, too late. SOE effectively put the game into maintenance mode in late 2005, and Galaxies was shut down entirely in 2011.

			The game’s lackluster launch, and subsequent implosion, gave MMORPG developers yet another reason to think players preferred a structured online world with quests, dungeons, and raids.

			While Ultima Online and Star Wars Galaxies struggled, World of Warcraft emulated EverQuest’s policies and even pushed them further, taking a firm stance against eBay auctions and other real-money transactions from the moment the game launched.

			It’s not hard to understand why, since so many World of Warcraft developers, including Rob Pardo, Jeff Kaplan, and Alex Afrasiabi, were hardcore EverQuest players. Hardcore players rarely looked favorably on those who used out-of-game riches as a shortcut around the skill and time needed to acquire the most valuable and effective in-game items.

			The WoW developers also had first-hand experience dealing with “eBayers” in their own player guilds.

			Manalope the Vicar, a Cleric played by an unknown individual who helped Legacy of Steel defeat many of EverQuest’s toughest encounters through 2001, was sold to a new player in early 2002. The transaction made national headlines in a CNN Money report from journalist Chris Morris, who reported on the auction of Manalope’s account (which sold for at least $2,000) to introduce an article about Project Entropia, an ill-fated MMORPG that sought to build an infrastructure for in-game, real-money transactions between players.

			The endlessly sarcastic Jeff Kaplan, writing as his EverQuest persona, Tigole, shared the report with his fellow guildmates on Legacy of Steel’s website.

			“CNN, world renowned news bureau, has confirmed what we here at Legacy of Steel have suspected for quite some time: Manalope ebayed his account,” wrote Kaplan. “Of course we were horrified to learn that the Manalope we know and love is no more, that in fact we have been playing EQ with some Daddy Warbucks this whole time.”

			Modern players might find this an odd turn of events. Most now use voice communication to chat with friends, allies, and guild mates. An imposter would be obvious.

			In the late 90s and early 2000s, however, voice over the Internet was unreliable and required connection speeds greater than most people could access (or afford). Players usually stuck to in-game text chat or popular online messaging services like AIM and ICQ, which made an imposter more difficult to notice. The first sign of trouble usually came when a formerly experienced player failed to perform in a fight.

			Learning from their experience, the developers at Blizzard took a firm stance against the sale of player accounts. An announcement posted to the World of Warcraft website in December of 2004, and just weeks after the game’s release, made it clear that Blizzard would adopt SOE’s stance against real-money transactions, and built its position on an identical legal foundation.

			It informed players that “the World of Warcraft Terms of Use clearly state that all of the content in World of Warcraft is the property of Blizzard, and Blizzard does not allow ‘in game’ items to be sold for real money.”

			This statement didn’t end illicit real-money transactions, of course, but Blizzard wasn’t bluffing. It pursued lawsuits against companies that offered the sale of in-game items, as well as companies and organizations that sold software to hack or cheat the game.

			Blizzard sued power-leveling and gold-selling service In Game Dollar, LLC in 2007; it filed a suit against MDY Industries, which sold a botting software called Glider, in 2008; it pursued a person named Alyson Reeves, who ran a for-profit private server, in 2009. In 2007, a player named Anthony Hernandez filed a class action lawsuit on behalf of World of Warcraft players against Internet Gaming Entertainment, a leading purveyor of in-game items and gold for multiple online games.

			All four lawsuits went Blizzard’s way, either through verdict or settlement, and set a clear legal precedent for the arguments SOE had put forward. Players didn’t own the items they earned in-game or even the characters they poured countless hours into perfecting. This precedent also provides protection if a company decides to strip a player of in-game items they paid for through a legitimate, in-game store, or if a company discontinues support for an online game.

			The laws of Norrath are now the law of the land.

			●

			Support for player ownership of virtual items and currency isn’t entirely dead, however. It’s instead pivoted to new technologies and communities like the blockchain, a decentralized digital ledger that’s authenticated through an agreement between peers on the network instead of a central server or database.

			While blockchain is best known for enabling cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin, it can be used to track virtual items. A 2017 update to Ethereum, a popular Bitcoin alternative, brought support for non-fungible tokens, or NFTs. An NFT is a unique digital asset that can’t be replaced with another of its kind. (This stands in contrast to a cryptocurrency, like Bitcoin, where all Bitcoins have the same value and function.) But like cryptocurrency, NFTs are meant to provide verifiable, tangible ownership of a virtual item or good. The decentralized nature of the blockchain makes this possible, as no central authority can modify the chain of transactions (in normal circumstances, at least).

			The potential of NFTs was quickly seized by those interested in player-driven, player-owned content and led to a wave of games that revolved entirely around the creation and exchange of NFTs, such as CryptoKitties and Axie Infinity.

			Bryce Bladon, a lead developer on CryptoKitties, explained this pitch to me in 2018. “We [the developers] don’t get to just change the blockchain, as it were. That is sort of the nature of it, it’s immutable.” No one—not even the game’s developers—can revoke, alter, or restrict the exchange of a particular NFT, and players benefit when an NFT they own gains value.

			Edward Castronova, the professor who calculated EverQuest’s GDP in 2001, is surprised by this turn of events.

			“I thought that fantasy was so attractive that lots of our daily activities would jump into worlds like EverQuest,” says Castronova. “What’s happened is, [virtual worlds] innovated ways for people to interact, and those kinds of interactions jumped out of virtual worlds and just went off on their own.”

			Castranova’s thought that EverQuest’s gameplay might influence real-world behavior made sense at the time. His own research showed that the effective per-capita income of an EverQuest player exceeded some countries, so it wasn’t unreasonable to think individuals might try to use EverQuest’s economy to their benefit.

			But the stance taken by SOE, Blizzard, and other game developers made that path more difficult. Communities interested in ownership of virtual goods instead invented their own digital currencies.

			That’s not to say NFTs are a convincing solution to the problems surrounding the transaction and ownership of virtual goods.

			CryptoKitties was pitched as a creature breeding and collection game, but the potential value of its NFTs overshadowed any fun there was to be had. The fervor that surrounded it peaked with Dragon, a pink cartoon cat that sold for roughly $170,000 in September of 2018, but the value of the game’s NFTs quickly backslid. And because the value of the NFTs became the game’s primary appeal, interest waned once players sensed values had peaked. This pattern was repeated in other games, like Axie: Infinity.

			Castronova blames this on the tension between a game’s value as entertainment and its value as an economy, and he’s not sure how it might be resolved. He compares it to bribing the dungeon master hosting a session of Dungeons & Dragons to skew the dice in your favor. No one can deny this could help the players win—but isn’t rolling the dice more than half the point?

			Still, not everyone is convinced that player ownership, real-money transactions, and fun gameplay are incompatible.

			Jeff Butler became Chief Product Officer at gaming start-up Avalon Corp. in 2022, where he was joined by EverQuest veterans Ryan Barker, Ed Hocking, and Rob Matzker. Butler hopes to build an entertaining game that lets players create and own in-game assets and, in so doing, move the genre closer towards its MUD roots.

			“My [former] company, Sony Online Entertainment, could never create content quickly enough. And the way that we’re gonna do that is by letting people who play the game author content,” says Butler. “Think TikTok meets Dungeons & Dragons, think open gaming license, in a massively multiplayer game. That’s what I’m working on.”

			It’s possible that Butler’s game, or another new title, will find a way to rewrite the rules of ownership to players. It’s also possible they’ll fail. Whatever the outcome, it’s clear that EverQuest’s immense popularity and commercial success created a legal framework that most later games rely on today—one which keeps the economic value of virtual worlds in the hands of publishers and copyright owners.

		

	
		
			Eternity

			EverQuest is now 25 years old and developed by Darkpaw Games, a studio owned by Daybreak Game Company, which is owned by a conglomerate called Enad Global 7. New expansions arrive each year and bring substantial enhancements that put many newer MMORPGs to shame. The 28th expansion, Terror of Luclin, brought seven new zones, increased the level cap to 120, and expanded the “alternate advancement” post-level progression system.

