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Foreword

	We care deeply about video games at Shacknews and that permeates all parts of our company. Today, we have launched two new video series that showcase the future of our long-form content. In the past, we have published several mega long reads by David Craddock on the website. Last year's Rocket Jump: Quake and the Golden Age of First-Person Shooters and Doom: Stairway to Badass were deep dives into two game franchises that are deeply intertwined with Shacknews history. As we continue to grow our site's content offerings, we wanted to focus on including more video content to go alongside our long reads. Today, we have unveiled 24 'Til Launch and the Shacknews Long Table. These new video series will showcase the environment at a game studio the day before launch and allow developers to reflect on the challenges and opportunities that arise over the course of shipping a game.

	We are extremely thankful to all of the folks at Obsidian for allowing us to shadow them during the two days surrounding the launch of Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire. This level of access upped the quality of our video content offering this time around, and we are very proud of the results. Shacknews Video Editor Greg Burke was in charge of the shoot and did a tremendous job editing all of the footage together.

	Beneath a Starless Sky: Pillars of Eternity and the Infinity Engine Era of RPGs is our next Shacknews long read by David Craddock. It is an in-depth look at a genre of RPGs that Shacknews readers absolutely adore. We are willing to dedicate the time and effort at Shacknews to create high quality content of this magnitude because we care about video games, the people who make them, and the stories behind their development. Shacknews Long Reads Editor David Craddock has truly outdone himself. In fact, part of our Shacknews redesign focused on making our long reads easier to load and read across all desktop and mobile browsers. They are simply that big. 

	When Rocket Jump was published last year, we put the content behind our Shacknews Mercury Beta paywall. This year, we have decided that we want as many people to see our content as possible. Beneath a Starless Sky will be free to read for anyone on the Internet, and we can't wait to hear all of our readers' feedback. Today's unveiling of two new video features to go alongside our longest long read ever should be taken as a firm message that Shacknews believes in long-form content. We will continue to lead the games media in this direction with the support of our community, readers, and the games industry.

	-Asif Khan, CEO and editor-in-chief, Shacknews

	October 5, 2018

	 

	 


Introduction

	“Because of the friends I have known, the honorable people I have met, I know I am no solitary hero of unique causes. I know now that when I die, I will live on. That which is important will live on. This is my Legacy; and by the grace of the gods, I am not alone.”

	―R.A. Salvatore, author, the Drizzt Do’Urden Saga (writing as Drizzt Do’Urden)

	 

	"Adventurer, I am Elminster, and I say to ye that these forgotten realms are yours to discover, reforge, and defend, yours to make anew in winning your own crown. Go forth and take up arms against the perils that beset us!"

	-Ed Greenwood, bestselling author and creator of the Dungeons & Dragons Forgotten Realms setting (writing as Elminster of Shadowdale)

	 

	“GO FOR THE EYES, BOO!”

	-Minsc, Baldur’s Gate II

	 

	“No person can overcome his instincts by himself. Only with the aid of a god, someone he will respect and listen to, even against his every impulse, does he stand a chance.”

	- Thaos ix Arkannon, Pillars of Eternity

	 

	 

	MAYANS. INDUS. THE Roman Empire.

	Narfell. Ostoria. Miyeritar.

	Civilizations rise, become great, and fall. Long ago, the peoples of those ancient civilizations believed gods created the heavens where the stars dwelled, and looked, naturally, to those stars as their gods.

	They prayed to the stars for guidance, sustenance, succor. Their gods did not answer. They looked on. Bright, impassive, figuratively cold. Their job was not to interfere. They were and remain the historians of realms known and forgotten. Like chapters in a book, each star belongs to a constellation—larger stories and legends told over millennia.

	Stars tell stories that entertain. In or around 700 B.C., the Greek poet Hesiod recounted the history of the universe by telling tales of deities and fantastic creatures, many etched in the skies for all to see. Those who listened shared them with later generations through the oral tradition, adding more heroes, more villains, more great deeds. 

	Stars tell stories that educate. Before the advent of calendar systems, civilizations looked to the appearance or fading of constellations to gauge when to plant and harvest their crops.

	Stars serve as guides. To this day, anyone lost need only look skyward and find Polaris, the North Star, to set a path. 

	On starless nights, humanity loses its oldest source of entertainment, knowledge, and guidance.

	In March 2015, thousands of players downloaded Obsidian Entertainment’s Pillars of Eternity. Before they could create their avatar and embark on adventures in the world of Eora, they watched an introduction telling of a caravan traveling beneath a starless night sky. Darkness closed in, held at bay only by lanterns that wobbled and shook as the wagons trundled along sinuous paths.

	Players had only the faintest idea of what awaited them in Pillars of Eternity. They knew the team that had made Pillars of Eternity was a who’s-who of many of the programmers, game designers, artists, musicians, and producers responsible for the critically acclaimed Infinity Engine line of roleplaying games, and that Pillars of Eternity boasted DNA that made it a successor: exploration displayed from an overhead, isometric camera; tactical combat that unfolded in real-time, with the ability to pause and issue orders to the sellswords, wizards, thieves, and priests under the player’s command; storytelling that blended writing and audiovisuals to immerse players in rich worlds brimming with unique races, cultures, places to visit, friends to make, legends to discover, and decisions great and small that affected how characters perceived the player’s avatar—and how players perceive themselves.

	And constellations. The skies over Eora play host to constellations like the Leviathan, Kingfisher, Panther, and Huntress. But stars come before constellations.

	In 2003, three producers left Black Isle Studios, publishers and developer of the Infinity Engine quintet, to found Obsidian Entertainment. Their sky was dark and blank, save for those five stars: Baldur’s Gate and its sequel, Planescape: Torment, and two romps through Icewind Dale.

	Year by year, Obsidian grew until its sky brimmed with constellations. Some twinkled. Others flickered and died, threatening to plunge the studio and its tightly knit team of developers into darkness.

	Then, nine years later, they looked to the original five stars that had set them on their path.

	 

	LIKE PILLARS OF Eternity’s Leviathan, Kingfisher, Panther, and Huntress, Beneath a Starless Sky is a book of stars woven into constellations, patterns in the sky of your monitor, tablet, or smartphone.

	Those stars are divided two ways. The main chapters recount the history of Black Isle and Obsidian Entertainment up through and including the development of 2018’s Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire. These narrative-style chapters feature quotes from interviews conducted between February and September of 2018. The other chapters, Pause Screens, collect an assortment of narratives, oral histories, and Q-and-A interviews about the Infinity Engine games, the developers who made them, and games related to them, if distantly in some cases.

	You can save Pause Screens for later if you get caught up in the history of Obsidian and Pillars of Eternity, but reading them will lend greater understanding of what made the Infinity Engine-powered games so special, and how they informed the Pillars franchise.

	Beneath a Starless Sky was written based on research and interviews. Obsidian Entertainment worked with me to arrange most of these interviews over Skype and, for two days in May, on-site at Obsidian Entertainment in southern California. Interviews with individuals who work outside Obsidian took place over email and Skype. Recreating a story from so many sources is an exercise prone to inconsistency, especially considering that many events took place decades ago. Scenes were written by drawing from information gleaned from interviews, research, and the author's best judgment. A full accounting of sources and interviews can be found in the Notes and Citations section at the end of this book.

	The views expressed in Beneath a Starless Sky are those of the individuals who provided them and do not reflect the opinions of the author, Shacknews, or its parent, affiliate, or subsidiary companies. 



	
Chapter 1: Leave or Die

	BRIAN FARGO WAS not content to have one dream. He had two: To make video games for a living, and to run a studio where creative individuals could pursue their unique talents.

	Interplay Productions was that company, and the word Interplay spoke to Fargo’s dream of diversifying production teams. “With Interplay, I wanted to take [development] beyond one- or two-man teams,” said Fargo. “That sounds like an obvious idea now, but to hire an artist to do the art, a musician to do the music, a writer to do the writing, all opposed as just the one-man show doing everything, was novel.”

	Fargo got his start in the games industry wearing every hat it was possible for one to wear. He wrote code, pushed pixels, produced and packaged his games in Ziploc baggies, and distributed them to stores. His first hit was The Demon’s Forge, an adventure game where players explored and interacted with the world by typing in succinct combinations of verbs and nouns: GO NORTH, SEARCH COSTUME, LEFT, FORWARD.

	“Even with Demon's Forge, I had my buddy Michael [Cranford] do all the art, but I had to trace it all in and put it in the computer, and that lost a certain something. And because I didn't know a musician or sound guy, it had no music or sound. I did the writing, but I don't think that's my strong point. So really, [Interplay was] set up to say, ‘Let's take a team approach and bring in specialists.’”

	Fargo sold Saber to a couple of Stanford grads only to grow frustrated at his lack of control. After Fargo left in 1983 and founded Interplay Productions, industrious developers Rebecca “Burger Becky” Heineman, Jay Patel, and Troy Worrell went along for the ride. Interplay’s early years were lean. Fargo and his team kept the lights on by taking contract jobs to port games from one platform to another. In 1985, Interplay developed The Bard’s Tale, its first original title and the best-selling roleplaying game of the 1980s.

	The Bard’s Tale transformed Interplay from a port house to premiere developer of computer RPGs (CRPGs). Interplay branched out, developing and publishing games across numerous genres. “I saw that a lot of the people who were succeeding were companies that did one kind of product,” Fargo said. “Interplay, because we were so diverse, we weren't known for any one thing. We did everything from Mario Teaches Typing, to Virtual Pool, to Fallout. You can build a brand around your company if you do good products.”

	Interplay’s diverse catalog served as an extension of Fargo’s dream. He had succeeded in building a team of specialists. The next step was to expand Interplay into divisions that functioned like music labels. Every division would share resources such as sales and marketing. Otherwise each division’s leaders would be free and encouraged to cultivate a unique culture, leadership hierarchy, and line of products.

	“I wanted to break it up so that if VR Sports did well, you'd know them,” Fargo explained. “We had to do some sharing [of resources] within the company, but I was willing to absorb a little bit of inefficiency in order to have strong teams that focused on a particular category and became famous for it.”

	MacPlay, Interplay’s first division, was founded in the 1990s to port PC games such as Wolfenstein 3D and Descent to Apple’s Macintosh system. Another division, Engage, made online games. Engage grew so large that its team took over an entire floor of one building on Interplay’s two-building campus. As Interplay blossomed, Fargo scooped up a third building. Dragonplay, a CRPG division, occupied half of the new building.

	“Every division had its own location within the buildings,” added Chris Parker, producer. “We had sort of one big, L-shaped set of offices that were essentially all enclosed to us.”

	VR Sports, Interplay’s internal sports studio, set up shop in the top half of another building in 1995. “Weirdly enough, Make-a-Wish Foundation was below us, and they hated us,” said Interplay producer Feargus Urquhart. “We were not any part of their wish.”

	The connective tissue between divisions could be difficult to see. Quality assurance, or QA, constituted a single team based in one building. That team was shared across all internal divisions. Producers and directors had to cross a parking lot if they wanted to talk face-to-face with the lead tester assigned to their project. The sales, marketing, and audio teams also occupied central locations.

	“All of audio worked together,” Parker said. “Any given division on any project would be asking them for support, and then you'd get some of their resources. There were managers who handled that for the publishing side of things, audio, videos, or whatever.”

	Like audio and sales divisions, Interplay producers such as Chris Parker and Feargus Urquhart were agnostic, juggling half a dozen projects or more at any given time. Urquhart oversaw Shattered Steel, the first game made by a new Canadian studio called BioWare; Rock ‘n’ Roll Racing, in development at Silicon & Synapse, soon to be known as Blizzard Entertainment; and a solitaire game for Windows 95, just to name a few.

	Producers juggled heavier loads as more divisions cropped up. Alan Pavlish, who had executive-produced nearly every title at Interplay, became vice president of development. All directors and senior producers reported to him. In April 1996, Tim Cain sent out an SOS. Cain was the programming lead on Fallout, a post-apocalyptic RPG where players explored a radioactive wasteland that was displayed from a top-down, isometric camera so that the tiles that made up backgrounds resembled diamonds instead of squares. Fallout’s claim to fame was its open-ended gameplay: Players could buy goods from vendors in towns, or kill them.

	Fallout’s team, headed by Cain along with artists Leonard Boyarsky and Jason Anderson, was excited about the project, especially its weird but alluring blend of 1950s Americana and post-nuclear-war devastation. Where most publishers were putting out sword-and-sorcery fare, Fallout sported guns and power armor straight out of a science fiction movie. Fargo appointed Urquhart to Dragonplay in 1996. Urquhart took on a producer role on Fallout and gave Cain, Boyarsky, and Anderson the resources they needed. 

	Within weeks of Fallout’s launch in September 1997, it climbed sales charts and won over developers who embraced its setting and retro-meets-far-future aesthetic. The game, previously part of Interplay at large, was absorbed into Dragonplay.

	“If you look at the box for Fallout, it says Interplay on it, it doesn't say Black Isle,” said Boyarsky. “Fallout 2 was a Black Isle project. Technically they were both made by the same division of people, and the same location in the company.”

	 

	URQUHART STEPPED INTO a division in search of an identity. One problem was its name.

	“There was this idea of trying to come up with a brand image for Dragonplay,” Urquhart said. “There was even a logo and all this other stuff, which I think did ship out. It was a dragon yelling. I got rid of that.”

	The name Dragonplay suggested that its projects featured dragons and other ye-olde-fantasy tropes. While Interplay had licensed Dungeons & Dragons for several titles, the success of Fallout showed that Dragonplay’s developers had designs on other themes and settings.

	Dragonplay’s staff debated names. Monolith had a cool ring to it, but Monolith Productions, founded in 1994, got there first. “There were all kinds of really weird suggestions, like Colostomy Bag Food Fight,” said Dan Spitzley, programmer. “I think there was Raining Dump Trucks in there somewhere.”

	“There was always a lot of debate. Coming up with names for divisions and products was always a struggle,” Fargo added.

	After eighteen months of debate, Fargo summoned Urquhart into his office and told him he had to pick a name—right then. “I just said, ‘Well... Black Isle Studios.’ He said, ‘Yep, that one.’ And that was it,” Urquhart recalled.

	Urquhart suggested Black Isle Studios based on a region in the Scottish Highlands, part of his native Scotland. The studio’s name was also a study in contrasts. First, Black Isle was a peninsula rather than an island. Second, scholars have debated the region’s “Black” descriptor for decades, suggesting that it may come from the color of its farming soil or because the peninsula appears black during winter even when the surrounding countryside is blanketed in snow.

	Black Isle’s beginnings were appropriately rocky. One of its first games, published and developed under the Interplay label instead of Black Isle Studios, was Descent to Undermountain. The D&D-licensed game crossed Dungeons & Dragons with the engine that powered Descent, a first-person shooter published by Interplay where players could freely explore three-dimensional space. Fargo’s hope was that Descent to Undermountain would appeal to players who enjoyed the immersion of first-person roleplaying games such as Ultima Underworld and the six-degrees-of-freedom movement offered by Descent.

	The problem was that the Descent engine was lauded for its true-3D capabilities, not its visuals. Characters and environments were blocky and muddy, facts most players glossed over because the heady sensation of pitching and yawing like astronauts in zero-gravity atmospheres was a delight. Descent to Undermountain was knocked for lackluster graphics and myriad technical issues caused by the pains Interplay’s developers took to rewrite parts of Descent’s engine to suit their design.

	“We had the Descent engine and said, ‘Could we do an Ultima Underworld-style game with Descent [technology]?’ Turns out the answer is no, but the concept sounded good,” Fargo admitted.

	“Undermountain taught me that a shift in leads or studio leadership can have big impacts for a project, possibly setting it back many months with each shift, as each manager and lead may have a different focus for where the game should go or have the urge to redo work that doesn’t match their expectations,” explained Chris Avellone, a writer and designer within Black Isle. “Also, it taught me that having an existing engine doesn’t mean its gameplay will translate into a game of a different genre and physics.”

	Fallout 2, the first game set to be published under the Urquhart-directed Black Isle label, held more promise until franchise creators Cain, Boyarsky, and Anderson left Interplay. Many of their reasons stemmed from Interplay becoming a publicly traded company.

	Fargo had taken his company public as a gambit. A confluence of factors including rising development costs, low profits from VR Sports—renamed Interplay Sports in 1998—and a continued focus on developing PC games when more consumers were buying consoles such as Sony’s PlayStation had gutted Interplay’s finances. By the time of Interplay’s IPO in the summer of 1998, the company owed almost $27 million in debt. Universal Interactive Studios became the majority shareholder by holding 49.4 percent of shares to Fargo’s 44.9 percent.

	The cost of keeping Interplay’s head above water was interference. Investors and executives elbowed their way into production schedules by demanding that team leads take a profit-driven approach to game design. Dismayed by Interplay’s concentration on bottom lines, Cain left the company. Boyarsky and Anderson had no desire to make another Fallout title without Cain and followed him out the door.

	The departure of Fallout’s visionaries threw Fallout 2 into flux. Developers were tasked with cranking out content as fast as possible. Programmers and artists were uprooted from other projects such as Planescape: Torment to lend a hand. “With regard to Fallout and Fallout 2, I was not doing anything on Torment until those games were out the door. Those projects were more like vacations from Torment rather than jumping between projects,” said Dan Spitzley.

	After Fallout 2 was delayed, the team kicked off a brutal crunch—industry jargon for excessive overtime—to ship it as soon as possible. Partly as a consequence, the final game exhibits an everything-and-the-kitchen sink approach to development. It was larger and deeper than its forebearer in terms of tactical gameplay, but boiled over with pop culture references and—in the opinions of some of its development team—incongruous characters and gameplay features that made the sequel far more discordant compared to the relative cohesion that had contributed to Fallout’s success.

	Fallout 2 fell short of its lofty sales expectation set by the original when it arrived in 1998. Coincidentally, the RPG that outdid Black Isle’s follow-up was another Black Isle production.

	 

	FALLOUT 2 WAS only one iron in Black Isle’s fire. Baldur’s Gate, the second game made by BioWare and the second to be published by Black Isle, had a transformative effect on both studios. The game offered rich characters and settings, and tactical combat that played out in real-time but allowed players to pause and issue orders to their party.

	Baldur’s Gate sold gangbusters and paved the way for a sequel. For Black Isle, whose existence was tied to Interplay’s, Baldur’s Gate II was the CPRG equivalent of a saving throw. 

	"We were definitely making money, and then Baldur’s Gate II was just the hockey stick up,” Urquhart said, using a business metaphor that refers to the hockey stick-like shape of sales that steadily dip only to spike upward. “Baldur’s Gate II pretty much saved Interplay. If it had not shipped in the fall of 2000—and I've never talked to Brian [Fargo] about this—I have a feeling that things could have gotten pretty dire. It had shipped in two million units by our Christmas party in December, which was amazing."

	"I would say the Baldur’s Gate franchise was that impactful," Fargo confirmed. "That product absolutely helped extend the life of Interplay, no question, but we had a heavy royalty load. We had to pay BioWare a hefty royalty, and TSR on top of that. If that wasn't an internally developed title with no royalties, boy, it would have been a way different outcome.”

	BioWare had built the Baldur’s Gate franchise on the Infinity Engine, proprietary technology engineered by lead programmer Scott Greig. The Infinity Engine had several claims to fame. It incorporated the 2nd Edition of Dungeons & Dragons’ game rules and included editors that simplified design tasks such as writing dialogue for characters and editing the properties of items and spells. Its core feature was the ability to take 3D environments and convert them to pre-rendered, 2D backgrounds. Because a wider range of computer hardware could display flat imagery as opposed to complicated polygonal environments, games running on the Infinity Engine could boast sprawling areas that scrolled as players moved through the world.

	BioWare co-founders Ray Muzyka and Greg Zeschuk licensed the Infinity Engine to Black Isle Studios so Urquhart’s teams could build their own roleplaying games. One was Planescape: Torment. Spearheaded by Chris Avellone, Planescape: Torment emphasized character development and storytelling where Baldur’s Gate had featured a mix of stories, characters, and tactical combat. Another Infinity Engine RPG, Icewind Dale, went in the opposite direction by favoring tactical battles and dungeon crawling. It was released in June 2000, roughly six months after Torment.

	The Infinity Engine games and Diablo, an action-focused RPG by Blizzard North and Entertainment, were credited with revivifying the mordant CRPG space. Baldur’s Gate, Planescape: Torment, and Icewind Dale gave players deeper combat with engrossing stories and characters, while Diablo’s simple, mouse-driven gameplay drew in audiences previously unfamiliar with computers and roleplaying games.

	Brian Fargo knew what he had in Black Isle. In a 2015 interview, Fargo stated he would have fired everybody except his collective golden goose if given the opportunity to rebuild Interplay from scratch.

	Urquhart knew his division’s value as well. “Internally at Interplay—and this may have annoyed some people, for me to say this—over the years, starting in '96, Black Isle made all the money. It made the most profitable games,” Urquhart stated.

	“Black Isle had a lot of games that I really felt like there was a lot of love for,” said Tim Donley, a senior artist who spearheaded artwork on Planescape: Torment and Icewind Dale, among other titles. “Almost an air of, 'We're the best team at Interplay.' I wouldn't go so far as to say we were or we weren't. I just know, internally, there was a sense of, 'We're doing some amazing games here.'”

	“I will say we were full of ourselves,” added Scott Everts, technical artist and designer. “We were definitely egotistical, and I think that pissed people off. Yeah, I'll admit it. We felt like, hey, we're Black Isle. We had Black Isle t-shirts. We were hot stuff.”

	Their knowledge of Black Isle’s status mitigated some negative aspects of the job, such as Interplay’s financial turbulence and a crunch schedule that never seemed to end. Passion was another balm. Since Interplay’s inception in the 1980s, few developers had treated it as a nine-to-five job. Their breaks consisted of dining out or in with coworkers and staying afterhours to play board games.

	Black Isle’s shared passion moved them to demand excellence from anyone and everyone involved in their games. “We were completely unforgiving on marketing materials,” Chris Parker said. “We knew we were right about the stuff we were doing, and we weren't about to let things go out that were half-assed, or that didn’t make Black Isle look like the best thing ever. At some points, that really did rub some people the wrong way. When I meet those people now, they say, 'Man, it was great to work with you.' But at the time, I know that that was not true.”

	Feargus Urquhart’s primary job was making sure Black Isle’s wants and needs were met. If his developers needed new software or equipment to make more or better games, they got it. If they wanted to play games to unwind from the rigors of making their own, Urquhart made it happen. Once, Interplay’s IT department blocked all online RPGs after management—not Brian Fargo—decreed that Anarchy Online, Ultima Online, and EverQuest were crimping productivity. Urquhart could have gone above IT’s head and complained to Fargo, but he didn’t. There was no need. Reason, and the reminder of the power Black Isle wielded, were his weapons.

	“This is generally how the conversation went with IT,” Urquhart said, launching into a summary: “‘Look, this is what I want. It is not unreasonable, and you know that if you just say no, I’m going to see Brian, and Brian's going to call you into his office, and you're going to have to explain to Brian why you don't want to give me this very reasonable thing.’ I think that's what I tried to do with my people: To empower them to do what they needed to do with Interplay,” he said.

	“I think Feargus was always very politically savvy,” Fargo said. “He knew how to work the system well. He knew when to come to me and how to approach it, so he probably had a pretty big hit ratio in terms of approval because he played it right. I don't know that I approved 100 percent of what he asked for, but I'm sure he saved his bullets and presented in a way that [made sense].”

	To Urquhart and Black Isle’s proud team, the product was everything. “Making an awesome game, shipping it awesomely, and doing right by the people who buy our games—that was always where I was going with all of those things,” Urquhart added. “But through my early actions, when I was first coming up, it came off as more arrogant and exclusionary. So, while I think I did empower our people and make their jobs easier, there were some [instances] where doing things that way made things much harder.”

	Fargo was used to smoothing over ill will and striking bargains with demanding producers and directors. “Of course they had egos, but a lot of talented people do. You just have to manage that,” he said. “There were times when I had to say no, and times when I would say yes for a multitude of reasons. Everybody was fighting for resources, fighting for their products, and fighting for their people. If they were doing one type of game—which was roleplaying games, in the case of Black Isle—then nobody else in the company would know more about that [genre] than them by default. That's going to give them a certain mindset.”

	 

	URQUHART AND FARGO never set out to be perfect or loved. Amid Interplay’s hits and misses came the usual—and not-so-usual—dustups with management.

	Michael Cranford, an old school chum of Brian Fargo’s and the main programmer on The Bard’s Tale, claimed Fargo had promised him a cut of royalties on the game long before it put Interplay on the map. For a time, Cranford worked based only on Fargo’s word while pressing his friend to put their deal in writing. When Fargo drew up a contract that promised Cranford less than he had been expecting, Cranford kept the game’s source code to himself until Fargo increased his profits. Cranford and Fargo have since mended fences.

	According to an interview Tim Cain conducted years after he had departed Interplay, interference from corporate owners had been only one of his issues. He had been just as dissatisfied with, as he saw it, Urquhart’s negligence or refusal to evaluate employees at regular intervals and promote them within Black Isle when appropriate.

	Fargo and Urquhart had risen to their positions through a combination of ambition, tenacity, and smarts. Each knew that their job boiled down to getting things done. To Urquhart, that meant doing his best to look out for his team’s interests, and not just when they wanted to play online games. “The majority of time I was at Interplay, I worked at Black Isle Studios,” said Chris Parker. “In that situation, Feargus Urquhart was my boss. He felt it was his job to essentially shield us from any Interplay bullshit.”

	“When management had a problem, they talked to him. He'd deal with it,” Scott Everts said. “If he needed to talk with us, he would. If not, he would just deal with it. He buffered us, and that allowed us to focus on making games. That was really important. I think that's one of his strongest attributes: Let the people who build games do what they need to do without any roadblocks.”

	“He was my only manager, and certainly seemed to have had my back at key points in my life,” Chris Avellone said. “That was significant enough that I felt loyal to him more than [to] Interplay.”

	Fargo had appointed Urquhart as Black Isle’s director specifically because he could be, as Fargo put it, “a pain in the ass.” Urquhart not only managed developers within his in-house studio. He had taken point in meetings with D&D license holders TSR and Wizards of the Coast on behalf of Interplay during development of Baldur’s Gate and its sequel. When BioWare had tried to go around Chris Parker or other producers, Urquhart had stepped in.

	Urquhart’s frustration with Interplay’s executives boiled over on occasion. By the early 2000s, some of his senior programmers were writing code on three-year-old computers. He had submitted a request for computer upgrades so they could compile game code faster. The request had been approved, and then unapproved, and then approved, only to be unapproved again as executives tightened their hold on resources. In a catch-22, that same tightfisted management regime demanded that Black Isle put out games at a faster and faster clip. 

	“I went through this four times, and I remember storming over from our building to the other building,” Urquhart recalled. “I won't say exactly what I said because it involves [specific] people, but it was to the effect of, ‘Eff that guy. I'm going to take my frickin' wallet and throw it in the toilet and flush it, because that's the same damn thing as not giving us the money we need to make our games.’ Not that I had a lot of outbursts, but there was a lot of frustration on my part, which I'm sure went down to my people, who then, as they were talking with friends from other divisions, would interpret it that way.”

	“He was very aggressive, but he was making things happen, so I had to respect that,” Fargo said of Urquhart. “Some people would probably say I was a pain in the ass sometimes, and that's okay. It would take a complex, hard-headed person to make all those things come together.”

	“There was always the looming fear of the publishing end of the company over in the other building. We never knew what was going to be happening there. It felt like there were always financial machinations going on in the background,” said Dan Spitzley.

	Urquhart was the wall between Interplay and Black Isle. Ironically, protecting Black Isle depended on the same company he tried to protect his team against. “The money problems started more after Brian was gone,” he said.

	Interplay’s finances steadily worsened. Two years after the IPO, Fargo had sought additional funding from Paris-based developer Titus Software. Titus invested $25 million in Interplay, then invested $10 million more two months later. Fargo accepted Titus’s money even knowing it made his position more precarious. The terms of their deal gave Titus a controlling interest in Interplay and placed Titus chairman Herve Caen in the role of president.

	“We were under tremendous financial pressure,” Fargo admitted. “In the middle of all that, we were shipping products and hustling. We got The Matrix license through Shiny. We had a large Chinese company interested in buying Interplay.”

	The company in question was Pacific Century Cyber Works, an information and communications company based in Hong Kong. Fargo had negotiated with PCCW’s executives and put together what he viewed as a good deal that he believes would have saved Interplay. According to Fargo, Titus butted in and pressed for their executives to receive more money per share than shareholders outside the company’s inner circle, causing PCCW to walk away.

	Fargo was incensed. He tried to explain that Interplay was unlikely to get a better offer from any American software company or conglomerate. “I'd been working the debt down. At one point we were fifty million in debt, and I'd worked it down to five. Then I had one more investor who was going to come in and invest ten million, and we were going to be debt free for the first time in years, giving us a second chance. That's when Titus said, ‘You know what? We think we can negotiate better terms than you, so we're going to turn down the ten. In fact, we're going to take over the company.’”

	By that time, Titus controlled over seventy percent of Interplay. Caen dropped publishing functions and converted the company into a dedicated developer whose games would be published by French studio Vivendi, already owner of Sierra On-Line and Diablo and WarCraft developers Blizzard Entertainment and Blizzard North.

	Brian Fargo was burnt out. He had remained chairman and chief executive, but had lost any power to call shots and look out for teams like Black Isle. In January 2002, he resigned. “I said, ‘You don't need to do a hostile takeover. Here are the keys. Good luck. Have at it. I've got to take a break.’ All things are meant to be,” Fargo said. “I don't look back and say, ‘Woulda, shoulda, coulda,’ but I was very close into getting Interplay into safe hands—so close—but it didn't come about. And I'm not saying it was anyone else's fault. Obviously I made mistakes that put us [in that situation], so I don't want to sound like I'm blaming others.”

	Caen wasn’t ready to let Fargo walk away so easily. When Fargo gave the reduction in his duties as CEO as his reason for resigning, Interplay and Titus filed a claim with the Securities and Exchange Commission contesting that Fargo had been negligent in those duties for over four months beginning in September 2001. Furthermore, they speculated that he had attempted to poach Interplay employees for his next venture, and had delayed resigning until he could nail down a handsome severance package. Fargo responded by saying he wanted nothing, only to wash his hands of Interplay.

	The spat between Fargo and the owners of his former company worsened when Interplay’s executives discovered that its finances were tangled with Fargo’s. Fargo had loaned the company out of his own pocket, and the loan was coming due. Although the two parties negotiated terms, Interplay was still in the red. Titus loaned hundreds of thousands to Interplay over 2002, and sold off Shiny Entertainment for nearly $30 million, the brunt of which went to creditors still waiting to be paid by Interplay.

	With Fargo gone, Titus executives were intent on stemming Interplay’s blood flow by any means necessary. They took their pound of flesh from two dead presidents.

	 

	JOSH SAWYER DOESN’T allow himself to develop an inflated sense of self-importance when he lands a big project. Any enthusiasm he displays stems from his desire to deliver a great product for its core audience. He started as a tabletop player and designer, fell in love with The Bard’s Tale the first time he played it, and was floored by the open-ended design of Fallout.

	A designer who got his start at Black Isle by designing web pages for Planescape: Torment, Sawyer talked Feargus Urquhart into giving him a shot at design and became one in a cadre of junior designers who built dungeons and wrote dialogue for Icewind Dale. Sawyer’s next project was a major get. BioWare licensed Baldur’s Gate to Interplay, and Sawyer was appointed to lead development of Baldur’s Gate III: The Black Hound—alias Project Jefferson.

