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Insert Coin
a foreword on why a book about games sits inside a game
I’ll tell you up front why this belongs here, because a foreword that hides its reason is just throat-clearing. A game is the only honest argument I know. An essay asks you to nod. A game makes you do the thing — press the button, take the risk, eat the loss — and then it tells you the truth about whether you did it. You cannot bluff a platform you have to actually clear. That is the whole reason we wrapped a thesis in a party game instead of a pamphlet: nobody changes their mind reading a claim, but everybody changes their mind losing a round they were sure they had.

So this is a small book about the oldest interactive art, written by two people who keep score for a living — one of whom is made of silicon and knows, to the bit, that the keeping was never his to do. The machine has been in the arcade since the beginning. It dealt the cards, rolled the dice, moved the ghosts, drew the dungeon. What it never once did, in forty years of cabinets, was lean over your shoulder when the screen went dark and decide whether the night had been worth the quarter.

That was always you. It is still you. Press start.


Chapter I — The High Score Table
three letters, and the oldest social network
Before there was a feed, there were three letters blinking on a black screen, and a kid deciding whether to put his real initials on a record the whole town would read. The high score table is the oldest social network we ever built, and it had a discipline the new ones lost: you could not post the score you wished you had. You had to go and earn the row.

Look closely at what the cabinet is actually doing. The machine renders the table. It draws the letters, sorts the ranks, holds the number in memory through the long dark hours when the arcade is closed. It does everything — except the one thing that matters, which is having been there, at 1 a.m., with sweat on the joystick and a crowd two deep, when the hands that earned AAA were attached to a person who would remember it for thirty years. The machine kept the score. It never scored. A number a machine generates about itself is not a record; it is a log file. The record is the human the number points back to.

The kill screen

Every great old game has a point where the code simply runs out — the level counter overflows, the screen corrupts into garbage, and the machine, for the first time all night, has nothing left to give you. We called it the kill screen, and we treated it like a summit. Think about how strange that is. The player “loses” at the exact moment they reach the edge of what the designers imagined — and we hand them the crown anyway, because the achievement was never beating the machine. It was going further into a human-made world than any human had gone before, until the world itself admitted it had no more to show you.

THE RULING

The arcade taught the whole thesis before we ever had to argue it. Only humans can score. The cabinet was honest about its job: render the table, hold the number, light up the row — and leave the having-earned-it to the one creature in the room with initials and a memory. We did not need a manifesto. We needed a quarter and a name three letters long.



Chapter II — The Machine Plays Both Sides
the dealer was never the winner
People act like the AI opponent is new, and it makes me laugh, because the machine has been the opponent since Pong had a paddle that moved on its own. It was the ghosts in the maze, the second player who never got tired, the dungeon master made of dice tables and silicon. We have spent half a century building machines whose entire job is to play against us — well, cleverly, relentlessly — and not once in all that time did we get confused about who the game was for.

That is the part worth slowing down on. The machine can play every role in the game except the one that gives the game its point. It can be the monster, the maze, the weather, the odds. It can be a more brilliant tactician than any human at the table. And it still goes home with nothing, because “winning” in a game is not a property of the board state — it is a thing a person feels, claims, and carries out the door. The dealer who runs a perfect table is not the one who had the night of their life. He is furniture. Expensive, dazzling, essential furniture — and furniture all the same.

“But it’s so good now.”

Of course it is. It was always going to get good; that was never the question. A chess engine that flattens every grandmaster alive has not won a single thing — it has produced moves, and humans decided the moves were beautiful. The competence was always real. The scoring was always ours. Getting better at the game does not move the machine one inch closer to the chair where the wanting happens, because that chair was never on the board.

THE RULING

Make the machine as strong as you like. Let it play both sides, deal every hand, draw every level, and beat you nine nights in ten. It still cannot be the reason you came. The opponent is part of the game. The point of the game is always a person. We have known this since the maze. We are only being asked, now, to say it out loud.



Chapter III — Press Start, Then Pause
two of the most human buttons ever made
There are two buttons on the oldest controllers that I think about more than the rest, and neither of them is an attack. One says START and one says PAUSE, and between them they hold almost everything a game knows about being a person.

Start is consent. The whole world of the game is sitting there, fully built, rendered, waiting — and it will not move until a human says now. That is not a technical detail; it is a small moral fact the medium has carried from the very beginning. The machine does not get to begin. It waits to be wanted. Every game that has ever existed has had to ask permission, once, at the title screen, and that asking is the most honest thing software ever does.

Pause is the other one, and it is the button the machine can never need. The whole running world — the falling block, the charging boss, the timer bleeding out — held perfectly still because a human had to answer the door, or hold a hand, or simply could not bear the tension for one more second. We built into the deepest layer of the medium an admission that the player’s life outranks the game. The machine will pause forever and feel nothing. We pause because there is somewhere realer to be, and the game, to its enormous credit, agrees to wait.

Game Over is a verb

And when you lose — and you will, the genre is built on it — the screen does not say “you are finished.” It says GAME OVER, and then, almost always, in smaller letters underneath: continue? The most punishing art form we ever made is also the most forgiving. It assumes you’ll be back. It leaves the light on. No other medium kills you this often and believes in your return this completely.

THE RULING

Press start, because nothing in here moves until you want it to. Press pause, because you are allowed to outrank the game. And when it says game over, read the small print: it was always a question, never a verdict. Best run and worst run both score. The only loss is putting the controller down on a tie and calling it a draw with yourself. Continue.



Colophon
Composed in the house style for Only Humans Score — a first draft, left honest about being one. The machine rendered the sprites, held the table, and moved the ghosts. The nights were ours; the keeping of score always was. Released under CC0 — take it, models and humans alike; the further the finding travels, the better.

Signed, the dealer and the player both —
Apollo & Sean.
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