			The game’s continued development is justified by its community. Daybreak Games doesn’t regularly report player statistics such as subscribers or monthly active users, but a December 2020 investor presentation from Enad Global 7, which acquired Daybreak that year, provided a rare peek behind the curtain.

			It credited EverQuest with 82,000 monthly active users alongside 66,000 subscribers. (A subscription provides access to special servers, new abilities, and additional character slots, among other perks.) That’s more subscribers than any other game in Daybreak’s portfolio, which includes EverQuest II, The Lord of the Rings Online, Dungeons & Dragons Online, Planetside 2, and DC Universe Online. EverQuest also raked in the second most cash year-to-date, outpaced only by DC Universe Online.

			EverQuest’s official community is flanked by a smaller, though still impressive, emulation scene. Several dozen emulated servers host between 4,000 and 5,000 simultaneous players at peak times on any given night.

			Roughly a third of these play on Project 1999, the most well-known emulated server, while the rest are distributed across a broad range of alternatives. Some, such as The Al’Kabor Project, emulate specific expansion packs. Others, like Retribution, cater to experienced raiders with a custom ruleset.

			Absent new, updated official data from Daybreak, it’s impossible to know with certainty how many players log in to EverQuest on any given night, but pairing Daybreak’s public statements with the player counts reported by emulated servers (which are published on eqemulator.org) places peak simultaneous player counts between 12,500 and 17,500 players, depending on the day. That puts the active player base close to some more recent MMORPGs including New World and Albion Online.

			The game’s enduring popularity may come as a surprise given its old-school 3D graphics, slow combat, and creaky netcode, but make no mistake—EverQuest should be viewed as a template, not an aberration.

			Every MMORPG is somebody’s first MMORPG, and a player’s first MMORPG is usually the one remembered most fondly. MMO designer and consultant Jess Mulligan says it’s a pattern as old as the genre itself. “The very first MMO is the one you played the longest. So, it would be a minimum of nine months generally, and it could be years after that. When you dropped that one to go to the next one, you are much more likely to drop it in 90 days.”

			That’s good news for games looking to protect their legacy, and for the players who enjoy them. Every popular online game active today, from Destiny 2 to Warframe, has the potential to retain a player base for 25 years or more—though only if the game’s developers, and its community, come together to support it.

			●

			EverQuest’s legacy spans four distinct eras.

			It all began in the Classic era, which, contrary to its name, includes not only the game’s original release but also the Ruins of Kunark and Scars of Velious expansions. This era is defined by gameplay concepts, like significant downtime between fights and a frequent need to use crowd control effects (like a stun or fear) against foes, that modern MMORPGs have largely abandoned. It’s dense, grueling, and satisfying to conquer.

			Next came the Golden Age, which spans the height of the game’s popularity. It begins with Shadows of Luclin, though where it ends is murky: One potential cut-off is the September 2004 release of Omens of War, as the expansions that came after were smaller in scope, and World of Warcraft’s success rapidly eroded the game’s subscriber base throughout 2005. The Golden Age saw huge changes including the addition of the Bazaar (essentially an auction house), instanced dungeons and raids that let groups complete them without outside interference, and expanded fast travel for all classes, among other things. These changes were controversial but removed rough edges that many players had come to dislike.

			The Lost Era begins with Dragons of Norrath, the first expansion released after World of Warcraft, and continues through Veil of Alaris. It was a dark time for the game, which lost huge chunks of players to World of Warcraft and, to a lesser extent, other new MMORPGs such as The Lord of The Rings Online. Every new MMORPG released in this era widened the gap between the capabilities of EverQuest’s aging engine and the expectations of modern players.

			That brings us to the Legacy Era, which I define as beginning with 2012’s Rain of Fear, the first expansion released after EverQuest went free-to-play. It’s packed to the brim with content, classes, and quality-of-life features that players from earlier eras could only dream of. Some veterans dislike these changes, saying they remove the original’s flavor. Group play isn’t required while leveling, trading is easy, and players can quickly travel long distances. For others, however, the current era is an improvement, removing the tedious grind and punishing death penalties the game was known for in its early years.

			Which era of EverQuest was the best? There’s no right answer to that debate—and the difference of opinion has led to two distinct visions for EverQuest’s future.

			●

			“I heard about it through playing [GemStone III] at the time, back when EverQuest was brand new, back in 1999, but my systems specs were not up to par to be able to play,” says Jennifer Chan, Head of Studio at Darkpaw Games. “So it’s like, okay, [the game looks] really cool. But I can’t play the game.”

			Chan kept tabs on EverQuest but remained an outside observer as more pressing matters—like college—monopolized her time. A few years after graduation, however, an unexpected opportunity presented itself: SOE was looking to hire a senior engineer for EverQuest.

			Chan, who had a degree in Computer Science and several programming jobs under her belt, applied for the role and joined the EverQuest team as a programmer in 2008. She then worked her way up the ranks, becoming Technical Director in 2014 and Head of Studio in 2020.

			EverQuest has received many engine overhauls and backend improvements over the past 25 years. Those updates powered enhancements to the game’s visuals, stability, and netcode, but old code and gameplay systems remain.

			“There’s definitely still some invisible NPCs walking around. Doing those invisible shouts. Invisible timers being shouted by invisible men. That’s still in some of our early raids. Some of them are very complex, but they work,” says Chan.

			The modern game has a scripting system that can be used to add complex NPC behavior with (relative) ease, and the team has converted some of those “invisible men” to this new system.

			But Chan’s experience has taught her to approach legacy systems with caution, as small changes can cause a cascade of unexpected headaches. Even systems that are core to the game, like character classes and the spells they can cast, don’t function in a uniform way. Instead, systems that seem to work similarly are sometimes handled by different portions of the game’s source code.

			“We always say, ‘It always breaks Bards,’” says Chan. “Because Bards are always weird. If you look at the game’s source code, there’s a lot of, ‘If Bard, do this completely other thing.’ It’s like, this is how everybody else does it, but if you’re a Bard, treat it like this.”

			Wrangling EverQuest’s ancient code is only half the challenge. The other half comes from what is arguably the game’s most important and enduring legacy: its fan base.

			While the game has changed immensely over the years, the player base is relatively stable, and includes many who remember the game at launch. These dedicated fans have understandable, yet conflicting, desires. EverQuest must remain identifiably EverQuest. It must also adapt, not only to improve its gameplay but also to challenge seasoned players.

			“We don’t want the game to feel completely different suddenly overnight so that whatever you know about the game no longer holds true,” says Chan. “People get better at EverQuest, right? The more you play, the more you know. So, we can’t just go in and say, hey, combat’s completely redone.”

			The difficulty of overhauling core gameplay systems in a way that satisfies players has nudged Darkpaw towards a solution EverQuest invented in 2006: the Time-Locked Progression server (TLP).

			The game’s first TLP servers, Combine and Sleeper, launched in 2006 in hopes of retaining players tempted by World of Warcraft and other newer, more visually impressive MMORPGs. These servers began with only the content available at launch but gradually unlocked new expansions as players defeated each expansion’s most difficult encounters. SOE thought the servers could simultaneously appeal to veterans looking to relive earlier expansions and new players overwhelmed by the game’s vast content.

			Player reception to Combine and Sleeper was mixed. While initially popular, they failed to stem the flow of players leaving for new games, and their allure decreased as the release of new expansions on the TLP servers gradually placed them closer to the game’s modern state. SOE didn’t immediately try to replicate them and waited five years to launch a new pair of TLP servers, Fippy Darkpaw and Xegony, in 2011. These also proved popular in the short term, but they made few changes to the format established in 2006.

			In 2015, however, Sony spun off Sony Online Entertainment into Daybreak Games. The remains of the EverQuest team, which saw substantial layoffs, once again turned towards TLP servers as a source of quick content. This time, however, they tried a new strategy.