	Sawyer understood that secret projects needed to be kept secret. The problem was that Irvine, California, was a deceptively small place. Black Isle’s developers were always bumping into peers from Blizzard Entertainment and other studios over lunch. To keep their work under wraps, Sawyer suggested they couch their games in codenames coined after former presidents.

	“People get really surly about naming things,” he explained. “If you give a project a name that could be a real name, it has a nasty tendency of sticking, so when you get to a point of renaming it, there are people who have become accustomed to that code name. I said, 'Look, why don't we name these projects after something that has nothing to do with games. If I say, 'Oh, yeah, Jefferson is going pretty well, we've just got some problems here and there,’ anyone overhearing won't realize it's a game.”

	Chris Parker squirmed at the idea of creating another Baldur’s Gate title. He understood why keeping the title of a best-selling franchise made sense financially, but he and a few others on the team expressed interest in changing up the setting. Sawyer agreed, going so far as to label the name “misleading.” 

	More to the point, Baldur’s Gate III would not run on the Infinity Engine. The engine that had rocketed BioWare and Black Isle to fame was showing its age. More problematic, the Infinity Engine was constantly being updated and, consequently, was a mess that Black Isle would have had to spend time retooling. Black Isle’s programmers broke ground on new technology: the Jefferson engine, a 3D powerhouse that would be used within Black Isle and Interplay.

	There were other issues. As the publisher of the first two Baldur’s Gate titles and holder of the Dungeons & Dragons license, Interplay only had the right to distribute those games. They would have to maintain a relationship with Wizards of the Coast to use D&D settings such as the Forgotten Realms, and get BioWare’s permission to use characters they had created such as fan-favorite Minsc and his space hamster Boo.

	“What I think we would have done, and what I think BioWare would have been amiable to, is I think we would have asked them if we could have cameos for some of their characters in the game. We never actually got far enough to do that, but I suspect we would have done something like that,” Sawyer speculated.

	Interplay’s higher-ups shot down the suggestion for a change in setting. The Baldur’s Gate III team kept working. 

	Several months later, another Black Isle project hit a rather large speed bump. Torn was a roleplaying game set in an original world and created by the team that had made Planescape: Torment. Black Isle’s team designed the game around a modified version of S.P.E.C.I.A.L., Fallout’s custom rules system, and a combat system loosely based on the real-time-with-pause mechanic in Baldur’s Gate and other Infinity Engine titles.

	Torn’s team labored over the game for fourteen months before Black Isle pulled back the curtain at E3 2001. Despite some positive impressions, other press outlets noted myriad technical issues in the demo. Those issues were the result of the team’s decision to switch from version 2.3 of Monolith’s LithTech engine to the 3.0 update. The team had just gotten the hang of the older version of the engine’s tools only to have to relearn and recode huge chunks of the game right before the trade show.

	Around 9:30 one evening in July 2001, Scott Everts and Torn’s lead character artist were poring over six pages of instructions for integrating a character model into the engine when Urquhart walked up. “Feargus says, ‘What are you guys doing?’” Everts recalled. “We said, ‘We're trying to get this goddamn character to appear in the engine.’ He said, ‘Just go home.’ I said, ‘Why?’ He said, ‘Because I'm going to cancel this game tomorrow.’ We looked at each other and said, ‘Awesome.’”

	The downside to no longer having to wrestle with uncooperative technology soon became apparent. Black Isle was hit with its first round of layoffs the very next day, sending five people home without jobs. That afternoon, Urquhart called Josh Sawyer into his office and told him they needed a slam dunk to make up for lost time and resources spent on Torn. That slam dunk would be Icewind Dale II. All the pieces were in place: The Infinity Engine was old, but Black Isle’s designers already knew how to make games for it.

	Urquhart gave them four months to start, test, and ship Icewind Dale II. Sawyer declared such a feat impossible. Over the course of a harrowing few months, he cajoled and demanded Urquhart give him more time. Icewind Dale II shipped out to stores ten months later in the summer of 2002.

	Mental and physical fatigue had caught up with Black Isle’s team. Astonishingly, their memorable run with the Infinity Engine had lasted only four years. To the developers, it felt at least twice as long. “At first, it was fun because it’s new and exciting, but then the long hours start taking their toll,” Avellone said. “It seemed we’d have a breath to recover, but then release dates started getting more and more compressed because Black Isle was one of the few who could turn over Infinity Engine games fast with the BioWare tech and by changing the content layer. Things got worse when we started losing franchises and losing studios who had been helping us.”

	Icewind Dale II’s team immediately picked up where they had left off on Baldur’s Gate III. The troubled project broke any momentum they had managed to build during Icewind Dale II’s ten-month sprint. “Jefferson was a two-and-a-half-year project, and it certainly had a lot of problems,” Sawyer admitted. “Arguably I had no business being lead of a project that had brand-new technology, but, oh well. There was a lot of neat stuff on it, but that's how it went down.”

	In 2003, Interplay made its biggest mistake yet. Still drowning in debt, management sold off properties and licenses to recoup costs. When Atari worked out a deal with Wizards of the Coast and Interplay to acquire the Dungeons & Dragons license and the Forgotten Realms setting where Baldur’s Gate was set with it, Project Jefferson’s bid for office ended. “We were working on Baldur’s Gate III, and it was challenging, but it looked really good,” Urquhart said. “It was 3D, and it the engine we were making was really cool. We were making something that looked awesome. Then it was, ‘Well, now the game can't be Baldur’s Gate.’ That just takes the wind out of your sails.”

	“I thought that Interplay should be doing anything and everything they could to hold on to that license because it had been so successful for them,” said Chris Parker. “And then it was just gone. That was it.”

	“We saw a lot of divisions collapse or people get laid off,” added Chris Avellone. “There was a sense of growing uncertainty, but it was hidden from a lot of us, likely to prevent us from looking elsewhere for jobs. The Baldur’s Gate III cancellation was the death knell for me.”

	Avellone and Sawyer saw a light at the end of the tunnel. Baldur’s Gate III’s cancellation freed them up to work on Project Van Buren—also known as Fallout 3, a dream game for both designers. The team salvaged the engine they had been building for Jefferson and carried it over to Van Buren. Scott Everts, a veteran artist and map designer on the first two Fallout games, set about recreating maps from the original titles in 3D to give the developers an idea of how a Fallout game running on cutting-edge technology could look.

	“It looked pretty faithful to the overall look of the original games, which was really important to us. We wanted to capture that feeling,” Sawyer recalled. “We had a demo area, and we had a lot of mechanics in.”

	Black Isle’s developers had learned from BioWare’s example. Scott Greig had built a robust set of tools for the Infinity Engine that made data entry and design relatively painless for artists and designers. They followed suit on their homegrown engine, coding systems for editing characters and items, writing character dialogue, and implementing visual effects. Avellone had been champing at the bit to return to Fallout and was writing quests from a stash of ideas he had saved up since Fallout 2. “Designers would take his ideas and run with them,” continued Sawyer. “They would make these crazy, crazy areas. We were really excited. So many of us had wanted to work on Fallout 3 for years, literally years.”

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART LIKED to talk. He was good at it. His way with words had arguably been his greatest tool in his ascent up Interplay’s corporate ladder. Every so often, he and a friend in the industry, Lars Brubaker, riffed on the idea of leaving their jobs and starting their own game company.

	To Urquhart, the talk was just talk. One day he would start a company. Probably. Likely. But he was content at Black Isle for the moment. Brubaker walked the walk when he left his job and started a studio called Reflexive, later sold to Amazon.

	Every time Interplay messed up, the possibility of striking out on his own bubbled back to the top of Urquhart’s mind. “When you were a young person in the industry back in the '90s, everyone just sort of assumed that you would eventually go and start your own studio. It just kind of was a thing. You would just start a studio with ten other people, and that was a whole game company.”

	Interplay letting the D&D license go was the last straw for Urquhart. One spring morning in 2003, he went into the office of Gary Dawson, his manager at Interplay, and announced that he would be leaving. Dawson visibly deflated. The money men at Interplay didn’t understand what made Interplay tick, but Dawson knew that Black Isle was the golden goose, and needed Urquhart at its head. Even so, Dawson made no attempt to talk him into staying. What he did do was make Urquhart sign a stack of paperwork: a nondisclosure agreement; an inventions waver stating that Interplay owned any intellectual property of Urquhart’s if he had so much as scribbled down a two-word note on a company napkin; and a non-recruitment form that prevented him from poaching talent from Interplay.

	Dawson wanted him to work another few months until they could find someone to replace him, and Urquhart agreed. A few days later, he got a call from another friend, Phil Adam, while he was at lunch. Adam had been president of Spectrum Holobyte before joining Interplay in 1996. When Adam asked if Urquhart was around, Urquhart told him he’d be back in twenty minutes. When he returned, Adam informed him that he had to pack his things and leave the building.

	The next day, Urquhart received another call from Interplay management. They wanted him to sit at home until his contract expired and he could be formally released. When Urquhart asked how long that might be, the executive admitted he had no idea. Urquhart said he needed to think about it and hung up. 

	He went to his wife and ran an idea by her. What if he followed through on resigning from Interplay and started his own company? “I was talking with my wife, who was pregnant, so of course she thought this was a wonderful idea. Talking in the house we'd just bought two years earlier, by the way.”

	By the early summer, Urquhart was gone. The remnants of Black Isle’s team, loyalists like Sawyer and Everts who had been around for years, had seen the writing on the wall. Icewind Dale II’s release had been a bright patch in a dark year of layoffs, voluntary departures, empty offices, and bonehead moves by upper management such as losing licenses and cancelling promising projects. Now the wall between them and Interplay’s interference had come down. 

	“When Feargus left Interplay, it got a little weird. Well, really weird,” Everts said. “There was this in-fighting between the console group and the PC group. We didn't gel well together. Without him there to buffer us from all these issues, we started getting hit by these problems.”

	Urquhart took a few moments to reflect. Life had moved so fast since 1996, from joining the Fallout team and heading up Black Isle Studios to shipping Infinity Engine RPGs to butting heads with management. Seven years of constant noise and motion, like a train hurtling forward at one hundred miles per hour—and suddenly, the train had stopped. Life was quiet. Empty.

	He caught his breath and picked up the phone. It was time to build something new.

	“I think this happens in any big organization, anything you build yourself,” Urquhart said of the end of his run at Interplay. “Eventually you leave, or you die. One of those two things. It's like anything in life.”


Chapter 2: The Roleplaying Company 

	 

	ON A FRIDAY in mid-April 2003, Chris Parker played hooky.

	His project, Baldur’s Gate III, had been canned. He and the team had spent days wracking their brains for a way to save it. They had hit on what seemed like an attractive solution, one based on precedent.

	“Fallout was originally a GURPS title, and something happened with Steve Jackson and he pulled the license from them,” Parker remembered of the post-apocalyptic RPG’s original license and rule set. “We were thinking we'd do the same thing. We'd go and figure out a rules system, and it would have some different stats and whatever else we needed to work around the Dungeons & Dragons system. But that didn't sound like a whole lot of fun because we'd then have to invent the entire world behind it, which, oh, okay, that's a lot of work.”

	Since Interplay seemed to have given up, Parker gave up, too. He spent that Friday on his couch playing video games. Hours later, the phone rang. “Feargus calls me up and says, 'Hey, I just wanted to let you know that I turned in my notice, like, twenty minutes ago. They're escorting me out of the building. You, Darren, and I should talk soon.' I said okay.”

	Early the next week, Darren Monahan, a producer at Black Isle alongside Parker, gave notice to Interplay. Parker held off for a few more weeks. Interplay’s executives were beside themselves over Feargus Urquhart’s resignation and were on the hunt for any signs that he was attempting to poach staff from Black Isle. “Both Darren and I were offered Feargus' job from different executives at the company,” Parker said. “They asked us to stay and hold Black Isle together. We were like, 'Nah, it's cool,’ and thinking, We're going to go off and build a company on our credit cards,” he said.

	One evening after work, Parker and Monahan met Urquhart at his house and began formal talks for starting a studio. All agreed that their venture needed to be a multi-project studio. “That meant we needed two people who could run a project, and a third person able to go out and get new business,” Urquhart explained. “That entailed two product managers, Darren and Chris, and a biz-dev guy, me.”

	At Black Isle, Urquhart, Parker, and Monahan had been a package deal. “They’re the producer triad, we used to call them,” said Chris Avellone. “They make the calls on almost everything between them.”

	“By and large, he kind of managed me just by letting me do my thing and come to him for help when I needed it,” Parker said of Urquhart’s management style at Black Isle. “That was how we worked together. Since we left, it's been very much the same thing: We were partners back then and we're partners now. I think we build off each other's strengths.”

	Urquhart already had prospects for work. He had been building his BioWare rolodex since Shattered Steel and Baldur’s Gate, as well as contacts at other publishers. Their new company would start out as a work-for-hire studio, signing contracts to develop games based on a publisher’s specifications. That suited the producer triad just fine. Their best work at Black Isle had been the Infinity Engine roleplaying games based on D&D settings.

	Before parting, the triad made an agreement. They would try running a startup together. If they did not have a source of revenue within six months, they would disband the company with no hard feelings and go their separate ways, each sharing the debt and helping pay it off. 

	Parker swung by a bookstore on the way home. He and his friends had been producers, but they had never been saddled with the nuts-and-bolts details of running a company such as codifying guidelines in employee handbooks. He staggered out of the store loaded down with books on starting a business, becoming a corporate secretary, and setting up and managing a human resources department. Urquhart was neck-deep in books on tax corporations to determine how best to set up their company, while Monahan researched business infrastructures and drafted a handbook.

	Back at home, Parker consulted his wife. They had only been married a year, and he wanted her input before leaving his stable and well-paying job at Black Isle to risk his—and their—financial stability. “I remember she was just like, 'You know what? Just go do it. If you guys fuck up and fail, the worst thing that happens is you'll have to go find a job doing what you were doing before. Tens of thousands of dollars is going to suck, but it won't be the end of the world. Nobody's going to be cold, hungry, or dead. If there are a handful of guys who can start a game company, it's you guys. Go figure it out.'”

	The first thing they had to figure out was how to get their company, yet unnamed, off the ground. “Between me, Chris, and Darren, we probably fronted $150,000 pretty much on credit cards,” Urquhart said. “We did the totally wrong thing: We financed the start of our company on our credit cards.”

	A few nights later, Urquhart and Monahan drove over to Parker’s house to continue their chat. The southern California weather was balmy, so they relaxed on the patio until bugs chased them back inside. They needed to come up with a name before Urquhart could incorporate, and bandied suggestions. “They varied in terms of being humorous or more serious. I don't remember any of the good ones,” Parker said.

	“We listed all these names, and we had Scorched Earth, Three Clown Games or Three Clown Entertainment,” Urquhart remembered.

	“I remember the bad ones because we used to joke about naming it things like 'Three Clowns Studio,' stuff like that, which we refer to every now and then when we think we've done something amazingly stupid,” Parker added.

	They winnowed their list down to eight names and adjourned for the evening. Parker and Urquhart showed their lists to their wives, and Monahan ran names by his girlfriend. “The one they all said was the ‘least dorky,’ I believe was the consensus, was Obsidian Entertainment,” said Urquhart.

	“That was one we were favorable on anyway,” Parker agreed, “just because of [similarities between] 'Black Rock' and 'Black Isle,' and Obsidian has that loose association with the studio we were leaving. We liked that. And I always felt that Obsidian was, I guess, the least stupid of the names we came up with, so we just went with that.”

	On the subject of the games they would make, the triad were, as usual, of the same mind. “From the outset, we were only pitching roleplaying games, and we were going to be the best at making roleplaying games,” said Parker. “That's all we were going to do. When we spoke to publishers, we pitched ourselves as 'the roleplaying guys.' We were the guys who built Black Isle Studios. That's what our core competency is, that's what you should hire us for, and we will go make amazing games for you in that genre.”

	Urquhart had been a student of the industry. One of the chief reasons for Interplay’s worsening finances had been Fargo’s insistence on sticking with PC games when consumers were adopting consoles such as Sony’s PlayStation 2 and Microsoft’s Xbox in greater numbers. He was determined not to make the same mistake.

	“By the time we started Obsidian in 2003, we really understood that the future was console [driven]. I'm not saying I personally thought consoles were the future of gaming,” Urquhart clarified. “It was just the reality of the industry. There was the much lauded, over 2001 and 2003, death of the PC as a gaming platform. If we wanted to make RPGs, we were going to do that on consoles.”

	 

	THE CLOCK WAS ticking. Urquhart, Parker, and Monahan incorporated Obsidian Entertainment in June. That left five months to secure work, hire employees, and make games, per their agreement.

	Building a team would be easy, when the time was right. Employees at Black Isle had been calling them to ask when they could join up. Well aware of the paperwork Urquhart had signed, the producer triad chose their words carefully. Stay employed at Interplay. Keep collecting health insurance. Obsidian existed only on paper. They had no work, and no money.

	Chris Avellone had been ready to resign the moment he’d caught wind of Urquhart’s resignation. Urquhart had been the only manager he’d had in the industry, and he was fiercely loyal. Urquhart cautioned him to stay put. He didn’t even have a company for Avellone to join just yet. Avellone waited, working on Project Van Buren—also known as Fallout 3—until he got the all-clear.

	“During the Interplay resignation interview, I brought up the Baldur’s Gate III cancelation and the other troubles the studio was having as my reasons for leaving,” Avellone said. “The HR department didn’t seem to be aware of these issues enough to understand my concerns or why it would matter to me, which was further proof it was the right time to leave. No one likes seeing their work flushed for careless reasons, especially years of work. I know they questioned me quite a bit about my resignation and if Feargus had approached me for work. They were less interested in why I was leaving versus if Feargus was poaching people.”

	Avellone was not the only developer who departed. Around the same time, Chris Jones, one of Black Isle’s senior programmers, jumped ship to go work with the producer triad. Jones and Avellone joined Obsidian early on as co-founders, bringing the management team up to five. Jones would take the lead on technology. Avellone was a natural choice to head up design efforts. “We wanted to make role-playing games and see what Black Isle would have been outside of Interplay,” Avellone said.

	Obsidian’s crew of five made Urquhart’s 450-square-foot attic their home base. They bought folding tables and folding chairs from Costco and swung by Fry’s, a boutique electronics store popular on the west coast, to pick up PCs and monitors. Urquhart, Monahan, and Parker carried the loads on their credit cards. They lugged their equipment upstairs where they unfolded tables and hooked up computers. Urquhart’s wife, Margo, then in her third trimester, listened from downstairs as the guys stomped around. “That was one of the reasons why we needed to buy office space: Feargus was about to have a kid,” Parker said.

	There were other reasons to make Urquhart’s attic as brief a pitstop as possible. Folding tables bowed under the weight of the twenty-four-inch CRT monitors—around eighty-five pounds each—they had purchased at Fry’s. Parker went to Home Depot, had them cut six one-by-six slabs of plywood, and placed one piece of plywood on each folding desk for support. While the attic had electricity, there were no ethernet ports to connect to the Internet. Monahan had to run cables down through the floor. 

	“We got our first server, and it was loud,” Urquhart said. “Before she was born, it went into my daughter's room because it was this super loud Nas from Dell, and there was an ethernet connection in the room. We had this nice nursery with a crib and all this baby stuff, and this frickin' Nas just [roaring] the whole time.”

	The attic wasn’t all bad. Aside from snarls of cables that made their inaugural office look like a ship from The Matrix, the space was air conditioned. They got to work writing up proposals for roleplaying games and firing them off to publishers. “That's a little bit nerve-wracking because you want to make something that's super cool and compelling, but it's hard to know if you're doing that,” Parker said.

	Firing off pitches gave way to yet more ideas for pitches. One was an outline for a roleplaying game that crossed zombies with biohazards, a concept inspired by Capcom’s Resident Evil series. Publishers didn’t bite.

	Suddenly, one of Urquhart’s contacts got in touch. Simon Jeffrey, LucasArts’ chief operating officer, had been a fan of Black Isle’s RPGs since Baldur’s Gate. He invited Obsidian’s co-founders to make a pitch. “We first pitched him on using the Dark Alliance engine to make a Star Wars game, basically an action-RPG with lightsabers. I still think that would be cool,” Urquhart said.

	Jeffrey said he might have something better. The next day he phoned Urquhart and turned the tables by pitching Obsidian a project LucasArts had coming up. That project was Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic II. Urquhart frowned. “To be honest, at that point I wasn't aware of what Knights of the Old Republic was because we were so busy. I knew it was something BioWare was doing, I knew it was an RPG, and I knew it was Star Wars, but I didn't have a lot more information than that.”

	Urquhart conferred with Parker and Monahan, who immediately grew excited. Knights of the Old Republic was a third-person RPG where players would get to make choices that moved them closer to the Light or Dark side of the Force. Urquhart was intrigued. Most Star Wars games were action titles, and put players in the role of heroes such as Luke Skywalker. KOTOR would be set 10,000 years before the events of George Lucas’ prequel trilogy, letting players tell their own tale. He called BioWare co-founders Ray Muzyka and Greg Zeschuk, who encouraged Urquhart to take the project. Then he called Jeffrey, who asked Urquhart to draft a simple pitch just so LucasArts had one on record. They banged out a three-page document. Jeffrey accepted.

	“I don't think it was make or break, but I will be absolutely upfront in saying that I don't know if we would be the company we are today if we did not get that deal,” Urquhart said of Knights of the Old Republic II. “It was high profile, it showed our strengths, it let us make something awesome, it was a sequel built on previous technology, and it just let us shine as a studio that was just starting.”

	Obsidian’s triad saw only one problem. The original Knights of the Old Republic was still in development for the Microsoft Xbox, but BioWare and LucasArts wanted the sequel ready to launch within a year so the franchise would have momentum right out of the gate. Obsidian would be working on a sequel while the first game was still coming together, giving them a shaky foundation to build on.

	Despite their history with the Black Isle producers, BioWare’s developers may have harbored doubts as well. Two developers flew down from Canada to Orange County, California, with the source code to Knights of the Old Republic for the guys to use. “These two guys had to come with the source code for their game that they're super, super proud of and excited about, and go up to Feargus' attic where we've got all of this garage tech set up, and give us all of their tech,” Parker recalled. “They just looked completely baffled. We were kind of baffled, too. We're like, 'Yeah, whatever. We're going to make the sequel to KOTOR, in Feargus' attic, working on plywood.'”

	Parker’s confidence faltered when he booted up the source code on an Xbox development kit, a modified console designed to test works in progress. “I remember sitting on my bed and playing it, and I remember thinking, Holy crap. What have we signed up for? This game is so damn good,” he recalled. “We're never going to get this thing done in a year. So, yeah. Don't sign up [to make] a sequel until you've been able to play the first game, I guess. That's the lesson learned, there.”

	 

	SIGNING CONTRACTS WITH LucasArts gave Obsidian’s co-founders the funds they needed to move out of Urquhart’s attic and into a small office in Santa Ana. The time had come to fill out their ranks for Knights of the Old Republic II ahead of the start of development that fall. Their first two employees were programmer Dan Spitzley and artist Aaron Meyers, both seasoned developers from Black Isle.

	The company’s payroll was precarious. Like most developers, Obsidian would be paid by LucasArts according to milestones: Submit work—code, art, and playable builds of Knights of the Old Republic II—and receive a payment. Until milestones rolled in, the owners improvised.

	“We were all taking money out of our bank accounts, putting it into the bank, running it through payroll, and paying taxes on that money to give it back to ourselves,” said Parker. “We started paying ourselves back after three milestones or so, so maybe by the time we got into 2004. I think it was all paid back by the following spring, so within a year we'd managed to pay back from what we put on our credit cards.”

	Spitzley and Meyers slipped naturally into Obsidian’s culture. Not coincidentally, coming into work every morning felt like going into the old Black Isle wing of Interplay. One of the company’s earliest hires had no formal experience making games, but more than made up for that deficit with a passion for the types of products the team wanted to make.

	“I was a huge fan of Baldur’s Gate, Icewind Dale, and Fallout. I'm a big roleplaying-game guy,” said Adam Brennecke.

	Brennecke grew up a well-rounded gamer. He jumped from Black Isle RPGs to first-person shooters like Quake. Addicted to Quake 2, he experimented with level design by downloading free tools and assembling maps. By the time Quake 3 rolled around, his skills suffered. Other amateurs were painting detailed character models and environments that made his look like stick figures playing on scratch paper. Brennecke was no artist. Eyeing programming, he attended DigiPen University in Seattle and graduated with a degree in game programming. He scoured job boards on Gamasutra, an industry news site targeted at developers, and found a job ad for a small company called Obsidian Entertainment.

	“At the time I interviewed, they didn't have any games announced. There were rumors they were working on KotOR II,” Brennecke remembered.

	A few of Obsidian’s co-founders drove to the airport to pick up Brennecke. As the car pulled onto the freeway, they asked Brennecke if he had any questions for them. He asked what projects they were working on. They responded by asking if he could guess. “KotOR II?” he ventured. “Maybe,” they replied. 

	Back at the office, Brennecke impressed the guys during his interview. They gave up the goods: Yes, Knights of the Old Republic II was in development, and was due for release in 2004. Turnaround would be tight.

	Brennecke started soon after and joined KotOR II’s programming team. He was hired on as an intern and scripter, a programmer in charge of coding routines for graphics and audio and defining data architecture. Despite his low position on the totem pole, Brennecke was amazed by the freedom he was given. “I did a lot of the cutscenes,” he said. “One thing they really give is ownership. If you want it, if you work hard for it, you can have it.”

	“We work hard to give people the tools and ownership to make stuff, and not get in their way too much,” added Urquhart, who named ownership as one of Obsidian’s cultural pillars. “There are times we have gotten in their way, so I'm not saying we're perfect. But I want to say that if you ask most of the people who work here, who are not founders, that they would feel they were given a lot of leeway to do what they wanted to do, maybe more so than they would have gotten at other studios.”

	Obsidian’s freedom came with challenges. BioWare had released Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic that July, and wanted the sequel within twelve to fourteen months. KotOR II would run on the Odyssey Engine, another proprietary platform built by BioWare. Obsidian’s programmers found themselves buried in an unfamiliar technology environment on top of a growing list of tasks directly related to progress on milestones. Development hit several snags, including feature bloat, known in the industry as creep, and bugs that remained in the code until after release.

	Besides working with new tech and driving hard to meet a tight deadline, the small size of Obsidian’s team contributed to KotOR II’s bugginess. “We were very, very small,” Brennecke said. “I think when I was hired, we had twenty-five people. That was pretty much the entire KotOR II team. It felt like a startup because it was a startup. We did whatever we could to make the best games possible. We never really had the big budgets our competitors had. So, I enjoyed trying to figure out interesting challenges, trying to figure out how to get the most out of every person on the team.”

	Fans and critics seemed willing to overlook the more slipshod pieces and parts of KotOR II’s composition. The game sold 1.5 million copies in under two years. Many critics claimed it surpassed the original KOTOR’s writing and character development, extolling it as the best-written RPG since Black Isle’s Planescape: Torment and an experience hampered only by glitches and poor artificial intelligence.

	“I think working on a Star Wars game was probably the most monumental thing in my career in terms of having grown up on Star Wars, and loving Star Wars,” Parker said. “Getting a chance to make Knights of the Old Republic II was sort of life-changing for me.”

	By the summer of 2004, months before KotOR II shipped out to stores, eighteen of Obsidian Entertainment’s thirty-six employees hailed from Black Isle. Their pedigree made the team suited for their next project. Announced in April 2004, Neverwinter Nights 2 was an Atari-published sequel set in the Forgotten Realms, Black Isle’s old stomping grounds. BioWare had developed the first game on the Aurora Engine, a successor of sorts to the Infinity Engine. Neverwinter Nights sported an isometric view and real-time combat rooted in D&D’s 3rd Edition rules, and Obsidian would build the sequel on the same technology.

	Monahan stepped up to produce Neverwinter Nights 2 with a team of ten, including Chris Avellone as creative director and Ferret Baudoin as lead designer. Near the end of the project, another Black Isle alum joined in. “I think Josh was either talking with Feargus about getting a job at Obsidian as a senior designer, but he'd been posting on our forums for a while,” Brennecke recalled of his first online brush with Josh Sawyer. “I was like, 'Who is this guy? He's posting all this stuff about Neverwinter Nights, and Dungeons & Dragons, and all this weird stuff.’ That's weird, having another game developer posting on your forums. He'd post a lot and was very opinionated about things.”

	Brennecke was impressed by Sawyer. Based on the arguments, structure, and flow of his forum posts, he was either an expert in Dungeons & Dragons, or a very opinionated fan. His suggestions spoke to an understanding of game design that only an insider could have.

	Sawyer happened to be both, and in desperate need of a creative outlet. He had stayed at Black Isle almost out of stubbornness. Fallout 3 was still trucking along, and he was determined to see it through. Interplay had other plans. Every month brought more departures and more rumors that Interplay’s management would shutter Black Isle.

	When it became apparent that Interplay’s owners cared much less about Fallout 3 than he did, Sawyer cut his losses. “It was a hope-against-reason situation,” he said of the project. “There was no reason to believe this was going to work out, but I'd been wanting to work on Fallout for so long that I was like, Well, if it's not now, it's not going to be ever, or so I thought.”

	Sawyer nearly went down with the ship. Citing loses of over $20 million in 2003 alone, Interplay closed Black Isle Studios that December. Unlike many of his peers, he did not seek out Urquhart, Monahan, and Parker right away. He and Urquhart had butted heads over design during development of Icewind Dale II. After Sawyer left, both he and Urquhart agreed that Sawyer should look for work somewhere besides Obsidian, at least for a time. Sawyer applied to a design position at Ensemble Studios where he hoped to work on the Age of Mythology strategy game. When he landed an interview, the manager who spoke with him insinuated that Sawyer’s resume made him better suited to roleplaying games. Sawyer thanked him for his time.

	His next interview, at Midway Games, went much better for both parties. He would lead design efforts on Gauntlet: Seven Sorrows, an action-RPG, alongside Doom and Quake co-creator John Romero, the project director at Midway’s San Diego studio. Romero’s vision was to create a new type of Gauntlet that injected roleplaying and story elements into the traditional arcade, hack-and-slash formula. Sawyer liked the game’s direction. When he wasn’t working on design, he hopped on Obsidian’s forums to talk D&D with other users.

	“I kept participating in those threads in part because I wanted to give my perspective of a developer who had worked on Dungeons & Dragons games,” Sawyer explained. “I did it without really asking anyone at Obsidian if they were okay with me doing it. There were certain times where I said, 'Look, guys, these things are pretty hard to implement regardless of what engine you're talking about. These things are hard; these concepts don't come across from tabletop into CRPGs.' Just debating interface things and stuff like that, mostly because I was into roleplaying games and I just wanted to talk with people about them.”

	In the spring of 2005, Darren Monahan reached out to Sawyer and invited him to help guide development of Neverwinter Nights 2 as a senior designer. Sawyer hesitated. His team at Midway was in the trenches on Gauntlet: Seven Sorrows. He wouldn’t feel right leaving at such a crucial time—until managers released John Romero and commanded Sawyer and the rest of the team to sew up the game in time for a Christmas release a few months later.

	His vision for Gauntlet compromised, Sawyer met with Urquhart. A few days later, Midway announced his departure. “Fearg and I got together and talked for a while. It had been a few years, and we both had a slightly better perspective with each other and just moved forward from there.”

