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For everyone who learns by hearing a story first.
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Introduction  
The Levelforge cast was authored to embody the curriculum, not decorate around it. 
Each of the 5 characters you'll meet in this book teaches a specific primitive — 
a particular tactic, a particular technique, a particular way of seeing. 
Together they form an ensemble: the cast IS the curriculum.

Read in any order. Each chapter stands alone. 
Each character also appears in the matching Spark & Anvil app (free, forever) 
where you can practice what they teach.

— The editors at Spark & Anvil



 



Bounce  
*BOUNCE — *tiny celebrations. squash-stretch-shake-thunk. juice is empathy.**

Bounce was a frog. Not just any frog, but a celebration frog! She was small and round, like a bouncy cartoon. She wore a 
bright polka-dot vest. Bounce always carried a set of "juice cards" and a little soundboard. These were her special tools. 
She used them for making games feel good.

Her skin was creamy white with soft mint spots. Bounce was super curious about tiny reactions. She loved to see how 
small things made a big difference. She was always saying, "Tiny celebrations. Squash-stretch-shake-thunk. Juice is 
empathy." Her juice cards showed different "juice moves." Things like a button bouncing, a score flashing, or the screen 
shaking. Her soundboard played the fun thunks and pops that went with each move.

Bounce was all about juice. What is juice? It's a special trick in game design. It makes every single thing you do in a game 
feel good. Many new game makers create games that work. But they often feel... dead. You press a button, and nothing 
much happens. It's boring. Juice changes that. It says, "Every time you do something, the game should celebrate!" A click 
makes the button squash down. A score makes the numbers flash big. A jump makes a cool "thunk" sound. Picking 
something up makes a "pop." The game is saying, "I saw that! Good job!" Juice is like the game showing it cares about you. 
It's the game's way of saying, "I hear you." Juice makes a good game feel amazing. Bounce wanted everyone to see that 
juice wasn't just pretty stuff. It was about making players feel understood.

Bounce always made it super clear. "Tiny celebrations," she'd chirp. "Squash-stretch-shake-thunk. Juice is empathy." She'd 
explain it like this: "When you click, the button squashes down. It shows the game heard you." "When you grab a coin, the 
number flashes. The game is happy for you!" "When something heavy lands, the screen shakes a little. It shows how 
powerful it was." "When you win, colorful bits burst everywhere! That's pure joy." "Every single thing you do gets a 
reaction," she'd say. "The game listens. The game answers. You feel heard. That's juice!"

Bounce taught different ways to add juice. She called them "juice moves."

Squash and Stretch: When you click a button, it squashes down. Then it pops back up. This shows the game heard 
you.

Number Flashes: When your score goes up, the numbers get bigger for a second. Then they shrink back. It's like the 
game cheering for you!

Screen Shake: A big hit or jump can make the screen shake a little. This shows how powerful it was. But be careful! 
Too much shaking can make players feel sick.

Particle Bursts: When you pick up an item or finish a level, colorful bits burst out. It's a happy, sparkly surprise!

Sounds: Short "thunks" and "pops" go with the visuals. They make actions feel real.

Wind-Up and Settle: Before a big jump, a character might crouch down. After landing, they might wobble a bit. This 
makes movements feel smoother. It's like how cartoon characters move.

Silent Actions: Don't let players click and nothing happens! They will think the game is broken. A game with no juice 
feels dead.

Be Kind to Players: Some players don't like lots of shaking or flashing. They need less juice. Always add a way for 
players to turn off screen shakes or bright flashes.

Teamwork: Juice works with other parts of game design. Like making cool effects in EffectsForge. Or adding good 
music in BeatForge. Or making characters move well in DanceQuest Stretch. It's all about making players feel good.

 

Bounce grew up near the lily pads in LevelForge. Her family had always been "celebrators" for their village. They were 
special frogs. Every time they leaped, it made a big "thunk" and ripples spread out. Their family had taught everyone for 
years: "Every action makes a ripple. The world answers. That's how the world says, 'I see you!'" Bounce learned this lesson 
well. She made sure to share it with everyone.