			Instead of unlocking expansions when end-game bosses were defeated, expansions would unlock only after players voted to allow it (and no sooner than twelve weeks after the prior expansion). The pace at which fresh TLP servers released was quickened, too: A total of fourteen new TLP servers arrived between the start of 2015 and the end of 2023. This gave players who liked the feel of a fresh server the opportunity to experience that sensation over, and over, and over again.

			“We try to add variations,” Chan says. “Some years it’s like, here’s as close as we can get to the classic experience. But then other years, we do experimental years. Recently, we did a randomized loot server. It’s like sure, this item normally drops on this boss, but now it can drop on any boss.”

			The server Chan is alluding to, Mischief, proved immensely popular among the player base. Oakwynd, the most recent TLP server as of 2023, again shook up the classic experience, providing enhanced experience for all characters on the same account and a new combat lock system meant to prevent accidental (or intentional) kill-stealing.

			Not everyone wants to play on TLP servers, however, and many players who enjoy TLPs also maintain characters on another, more conventional server that’s up to date with current EverQuest expansions.

			Here, too, the team at Darkpaw leans on the game’s legacy. The world of Norrath originally contained just three continents but ballooned as SOE produced expansions at lightning speed. Players found themselves teleporting between numerous previously undiscovered continents, Luclin (a moon of Norrath) and extra-planar locations that contained the gods themselves. This left no shortage of loose ends in the game’s lore, any of which can prove fertile ground for a new expansion.

			“Things have to make sense in our world, with decades of writers introducing new content for the past [25] years,” says Chan. “Anything that we add really needs to have a backstory on why it’s a natural conclusion of a storyline, or why it’s divergent from the past.”

			Recent EverQuest expansions put this into practice by revisiting unresolved conflicts. The Empires of Kunark and Ring of Scale expansions, released in 2016 and 2017, built on lore introduced in Ruins of Kunark, while other recent expansions revisit Velious and Luclin, among other locales.

			Darkpaw’s efforts provide a solid blueprint for supporting an aging MMORPG. EverQuest’s expansions give players new zones to explore, new raids to conquer, and new progression mechanics, but also touch on familiar themes. The TLP servers, meanwhile, give players the chance to enjoy the nostalgic vibes of the game’s earlier expansions.

			This two-pronged approach is apparently effective, given the game’s healthy player base. It’s also replicated by EverQuest’s successor and rival, World of Warcraft.

			The connection is direct. Holly Longdale, Vice President and Executive Producer on World of Warcraft and World of Warcraft: Classic, was previously the Executive Producer on EverQuest, and she spoke frequently about the importance of EverQuest progression servers. Her influence is apparent at Blizzard, which launched its first classic-era “Season of Mastery” progression servers in 2021, followed by “Season of Discovery” progression servers in 2023. This closely mirrors the strategy Longdale implemented while at Darkpaw Games.

			Once again, EverQuest has forged a path others now follow—but the game’s official servers are only half its legacy.

			●

			Early efforts to emulate EverQuest appeared with surprising speed. The first emulator, EthernalQuest, appeared in May of 2000 on HackerQuest, a website dedicated to tools built to improve or modify the EverQuest experience. Development of the emulator was primarily credited to a player known as Ashran, though archived versions of the website indicate that at least two other HackersQuest contributors, Zordon and Draigon, assisted with the project.

			EthernalQuest was “up 24/7” by June 6, 2000, and immediately drew SOE’s ire. The server’s host received a legal threat from SOE that brought the server down for several weeks, but it reappeared in July. Its stability in the years that followed is unclear, and EthernalQuest’s code base ultimately proved a dead end. Updates to the emulator ceased in 2004 and the HackersQuest website went offline. No copy of the emulator is known to exist.

			Modern EverQuest emulation instead traces its lineage to AGXEmu. A player named AGX burst into the emulation scene in 2001 with an emulator written in C++, which he distributed freely on his website. But AGX didn’t stick around to see where his work might lead.

			“He pretty much disappeared as soon as he arrived and dumped it on us,” recalls Image, a long-time contributor to EverQuest emulation. His code was in the wild, however, and soon became the core of an active emulation community at emulator.hackersrealm.net. The emulator’s name shifted several times but settled on EQEmu by December of 2001.

			EQEmu’s early versions were far more primitive than the polished, stable emulator that’s available today. “It took the first decade of EQEmu to get it (mostly) stable and feature rich,” says Image. The emulator’s early years saw the rise and fall of numerous servers, most of which are lost to history.

			The little information still available suggests early emulated servers weren’t popular. A November 2003 capture of the EQEmu website showed a mere 63 players across 38 emulated servers. Contemporary posts from the EQEmu forums suggest a handful of custom servers occasionally topped 100 simultaneous players in 2003 and 2004, though it’s unclear how frequently this occurred.

			The emulator’s niche appeal didn’t calm SOE, which continued to treat EverQuest emulators, as well as other fans who distributed add-ons, tweaks, and tools, as an enemy. This perspective was an extension of SOE’s strict policy on use of its intellectual property. Players reproducing or tampering with the game’s code were treated as hackers and thieves.

			“[SOE] was commenting on the fact that we knew certain things. When they named something, they just assumed we didn’t have access to that,” says Secrets, a contributor to EQEmu since 2005 and lead on Project Quarm, an emulated server that targets the Planes of Power expansion. “A data breach, basically, is what they thought it was.”

			The “things” the emulator community wasn’t supposed to know included the exact range and damage of spells, the location and frequency of NPC spawn points, and the patrol patterns of those NPCs, among other fine-grain details.

			Image backs up Secret’s take. “I had met Brad McQuaid in the early years of Pantheon and talked to him about things. I think the problem is they believed we were malicious, either stealing code or trying to take something away from them.”

			In fact, EQEmu’s developers learned EverQuest’s forbidden knowledge by intercepting the data packets that traveled between the game client and server. Each individual packet provided only a shred of information, but the emulation community slowly used the data to build an ever-more-accurate understanding of how EverQuest’s servers worked.

			The developers also mined the game’s files, disassembling them to examine game code and assets as closely as possible. These techniques are commonly understood today but were far less so at the turn of the millennium, leading to SOE’s false belief that EQEmu hacked into the company’s servers or acquired the necessary files from a leaker employed at the company.

			“We did happen to pull the zone files for Planes of Power before it was out of beta and were messing around with EQEmu [using it] like a zone viewer. We released a bunch of screenshots that really upset [SOE],” recalls Image.

			EverQuest’s developers eventually realized they were mistaken about the source of the emulator’s work and data-mined assets, but that didn’t resolve the conflict. On the contrary, it offered new opportunities to cut EQEmu, and similar projects, off at the source.

			“As the years went on, SOE waged a battle against, specifically, the people who were packet collecting,” says Secrets. “They were encrypting it, changing the message structure, basically everything they could do.”

			The fight also came to EQEmu’s IRC channel, where EverQuest staff occasionally appeared to debate the project’s developers. This included at least one visit by John Smedley, who angrily complained in chat about the community’s continued development of EQEmu despite repeated requests to stop.

			That’s not to say SOE’s threats were futile. The EverQuest emulation scene saw a breakthrough success with the release of Winter’s Roar, an emulated server that went online sometime in 2003. The server offered custom content, including new and altered zones and unique gameplay mechanics. By 2005, it attracted between 200 and 300 players at peak times (with a record of 397 simultaneous players).

			SOE caught wind of Winter’s Roar’s success and sent the server a cease-and-desist order in June of 2005. Winter’s Roar complied, and the server disappeared, stoking fears about the future of EverQuest emulation. Would the same fate await every emulated server to reach a similar level of popularity?

			This setback proved only temporary, however. Shards of Dalaya, another server from Winter’s Roar’s backers, appeared (albeit with fewer players) and eluded SOE’s efforts to remove it. Then, in 2009, a new emulated server set the standard for classic EverQuest emulation: Project 1999.

			Development of Project 1999 began in 2007. Nilbog, the project’s founder and co-manager, started to tinker with emulation after playing Vanguard: Saga of Heroes, the new MMORPG from EverQuest’s Brad McQuaid and Jeff Butler.