	Sawyer got up to speed quickly. Neverwinter Nights 2’s developers had overhauled much of BioWare’s Aurora engine to improve their game’s visuals as well as the tools artists and designers were using to integrate their content. Ferret Baudoin had flipped the script on the franchise’s story: Instead of starting as a powerful character, player-characters would be relative unknowns so that players could build themselves up into powerful heroes. (Baudoin left Obsidian prior to the game’s launch, and Sawyer stepped in as the lead designer.)

	Critics were mixed on Neverwinter Nights 2 when it premiered in October 2006. Opinions varied on the story, but most critics concurred that, as with KotOR II, dumb artificial intelligence for companions and severe bugs hurt their enjoyment of the story and tactical combat.

	Going forward, Obsidian’s penchant for crafting memorable but glitchy experiences became a bigger issue.

	 

	FOR OBSIDIAN’S DEVELOPERS, one benefit of working on licensed properties was the opportunity to play in some of pop culture’s most popular sandboxes. Forgotten Realms and Star Wars were two. Alien, the sci-fi-horror franchise created by writers Dan O’Bannon and Ronald Shusett and held by Hollywood powerhouse 20th Century Fox, was another.

	“The Aliens RPG was a game that we were really, really excited about for two reasons,” said Parker. “One, it was going to be built on our own engine technology, which was going to be a big step for us. Two, we loved the Aliens license. That whole world, at least for most of the movies, is actually a really good, really cool thing. You've got this mix of science fiction plus horror, and you've got really cool aliens.”

	Announced by publisher Sega in 2006, Aliens: Crucible was a third-person RPG for PlayStation 3 and Xbox 360 whose story was set between Alien, the first movie in the franchise, and its sequel, Aliens. Drawing on the franchise’s horror motifs, Crucible took place inside a space colony infested by Xenomorph aliens. Players would control a party of survivors, each with customizable attributes and unique characteristics that would force players to depend on each colonist’s strengths throughout the adventure.

	Crucible challenged players to care about their party by making death permanent. One scenario might see a facehugger alien attack a colonist. The player would have to decide to put them out of their misery, stick them in a sleeper and wake them only when in dire need of their abilities, or wring every drop of usefulness out of them until they popped.

	According to Urquhart, Aliens: Crucible had turned a corner just before Sega pulled the plug in the summer of 2009. Obsidian had jumped several technical hurdles and submitted a feature-rich prototype on a Friday. The following Monday, Sega cancelled the game. Sawyer asserted that Sega had cancelled it because Obsidian’s developers had been falling behind on deadlines due in part to building their in-house Onyx engine in parallel to designing the game.

	“When it was cancelled, we had a full, playable demo,” Parker said. “We had party members that ran around, and different kinds of weapons and stuff like that, and there were obviously aliens, and bad people you could fight against. It was a pretty straightforward, science fiction/horror roleplaying game. That's one I'll be sad forever that we didn't get to make.”

	 

	“I was on Aliens, my favorite project here,” added Dimitri Berman, lead character artist at Obsidian since 2006. “I put a lot of work into that game and was very sad when it got cancelled. I believe that game had a lot of potential.”

	At the same time, Obsidian juggled another project: Alpha Protocol, an espionage-themed RPG. Alpha Protocol had sprung from a lunch conversation between Feargus Urquhart and Jones. When Urquhart asked Jones what type of game he would like to make, Jones suggested an action-spy thriller with RPG flavor. “The first pitch was the action hero RPG. It very quickly came to this idea of making an action-espionage RPG based on James Bond, Jason Bourne, and Jack Bower,” Urquhart remembered. “That was the weirdest thing: While we were talking about this, we realized their initials are all J.B. We thought about it, and we think it's just the strength of the ‘Buh’ in their names, and the shortness of the names.”

	Urquhart dashed off a three-page proposal for a game called Alpha Protocol. Players would control Michael Thorton, a break from all the “J.B.s” sneaking around the spy scene. “Sega really wanted to come up with a better name than Alpha Protocol, but I was pretty purposeful in the choice of the name from the standpoint of it was short, it sounds secretive, like, ‘Oh, it's a protocol!’” he said.

	Sawyer liked the idea, but had some reservations. “I'm not going to say I was the only person who was nervous. I think the owners realized this was an area of concern, and we tried to hire up for it, but I think those were two big problems that plagued Alpha Protocol through its development: For a long time, there was not a great sense of clarity about what kind of spy game we were making, and what aspects of spying we were trying to emulate.”

	Chris Parker and Chris Avellone came aboard Alpha Protocol’s team in 2008, approximately halfway through development—Parker to lead production, Avellone to head up creative. Both agreed with Sawyer that Michael Thorton’s story and abilities needed wrangling. To cull ideas, Parker and the designers took over a meeting room and covered a whiteboard in pitches for what they wanted to do as a spy. “We distilled those down and then said, 'Okay, Mike fights, he stealths, and he talks. Can we pretty much say that's all we need to do and not bother with all this other crazy crap?' The answer, basically, was yes.”

	Alpha Protocol became a melting pot of concepts. The game’s story has double and triple crosses, torrid love affairs, and assassinations. To add tension to conversations, a dialogue system gives players four ways to respond to characters and only a certain amount of time to choose their response. Responses are short and sweet so players won’t get frustrated by having to read long sentences while the on-screen timer ticks down.

	A personality-driven input system further streamlines Alpha Protocol’s conversation system. Players respond by pressing one of four buttons on their Xbox 360 or PlayStation 3 controller. Each direction always corresponds to an attitude: professional, suave, aggressive, or noncommittal. No matter the wording of any branch in dialogue, players can press the button they know matches up with their avatar’s disposition. Some NPCs can be befriended, bedded, or alienated, widening or narrowing the type of mission and plot flow going forward.

	Alpha Protocol’s team desired to give players as much freedom in terms of how they played. As players dispatch enemies and gain experience, they increase their expertise in disciplines such as hacking, pistols, shotguns, and martial arts. One player might go in with shotguns and semi-automatics. Another might prefer to operate covertly, sneaking around, karate-chopping guards in the throat, and hacking locked doors.

	For Parker, some scenarios proposed throughout development offered too much freedom. Set pieces became a sticking point. In one scenario, enemies patrol beneath the wing of a plane. When the guards walk below the wing, players can shoot the propellers, which fall off and kill anyone in their path. “That was kind of neat-o, but it was also a really elaborate, almost esoteric thing that almost didn't make sense, so we got rid of those,” Parker said.

	Alpha Protocol released in June 2010. Response varied. Parker and the team pointed to trouble working with the game’s tech. “It was a lot of work,” admitted Michael Edwards, a senior programmer who specializes in graphics. “We were learning Unreal because it was our first Unreal game, and we had to wrangle that engine.”

	While the team’s leads owned their mistakes, they believed stubbornness on Sega’s part contributed to the glitchy state of the game on release. “When I took over the project, we were looking to reboot the game,” Parker said. “You know what publishers don't like? Wasting money on a game that has to be [restarted]. So, they had every reason to be upset with us about that. But they did oftentimes do arbitrary things even in the face of all that.”

	Far in development, the game’s producers informed Sega that they planned to cut mini games from the product. They weren’t polished, weren’t fun, and just didn’t belong. Sega’s representatives refused. Mini games had been part of Obsidian’s proposal, so mini games had to stay. “We crunched on the project to get something as good as we could, but at the end of the day it was a little bit janky,” Parker said of Alpha Protocol. “I think that's unfortunate, because fundamentally it’s really strong. I just think it fails on some execution levels.”

	Obsidian’s team never paused to take a breath. It wasn’t an option: As an independent studio, multiple projects ensured there would never be any gap in work—or paychecks—after one game shipped. There had been setbacks. Dwarves, a licensed title based on Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarves animated classic, had been in development for a year before Disney decided there was no need for a Snow White prequel and cancelled the game. 

	The company rolled on. As Alpha Protocol wrapped up, developers used the Onyx engine they had built for Aliens: Crucible as a framework for Dungeon Siege III, an action-RPG in the vein of Diablo. Another team led by Sawyer and Avellone was already at work on Fallout: New Vegas. 

	Sawyer’s dream of working on a Fallout game had been put on hold after he had left Black Isle. He hadn’t been willing to let it go in the years since. “To be honest, after I left and was at Midway, I wrote a Fallout pen-and-paper system to run tabletop games with people at Midway,” said Sawyer, project director on New Vegas. “I still really wanted to play around in that universe. Being able to make New Vegas, I thought, Wow, I never would have dreamed I'd have this opportunity.”

	Fallout: New Vegas was a sequel to Fallout 3 by Bethesda Softworks, holders of the Fallout license after they won a bidding war against companies that included Troika Games, co-founded by Fallout creators Tim Cain, Leonard Boyarsky, and Jason Anderson. Sawyer and the team had to work within the limits of Bethesda’s Gamebryo engine. That motivated Sawyer to push New Vegas into new creative frontiers without straying too far from what had made Fallout 3 a bestseller.

	“I knew the game would fundamentally play like Fallout 3,” he explained. “The fans of Fallout 3 don't want a radical departure. I thought about how we could make this feel very true to the west coast, California experience. I think Bethesda very wisely, because they knew the east coast, set it right where they were.”

	New Vegas’s Mojave Wasteland combined the scope of Fallout 3 with the emphasis on player choice and openness that had come to define Obsidian’s games. Every quest can be solved in a multitude of ways, and choices have lasting consequences. Upon the game’s release in October 2010, many players found New Vegas’s companions more engaging than Fallout 3’s. They also appreciated its darker script that placed more of an emphasis on morality—not just the player’s, but that of various factions they could interact with over the course of their journey.

	By the end of 2010, many RPG fans had formed a love-hate relationship with Obsidian. On the one hand, the company’s roster of Black Isle alumni had fostered a reputation for creating deep RPGs brimming with captivating worlds, fantastic writing, rich characters, and choices with real consequences. In 2018, video game documentarians GVMERS published an investigation into Aliens: Crucible and lamented the game’s cancellation. “While this game […] would ultimately end up being cancelled at Sega’s behest, what information that has emerged about the game in the years following its demise suggests that Obsidian Entertainment may have had something truly special on their hands. More than just an RPG in an Alien mold, Aliens Crucible would have featured a macabre return to the franchise’s horror roots bolstered by Obsidian’s expertise in crafting meaningful player choice, making for what could have been an enticing proposition for both fans of Obsidian Entertainment and the Alien franchise alike,” per the documentary.

	On the other hand, Obsidian also put out absurdly, frustratingly buggy games. Developers learned that many fans and critics had begun referring to their company as “Bugsidian” due to the inordinately high number of glitches—some minor and almost amusing, such as characters’ tendency to float above the ground in New Vegas; others, such as those that caused games to crash or erased the player’s progress, more severe—in every game.

	“I would say that reputation probably started with Neverwinter 2,” Sawyer admitted. “KotOR II was pretty buggy, and Neverwinter 2 was also pretty darn buggy. Then having Alpha Protocol and New Vegas come out and be very buggy? That was four strikes.”

	“There were things at Interplay that we took for granted, and became apparent when we switched to Obsidian,” Avellone admitted. “One issue was a lot of support we’d come to rely on, such as QA, audio, and IT, were no longer present, so many of those things we had to rely on from a publisher until we grew. Over time, we did get many of those positions filled until we could do support services ourselves, and Obsidian now has a marketing department, which is a good thing. Staffing QA adequately was a struggle throughout our years and lasts to the present day. Testing and fixing RPGs requires a lot of manpower to do properly, and despite the studio’s experience, the scope of the games often resulted in a lot of bugs.”

	“There are certain things, in retrospect, that I would not have done,” Sawyer continued, speaking to New Vegas. “The Caravan didn't get done in a good state, the card game that we made up. I would have cut that. There were a few other features, like the disguise system, which was very cool but we didn't have code support for it so we did it all through scripting—that became very buggy; I probably would have rolled that back. I think that with New Vegas, it was a miracle that it got done, but, yeah, it was really buggy.”

	To Obsidian’s credit, Dungeon Siege III—and, in 2014, South Park: The Stick of Truth—shipped in much cleaner states. One of the ways Obsidian’s co-founders achieved a higher level of polish on those titles was by pushing for control in areas of production such as quality assurance (QA) that were traditionally in a publisher’s purview.

	“Really, what we did was, starting with Dungeon Siege III, we got together and said, ‘We've got to stop this. How are we going to do that? We've got to be more serious about it. We can't blame other parties. We just need to stop,’” described Urquhart. “We have to have better bug-reporting tools. We have to have QA working earlier. We have to make conversations about bugs a part of development and not the icky thing that happens at the end. I don't want to excuse us, ever, but—and I feel like I'm trying to caveat this—I hate to admit that there is a challenge with greater bugs in games that have gotten bigger and bigger, and more complicated. It is now more of a challenge to get bugs out of them.”

	 

	WHEN THE TSA security guard motioned, Urquhart stepped out of the airport body scanner and to one side while his carryon bags were searched.

	A guard unzipped one bag’s main cavity, looked inside, cocked an eyebrow at Urquhart, then reached in and withdrew what appeared to be an Xbox 360. It was a large box, but with an extra chunk of plastic clasped to one side. Urquhart tried to explain.

	“He knew what an Xbox was, but he said, ‘What's the other thing on it?’” Urquhart recalled, referring to the sidecar attachment. “I said, ‘Well, it's a dev kit. It's used to make games.’ He said, ‘But what's in there?’ I said, ‘It needs more memory and stuff so we can develop games on it.’ He said, ‘Can you take that part off?’ No, I couldn't. And then of course he wanted to know where he could get one.”

	Urquhart’s Xbox development kit (XDK) was one piece of Obsidian’s greatest puzzle yet: Developing Stormlands, a massive, open-world RPG that would launch alongside Microsoft’s Xbox One in 2013. Microsoft had yet to issue Xbox One XDKs, so Obsidian put together a proof-of-concept demo using the Xbox 360 kit for Urquhart to show Microsoft executives during his trip in the early spring of 2011.

	“That was the only time we put a lot of money into the demo of a game,” Urquhart said.

	Urquhart was traveling to pitch the Xbox manufacturer on publishing Stormlands. The team-up looked perfect on paper. Obsidian had the know-how to create a sprawling RPG exclusive to Xbox, and Microsoft had the deep pockets to fund its development.

	Noah Musler, a biz-dev guy at Microsoft and a friend of Urquhart’s, had arranged the meeting. When Urquhart finished, Musler caught up with him and the other Obsidian developers to walk them outside. “He said, ‘I don't want to get your hopes up, but I think this is very possible,’” Urquhart remembered of the conversation. “It was very shocking that we'd gone to step two with Microsoft. We moved forward and signed the project.”

	Obsidian’s team was elated. After nearly eight years, the company was on the verge of getting the funding it needed to support a huge team capable of creating the mother of all Obsidian roleplaying games. “It was intended to be a big world, and intended to be everything we like to do in terms of narrative depth, story depth, companion depth, choice and consequence, all those things we've kind of built our house on, that was all stuff we wanted to do in Stormlands,” said Parker. “The idea was it would be a launch title on Xbox One, and it would be the most awesome game ever.”

	Stormlands’ developers used the company’s Onyx engine as a base. “We were trying to build a more open-world game with that technology, rather than a top-down-style game,” said Michael Edwards. “We were working on weather systems, better tessellation for character detail. We were really trying to extend that engine.”

	Obsidian went all-in on Stormlands, hiring dozens of programmers, artists, and designers. Staffing up so quickly and to such a large extent was risky. “One of the challenges was we were staffing the project with more people than what Microsoft was paying because we wanted to keep [our team] working and moving this forward as quickly as we could. We'd never done a first-party title before,” Urquhart explained. “We'd never done a launch title before. These are holy grails you have when you start a studio, so we invested in it.”

	Work progressed for approximately nine months. Then Microsoft’s management changed hands. The new guard inspected Stormlands and proposed sweeping changes. “I'm not trying to blame them. They were the ones footing the bill, and they had every right to change it,” Urquhart continued. “But I think it created a lot of chaos. We were not making the same strides. We were not moving forward. There were disagreements on how to logistically make the game.”

	One of management’s mandates was that Obsidian incorporate motion controls using the Kinect camera that would ship with every Xbox One console. Microsoft saw Kinect as the cornerstone of Xbox One interaction: Users would be able to launch and quit games, open software such as Skype, and watch streaming apps like Netflix simply by speaking or gesturing. “I think there was a disconnect between what they were expecting and what we could deliver,” said Adam Brennecke. “They were also at a point where they were really trying to push Kinect for their first-party features on Xbox One. We were struggling as a team—and they were struggling, too—to figure out how those features would fit into a core RPG. They didn't want to move forward with it for whatever reason.”

	Another mandate was to incorporate raids on a grander scale than any online RPG to date. Microsoft dubbed the feature “the million-man raid.” Raiding, the practice of grouping with dozens of other players to clear an extremely challenging dungeon or boss, was becoming a popular pastime for players of online RPGs like World of WarCraft. Stormlands’ million-man raid would be even better, Microsoft execs claimed, because it would be spontaneous. Instead of organizing a raid, players may be playing the game, venturing through the shared world, when suddenly a massive creature bursts out of the ground. Players would have to drop what they’re doing and rush the monster. To reach it, they must penetrate a thick fog. That fog would be the game’s way of disguising behind-the-scenes matchmaking to break all the players into separate groups of forty people or more, each group facing off against the gigantic monster.

	As they fight, each player’s Xbox One records the battle and uploads their footage to the cloud. At the end, an artificially intelligent editing program stitches together footage from every player’s console to create an epic and personalized movie of their raid.

	Urquhart and the rest of Obsidian’s leadership did not know whether to take Microsoft’s “million-man raid” concept literally. No server in extant could handle the load of one million players, each in his or her own game instance. That would require servers to keep track of movements, attacks, life meters, and on-screen population such as characters and items for each player’s game world.

	To Urquhart, the budget Microsoft’s previous leadership had proposed became lost in a fog of its own. Obsidian and Microsoft had agreed to develop a project with certain features and at a certain amount. All the changes the Xbox team was proposing would increase that budget. Fine, Microsoft said. They would write bigger checks and Obsidian would hire more developers.

	There were other obstacles, too. Microsoft wanted the game to run on Unreal Engine 4, but UE4 had not been implemented in Xbox One XDKs, so Obsidian’s developers were building out Onyx to incorporate more features from UE3.

	Parker and Urquhart agreed that their mistake was failing to set realistic boundaries and goals with Microsoft. “I think in some ways, Microsoft wanted it to be every game it could be,” Parker said. “We tried to accommodate that, and tried to accommodate it too much. Rather than being focused on making the greatest game ever, it was evolving into all games ever. It became a very complicated.”

	“Ultimately, what happened was, and I don't think through malicious intent on the part of anybody, but it became a gray area. [We were asking], ‘What are we really doing?’” said Urquhart.

	On Monday, March 12, 2012, Urquhart’s phone rang. For a moment, Urquhart stared at it. He was expecting a phone call from Microsoft. They had yet to sign contracts for Stormlands. Thus far, all work had been preliminary. This phone call could be an executive calling to give the green light. Instead, Microsoft cancelled the game.

	“Stormlands was cancelled right around my birthday. That was pretty awesome,” Parker said.

	Urquhart called a private meeting with Monahan, Parker, Avellone, and Jones in a nearby coffee shop. There would be no more milestones, no more payments. The next day, Obsidian would have to lay off nearly half of their staff. Their agenda in that coffee shop, where no staff could accidentally wander into an office and catch wind of impending layoffs, was to decide who stayed and who could go.

	“I don't want to say ‘survival of the fittest’ or anything like that, but we have to consider the strengths of the studio,” Urquhart said. “Those are the harsh, horrible decisions we have to make.”

	“There's nothing really to do but say, ‘Okay, who can we immediately put on the other project?’” Parker said of the process. “‘Who can help us moving forward the best?’ And then, you just look at the rest of the people and try to figure out some way forward. It's not pleasant in any way. Those days, those weeks, were the worst days that I've ever experienced in my life.”

	On Tuesday morning, Obsidian’s co-founders briefed everyone on what was about to happen and told them to wait in their offices. Brennecke sat at his desk, heart pounding, staring at the doorway. Chris Benson, the IT guy, went back and forth, but never entered Brennecke’s office. Benson had been told to send all employees who would be laid off to one room, where the company’s management would talk with them. The others, including Brennecke, went to another room to receive an update. “We were working on one other project, which was South Park, but we had nothing else going on at the time,” said Brennecke.

	“We found out at the meeting that people had already been laid off,” Edwards said. “Feargus told us, ‘If you're still here, your job is safe.’ It was pretty traumatic.”

	“It's horrible,” Urquhart stated. “That's easy for me to say: That for me, it's horrible. I see it as my social contract with people. That when I hire them, it's my responsibility to keep them employed. I failed, and it's horrible. A lot of times, we can't give them much or any severance, because we can either run the company into the ground, or we can lay people off.”

	“It was the worst day at Obsidian,” Sawyer said. “There's no comparison to it. Around forty people got laid off, a project got cancelled. I was seeing tons of my friends, people I'd worked with for a long time, leaving the building. Feargus was wrecked. That was the sort of pit that we had to crawl out of to make Pillars of Eternity. That was the low point of Obsidian's morale, and the state of the company overall.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 3: Penny Bets

	JOSH SAWYER WALKED down the hallway to Adam Brennecke’s office and told the junior programmer he had found a bug. He was playing the latest build of Neverwinter Nights 2 and noticed that the camera failed to maintain its pitch when players switched between companions.

	Brennecke scoffed. What Sawyer was saying was impossible.

	“I'm like, 'Believe the impossible, dude,” Sawyer said. “It's on my monitor. Right now. This is not a distant recollection. It's here right now.”

	“I knew, as a programmer, whenever I had to go talk to Josh about anything, I had to have a lot of ammunition to defend my point,” Brennecke stated. He assured Sawyer that the camera was working perfectly because he had just checked it.

	Sawyer grinned. Brennecke was a junior programmer and a graduate from DigiPen University. Like a lot of programmers fresh out of school, he was naïve and displaying a confidence bordering on arrogance. “I said, 'Okay. How much will you bet?'” Sawyer recalled.

	Brennecke wagered one penny. Sawyer accepted. They left Brennecke’s office and went back to Sawyer’s computer. Sawyer sat down and moved his mouse. Brennecke stared. Sure enough, the camera’s pitch had changed from one campaign to the next. Stunned, he told Sawyer he had no idea why the bug was happening. Neither did Sawyer—which, he pointed out, was why he had asked Brennecke to take a look in the first place.

	Also, he added, Brennecke owed him a penny.

	“It was a little humbling,” Brennecke admitted. “I learned the lesson of not to promise things as a developer, because things can change so rapidly in game development day to day. He was teaching me a lesson, but it was pretty fun.”

	Sawyer made sure Brennecke never forgot their wager. He named his winnings The Penny of Broken Promises and, along with a florid account of the bet, framed it and dated it August 17, 2006.

	A few weeks later, Sawyer went to Brennecke with another problem. Neverwinter Nights 2’s portraits were failing to render at a proper level of detail. A portrait’s appearance should change relative to the player’s distance from the portrait: more detail up close, less detail further away. Once again, Brennecke guaranteed that Sawyer was not, could not be seeing what he claimed to be seeing. Once again, Sawyer dared him to back up his words by putting a penny on the line.

	Once again, Brennecke handed over a penny. This one, Sawyer proclaimed, was The Penny of Broken Guarantees.

	Two months passed. Neverwinter Nights released to favorable reviews, and Brennecke and Sawyer moved on to Aliens: Crucible. While carpooling one morning in November, they passed a Hardy’s restaurant. Brennecke noted the smiling star logo shared by Carl’s Jr., and mentioned that Hardy’s had always used the star. Sawyer corrected him: He could not be sure when Hardy’s had adopted the star, but it had not been a permanent fixture.

	Brennecke amended his stance: Hardy’s had used the star logo for at least ten years. He wagered a penny.

	The first thing Sawyer did when he got to his computer was google Hardy’s and Carl’s Jr. Then he went to Brennecke to share his news: Hardy’s had been purchased by Carl’s Jr. parent company CKE Restaurants in 1997—nine years ago.

	The Penny of False Guarantees went up on Sawyer’s wall on November 8, 2006.

	“It's great, though, because he learned,” Sawyer said. “I remember we were working on New Vegas, I think. He said, 'That's not happening' to whatever bug I found. I said, 'Are you sure? Do you want to promise me that?' He said, 'I am... very confident.' I said, 'That's good, because it means you're not absolutely sure and there's a possibility you are incorrect.'”

	“Whenever I need to talk to Josh about anything, I have to make sure I have a lot of reasons, well-developed reasons, for why I want to change something, or why I think something is not going correctly,” Brennecke added. “It's a challenge, but I've found that Josh is right ninety percent of the time, which is really good for any developer. He has a good track record in his games, and his design sensibilities are really good. I've learned over the years to have ammunition to defend my position, or to just let him do what he wants to do, because he's usually right.”

	 

	IN THE SPRING of 2012, Obsidian prepared to make several wagers. The company had been burning through cash to support its largest staff to date. With Stormlands cancelled and the staff gutted, the co-founders estimated Obsidian had until September to sign a game.

	“The situation is dire for every independent studio on any given day. Was 2012 one of the more dire times at the studio? Absolutely,” Feargus Urquhart said. “There were going to be points where we were going to have to make decisions about moving forward knowing that we can't keep spending money on things that aren't going anywhere. It was pretty dire.”

	Everyone else at Obsidian pounded pavement. “We had agents reaching out to different publishers to see what types of games they were interested in, and we would try to tailor our pitches to those publishers just to see if they would sign anything, get anything going with actually discussing projects and moving forward without anything substantial,” said Brennecke.

	Part of drafting pitches was researching the market and talking with contacts to find out what publishers wanted. “There were six, seven, eight-week stints where we were working on pitches for a new idea,” said Rob Nesler, art director at Obsidian. “Companies are always interested in what we do, but it's also about crafting the right thing for them and what's going on in their world.”

	Sawyer detested sending pitches, but this situation made the process even worse. Obsidian’s layoffs had made headlines on virtually every gaming website and magazine. That gave publishers an advantage. “Negotiating with anyone when they know they have you up against the ropes is awful,” Sawyer admitted.

	Obsidian’s reputation as a maker of engrossing RPGs based on licensed properties worked against them. Before a project started, the team needed time to dig into a property so they could learn about it. Time was in short supply. “It is very frustrating because you might do a lot of work to put together a pitch doc, and they might not even read it, or you might get a ten-minute meeting where an executive looks at it and says, 'Yeah, we don't really want an RPG' and you're like, 'Oh. That's cool.' There's a lot of that,” Brennecke added. “It is really grueling for the team to go through that process. It feels like there's a lot of wasted work.”

	Brennecke wanted to take a different tack. While working on Stormlands, he and designer Nathaniel Chapman had joked about Obsidian funding a game on Kickstarter, a crowdfunding platform where users pledge money to help fund a good or service in exchange for rewards. The higher their pledge, the more goodies they receive when a funded project is finished. Independent developers had funded games through Kickstarter in modest numbers, raising a few thousand or ten thousand.

	Chapman and Brennecke rapped about crowdfunding a game, then forgot about it. They were joking, killing time while working on Obsidian’s epic RPG. Then Tim Schafer put consumer-funded projects on the tip of every developer’s tongue.

	In February 2012, the legendary designer behind point-and-click adventure classics such as Full Throttle and Grim Fandango launched a Kickstarter for Double Fine Adventure, a game in the vein of his past hits. Schafer and his company, Double Fine, set a funding goal of $400,000. They ended up raising $3.4 million, setting a Kickstarter record.

	One month later, Brian Fargo’s company, inXile, announced Wasteland 2 as a Kickstarter project. Fargo had turned to Kickstarter as a Hail Mary. He had pitched several big-name publishers including Microsoft and THQ on reviving the Wasteland franchise from its roots as an Apple II game after he acquired the license. With a publisher’s deep pockets, Fargo believed a sequel could enjoy the sort of commercial success Bethesda had achieved by resurrecting Fallout.

	Microsoft turned him down. They had BioWare and Mass Effect, at the time exclusive to Xbox 360 and Windows. THQ, on the verge of financial collapse, was looking to create an original game, not dig up what executives viewed as a moldy-oldie.

	“The business had fragmented such that everybody had their own unique perspective,” Fargo explained. “I had one company say, ‘We only do licensed products.’ Another said, ‘We only do products that we think can become billion-dollar franchises.’ And, ‘We only do multiplayer games now.’ It wasn't like back in the '90s when we were all kind of doing the same thing. Things were very, very [specialized]. There was zero interest from anybody. Really, Kickstarter was a last-ditch effort for us to make those kinds of roleplaying games.”

	Fargo and inXile plowed ahead and set a Kickstarter funding goal of $900,000 to make Wasteland 2. They hit the number in two days. By the time its month-long campaign ended, Fargo and inXile had raised over $2.9 million.

	Adam Brennecke and Josh Sawyer had watched game developers make headlines by tapping into the grassroots crowdfunding movement. “It wasn't just one success, it was repeated successes,” Brennecke said. “While we were doing this pitch process, we kept on saying, 'Why don't we do a Kickstarter instead?'”

	“We were like, 'Oh my god, this is a thing. We could actually do this,’” Sawyer recalled.

	The landscape of Obsidian had changed by June 2012. Stormlands had been cancelled and developers were frantically sending off pitches to publishers. Brennecke and Sawyer approached the co-founders and ran the idea of crowdfunding by them. Urquhart and his peers demurred. “One of the things about running an independent studio is it's so much about perception: about how publishers see you, how your fans see you, how your employees see you, how you feel about your own company,” Urquhart said, explaining his hesitation. “When it came to crowdfunding, I have to admit I was skeptical. If we put this idea out there, and we were having a tough time as a studio, what happens if it falls flat?”

	Brennecke and Sawyer were undeterred. They approached management a second time. For a second time, management shot them down. Chris Parker backed up Urquhart and Darren Monahan. He knew the dangers of succumbing to industry trends. “There was this whole thing with Xbox Live Arcade,” Parker remembered, “and then everybody was like, ‘What you've really got to do is make this game that costs $8.99 on Xbox Arcade, and everything will be great.’ Okay, and then everybody makes a game like that, and maybe nobody likes yours. You see it today with VR: ‘Man, if you're not making VR, then you're going to be left in the dust.’ Okay, there's some cool VR stuff out there, but it's not changing the industry.”

	Privately, Parker was intrigued by the enthusiasm around Kickstarter. Four months earlier, he had talked with Brennecke and Sawyer about crowdfunding and had even put together a proposal. Urquhart and Darren Monahan had voted him down—co-founder democracy in action. Parker had acquiesced then, and again when Urquhart and Monahan turned down Brennecke and Sawyer, because that was his job: He towed the company line with his partners. But the Kickstarter bug had bitten him. 

	After getting the thumbs-down yet again, Sawyer and Brennecke decided the time had come to make their biggest wager yet. This time, they were on the same side: If Obsidian refused to capitalize on crowdfunding, they would quit and launch a campaign on their own.

	Josh Sawyer had one foot out the door when word of his imminent departure reached Chris Parker. Obsidian’s co-founder sprinted across the studio to his office and asked Sawyer why he wanted to leave. Sawyer spelled it out. He and Brennecke wanted to make their game, and they wanted to crowdfund it. Parker was sympathetic, but explained that the co-founders needed everyone pitching to publishers.

	Sawyer clarified his position. He simply believed this was something that someone at Obsidian should do, even if it wasn’t him. Someone like Adam Brennecke, for instance.

