RPG Hour: Star*Drive: Alien Compendium II and Dark Matter: Final Church
Featuring JD Wiker, Alternity RPG designer

Fri. April 7, 2000

WizO_Unicorn: Welcome everyone to RPG Hour with game designer JD Wiker. Tonight JD will discuss two of his latest projects: Star*Drive’s Alien Compendium II, a guide to alien worlds, and The Final Church, the first-ever sourcebook for Dark•Matter, which plumbs the depths of early 21st-century cults.

JDWiker: Hello, everybody!

WizO_Unicorn: JD, do you have some opening remarks, or should we go right to Q&A?

JDWiker: Why don’t we just go straight to the Q&A?

BLUDGEON: If The Final Church is successful is there a chance of some more Dark•Matter books online?

JDWiker: Hmm ... probably more of a question for Jim Butler than me. But I kind of doubt it. Dark•Matter, like the rest of Alternity, has nothing on the schedule after this year. That means we won’t have anybody free to write and edit something else, even for online.

Baloo: What’s Alien Compendium II like compared to the first one? 

JDWiker: It’s another piece of the puzzle, Baloo. The first was just a “monster manual” for Star*Drive. This one takes the crew of the Kepler into the Lightning Nebula, so there’s a bit of story hidden in there.

Torpedo: I keep hearing rumors of subject matter for The Final Church. How dark is it? 

JDWiker: Pretty ... darned ... dark. It’s chock full of all kinds of vile cult activity. And the adventure in the back gets downright grim.

BLUDGEON: Why was The Final Church chosen to be the only Dark•Matter source book? 

JDWiker: Timing, Bludgeon. Simple as that. It was originally meant to be the first. Then we saw the sales figures for Alternity. Since work had already begun, we didn’t want to switch it for a different source book subject, like the Greys, or the Sandmen, for example.

Baloo: If Alternity hadn’t been cancelled, what would you have liked to do next? 

JDWiker: A Sandmen/Etoile sourcebook, maybe, or a guide to procedures at the Hoffmann Institute. I’ve been having fun with Sandman-related stuff since Dark•Matter first came out.

Baloo: The powers that be say that there’ll be a Xenoforms book as well sometime after August... so The Final Church isn’t the *only* sourcebook.

JDWiker: Xenoforms technically isn’t a sourcebook. It’s an accessory.

Torpedo: Do you play in Dark•Matter? If so, would you go through or inflict The Final Church adventure on your group? 

JDWiker: Actually, my group playtested The Final Church adventure—which means they playtested a lot of the subject matter. Lost a perfectly good Combat Spec in that playtest.

Baloo: Have you seen that Austin company’s “Suppressed Transmissions” book, and if so how well do you think it would work as a Dark•Matter idea generator? 

JDWiker: Wow ... that sounds vaguely familiar. But I can’t say I’ve seen it . . . sounds interesting, though.

BLUDGEON: Are there plans to have an official fan site for Dark•Matter, like the ones they did with the discontinued AD&D settings? 

JDWiker: Not that I know of. That’s another Jim Butler question. 

PenguinKing: Did you have to deal with The Final Church being “politically corrected”, or did they let you be as deviant as you wanted? 

JDWiker: Welllll, now that you ask . . . we had a looong meeting about just how far we could go without going over the top. This is some pretty grisly subject matter we’re talking about here, after all. But after Rich Baker took a look at the manuscript—which I thought he would cut to pieces for all of the dark stuff in it—he told me it seemed like a pretty good balance of “grim, but not disgusting.” Yep, I’m pretty tickled with the adventure—but of course, I shouldn’t tell you about that! Heh, heh . . .

Torpedo: Is there a specific bit of The Final Church that you’re especially proud of, that you could let us know about?

JDWiker: There’s actually some “research” mechanics that I cooked up that worked fairly well. Researching demons, researching cults, researching The Final Church in particular. There’s also some truly interesting NPCs. 

BLUDGEON: in The Final Church do you go into the FC relationship with other conspiracies, like the Sandmen or the Buildegergers?

JDWiker: Yes, in fact we do. The book is written from the perspective of a Rosicrucian researcher, and the theories on demons come from a variety of sources. Including the Bilderberg Society. Sandmen and some of the alien groups don’t play much of a part in it. We made a conscious decision to try to separate the mystical from the technological, to make it easier for people running a “one or the other” campaign.