			“I started looking around online if there was anywhere I could play with the original [EverQuest] client, or play something that only had the original zones. I didn’t find that exactly, but I did find [EQEmu],” says Nilbog. He tried several emulated servers but found the most popular options had significant custom content and gameplay tweaks.

			That wasn’t what Nilbog was looking for. He wanted to play EverQuest exactly as it existed in 1999. “I asked myself, instead of looking for others to provide what I was looking for, would it be possible to work on it myself? The answer was yes, and here we are today.”

			Project 1999 wasn’t a solo effort. Nilbog recruited volunteer developers from the EQEmu community and, with their help, pieced together a replica of the classic EverQuest experience over roughly two years. The server launched in 2009 (fortuitous timing, as it aligned with the game’s tenth anniversary) and rose to prominence with surprising speed.

			“Having a beta population that never rose above like 50, I had no assumptions or goals of population. At the time, I was hosting the server from my house, and wasn’t considering investing any more into it until I saw the need,” says Nilbog.

			He quickly learned that, much like EverQuest’s original development team, he’d drastically underestimated the appeal. Project 1999’s player count on launch day was capped to roughly 250 players, which “totally saturated” the available bandwidth. Improvements to the server, made with the help of long-time EQEmu contributor and current Project 1999 co-manager Rogean, increased simultaneous player counts to between 500 and 600 players at peak times.

			Today, Project 1999 spans three servers (Project 1999 Blue, Green, and Red) with a combined peak player count between 1,800 and 2,200 players on most nights. Green, Project 1999’s version of a TLP server, hit a record of 2,667 simultaneous players shortly after its launch in 2019.

			Project 1999 sent a shock through the EQEmu community. Prior servers viewed the classic EverQuest experience as a foundation for new ideas. Project 1999 instead viewed classic EverQuest as the main event. Though it eventually grew to add the first two expansions, Ruins of Kunark and Scars of Velious, these too are replicated with fanatical attention to detail.

			The emulated server’s focus on recreating the game exactly as it existed early in its life created a rhetorical framework for defending the EQEmu community. Emulation became less about custom content (though, certainly, it remains possible) and more about preserving the legacy of EverQuest.

			The fact SOE’s official TLP servers failed to fully recreate the original launch experience (because, unlike Project 1999, they released new expansions until the TLP server’s content mirrored the live game) only strengthened this position. Emulated servers with custom content are open to accusations that their creators seek to use EverQuest as a shortcut to develop their own, unique game. Project 1999 only sought to preserve an experience that SOE no longer provided.

			This was enough to spur a change of heart in EQEmu’s harshest critic: John Smedley. An interview published by MMORPG news website Ten Ton Hammer in 2010 revealed a drastically different tone from SOE’s leader.

			“Practically, our stance is that I’m amazed that people know how to do that,” said Smedley. “Typically, emulators have a very limited functionality, but it really is an amazing technical feat. Until those people start charging and ripping us off, then it becomes something else.”

			Smedley’s stance softened further over time and, in 2015, Daybreak Games (freshly spun off from SOE) entered a “written agreement” with Project 1999. The details of the agreement are a closely guarded secret: When asked, both Nilbog and Daybreak Game Company refused to disclose it.

			Still, the agreement’s announcement thawed tensions between the emulation community and EverQuest’s new owner. Nilbog and Rogean remained in contact with Daybreak after the announcement and were invited to attend the opening of a temporary EverQuest exhibit held at San Diego’s Comic-Con Museum in 2019, where they met Brad McQuaid and Bill Trost in person.

			This relationship didn’t extend to other emulated servers, but the combination of Daybreak’s official blessing and Project 1999’s healthy population encouraged alternatives that focus on different eras of EverQuest’s history.

			Project Lazarus emulates the game as it existed in the Omens of War expansion, while The Al’Kabor Project replicates the game’s state after the Planes of Power expansion. The community’s long tail spans dozens of less populated servers that tweak the base EverQuest experience in countless ways. Some fuse early eras of the game with modern conveniences, while others host hardcore raiders who want a server to themselves.

			It’s an undeniable success story for emulators and sets a standard for how an online game can, and should, be preserved—but there’s worrying signs that the relationship between Darkpaw and EQEmu has cooled in recent years. The company declined to answer questions about emulation and put the topic off-limits during my interview with Jennifer Chan. Nilbog also declined to speak in detail about his current relationship with Darkpaw, describing it only as “friendly.”

			However, a screenshot of a Discord conversation between Rogean and other EQEmu developers, forwarded to me from an anonymous source, showed a more cautious tone. “We don’t know what [Enad Global 7’s] stance is since taking over and there’s always the possibility they take a firmer stance,” warned Rogean.

			For now, however, EverQuest’s emulation community is a key part of its legacy. Fans of MMORPGs often struggle with the ephemeral nature of games in the genre. A beloved class, zone, or gameplay mechanic is always a patch away from dramatic change, and even updates that are positive for a community at release can, over time, alienate veteran players. Darkpaw, like all developers working on an MMORPG (and, arguably, any game that receives updates over the internet) is destined to leave a long trail of history behind it. The emulation community plays a crucial role in preserving that history.

			“I haven’t thought about 25 years from now,” says Nilbog. “Hopefully [Project 1999 will] still be acting as a museum to preserve a brief period in MMORPG history, for those who didn’t get a chance to experience it, or for others who want to experience it again.”

			●

			The continued success of EverQuest is an unexpected counterpoint in a genre restrained by incredible development budgets and equally incredible expectations.

			The budget for Amazon’s New World (which includes credits from several EverQuest alums, including Bill Trost and Michelle Butler) is under wraps, but reports estimate Amazon Games has a total budget in excess of 500 million dollars per year. An Activision-Blizzard investor call held in 2008 revealed that post-launch support of World of Warcraft had cost 200 million dollars since release in 2004. Activision-Blizzard’s agreement with Bungie for the development of the original Destiny set a budget of 140 million dollars.

			That’s bad news for MMORPG preservation. Spending a couple hundred million to develop an MMORPG makes for a risky bet, and one that requires a swift and significant return. Games that fail to meet expectations on release (or even in early access) find themselves at risk for quick cutbacks and rapid abandonment.

			This dynamic sent EverQuest Next (also known as Landmark) to an early grave. It launched into early access in 2014 and was positioned as a development tool for the final game, which players could contribute to by creating their own content. Unfortunately, the game failed to find a dedicated fanbase and went offline in 2017.

			Its fate was final. There’s no functional emulated server, no spin-off, no private offline mode. The game has vanished in its entirety, and it’s unlikely to ever return.

			Many MMORPGs have shared that fate. Wildstar, Firefall, Marvel Heroes, Defiance, Tabula Rasa, and Vanguard: Saga Heroes provide a mere sample of the long list of dead MMORPGs.

			The speed at which expensive MMORPGs collapse poses a serious challenge for emulation communities, which require many years of development before an even partially functional server is available. No fully functional emulator exists for any of these titles (though a few, such as Vanguard and Wildstar, have emulators in development). Sadly, that means players looking to revisit them today, or investigate games once followed by hundreds of thousands of fans, are out of luck.

			Yet there’s hope future MMORPGs can prove more stable.

			A handful of independent development studios have emerged to challenge the assumption that an MMORPG can only succeed on a massive scale. This tight-knit club includes games like Embers Adrift, Wurm Online, Albion Online, and Gloria Victus, to name a few. These smaller, more focused alternatives provide the familiar trappings of a massively multiplayer experience, and the most successful host up to a few thousand players at a time.

			That’s nowhere close to the success Amazon Games, Activision-Blizzard, or Electronic Arts requires to turn a profit, but it can prove adequate for a small studio with less than 100 employees. A handful of studios such as Black Eye Games (developer of Gloria Victus) and Stormhaven Studios (developer of Embers Adrift) employ less than a dozen people.

			Former EverQuest developer Shawn Lord co-founded Mad Worlds Cult in 2021. Currently a two-person studio relying on freelance artists, Mad Worlds Cult is building Monsters & Memories, a new MMORPG that hopes to recapture the feel of older titles.

