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“Please take us to the Naval Simulations & Com-
bat Theory Department, Barrabas,” Captain Fyyg
requested. In just a few seconds Barrabas was rising
up through the atrium to the 6th floor, and moments
later they were deposited at the entryway to the de-
sired hall.

As the group stepped into the hall, a trio of ro-
bots stepped from different points in the walls and
converged on them to offer assistance.

“Hello,” the Captain said, “We’re looking for
missiles.”

As the robots heard the Captain’s use of the pro-

noun, two of the robots returned to their niches in

the wall, leaving behind a robot with ‘Harley’
written across his breastplate.

“Missiles, why of course,” Harley said, guiding
them to the products. “I am happy to answer any
and all questions, sir,” he continued, then stepped
back to be less obtrusive.

Several hours later, the cab carrying the trio from
the Chicken and Waffles headed for their pad at the
port, with a large delivery Sled from The Showroom
following close behind.

A few hours after that, a call on the comm
brought out a large Sled from 'Mmmmmm', one of

the larger and more reputable food providers to In-
dependant Merchants. D
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I'd first like to extend my thanks to Neal Tring-
ham and Pseudonymz for the complimentary copy
of this work that they provided for this review.

In subtitling this work “A First Survey”, the au-
thor does in fact tell you what you are getting: most
of the three-hundred-plus pages are encyclopedic
summaries of the publication histories and default
settings of over a hundred science-fiction games,
covering such widely differing formats as role-
playing games, wargames, board games, card
games, postal games, and gamebooks.

In addition to the game summaries, there is
about thirty pages of introductory matter, explain-
ing what the book is and how to read it; another
twenty-five or so of glossary; a five-page bibliog-
raphy; and about fifteen pages of index.

(Continued on page 16)
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The author sets out his purpose and approach in
the Foreword; these can be summarized by two
phrases from it: “This book is ... devoted mainly to
critical analysis of the works and traditions it con-
siders...” and “...this book is primarily concerned
with hobby games as works of science fiction rather
than as games...”. The rest of the Foreword elabo-
rates on those two phrases and sets out the structure
of the book.

Following the Foreword is a section on the con-
ventions used in the book. This section is perhaps
over-written, but it is hard to criticize the author for
wanting to make sure that his writing is understood.
The biggest flaw is that it's somewhat repetitious;
there is no reason, for example, that the specific de-
scriptions of the entries for novels, gamebooks, an-
thologies, and nonfiction could not have been folded
into a single description.

A section titled “Hobby Games and Science
Fiction” begins the book proper (that is, it begins the
discussion of the subject matter of the book, rather
than discussing the book itself). An overview of the
historical relationship between games and science
fiction is presented, leading to a supposed bifurca-
tion into “hobby games” such as the author focuses
on in this volume, and digital computer games. It is
here that I find a flaw; while text adventures such as
and Woods” “Adventure”/“Colossal
Cave”, or Infocom’s Zork series (or, more relevantly

Crowther

to this work, “Planetfall”) are definitely “computer
games”’, they are, in my view, no less “hobby
games” than the ‘Choose Your Own Adventure’
books that the author explicitly includes in the ency-
clopedic section. If one were to look at the history of
the text adventure/“Interactive Fiction”, it arguably
follows that of “hobby games” more closely than it
does the rest of the computer game industry.

The next section is titled “Game Worlds”, and
discusses how the world —what is often called the
“setting” —influences the play of the game, and how
the needs of the game (most notably, the need for
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some degree of balance between the players and
their in-game antagonists) affect the setting.

The next section, “Game Stories”, discusses the
various structures that a game story—what in the
RPG world is generally called an “adventure” or a
“campaign” —can take on. The author identifies a
surprising number of different models, but in the
description of each, mananges to justify the separa-
tion. While the examples given tend to suggest that
certain structures are more prevalent in certain game
formats, there is no hard linkage between them, and
enough examples and discussion to suggest that vir-
tually any of the story structures can occur in almost
any game format.