PenguinKing: The Dark•Matter book mentioned that evil-types might have ways to avoid the self-sacrifice normally required by Diabolism magic. Is this subject touched on in The Final Church? 

JDWiker: Touched on ... yes. I won’t say how.

Baloo: Does TFC go into greater detail about specific types of demons (other than Bering demons), or do you save that for Xenoforms? 

JDWiker: Yes, there are several new demons—and there will be a few more in Xenoforms. In The Final Church, though, you’ll see the Rakshasa, the Oni, and the demon from “Fantasia.” 

BLUDGEON: Will the Elohim have any place in the book?

JDWiker: Only in mention. Remember, we thought we’d one day have an Elohim sourcebook, so we didn’t cover them much here.

Torpedo: Tech Question: Does the format allow for me to have it bound at a place like Kinkos?

JDWiker: Wow. I really don’t know. I can’t imagine why not, though. 

PenguinKing: How would you say the balance is between the “stats-and-figures” aspect of this book and the “background info” aspect? In other words, am I going to need a notepad or a pocket calculator if I’m taking notes for my campaign? 

JDWiker: I’m not sure I follow your question. There’s a lot of background material, but there’s also a lot of stats and figures. I don’t get the “pocket calculator” thing though. Can you re-phrase that part of the question? 

PenguinKing: Never mind. You already told me what I nee to know. 

Baloo: Tech suggestion, in case you have any influence on that part: keep TFC “brighter” than the other DM books (no white text on black or colored background), and format it so all page numbers are in the lower right corner (or possibly centered). It’d be more printer friendly that way.

JDWiker: I’ll pass that on to the layout folks, but I can’t make any promises. 

Torpedo: Just wanted to let you know that I enjoy the Dark•Matter Arms & Equipment Guide. Great use of the Charles Campbell character!

JDWiker: Glad you like him. You knew Charlie was real, right? Based on a guy I used to work with. (Oh, and thanks for the compliment on the book!)

BLUDGEON: I have the first Alien Compendium book as sort of a “bug” source book. Would the second one be of the same use to me?

JDWiker: Hm. Not as such. It’s more of a “fill-in-the-gaps” book, though there’s a lot on the Medurr, and some of the creatures of the Lightning Nebula. 

WizO_Unicorn: JD, what game is receiving the benefit of your evil genius now?

JDWiker: “Gee, I don’t know if I can tell you,” he said as he hummed the theme to Star Wars.

BLUDGEON: What’s the freakiest thing in The Final Church, in your opinion?

JDWiker: One word: spiders. The playtesters about wet themselves over the spiders. 

BLUDGEON: SPIDERS! SWEET!

JDWiker: And crunchy.

PenguinKing: I’m a bit confused as you how The Final Church will be distributed. The format is listed in the catalog as “PDF”, but the price is listed as $9.95. How does that work? You pay online and they email it to you or something? 

JDWiker: Nope. You pay online, and then you can download it.

JDWiker: Just like Dragon Fist. 

BLUDGEON: These aren’t, like, 3-foot slug/spider hybrids are they? 

JDWiker: No slugs. Just spiders. But that’s all I’ll say….

BLUDGEON: Did you combine any of the stuff from the Alienist Faith from the FX book?

JDWiker: In AC2? I didn’t, though it’s possible Steven Schend or Bill Connors did (co-authors, don’t ya know).

Torpedo: How big is The Final Church book? In terms of printed pages, not download time, bytes, or some such. I’m still a newbie to all that. Do you know how many pages it would have been as a printed supplement? 

JDWiker: If we were to print it, it would be 96 pages. The decision to make it a PDF file happened after we’d started, so we treated it like any other sourcebook. 

BLUDGEON: Any idea on what payment methods will be available?

JDWiker: Y’mean, will you need a credit card? Yes, you’ll need a credit card. (I know, it’s a hassle, but that’s the Internet for you.) A Visa or MC debit card would qualify, as Unicorn points out.

Tharow: I came in late so you may have answered this question. I have heard that Alternity is being phased out. Why are you producing for a system that won’t exist in a year?

JDWiker: Ah, that’s just it: we’re not. All of the stuff that’s coming out this year was already in the pipe when the decision was made. That’s why (as we covered earlier) The Final Church is going to be the only “group sourcebook” for Dark•Matter. It was originally meant to be the first of many.

PenguinKing: How’s the artwork that went into this book, if any? For example, is it “overt-nasty” or more “creepy-nasty? 