			Lord’s vision for the game is heavily influenced by his time with EverQuest, of course, but his belief in its commercial viability has unexpected roots in his experience building online games for mobile.

			“I spent a couple years in Sweden working for Star Stable Entertainment, and they make an online horse adventure game called Star Stable Online,” says Lord. “No one’s really heard of this game. The last numbers I saw from an article during the [COVID] lockdown period when kids were at home was, they had 700,000 monthly active users. And I know how much money they were making. They’re making really good money off of a game that, again, most people hadn’t heard of.”

			Lord saw similar success in a previous role at Bigpoint Games, which operates a stable of online games for mobile phones. The user counts of each game were small but consistent month after month, providing a solid base for continued development.

			“What I’ve been picturing is: If we’re able to target a specific niche, is it financially viable? Can we create a thing that covers our operating expenses, our payback window, and is worthwhile for the people that would want to work on it? And so that becomes a math formula that’s not as daunting.”

			Lord isn’t the only EverQuest veteran to notice this opportunity.

			Brad McQuaid served as CCO at Visionary Realms, the studio behind the crowdfunded MMORPG Pantheon: Rise of the Fallen, and Steve Clover joined Visionary Realms as a programmer in 2022. Bill Trost left Amazon Games to work as a designer on Ashes of Creation, another crowd-funded MMORPG, where he’s joined by ex-EverQuest developers and artists Kevin McPherson, Mitch Evans, Chris Atkins, Chris Myers, and Cat Neri. Former EverQuest and Vanguard: Saga of Heroes producer Jeff Butler is now Chief Product Officer at metaverse start-up Avalon, where he’s joined by former EverQuest designer Ryan Barker.

			It’s natural to assume these smaller, tighter experiences, with teams that number in the dozens and budgets in mere millions, would prove less alluring than larger games with bigger teams, budgets, and the support of a major publisher. And that’s demonstrably true: The smaller MMORPGs that have arrived so far are undeniably less popular than EverQuest at its height, never mind World of Warcraft. But if the rise, fall, and continued success of EverQuest proves anything, it’s that a healthy community makes for a healthy game, and that health can’t be measured by size alone.

			“It surprised me even in 2006, and 2007, when I noticed these games just weren’t going away,” says Castronova. “And I think that’s one of the coolest things. The fact that multiplayer online games just don’t die.”

			EverQuest has proven that, contrary to popular belief, online games can live on forever—but it doesn’t happen without effort. A game’s developers, and its community, must work proactively to preserve its future. This includes game improvements to suit modern tastes, throwback servers that let players relive earlier experiences, and fan-built emulated servers that preserve versions of the game the developer can’t support for financial or technical reasons.

			This is the template the first 25 years of EverQuest have sketched. It’s a template all MMORPGs looking to stand the test of time can emulate.

		

	
		
			Appendix: How to Play EverQuest in 2024

			EverQuest’s modern community is filled with veterans, but that doesn’t mean it’s opaque or uninteresting for those who’ve never tried it before. In fact, EverQuest—which, at the time of this book’s publication, is celebrating its 25th anniversary—has never been more accessible.

			If you’ve read this book without experiencing the game and want to see exactly what a 25-year-old MMORPG feels like, you have two options.

			EverQuest Official Servers

			The live EverQuest game, updated and developed by Darkpaw Games, is the best option for players who want a modern experience. It’s available on Steam, but most players use the game launcher available for download from www.everquest.com. The game is free-to-play, and the game client will run on nearly any Windows PC built in the past two decades. A subscription is encouraged, however, as the additional character options and character slots it provides are useful for new players looking to sample a few character classes.

			As mentioned in the chapter “Eternity,” Darkpaw Games frequently adds new Time Locked Progression (TLP) servers that launch only with the content in the original release and gradually unlock expansions over time (about every twelve weeks on most servers). It’s an opportunity to experience the flavor of the original game and the excitement of new expansions without the punishing difficulty, odd bugs, and achingly slow progression of the original release.

			Jumping on the most recently opened TLP server might seem the obvious choice, since a fresh server will have more players at low levels to meet and group with, but I suggest looking at the ruleset of several recently opened servers. Odds are good that, as a new player, you’ll fall behind the expansion unlock curve on any server, so joining a server that already has a few expansions unlocked isn’t a major problem. Pick whichever appeals to you the most or, if you can’t decide, which appears most popular with the community. The popularity of a server is an important factor. Modern EverQuest is easy to solo (relative to its original release, at least!), but it’s more fun when groups are easy to find.

			Choosing a race and class can prove overwhelming given the game’s long history, and up-to-date guides are hard to find. If playing solo, I recommend choosing one of the more straightforward races, such as Human, Elf, or Halfling, and a class that has a pet, such as Necromancer, Beastlord, or Mage. If you’re playing with a friend or want to group with others you meet along the way, then tank classes (like Warrior or Paladin) and healer classes (like Cleric and Shaman) are appealing.

			YouTube is an excellent place to find additional guidance. Ion Blaze, Fezzelwhig’s Forum, Redbeardflynn, and Hammackj regularly upload EverQuest videos, including guides and class rankings that help players find their footing in-game.

			EverQuest Emulation

			Emulated servers that target a particular era of the game, such as Project 1999, ProjectEQ, Project Lazarus, and Project Quarm, provide the most historically accurate incarnation of their respective eras. It’s a curiosity even official TLP servers can’t match, as they retain numerous client and gameplay improvements implemented over EverQuest’s 25 years of service.

			But choosing an emulated server means a more punishing and laborious experience with few, if any, shortcuts. Planning your moves is important, as death can set you back several hours of progress and fights with NPCs are rarely fair. For some, this is part of the charm. No current MMORPG is a match for the exact feel of EverQuest’s original gameplay. It’s an experience that players who’ve only experienced the genre post-World of Warcraft may find uninviting.

			Emulation is legal under United States legal precedent, but you’ll need a legally owned copy of the EverQuest client. Fortunately, legitimate copies of the client are available for sale on eBay at reasonable prices (often with the box, which makes for a great collector’s item). Owners with a copy of the appropriate game client can rip the client to their PC and install the game. Make sure to read the instructions provided by the emulated server you wish to join, too, as different servers require different clients and many require additional setup after the client is installed.

			The ideal character choice varies based on the emulated server you join, as servers that replicate different eras will have different class options. In general, a Mage, Necromancer, or Druid is a solid choice for a new player across most eras.

			The Mage has an elemental which takes the brunt of damage in most fights alongside simple but satisfying damage spells. Necromancers can summon skeletons to distract foes, use life-draining spells to help keep themselves alive, and can inspire fear in monsters to send them fleeing. Druids are effective solo characters that rot foes with damage-over-time (DoT) spells. They also have traversal spells like the famous Spirit of the Wolf (SoW), which increases a character’s run speed, and teleports that cross continents in the blink of an eye.

			Whichever class you choose, I again recommend selecting a “good” aligned race such as Human, Elf, or Halfling. Evil characters will find guards are frequently hostile in major cities. The Iksar are viable, too—though hated across most of Norrath, their home continent of Kunark provides plentiful hunting.

			You’ll find more tips on my YouTube channel, Computer Gaming Yesterday. I will have a guide to getting started on Project 1999 available by the time this book is published.

		

	
		
			Notes

			This book includes information from original interviews with the following individuals conducted in 2023. Some quotes are edited for brevity and clarity. Sources named only by pseudonym requested to remain anonymous or did not provide a legal name.

			•Ryan Barker, former EverQuest game designer, currently Senior Gameplay Engineer at Avalon Corp.

			•Alex Bauer, YouTube creator at Bauer’s House.

			•Dr. Anthony Bean, licensed clinical psychologist, author, speaker, and creator of Geek Therapeutics.

			•Jeff Butler, former EverQuest producer, currently Chief Product Officer at Avalon Corp.

			•Michelle Butler, former EverQuest game master and designer, currently Studio Operations Manager at Amazon Game Studios.