	Parker considered. If Brennecke was allowed to focus on the Kickstarter, would Sawyer continue pitching to publishers? Sawyer said he would.

	Brennecke and Sawyer sat down for one final meeting with management. Brennecke stressed that now was the ideal time to crowdfund a project. With Stormlands cancelled, they had an opening.

	“I give both of them an incredible amount of credit for really pushing and pushing me on it, and getting me to be okay with it, because it's been an amazing thing for the studio,” Urquhart said. “I think the tipping point for me was, in some ways, I had to get more comfortable with it, just with the concept [of crowdfunding]. And I think it was also tied to the fact that we were not getting anywhere with a lot of the other pitches we had out to publishers. My partners and I had to make that decision to really trust Josh and Adam. If you mix that all together, we said, ‘Okay. Let's do it.’”

	Exhilaration coursed through Brennecke. With the go-ahead from management, he could begin building a crowdfunding campaign. Now all he needed was an idea for a game to fund. He had just the one: An Infinity-style RPG with isometric view, companion characters with unique backgrounds and personalities, real-time-with-pause combat, a party of adventurers, memorable stories and decisions that had lasting effects on characters—all the trimmings that had made Baldur’s Gate and its descendants instant classics.

	“I felt that was a very strong choice as the game to make, and the game that would succeed on [Kickstarter] just because of our roots with Black Isle and having a lot of people at the studio who worked on Planescape: Torment and Icewind Dale,” Brennecke said. “I thought that would be a great way to enter crowdfunding, and a good idea [on its own]. I felt that when people heard it, that would be enough for people to open their wallets and give us their fifteen to twenty dollars.”

	Sawyer was on board. He missed the type of exploration that had been unique to RPGs like Baldur’s Gate and Icewind Dale. One of his colleagues described playing them as moving through a diorama. That hit the proverbial nail on its head. “With 2D isometric games, even though a lot of people really don't like the look, it is a different experience,” Sawyer explained. “It's you're looking into this little box that was created for you to peer down into. The way of navigating those spaces, the way you explore them, the way you fight in them—it's a different feeling.”

	Many of their peers agreed. Like Brennecke, senior designer and writer Eric Fenstermaker had grown up playing Baldur’s Gate and its descendants. “I liked the challenge of working with a lower budget and seeing what could be done with the approach to the narrative to compensate for a lack of cinematic cutscenes. After having scripted—in the programming sense—dozens of cutscenes Neverwinter Nights 2, which was built on an engine that was built on another engine that was hopelessly nondeterministic and absolutely the worst imaginable framework for trying to create cutscenes, the notion that we might just write the actions rather than script and animate them was appealing.”

	Senior designer Bobby Null saw a hole in the market. “I thought, Nobody's making those games. Of course we should do it. There's got to be a market for it because we all love those games.”

	Rob Nesler missed the satisfaction of playing armchair general. “I like having a gathering of characters, of companions with interesting personalities, and having them move through the world and kill monsters and get loot. Certainly the character interactions and the thoughtful decisions that need to be made for me to feel right about how I'm playing—that's a layer of complexity that I'd forgotten about. It was quite wonderful to be reminded that that was going to be a possibility again.”

	Urquhart was sympathetic to Brennecke’s and Sawyer’s desire to create the next generation of classic RPGs. More than that, he missed those games, too. “You can definitely have a party in Mass Effect, Dragon Age, and games like that, and I love those games. But it's different in Infinity Engine-style games: How you have that control, that tactical control over a party. The other thing that's really cool about those games is the 2D-rendered [artwork] aspect. You can have this really immersive world and graphics, tied to having that Dungeons & Dragons style of party, on-screen all at once.”

	Pitching Obsidian’s Kickstarter project as an Infinity Engine-style RPG made sense. Its foundation dated back to Baldur’s Gate in 1998. What Brennecke needed next was a hook. 

	 

	IF NOT FOR a quiet little mountain town in Colorado, Obsidian’s leadership may have had no choice but to reject Brennecke’s and Sawyer’s request.

	“I wasn't that familiar with Kickstarter, but we were so busy programming away—we had other tasks to do—that that was something Adam and Josh were handling. I think we were still working on Stick of Truth,” said graphics programmer Michael Edwards.

	Obsidian had been a multi-project company since 2004, when it had announced development of Neverwinter Nights 2 several months before shipping Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic II. “Multiple projects could effectively leapfrog each other, giving us two sources of revenue at any given time, essentially buffering ourselves against some sort of calamity,” Parker explained of the reasoning for developing several games at once.

	While Brennecke built out a crowdfunding campaign, a small team toiled away on South Park: The Stick of Truth, an RPG based on Comedy Central’s long-running adult show. The loss of Stormlands and the uncertainty surrounding Kickstarter—maybe players would want an Infinity Engine-style RPG, maybe they wouldn’t—put increased pressure on the team.

	“When we're just at one project, that means we've only got the one revenue stream from those milestones,” Parker explained. “We've got however much money in the bank that we can burn for some period of time. Every single one of the South Park milestones [contributed] very little to the money we had in reserve. There was no room for mistakes. We couldn't submit one and have somebody tell us that they hate it and it's not approved, or tell us, ‘Fix these forty-eight things, and then we'll pay you.’ Everything had to be done correctly, and it had to be done on time.”

	Like the Star Wars license years earlier, the opportunity to develop a South Park game had dropped into their laps. South Park co-creators Matt Stone and Trey Parker had become disenfranchised with game development after several poorly designed and equally poorly received games based on South Park had raked in money but had failed to represent their vision of the characters and storytelling. They believed those games had failed because none of them had tapped into what South Park was all about: A bunch of kids going on epic adventures.

	After a long hiatus, Matt and Trey wanted to take another crack at designing a South Park game. But not just any game. There would be no further attempts at kart racers or first-person shooters. Only a roleplaying game could capture the scope, humor, and larger-than-life characters of their wacky town. Matt and Trey considered pitches from several studios. They chose Obsidian’s. 

	“Going into it, it was going to be on their terms,” said Chris Parker. “It was going to be the game they wanted to make: their humor, their everything. We just wanted to make sure we could make the best RPG that actually catered to all of the things that South Park really was.”

	South Park Studios’ pitch to game developers had been for a roleplaying game starring “the new kid,” a new South Park character controlled by players. Combat would occur in real-time, a decision that rubbed Obsidian’s newest Black Isle veteran the wrong way.

	After leaving Interplay in 1997, Tim Cain had partnered with fellow ex-Interplay developers Leonard Boyarsky and Jason Anderson to co-found Troika Games. The studio made several RPGs, but shut down after it failed to secure funding for another project. Cain joined Carbine Studios as a senior programmer for online RPGs. Seven years later, Cain received a note from Obsidian co-founder Chris Jones suggesting that he lend his programming expertise to South Park. Cain agreed to come on for six months. 

	At Cain’s first meeting, one of the designers suggested he play Stick of Truth so the team could get feedback from someone who had never tried it before. “He put a controller in my hand, and I was terrible,” Cain admitted. “Part of the reason I was terrible was because there was an awful lot you could do. You could pick different spells, you could block, you could re-position where you're standing.”

	Cain asked to take a crack at converting the game from real-time gameplay to turn-based. If combat unfolded over turns, players could take their time thinking through attacks. He produced a turn-based demo in seventy-two hours.

	“We really liked it turn-based, and that's how we shipped it. It's designed for casual players, and I think getting rid of the time pressure in combat made the game more casual friendly,” Cain said. When his six months were up, Cain was having so much fun that he asked the co-founders to make his position permanent. They consented.

	Cain discovered soon after that his conversion may have been the easiest and quickest leg of the game’s development. “South Park went through a lot of iterations. We could have made two more games from the content that didn't ship,” he said.

	Month after month, year after year, South Park suffered from delays. Turbulence at THQ, the game’s publisher, was one cause. The multi-billion-dollar publisher owned over a dozen studios and sat on $500 million in cash as of 2007. Eight years and a series of bad management decisions later, ranging from bloated budgets to dismal software sales, the coffers were nearly dry.

	Obsidian’s co-founders watched THQ’s stock price fall, and fall, and fall. “The concern was that as we got into summer, that's when the stuff with THQ looked like it was going a little weird. It wasn't a concern yet, but it was going to be,” said Urquhart.

	Tens of millions of dollars in debt, THQ received permission from the U.S. Bankruptcy Court to sell off most of its studios and intellectual properties in early 2013. Publisher Ubisoft scooped up THQ’s Montreal studio for $2.5 million and South Park: The Stick of Truth for $3.3 million. Ubisoft’s eleventh-hour save meant that Obsidian would be able to keep getting paid.

	Many of those payments went toward addressing myriad technical challenges that cropped up during development. The demo that had won over Stone and Parker showed the town of South Park with the same style and level of animation as seen on the show. Fleshing out that demo into an entire game proved a tall hurdle to jump. Like most RPGs, players find weapons and outfits to equip as they explore the world. That meant the character artists needed to account for every possible combination of outfits and weapons.

	The artists ended up using rotoscoping, tracing over footage frame by frame to create realistic cinematics. Or, in South Park’s case, the paper-doll-like movements for which the show had become known.

	After creating an animation, the developers had to render it out to each scene in the game and fine-tune details such as lighting. “That was a huge challenge,” Obsidian’s Chris Parker admitted. “That was one of the things that, maybe six months out from launch, we still didn't have it perfect, and I was completely freaking out. In fact everybody was freaking out. They were saying, ‘I don't know if we're going to be able to get this right,’ and Matt and Trey said, ‘You guys have to get this right,’ and of course that's how we felt, too.”

	Collaboration with South Park’s co-creators was always fascinating and often frustrating. “Working with Matt and Trey is always a thing I will look back at with a lot of pride,” Chris Parker added. “Working with them was one of the most enjoyable things I've ever done in my life, but it was also incredibly difficult to deal with.”

	Early on, Trey and Matt left Obsidian to their work while they explored other projects. The team harnessed the power of the PS3 and Xbox 360 by creating an exact replica of the town of South Park—and then expanding on it. “When it came to doing things like the town, we went to South Park [Studios] and said, ‘Hey, do you guys have a map of the town?’” Chris Parker recalled. “And their answer was, ‘No, of course we don't have a map of the town. The town changes to exactly how we want it to look and what we want it to do.’”

	Developers took initiative by adding shops, characters, streets, and entire blocks. “I would say the town layout changed a good two or three times as the story was rewritten, or we decided some building needed to be there or didn't need to be there, or maybe some level wasn't working, so we'd nuke the whole level and then have to figure out how to patch the town back together again without having [the level] in there,” Chris Parker said. “Like everything on that game, it was a very, very iterative process.”

	As the game plugged along, Matt and Trey got more involved. Story was their primary focus. Everything, from gameplay features to characters to areas, flowed from story. As South Park’s co-creators exerted more control, Obsidian’s creative freedom dwindled. “There'd be times when I'd work on a weekend to get something finished,” recalled area designed Bobby Null, “and then Monday morning someone would say, ‘Have you seen the new script?’ No, I haven't seen it yet—and everything I'd done over the weekend was just gone.”

	Chris Parker attended a meeting at South Park Studios every Thursday. One afternoon he entered a conference room to find map printouts of areas in the town taped to a whiteboard. “It was like, ‘Oh, okay, I guess this is going to be the new layout,’” he recalled. “We talked through the town on a Thursday, and I think that's the town we ended up shipping with it. We had a lot to do with laying out that town, and I think it's really, really cool that we got this opportunity at Obsidian to give a little bit of our love to what has become the town of South Park: a lot of the things in it, and a lot of those characters.”

	Like the hands-on approach of Matt and Trey, South Park’s repeated delays were a double-edged sword. Pushing the game out and convincing THQ—and later Ubisoft—to give them more time and money was stressful, but Stick of Truth benefitted by giving the team more time to hit higher quality marks. In 2014, Stick of Truth shipped almost entirely free of bugs and won over critics with its spot-on recreation of the show’s characters, settings, and themes.

	“I look back on Alpha Protocol and South Park favorably,” said Parker. “Their development was hard and complicated. We probably made them more complicated than they had to be.”

	 

	ADAM BRENNECKE DID not know the woman sitting across the restaurant, but there was something familiar about her.

	He was sitting in the dining room of Dave & Buster’s drinking beers with a few of the guys from work when his gaze fell on a woman sitting at a far table. She seemed familiar, as if he had seen her before. Then it came to him: Her laugh. He knew it, could hear it in his mind. But her name eluded him.

	Back in his office, Brennecke couldn’t shake the girl’s face. Her laughter rang through his head. He went back to work on his Kickstarter pitch.

	Then it came to him. She worked at a Starbucks he had frequented every day. That had been years ago. She had not been a friend, just a barista he had made small talk with.

	The memory of her laugh sent his brain down a rabbit hole. What if, in Obsidian’s upcoming RPG, reincarnation was a known phenomenon? Everybody lived past lives, and everybody knew it. The soul was a time capsule, buried upon death and unearthed in the next life so that a special type of person could read those souls like books, recalling every memory and detail.

	“That fits in with the Planescape: Torment-y vibe, because I was trying to fit some Torment into our pitch so that people who enjoyed it would have something to latch on to,” Brennecke said.

	Josh Sawyer latched on to the idea. His mind raced: The study of souls could be a discipline, a science that led to philosophical conflicts. “When we started out, we said, 'We want a little bit of Baldur’s Gate, a little bit of Icewind Dale, a little bit of Planescape: Torment.' One of the things with Planescape: Torment is that it's metaphysical in a lot of ways: It deals with philosophical issues. I thought that the ideas of soul and self, and reincarnation, the relationship of gods to mortals and faith—I thought those were very interesting things that we could tie together through this concept of reincarnation.”

	Brennecke bounced ideas off Sawyer and Chris Avellone as he built the Kickstarter campaign. Over email, he and Sawyer kept a running list of their favorite tropes from the Forgotten Realms, the license that had helped Infinity Engine games attract attention in the first place. They called their list The Realms-iest Realms.

	“We wanted to put our stamp on things, so making things slightly different in terms of history and technology,” Brennecke explained. “One thing that I think was one of my ideas was, I really like guns, so having gun elements is in line with Forgotten Realms but isn't something that's unique to the game: having pistols, rifles, and stuff like that is one thing we did. That kind of [helped to establish] what time period equivalence to earth's time period we'd be setting the game: Somewhere around the sixteenth century, and we could go from there.”

	“Some of the key elements were an area like the Dalelands,” said Sawyer, referencing a region in the northern hemisphere of the Forgotten Realms continent of Faerûn. “That’s why our Dyrwood is very much like the Dalelands in a lot of ways. Also, having gods that are kind of manipulative, and even if they're remote, they're still involved, kind of pulling the strings, and that they have these big personalities that are frequently in opposition to each other. Another thing I liked about the Forgotten Realms is when the gods occasionally assume avatars and start smacking things around, so we've included little bits of that. The goal was really kind of, ‘What can we put in here to give the [Realms] flavor so that if someone loves Baldur’s Gate, they can say, 'Oh, yeah, that feels so familiar?’ It was important for the first game.”

	Rapping about creative ideas was the fun part of piecing together Obsidian’s foray into crowdfunding. Settling on a funding goal was tougher. Brennecke researched funding and investing. He fixated on a minimum budget, the lowest possible amount Obsidian would need to raise in order to build a modest-sized game. 

	“Because once you hit your funding goal, you're on the hook for making your game. What I did was put together a budget with $1.1 million in mind,” Brennecke said.

	“I think with Pillars, even from the get-go, if we had only made $1.1 million, we would have made a game for $1.1 million,” Urquhart added. “But it never would have been the game we wanted to make. It was the game we were telling people we wanted to make, but just like everything in game development, you want to make something that's bigger, better, and has more moving parts. Really, for Pillars, that was always the goal: Can we do one of those amazing games from the past? I think always in our minds, no matter the budget we had, we were thinking, How do we get there?”

	Sawyer was undecided on their odds of success. On the one hand, Kickstarter was still a new publishing paradigm to the gaming industry. On the other hand, he really hated writing pitches. “I was saying, 'Dude, if we sign this project, I guess it will be cool if it means getting paid, but, man, I don't think anyone wants to work on this,'” he recalled of pitching to publishers. “That was the other part: Success by the safe route is still depressing and bleak.”

	Brennecke continued his research. One of the most important takeaways was that less is more. The goal of the Kickstarter was to raise money. To do that, Obsidian didn’t need to explain every little detail of the game players would get if they helped fund it. All he needed to do was sell the dream. You liked Baldur’s Gate, Planescape: Torment, and Icewind Dale, his pitch should say, so wouldn’t you like to see what that type of game might look like running on a modern engine? His job was to brew a potent cocktail of nostalgia and modern tech.

	Coming up with the right name for the game was equally important. Things like concept artwork and screenshots from an isometric view would sell the dream by suggesting a specific type of game: Baldur’s Gate and its ilk. The game’s title should likewise tease something familiar to their target audience. “The one thing I wanted was to have something that reminded [players] of the Infinity Engine, so coming up with a way to incorporate 'Infinity' or 'Eternity' into the name was very important to me.”

	Brennecke had talked with management to set a target date for the Kickstarter. They had arrived at mid-September. Late August rolled around, and Brennecke had yet to come up with a title. Sawyer suggested Project Broadsword. Rob Nesler raised an eyebrow. 

	“I wasn't attached to it,” Sawyer said, “so I told him to come up with something else.”

	Nesler mulled it over, then suggested another idea.

	Project Eternity.

	 

	ON THE MORNING of September 10, 2012, Obsidian’s website showed a four encircled by an ouroboros. The symbol teased a new game titled Project X.

	The Kickstarter that would solve for X, Project Eternity, was set to go live two days later, and Brennecke was fighting down panic. “The thing I was thinking about was, Oh, shit. We've got to make a game, now. That's when my attention immediately returned to the budget. I was running the numbers, like, 'Oh, man, what if we only make this amount? What the hell do we do now?'”

	Building the Kickstarter had been a company-wide effort. They had shot a video featuring Obsidian team members touting Project Eternity and explaining why backers should give the company their money. Elsewhere in the office, developers were building a screenshot meant to function as a proof of concept. The screenshot would show an environment from an isometric angle, perfectly engineered to sell the dream: If you fund our campaign, the shot should say, this is the type of game you’ll get.

	If, that was, Obsidian could raise over one million dollars.

	The campaign was an all-or-nothing deal. Kickstarter gave creators a finite amount of time to fund their projects. If they hit the mark, they got paid. If they fell short by so much as a penny, they got nothing.

	Obsidian converted the lounge area adjacent to the breakroom into a party zone. A big-screen TV counted down the hours and minutes until the morning of September 12. On the day of, Michael Edwards looked away from his screen and out into the party area where several peers hung out on chairs and sofas, talking avidly as the timer depleted.

	When the timer expired at 10:00 a.m. Pacific, any developers not clustered around the TV dashed back to their cubicles and opened the Kickstarter website. “This was our first crowdfunding campaign, and I was a little naive when I thought, Oh, look! We got it all done and ready. The page is ready to go, and I can't wait until we hit go and we're live,” Rob Nesler remembered. “Then as soon as we were live, it was like, boom—we need this, we need that.”

	At his workstation, Brennecke pressed the F5 key to refresh the page. The screen cleared. The Kickstarter page materialized again. The number next to the dollar sign had gone up. He refreshed again. The tally showed more money.

	All around the office, fingers stabbed F5 keys. “As soon as the clock hit ten, and people could donate, there was around $9,000 in the one-tenth of a second from the campaign not being open to being open,” Bobby Null said. 

	One of Null’s friends came running into his office and exclaimed that the campaign had raised another ten grand in the short time it had taken him to run down the hall to the bathroom and take a leak.

	“I remember thinking that was so bizarre,” Null continued. “That there were people so eager to give us their money that they were waiting for the second, the absolute, first possible second that they could donate, and they did. It just kept going all morning. We were laughing about it. Not laughing as in, ‘Ha!’ but as in, ‘I can't believe this is a thing.’”

	Just over twenty-four hours later, Project Eternity soared past its goal of $1.1 million. Brennecke drifted through the office, dumbstruck, accepting and giving high-fives. “Everyone on the South Park team was very excited too,” he said. “We were all in it together. Everyone's attitude completely changed in that first hour after the crowdfunding campaign went live.”

	“If the day Stormlands got cancelled was the low point of morale, the day Pillars completed its funding was the highest,” Sawyer added.

	 

	“IT REALLY WAS a very high time at the studio,” Chris Parker recalled of the viewing party Obsidian held to count down the final hours of the Kickstarter one month later. “Things were really awesome. People were in the lounge, partying and having a good time. That was happening during a live stream. But for me, at the time, I was stopping by and saying ‘Rah-rah’ with everybody, then I had to deliver a milestone for South Park that day. I was actually packing up documents and sending them off to Ubisoft for approval. But I still got to get over there and have some fun with everybody.”

	Parker wasn’t the only one with little time to bask in the glow of success. Since the first hours of the campaign, Brennecke and Sawyer had realized that Obsidian would not only meet its funding goal. It would smash through it.

	They needed to be ready. Kickstarter allowed project creators to add stretch goals, milestones beyond the funding goal that enticed users to continue pledging money until the campaign’s expiration date. Project Eternity needed every cent it could get. “It then became a marathon to constantly find a way to maximize our idea, and to gain more interest, more backers every day, for the thirty days,” Nesler said.

	At the nadir of Obsidian’s history, the team had banded together to sell the dream. Now they had to make it.

	“I didn't think I would need to develop so much lore so quickly,” Sawyer recalled, “but because the Kickstarter took off, it was like, 'Holy shit, I've got to write so much more stuff.'”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 4: Selling the Dream

	SPRAWLING TOWNS, DUNGEONS, and wilderness environments combed through inch by inch with a party of hearty adventurers who drank and fought together. All viewed through a slanted camera raised high above the land where that merry band explored and fought alongside one another.

	Adam Brennecke, Project Eternity’s executive producer, could visualize the dream. Before Obsidian’s team could make it real, they had to sell it. Not to consumers. To themselves.

	“We said, ‘How are we going to make this classic-style model?’” Dimitri Berman, lead character artist, remembered asking himself. “We decided to prototype it quickly to see if this was even going to work. We put together a background that was functional way before the Kickstarter, just to make sure we could do it before we launched the campaign. We wanted to be able to say, ‘We're not BS-ing anybody, we just need a little bit of help.’”

	The rub was to produce a game that evoked the classic RPGs made by BioWare and Black Isle Studios, but with a fresh coat of paint. While the rest of Obsidian’s developers cranked away on South Park: The Stick of Truth and Project Eternity’s Kickstarter—still going strong with one month to go—Dimitri Berman and Hector Espinoza, the studio’s lead character and environment artists, respectively, put together a prototype. They were assisted by Michael Edwards, a programmer who specialized in graphics.

	They stuck to essentials. The demo they built, meant to be seen only by Obsidian’s developers, consisted of a small church with an adjoining graveyard rendered using Maya, a 3D animation and rendering package. A tiny avatar trundled around the environment.

	“They put together a little demo of a pre-rendered image and a character walking behind part of the image. It was a little robot character,” Brennecke recalled. “I think it was one of Unity's little characters that they ship Unity with.”

	Berman clicked around the screen. The robot set off at a walk, exploring the graveyard. The environment scrolled as he moved. Another click, and the robot disappeared behind the church. Doors were functional. A crudely made creature attacked the robot, and the robot knocked it back.

	The simple scene motivated Brennecke. The dream could be real. “A couple of days later, we had dynamic lighting in the scene,” he continued. “The little robot man had a torch. There was a point light in the scene. The point light was illuminating the scene, and that was blowing my mind. I was like, 'Okay, I think we've got something here.' I felt pretty confident in that direction.”

	Project Eternity’s demo was a testbed in which artists and programmers would build and experiment with tools. “It was pretty early on, so we had to figure out a lot of the tech. It was pretty fast and furious, to be honest,” said Bobby Null, lead area designer. “It was one of those things that a lot of times happens when you're a small team. There were a lot of things to figure out, and we were learning pretty fast, refining as we went.”

	Instead of building a proprietary engine from scratch, Obsidian’s developers chose Unity, a cross-platform engine capable of building 2D and 3D games for mobile, tablets, PC, and consoles. “It was seen as the quickest way and the cheapest way, given that we would not have an engineering team to support us with the internal software and editor,” said Rob Nesler, the studio’s art director, of the decision to build Project Eternity in Unity as opposed to other engines such as Unreal. “Unity was the choice, and Maya and Unity are pretty well-suited to each other.”

	Michael Edwards had been the one to propose Maya over Softimage, Obsidian’s current 3D program of choice. “We had to build some scripts for Maya and render out the scenes, integrate them into Unity. That's when we did that initial experimentation and research,” Edwards explained. “The first thing we had to do was to take the output of Maya and make it work in Unity with 3D characters, and have them integrated so that you'd have proper occlusion, and they could cast shadows onto the world.”

	Another advantage of Maya was that it bridged the gap between artists and coders. “Artists were more involved in doing what in previous games you'd need a programmer to do because Unity exposed all these things to them, and had a really nice user interface,” said Tim Cain. “There were a lot more things going from [the team] directly into the game without needing a lot of programming intervention. That was new and exciting to watch.”

	The simple testbed scene evolved into a small sewer system. A party of dwarves outfitted in helmets and battle axes waded through it. With a click, the party assumed battle formations such as the two-by-three arrangement standard in Infinity Engine RPGs.

	Not only was Maya compatible with the Unity engine, it could take huge maps made of thousands of polygons and rapidly convert them to pre-rendered—flat yet highly detailed—2D terrain. From there, programmers plugged in collision geometry so the 3D characters running across flat images bumped into objects such as buildings, monsters, and items—like game board pieces able to collide. “The real advantage of rendering in Maya is it's a complete package that produces high-quality renders,” Edwards said. “The artists are limited by the number of polygons they can use to an extent, but not nearly as much as in a real-time 3D game.”

	“The environment artist never has to think about how the game will perform,” Brennecke added. “They can go hog-wild on those and make them look perfect, and they don't have to worry or go back to it for performance or real-time rendering reasons. It's also nice because when making our areas, we can do whatever. We can mash stuff together. As long as it looks good from our camera angle, that's fine for us.”

	“Ultimately there was a limit to geometry,” Nesler clarified. “We crossed it several times. We'd put too much geometry into Maya and create a monstrous file that was difficult to work in and would take forever to render, so we did have to learn ways of optimizing those things, using the layer system effective to develop art.”

	Poking and prodding at Maya to expose limits was a good thing, and the main purpose of building out prototypes. By late September of 2012, Project Eternity’s tech team was confident in moving forward with their nascent toolset. They would refine and add to those tools as they went along.

	“Once we realized we could have simple, 3D characters running around on pre-rendered backgrounds and interacting with a 2D scene, and being integrated without really any issues, we knew, ‘Okay, we can do this. We can make a real game with this,’” Berman added.

	 

	BUILDING A PROTOTYPE had convinced Obsidian’s team that the dream of crafting an Infinity Engine-style RPG with modern trappings could be a reality. Now they had to convince their target audience.

	The fact that their target audience hard already bought in by funding Project Eternity’s Kickstarter in record time made delivering a slice of the dream to them all the more important. Players had to know they would get their money’s worth, and that Obsidian’s team was up to the challenge.

	“We needed to do an image, something that would capture the imaginations of the people we wanted to deliver this game to,” said Hector Espinoza.

	“It was a guide for [crowdfunding backers], but also for us,” Berman added. “It was like, ‘This is our target. We can do this, and we can make a whole game derived from this scene, and here it is.’”

	Brennecke wanted to deliver a screenshot to Kickstarter backers before the campaign ended. Espinoza teamed with Berman to build out a single area. Concept artists sketched illustration after illustration, which the artists began converting into a playable zone. Brennecke encouraged them to scale back. “We almost had a full area concepted, and when we started building it out, we said, 'Let's just get one screenshot done. If we try to build out this entire area it's going to take us forever, and we really need to have something to show during the crowdfunding campaign.’”

	Rob Nesler saw a need for someone to take charge of the project. Design documents, concept sketches, and feedback on those designs and artwork were flooding in. Nesler corralled them in SharePoint, software aimed at organizing documents and other files. Next, he sketched an environment for Berman and Espinoza to render.

	“I think the drawing I made was of a much larger place, and the decision was to just focus on the entrance,” Nesler said. 

	Nesler’s sketch depicted the exterior of a temple. Beyond it, warm orange light hinted at torches just inside the entrance. Opposite the entryway, an ornate bridge led to a dirt path bordered on one side by vegetation, a waterfall pouring into a riverbed on the other.

	“That was crucial to letting people know the level of detail and realism we were striving for in our environments: rocks and things that looked weathered, trees that were growing and had the right size leaves, grass high enough that enemies could be concealed in it, but not too thick that it looks fake and cartoonish,” Nesler continued.

	Espinoza and Berman extrapolated on Nesler’s sketch, getting input from Game Director Josh Sawyer as they worked. The team’s first step was choosing an art style evocative of the Infinity Engine games: vibrant for nature scenes, dank and gritty when delving through dungeons. They landed on the Hudson River School.

	The Hudson River School was an American movement that originated when artist Thomas Cole hiked through New York’s Catskill Mountains. Noticing a thunderstorm off in the distance, he set up a canvas to paint. Cole’s objective was to capture America’s 19th-century themes of discovery, exploration, and settlement.

	Arguably Cole’s most famous work was a panorama of the Connecticut River Valley titled “The Oxbow,” the tableau he observed during his hike. Storm clouds gather above wilderness and trees on the left side of the canvas. Vegetation punctuated by a towering, bent tree trunk grows unchecked. To the right, the sky over the Connecticut River is peaceful as the river wends through landscape cultivated by people.

	Art critic Clarence Cook or Homer Dodge Martin coined the term “Hudson River School” to describe the painterly style used by Cole, who went on to found his eponymous school and teach his techniques. The style became known for juxtaposing the wild of nature against land that had been tamed by those who lived upon it, and for its realistic level of detail.

	“The Hudson River School had come over to the west coast, and they had done paintings of Yosemite Valley and places like that,” Espinoza said. “We wanted that sort of feel to capture our forests.”

	Starting out, Berman and Espinoza used the Hudson River School as a compass. They branched out as they worked, mixing in elements of the fantastic to balance the style’s realism. Sawyer weighed in on the scene as it progressed. “There were a couple of things that I wanted to do with this exterior environment from a high-level perspective, one of them literally being perspective,” he said.

	Details were added by drawing from Sawyer’s wish list. Giant statues carved from marble flanked the temple entrance, enhancing the scene’s sense of scale. Flora and fauna such as woodland creatures, foliage, and water would be dynamic, animated instead of frozen—another leap forward from the Infinity Engine. “We wanted to recreate what we had done in the past with a lot of detail, and at the same time, make it fresh and new using the tools and advancements from the 3D software we had,” Espinoza recalled.

	Besides helping to establish an art direction, Sawyer wanted the scene to convey his plans for Project Eternity’s isometric camera. He wanted to break from Infinity Engine convention. “We made a change early on that some people still find controversial, which was the internal angle of all scenes in Pillars of Eternity is about seven degrees lower than it was in the Infinity Engine games, and the exterior camera is fifteen degrees lower,” he said.

	His goals in tweaking the isometric camera’s viewing angle were to define and differentiate. Outdoor spaces would be huge, and players would need to see more of the environment, usually trees, rocks, bushes, streams, rivers. But lowering the camera would be better for the game’s art: Obsidian’s environment artists could add more detail to surfaces and characters, as well as encourage players to soak in all the details that made game spaces feel real.

