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It’s hard for me to wrap my head around 
this as the 20th anniversary of Deadlands. In 
some ways, it feels like only last week that we 
were printing those flame-orange books, while in 
others it feels like the game and world have been 
a part of my life for, well, ever. Part of that is 
probably due to the fact I met Shane in college 
and we gamed together there for years, and he’s 
one of my oldest friends, as well as my occasional 
editor and boss. 

When I got out of the military and moved 
back to Virginia, one of the first things I did was 
look him and John Hopler up to see how the 
years had treated them. I’d checked in over the 
years, and the last I knew, Shane had a game 
store in our old college town Blacksburg. I even 
knew he’d been writing gaming books, as I loved 
to pull out Dark Sun supplements, show them to 
my Army buddies who gamed, and say, “I used 
to game with that guy in college!”

One of the first things Shane said to me 
was, “Hey! I’m glad you called. We’ve started 
a game companyand make a new RPG called 
Deadlands. I remember how much fun we had in 
those campaigns in college, so I thought I’d send 
you a copy and see if you want to try writing 
something for it.”

I’d briefly entertained trying to get some of 
my scenarios published in college, but those 
thoughts fell by the wayside once I enlisted. 
Suddenly, I found those dreams reawakened, 
and I said, “Sure!”

Shane then added a couple of qualifiers—
namely I’d have to do a couple of small projects 
first to prove to him and his partner I could 
actually string together coherent sentences 
and that I got the setting. However, given the 
opportunity to do something that I discovered 
was on my subconscious bucket list, it seemed 
like a small hurdle to clear.

Shortly after our talk, the core book arrived 
in the mail, and I cracked it open. I was initially 
intrigued, then impressed, and finally enthusiastic 
for the setting. An alternate-history Western 
setting with a strong horror element perfectly filled 
a hole in gaming I hadn’t even realized existed. 
It gave you square-jawed heroes that most of the 
country—maybe even world—could identify with 
thanks to movies and then threw monsters at 
them! It was an amazing blend of horror, fantasy, 
adventure, and Americana all rolled into one. 
 

And my fascination didn’t stop there. Not only 
did the game further immerse the player by using 
poker chips and cards, it actually had a character 
type who cast spells based on how good of a poker 
hand the player could put together! I didn’t just 
want to play this game, I needed to be a part of 
shaping the world in which it was set.

And then I found the rule that sold me 
completely. I loved the Eastwood flicks, but I’ve 
always been more of a John Wayne fan. I watched 
Big Jake, True Grit, and The Cowboys more times 
than I can remember—and many of those in 
college.There, on the bottom of page 95 was an 
entire three paragraphs dedicated to my favorite 
John Wayne maneuver. 

I told Shane, “You had me at the one-handed 
rifle spin.”

My initial assignments for web content went 
well, and in a little while Shane offered me the 
chance to write the third Dime Novel for the game. 
Dime Novels were a uniquely Deadlands creation. 
They contained a short story featuring the setting’s 
signature characters and an adventure based on 
the story (or vice versa), all in a small booklet, 
which was reasonably priced, if not exactly a 
dime.

Matt Forbeck, a co-owner of Pinnacle at the 
time, looked at my finished manuscript and said, 
“I don’t know. I think it’s too deadly. There’s like 
thirty of those things on a train.” Shane’s response 
was, “Leave ‘em. It’ll be our Tomb of Horrors.” His 
idea turned out to be a good one, and surprisingly, 
the adventure proved to be quite popular. Just 
surviving it became a source of bragging rights on 
the company’s forums.

For years, I resisted it when Shane introduced 
me as John “Night Train” Goff. What about the 
other dozen or so books I’d written for the setting? 
Heck, Night Train wasn’t even my favorite of the 
adventures I’d written! (For the record, that’s 
a toss-up between “The Mission” from Fire & 
Brimstone and “Trouble a’ Brewin’” from River o’ 
Blood.) 

And of course, about the time I had convinced 
him to stop doing it, I had a realization. I’d been 
lucky enough not only to play in, and hopefully 
expand just a little, the Deadlands sandbox for 
years, I’d been given the opportunity early on to 
put my mark on it. Of everything I’ve written, with 
the exception now of DeadlandsNoir, Night Train 
remains the one people are most likely to mention 
when I meet them at conventions. When I go back 
and look at it, I realize it’s a small mark, not really 
all that fancy, and maybe just a little silly, but it 
is mine. 

For that opportunity, I’ll probably always be 
grateful. So if that’s what folks want to call me, 
that’s more than okay with me.
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