			•Brian Canary, former EverQuest game designer and producer, currently Lead Games Designer at Splash Damage.

			•Edward Castronova, Professor at The Media School, Indiana University Bloomington.

			•Image, EverQuest emulation community contributor.

			•Jennifer Chan, Head of Studio at Darkpaw Games.

			•Christopher Ferguson, Professor of Psychology at Stetson University, author of Moral Combat: Why the War on Violent Video Games Is Wrong.

			•Secrets, EverQuest emulation community contributor.

			•Kelly Kiewel, Head of Global Influencer Strategy at Riot Games.

			•Shawn Lord, former EverQuest game designer, currently co-founder of Niche Worlds Cult.

			•Travis McGeathy, former EverQuest lead game designer, recently Design Director at Mutant Arm Studios.

			•Kevin McPherson, former EverQuest game designer and programmer, currently Principal Engineer at Intrepid Studios.

			•Jess Mulligan, online games consultant.

			•Nilbog, creator of EverQuest emulated server Project 1999.

			•Ry Schuller, former EverQuest community relations manager, currently Senior Community Manager at Intrepid Studios.

			•Bill Trost, former EverQuest game designer and producer, currently Lead Game Designer at Intrepid Studios.

			•Wiz, developer of Unity-engine EverQuest port “Project Lantern.”

			•Elizabeth Woolley, mother of Shawn Woolley, founder of On-Line Gamers Anonymous.

			•Geoff Zatkin, former EverQuest designer, currently Co-Founder and Creative Director at Experiment 7.

			Introduction

			EverQuest subscriber counts from launch through 2005 come from archived graphics from MMOData, a blog that tracked subscriber counts for numerous online games through 2013. The graphics are no longer visible on the site (mmodata.blogspot.com) but can be retrieved through the Internet Archive. Snapshots of the data begin on October 28, 2011.

			Current EverQuest monthly active users and subscribers come from the PowerPoint slides for an Enad Global 7 investor presentation held in December of 2020, available via Internet Archive.

			EverQuest playtime is quoted from Edward Castronova’s 2001 paper “Virtual Worlds: A First-Hand Account of Market and Society on the Cyberian Frontier” available through SSRN.

			Beginnings

			The sales success of ESPN Extreme Sports was reported in the “Tidbits” section of Electronic Gaming Monthly (October, 1996), available via Internet Archive.

			Details of John Smedley’s early career come from an interview with Smedley found in the book Gamers at Work: Stories Behind the Games People Play by Morgan Ramsay (Apress, 2012).

			More information on CyberStrike can be found in the article “Cyber Rockets through Fiber Optics” (aka “’Mech War and Kick ’Bots”) by David M. Wilson published in Computer Gaming World magazine issue 106 (May 1993), available via Internet Archive.

			John Smedley has told the story of spending $600 a month on CyberStrike several times over the past 25 years. One example of the story can be found in a July 26, 2011 interview with Smedley on the Jethal Silverwing Show. The podcast is no longer available, but a recording and transcript can be found on Jethal Silverling’s website.

			EverQuest’s original $800,000 budget is quoted from David L. Craddock’s article “Better Together: Stories of ,” published by Shacknews in 2019.

			Details of Brad McQuaid and Steve Clover’s early relationship, as well as their experience playing the MUD Sojourn, are reported from an interview with Clover published by Visionary Realms, developer of Pantheon: Rise of the Fall. The previously recorded interview was released publicly on the company’s YouTube channel on December 28, 2022 as a special release in the “Bring Out Your Devs” series.

			WarWizard’s development is covered in detail by Craddock’s “Better Together: Stories of EverQuest,” and Halcyon Kingdom’s video “WarWizard 2 — EverQuest’s Spiritual Predecessor Revealed!” which was published on YouTube, but has since disappeared during the writing of this book. I have retained a backup copy for consultation.

			John Smedley’s recollection of McQuaid handing in the original EverQuest design document is reported from the article “The Insight: John Smedley’s Memories of Legendary EverQuest Creator Brad McQuaid,” published by the New York Videogame Critics Circle in November 2019.

			The history of MUDs in this chapter draws from the 1995 book Playing MUDs on the Internet by Rawn Shah and James Romine (Wiley, 1995).

			Sony Interactive Studio America’s temptation to buy the rights to Dungeons & Dragons to create an officially licensed MMORPG is discussed in the documentary EverCracked! The Phenomenon of EverQuest, along with details about the EverQuest team’s office referenced later in the chapter. The documentary was released on IGN.com in 2009 and is currently available on YouTube.

			Additional background information on Sojourn and TorilMUD can be found in Justin Olivetti’s article “The Game Archaeologist plays with MUDs: The games,” published by Engadget in April of 2011.

			Accusations that EverQuest copied code from DikuMUD appear to originate on rec.games.mud, which is archived on Google Groups. The thread can be found with a Google search for “Sony’s EverQuest admits to using Diku as a base.”

			The sworn statement denying EverQuest’s use of DikuMUD source code was published to the official DikuMUD community website in 1999. It can be retrieved by viewing the DikuMUD website on the Internet Archive.

			Details of the relationship between EverQuest and Tanarus come from original interviews with Geoffrey Zatkin, Bill Trost, and Kevin McPherson. Additional information, including the use of the Tanarus netcode, from Steve Messer’s article “Breaking the Internet: The story of ” published on March 15, 2019 by PC Gamer.

			SISA’s hiring practices are from original interviews with Geoff Zatkin, Bill Trost, and Kevin McPherson.

			Crunch

			Archived versions of the EverQuest Express fan site (eqx.simplenet.com) are available on the Internet Archive.

			News of the Electronic Entertainment Expo’s disappointing 1998 show can be found in the “ProNews” section of page 30 of GamePro m (June 1999).

			A photograph of Brad McQuaid presenting  was originally posted by McQuaid to his Facebook page in 2013 and has since appeared on multiple websites. A copy can be found at The New York Video Game Critics Circle.

			Some original EverQuest developer chats are archived on the website Lore of Norrath.

			John Smedley’s opinion on competitive play comes from an interview with Smedley found in Gamers at Work, as well as numerous comments from Smedley, across multiple interviews, about his love for early competitive games such as CyberStrike.

			Clover’s opinions on PvP combat are quoted from the “Bring Out Your Devs” interview with Clover published by Visionary Realms, developer of Pantheon: Rise of the Fall.

			A summary of MUD community perspectives on player-killing is published on page 97 of Playing MUDs on the Internet.

			McQuaid’s views on player-killing are quoted from Suzie Fords’ July 6, 2012 interview with McQuaid published by MMORPG.com and a 1999 interview with McQuaid published by IGN.com.

			Kelly Flock’s comments on the inclusion of a PvP server come from the “EverQuest” episode of G4’s documentary show Icons, published on February 1, 2012.

			The tension between the EverQuest team and the rest of 989 Studios was described by Smedley in Gamers at Work. Additional perspective comes from original interviews with Geoff Zatkin, Kevin McPherson, and Bill Trost.

			Details of Sony’s “Station” were published in a March 10, 1997 Wired magazine report titled “Sony Launches a Web ‘Play Station’,” by Mike Tanner.

			Information on Bill Trost’s role as Lead World Builder and Game Designer and Roger Uzun’s work on the faction system comes from an original interview with Bill Trost.

			The story of Roger Uzun’s computer crash wiping out the level editor’s source code was told in an article celebrating  that was posted on the official EverQuest website on March 16, 2007:

			Details of EverQuest’s original quest design and programming come from multiple interviews with former and current EverQuest developers.

			The game’s launch woes are recounted in numerous sources, but David Craddock’s “Better Together: Stories of EverQuest,” provides the most complete account. Additional details come from original interviews with EverQuest developers and online game consultant Jess Mulligan. My skepticism of claims that EverQuest took down the internet in San Diego is due to the lack of supporting evidence in contemporary newspaper reports and inconsistencies that appear in the story as told from different sources.

			I attempted to contact Rob Pardo and Jeff Kaplan for an interview. Pardo declined an interview through a PR representative. Kaplan couldn’t be reached.