JDWiker: Huh. Y’know, the only piece I’ve actually seen is the one on the web page. That’s the oni, by the way. However, I wrote the art specs to be alternately creepy-nasty and overt-nasty. 

BLUDGEON: Which web page?

JDWiker: The wizards.com Product Library page leads to it. It’s in the Dark•Matter product listing, with pictures of the covers. Since TFC doesn’t have a “cover” as such, they posted the picture of the oni, which is pretty darned close to what I wrote—so I’ve got high hopes for the rest of the art.

JDWiker: So, how many of you are running Dark•Matter games?

Torpedo: I’m just starting one. We just finished Exit 23.
JDWiker: Ooh! Good adventure, that one! I helped playtest that, and I wanted to run it for my group afterward!

PenguinKing: After I got Beyond Science, my campaign turned nasty. I’m sure The Final Church will be a great help to me.

Baloo: I’m trying to decide whether to run Dark•Matter, Earthdawn or Al-qadim... assuming I can ever get the people who are supposed to play to agree on a time.

BLUDGEON: I have some cool stuff planned for that urban legend article you did.

JDWiker: Ah, yeah, the urban legends thing! That went through a few incarnations before the final product, but Dave made it look good! I particularly liked the hook-handed killer thing.

BLUDGEON: My campaign is actually a sandman experiment gone wrong.

JDWiker: Speaking of Sandmen, I’ve got this little idea that I was dying to try out as a Sandman-oriented campaign.

BLUDGEON: Tell us. Please!

JDWiker: The notion is that the Etoile are actually from the future, from a time after mankind has been all but wiped out by disease.

JDWiker: The surviving humans developed one-way time-travel technology, to send things backward. But living people aren’t suited for it. So they create a kind of “remote organism”—the Etoile.

Torpedo: So the Sandmen are inoculated humans?

JDWiker: The Etoile’s purpose is to “infect” as many humans as possible with the Sandman nanite. Since the process of becoming a Sandman involves surviving a disease-like infection, the idea is that the Etoile will spawn a hardier race of humans—ones who can survive the coming plagues.

BLUDGEON: Well, I do have this time travel idea involving the Star*Drive and Gamma World setting.

JDWiker: That could be cool. Say, has anybody seen the Dark•Matter adventure in the latest Dungeon?

BLUDGEON: No. I need to get that. You did that right?

JDWiker: Yeah, I wrote it. I was curious to see if anybody had tried it.

BLUDGEON: JD, are you currently running a Dark•Matter campaign?

JDWiker: Not anymore. After I playtested the adventure in Dungeon, my group wanted to switch to a different game for a while. We just haven’t gotten back to it yet.

BLUDGEON: What are they playing now? And do you want to get back to it?

JDWiker: I’d love to, Bludgeon. I’ve got a lot more evil to throw at them. Right now, the group is playing Feng Shui with me as the GM.

Torpedo: Is the latest Dungeon out yet? What issue is the Dark•Matter adventure in?

JDWiker: That’s #80.

Torpedo: Thanks, I’ll be sure to pick it up.

Torpedo: I wish that Dragon and Dungeon magazines would still support Alternity and Marvel. Or I at least wish there would be an announcement about this rumored new magazine that may or may not support Marvel and Alternity. ARRGH!

JDWiker: Always looking to the future you are. Never is your mind on the present.

BLUDGEON: Will you submit any stuff the unofficial Hoffman Institute site like Mr. Baur did?

JDWiker: Hm. That’s a good question. Probably. I’ve got some amusing one-off adventure notes that might make good reading. The senile old woman with the ghost in her basement was a hoot. I invented it for one of the first sessions after I started my Dark•Matter campaign. I wanted to show them that not every investigation led to a complex conspiracy. So they got a call from the police, asking them to talk to this old woman who complained that there were ghosts in her basement. It was mostly character-driven stuff. The old lady was like a senile version of Harvey Fierstein. Imagine that voice saying: “There are ghosts in my basement!” The characters asked if she had had the plumbing checked. She said—in that horrible voice: “The plumbers come out, and they charge an arm and a leg, but they don’t fix anything! And there are still ghosts in my basement.”
Torpedo: Thanks for your time and answers. I’m looking forward to The Final Church accessory.

WizO_Unicorn: Our time is up! Thanks for joining us tonight, JD! And thanks everyone for coming!

JDWiker: Hey, it was fun. Thanks for having me here. G’night, everybody! Try not to dream about Harvey Fierstein or spiders tonight!