	“For example, if you look at the camera used in Fallout 1 and 2, it's actually a fairly low camera,” explained Sawyer. “You can see the characters in a pretty good amount of detail compared to something like Baldur’s Gate. When you look at certain buildings in Fallout 1 and 2, you can see a lot more detail of what goes into the side of that building because the camera angle's so low.”

	Sawyer was concerned about the interaction between the game’s camera and playable space. Tactical combat was a main draw of Infinity Engine RPGs, and being able to take stock of the positions of enemies and allies was crucial. Espinoza worked alongside Sawyer to find an angle that facilitated gameplay while also taking artistic considerations into account.

	“One of the main things we tried to focus on because of the game's orthographic view was making sure we had enough detail at the top of assets to keep areas interesting. You don't want a lot of flat surfaces or empty spaces,” said Espinoza.

	“One thing we really wanted to show off was those two large statues on either side of the cave entrance, those big marble statues,” added Brennecke, speaking to the scene being constructed for Kickstarter backers. “That was to showcase that we were using a lower camera angle. We knew those statues would show really well at that angle.”

	Obsidian’s developers struggled with camera angles for months, long after the exterior shot of the temple was shown to backers. One problem was that steeper angles tended to make environments appear flat. Flat terrain complemented tactical combat, but squished artwork detracted from scenes and disrupted the player’s immersion. Another issue was how players might react to an overt change in camera angle when they went from indoor to outdoor regions or vice versa. 

	“You don't want a jarring transition from the exterior [camera angle] to the interior because the interior had a shallower angle, which allowed for a better gameplay experience. That's what we were trying to fine-tune: What camera angle would work best for both situations so that transitions wouldn't be too jarring,” Espinoza explained.

	Sawyer agreed. The lower the camera angle, the more compressed backgrounds became. “Which makes sense, because the more the camera pitches down toward the ground, the more pixels of space the ground takes up,” Sawyer said.

	However, the lower a camera descends, the more screen real estate is taken up by vertical surfaces such as walls, decreasing the amount of flat terrain on which players do battle and explore. “We iterated on that back and forth until we hit on something that felt like, ‘This is a good gameplay space, and it also is aesthetically very striking,’” continued Sawyer. “When you went inside, the camera angle did change to reflect that it was more cramped, because interiors are always, by their nature, more cramped.”

	Project Eternity’s camera took on other benefits as development marched on. Players can zoom in or out using the scroll wheel on their mouse, a subtle advancement that was not possible with the Infinity Engine. “Visually, you misremember what those games look like,” said Tim Cain. “If you go back and play those games, they're much jankier and low-res. In Eternity, you can zoom in on your characters and see their hairstyles. It's much more immersive than those older games were. It was familiar to people who had played Infinity Engine games, but anybody who hadn't played those games, it still appealed to them because the UI was modern, the graphics were modern, the take on the classes were modern.”

	After the game’s release in 2015, some players balked at the change in camera angle. They explained that they liked being able to see fine details on their characters but complained that characters often got lost behind objects such as other characters or scenery like walls. Other players admitted they disliked the change in viewing angle at first, but it grew on them as they played. 

	Sawyer stood behind his decision. “There's a lot of really cool structural elements that go into those that we could show off. And, frankly, the area art being beautiful is one of the big appeals of this style of game. I said, ‘If we're going to put all this effort into building these life-and-death, death-and-life sculptures, I want people to be actually able to see them, and feel that they're on a grand scale.’”

	The team was experimenting with assembling backgrounds out of tiles, an approach that had worked on Infinity Engine games. When the developers set out to build a dungeon out of stonework, Brennecke called a halt. “We spent probably two months on that. I sat the leads down and said, 'Hey, guys, this isn't turning out like the IE games at all,’” Brennecke recalled.

	To get them back on track, he identified a few small but important deviances from the classics. One issue was that the artists were adding detail where none was needed, a step in the rendering process that could slow down production or gameplay. “I said, 'If you look at the interior screenshots of Baldur’s Gate 1 and II, there's no geometry on the front-facing walls at all. It’s just black,’” Brennecke said.

	The artists took another stab at an environment and produced a small inn with wooden walls and floors. “Once our artists made that, we all evaluated it and it looked like something that could be in Baldur’s Gate. I think we were all pretty happy with that approach,” Brennecke continued.

	 

	OBSIDIAN’S DEVELOPERS PUBLISHED their screenshot in mid-October of 2012. Fans exclaimed over the painterly art style and sense of scale.

	The team basked in the feedback, then got back to work. A still image was merely representative, a window into the collective dream of a contemporary-classic roleplaying game. What fans really wanted to see was how Project Eternity looked in motion. Prototyping continued through the fall of 2012 and into the spring of 2013.

	“The difference with Icewind Dale and even with Pillars was that everything was pre-rendered, so we had a lot more freedom to make something that was really detailed and intricate,” explained Espinoza. “In Dungeon Siege III, we were limited by the real-time, 3D aspect of it. We had to be really good about asset management, area densities, textures sizes, things like that that are very restrictive.”

	Baldur’s Gate and its ilk had combined 2D backgrounds and 2D characters. Project Eternity needed 3D characters moving atop pre-rendered backdrops for players to truly appreciate how far the genre had come since Icewind Dale II in 2002. “The largest reason was for character customization, and knowing from the hell the IE devs had to go through, like on Baldur’s Gate 1 and II,” Brennecke explained. “Three-dimensional characters offer a lot more flexibility with what you can do in terms of, you can equip different helmets, different heads, hairstyles, all the armor can swap in and out if you want to make hundreds of different armor sets and weapons and [show them] with high fidelity.”

	Setting 3D characters loose on 2D terrain hit a few snags. The process of aligning moving polygons on a flat plane proved difficult. “To place items, we needed to output little waypoints, points in 3D space that we could snap to in order to easily blend things into a 3D world,” Edwards explained.

	Developers solved the problem by applying ambient techniques. One involved taking sample colors from the background and devising illumination that factored in the character’s position on the screen and the type of environment, such as stone, wood, or vegetation. Another was creating a shadow system that controlled how much sunlight hit a character and coloring that character’s shadow to match 2D elements.

	Michael Edwards wrote code that enhanced scenery. “What we needed to do was use a similar approach to what we'd done in some other games, which was deferred rendering,” he said.

	Deferred lighting affects 3D objects such as characters and 2D elements like backgrounds. A torch can illuminate both environment and characters, and can be applied to spell effects such as a fireball that explodes upon contact and brightens the surrounding area.

	Edwards modified his code to carry out another way of displaying pre-rendered backgrounds. First, artists fed backgrounds into Maya. Maya converted polygons into flat images by going through four separate passes. Each pass performed a specific function, such as adding color and applying textures to scenery such as rocks and walls.

	The fourth pass, depth, was the most important. “A depth pass is the most impressive, because that's what gave the engine an idea of where things lay in the world: where rocks are, where water intersects, what lighting being cast would interact with,” explained Espinoza. “These were all things that artists had to wrap our heads around. At the same time, the material that was specific to the rendering engine we were using, mental ray, that would allow us to do that. Trying to figure all that out and fine-tune it was challenging. Over a few months, we had to figure out how to do it all in Maya. There was a lot of research, a lot of cramming of information, to get the best results.”

	After completing all four passes, Maya produced pre-rendered backgrounds in high detail and that consumed massive amounts of storage. “It's almost a completely different domain of art,” Brennecke added. “All the stuff we're doing is really, really high quality. Some of our scenes have fifty million polygons in them, just lots of geometry, tons of high-res textures.”

	Obsidian’s developers knew they could never expect players to download hundreds of gigabytes worth of data. That’s where Edwards’ code took over. “We set up a system of tiles to render these images. We wanted to stream them in because we knew some of these maps would be huge, and we didn't want to keep them all in resident memory. It was a system designed to stream in based on what was visible. That was the first step, just getting the basic rendering up and running.”

	The result, 3D objects such as characters overlaid against the 2D world, ground Obsidian’s computers to a halt. “A lot of our scenes had problems early on where we had a city or a town that would take three or four days to render,” Brennecke admitted. “The iteration time on that is just awful and not really acceptable, so we had to figure out how to get render times down to something more manageable, hopefully under a day. That was one of the big challenges we had with working with pre-rendered backgrounds.”

	 

	ON APRIL 10, 2013, nearly six months after the Kickstarter had been funded, Josh Sawyer posted a new update to Kickstarter. It stood out to backers for two reasons.

	The first was that it was short. Most of the Project Eternity team published lengthy posts, especially Sawyer and Brennecke. The second was that the main body of the update, a YouTube video, showed Project Eternity in motion, an event that developers and fans alike had been anticipating. “The update where you get to see that magic, that the visible world is just a two-dimensional image, was an amazing moment for us,” said Rob Nesler.

	Characters moved about, sunlight refracted against water bubbling through a rocky stream, day gave way to night, a tiny creature that resembled a firefly fluttered near the marble statues casting a soft orange glow, and water poured from the falls and churned against the pond below, kicking up a light mist.

	The waterfall and the way it brought the scene to life had been Hector Espinoza’s pet project. “That, I think, was what was really going to sell the image,” he said. “Getting something so detailed into the scene felt really good. I had a lot of fun getting in there and making a really nice, natural-looking environment that captured a lot of what we wanted to do when it came to the feel of real exteriors.”

	Obsidian’s developers knew they had months, even years of work ahead of them. Even so, they were proud. They had sold the dream of an Infinity Engine-style RPG to the tune of nearly four million, but the screenshot and demo testified to the work they had put into learning how to make a contemporary title that looked like, but drastically outperformed, the games that had inspired it.

	All it really needed—besides characters, lore, settings, quests, and countless more lines of code and reams of artwork and music—was a name.

	 

	PROJECT ETERNITY WORKED as a placeholder title. It spoke to how souls functioned in their fictional world. But a placeholder was still a placeholder.

	Josh Sawyer invited any developer to submit a real, proper title, provided they followed some guidelines. “I don't like names that feel overwrought. I think it's good when a name evokes something in the mind of the person hearing it, but I think it's easy to go too far with a title and wind up with something silly and overdone. I sent out a list of criteria to the team. I said, ‘Here are some rules. There can be no colons or dashes in this title. This is going to be a title without a subtitle. You can't use any of these words: shadows, black, storm, vengeance’—think whatever bullshit cliché words go into titles.”

	Sawyer had no designs on being the dictator of any part of Project Eternity, let alone its name. He established ground rules to exhort creative suggestions from the team. “We went through a few meetings where we discussed all the names,” Brennecke remembered. He didn’t want to see 'dark' or 'darkness' in the name, or any '-ing' [words].' So, no ‘reckoning’ or any of that stuff. He also didn't want to have a colon in the name.

	As a bonus, Sawyer mentioned, it would be great if someone suggested a title with PE as the initials. Near the end of 2013, one of the developers hit on exactly what Brennecke and Sawyer were looking for. “We didn't want to change the name completely from Project Eternity,” Brennecke explained. “I think Kaz might have come up with 'Pillars of Eternity.'”

	Kazunori “Kaz” Aruga was Obsidian’s lead concept artist and a college buddy of Adam Brennecke’s. “We were trying to nail down a name, and it was Something-Something of Eternity,” Kaz said. 

	Sitting down at his computer, he banged out a list of starting words that would flow into of Eternity. “'Pillars' just happened to be in it. I guess in my mind, that title painted a very mysterious picture of old ruins, which I felt would fit our RPG setting,” Kaz said.

	Sawyer pulled up Kaz’s email. Pillars of Eternity. “Pillars” made him think of the pillars of adra, a material able to manipulate souls in the game world. 

	“I don't know that Kaz was thinking of adra pillars at the time, but that's what I was thinking of,” Sawyer recalled. “I decided, with the lead team, on Pillars of Eternity. It had PE, for Project Eternity, and it tied to the adra pillars, which were central to how reincarnation worked in the world, so I thought it was a really good fit.”

	 

	 

	 


Pause Screen: World on Fire - The Oral History of Fallout and Fallout 2

	 

	Like journals sprinkled throughout RPGs, Pause Screens go into more detail on the people, companies, and cultures that contributed to the success of the Pillars of Eternity franchise and the Infinity Engine line of roleplaying games.

	 

	WAR. WAR NEVER changes. Neither do the fundamentals of game development.

	In March 2015, Obsidian released Pillars of Eternity as a love letter to the lineage of Infinity Engine roleplaying games of the late ‘90s and early 2000s. Technically, Fallout and its sequel do not belong in that lineage, but the post-apocalyptic franchise’s influence on Baldur’s Gate and its ilk is inarguable. Many developers who worked on Baldur's Gate, Planescape: Torment, Icewind Dale, and Pillars of Eternity had worked on Fallout and Fallout 2 first, bringing what they learned to bear on those later projects.

	That makes the Fallout games distant relations of the Infinity Engine RPGs, and worthy of closer examination. What follows is an oral history straight from the mouths of several of the pioneers who entered a veritable wasteland of computer RPG (CRPG) development and made that fallow ground fertile once again. 

	 

	By Gamers, For Gamers

	Brian Fargo founded Interplay Productions on the foundation of a simple yet powerful creed: That the people he hired should be as passionate about making games as they were about playing them.

	 

	Background, experience, accolades—none of those mattered in Interplay’s early, most humble days. Fargo created a workplace that blurred the line between office and home. Anyone who wasn’t writing code or pushing pixels could be found holed up in an office or in an open area playing a board game. Interplay’s culture was a siren’s song answered by developers who, like Fargo, were eager to make their mark.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO [founder of Interplay Productions]

	When I was in junior high school, they had a mainframe computer. People talk about the cloud now, but everything was in "the cloud" back then. You just had a dumb terminal talking to a mainframe. I was fascinated by computers even though there wasn't much in terms of games. The coin-op business had just gotten to the point where games like Pong and Space Invaders were emerging, and it was those games that first got me interested.

	Then my parents got me an Apple II in high school, and that really opened my eyes to how you can make games, how I could go beyond just playing them. I played a lot of the older titles. I remember there were some old strategy titles where you would make a move and the computer would take two to three hours to process its turn. You'd go crazy when a game crashed halfway through because that meant you just lost three days of playing.

	So I really discovered games through those means. I always had a background in reading a lot of fiction: comics, Heavy Metal magazine. Playing Dungeons & Dragons was a big part of high school for me. But the thing that I think led me to create games, which I think most people would give the same answer to, was, I looked at what was out there and thought, You know, I could do better. That's what sent me down my course.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR [designer at Interplay, lead designer on Fallout]

	I met some people working at Egghead Software who played Dungeons & Dragons. I was looking for a roleplaying game, so I hooked up with them to play. One of the players worked for Interplay. After a few months, he told me they had a job opening, so I went down and applied.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	One of my high school buddies was Michael Cranford. His parents wouldn't get him a computer, so he used to borrow mine. We made this little adventure game. I'd give him the computer over the weekend, he'd write code for a section, then he'd give it back and I'd try to finish his section and do my part, then he'd go through mine. We'd go back and forth. We did this all summer. We made this little game called the Labyrinth of Martagon. We actually put it in some baggies and probably sold five copies. That would be a very obscure, technically speaking, first game. But one that really got into distribution would be The Demon's Forge.

	I was a big fan of adventure games. I loved all the [adventure games developed by] Scott Adams, all the Sierra adventures. I also liked Ultima and Wizardry, but from a coding perspective I wasn't strong enough to do that stuff, but I thought I could do an adventure game. It was a category I liked, and I liked medieval settings. As far as attracting attention, I had a budget of $5,000 for everything. My one ad in Soft Talk [magazine] cost me about 2,500 bucks, so 50 percent of my money went into a single ad.

	One of the things I did was I would call retailers on a different phone and say, "Hey, I'm trying to find this game called Demon's Forge. Do you guys have a copy?" They said, "No," and I said, "Oh, I just saw it in Soft Talk. It looks good. They said, "We'll look into it." A few minutes later my other line would ring and the retailer would place an order. That was my guerrilla marketing. I was selling to individual chains of stores. There were two distributors at the time that would help you get into the mom-and-pop places. It was a store-by-store, shelf-by-shelf fight.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I interviewed well, I guess—well enough—and I beat out one other guy because I had a pickup truck, and they needed someone to take packages and stuff like that. So, I got the job because of my pickup truck and my love for D&D. I started in customer service and technical support.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	There were some Stanford graduates who wanted to get into the video game industry, and they bought my company [Saber Software]. They paid off my debt and I made a few bucks, nothing much to brag about. They made me the vice president and I started doing work for them. It became one of those things where there were too many chiefs and not enough Indians, and I was doing all the work. I was with them for about a year when I quit and started Interplay in order to do things my way. I'd gotten used to running development, so that seemed like the next natural step.

	With Interplay, I wanted to take [development] beyond one- or two-man teams. That sounds like an obvious idea now, but to hire an artist to do the art, a musician to do the music, a writer to do the writing, all opposed as just the one man show doing everything, was novel. Even with Demon's Forge, I had my buddy Michael do all the art, but I had to trace it all in and put it in the computer, and that lost a certain something. And because I didn't know a musician or sound guy, it had no music or sound. I did the writing, but I don't think that's my strong point. So really, [Interplay was] set up to say, "Let's take a team approach and bring in specialists."

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART [producer at Interplay Productions, co-founder of Obsidian Entertainment]

	Eric DeMilt and I went to high school together. We met when we were freshmen. It turned out Eric was a computer gamer. He had a Commodore 64, like I did, and he would play roleplaying games and stuff like that, but he wasn't as much of what we'd call the hot RPG scene of Tustin High in 1984. I mean, you know... girls. Yes.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT [producer at Interplay Productions and Obsidian Entertainment]

	Feargus and I met in 1984, so I've known him for thirty-four years. I've known one of our testers here [at Obsidian] since the first grade, and my first memory of him involves Doug [QA tester at Obsidian] and a guy in a Darth Vader silverware. Anyway.

	Feargus and I would write and read comic books, play games together. I think the first PC game I ever got super hooked on was a game called Wasteland which, as it turned out, was developed by Interplay Productions. Fast forward a few years, and Feargus was at University of California, Riverside, I think, and was coming back on holidays and weekends. We were still friends, and he'd gotten a job through another high school friend of ours at Interplay Productions as a tester.

	I'm like, "Seriously? They'll pay you to test games?" It was super-nerdy stuff. They had the Lord of the Rings license. They were doing Battle Chess [games]. They had the Star Trek: 25th Anniversary license at the time, so it was nerd heaven for me. I said, "Dude, get me a job." That was in '92 or so.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I met a lot of people who I still know to this day and hang out with: Chris Taylor, who ended up being lead designer on Fallout; Chris Benson, who runs our IT here at Obsidian. I got a job at Interplay through Chris Taylor as a tester. Chris, Eric, and my other friend, Steve, were like, "We want to be testers." They needed testers, so I said, "Hey, these two guys are looking for jobs." They said they needed more people, so they got hired. I think that was in '92, which was the second year I was a tester.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I had a lot of diverse friends. I was big into track and field, I played football, so I had those friends, then I had friends from the chess club, the programming club, and a Dungeons & Dragons club. Michael [Cranford] was from that side. I always thought he was a pretty bright guy and one of the better dungeon masters. We played a lot of Dungeons & Dragons. We always tried to focus on setting up dungeons that would test people's character as opposed to just making them fight bigger and [tougher] monsters. We'd do things like separate the party and have one half just getting slaughtered by a bunch of vampires and see who would jump in to help them. But it wasn't really happening. It was all an illusion, but we'd test them.

	I always got a kick out of the more mental side of things, and Michael was a pretty decent artist, a pretty good writer. He was my Dungeons & Dragons buddy, but then he went off to Berkeley, and I started [Interplay]. He did a product for Human Engineering Software, but then I said, "Hey, let's do a Dungeons & Dragons-style title together. Wouldn't that be great?" That's really how the game came about. He moved back down to Southern California, and I think we actually started when he was still up north. But then we worked on Bard's Tale together, kind of bringing back the Dungeons & Dragons experiences we both enjoyed in high school.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I started part-time as a tester, testing Game Boy games and PC games. The industry was in its infancy. The company that would go on to become Blizzard was a sub-contractor of Interplay’s [called Silicon & Synapse]. I would come in, and there'd be a build of some random game on a PC with a sheet of paper telling me what to do. I'd break the game and leave a sheet of paper with notes for my boss, who I'd see once or twice a week.

	It was the wild west.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS [technical designer at Interplay Productions and Obsidian Entertainment]

	I originally wanted to get into the TV-and-movie-effects field. I went to Cal State Fullerton and got a degree in radio, TV, and film, with a focus on film. I did a little bit of Hollywood stuff. I was a production intern on MacGyver during Season 6, and [almost] got a job as a production assistant on Star Trek: The Next Generation, Season 4. I was the third choice out of two. That was in 1991. I had a bunch of friends who worked at Interplay Productions. I worked at a software store and was [almost ready to] graduate. I said, "I don't want to work in software. I want to find something else."

	A friend of mine said, "We're doing a Star Trek computer game. Do you want to come and play-test it?" I said, "Okay!" I went over, and I knew about half a dozen people who worked at Interplay, and there were only forty or so people there. I used to play D&D with them and video games with them; we had our little group. I went over there as a QA guy and worked on Star Trek: 25th Anniversary. CD-ROM was becoming a thing, so we did a CD-ROM version, and they needed a designer to flesh out some scenarios.

	 

	ROB NESLER [art director, Interplay Productions and Obsidian Entertainment]

	When I was fourteen or fifteen, for some reason I had a Popular Science magazine with an article about home computers. I must have read that article a dozen times, dreaming about computers. They had little screenshots of games, and that started me on my way. From then on, I thought, I want to be able to draw on a computer.

	I got a TRS-80 model three a year or so later, which had pixels the size of corn kernels. I immediately tried to figure out how to program on it with the goal of drawing lines and circles, making houses, spaceships, dragons.

	 

	TIM CAIN [lead programmer on Fallout, co-game director at Obsidian Entertainment]

	I started playing Dungeons & Dragons when I was fourteen. My mom actually got me into it. She worked at an office in D.C. with a bunch of Navy admirals and stuff. A few of the "boys" played Dungeons & Dragons, so we went over to their house one weekend and played it, and I really got into it. She had five kids; I was the youngest. When we turned sixteen, she would give us a few hundred dollars and say, "You can buy whatever you want." I bought an Atari 800 and taught myself how to code. I got a job at a game company that was making a bridge game for Electronic Arts when I was sixteen. That's how I got into games, but I really wanted to make RPGs.

	Some of my friends had an Apple II. I thought it was really amazing. The Atari 400 and 800 had way better graphics. They were way better than the Apple II, and they were also way better than PCs at the time. Part of the reason I got my job at that game company was because I knew all the graphics modes, especially all of these undocumented, special graphics modes called the Plus Threes: if you added +3 to a graphics mode, it would [display] without a text window at the bottom. This company was making games for a cable company, and they needed an art tool written. Their resolution was too high for a PC at the time, but an Atari 800 could just do it. None of their programmers knew it.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I found the original design document for Bard's Tale, and it wasn't even called Bard's Tale. It was called Shadow Snare. The direction wasn't different, but maybe the bard ended up getting tuned up a bit. One of the people there who has gone on to great success, Bing Gordon, was our marketing guy on that. He very much jumped on the bard [character] aspect of it.

	At the time, the gold standard was Wizardry for that type of game. There was Ultima, but that was a different experience, a top-down view, and not really as party based. Sir-Tech was kind of saying, "Who needs color? Who needs music? Who needs sound effects?" But my attitude was, "We want to find a way to use all those things. What better than to have a main character who uses music as part of who he is?"5

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY [art director on Fallout, co-game director at Obsidian Entertainment]

	I think when you're five years old, everyone loves to draw. Most people give it up. I never did.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I moved from QA to design and helped on the CD-ROM version. It had a short scenario at the end that we expanded. I did some production work [after that]. I worked on Star Trek: Academy, and several [products] that never got finished. We were going to do Star Trek: Battle Chess, just Battle Chess with a Star Trek theme. That one got cancelled because it was really expensive; the artwork was costing a lot of money.

	We were also going to do a Stark Trek chess game with a 3D chess board, but we didn't do it because no one could figure out how to play it. There were no rules for it. It was just a visual thing for TV shows. Some fans made rules, and we found out it was impossible to play. I know there are real rules now, but at the time we decided [to table it].

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I had this crazy idea that I was going to be an artist, and I never wavered from that. I pursued that all through school, and then I was having trouble getting work as a freelance illustrator at the time. That's how I found my way into the videogame industry. I was just looking for work until my illustration career took off. It didn't quite work out.

	A bunch of people I went to school with were a semester ahead of me, and they were all hired by Buena Vista Software, which was a new division that Disney was starting to try and do something a little different. I was having trouble getting work, I called one of my friends who had that job and said, "Are there any jobs there?" Basically, they were freelance, but they were freelance directly for [Disney]. But there was this other project they were doing through Quicksilver Software that they hired me to work on, because I went up and I showed the art director my portfolio. I had only ever worked on Macs before, except for a basic class I'd taken in high school. So, I had no idea how to do anything on PC at that point.

	That project lasted about two and a half months, I think, before it got cancelled.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	One of the programmers they'd hired was a friend of mine who was three years older and had already graduated high school. He gave them my name. I just came in for an afternoon, and this was before I had a driver's license. I think my mother had to drive me out there. In a two-hour session I coded up a basic framework for the art tool they needed. You used a joystick that you plugged into the front of the Atari 800. They had an artist come in, and he said, "Yeah, I can use this, but there are a whole bunch of other features I need." I said, "Well, I can't do that right now." They asked me if I could start working after school. I did that two or three days a week. I'd do that two or three days a week, and then I'd drive there. I'd drive along the Beltway, which was crazy. My junior and senior year, two or three days a week, I'd drive out there after school.

	The bridge game paid for college. I was in Virginia, and I came out here to California to go to graduate school. A few years into that, I didn't like it. I sent my resume out, and Interplay was literally three or four miles away. They were making the Bard's Tale Construction Set. I found out later that [the job was between] me and someone else, and I got the job because I had worked on a game before, and because I knew the Dungeons & Dragons rules. The questions came down to, they asked us both what THAC0 was, and the other programmer didn't know.

	 

	ROB NESLER

	Some years later, I graduated high school and went into college as a graphic design major, thinking I would be able to do some illustrations on computers there. The school did not have any, so I found a program outside of the school to learn how to make art on a computer. They had some Apple Macintosh IIs, which had 19-inch displays and 256 colors. That's when I started to make art. It was graphic design, but the computer did have a 3D program that I got to play with. I built some spaceships in 3D.

	From there I got a job working for an ad agency but didn't really enjoy doing logos and ads for perfumes, lady's shoes, and stuff like that, so I got a job working for CompUSA. I worked in the software department selling software. On the backs of game [boxes] in those days, the late '80s, all the publishers put their addresses on the backs of boxes. The publishers were often the developers, and I just started sending artwork to whoever would open up the envelope. 

	Eventually somebody at Interplay got my work. It was color bitmaps of space scenes, of robot tanks fighting, of warriors riding winged beasts, that kind of stuff. I think I had a vampire in there as well. That was all it took back then.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Buena Vista had another project on the line, which was called Unnatural Selection. We ended up cutting out claymation dinosaurs, or stop-motion, clay dinosaurs out of backgrounds. It was a really cool little project. I ended up working with one other guy on it. I'd just go to this guy's house in L.A., and we'd work in a little studio he had there.

	After that was done, the thing I missed was that when I was working for Quicksilver, most of the stuff they did was for Interplay, but for some reason they had this other project that I got put on that they were doing for Buena Vista. So, through them, I had a couple of interactions with the art director at Interplay. I called him up when I couldn't find work after Unnatural Selection.

	When I got hired at Interplay, I was working under the direction of Rob Nesler, who's the art director at Obsidian now. I did a month's work of work in a week, I think, so he started giving me different things to do. Eventually, I worked my way up from being a grunt artist to being a lead artist on Stonekeep. That morphed into being the art director on Fallout.

	 

	Work. Play. At Interplay, it was impossible to tell where one ended and the other began. Developers channeled their passion for gaming into their creations, and conducted that excitement back into their favorite hobby.

	 

	ROB NESLER

	It was a little bit like the wild west, though not as bad as what you've heard about Atari. It was a little more conservative than that, but we still had our fun.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I came in right at an expansion time where they staffed up heavily and took on a bunch more projects. I was a kid still making my way through college. I'd worked a couple of hourly job, so for me, this was the coolest thing in the world.

	We did things together. We didn't go home. We stayed until 2:00 a.m. in the morning playing games, talking games. It all revolved around games. It was a very exciting time.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When I started, I was employee forty-two. It was a very small company. They had that logo: "By Gamers, For Gamers." It was really true. Everybody there played video games. Fargo played games. People would go home at night to play games, or sometimes you'd just say there. You'd work all day, and then you'd go to the conference room to see if anybody had a board game out.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I was just happy to be working as an artist. I had played Zork and Wizardry. I thought those games were really fantastic because you had so much imagination involved. You would buy into the games. You could easily look at Wizardry, for example, and say, "These are just hallways drawn with simple lines. What is this? This is nothing," you know? But if you bought into it and imagined you were playing D&D, it was this really fun thing.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	There were a lot of people at the office who were into Bomberman, so we'd have Bomberman nights. We'd have Atari Lynx nights.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The Atari Lynx came out, if you remember the little handheld Atari console. It was like a Switch back in '92. So many people there bought Lynxes that we would have waiting lists for people. We'd say, "We're going to start this eight-player game, then after an hour these other people can join in." It was just wonderful. Everybody there was a gamer, so it was a great place to work.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We played a lot of multiplayer games, and Tim [Cain] was definitely part of that crowd, and people like Scott Everts, all these people who ended up working on Fallout. We played games together and were all friends with each other, so it was natural for us to get together and talk.

	 

	TIM DONLEY [artist, Interplay Productions and Black Isle Studios]

	It was a very loud, fun place. People wandered in at all times of the day. By five or six o'clock, someone would say, “We're going to play Descent 2. Everybody get on the LAN.” We'd all log in and start up a bunch of games and play for hours.

	We had one giant room where we could all gather. It was called the rec room. I was considered quite loud. I would laugh loudly and make all this noise. Every day at six o'clock we'd play XMEN Vs. Street Fighter, or some of us would play Quake. I would scream so loud that people from the other side of the building would walk in and go, “Is that Tim? He's so freaking loud I can hear him through the walls.”

	 

	CHRIS PARKER [producer, Interplay Productions and Black Isle Studios; co-founder, Obsidian Entertainment]

	It was a really fun environment. You're talking about a company where the average age was probably around twenty-seven or something like that; it was really, really young. People like Brian Fargo were... I think he was forty, and he seemed ancient to me.

	I say that and I'm going to be forty-six in a couple of days.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	It was really relaxed. It was a very small, though I didn't think of it as very small at the time, but looking back on it, it was. I was employee number eight-eight or something like that. I was just amazed that people were paying us to come in there and do this stuff. The job I had was a little bit of a grind because it was just cutting stuff out of backgrounds, but I was really happy to have a job.

	Once I got to start doing real artwork, it was extremely thrilling. But the early Interplay had this really creative, non-corporate, just excitement about making games to it.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	One time when I was working on the Lord of the Rings game for Super Nintendo, they needed someone to play the orc. I dressed in underwear and ran around with a trashcan lid as a shield, and a toy sword. They took photographs of me walking and running up and down the corridor, swinging my sword.