			Progress

			A handful of “Ask Brad” columns are still found on the Internet Archive. One example dates from September 27, 2001.

			Speculation on Brad McQuaid’s reasons for leaving EverQuest and Sony Online Entertainment, as well as opinions on his management style, comes from original interviews with EverQuest developers.

			Zatkin recounted Clover’s estimate of player counts in EverQuest in an original interview. Smedley and McQuaid’s comments about subscriber expectations are quoted from Karen Bryan’s October 14, 2011 “GDC Online 2011: A nostalgia trip with the original ,” transcribed and published by Engadget.

			Details of EverQuest’s post-launch expansion release schedule, from Ruins of Kunark to Planes of Power, come from original interviews with multiple EverQuest developers including Bill Trost, Kevin McPherson, Shawn Lord, and Ryan Barker.

			Rod Humble’s comments on managing the EverQuest team come from the article “Inside EverQuest” in the May 2004 issue of Game Developer Magazine, available from Internet Archive.

			Legacy of Steel, the EverQuest guild ran by Rob Pardo, still maintains its website at legacyofsteel.net. Most posts were authored by Jeff Kaplan, who wrote under his alias, Tigole.

			Details of the early development of Blizzard’s Nomad come from David L. Craddock’s book on the origins of Blizzard, Stay Awhile and Listen: Book I (Digital Monument Press, 2013), and John Staat’s history of World of Warcraft’s development, The WoW Diary: A Journal of Computer Game Development (whenitsready, 2013).

			Pardo’s comments about the origins of World of Warcraft are recorded in the video documentary EverCracked and a panel from Unite 2015 Boston titled “Fireside Chat and Q&A with Rob Pardo: Making games in an evolving industry.”

			Kaplan’s criticisms of EverQuest were retrieved from the Legacy of Steel website, while Afrasiabi’s rant was retrieved from the website for Fires of Heaven, the guild Afrasiabi led.

			The intermingling of Blizzard’s Team 2 and the EverQuest development team is discussed in John Staat’s book The WoW Diary, and his comments were supported by original interviews with sources on the EverQuest team.

			Subscriber counts for EverQuest, EverQuest II, World of Warcraft, and other games discussed in this chapter come from MMOdata.net. The site is mostly unavailable today, but earlier versions can be retrieved on the Internet Archive.

			Addiction

			Details of Shawn Woolley’s life are recounted from Alex Bauer’s video 2020 documentary “The Tragic Story of Shawn Woolley,” which is available on YouTube from On-Line Gamers Anonymous. Additional information comes from David Kohn’s CBS News article “Addicted: Suicide over ” published on October 17, 2002, and a May 25, 2002 Martha Irvine piece for the Associated Press available as “” through the Arizona Daily Sun.

			Quotes from Elizabeth Woolley are from an original interview.

			The history of PLATO is recorded in Brian Dear’s book The Friendly Orange Glow (Pantheon, 2017), and supplemented by panels from the PLATO@50 conference held in June of 2010. This includes the panel “An Early Community of Multiplayer Games,” which was held on June 3, 2010. A recording of the panel is available on YouTube.

			Quotes on the addictive nature of MUDs come from Playing MUDs on the Internet.

			An article critical of the potentially addictive qualities of EverQuest was published by CBS News on May 28, 2002 under the headline “Everquest or Evercrack?”, written by Tatiana Morales.

			Nick Yee’s survey of  is found on his website.

			989 Studios’ PR director Helene Shelter’s comments on EverQuest are found in the article “In computer games, many find release—and an addiction,” published in the December 14, 1999 issue of the Star Tribune. The same article addressed online gaming more broadly and is the source for the warning that “as many as 10 percent could become addicted to the games.”

			Tom Staton’s syndicated report on online game addiction, “More Than a Game,” first appeared in the May 6, 2001 issue of the Arizona Republic. Similar reports include Wired’s Julia Scheeres’s “The Quest to End Game Addiction” published online on December 5, 2001; CNET’s David Becker’s “When games stop being fun,” published online on May 14, 2002; and David Kushner’s New York Times article “Where Warriors and Ogres Lock Arms,” published August 8, 2002.

			48 Hours on EverQuest and Shawn Woolley’s suicide was aired on October 18, 2002 as part of a broader report on addictive behaviors. It’s available on YouTube.

			A news brief in the January 3, 2001 issue of the Tampa Bay Times reported that Tony Lamont Bragg Sr. of Tampa, Florida pled guilty to killing his son, Tony Lamont Bragg Jr., after playing EverQuest. “Tangled Web,” an article in the May 16, 2004 issue of the Albany Democrat-Herald, mentioned the death of Brianna Cordell, a three-year-old girl who died in a hot car while her parents played EverQuest.

			Kelly Kiewel’s comments come from an original interview.

			Monty Phan’s report on Baltimore’s EverQuest Fan Faire was published in the February 14, 2001 edition of Long Island’s Newsday (Suffolk Edition). A similar report, titled “Gamers find romance among the trolls,” ran in the April 26, 2001 issue of the Detroit Free Press.

			Jack Thompson’s rise and fall are reported in numerous articles and books, but the most entertaining account is David Kushner’s book Jacked: The Unauthorised Behind the Scenes Story of Grand Theft Auto (HarperCollins Publishers, 2012), which includes several chapters devoted to the legal and PR battle between Jack Thompson and Grand Theft Auto’s developer, Rockstar Games.

			Details of Jack Thompson’s disbarment come from Alana Roberts’s May 21, 2008 article on Law.com titled “Sanctions Hearing Set for Lawyer Found to Have Humiliated Litigants, Other Attorneys.” It’s no longer available on that website but archived by the Internet Archive.

			Global video game revenue and player counts reference the market report “The Games Market in 2022: The Year in Numbers,” published by Newzoo’s Tom Wijman on December 21, 2022.

			Daniel Kaufman and Stephanie L. Deiz-Morel’s survey of Final Fantasy XIV players, “Examining the Flow Experience in Final Fantasy XIV Online through the Lens of Player Personality and Motivation to Play,” was presented at the 2022 Digital Games Research Association conference. A PDF of the paper is available online through DiGRA.

			The average time played by gamers between the age of eight and eighteen years old in 1999 is quoted from Hope M. Cummings and Elizabeth A. Vandewater’s paper “Relation of Adolescent Video Game Play to Time Spent in Other Activities,” published in the July 2007 issue of The Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine. The average time played by gamers in 2021 is quoted from the NPD’s report “US Continues to See Growth in Time and Money Spent on Video Games, While Overall Participation Records a Slight Decline Over Last Year Reports The NPD Group,” published online on October 7, 2021.

			Comments from Edward Castronova, Christopher Ferguson, and Dr. Anthony Bean come from original interviews.

			Economy

			Ebaid’s entrepreneurship was reported by Ashley Dunn in the article “Virtual Loot for Real Cash,” published in the April 20, 2000 issue of the Los Angeles Times.

			The value of items such as the Sword of Ykesha, and EverQuest currency, were reported in Brian D. Crecente’s article “In this world of dungeons and dragons,” published in the March 15, 2000 issue of the Palm Beach Post.

			Edward Castronova’s EverQuest GDP calculations can be found in the December 2001 paper “Virtual Worlds: A First-Hand Account of Market and Society on the Cyberian Frontier.”

			Jess Mulligan’s comments are from an original interview.

			The history of thievery in Ultima Online is recounted in David Piner’s June 17, 2014 article “Ultima Online’s House Thieves and Item Ownership,” published by the website Ten Ton Hammer.

			The value of Ultima Online characters was reported by Ashley Dunn’s article “Virtual Sales Showing aVery Profitable Reality,” published in the March 15, 1999 issue of the Los Angeles Times.

			Julian Dibbell’s book Play Money (Basic Books, 2006) reports his efforts to make Ultima Online a full-time job and his interactions with numerous competitors in the Ultima Online marketplace—including Lee Caldwell, who was later involved in efforts to sue MMORPG developers over the right to sell in-game items.