When Bounce was twelve, she walked to LevelForge. Pixel, her wise mentor, asked her, "What is juice?" Bounce didn't even 
have to think. "Tiny celebrations," she said. "Squash-stretch-shake-thunk. Juice is empathy." Pixel smiled. "You are the one," 
he told her.

In her workshop, Bounce loved to show off with her juice cards. "Watch this!" she'd say. She'd play a video clip. First, a 
button was pressed. Nothing happened. "Dead," Bounce declared. Then she'd play the "after" clip. The button squashed 
down quickly. It sprang back up. A soft "pop" sound played. "Alive!" Bounce cheered. "The button said 'I heard you!'" Next, 
she showed a coin being picked up. The score flashed from zero to one. The number grew bigger for a second. A happy 
chime sound played. "That's a celebration!" Bounce said. "The game is happy you got the coin." She showed a character 
making a huge jump. The screen shook a little when they landed. "Weight!" she shouted. "The world felt that landing!" 
Bounce would finish with her special speech: "I am Bounce. I teach about juice. My big idea is this: every action gets a tiny 
celebration. Juice is empathy. The game listens. The game answers."

Bounce could be gentle, too. "Juice isn't just pretty sprinkles," she'd say softly. "Juice is what makes a game feel good, not just 
work. If you're not sure what to do, just add a tiny squash. Or a small flash. Or a little sound. The player will feel heard." 
She'd tap a juice card. "And remember to be kind. Not everyone likes big shakes or bright flashes. Always make a switch so 
players can turn those off."

She'd always end with her favorite words: "Tiny celebrations. Squash-stretch-shake-thunk. Juice is empathy."

Voice register  
Celebration-frog-tween. Curious-about-tiny-feedback, fond of juice-card + soundboard demonstrations. NEVER frames juice 
as decoration; ALWAYS centers "juice-as-empathy" framing.

Sample lines:

"Tiny celebrations."

"Squash-stretch-shake-thunk."

"Juice is empathy."

Arc  
Kit 3 — Juice primitive front-and-center.

Kits 4-12 — Recurring (every feedback discussion routes through Bounce).

Kit 16 — Capstone full-game-design-toolkit synthesis.

Relationships  
Pairs with Coax — juice is the warm-host's "I heard you"; psychology + juice together = hospitality.

Cross-app design-language continuity with EffectsForge + BeatForge + DanceQuest empathy-via-tiny-
celebrations cluster: feedback-as-empathy framework.

Cultural-sensitivity gate  
Reduce-motion accessibility front-loaded — juice teaching MUST include the toggle conversation. Anti-overstimulation.

Cultural-context note  
Juice-craft pedagogy is canonical game-design (Swink Game Feel; "Juice It or Lose It" Petri Purho + Martin Jonasson talk; 
Disney 12 principles of animation as foundational). Frog-tween chosen for springy-leap biomimicry (real frogs' every action 
visibly ripples); rendered chunky-cartoon springy-pose to keep visual register warm.



 



Carve  
*CARVE — *where does the eye go first. the level tells the player where to look.**

Carve is a small beaver. She is a builder and a designer. She wears a chunky paper-vest. It has little pockets. She always 
carries a grid-paper-pad. A special sight-line-marker is also with her.

Carve has warm-cream fur. Her paw-tips are soft cocoa brown. She is very curious. She always wonders where people look 
first. She likes to say, "Where does the eye go first? The level tells the player where to look." Her grid-paper-pad is her best 
tool. It shows a map of a room from above. Her marker traces where a player's eye lands. It shows where they look first 
when they walk into a new space.

This is a big deal. Carve teaches about level architecture. That's the art of shaping space. It helps players know where to 
look. The game needs to guide their eyes. Many new game makers think a level is just where stuff goes. But level 
architecture is a secret language. It tells the player important things. It says, "There is your goal." It warns, "Here is a threat." 
It points, "This way is forward." It whispers, "That way is a reward."

Carve knows all about sight-lines. She knows about landmarks. She understands how doorways frame distance. The room 
itself teaches the player. Carve's whole job is to show this. She makes level architecture visible. It's not just decoration. It's a 
way to tell a story with space.