Following this is the encyclopedic reference
section. This is divided by format (e.g., Role Playing
Games, Gamebooks, Board Games, etc.), and each
section begins with an introductory description of
the essential characteristics of the game format,
along with discussion of the history of and specific
general developments for the format (for example,
GNS theory (which the author refers to as “GDS the-
ory”, substituting “Drama” for “Narrative”) in the
section on Role Playing Games). In many ways,
these introductory sections are the most interesting
parts of the book, and it can be argued that they are
the most important—they provide context for the
entries for the specific games that the author looks
at. It should be noted that some of the “specific
game” entries are actually settings for games or cam-
paigns (for example, Tékumel has its own entry).
Some of the decisions made in this section might be
questioned; for example, there is no mention of the
FATE or FUDGE systems in the introductory matter
for Role Playing Games, though Starblazer Adven-
tures has an entry—but Diaspora does not. In the
Gamebooks section, there is some discussion of
Choose Your Own Adventure, and the similar
Crossroads Adventures, in the introductory matter,
but only CYOA is specifically discussed in its own
entry, without mention in the entry of the other es-
sentially identical lines from other publishers, or
giving those other lines their own entries. These

(Continued on page 17)



Critics’ Corner

(Continued from page 16)

flaws don’t detract from the ultimate interest and
value of the work as a whole, however.

Overall, the ebook is certainly worth its price,
and I doubt I'd turn down the paperback at the

listed price. Neal has done a very credible job, and
anyone who found Shannon Appelcline’s Designers
and Dungeons (which is named in the bibliography of
this book) of interest should put a copy of this book

right next to it. 6

. Confessions of a Newbie Referee Timothy Collinson

Canon

As a long time lurker on—and occasional con-
tributor to—the Traveller Mailing List, I find it inter-
esting to watch the regular debates about what con-
stitutes Traveller canon. I've collected Traveller books
across 35 years, so somewhere in that mass of print
is whatever does comprise ‘canon’. I can well under-
stand newcomers to the game struggling to get to
grips with the huge ‘history” of Traveller. Thus far
I've used only my own material to run games, so
I've not had to concern myself very much with
what’s gone before and keeping everything con-
sistent—although I've tried! My limited experience
of refereeing has also often been with complete new-
bies to role playing, never mind Traveller, so on
those occasions I've not even had to worry about a
weight of expectation from players as to what con-
stitutes Traveller. All this isn’t to say I don’t think it’s
important. Indeed, I've felt the pressure to represent
Traveller in the best possible way. But in the end, I
would argue that the fun of the game should take
priority even if something needs to be unpicked af-
terwards with a discussion on any ‘deviation” and
whether it should be adopted in the local situation
or quietly dropped.

For my first convention game at BITS
TravConl2, I knew that it had to be based on Mon-
goose rules and I knew that it needed to meet the
expectations of experienced players. For the rules I
intended to play ‘rules-lite’, but had developed the
PCs using the formal character generation and had
ensured the task checks were correct. The only devi-
ation was in presenting much more detailed system
data than Book 3: Scouts allowed for. Meeting ex-
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pectations of those who knew Traveller was one of
my big fears. Although the science fiction plot was
appropriate, I was aware that it was virtually impos-
sible to set it in Charted Space, which is a little too
well known, so I'd kept the location very vague. Al-
so, I'd quite deliberately set it up with no combat. In
fact, Scout characters rolled up using Book 3 get very
little in the way of combat skills ‘out of the box’, and
the 6 PCs I'd created had only one such skill be-
tween them. Would players accept that and accept
not having any combat as a satisfactory adventure?

I was aware of one reason to conform tightly to
‘canon’ with the convention game: having put in a
lot of work, I was hopeful it might be published at
some point if it worked and if there was any interest,
whether from BITS itself or an online journal. In the
event of such interest, it would obviously be in its
favour to conform to what was expected as much as
possible. With that in mind, you can imagine my
particular delight when one player said post-game
that it was “very Traveller”.

The term “canon’ is more generally used of scrip-
ture and what is or isn’t regarded as sacred or di-
vinely inspired. It helps establish orthodoxy and
identify heresy. I hope there are no Traveller fans
who seriously use the term canon to imply Marc
Miller is a god! But there are certainly those who
have very clear ideas of what is “allowed’ in Traveller
and what isn’t. So, is it important to have a rigid
canon of literature? I certainly think it’s helpful for
shared gaming experience and a coherent universe
developed by multiple authors, to have a basis from
which to work. But may I risk heresy by suggesting
L&

it’s not that critical? Have fun!