	I got the negatives, and I destroyed them, because there was no way. There might have been some tequila involved. Perhaps. I can't quite remember the fact. No, those photographs will never see the light of day.

	 

	TIM DONLEY

	For that period, the '90s of Interplay, it was such a fun experience. Interplay felt like it was a family: A bunch of people who knew and liked each other. Whether I was under Brian Fargo, or Feargus, or whoever the management was, they just expected and encouraged a lot of game playing.

	 

	Designing games made by gamers was one of Brian Fargo’s founding pillars. Another was to diversify. Historically, programmers had done it all: written code, pushed pixels, programmed in music notes, produced and shipped products. Fargo aimed to create and then fill more specialized roles to facilitate better development.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Interplay had programmers, designers, and artists, but "designer" was an all-encompassing thing. Sometimes we would do scripting, and there weren't scripters. When I was working on Star Trek for Super Nintendo, we were doing scripting. We had a scripting language, and we were writing code in the scripting language to make the missions work. Sometimes we straddled programming a bit, although we did eventually hire scripters.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I never actually asked the people who promoted us out of testing why they did [made us producers]. I think that we were more organized, and had more of an ability to communicate. We were pretty good at communication, and we were pretty organized, and a lot of the reason why we went out of QA and became producers was because people vouched for us and said, "They're good guys."

	 

	CHRIS PARKER

	I was twenty-four, twenty-five, and I've been made an associate producer. I've been given responsibility over titles that cost hundreds of thousands of dollars. I barely know what I'm doing, yet I'm telling developers what they should be doing.

	That was actually quite common. If you were a warm body and knew how to use a computer, you could get a job in the videogame industry doing something.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	There's a lot of different types of designers, and we've become a lot more formal about it. At the time at Interplay, a designer was someone who wasn't a programmer or an artist, but who helped make the game. I wrote dialogue, I laid out maps on paper that artists would then convert into actual levels. I designed characters and systems.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	It was this transition period where you had to know something about art. You could do all this stuff with it that you couldn't do before, and I felt like I had a lot of knowledge and experience, even just from stuff I'd learned at school, that I could bring to it, but I was relegated to this grunt position of cutting things out of backgrounds. I worked really hard at it, and part of my incentive was, "If I get through cutting all these characters out, I'm getting something else to do."

	Once I'd done all the characters, at least as many as I knew of at the time, they came back to me and they said, "Um, we made a mistake. We did these wrong. We have to redo all of them." I said, "I did everything I was supposed to do." They said, "Yeah, it was our fault, completely, 100 percent, but you have to redo them." That just frustrated me to no end. I went home after work and I started a new portfolio. I was like, "I have to get out of here. I can't do this anymore." I made a bunch of paintings and started shopping them around, and I was unsuccessful, luckily.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	On Star Trek: 25th Anniversary, I think I was credited as an assistant or junior designer because we were writing dialogue in QA. A lot of the scripts were written by out-of-house people, and they didn't encompass all situations. Since I was incredibly familiar with Star Trek... One of the reasons I got hired was because I had the entire original series on Laserdisc. I brought my set in so people could watch it. We'd sit around and watch Star Trek episodes, and I got pretty good at writing dialogue for [the game] because I was such a Star Trek geek. I knew the material and characters so well.

	One of the things I did on Star Trek: Judgment Rites was I became the liaison to Paramount Pictures, which was frustrating because I felt like I knew more about Star Trek than they did. Sometimes we'd get into... Well, I wouldn't get into arguments because you couldn't really argue with whatever they said. I would disagree with some of their conclusions, things they wanted to change.

	 

	ROB NESLER

	My first game that I got to work on The Bard's Tale Construction Set. I created artwork for all the dungeons and, ultimately, all the monster-encounter portraits as well. On RPM Racing, I did the tile sets, and Jay Patel, one of the programmers, and I came up with a mechanism for capturing cars so that we could create in-game models. We'd put models of cars into this little armature and take some pictures with a video camera.

	David Mosher was an artist involved in welding the armature together. We captured footage of a whole bunch of cars, and a whole bunch of other artists and I hand-edited them until they looked okay.

	One of the guys said, "You know, I could have just drawn all these." He might have been exaggerating. We were always optimistic about how easy it would be for us to get something done once we'd done it.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	One of the producers came to me one day and said, "Hey, I need an assistant. You wanna do this job?" I said, "All right, I'm in. That's super cool." That involved rotoscoping [models] for games like Clay Fighter. We were doing super-early, super-ghetto chroma key for Stonekeep: taking live actors and depositing them into scenes.

	We were working out how to do all that. It was super home brew.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	How do you submit a Super Nintendo game? You learn. Basically, "Here's a big packet, here's a checklist. Go figure it out." I think what it was, was I liked everything about making games. If there was anything I could have become, it would have been a programmer, but I was just interested in games as a whole. I liked having the ability to do whatever, and back then as a producer, you could do whatever.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	One of the first big games I worked on was Stonekeep, and we needed to know how the game needed to react when a player swung the sword. One of my jobs was deciding, "This is how much damage a sword does, and here's a bunch of swords, and here's all the stats and skills that go into sword swings." I also did data entry. I did the timing for certain animations and sound effects.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Eventually my title became "technical designer." That meant I was an in-between for art and design. I would do some of the basic art. One thing I did on Fallout and Fallout 2, more so, was little pieces of art for junctions. Like, "We need this corner." I'd go into Photoshop, and everything was sprites, so I'd take two pieces, join them together, clean them up, and make a new [corner] piece. They might say, "We need a different corner here," or "We need this piece flipped." I would do light artwork.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I did a lot of inventory art, just stuff here and there. Then we had these 3D machines, SGI machines, that were running this [software] called PowerAnimator, which was the precursor to Maya. Interplay, in its infinite wisdom, had spent around $30,000 per machine. Or maybe it was $30,000 for the software.

	They spent all this money on machines and software, and then they realized that the only people who knew how to use those machines and that software worked in the film industry, and they were making a lot more than artists in the games industry were making at that time. We had these machines sitting in this room, that no one was using. I was so frustrated that I started coming in after work and I taught myself how to use the 3D software.

	There was no Internet, no YouTube help at the time. It was me, in a room. We didn't have Internet at Interplay at the time. It was me, in a room, with these manuals, trying to make heads or tails out of what I was going to do and how I was going to make it.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	The first Interplay logo was made before 3D programs had particle systems, so we actually lit a sparkler, videotaped it, then cut out the frames of the sparkler's particles. If you look at an old-school Interplay game, there's a piece of marble that flies through space, and this laser etches the Interplay logo into it. That was a piece of marble left over from Brian Fargo's mansion remodel or something. He brought in a piece of green marble and said, "I want to laser-cut things into this."

	So, I held a sparkler in my hand and videotaped it, and we had to cut out every particle. Then we got a 3D programmer who did the laser-and-molten-gold effect.

	 

	ROB NESLER

	 When we worked on the [Super] Nintendo games, there was this editor, and it was horrible. You had to create a palette, and creating that palette involved a lot of entering RGB [red-green-blue] values initially. Then you had special rules, such as the tile size, and the tool was per-pixel editing. There was no brush [to paint wide swathes of pixels]. It was torture to build a tile set with that program.

	I look back on that and remember that we were so stuck on Deluxe Paint and Deluxe Paint Animator for DOS. Those were our tools. The idea of using a workstation with 3D software on it hadn't yet occurred to us, even though I had used it before on another company, but that was on a Mac and we [Interplay] did use Macs.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I made a little character as a proof of concept, to show that I could do it. They said, "Okay, you can make this tentacle temple creature for the game." I designed it myself. I started from scratch again. I became this 3D artist who did a bunch of characters, did some scenery work. I kept doing some of the pixel stuff, and every now and then I had to go back and cut out some more creatures.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	On Shattered Steel, which was the first game I worked on with BioWare, I wrote the VO [voiceover] script. I mean, who am I to write a VO script for a game? A stupid, twenty-five-year-old without a college degree? But that's what I liked about being a producer. I liked being involved with how it was all going to come together, putting that puzzle together.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	It was really a team effort. I was just happy making games. If they said, "Hey, we need someone to enter all these stats," well, sure, I'll sit down and do that. That seems okay to me.

	 

	ROB NESLER

	As the company grew, your knowledge of all the people and the processes elevated you into a leadership position almost naturally. I was an artist for a few years, but I think maybe in the case of Interplay, there was some growth that happened pretty quickly, and perhaps I was advanced into the art director leadership position a little quicker in an effort to meet those growth needs.

	 

	CHRIS PARKER

	A lot of those people didn't really know what the heck they were doing, or why. That resulted in a lot of things that were really well-organized and smartly done, but also in things that were chaotic. You kind of had to—very intelligently and in a politically nice way—push your agenda through. If you were really smart about it, and you could do that, you could get a lot of stuff done.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I think the ability to make decisions quickly without an obvious right answer [in sight] is important. A lot of what we do is invent new things: new systems, new content, new techniques for making that content. It's easy to get bogged down and paralyzed. "Do we need this new thing?" Sometimes there's no right answer, and maybe it would make the project ten percent better, or maybe it wouldn't. You've got a lot of super-smart people: brilliant designers who are passionate about what they're doing, talented programmers who can tell you technically why A or B should or should not happen.

	You've got to be able to take all of that and, while knowing less than they do about any particular subject, be willing to make a decision just to move things forward.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I had started work on Fallout with Tim. There's a weird gray area there, because I feel like I'd been assigned to Tim's project but hadn't actually started working on it. Then I saw the credits with Stonekeep, when I was working on the intro movie. I saw the credits, and found out I was now a lead artist. I was like, "Great. I'm a lead artist."

	I went from there to be the lead artist on Fallout, and I felt like I was doing much more than art directing. I was almost a creative director on there. So, I just promoted myself. No one at Interplay ever said, "Yes, you're the art director," or "You can be the art director." No one ever said anything, so that's how I became an art director on Fallout.

	 

	After Hours

	At five p.m., office drones punch a clock and head home. Interplay’s developers left the office as well, but only to grab a bite to eat. Those in the middle of crunch—an industry term for overtime in order to meet a project deadline—came back to work through the night. Most of their peers joined them, but not to work. They were there to throw dice.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Tim and I are good friends. A bunch of us would go over to his house and play Wiz-War, so we were always talking about different games. Wiz-War was this cool Steve Jackson tabletop game. It's fun! Look it up. Play it.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When I was at UCI [University of California, Irvine], I used to introduce grad students to different gaming systems. We played Dungeons & Dragons, Torg, GURPS, Spelljammer, a bunch of different things. I got to Interplay and was really excited because there were a bunch of people there who wanted to play. I didn't even have to ask. Someone said, "Yeah, if you want to run any game sessions, we're looking [game masters]."

	Everyone wanted to play, no one wanted to run. They were looking for basically DM-type people. So, I started running GURPS sessions after hours.

	 

	CHRIS PARKER

	There were social events you could do on any given night of the week. There were tons of games happening all over the company, Dungeons & Dragons games and stuff like that. It was a really work-hard-play-hard environment.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I think it was the first Advanced D&D, if not the original D&D. The reason I don't know is because I had the box and I had all this stuff, but I didn't know anybody who played D&D.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I liked GURPS because it was generic. We could play whatever genre we wanted. We tried a whole bunch of different things. We tried GURPS in space, we played GURPS time travel. We did one called GURPS Everything, where I said, "You can make a character using any abilities from any book you want." That was a crazy, crazy session.

	The storyline was a bunch of people attending a funeral. So, nobody knew anybody. The players didn't know each other, and they didn't know who died. They just got an invitation: "Hey, this person named you in their will so you have to show up." We had people using GURPS psionics, GURPS high-tech, GURPS space. There was one person there who made their character literally insane. They were literally insane. They thought they were a time traveler and they weren't. They were an escaped mental patient.

	We had so much fun with that game because nobody knew where it was going to go, where it could go. Then we tried another one called GURPS Nothing, where I said, "You can't use anything. No supplements. Just use the basic set." That was fun, too.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I tried to get my friends to play. We'd read all the instructions, and you can't start playing D&D that way. You need to learn the game from somebody who's actually played. We'd spend days making characters and then we'd die within five minutes.

	We said, "This sucks. We don't know how to do this."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I made a little dungeon once: it was six, seven rooms. I would play a different group through it every night. It was in GURPS Conan. Every group had a completely different experience in it. One group never made it past the second room. They started in-fighting and killed themselves.

	Another group made it out, but they had to sacrifice one of their people to do so. Basically, a monster was bearing down on all of them, and they're like, "Well, if we let it catch Scottie [Everts], maybe it'll stop to eat him and the rest of us can make it out." That's what they did. Other groups had this big battle with it and they died; others had a big battle, and they lived. It was this really amazing thing.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I went to Interplay and started playing GURPS with Tim and some of the other people who ended up on the Fallout team. Tim was the GM. That was my first experience actually playing pen-and-paper games. It was really fun.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	One thing Leonard said to me was, "I can't believe it's always so different." And I said, "It's different because you're all different." He played one session, then he came the next night and just watched. I said, "It's the same rooms, with the same GM, using the same rules, but because the players are so different, using different abilities and making different decisions, it will come out entirely differently."

	He said, "Why don't we do that in computer RPGs?" I said, "I don't know. We should do that in ours." That was the genesis of, we want to make sure we track what the player does so that the game will be different for people who want to play differently, are acting differently, and are playing different types of characters.

	 

	Late-night GURPS sessions led organically to an idea: Why not build a roleplaying game from the ground up? It would be original, featuring a unique world and characters, and it would run on a known rules system licensed by Interplay. 

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	The thing was that Interplay had been known for doing some really cool RPGs in the past. Brian Fargo wanted to do another RPG, so he sent out an email to the company and said, "We want to make an RPG. Here are three IPs we could license." One was Vampire: The Masquerade, which, you know, cool license.

	The last one GURPS, and GURPS isn't so much a setting as it is a system, but it's a system that I liked to play, and a bunch of Interplay people liked to play, like Tim Cain. It was Tim Cain's go-to RPG system, and it was mine. We had ongoing GURPS games.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	Of course, you only know about the games that were green-lit. You can imagine the games that were turned down: Hundreds of them. Sometimes people would come in and pitch me, and it just wouldn't grab me. I wouldn't like it, and sometimes I couldn't even put my finger on it.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Some of the other producers had complained that I was talking to their [teams] while they were trying to work.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Tim sent out this email saying, "Whoever wants to design this game and talk about what this game could be, come after work," because he couldn't recruit people [away from other projects] to help him.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Since everybody could technically go home at six, I sent out an email saying, "I'm going to be in Conference Room 3 with a couple pepperonis and a cheese pizza at six. If you want to talk about developing a new game, I've got the engine partially written. I can show you what the features are. I can kind of show you how the scripting is going to work. Come by and we can talk about what genres you like."

	I hadn't even picked that out. There was no art, no genre.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Only five or six people showed up. Which, to me, was shocking. Even if you didn't want to design a game from scratch—and I couldn't believe people didn't want to be involved in that—there was free pizza! If you don't care about one, I'd think you'd care about the other.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I remember what was surprising at the time was how few people showed up. I expected there to be twenty or thirty people packed into that conference room because, hey, we can make whatever game we want! Instead there were maybe eight, ten.

	 

	Leonard Boyarsky, Chris Taylor, Scott Everts, Chris Jones, Jason Taylor, and Scott Campbell grabbed a slice and commenced brainstorming. That meeting, and that pizza, was the first of many. 

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I have to say, the thing that more than anything else made Fallout, Fallout, was those Coco—which is a restaurant in California—meetings. They have really tasty pancake dinners, so we would go there and eat sugar for dinner, and then throw out ideas. I'm sure Fallout came somewhere out of there.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	We all talked about it. It didn't matter what your job was; it didn't matter whether you were on a team or not; it didn't matter what you were doing on that team. We all sat together, and we talked about what we wanted our game to be at a very high level.

	The conversations about the game were 100 percent after work. We knew we were going to make a GURPS game. Tim had convinced Brian Fargo to get the GURPS license, and GURPS is a generic system, so we had to figure out everything about it. We just knew what the system was going to be. Nothing about the narrative, nothing about the setting.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I was working on Kingdom II: Shadoan at the time. Shadoan was our first 16-bit, color game. It was a movie-like game [similar to Dragon’s Lair].

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I was wearing my marketing hat, thinking, I'm filling a hole in the marketplace. For example, Blizzard is very brilliant at that. They're creative. When they did WarCraft, they said, "Everybody loves Dune. Let's do a [fantasy-themed] strategy game." That's as high-concept as you get. There was only one real-time strategy game of any notoriety [Dune II], I would say.

	That was a very smart business decision: To look at a category. Sometimes I would look at things that way. Other times I'd look at them purely from a gamer's perspective, but one of the two had to intrigue me.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Chris Taylor was lead designer on Stonekeep, and that producer would not let him go. Chris Taylor was only allowed to talk to us after hours. We would meet. We would talk about all different genres. I said, "I don't want to make any decisions. I just want to talk about stuff." We talked about sci-fi games, horror games.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Tim was very inclusive. I had a huge GURPS collection, and I had a fairly good memory at the time. I don't now, but I could recall certain things from all the GURPS books that I owned. So, I would go [to meetings], and they would say, "We want to make two-headed cows. What are the rules for two-headed cows?" I'd remember there were rules in some book, so I'd say them. I was just kind of making myself helpful.

	 

	The team was in accord: They would make a roleplaying game. But what type? And what setting? The particulars were up for debate. 

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	The very first iteration of the game was kind of a traditional fantasy game, just because we had some of those assets and were easy to [plug] in there. But they knew they didn't want to do a fantasy game.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I just felt like everybody was doing that. If you're making an RPG, you're making an epic-fantasy game. I've always wanted to do stuff that no one else would have done. That's why when Tim, Jason, and I decided to make a fantasy RPG I said, "No, it should be a fantasy game, but after an industrial revolution. The technology and world should have kept moving after the fourteenth century.

	I always want to see something different. I want to see something that other people haven't done in terms of setting. I wouldn't want our game to be confused with anybody else's. It's just a weird [stance] I've always had, and I didn't even realize it until I looked back on the projects I've done and the things I was interested in.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	At one point it was post-apocalyptic, but aliens had caused [the end of the world], and humans were living on reservations. It was a whole bunch of crazy stuff.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	We started talking about a time-travel game. We had this whole story worked out and all these details about it. But it was a game you could just never make.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We would go to dinner at Coco's and throw out random game ideas about using the GURPS system to make multi-dimensional travel game where you started in a sci-fi world, went to a fantasy world, and there were cops and robbers, noir detective stories—all using the same system, but the settings would be different. Then someone sat down and budgeted how much art that would cost, and said, "Well, maybe we shouldn't do that."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We had a whole story written about time travel. It was going to be a film noir, detective adventure. We had it all written out and partially storyboarded. And then... I forget who—it might have been Michael Quarles on Stonekeep—he looked at it and said, "This is insanely complicated."

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	There wouldn't be a lot of reuse of tiles. Fallout was a tile-based game. If you look at it, you can see it's built out of repeating tiles. It could have been made; anything could be made, within reason. But we would have had to make so many different tile sets. If you're going from time period to time period, there wouldn't be a lot of reuse between the areas you could build. It was simple economics.

	And the story was pretty insane, from what I remember. It was this haphazard thing.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	It was a multi-dimensional travel game that would have been really cool, because you had one character, and it took you through all these different worlds. Kind of like The Number of the Beast from [fantasy author Robert] Heinlein. Or Sliders, the TV show. It took you to all these variant worlds, and the rules would remain the same, but the settings would be different. Some of them would be serious, others would be more comical.

	Tim had one little world where the bad guy broke the fourth wall: He knew he was in a computer game, so every time you defeated him, he would reload your save-game, and you had to steal the save-game disk before you could beat him permanently. Stuff like that that was really just super creative.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It had, like, thirty or forty main acts. To put it in perspective, Fallout had three. We threw it out.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	You can imagine: It was a bunch of guys in their mid to late twenties, sitting around a table, eating pizzas, talking about games they'd like to make. Somebody would say an idea, and somebody else would run with it. It would morph over time into something completely different. We threw out a bunch of ideas.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Another concept was going to be a sci-fi game set on a generation ship. We were actively trying to find ways of melding genres because of the strength of the GURPS system: Being able to incorporate all these different genres with one, unified rule system.

	Tim even designed the game so that there was a game engine, and then there was the actual game. They were two separate things. All the content was separated from the underlying engine for how things attacked and all that stuff.

	 

	Tim Cain's notion to divide his engine into modules seemed prudent. Other trends that struck him as appealing at first ended up slowing down progress. The team rolled with punches, viewing technical and resource limitations as puzzles to solve.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	3D was becoming popular, but 3D cards hadn't come out yet, so everything was software rendered. I made a 3D software renderer, and it was horrible. Really slow. I was talking with the guy making Star Trek: Starfleet Academy, and he had a 3D [software] renderer. I said, "Why is yours so fast and why is mine so slow?"

	He goes, "Because I'm in space. I'm only rendering a ship. You're trying to render people wearing all this complicated gear, all this terrain, all these buildings." I said, "Well... shoot."

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Tim was really great in that a lot of people, when they're given control of a project, are just like, "I know everything about everything, and this is how everything is going to work. This is my creative vision; you do what I tell you to do." I think in one of the first conversations I had with Tim, he said, "I don't know anything about art, so you guys just make sure the art looks cool."

	That was pretty much his artistic input. He loved what we were doing. If he didn't, he probably would have been more concerned with what was going on.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I switched to voxels, which are, like, two-and-a-half-D. They're pixels with height. I made all this really cool stuff, but the only thing that really worked was the islands.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Originally there was some disagreement over the wondrous abilities in a windowing system that one Interplay programmer had written. Tim was frustrated by that. This was back in the day when you had to write everything from scratch, so he wrote the framework for this thing that would later be used in a ton of Interplay products.

	He was writing this framework, and was doing different things with it. He did a height field voxel renderer in it, just experimenting with different things.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Leonard was laughing because we were talking about this the other day. I said, "Remember I made that voxel-island game?" He said, "Yeah! Too bad we weren't making a game where you lived on islands."

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	We were going to make it 3D in that we were going to use 3D programs to do the art. We talked about it being a first-person or third-person game. This might have been right around [the release of] Tomb Raider. Being somebody who was really involved in the art, not just in terms of [Fallout] but in terms of making stuff that I'd slaved over for years, I wanted to make sure it looked as good as possible.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I ended up playing with a 2D engine because Crusader: No Remorse was out, and I really liked the look. I got Jason [Anderson], who was newly hired, to make me a little knight walking around. I made the ground texture, with props on it, and the knight. That got me animation, sprites, a primitive UI with a mouse and some clicking.

	I was so proud of that, that if you have an original Fallout 1 disc, there's a demo folder, and there's a demo.exe in there. It's that little game. It's not even really a game. It's you walking around a field full of boulders and flowers as a knight.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	We'd talked briefly about other 3D views, and I said, "Nope. We're not going to do them. You can't make the art look good enough." For me, the only way to do art that could have the kind of detail [in] characters was to say, "We're using 3D programs to make 2D sprites."

	 

	Fantasy and time travel were out. A post-apocalyptic setting featuring a unique blend of starkness and irreverence was more alluring, and shared much in common with an earlier Interplay-made RPG that had gone over well with players.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Once we decided to make it sprite-based, we had more meetings about genre. It was, "Okay, we're making a post-apoc [game] with a sprite engine." That's when Jason, Leonard, and a few other artists started churning a lot of sprites for us to use. It was very Mad Max: Road Warrior-esque at the beginning.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	It became what it was in terms of tone, in terms of comedy, in terms of the way we did humor yet how dark it was at the same time. That all came from these discussions. There was never a decision made, like, "This is how it should be." All of our personalities together—that's how we came up with it.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Because we had the GURPS system, the setting was really up to us. When I came on, it was already post-apocalyptic. It wasn't called Fallout yet, but it was still using GURPS.

	In fact, the game was originally going to be called Armageddon, but there was another producer at Interplay who wanted to make an Armageddon-themed game, so he said we couldn't use that title. Then that title eventually got cancelled or never made, so we had to come up with Fallout to replace a title for a game that never got made.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	The post-apocalyptic [direction] was something Jason and I were pushing really hard. We were big Road Warrior fans, and we didn't want to make a fantasy game. At one point, the apocalypse was caused by aliens invading.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Chris Taylor loved Wasteland, and Leonard loved Road Warrior. We said, "Why don't we just try post-apoc?" It was easy to have adventures if there wasn't a lot of that type of environment around. That's when Brian said, "I may be able to get the Wasteland license. We could make this Wasteland 2." We were like, "Okay! We're post-apoc!"

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Brian Fargo had come to us and said he wanted to do, basically, the next Wasteland. There were things that he'd had like, "Exploding like a blood sausage," text in ways that he wanted to see it. That was probably the genesis moment for the over-the-top violence, deaths, and stuff like that.

	But he also had other things from Wasteland that he wanted to see in there. He talked about this one moment where you run into this boy, and his dog is missing, and you kill this rabid dog that it turns out was the boy's dog. It wasn't a black-and-white quest. There was a lot of gray. No matter what, you couldn't make the exact right decision. That influenced the design.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Some of us had played Wasteland, and some of us hadn't. After a while, we all sat down and played it after we decided it would be post-apoc. After we decided that, that was the first time we got Fargo's direct attention. He asked to get the Wasteland license from EA.

	They spent a year trying to do that. EA just strung them along, and there was no intention of ever giving them the license.

	 

	Interplay’s failure to wrangle the Wasteland license from Electronic Arts’ grip was a blessing in disguise. Free of the rules and lore of an existing franchise, the Fallout team was free to brainstorm their own apocalyptic setting and trappings. Leonard Boyarsky hit on a unique medley at a time when his brain was moving a million miles a minute, while his car wasn't moving at all.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We were very much an '80s or '90s-style post-apoc, whatever you want to view Mad Max as. Leonard had the idea.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I had this really long drive [home]. I was stuck in traffic, and my mind was wandering. I thought, You know what would be really cool? If this was a 1950s future. I don't know why I thought that would be cool. I don't know why I thought that would work with a post-apocalyptic setting.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	He said, "What if we do post-apocalyptic worlds the way that movies in the 1950s thought it would happen?" An atom bomb went off and that made monsters, mutants, and horribly irradiated people. They thought, Well, science will get us through this. Science created this nightmare and science will get us through it. 

	We were like, "That's great," because we could have a lot of fun with that optimism.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I went into work the next day and told a bunch of people. They all looked at me like I was insane. I remember specifically the first person I told was Rob Nesler, and he looked at me like I was insane. But he said, "Well, you seem really passionate about it. You should just do it, see how it goes."

	That was fantastic. I don't know why they had faith that Jason and I could pull this off, with the help of the artists working with us.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	That idea simultaneously made Fallout go in the direction it did: A '50s-style future, but also the kind of humor we liked, too, which was very dark and silly.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I feel like a lot of elements were already there, and [this direction] helped them coalesce into something bigger. We had some of the Vault-Tec stuff. We had the idea of the Pip-Boy. I believe even the name "Pip Boy" was already there.

	So it was kind of weird that we were already making this 1950s-B-movie version of the apocalypse. I felt like the next step was to go all the way and make it a 1950s-B-movie version of the apocalypse.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Leonard's dark and I'm silly, so we made Fallout dark and silly, which was a very interesting tone. It made Fallout feel unique among other RPGs that Interplay was making.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	It's funny, because I look back on it, and, yeah, we knew we were going to be making this game, but it was really the spirit of, we weren't in a garage, but it was like we were. Anything goes. Whatever we want to do. No one was there to tell us what we should or shouldn't do, or what we could do.

	It was this purely creative [time] with a bunch of people having fun, talking about what a great game would be.

	 

	Building Blocks

	With a theme in mind and the formal partnership of GURPS license-holder Steve Jackson Games in place, Fallout's small team set about defining technical staples.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We really loved turn-based, tactical fighting. That was another way for us to distinguish ourselves from the real-time-with-pause RPGs that were coming out, because we were pure turn-based.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Stonekeep finally finished and shipped, and there was brief talk of doing a Stonekeep 2, but we were kind of sitting around. That's when Scott Campbell left the team, and they needed a new lead designer.

	Because I was familiar with GURPS, and I was friends with a lot of people on the team, it just seemed like a really good fit, and it was. I slotted right in.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It was really complicated, too, because originally we tried to print out tiles using the same camera perspective we were going to have in the game. That introduced perspective issues, so the way we ended up doing it was we pulled the camera back to infinity and then zoomed in. That made all the lines fairly parallel.

	That's why [Fallout] isn't really isometric; it's oblique, that 60/90 angle we picked, which is trimetric, not isometric.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	A lot of the areas were already designed. The core storyline of being in the Vaults, the Vault Dweller—that was all there, but it was all high-level stuff. One of the first things I did was just kind of trim some of the fat, get it down to a little more manageable size, focus the story a little bit.

	Then we started doing more in-depth level design with maps, map keys, and, "Here's these kinds of monsters and they have these kinds of stats," and "Here are these NPCs, who will say these kinds of things to you," and, "Oh, here are all the quests you can do."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Also, the fact that there's no perspective loss. When the buildings slope away, they don't get any smaller up top than they are at the bottom, which you have to have in an isometric game.

	But it's very hard to make a 3D engine do that because a 3D engine wants to make it three-dimensional and slowly dwindle as it goes off in one direction. That was really hard to account for. Back then we had to fake it by pulling the camera out to infinity then pulling it back in, zooming back in from infinity.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	My first couple of weeks were spent editing. Like, "Well, this area makes a lot of sense, because it's got something that's duplicated by this area over here," or "These characters don't really work together." I just spent a lot of my time going through documents that were already there with a red pen, highlighting things, crossing some things out, making some notes.

	There was a team of designers I worked with, and we assigned areas to each one of them and worked from there. But there was so much work already done when I got there that it was more a question of picking and choosing the right elements to incorporate into the game than having to create from scratch.

	 

	Players begin in the dim recesses of Vault 13, one of few underground dwellings where survivors took shelter during the nuclear holocaust. Life in Vault 13 is claustrophobic and predictable—until the chip responsible for filtering clean water is broken. Assuming the role of a Vault Dweller, players are tasked with finding a replacement water chip within 150 days. Any longer, and Vault 13's inhabitants will die of thirst. Players leave the Vault and enter a cave infested with rats standing between them and the surface. 

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Designers were assigned: "Here's your area, start fleshing it out." I came up with a template for level-design documents, and it wasn't as rigorous as what you have nowadays.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I'm pretty sure I had finished up on Shadoan. I wasn't assigned on a project. I was doing Fallout on the side. Interplay was very loose. You could bounce around projects, and no one cared too much.

	If I remember correctly, they were planning to have the designers lay out the levels. I was talking with Tim [Cain], and I'd played GURPS with him. We'd played various games together. We had a big Atari Lynx group that used to play every week. I offered to take a crack at doing the demo level, and they liked it, and then asked me to do the rest of the levels.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I would have killed for a wiki back then, some kind of online, collaborative tool so we could all work on the same document. We had to pass around floppy disks with Word documents on them. Keeping versions [organized] was scary.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Before we had [professional] VO, Scott Everts did a lot of our VO. When you shot someone, you'd hear Scott go, "Owie." BANG! BANG! "Owie, owie." When I did the flamethrower, it was going to start that "Owie" when everybody got hit by a flame. It would play the sounds a millisecond apart.