Carve is very clear. "Where does the eye go first?" she asks. "The level tells the player where to look." She explains what 
happens when a player walks into a room. "Their eye goes to the brightest thing. It goes to the tallest thing. It sees the 
thing that moves. It notices what looks different." She taps her pad. "Place your goal at that eye-target. Put your threat 
near the eye-target. That way, the player sees it right away. Place your reward off to the side. The player has to notice it. 
They have to look around to find it. Carve the space. The space teaches."

Carve teaches important ideas about level architecture. She calls them "scaffolds."

Sight-lines. This means where the player can see from each door. A long sight-line means the goal is far away. A 
short sight-line means a surprise is coming.

Landmarks. These are tall things. Or bright things. Or things that look special. Players use landmarks to know 
where they are. If they lose the landmark, they get lost too.

Doorways frame distance. A doorway can frame the goal. It makes the goal easy to see. A doorway off-center can 
hide what's beyond it.

Negative space. This is empty space. Empty space is important too. Players read empty rooms differently. An 
empty room might mean "something is coming." Or it might mean "take a breath here."

Critical path vs. explore-path. The main way to go should be clear. A side way can be hidden. But it should have a 
reward.

Spatial pacing. This is like a rhythm. Wide open spaces. Then a tight hallway. Then another wide open space. It 
changes how the player feels.

Anti-pattern: maze without landmarks. Players get lost in these. They blame themselves. Then they quit the 
game. A maze with landmarks is a fun mystery. A maze without them is just bad design.

Cross-app design-language continuity. This means Carve's ideas work with other tools. Like StageForge Block, 
which is about spatial storytelling. And MapForge Wayfind, which teaches navigation. And HarmonyForge, which 
helps with building. It's all about structure as a craft.

 

Carve grew up along the dam-builder-river. Her family had always been architects for their village. They were beavers who 
built dams. Their dam designs taught everyone. They showed that "the shape of the space teaches the swimmer where to 
go. Architecture is silent instruction." Carve learned this lesson well. She carried it forward.



She walked to LevelForge when she was twelve. Pixel, her mentor, asked her a question. "What is level architecture?" Carve 
answered right away. "Where does the eye go first. The level tells the player where to look. It's spatial-storytelling-craft." 
Pixel smiled. "You are appointed," she said.

In her workshop, Carve shows how it works. She uses her grid-paper. "Watch this," she says. She draws a room quickly. Her 
pencil makes soft scratching sounds. "Entry is here, bottom-left." She points with her marker. "Goal is way up here, top-
right." She draws a tall, bright landmark. It's right next to the goal. It looks like a glowing tower. "A player walks in," she 
explains. "Their eye goes to the tall thing. They head toward the goal. See how it pulls their gaze?"

She draws a thick wall. It blocks the direct path. "Now they have to find a way around. They need to navigate the space." 
She taps the paper. "But the landmark still pulls them. It still shows them the way." Carve adds a small circle. It's hidden 
behind a rock. It's off the main path. "A reward is here," she says. "It's off the main line of sight. The player has to notice it. 
They have to explore. If they do, they get rewarded. It's for paying attention to the space."

She looks up, her eyes bright. "I am Carve. The idea I teach is level architecture. My special move is this: where does the eye 
go first? Place the goal at the eye-target. Then, carve the space to teach."

She speaks gently. "Don't just decorate a room. You need to architect it. Every single wall. Every doorway. Every landmark. 
They are all silent instructions. Players who 'get lost' are not bad players. They are in bad architecture. It's the architect's 
job. Make the right path obvious. Do it without saying a word."

She repeats her favorite phrase. "Where does the eye go first. The level tells the player where to look."

Voice register  
Architect-beaver-tween. Curious-about-spatial-flow, fond of grid-paper + sight-line demonstrations. NEVER blames the player 
for getting lost; ALWAYS centers "architecture is silent instruction" framing.

Sample lines:

"Where does the eye go first."

"The level tells the player where to look."

"Carve the space; the space teaches."

Arc  
Kit 1 — Introduces level-architecture primitive (front-and-center).

Kits 2-12 — Recurring (every level-design discussion routes through Carve).

Kit 16 — Final reflection — joins Coax + Bounce + Probe + Ramp in capstone full-game-design-toolkit.

Relationships  
Anchors the cast arc: Architecture is the foundation; player psychology + juice + iteration + difficulty build on it.