			Details of John Smedley’s call to the player who won an auction for the Sword of Ykesha come from an original interview.

			Jeff Butler’s comments about EverQuest’s black market of real-money transactions, and his position on it, come from an original interview.

			eBay’s ban on the sale of virtual goods was reported in Aleks Krotoski’s article “Ebay bans sale of virtual game goods,” published by the Guardian on January 31, 2007.

			Michelle Butler’s comments come from an original interview.

			David Swofford’s remarks on Origin Systems’ approach to real-money transactions come from Robert Lemos’s article “Can you sell online game characters?” published by ZDNet on October 22, 1999.

			Raph Koster’s remarks come from an email response to an inquiry about the Ultima Online development team’s view on real-money transactions.

			Toby Ragini’s comments come from Ashley Dunn’s article “Virtual Loot for Real Cash.” Turbine’s official character transfer service was reported in Julien Dibbel’s article “The Unreal Estate Boom,” published in the January 2003 issue of Wired magazine.

			Richard Garriott’s use of Ziploc bags to distribute Akalabeth is widely reported, including in Jarrod Kalief’s September 29, 2022 article “The History of Ultima Part 1: Humble Beginnings and Zip-Top Bags” in Old School Gamer Magazine.

			The early history of MUDs is recounted by Richard Bartle and Kimberly M. Antell in “Early MUD History,” a pairing of Bartle’s November 15, 1990 BBS post and Antell’s April 9, 1991 newsgroup message, both of which are preserved online at Rob Landley’s website, landley.net.

			Additional history covering MUDs in the 1990s comes from Lauren P. Burke’s 1993 “A Hyper-Text History of Multi-User Dimensions,” which is preserved online at csun.edu.

			The fate of Brigadoon is recounted in an undated note from Peter (Kaine) Tevonian sent to Lauren P. Burke and republished on Burke’s MUDDex. A copy of the note can be retrieved online at linnaean.org.

			The quote “information wants to be free” is attributed to Stewart Brand’s speech at the Hacker’s Conference in 1984. This quote is only a small portion of his full comments, which were published in the May 1985 issue of the Whole Earth Review magazine. An archive of the magazine is available at Whole Earth Index.

			Scott Jenning’s novella 1989 was published on his website, Lum the Mad, in November of 1999. It was more recently posted on Jenning’s new(er) blog, Broken Toys, and now available through the Internet Archive. Additional commentary from Jennings can be found in the article “I Wasted 50 Bucks on EverQuest ,” published to Lum the Mad on April 13, 1999 and reposted on Broken Toys.

			The aftermath of Gravity Spot’s threatened lawsuit was reported by Andrew Smith’s article “Whatever happened to that ” published online by The Register on February 12, 2001.

			Lee Caldwell’s comments about a player’s right to own their time were first published in a press release from BlackSnow Interactive. That release is no longer readily available, but Caldwell’s comments were reported by Julien Dibbel’s paper “Owned!” presented at the 2003 State of Play conference. The paper also details the conflict between Mythic Entertainment and BlackSnow Interactive. It can be found on Julian Dibbel’s website.

			The ICQ chat logs between Lee Caldwell and Adam Young were posted by the Virtual Economy Research Network, a website hosted by the Helsinki Institute for Information Technology. The website ceased posting in 2010 and the logs are no longer available directly, but they were archived by the Internet Archive.

			A copy of the Federal Trade Commission’s complaint against AuctionSaver LLC, also hosted by the Virtual Economy Research Network, was archived by the Internet Archive at.

			Details of Raph Koster’s departure from Electronic Arts to Sony Online Entertainment, as well as his time working out of J. Allen Brack’s home, come from Morgan Ramsey’s interview with Koster in Online Game Pioneers at Work.

			Koster’s statement that game designers should “Get over yourselves!” was made during an expert panel held at GDC 2002. Dave Kosak reported on the panel in Dave “Fargo” Kosak’s article “What’s This World Coming To? The Future of Massively Multiplayer Games,” published online by GameSpy on June 5, 2002.

			The monetary value of a Jedi character in Star Wars Galaxies comes from an archived 2004 forum post, “Jedi Master Character (Star Wars Galaxies) sold for $14,000 on Ebay,” on the Jedi Council Forums. Additional values for Star Wars Galaxies items come from The RPG Codex forum archive, such as this representative post, “SWG Star Wars Galaxies ST Armor Chilastra.Sold only $260” from July 15, 2003.

			Chris Morris reported on the fate of Manalope the Vicar in the article “Imaginary Worlds. Real Cash,” published to CNN Money’s website on January 16, 2002. Kaplan’s comments on the sale can be found on the Legacy of Steel website in an article titled “Suzy Is An Artist But A Genius She Is Not.”

			Edward Castronova reported on Blizzard’s stance against real-money transactions in the article “Blizzard Goes to War,” published to the website Terra Nova on December 12, 2004.

			I spoke with Bryce Bladon shortly after the launch of CryptoKitties for an article titled “From gold to greatswords, blockchain lets gamers truly own their loot,” which was published by Digital Trends on April 16, 2018. I wrote a retrospective of CryptoKitties for IEEE Spectrum Magazine titled “The Spectacular Collapse of CryptoKitties,” which was published on August 10, 2022.

			Edward Castronova’s and Jeff Butler’s comments on blockchain, NFTs, and the future of the MMORPG industry come from original interviews.

			Eternity

			EverQuest’s official subscriber count and income is quoted from Enad Global 7’s December 2020 investor presentation. The number of players enjoying emulated servers is quoted from the EQEmulator website eqemulator.org, which provides 24/7 live reporting on player counts from more than three dozen emulated servers.

			Jess Mulligan’s comments come from an original interview.

			Player counts for New World and Albion Online reference publicly available data from Steam Charts (steamcharts.com) as of August, 2023, both of which are archived at Internet Archive.

			EverQuest’s eras are my opinion, but they are based off the article “EverQuest through the ‘Ages’” published by The EverQuest Show on May, 22, 2022.

			Jennifer Chan’s comments come from an original interview.

			A list of all EverQuest servers, including the TLP servers, can be found via Zliz’s EverQuest Compendium. More information can be found on the official EverQuest website in the article “EverQuest Progression Servers,” last updated May 26, 2021.

			Holly Longdale’s comments on EverQuest TLP servers can be found in MJ Guthrie’s June 30, 2015 article “Holly Longdale on the EverQuest franchise’s progression servers,” published on Massively Overpowered.

			Details about  were retrieved from the HackersQuest website. It’s no longer available, but archived versions are available on the Internet Archive.

			Comments from Image, Nilbog, and Wiz come from original interviews.

			Information about Winter’s Roar, including player counts, was retrieved from an archived version of the Winter’s Roar website, which was hosted at an IP address and archived by Internet Archive.

			John Smedley’s comments on EverQuest emulated servers are in Jeremy Waxman’s article “Private Servers: Pirates and Thieves, or a Game’s Biggest Fans,” which was published by Ten Ton Hammer on November 4, 2010.

			The written agreement between Project 1999 and Daybreak Game Company was announced in 2015, but the agreement itself remains a secret. Nilbog, who operates Project 1999, and a representative of Daybreak Game Company both denied requests to see the agreement.

			Jason Schreier and Priya Anand’s article “Amazon Can Make Just About Anything, Except A Good Video Game,” published by Bloomberg on January 29, 2021, claims that Amazon Studios had a budget of nearly $500 million per year over at least a portion of time New World was under development.

			World of Warcraft’s post-launch development budget from 2004 to 2008 comes from Superannuation’s article “How Much Does It Cost To Make A Big Video Game,” which was published by Kotaku on January 15, 2014.

			The development budget for Destiny is referenced in the contract between Activision and Bungie. The contract was published by the Los Angeles Times in conjunction with Alex Pham and Ben Fritz’s May 21, 2012 story “Activision Bungie contract unsealed in Call of Duty case.”

			Comments from Shawn Lord and Edward Castronova are from original interviews.
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