	So there were around seven instances of that sound effect starting closely together, and it made this weird, stretched-out noise, like, "OOOOOOOWWWWWIIIIIIIEEEEEEE." It was very funny because Scott came running in to find out what the noise was, and I said, "It's actually you, stretched out in WAV form."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I'm pretty sure I started with Vault 13, because that was the [early] part of the game, and I wanted to get the early gameplay experience designed first, knowing that we'd probably go back and revisit it. It's the player's first impression of the game, so you want to make it tuned and as good as possible. But we needed to have some starting point, and I think I just picked Vault 13.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	When I was doing Fallout 1, a designer would draw stuff out in a drafting program. He would have a grid and say, "Here's a building. Doors are here, so you can come in this side. The interior walls are like this." They may write a note saying, "This is the boss's room. Its lieutenant is here. There's an encounter over there."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	The way my process worked was I used a graphic illustration program to lay out the maps and design levels in 2D, and then I went in and keyed the maps. In [Microsoft] Word, I'd open up a document and write, "In Area 1, here's the description, here's these characters, these items." It's listing contents so the artists know what they need to create, the level designers know what they need to put down, the programmers know what scripts they need to create, and all that good stuff.

	I started with Vault 13 and laid everything out, working on the rat cave at the very beginning, working my way out from there.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When you shot projectiles, it just referenced a piece of art, like, "Here's the projectile to use." One of the designers had hastily thrown in the rocket launcher, but instead of putting in the art ID for a missile, he put in the ID for a guard, so the rocket launcher shot guards. Instead of looking like they shot out of the rocket launcher, they just appeared running in midair, running toward the target.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I would sit down, and what I'd do first is just put down some walls. Nothing else. Then I would show the designer. He'd say, "That's good. Why don't we move this building closer to over here," or "Let's put cover over here so you can sneak past this point."

	Once we got all that done, and we had buildings where we wanted them and rooms set up the way we wanted them, I'll go in and decorate. I'll put in ground details, interior details, shelving, junk, all that sort of thing. We'd do it in sections. You don't want to just finish all of it before reviewing it with the designer. It’s a lot easier to nail down the important locations before spending time on decorating. You don’t want to have to rebuild everything.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	The process was pretty much the same for everyone: Start in an area, do an overview, detail the maps, expand on the maps and the level design, and finally, work on the dialogue. I enjoy doing that, and I think my dialogue was pretty well received, but it's painful for me to write dialogue because I hate the way it sounds when I say it. I'm constantly sitting there talking out loud, rewriting it. I probably annoyed my officemates way too much.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The designer then changed it to be the Dogmeat model, which we all thought was funny: We had a launcher that shot dogs. It turned out that the Tick, the animated show, there was this female character—I don't know if she was a hero or villain—who had a poodle gun. A gun that shot poodles at people. We were like, "We just put that in our game."

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	That first level is all about teaching you how systems work. That's basically a tutorial: this is how combat works; this is how you attack. The enemies aren't too dangerous, so you can't get too screwed up if you do a bad job of [combat]. That's really the whole point of that level. Rats made sense there, and if we did [the game] now they might be something different.

	An awful lot of it was by the seat of your pants. It was, "We need to come up with a new level, and we need some enemies." I wasn't very involved in choosing what the enemies would be, because, really, all that level was designed for was to get you out into the world. You get that nice, opening video where the door opens, and you emerge in a cave, and then you see rats scurrying around.

	I think you can outrun them, too. You can just run out of the cave. We didn't tend to overthink it back then.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We had another guy, [designer] Mark O'Green. He ended up writing a lot of the spoken dialogue for the characters, and it was fantastic. His process for creating dialogue was so much more efficient than mine. It was really cool to watch, and working with him helped me do dialogue for games I've done since then.

	 

	Vaults 13 and 15 are two of Fallout's most iconic locations. Junktown, a small outpost in the game's incarnation of southern California cobbled together out of wrecked cars, is another. The town hosts a number of attractions, from a casino (allegedly) riddled with cheating to stores where players can stock up on supplies. It’s also the starting point for several quests. Scott Everts built it tile by tile. In parallel, more of the gameplay mechanics that would allow players to explore the town and interact with its inhabitants at their own pace came online.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I said, "Let me play with the editor." I threw together the original Junktown. Tim said, "Wow, this is pretty cool. Do you want to do all of [the areas]?" I put some overtime in, I did some stuff on the side, basically just to get this [demo] together.

	That's the way the industry worked back then: "We need bodies. Who can do what?" It took a lot of load off the designers, because now all they have to do is tell me what they want.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The first thing I learned was that no player ever does what you think they're going to do.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I like that you can turn on Killian or go after Gizmo, the play between those two. I think that's really central to the core of what Fallout is. Fallout is giving the world to the player and saying, "Yeah, if you want to do this, do it. There's a reaction to it. Or if you want to do that other thing, do that. I don't care what you do, but you will care, because there will be consequences for your actions."

	I think that option to play the sheriff versus the gangster in that one city is probably my favorite quest line, just because it is, in my mind, so stereotypically Fallout.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I remember going out to a restaurant, and we were working on... I think it was the first raiders' camp. We were drawing on napkins: building here, building there, this person's over here. They would say, "Do what you want. Make it look cool." That's basically how we did all the levels. I'd sit down with a designer and we'd figure out where all the important things were.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When I was GM'ing, I tried to make a storyline, but I'd take a lot of notes about, okay, if they decide to explore this village, here's some stuff that's interesting; if they go into the forest, here are things that are interesting. Basically, if they don't go to the dragon cave, here are other things around that are interesting to do.

	Judges Guild, an old, now-defunct company, made supplements like that that I thought were far superior to what TSR was putting out at the time. That influenced me a lot.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I was often rooming with Scottie, so I got to see the levels as they were created. It was really neat. If you've seen a Dungeons & Dragons map, those were kind of what I'd create. I'd use squares and draw them out, and then Scottie would take it and make it look cool. He'd be building.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Originally it was just walls. One of the problems with our editor was you had to really, really get to know it. There was no category system. There was just a row of art in no particular order, like, here are all the tile pieces, here are prop pieces.

	What they did was they drew these ground details and then just dropped them into a tile-cutting program to cut them up. Designers would just lay down one tile [theme], put some buildings in there, and some tables and chairs, and that was it. I had to learn how pieces fit together. It was like a big jigsaw puzzle.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I think the only meaningful impact I had on the game in terms of production—and this is now kind of a joke internally—but there was this "What Would Eric Do?" play path that Tim would test for, because I used to murder everything in the game. We still have “What Would Eric Do?” design questions in the games we work on today.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When we were making Fallout, one of the things I used to say to the designers was, "We have a main story arc, and I always want to make sure I can talk my way through it, or sneak my way through it, or fight my way through it. But then I want you to remember what happened so that later on, the game can be a little different."

	Or, if it's the end of the game, we can show you a very different [ending] for somebody who killed everybody, versus somebody who got both sides to work together and everybody was living in possibly an uneasy truce, but they're still alive and Junktown is functioning.

	I wanted the player to know: "We saw you do that, and the game's going to react to it."

	 

	TIM DONLEY

	After Shattered Steel, the next game I worked on full-time was Rock 'n' Roll Racing 2. During that, I was helping with Fallout. Everybody had to [work on multiple projects] at some point because there were a few products they were trying to pull together. You'd get pulled off one project [for another]. Like, okay, I'm working on Rock 'n' Roll, but I'm helping out with Fallout.

	I didn't know a lot about Fallout and they said, "Go talk to Tramel [Ray Isaac] and Brian." Tramel was one of the artists who was on it, and he would play all the time. Now, I had no idea what the game was about. I had nothing except post-apocalyptic stuff. He's sitting there with Jason [Anderson], who was also one of the designers/artists on it. Jason's standing behind him watching, and Tramel is walking through a town. He had a hammer, and he was hitting characters with this hammer, and every time he'd hit him they'd fall to the ground dead, and they'd slide into walls or hit something.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We'd put the level into the game, play it for a little bit. It'd be rough in the beginning. He'd fine-tune it after we were happy with the placement of the walls, the doors, stuff like that.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	There's an NPC named Gizmo. He's the only [character] built into a piece of furniture: He's a big, fat crime lord sitting in a chair. He didn't have any death animations, and they put this super-difficult-to-kill guard in his room. You were supposed to chat him up and figure out what quests you needed to do so you could progress his quest line. I made a character and min-maxed the crap out of sniping and critical hits, so I managed to kill his guard and then kill him.

	He had no death animation. The key or whatever it was he was supposed to give you as a result of doing something for him, he couldn't give you, because I had murdered him. Tim said, "No, that's not possible." I said, "Well, Tim, he's dead." He said, "Why would you do that?" I said, "Because I can. That's kind of my thing."

	So, Gizmo got death animations as a result of my play style. The item he gave you that moved the quest forward got put into a locked [container] next to him, and his guards were kept, but were no longer considered invincible.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	What I'd do is I would go in and look at all these ground tiles. There would be rocks, grass. I'd start building these little details into the ground so it didn't look like the same tiles stamped over and over again. Around the edges, we put these little sand [tiles] to make it look like sand was building up around the edges.

	We put barrels and junk in there, all this stuff, just to make it not look like a big, dull, brown [landscape].

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I know that when I GM'd a game, they were thrilled when a local noblewoman would say, "Oh, you killed the dragon and not a single villager was lost. I'm giving you extra money," or, "I'm going to give you this magic sword on top of [the standard reward." That would encourage my players to say, "Let's try doing the good thing all the time," which then would usually get them into trouble.

	You learned a lot of things playing paper-and-pencil [games] that hadn't been explored yet in computer RPGs.

	 

	TIM DONLEY

	He's just hitting people. Somebody would ask him a question, like, "So, stranger, where are you headed? Do you need to get some gas?" And he'd say, "No." WHACK. And then the guy flies away. Then he goes, "No more questions, please." He'd say some ridiculous one-liner. Then he pulls out a flamethrower and starts burning everybody in the town. He's making these comments [as he plays]. Some shopkeeper's like, "Can I sell you something?' and he'd burn him to ash, and then he'd say, "He died soundlessly."

	Jason is laughing his head off, and I start laughing because it's the most ridiculous thing I've ever seen in my life. I said, "You can do this in this game?" And Tramel's like, "Oh, yeah. You can kill everybody in this town. It's amazing." I had never seen a game like that. I thought they were in debug mode or something. I was thinking, The real game won't let you do this. No. It was wide open.

	 

	In many cases, Fallout’s technical underpinnings were engineered to facilitate a designer’s whims: characters, environments, quests, and features, as well as winks and nods to popular culture. 

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We talked about doing the Wasteland-style saving, but it was so easy to cheat that that we didn't do it. However, we did do little [similar] things. Some rolls were pre-rolled on your character, so if you went to pick a lock and you failed, and you tried saving right before you picked the lock and then reloading, it would just keep failing.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	There were all sorts of pop culture references. We had the Tardis in one area. There were times when we'd sit around and say, "We need a bunch of rare encounters," and we'd come up with pop culture references. For some reason I remember the Doctor Who one.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We pre-saved some of your rolls so you couldn't save-scum. I know we were very big on consequences for actions, so there's lots of data being stored behind the scenes for what you're doing. If you killed someone and saved the game, we had enough information stored that we knew if [an NPC] found a dead body within a reasonable amount of time, they'd know it was you who killed them.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I was a big fan of Tom Baker as Doctor Who, so I made sure to get that one in there. I remember setting it up because when you got to within a certain distance of it, it would play the Tardis-dematerialize sound. We had our sound department make a [different but tonally similar] sound. We were afraid to use the original because of the BBC’s copyright.

	 

	Some game levels exist in abstract forms. Mario's platforms and pits are inhabited by evil turtles and mushrooms. Those environments don't need to be realistic or livable. They just need to be navigable so that players can have fun traversing them. Fallout was different. Its world needed to resemble a place that had been, while catering to core design choices such as a focus on exploration and tactical combat.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	At one point, we were working on some of our level designs, and some of our buildings had multiple floors. You could go upstairs, go up to another level. That made sense, because, especially since you're in big cities, we didn't want everything to be a one-story building.

	But the programmer said, "We have a problem. You can either have dynamic lightning"—torches, things like that—"or you can have multiple floors. You can't have both." The designers were like, "Uh... this is a problem." So, we cheated.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	On the inside, all you had at first was a table and chairs. We'd put some shelves over here, some junk over there. We'd change up the tiles. One of the problems with a tile-based game is if you just plunk down a bunch of tiles, the player may see a pattern. You break up different tiles to say, "If we need to use a floor tile here, give me four to eight versions of it so we can mix and match them, so players don't see a pattern."

	It was just fleshing levels out, trying to make them look like real, living areas.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	All the multi-level buildings are actually separate maps. When you go up one level, you're loading a different map. This way, we got to keep our dynamic lighting, and the player feels like he's moving up levels.

	But then there are things like, "Well, what happens if they look outside?" If you climb to a certain height in a building and look outside the window, that's all fake. It's a pre-rendered bitmap that's cut to sit [a certain way]. It's like a camera trick where people can make themselves look big or small compared to a building in the background. We had to fool the engine—and the player—into thinking the engine was more capable than it was.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We had a lot of animation glitches. You'd open a door, and it would swing open on the hinge side, but then move again on the other side. It would literally walk off the map, and when it moved out of memory it would crash the game.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	One of the funny things people used to tease me about was putting outhouses everywhere. People have to go to the bathroom. They have to have kitchens. I'd say, "This building needs a place for preparing food. They'll need an outhouse somewhere. They'll need storage areas." I made it look like a real place.

	When we were building military bases, I'd think, We need a mess area; we need a preparation area; we need a place where you store all your [weapons]; there's a bathroom over here, and here are sleeping areas. You wanted to think all that stuff out, because a lot of games, especially older ones, didn't have intelligently-laid-out levels. You've got to think, How do people live here?

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I'm terrible at optimization. I wrote the optimization system and the file-managing system. We wrote all of our file-managing [systems] so that we could eventually stick all files in one gigantic file and still read them out. Chris optimized all of that. The lighting system on Fallout was so bad that he had to change how everything worked in it, just so we could get a decent frame rate. 

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Our programmers did a lot with very little. They were creating the engine from scratch, and designing the game at the same time, and redesigning the game when we lost the GURPS license.

	That was a lot of work. It came out better than I'd expected it to be at times. I'm very happy with those levels. I think, to this day, some of those levels and artwork still look good and are impressive.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The other thing was, he rewrote the entire memory system so that at any particular time in the game, we could do a garbage collection that wouldn't slow down the game, but we could recover a lot of memory. That was good because there just wasn't a lot of memory to use. When the game started up, it would set aside of block as our data cache, and it would get fragmented and filled with stuff we didn't need. He wrote a really good garbage collector to clean it up without losing data we marked as important.

	Compacting that data, taking all the little bits and making one gigantic block, basically saved the game. There were times when if you went into the military base and approached the Master, we literally did not have any memory to devote to that. We were worried we were going to have to redesign that entire character, but Chris saved the day with his optimization.

	 

	The concept of open-ended design remains alluring to players and publishers, but setting boundaries can be as important as removing them. Too much freedom, and players can be overwhelmed by the paradox of choice. Too little, and walls close in, intruding on agency. 

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	You want to kind of direct people so they're following this path without being too obvious about it, and you want areas where you can have encounters. One thing you don't want is an encounter area so cluttered that people can't move around. You want cover, and you want things to look interesting, but it also needs to [facilitate] combat.

	You see that a lot in Pillars of Eternity: You've got a path to get somewhere, and then there's an area that's more open so you can have battles. That was especially [problematic] in the old IE games, because when we started doing oversized monsters they would get jammed [in narrow areas].

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It's funny, I talked to one of the programmers for Wasteland, who was the executive producer on Fallout, Alan Pavlish. He talked me through those loot square and super-loot squares [used in Wasteland]. I didn't want it to work that way.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	It's harder with 3D games because if people can walk anywhere, you may want to lead them somewhere, but a lot of them say, "Damn it, if you try and force me to go right, I'm going to go left."

	One of the lessons I learned on Fallout: New Vegas, and this is something I heard from Bethesda, was, "Wherever you stand, there should be something interesting to see." You know, something to attract the player's attention. "Hey, there's a comm tower here," or "I see a tall building." That leads them to go and investigate.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	What we ended up doing was, we did a lot of stuff with making a good random-number generator, but storing the seed so that the items that were in a chest could be randomly generated, but once you placed the chest in the world, you would always get the same stuff out of it for a particular game. There were things like that that we tried to do, more to save space: Don't generate anything until you absolutely need to generate it.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I noticed over the years that more games are into pointing you in a direction and trying to convince you to go that way. Depending on how you lay out a level, you can naturally lead someone to the next spot without being too obvious about it. We don't put a bunch of [boulders] in the path to say, 'You can't go this way.'

	That's one thing Obsidian feels really strongly about, and we certainly did this at Interplay too: We didn't want you to be forced to do something, we just pushed you in that direction.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	In Fallout, we ended up throwing away a lot of things. If you threw stuff on the ground and left, it would be gone when you got back. The assumption was that somebody came along and took it.

	A few years later, on another game, we actually started saving all those things. If you dropped a knife out in the woods, if you could find that same spot in the woods, that knife would still be there.

	 

	Happy Accidents

	Despite limited resources and a too-small team, work Fallout proceeded apace—or seemed to. One afternoon, some of the artists opened up areas to touch them up only to notice there was nothing to touch up.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Leadership, the ability to get a bunch of really talented people who have disparate opinions all pulling in the same direction, and being able to support them and galvanize them as a group, and support other leadership aspects of that team—that's all important. As projects get bigger, the organizational management and process side is important, too.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	A lot of Fallout was happy accidents. We all got together and decided what the story should be. We decided on the tone, and we decided on the quests. Then Jason and I went away with the other artists to make artwork. We weren't involved in day-to-day design stuff.

	Then, about three-quarters of the way through the game, we found out that a lot of the designers had dropped the ball.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It's funny: Leonard and I talked about that, because he came in after he talked to you and said, "Remember how the Brotherhood of Steel area was empty?" I said, "Well, that one wasn't empty, but there was an empty one." There was one level that was completely blank, and that was the Boneyard. There were some things in Brotherhood of Steel, but it was only the main-story quest stuff; there was no side-quest stuff.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	They hadn't implemented a lot of what we'd talked about. There were design docs that specced out how stuff was supposed to work, and it just wasn't in the game. So Jason and I went in there and started doing a lot of design work, a lot of writing, and implementing what we thought was the original vision of the game.

	It was really disjoined in that way. I'd just been doing the art to sell the setting. I really wanted, when people played the game, for them to be immersed in that setting.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It felt off. There were two characters: one guarded the gate, and another who was inside. They already had [voiceover], which meant we couldn't really change anything. We could re-order the VO; we could even cut some of the wav files to make some sentences a little different, but otherwise our hands were tied.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	When Fallout was starting to wind down, it was clear that there was a lot of stuff that was not done that needed to be done, specifically in regard to scripting areas: getting conversations hooked up, getting the logic for quests working. It was decided that a handful of us would take some time off of [Planescape] Torment to do scripting work.

	I took on the responsibility for scripting the Hub level. There was a lot of work associated with that. At the time, we didn't know how big Fallout was going to be in terms of [critical and commercial] response, so I did the best I could by getting to know the systems they were building.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I don't want to cast aspersions on anybody I worked with. I think those guys were really talented. There was a lot of really good stuff there. They were just as invested in what was going on as we were, so I'm not quite sure what happened.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We had always been working on stuff, and we'd just not gotten around to those yet. We had probably spent more time on some areas than we should have, so we had not done as much work on other areas. They weren't completely empty. They had high-level stuff, core concepts, but they were not laid out. They didn't have maps, they didn't have keys, they didn't have characters, items, dialogue, quests, and stuff like that. It just hadn't been done.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I know that after the fact, when I started looking at some of the stuff that was in a queue to be implemented, that maybe not everything [in the empty areas] had been implemented yet. But I started looking at it, and that was when Jason and I turned into basically dictators of what was Fallout and what wasn't Fallout.

	I wasn't too young. I was in my thirties, but I was very naive about how to manage people, and how to do things. I would look at people's designs and say, "Yeah, this isn't going in the game." I'd give them some direction.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I think Leonard and Jason were ramping down, so they picked it up and did a lot of really cool level-design work. They really saved our butts.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Eventually I ended up taking over a lot of conversations and that kind of design work because I wanted to do it. I said, "This is the way I want it, so I'll just do it."

	I apologize to those people. I wasn't the best person to work with at the time. That's kind of how it goes. Back in those days, it was very much the wild west in terms of those things.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The art was done, so Leonard and Jason started writing dialogues. They wrote new player responses to put the existing NPC responses in a new context.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I went on vacation after this. I thought we were done. I called Jason when I was back to find out how everything was going. He said, "Remember how empty that one map was?" I'm like, "Yeah?" He said, "The whole game's like that."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I especially remember we had a character who was outside the cathedral of the Children of the Apocalypse, a character who said some odd things. We rewrote what the player said so it gave context to that character. Also, there were at least two characters, both in the Brotherhood of Steel, who have non-VO assistants. We let the guard tell you something totally wrong, like, "Go southeast of here until you find this."

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	That was the other thing we found. In the recorded conversations, a specific character was supposed to give you specific information. If you go and talk to [Brotherhood of Steel scribe] Vree, she doesn't give you the information you're supposed to get. She's got an assistant standing very close to her who bitches about what Vree was supposed to be working on when she got sidetracked by other stuff, so [the assistant] tells you the stuff that Vree was supposed to tell you.

	If you go to a lot of the talking-head characters in Fallout, you'll find that they conveniently have an NPC standing next to them who will give you the real story, and will fill in the parts that are missing.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When you go to leave, the assistant is programmed to say, "No, no, they moved their camp. It's now southwest." And you're like, okay! Because what was recorded in VO was incorrect. It was never southeast. We had issues like that.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I came back from vacation, and we became designers. We started writing all this lore, all this dialogue, just filling up the game with content. Luckily, when I wasn't drawing or painting, I had spent most of my childhood reading books, so I did a fairly good imitation of a writer at that point.

	 

	Fallout's team was nothing if not democratic. While artists created art and programmers wrote code, everyone was welcome to look for perceived holes in the game’s design and step up to fill them. 

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	When I started making Fallout, most of my roleplaying [game] experience was in my head. I didn't think about it in terms of stats, I didn't think about it in terms of character building like you would for a pen-and-paper game. I thought more about character building like you would for writing a book, or a movie, or a television show.

	I was way more into stories. I was way more into the narrative aspects of it: the things you could do with characters, and the things you could do with stories.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Tim and Jason did most of the writing because I was doing programming. However, what we ended up doing—we did this informally on Fallout and formally on Arcanum—was, I thought a lot of people would get stuck trying to come up with the basic idea or story element of a quest, so I would often go to a first meeting and say, "Here's what I think the flow should be. Here's how I'd find my way through Brotherhood of Steel: I would sneak my way in." They would go off and [implement] all those things.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Visually, Fallout is pretty unique. The concept of this 1950s-era world, but set in the future—that was done by the artists. Jason and Leonard were the key proponents of that setting. We stole a lot. We watched City of Lost Children, Mad Max, and all these movies that influenced us, and that we loved. We took inspiration from them. We went in and tried to be as stylized as those movies and those comic books, all the things that we loved and put into our game.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	If you look at a lot of lore in the original Fallout, and even in Arcanum, there aren't a lot of what I called codex-type things. It was told either in first-person, or maybe you'd find a textbook from the era that told you a bunch of things where, once again, it was all in-world, and it left a lot of holes for people to interpret it.

	To me, that makes the world feel more alive. If you give people every bit of information about a setting, that takes something away from the setting. It makes it feel more clinical or sterile. There are a lot of games that do it really well, so I think it's more of a style thing.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	It was mostly a question of, "What can't we do?" versus "What can we do?" It'd be like, "We're limited by this thing. How can we overcome it?"

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We didn't have a whole lot of memory or cycles, so we originally wrote a very minimal AI. In fact, I have to laugh these days when people complain about the AI in Fallout 1. They're always complaining about companion AI. We didn't even intend for companions to be in the game. The entire game was created and designed with no companions. And then one of the scripters wanted to have a dog that could follow you around.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	There was another problem with tiles. We used the trick of pre-rendering, cutting up a pre-rendered chunk, and making it fit in our tile system. We used that trick quite a bit to make the game world feel more expansive and less tile-y.

	We also did the same kind of thing when it came to the UI, so that the UI looked like it was a piece of a computer that was decrepit, falling apart, and kind of bandaged back together.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The scripter worked with Jason Anderson to figure out how that could be scripted and done in art. Once they broke down that barrier, all the sudden all the designers wanted to write characters who could become companions, following the player around.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	For me, I like games to have a lot of intriguing things, a lot of interesting lore, but at the same time, the lore could be told by unreliable narrators. Things [facts and details] could conflict within the game so the player, at least to a certain degree, has to make a determination about what happened, or what's true and what isn't true.

	You start off with a certain set of assumptions of how things are going to work. Then, as the game becomes real and not just something you think about, it takes its own direction. You can try to wrestle it into your preconceived notions, or let it evolve into what it's becoming and try to find the fun there.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	That's why in Fallout 1, there was no limit to how many characters you could have around. I think at one point you could have five or six people following you around. I say five or six because there's one character, Tandi, who you were supposed to rescue. But if you never took her home, she just hung around at the party and never left. But that was a good example of [the companions] kind of broke the AI.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	You'll come up with some pieces of art that you think are going to tell a story, but if they don't quite do it, you may need to put some lore in, or some dialogue in, that bridges the gap. Or it may work perfectly the way you envisioned it. It's really just a matter of reacting to what you're building.

	 

	None of Fallout's writers had formal training in the craft. Their predilections for storytelling coupled with their shared understanding of theme and tone guided content creation. Artificial intelligence, especially in companions that players could recruit to travel alongside them, likewise contributed to storytelling, albeit not always in ways players thought.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It was just pure luck that we ended up with artists who had incredibly great narrative skills. In fact, Leonard spends more of his days overseeing the narrative stuff being done on our game now than artwork. He's a really good artist, but he's a really good writer, too. We wouldn't have known that had we not had that [empty areas] emergency.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Tim trusted us to do the art; we trusted Tim to do the programming, Tim and Chris Jones and Jesse Reynolds and a couple of other people; and the designers were doing their thing.

	We'd done the talking heads. We'd recorded audio for the talking heads. Jason said, "Yeah, that's all there is [in the Brotherhood of Steel]." We had a design doc that described what was supposed to be happening there. Jason went in and started writing dialogue and text and lore to kind of fill it out. He even had to go so far as to take Maxson's dialogue and cut it up, and restructure how it flowed.

	I ended up having to do that with the Master at the end, but I felt like most of the flow was already there. I just had to fix some problems, and I did a lot of that by rewriting the player's lines. But Jason had to change how the whole conversation flowed to make it say something that it wasn't saying.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	For quest design, we had very high-level stuff already in mind. We knew kind of the overall story, but for a lot of the quests that connected to other areas, we had them fairly early on because we knew the story beats. But when we got to an area and you started designing the area in-depth, we had to create a lot of quests.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We always had this idea of, were people going to try to be good or bad? How will we track that? That turned into the karma meter, which was a very simplistic way of saying, "You did something good? Here, have a positive number," and, "If you did something bad, here's a negative number."

	We had no way to tell the difference in that game between somebody who never did something good or bad, versus somebody who killed a bunch of orphans but then donated a lot of money. We had no way of telling the difference. They were both neutral. But just the addition of that meter, and the player's knowledge that their [actions] were being tracked, that major events in the game added a positive or negative number to that meter, suddenly made them think about what they were doing.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We did have a process where we'd have a spreadsheet to track different quests and the ways they could be solved. We wanted to be sure we had three basic archetypes: speech boy, stealth boy, and combat boy. We wanted to make sure that a player could get through two out of every three quests using those rough archetypes. So it was like, "Hey, in this area, is there enough stuff for a stealth-boy player?" or "Can a speech boy make his way through this area without having to resort to combat?"

	We were constantly checking the work, the quests as we were creating them, against that spreadsheet, and making sure we were in line with the amount of content.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Like, Do I really want to kill everybody in this camp? Do I really want to steal that key from the guy rather than buy it? Because, yeah, buying it takes money, but stealing it may affect karma. Just that knowledge that the game was watching you made some people feel more validated playing a good character.

	At the same time—and this happened in QA and we decided to just go with it—once they realized it was tracking how bad they could be, they wanted to see how bad they could be. They would do horrible things.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	There were a few things I screwed up, that we really didn't get a chance to finish. We had this hidden timer than ran, and I wanted it to have much more of an effect on the world, and for the player to see it.

	But we just never pulled it off, so we took it out in the first patch. We succeeded a lot of times, we failed a lot of times, and sometimes what we did was just okay. But we made that attempt to make a very reactive, very personalized game experience.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The AI was already working, and it worked pretty well against the player. Once we had companions who were trying to shoot the player's enemies, it wasn't as simple. That's what led to, Ian started with an Uzi, which had a spread of bullets, but he didn't check to see if anybody friendly was in that spread. That's why he was always shooting you in the back.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We decided very early on that we would do what we called a "wide game design" versus a "deep game design." There's not a lot of content on any one pass through Fallout. It's a fairly short game. But every time you play it, if you make different decisions, you get radically different outcomes. Depending upon your character and what stats you have, and your reputation, and all this good stuff, you'll get a very different outcome.

	Shortly after Fallout 1 launched, we were reading the message boards, and people were talking about their experiences, saying, "I went here and did this," and somebody else would say, "Wait, no, I went here and did that." They were like, "Well, how'd that happen?" They were just comparing, telling stories, and we loved that. We were so happy to see people react positively to that. It was a very conscious design decision.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The character people liked the most was Dogmeat, because Dogmeat didn't have any area-of-effect attack. He would just run up and bite someone. He was seen as the companion that was the most people, but it was just, "Well, no, the AI worked great for him because that's what it was designed for."

	We had that kind of stuff that was really hard. We just didn't have the memory or the cycles to do anything really complex. That's when I first learned that how people perceived something that wasn't necessarily the truth. People would tell me, "I love Dogmeat because he's so loyal." I'm like, "No. You love Dogmeat because he has no dialogue attached, and because of that, he can never leave the party."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I forget exactly how we started, but intelligence was important for dialogue. We said, "What would happen if someone makes a 1-intelligence character? The game has to react." We started doing the idiot conversations, and they turned out to be the funniest thing.

	I love taking a low-end character, because there's one really dumb super mutant, and you walk up to him and start talking, and the conversation was, "Huh? What? Huh?" That's the whole conversation. As a player, you're like, "What just happened?"

	Those kinds of variations, depending on how you played and what your character was, that was a very conscious decision from very early on. We wanted to react to the player, and have the player feel like they were making meaningful decisions that impacted the world.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Also, "Dogmeat only does melee attacks so he can never hurt you." He would have hurt players as much as Ian or Tycho, he just never had the opportunity to do so. So it was funny to me when people would say, "We loved how you made the dog so loyal." No, we didn't do that. That's just how things shook out.