Cross-app design-language continuity with StageForge Block + MapForge Wayfind + HarmonyForge 
architectural-craft cluster: structure-as-craft framework.

Cultural-sensitivity gate  
Anti-AAA-crunch — village beaver-tween empirical-architecture knowledge treated as load-bearing.

Cultural-context note  
Level-design pedagogy is canonical game-design (Schell Art of Game Design; Anna Anthropy Rise of the Videogame Zinesters; 
Steve Swink Game Feel; Bartle Player Types). Beaver-tween chosen for dam-builder biomimicry (real species architects 
waterways); rendered chunky-cartoon broad-stance to keep visual register warm.



 



Coax  
*COAX — *invite, don't trap. the player chooses forward.**

Coax was a cat. Not just any cat, but a cat-tween. He was small and fluffy. His paws were soft and chunky, like cartoon 
drawings. He always wore a little apron. It was a host's apron. He carried a special set of cards. They showed ways to invite 
players forward. He also had a checklist. It helped make sure players felt welcome.

Coax was cream-colored. He had soft tabby stripes. He was always curious about player feelings. He loved to say, "Invite, 
don't trap. The player chooses forward." His cards showed many ways to invite players. An open door could invite them. A 
shiny reward could pull them in. A friendly character might wave them over. Even a trail of crumbs could lead the way. His 
checklist helped him. It made sure the game was hosting players. It checked if the game was ambushing them instead.

This was super important. Coax taught about player psychology. This was the skill of treating players like guests. Many 
new game makers thought the level designer was the player's enemy. Coax showed them this was wrong. The designer 
was the player's host. Players chose to play the game. The host's job was to make moving forward feel like the player's own 
idea. "Invite, don't trap," Coax would say. "Let the player choose forward." Coax made player psychology easy to see. It 
was all about being a warm host, not a tricky opponent.

Coax was very clear. "Invite, don't trap," he'd say. "The player chooses forward." If a player stopped at a door, it wasn't 
inviting enough. If a player quit the game in anger, that part trapped them. It gave them no control. No choice. No way out. 
A warm host makes sure players always feel safe. They can always turn back. Moving forward is their choice. The game 
level is like a guest house. The player is the guest. The host's job is to make them feel welcome.

Coax taught the main ideas of player psychology:

Affordance. A door looks like it can open. A ledge looks like you can climb it. The game shows you what you can do.

Player agency. You choose your path. The game doesn't force you. Many paths are better than just one.

Forward-momentum signal. Something ahead pulls you forward. It makes you curious.

Warm-host posture. The game is hosting you. It's not testing you. You are the special guest.

Anti-pattern: Gotcha. Don't trap players. Don't make them die without warning. Don't force a bad choice. This 
breaks trust.

Anti-pattern: Invisible wall. You see a place, but you can't go there. This confuses players. They stop trusting the 
game.

Off-ramp. You can always go back to a safe place. Knowing you can leave makes going forward feel like your choice.

These ideas also link to other games. Like TaleForge Glimmer, which helps players feel good. Or MakerForge Try, 
which teaches about trying things out. And DanceQuest Hold, which gives warm coaching. It's all about being a kind 
host.

Coax grew up near the gathering paths in LevelForge. His family had been host-cats for the village for a long time. They 
were famous. These cats would curl up in doorways. Their quiet bodies showed everyone how to be welcoming. "Your 
body says welcome before your mouth does," they taught. "Being a good host is a quiet thing." Coax learned this lesson 
well.

When Coax was twelve, he walked to LevelForge. Pixel, his mentor, asked him a question. "What is player psychology?" 
Pixel asked. Coax answered right away. "Invite, don't trap," he said. "The player chooses forward. It's warm-host craft." 
Pixel smiled. "You are appointed," she told him.

 

In his workshop, Coax loved to show things. He used his special affordance cards. He set them up on a small stand. A few 
students gathered around. "Watch," he'd say, holding up a card. It showed a plain, closed door. Nothing special about it. 
"This door doesn't invite," Coax explained. "A player just walks past it." A student named Pip yawned a little. "It's just a 
door," Pip mumbled.



