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Greetings everyone!
This edition is a long one, but | think you'll forgive me.

In it: | run an experiment that changed my mind about the future of
game development, a friend of mine does something wonderful with
cardboard, and Roberta and | dodge bears in Alaska.

Let's start with the experiment.

GAME DEVELOPMENT IN THE AGE OF Al
Is Al killing the game business? Is it coming for game dev careers?

| don’t know that | have the final answer, but | do have a fresh
perspective.

When Roberta and | developed our most recent game, Colossal Cave
3D, we started the project with just a friend of mine, Marcus Mera,
and me. Within a few weeks we actually had the game running.
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Left to right: Roberta, Marcus, and I.

Unfortunately, the truth is that it wasn’t very good.

That’s not a criticism of Marcus. He’s talented. And | have decades of
game development experience. | chose Colossal Cave because |
thought it was a fairly simple, well-defined task — and also a very
good game. | thought it would be a fun project.

But the reality was that we needed more than two people.

So | hired another artist. Then another engineer. Then another. And
another.

By the time we were done, the team had grown to thirty-five
developers and the game had cost over $1.5 million to produce.
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Ouch.
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I’'m proud of the game, but with 20/20 hindsight, some of that money

was wasted. For example, | spent money developing for the Apple

Vision Pro headset, which turned out not to be the world’s greatest

business decision.



My takeaway from Colossal Cave 3D was that the days when one
developer in a garage could ship a hit game were mostly over. Yes, it
still happens. Most lotteries have a winner too. But | wouldn’t build a
business plan around winning the lottery.

That was before | had really heard of Al.
We are now in a new era.

I've said many times that I'm worried about Al. A lot of high-paying
jobs that have traditionally been done by artists, animators, coders,
musicians, writers, and designers are going to be affected. Some may
be wiped out. Others may not disappear, but the work will change
dramatically.

And | don'’t think this is limited to game development. Virtually every
job I can think of will be affected by Al sooner or later. Smart robots
are coming within our lifetimes. I'm not sure whether | should be

excited about the future or horrified by it.
My suspicion is “horrified,” but opinions differ.
Anyway, let’s focus on game development.

For a while, | was doing what a lot of people are doing: standing on
the sidelines and rendering opinions. That’s easy to do. But after a
while | decided | needed to stop guessing and actually dig in. | wanted
to understand what Al means for game development from experience,
not from articles, videos, or other people’s opinions.

So | subscribed to Grok, Claude, Gemini, ChatGPT, and a bunch of
other Al-related services. | watched hundreds of hours of Al-related

YouTube videos. Seriously. Hundreds.

Eventually | realized that watching videos wasn’t enough. | needed to
actually build something.

| thought about building a game, but Roberta is the creative member
of the family. | don’t really consider myself a game designer, and she



didn’t have a game idea she wanted me to implement.

So | looked for something else.

I’'m good at two things: game development and boating.

Elsewhere in this newsletter | talk about Roberta’s and my real-world
adventure through the Northwest Passage, so boating has definitely
been on my mind. | started thinking about doing for boating what
Microsoft did for flight simulators. Then | decided that was too
ambitious for me alone, even with Al.

So | narrowed the idea. Instead of simulating all of boating, | would
simulate marine electronics. More specifically, | would build a marine
radar simulator.

The result is NavSim Academy, which you can see
at: https://NavSimAcademy.com
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Unless you are a serious boat geek, don’t buy it. I'm not trying to sell it
to you. If you aren’t into boating, your reaction would probably be,
“‘Huh?”

But the project is relevant because of how | built it.

| used Unity, the same game engine we used to build Colossal Cave
3D. But this time | made a rule for myself:

| would do none of the coding myself.
In fact, | would not even look at the code.

| wanted to see if Al could build a full commercial game-like product
with me acting as the producer, tester, designer, domain expert, and
pain-in-the-neck customer.

The answer is yes.

It took about three months of part-time effort and over 200 changesets
— meaning 200-plus rounds of me looking at what the Al had done,
giving feedback, and pushing it forward.

| used a combination of the various Al systems | had subscribed to. |
did none of the art myself. | did none of the coding myself. | did none
of the sound effects myself. | never even saw the code.
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The entire thing was built by me typing English-language prompts,
looking at the results, and then typing my opinions about what | saw.

And the result is a solid product.

Honestly, it is far better than | could have built alone. Some of the
radar math is trickier than | would have wanted to tackle. Could | have
built it myself the old-fashioned way? Maybe. But it would have taken
years, and | don’t think it would have turned out as well.

That was the moment where Al stopped being theoretical for me.

Looking back, | can now say that if | had had today’s Al when we
developed Colossal Cave 3D, the game would have taken fewer
people, consumed less time, and probably cost less.

And the Al | used over the past three months is not as good as what is
coming. A year from now we will look back on today’s Al as primitive.

Could I have built Colossal Cave 3D alone with today’s Al?

Maybe.

| think so.

Roberta isn't certain, but she agrees it would've helped enormously.
That is both exciting and terrifying.

So, is Al coming for game development jobs?

Yes.

| don’t see how anyone can honestly say otherwise.

But there is an important caveat. | do not believe an ordinary person
with no boating knowledge, no game development experience, and no
product judgment could have built the radar simulator | built.

Al did not make me a boating expert. Al did not tell me what a radar
simulator should feel like. Al did not decide whether the product was



useful, confusing, realistic, boring, or ready to ship.
That was still my job.

The Al gave me leverage. A lot of leverage. More leverage than | have

ever had in my career.
That, to me, is the real story.

Al does not simply replace people. It amplifies people. But it amplifies
some people more than others. If you know what you are doing, Al
can make you dramatically more productive. If you don’t know what
you are doing, Al can also help you make a mess faster than ever
before.

So what should a game developer do?
My answer is simple: study Al.
Don’t put your head in the sand and hope this goes away. It won't.

Learn the tools. Learn how to use them productively. Learn how to
communicate with them. Learn how to guide them. Learn how to be
the person who can do more with Al than the next person.

Then make sure employers understand that you are not someone
being replaced by Al. You are someone who knows how to use it.

Will games themselves change?

Absolutely.

| think games will get better. | think new kinds of games will emerge
that would not have been possible before. Large teams will still exist,
but those teams will get more done, faster. Small teams will be able to
build things that used to require big teams. And individuals will be able
to attempt projects that previously would have been insane to even
consider.



In the short term, | expect chaos. There will probably be a sagging in
the job market as everyone adjusts to the new reality. Some jobs will
vanish. Some companies will make dumb decisions. Some people will
overestimate Al. Others will underestimate it.

But after the chaos, | think we will see bigger, better, stranger, and
more ambitious games.

In a strange way, this may be one of the best possible times to be a
game developer. The industry is being shaken up. The rules are
changing. That is scary, but it also creates opportunity.

Game developers can ride the wave or drown.
There is, however, one clear winner: game players.

Everything we have seen before may not begin to compare with what
is coming.

We still need to get through the anarchy Al is going to cause, and |

won'’t pretend that part doesn’t scare the heck out of me. It does.

But I’'m starting to come around to the idea that there may be a pot of
gold at the end of this rainbow.

It's just the craziness between here and there that worries me.