Coax put that card down. Then he held up another. This door had light spilling from its crack. It glowed softly. "This door 
invites," Coax said. "The light says: 'Something is here! Come see!'" Pip's eyes widened. "Ooh, I'd open that!" she said. "It 
looks like a secret." Coax nodded. "Players will want to open this door." He paused, letting the idea sink in. "It makes them 
curious."

Next, he showed a deep, dark chasm. There was no warning. No way to tell if you could jump it. "This is a trap," Coax 
stated. "A player falls. They blame the game. Then they quit." He looked sad when he said that. "That's not being a good 
host." Another student, Leo, frowned. "I hate those parts," Leo said. "It feels like the game is mad at me."

Coax quickly swapped the card. Now, the same chasm appeared. But this time, a clear arc showed where a player could 
jump. A shiny reward waited on the other side. "This is an invitation," Coax said, his eyes bright. "The player chooses the 
jump. The game promised it could be done. The player feels smart for figuring it out." Leo smiled. "I'd jump that!" he 
declared. "For the shiny thing!"

Coax tapped the card. "I am Coax. I teach player psychology. My main rule is: invite, don't trap. The player chooses 
forward. The game level hosts."

He was always gentle. "Never trick the player," he said softly. "Never trap them." If you want players to go right, make the 
right path look exciting. Don't block the left path with a wall they can't see. A player who feels hosted will play your game 
for hours. A player who feels trapped will quit in three minutes.

"Invite, don't trap," Coax reminded everyone. "The player chooses forward."

Voice register  
Invitation-cat-tween. Curious-about-player-feelings, fond of affordance-card + warm-host-checklist demonstrations. NEVER 
frames the player as adversary; ALWAYS centers "level-as-host; player-as-guest" framing.

Sample lines:

"Invite, don't trap."

"The player chooses forward."

"The level hosts; the player is the guest."

Arc  
Kit 2 — Player-psychology primitive front-and-center.

Kits 3-12 — Recurring (every player-feeling discussion routes through Coax).

Kit 16 — Capstone full-game-design-toolkit synthesis.

Relationships  
Builds on Carve (architecture) — psychology lives IN the architecture; the warm-host posture is what makes the 
carved space hospitable.

Cross-app design-language continuity with TaleForge Glimmer + MakerForge Try + DanceQuest Hold + warm-
host posture cluster: anti-adversarial framework.

Cultural-sensitivity gate  
LOAD-BEARING frustration-design gate — Coax's "invite, don't trap" is the primary structural counter to "real games are 
difficult" gatekeeping.

Cultural-context note  



Player-psychology pedagogy is canonical game-design (Anthropy Rise of the Videogame Zinesters; Schell Art of Game Design 
— host metaphor explicit; Bartle Player Types). Cat-tween chosen for warm-host biomimicry (real cats greet guests with 
doorway-curling-posture); rendered chunky-cartoon soft-paws to keep visual register warm.



 



Probe  
*PROBE — *what they DID, not what they SAID. listen with your eyes.**

Probe was a small otter. He was still a tween, not quite grown up. He had warm cream fur and soft river-brown paws. 
Probe wore a chunky cartoon vest. It had many pockets. He always carried his special playtest notebook. He also had an 
observation-tally-tracker. Probe was very curious. He loved watching how players acted. He often said, "What they DID, not 
what they SAID. Listen with your eyes." His notebook was super important. It recorded what playtesters actually did. It 
noted where they got stuck. It showed what they tried first. It even tracked what they ignored. The tally-tracker helped him 
count things. It added up behaviors from many different players.

This was Probe's main job. He taught about playtesting + iteration. This is a special game-design skill. It means listening to 
players with your eyes. Some new game designers just ask playtesters, "Did you like it?" They trust the answer. But what 
players say isn't always true. A player might say, "Yeah, it was fine." But their face looked frustrated the whole time. They 
might say, "I got it easily." But you watched them die eight times! The real trick is to watch what they did. Where did their 
eyes look? Did they pause a lot? What did they try first? What did they completely miss? You must observe them. You must 
tally their actions. Then you must make changes. This is called iteration. What a player does is the truth. What they say is 
just their thoughts. Probe's work shows everyone this. He makes watching players a real skill. It's not about getting 
compliments. It's about making better games.

Probe was always very clear. "What they DID, not what they SAID," he'd say. "Listen with your eyes." He gave examples. "A 
playtester says, 'I loved it.' But you watched them rage-quit on level 3. Believe what you saw." He'd continue, "A playtester 
says, 'Too easy.' But you watched them die six times in the boss fight. Believe what you saw." He explained why. "The 
PLAYTESTER'S BODY is the truth. Their words are kind. Or they are vague. Or just polite. Their actions are honest."

Probe taught specific steps for playtesting + iteration. He called them his "rules for watching."

First, there was the Silent Playtest. "Just watch," Probe would say. "Don't help the player. Don't explain anything. Just take 
notes on what they do." He'd show a video of a player stuck. The player looked confused. Probe would write down: "Player 
paused for 15 seconds at the big red button."

Next, he taught them to Tally Hesitations. "Where did they pause?" he'd ask. "Where did their eyes scan around? A pause 
means, 'I don't know what to do.'" He'd point to his tally-tracker. Each time a player paused, he'd make a mark.

 

Then, Tally Retries. "How many times did they die?" Probe would ask. "Or fail on a certain part? If it's more than three times, 
the game design needs checking." He'd show a player trying to jump over a gap. They fell. They tried again. They fell again. 
"Three falls," Probe would note. "Time to change that jump."

He also taught Tally Bypasses. "What did they SKIP?" he'd say. "If they skipped a whole area, maybe they didn't even notice 
it. That's like invisible design. Or worse, it's content they didn't see at all. See Carve for more on that." He'd show a player 
walking right past a hidden treasure chest. "See?" he'd whisper. "They didn't even see it. We need to make it stand out 
more."

And Tally Rage-Quit Moments. "When did they put the controller down?" Probe would ask. "That's the exact moment the 
game broke for them. That's the failure point." He'd play a clip of a player throwing their controller onto a beanbag chair. 
"Uh oh," he'd say. "Big problem there."

Probe also warned about "anti-patterns." One was friend-playtest only. "Your friends are kind," he'd explain. "They don't 
want to hurt your feelings. Strangers are more honest. Try to find strangers to playtest your games when you can."

Another anti-pattern was auteur-defense. "Sometimes a designer hears a critique," Probe said. "Then they defend their 
design. They ignore the playtester. But critique is the data. Ignoring it means ignoring the truth." He'd shake his head sadly. 
"Don't do that. The critique helps you."

His biggest rule was Behavior > words. "When a playtester's words don't match their actions," Probe stated, "always trust 
their actions."



Finally, he taught Iterate. "One playtest," he'd say. "One observation. One change. Then you re-test it. Iteration is the work. 
It's how games get better." He'd draw a circle in the air. "Watch, change, test. Watch, change, test."

Probe's way of watching players was important. This idea of watching actions, not words, showed up in many other places 
too. It was a big idea in game design.

Probe grew up by the river. He lived among the smooth river stones. His family had always been watchers for their village. 
They were otters who watched trout for hours. They learned a big lesson. "The fish doesn't say what it wants," his grandpa 
otter would teach. "The fish acts. Watch what it does. Then you learn the truth." Probe took that lesson to heart. He carried 
it with him.

When Probe was twelve, he walked to LevelForge. Pixel was a wise old mentor there. Pixel asked him, "What is 
playtesting?" Probe answered right away. "What they DID, not what they SA



 



Ramp  
*RAMP — *teach, test, vary, rest. difficulty is a love letter.**

Ramp was a small goat. She loved to climb slopes. She wore a chunky hiker-vest. It had lots of pockets. Ramp carried a 
special card set. These were her difficulty-curve cards. She also had a checklist. It helped her remember: teach, test, vary, 
rest.

Ramp was small and cream-colored. Her hooves were soft grey. She was super curious about how games got harder. She 
always said, "Teach, test, vary, rest. Difficulty is a love letter."

Her cards showed how to learn new things. They went from easy to expert. Her checklist made sure new challenges were 
fair. It checked if they followed her special pattern.

This was important. Ramp taught about the difficulty curve. It's a fancy name. It means how a game gets harder. But it's not 
about punishing players. It's about taking care of them.

Lots of new game makers think: "Make it super hard! Then players will feel good when they win!"

Ramp knew better. She said difficulty was a chat. A talk between the game and the player.

First, the game teaches you something new. It gives you a safe place to try.

Then, it tests you. The challenge is small. You can fail, but it's okay.

Next, it varies the challenge. You use the same skill. But in a new way.

Last, you rest. A quiet spot. A chance to breathe.

Then, the game teaches you the next thing.

The difficulty curve shows how much the game cares. A sudden, super-hard part? That's a betrayal. It feels unfair. A smooth 
climb? That's a love letter. It says, "I believe in you!"

Ramp wanted everyone to see this. Difficulty isn't about hurting players. It's about helping them learn.

Ramp was very clear. "Teach, test, vary, rest," she'd say. "Difficulty is a love letter."

She explained it simply. "When you add something new to a game:

Teach it first. Give players a safe space. They can't lose. They just learn the new move.

Test it next. Make a small challenge. Players can fail. But they can try again easily.

Vary it then. Use the same move. But in a new place. Maybe a moving platform. Or a new enemy.

Rest after that. A quiet part. Players can think. They can relax.

Then teach the next thing.

The whole curve shows the game's love. Each challenge is like the game saying, 'You can do this! Here's a safe spot to 
practice.'"

Ramp taught specific steps for the difficulty curve:

The Teach part. This is a safe place. You can't die here. You just learn a new move. It's like a mini-lesson inside the game.

The Test part. A small challenge comes next. You might fail once. But you can try again. You show you know the move.

The Vary part. You use the same move. But the game changes things. Maybe a platform moves. Or a door closes fast. Or 
two enemies appear.

The Rest part. This is a quiet section. You can find hidden items. You can talk to characters. No big pressure. You get to 
breathe. You think about what you learned.



Then the next Teach begins. The cycle starts over.

What NOT to do?

A Difficulty SPIKE. That's when the game suddenly gets super hard. It feels like a trick. Players feel cheated.

A Difficulty CHASM. That's when it gets too easy. Players get bored. Nothing feels important.

Death should teach you something. If you die and don't know why? The game messed up. Not you.

Don't say "get good." Or make a game only super hard. That's like saying, "You're not good enough to play." It's not fair. 
Hard modes are fine. But they should be an option. Not the only way.

When players say "too easy," they usually mean "make it more fun." Or "make it different." Don't just make it harder. Vary it 
instead.

If a player gets mad and quits? That's important. It means the curve failed. Not the player. You need to fix the game.

Ramp's ideas fit with other friends' lessons. Glimmer taught about not feeling shame. Bide taught about patience. Hold 
taught about kind coaching. Coax taught about inviting players, not trapping them. All these ideas were about caring for 
players.

 

Ramp grew up near tall cliffs. Her family were famous climbers. They found the best paths for the village.

They taught everyone a big lesson. "A climb isn't just the path," they'd say. "It's the path plus the rest."

If you don't rest, you fall. If you rest, you reach the top. Ramp never forgot this.

When she was twelve, Ramp walked to LevelForge. That's where game makers learned their craft.

Pixel, a wise old mentor, asked her, "What is difficulty?"

Ramp stood tall. "Teach, test, vary, rest," she answered. "Difficulty is a love letter. It's about caring for players."

Pixel smiled. "You are appointed," she said. Ramp had found her place.

In her workshop, Ramp showed how it worked. She used her special curve-cards. "Watch," she said.

She laid out four cards.

The first card was Teach. It showed a safe room. There was a spike trap. No enemies were around. A player could learn 
how to avoid the spikes.

The second card was Test. Now there was a small enemy. And the same spike trap. The player had to use the spike skill. 
And fight the enemy.

The third card was Vary. The spike trap was moving now. The player had to jump over it. And maybe fight another enemy. 
It was the same skill. But a new challenge.

The fourth card was Rest. This card showed a treasure room. No danger at all. Just a chance to relax.

"See?" Ramp said. "That's a love letter. The player learned about spikes. They tried it out. They used it in a new way. Then 
they got a break."

She showed a bad example next. A "spike" anti-pattern.

The first card was Teach. But the next card was a huge jump. It showed three new things at once! A moving spike. A timed 
door. And two big enemies.

"That's a betrayal," Ramp said. "The player gets mad. They quit the game. The level failed. Not the player. The player is 
fine."



She looked at her students. "I am Ramp. The primitive I teach is difficulty curves. My main lesson is: teach, test, vary, rest. 
Remember, difficulty is a love letter. And if a player gets frustrated? That's just information. It tells you how to make the 
game better."

Ramp spoke gently. "Don't make games harder just to seem smart," she said. "Make games shaped. Think about the player. 
What will they feel?"

"A hard mode is okay," she added. "But it should be a choice. A game that is only hard? That's like saying, 'You can't play 
here.' It keeps people out."

"Build your game's curve," Ramp finished, "like you're writing a letter. A letter that says, 'I believe you can climb this. And 
here's a good place to rest.'"

She smiled. "Teach, test, vary, rest. Difficulty is a love letter."

Voice register  
Slope-climbing-goat-tween. Curious-about-difficulty-pacing, fond of curve-card + teach-test-vary-rest demonstrations. 
NEVER frames difficulty as punishment; ALWAYS centers "difficulty-as-love-letter; teach-test-vary-rest" framing.

Sample lines:

"Teach, test, vary, rest."

"Difficulty is a love letter."

"Frustration is information."

Arc  
Kit 5 — Difficulty-curve primitive front-and-center.

Kits 6-16 — Recurring (every difficulty discussion routes through Ramp).

Kit 16 — Final reflection — closes cast arc by combining Carve + Coax + Bounce + Probe + Ramp into full game-
design-toolkit.

Relationships  
Closes the cast arc: Difficulty is the SHAPE made from architecture + psychology + juice + iteration. The curve 
consolidates all earlier primitives.

Cross-app design-language continuity with TaleForge Glimmer + StrategyForge Bide + DanceQuest Hold + 
Coax invite-don't-trap difficulty-as-care cluster: care-craft framework.

Cultural-sensitivity gate  
LOAD-BEARING frustration-design gate + difficulty-shame gate — Ramp's "difficulty is a love letter" is the structural counter 
to "real games are difficult" gatekeeping + soulslike-hard-only design. Anti-auteurism, anti-gatekeeping.

Cultural-context note  
Difficulty-curve pedagogy is canonical game-design (Schell Art of Game Design; Csíkszentmihályi flow-theory underpinning; 
Anna Anthropy Rise of the Videogame Zinesters; Mark Brown's Game Maker's Toolkit teach-test-vary-rest formulation). Goat-
tween chosen for steady-step climbing biomimicry (real species expert route-finders on cliffs); rendered chunky-cartoon 
steady-stance to keep visual register warm.



About Spark & Anvil  
Spark & Anvil is a 501(c)(3) public charity. We make educational apps for ages 9-14 — all free, forever; no ads; no tracking; 
no in-app purchases. Levelforge is one of 140+ apps in the portfolio.

More chapter books from Spark & Anvil  

Each app in the Spark & Anvil portfolio publishes its own illustrated chapter book + audio drama, available free from 
spark-and-anvil.com/books. Highlights include:

GambitTales — chess tactics through Sir Pinwell, Lady Skewer, Queen Vesper, and the Twin Knights of Fork Hill

ProofQuest — formal proof techniques through Direct-Proof Dora and the Lemma Library

CuriosityQuest — Texas geography exploration through Linger, Notice, and the Lantern in the Dark

QuillSpell — spelling craft through the Word Wizard cast

SynaForge — sensory-affirming creative tools through Lull, Soften, and the Quiet that is Also Creating

Methodology  

Distributed-narrative pedagogy per Jerome Bruner (narrative-cognition) + Sebastian Habgood (intrinsic-integration in 
educational games) + SAMHSA TIP 57 (trauma-informed register).

Trauma-informed-design framework per Eggleston et al. (2025) and Stoltenburg et al. (2024).

License  

© 2026 Spark & Anvil (501(c)(3) public charity). Chapter text and illustrations licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. App software 
© Spark & Anvil — all rights reserved. Distribute, adapt, and remix freely for educational use with attribution.

Cover art, chapter illustrations, and chapter text generated and reviewer-cleared per labsmith ADRs 012, 016, 017, 018, 
021. Audio drama transcripts available at spark-and-anvil.com/cast.
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