	 

	S.P.E.C.I.A.L. Relationships

	As enthusiastic as Fallout's team was about their game, few among Interplay’s sales and marketing departments shared in their anticipation. There were too many other games for one to become a focal point. On top of that, post-apocalyptic settings were bizarre and unorthodox. Sword-and-sorcery was all the rage in roleplaying games. When Interplay secured the pinnacle of sword-and-sorcery licenses, developers of Fallout and other RPG projects found themselves fighting for scraps.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We weren't attached to GURPS yet, although we were using it just as a template. [Interplay] picked up the Dungeons & Dragons license, and that was the first time Fallout almost got cancelled.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	They didn't want to give us any more people to work on our game. They thought that [Dungeons & Dragons] was where the money was, so they wanted to switch everyone over to D&D projects. Once again, this is my interpretation of events. I thought it was when they got the Dungeons & Dragons license.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	D&D was kind of going out of favor. In fact, I think it was [TSR vice president] Lorraine Williams, they wanted to sell TSR to us. I wanted to buy it. I think Universal Studios had invested in the company at that point, and I told them, "We've got to do it." I think it would have been less than $20 million. I said, "Let's do it." They didn't want to, which was a huge shame.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Fargo said, "Hey, we've got this Dungeons & Dragons license. I think I could use your people more effectively on Dungeons & Dragons games." Also, they were worried it would cannibalize sales if we had two RPGs out at the same time. I begged him not to. I told him how excited and committed everybody was, and it would be "out in a few months anyway."

	That was, like, a year and a half before it shipped. I tried to comment on how RPGs don't cannibalize [other RPGs] because they have such long tails. I actually got someone in sales to back me up on that, saying, "Yeah, you can have two RPGs on sale at the time, and they don't cannibalize like, for example, flight simulators." If there are two flight simulators, people will buy one and not the other. But if there are two RPGs, they'll buy one, and then a few weeks later they'll come back and buy the other. Once they finished the first RPG, they say, "I really feel like playing another RPG."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	There were a lot of off-the-cuff meetings, and I think that's credit to the small team that we had, and the fact that we weren't the primary focus at Interplay at that time, because they got the D&D license and were more interested in Dungeons & Dragons games. While they still supported us and obviously gave us paychecks, we weren't as monitored quite as closely as we had been before the D&D license came on. So, we had a lot of freedom and flexibility.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Also, RPGs didn't feel like they were cutting edge. An RPG that had been out for three or four months didn't feel like it had lost any of its luster, where, if you were playing a shooter or a flight simulator—especially back then when technology was changing so dramatically—one that came out six months later would be dramatically improved from the one that came out earlier, and many players would say, "Eh, I don't want to play the [old] one. I want to play this new one."

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	TSR was not going strong at the time. I'm sure there were other people interested in the license. We certainly weren't the only ones, but I wasn't up against Electronic Arts, or Activision, or any [other big studios]. In fact, I remember after I signed the D&D license, Bruno Bonnell of Infogrames, they were doing great with their Asterix, these licensed cartoon characters in France. Things were very licensed at the time, but more in the lines of mainstream, [cartoons]-on-Saturday-mornings type stuff. Bruno said, "You got the Dungeons & Dragons rights? Ugh. Nicheware for nerds. You'll just never learn."

	That's what he said. He poo-pooed all over the idea. There were people who thought it was too niche and stupid. I don't think I've ever done a product that other people thought was a good idea.

	 

	Fallout’s scrappy but committed team plugged along. When Tim Cain expressed need for more developers to speed things along, one of Brian Fargo's best producers rose to the occasion.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I was a producer, and it wasn't until they put me in charge of the RPG division in '96—and Fallout was not immediately a part of that—that's around when Tim [Cain] and I talked, and they really needed support to staff their team up and really have the producer support to get that game done. That's how it became a part of [the RPG division] and how I got involved. I'm a big RPG nerd, and it looked so cool.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I think you have to start somewhere in an organization, and you need to be noticed. I think it's a function of getting your foot in the door, and then being able to relate bugs and comments back on products.

	You're able to determine people's sensibilities based on what they report. If they're reporting really insightful things, then that's going to tell you how much they understand the creation process of what we're doing. Anybody who moved up from QA, including Feargus and several other people, showed an aptitude in their ability to have insight into the process of what made a game fun.

	 

	To this day, some of Fallout's developers remain convinced that Interplay's acquisition of the Dungeons & Dragons license threatened development of their game. Others are less certain.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I think I was in more of the conversations with Brian, and I don't think so. I mean, if we'd gone six months and the game was in disarray, yes, probably. But Brian didn't just cancel games. There were games that needed to be cancelled, and they didn't, so I think we were far away from that.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I remember when we got the Star Trek license, people said, "Why did you get that? It's old." If you think about it, the first [game] Interplay did was 25th Anniversary. The show wasn't even on the air anymore, yet the game was a big success.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	Now, that doesn't mean that Brian couldn't have said some stuff to people suggesting that it get done quickly, and that he didn't want to keep paying for a game that didn't have a license, and that there were people questioning that the game was worthwhile that it didn't have a license—he may have said that stuff to people. But just me knowing Brian and working closely with him, I knew we had quite a runway.

	 

	Leonard Boyarsky considered Fallout his baby. Tim Cain was responsible for writing code, but Boyarsky was at the forefront of defining its look and much of its feel. His interest extended to the game’s cinematic introduction, which he knew would be most players’ introduction to the world he and the team had created.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We were making this game, we're all young guys, and we were going over the top with violence. I remember going to Austin to demo the game to Steve, and I remember showing him the flamethrower, which was one of the few area-of-effect weapons that had huge particle effects, and [anyone set on fire] walked around screaming. He laughed.

	I said, "Is that okay for the violence level?" He said, "Yeah! Do more." We were like, "Yeah!"

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	The first thing was, we knew we needed to make an intro. The second thing was, we need to convey as much about the world as we can, but we can't show people up close. We just didn't have the technology. I'm sure there were people who could make really good-looking, 3D models but we weren't those people. And we didn't have the time, also.

	So we said, "What can we do? Oh, we'll put them on a TV set that the camera's pulling back from, before you see any human beings on it." I felt like the intro was very successful at conveying the mood and tone we wanted to convey. Tim wrote the narration, the "War never changes" part, and Jason and I found a bunch of old pictures and put them together to work underneath that.

	 

	ROB NESLER

	There were talking heads that needed to be made, so I assisted in gathering the talent for and managing that process. I think they called me the 3D art director, in that I assembled a team of 3D artists to do facial modeling toward the eventual goal of facial animation. That involved some very clever modelers from the entertainment industry as well as the Natural History Museum who were used to modeling in clay.

	The overseer's head was our first, I think. I believe we sculpted that. There was a process for getting those heads made and then digitized. Then those would be given to the team.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Fred Hatch, my assistant producer, was renting a room in my house, and he came home one night and said the next day he was going to meet Ron Perlman to record the opening of Fallout. I was eating dinner and watching Simpsons, and he said, "This is what I've got for Ron Perlman to read." I don't remember what it said, but I didn't like it. He said, "Yeah, I don't really like it either."

	So during the commercial interruption on Simpsons, I wrote the "War. War never changes." That whole opening paragraph: "War never changes, Hitler, China, superpowers... All that stuff, and uranium being used for war and fueling war." All of that was written during The Simpsons.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	We started off with the Vault Boy, and we built it around the ads and some news reports. Jason and I came up with the idea for it in an afternoon. We decided, roughly, "Here's what the shots are going to be." It was really rough. For instance, when I went to do the scene that turned into the execution, it was just supposed to be something about a newsreel like, "Our boys are fighting for peace," or whatever, and you saw a firefight going on.

	I started working on it and decided it was going to be really difficult to show, to make it dramatic and to stage it. I thought about pushing it further, making it ridiculous and over the top. I don't know where the idea came from, but I do know that as soon as I had the idea about a guy being executed, I turned around to Jason and said, "I'm going to have him execute this guy in the middle of the street. What do you think?"

	He turned to me and said, "That's a great idea."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Before Fred, my assistant producer, went to the VO session the next day, I said, "Just have Ron Perlman read both. Read what this guy wrote, and then read what this guy wrote so we can hear him say both, and we'll decide later which one we like best." To put the cherry on the sundae of that story, I was really nervous about what I was going to sound like, and Fred was supposed to leave at four o'clock from the VO studio and drive back down to Irvine; the studio was up in Hollywood.

	He calls me at 3:30 and says, "Hey, Ron Perlman had two tickets to a baseball game up at the LA stadium. Can I go to that? I'll just get this stuff to you tomorrow." I was like, "Yes, but did he say anything about the dialogue?" Fred said, "I can't really talk about it, I need to get to the stadium." This was pre-smartphone; he was calling us from the studio. We had to wait until the next morning to hear what the stuff sounded like.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	While I was animating the execution, I decided I would make them turn to the camera and wave. I go, "Jason, how much will you give me if I make these guys wave at the camera?" He said, "If you do it, I'll give you twenty bucks."

	I don't think he ever paid up, but I might not be remembering this correctly. But we'd do things like that. We'd come up with these ridiculous ideas and kind of dare each other to do them. I said, "Tim's either going to freak out when he sees this, or think it's hilarious." We'd just do things and show them to people after they were done. We didn't get OKs for any of this stuff. We didn't run it by anybody. It was just us sitting in a room going, "This is what it's going to be." As we worked on it, it just became what it was.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We had great voice actors. That's one area where we were really fortunate, people whom I had idolized while growing up. Going to those recording sessions and meeting Ron Perlman in real life? I mean... Being present for the birth of my kids is slightly more important than meeting Ron Perlman, but it's close.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I knew I wanted a haunting song for the intro. I didn't know where it came from. Years later I remember, Oh, that's the end of Dr. Strangelove where they're playing We'll Meet Again while bombs are dropping. That's what I was trying to evoke. We were trying to find a song but didn't have any ideas. Gary Platner, an artist, came in one day and said, "I just heard this song that we have to use." It was I Don't Want to Set The World On Fire, by the Ink Spots.

	We couldn't get the rights to that, so we ended up using another of their songs. Fortunately their songs all sound virtually identical. That's no exaggeration: If you listen to their songs, they all sound the same. We ended up with Maybe, which was a stroke of luck. We used it because it sounded like I Don't Want to Set The World On Fire, but it also had what I felt was a haunting sound.

	Years later I saw the trailer for Blade Runner, and they used I Don't Want to Set The World On Fire. I vaguely remember seeing that as a kid and thinking it was pretty cool. Maybe it was really cool because the lyrics of the song could be interpreted as the world is going to miss him when he's gone, so it's an ode to the world that's gone, but it turns out to be an ode from the player saying that to the people in the vault: "You're going to miss me when I'm gone."

	We hadn't worked out the ending at the point we chose that song. It just all fell into place.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I have to admit, the opening turned out pretty well. It's probably the only time I wrote something that people liked. I tried writing for an RPG later, and it's... not well-liked for its writing.

	 

	Competing with Dungeons & Dragons was one obstacle on the road to Fallout's completion. Another arose from an unlikely source: A partner who was getting cold feet.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I did the intro with Jason [Anderson], Tramel Isaac, and Sharon Shellman. We'd done this intro that everybody loved. To me, it was this very successful thing. It's still one of the things I'm most proud of that I've ever done. Steve Jackson came down to look at the game, and he did not like the intro. He did not like the '50s [theme]. He really objected to the guy getting executed in the intro. He said everything was too violent.

	We said, "We showed you how we can set people on fire. We don't understand."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	He never had any trouble with [violence] until he saw the opening movie. Once he saw the opening movie, which shows a guy with his hands tied behind his back and someone in power armor shoots him, he didn't like that. He didn't like that at all.

	Along with not liking that, a host of other things he didn't like came up.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I was the one who dealt with Steve Jackson at the time. He had an issue with the violence in the opening movie, and I said, "Well, gosh, you ain't seen nothin' yet."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We were going to compromise. We were going to keep it, but during installation, we would let players decide if they wanted violence or not. Based on that toggle, we would show one of two intros: One with the execution scene, one with it censored. At least, that was our proposal.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	The two things he hated were the intro with its '50s vibe, and the Vault Boy, which everybody seemed to really like. Those seemed to be the things people were really keen on, so we were really confused. Push came to shove, and he said, "GURPS is my product. I'm not going to let [Fallout ship like this]. Changes have to be made."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We had been showing the game to Steve Jackson. We had brought him out to meet the team. We took him out to a nice restaurant at Disneyland. We played games with him. As far as I knew, we had a good relationship. So, it was really a bummer when Tim Cain called me into his office, and he had a letter from Steve Jackson Games.

	It was twenty-four items long, something like that. Twenty-two items. All these changes they wanted to see. All of them except for two of them, the entire team was behind: "Oh, sure, we'll change that, and that, and that, no problem." But two of them were, like, "Well, we're not sure about this." One was the intro scene.

	The other item was, you know in Fallout, there's a card for all the stats and skills? Well... I'm trying to describe this nicely because to this day I'm still blown away by it.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	He had never said a word about it, but all the sudden he didn't like any of the skill cards with the Vault Boy on them. That's now an iconic, beloved cartoon character. He didn't like those; he wanted them removed. We had already done hundreds of them. They were on every skill card. A skill, trade, attribute—anything in the game we'd made a card for, had a matching [Vault Boy] cartoon. We'd put a lot of work into it.

	Also, it was not polarizing. We had shown it to people. We had our own QA group, but there were probably thirty or forty other QA people [at Interplay], and we exposed them to it. We said, "Hey, what do you guys think of this?" We asked them to look at the whole game and tell us what they liked and didn't like. That character of the Vault Boy was universally liked. I didn't know what to do.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We had the character illustrated there, and Vault Boy was kind of our take on the Monopoly character, and he was universally loved on the team. We had an artist, Tramel Ray [Isaac]. We sat down and gave him descriptions of all these cards, and then he ran off and made these illustrations, which we all loved. We thought it was a great bit of character to the game and added a lot to it. But for whatever reason, Steve Jackson did not like that art. He did not like that character.

	We were like, "Well, it doesn't have anything to do with GURPS. It's really about the setting and helping to sell the setting." So, we pushed back. The next thing I know—and this is from my perspective; I wasn't [in the meeting]—but when we pushed back a little bit, he said, "Well, then you're not going to ship the game. I'm referring to our contract, and we're not going to give you permission to ship the game."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I was talking to Steve a lot, just over email, about, "Hey, we really want to keep this. We'll talk about what we can do for the [intro] movie, but we really want to keep Vault Boy." I forget what happened, but, basically, back and forth in the exchange, Steve said something about his legal rights and him having to talk to his lawyer.

	As soon as he did that, I was told that was my trigger word: Once he did that, it was out of my hands. I had to escalate it above me. I did.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	It just kind of spun out of control. From my perspective, one day we're all talking about Vault Boy and how much we love it, and we wanted to let Steve Jackson know, "Hey, we'll fix all this other stuff, but we want to keep Vault Boy." And the next day, the license is being pulled. I mean, it was like overnight.

	One day, we got pulled in and told, "We're not GURPS anymore." What? No. This is terrible. This is horrible."

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	There were a few places along the way where we almost got cancelled, and that was one of them. A lot of companies would have been, "Well, this is a partner we're working with. Make the changes."

	But Brian liked what we were doing, too, so he stood up for us. He said, "No, we're not making those changes. We're going to remove GURPS."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It went up to Feargus, and then up to Fargo. The next thing I know, they're asking me how hard it would be to remove GURPS from the game.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I told Steve that we're going to have to sever the contract, because he wasn't going to like the product. I was part of that decision to remove the GURPS system. All those guys are super bright. I knew they'd come up with something good. But the most important thing was to keep the integrity for what they were building. They had a wonderful vision and execution for Fallout, and I didn't want to see it compromised.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Since GURPS was the first thing I'd written, it was contained in separate modules that could be plugged into the game. The way the game worked was, you could point your gun at somebody, and it would go, "Hey, this guy holding this gun, at this rotation, from this far away from that character, with these values—what's the percentage chance to hit him?" And it would go off into a little module that returned the answer.

	I said, "It's pretty easy. It [GURPS] already is disconnected. I just have to invent something new and connect." They said, "What if Chris Taylor invented the new thing, and you coded it?" I was like, "That would take a few weeks." The next thing I know, we weren't using GURPS anymore.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	Sometimes when you do licensed products, whether it's Lord of the Rings, or Star Wars, or whatever, and I've done a lot of them, oftentimes the licensor is great. But sometimes, they're not so great, and they try to make you do stuff that you know gamers will absolutely hate. In the same way, we knew what our audience wanted. We knew what we wanted. We didn't want a licensor dictating the sensibility of Fallout.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I hadn't played GURPS at that point, and I thought that was a cool aspect of it, but I think Fallout is what it is because we had to walk away from the GURPS license. It was obvious it had something special... Oh, of course. "S.P.E.C.I.A.L."

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I'm pretty sure [production assistant] Jason Suinn came up with the S.P.E.C.I.A.L. acronym. The one I saw immediately was ACELIPS.

	 

	The flexibility of Tim Cain’s engine made its modules easy to replace. The trouble, Cain knew, was finding an equally pliable set of game rules with which to replace GURPS. One of his designers just happened to have some lying around.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Now, my understanding was we were going to make a GURPS game later, but that just never happened. We started the contract for making a GURPS game at Interplay, but what I was told was Fallout was no longer going to be a GURPS game. We weren't contractually to make Fallout a GURPS game; we were just contractually obligated to make a GURPS game. So, I was told, "Rip everything GURPS out and replace it."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We had a meeting about what we wanted to do. Now, all game designers fall out of love with D&D at one point or another, and they make their own roleplaying game. I had done this in middle school. I had made an RPG on paper called Medieval—which is a terrible name, and I'm embarrassed to say it out loud after all these years—and it had all the stats that are in S.P.E.C.I.A.L., even though we weren't calling it S.P.E.C.I.A.L. at the time; it had all of S.P.E.C.I.A.L.'s core mechanics; it had a lot of those elements.

	It wasn't complete. It wasn't an exact copy. But all the stats were there, and how it fundamentally worked was pretty solid. I had run games with this. I was very used to it. It was my system, so I had an answer for any question about it.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Chris Taylor, in just a few days, made what's now the S.P.E.C.I.A.L. system. But he didn't have Luck. I wanted Luck in there. And he didn't have Perks. Brian Fargo said, "There's not enough stuff for me to buy when I go up a level." Chris said, "I could put something like perks in," so we threw that stuff in along with the traits, because I wanted something that had negative [characteristics] in addition to positive.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I told Tim, "I could port this over." It took about two weeks, I think, of design work to go from my old home-brew system to what would become S.P.E.C.I.A.L.. I wrote up a document and took the system into Tim. Within ten or fifteen seconds, he goes, "Oh. S.P.E.C.I.A.L.."

	He had noticed the first letters of the stats, anagrammed them and reordered them, and called it S.P.E.C.I.A.L.. The name stuck right then and there. We tuned it, and tweaked it, and within a few weeks, he had the system up and running. Within a few weeks, the game was no longer GURPS. It was Fallout. I never would have caught that, not within a million years, and Tim Cain saw it within seconds.

	 

	Like Fallout’s intro, camera angle, and gritty setting, the S.P.E.C.I.A.L. system flowed naturally from Fallout’s design, almost as if it had been there since the beginning.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I use this term I learned in school: found objects. There's a lot of 3D pop art, or post-modern sculpture, that uses found objects. I thought a lot of that was just silliness posed as art, but I liked the idea of found things informing your art. That was my mantra on Fallout: Everything should look like it's a part of the game [world]. The interface should look like it's an object you would find in the game. Even the manual looked like propaganda; maps looked like they were found inside the game world. The manual was a vault dweller's survival guide.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I get a smile on my face just thinking about it, because now it's integral to the system and to the franchise. The first time I played Bethesda's Fallout 3 and they brought up the S.P.E.C.I.A.L. system screen, I got all giggle-y, just because it was so cool to see it again.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	What's interesting is I bet you Fallout is the only RPG where the underlying system was made after the majority of the content. The reason it feels like it ties in so well [thematically] is, we literally looked at all our content and said, "What kind of queries do we need to make [in code] to make all this stuff work?"

	We had things like, we some kind of agility and dexterity stat; we need to know if you're doing bonus damage; we need some kind of strength. So it kind of informed the system. It was interesting how that worked. I would never, ever want to make an RPG like that again, though.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	For me, I wasn't thinking much about story. I think it was in the back of my mind, but it was more about setting. It was more that everywhere you turned, I wanted to reinforce the feeling of this nostalgic, 1950s future.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It went through the same module interface, but it wasn't GURPS anymore. It took about two weeks, maybe three, and we had it all back up and running. Six months later, Fallout shipped.

	 

	Out of the Vault

	Fallout’s story grants Vault Dwellers five months to scrounge up a water chip and save their people from dying of thirst. Interplay’s developers had significantly more time to build their post-apocalyptic sandbox, yet the finish line always seemed to dance just out of range.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	One thing about Interplay was there was a point where everyone realized, "Oh my god, we have to ship this. It's time to get it done." There was something someone said, and I don't remember who said it: "A game is never done; it just ships." That's true, always. There's a point where you just have to get it done.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	By the end of that game, we were all so frazzled that trying to remember things that happened in those last few months was hard. We were already working Saturdays. Almost everybody there worked Monday through Saturday. In the last six months, when we decided we had to crunch, it just meant, "Well, I guess the only other thing we can do is come in on Sundays."

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I had known Chris Taylor forever. We still hang out together; we play board games almost every weekend. There were an awful lot of late nights. We'd go over to Denny's or Polly's Pies, and we'd sit around and talk about the game. He'd bounce ideas off of me and that sort of thing.

	That was something different about that era. Interplay was a little like high school: There was always someone around the office. We'd be there at all times of day and night, especially in the early years. People just lived there. That changed as Interplay got bigger. People started to have families and actually want to spend time away from work. If we weren't working on a project, we were sitting there playing video games, or tabletop RPGs, or board games. We were always doing something at the office. As projects got really busy, instead of playing games after hours, we spent that time working on a game. We were a lot younger and had more energy.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	For a lot of people, it was fourteen-hour days Monday through Saturday, and an eight-hour day on Sunday. I remember every week amounted to a week and a half of work. So, every two weeks we'd done three weeks' worth of work. It was crazy. There were people who weren't doing laundry.

	It was gross. The janitorial people were asking us when they could clean the offices. She said, "You're always at your desk. No matter when we clean, you're at that desk. We've tried coming in early in the morning and you're at the desk. We came in late, around eleven p.m., and you were at the desk. When do we get to clean your office?" I said, "Just come in and clean. Clean around me."

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	They bought me a Jaz drive. I used to work one day a week at home. Interplay was very crazy, and there were lots of distractions, so they used to let me work one day a week at home. I'd copy the game onto a Jaz disk, take it home, and then I'd work the next day at home and get a lot more work done.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It was strange. It's something you can only do during a certain period of your life. It's something I've never done before or since, but I literally lived at Interplay for a few months, only going home for a few hours' sleep. I'd gotten a dog. I adopted a greyhound, so I just started bringing him into the office. He'd run around really fast, and we were just working.

	It was like a little clubhouse of sleep-deprived, slightly insane people.

	 

	Collaboration between developers, united in their excitement for the game, lightened the load of crunch hours.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	If something looked fine to the designer, then it was fine. Sometimes a designer would say, "We're going to move this character to this room, and this new room should be where his desk is, and the old room will be storage." We might move props around, but otherwise I don't remember there being a lot of revision. We had a very tight schedule. As long as I hit on [a layout] that worked, they could work with it.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I really like the way The Glow map turned out. There's some good background material there, some tapes you can find that give you a better sense of the world.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	A lot of times designers will do a block out and [the artist will say], "I can work with that." But when you're laying out the level, you may think, This building doesn't make sense here, so you go talk to the designer and ask if there's any way you can shift one building there and one over here.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I remember Leonard, even at the time, one reason he wanted to do it was because early 3D tools like Lightwave and 3D Studio made it easy to make shiny, plastic-y things, but it was very hard to make. So, partially to challenge themselves, they wanted to learn how to do that. But once we picked post-apocalyptic, they had to do it. I think they liked the challenge of it, even though there were many nights when they were swearing.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	If you're not talking to the designer, you can get in trouble: Communication is important so you don't waste time. No one wants to work for a whole day only to find out there's a problem and everybody has to revert. You're always going to have revision, but you can minimize it if you talk with your team.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	There's even a quote from Jason in the quotes [dialogue] file going, "It's really hard to render dirt," because he was trying to come up with dirt for ground, and it had to be 3D-rendered from the same perspective and angle as everything else, and he was having trouble making it look like dirt and not brown plastic.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I also was the one who did all of the art elements for the Fallout 1 website.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I had designed the old, Fallout website. I did the HTML for it, and worked with Scott [Everts] to do the graphic design.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	We put that website together, mostly just the two of us. If you ever find the Wayback version of the Fallout 1 website, all of those elements were made by Chris and me, because back then we didn't have a website team. It was still early days, but we wanted one.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I was running the forums and reading as people talked about it. Every time we posted new images or tidbits from the game, we were already getting a fan base, which, for the time, that was kind of new. This was the early days of the Internet.

	The feedback we'd gotten from people around the company was good. We played the game a lot ourselves, and we knew it was good. I don't think anyone expected it to be this huge franchise twenty years on.

	 

	Shared belief in Fallout spurred its creators to longer and longer hours. All they lacked was the support of the company that would be putting its name on the game's box. To earn it, they had to go right to the top of Interplay’s food chain.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Toward the end, nobody wanted to be the one whose area was lagging. You might finish what you were doing, like, I might finish the code I wanted to do on a given day, but then I look over, and I'm like, "Hey, these companions aren't working right." I'd open up the script, notice they're not done, and I'd just start scripting. Even though we had scripters to do that, they were busy doing other things, so it was like, well, I guess I'll stay for an extra three or four hours [and work on] the script.

	If an artist found a way of touching up dialogue, or a designer noticed there was something off about a mouse cursor, they'd just fix it. You'd just open it up and fix it yourself if it was too minor to bother tracking someone down.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	At the time, it was just another project. It was a cool project, certainly much better than Shadoan, which was a fun one to work on, but it sold terribly. Stonekeep was good, a decent seller. As we were working on Fallout, none of us thought it would become a classic, but we got an inkling that it was a good game when we let other people play it.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	He liked what we were doing when he saw it, and he was very much behind us after he saw it. Nothing against Brian or anybody else at Interplay, but at the time, no one really thought much about Fallout. I'm glad they let us do it. Brian gave us the money and let us do whatever we wanted to do. I don't think that was their intent, but that's how it ended up, because they started going all-hands-on-deck when they started doing D&D games.

	We were just this little project that was quirky and funny, but, whatever, let Tim and his little group do their thing. Which is kind of ridiculous when you think about it. I'd have thought they would have just cancelled us, but they didn't, so we got to be in our little corner doing whatever we wanted.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I think everyone was very focused on the Dungeons & Dragons titles. I don't think we were slighted. I don't think we were looked down on; I just think they were busy with other stuff. I mean, the Fallout 1 manual? No other game got a manual like that at Interplay. Our support team there came through and gave us a graphic designer, a manual-layout guy for way, way too long. We got to put all this stuff into the manual. We got to [have design input] on the box.

	I think the more difficult thing was, they didn't know exactly how to sell Fallout. It had this unique look. It wasn't a conventional, post-apocalyptic game, even though there weren't a lot of those types of games out at the time. I do think that having Brian play the game and get behind it helped. When the boss of the company says, "This is a great game," that's not going to hurt.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It was weird. Leonard liked to think, Wow, we've done something amazing, here. My only memory was, we were thought to be the B team pretty much throughout the entire development of Fallout. Then, a few months before we shipped, Brian Fargo took it home with him. He played it all weekend, and he called me all weekend at work, saying, "I'm stuck here, what do I do?"

	On Monday he said, "This is amazing. This is the thing. This is the thing that's going to be our next kickass project."

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	One of the endearing things about Brian is that he is, at his heart, a gamer. He made choices for his business that I wouldn't make, but at the same time, he digs games. You can talk to the guy about games, and he's just into them. He's super insightful. I think having him like Fallout caused other parts of Interplay, which were maybe a bit more dismissive, helped them get behind it.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	It wasn't like I came on at the very end and said, "Oh my gosh!" Everything that was being built, I was financing, so there were no surprises. However, I think that the things that intrigued me were the same things that intrigued me about Wasteland. When we sat down to do Fallout, we went through and analyzed all the things that we thought made Wasteland resonate.

	Those were meaningful cause and effect, a bleak universe, morally gray areas. To me, it was all of those things. So, when I did play it, they hit on all those points that we agreed were important.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	When Brian Fargo played it, he kept saying, "Wow, this game is really good." That's when we started thinking that this game could be a hit, but marketing really didn't care at the time. We had the box on the website, and were doing all this stuff that normally the marketing and sales staff would do, but we did it because they didn't really care that much. We had a lot more passion for the project than they did.

	 

	TIM DONLEY

	Brian Fargo was a genius in a lot of ways. He had these insane Christmas parties where he'd get these crazy bands. I don't want to say he'd get something like Aerosmith, but they'd be incredible because the Christmas parties were so over-the-top. We'd go see movies. Everybody loved staying late. Everybody wanted to be there.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Jason and I made the decision, with Tim's blessing, to put "Brian Fargo Presents" at the beginning of Fallout's intro. As far as we were concerned, he let us make this. He provided the money and he provided the space for us to make this game.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When Brian first saw it, he said, "Oh, just take my name off that." I was like, "Brian, you gave us three years and three million dollars. I think your name can be on it."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I did kill Brian in one of our demos.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When I look back, he didn't know who I was. I was just some guy who had made Rags to Riches and Bard's Tale Construction Set. That's all I'd made there. And then I made a bunch of installers and did sound code and stuff like that. But he just ran with this engine I was putting together. I assembled this team of artists and designers, and he just let us run with it. I find it hard to believe that that would happen today.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	It sounds simple, but it's not. A lot of times you'll agree on what the [attractions] of a game are supposed to be, and then they go sideways. There's a constant herding of cats to keep everybody on point. Or, for example, you could say, "We're going to do a comedy." If all the jokes aren't funny, you're not making a comedy anymore. You're making something else.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I had designed one of the cities, and there was a manhole cover. Just because I'm a goofy kind of guy, I decided, "To lift up this manhole cover, you need to make a strength check." If you critically failed that strength check—if you rolled a 1 on a d20, effectively—you'd take some damage, maybe one point. Well, of course, Brian's playing this demo area for the first time, and he gets into a fight with some ghouls.

	He gets down to one health, and I tell him, "You need to pick up this manhole cover to go down into the sewers," and he gets the critical failure. It takes one point of damage, and he falls over.

	He looks at me and goes, "That's not fun." I said, "Well... to you, it wasn't. Me, I found it frickin' hilarious."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I can't imagine working at a company where they said, "You guys should just work on something. We don't have a contract with anyone. We're just going to let you do it. We're just going to pay you to basically do R&D." That was amazing.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	But, yeah, we took that out. We wouldn't do that type of content. Even I found it silly, goofy fun, but a player might not. Brian brought up a good point. Oh, and this was in a roomful of people. I killed Brian Fargo in front of a crowd.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Luckily, by the time Brian actually saw it, it was [cohesive enough] that he could understand what we were doing. Even then, some people might have said, "No, this is too weird and different." I think [Fallout moved ahead] because they really didn't care; they thought Fallout wouldn't turn out to be much of anything, but it was so far along.

	That's my interpretation. You'd have to ask them what they were thinking. Our interpretation at the time was that they didn't care. But they let us make the game.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I think that was what was unique about Interplay: I was playing the games, and I was the CEO, so I could force my will upon sales and marketing people who don't play games, and who are looking for completely different [reasons] for why it would sell. Maybe they're looking at a category or a genre, as opposed to, "This is a great game, and people are going to love it." That was my secret sauce.

	 

	On October 9, 1997, Fallout hit store shelves like a nuclear bomb. The game rocketed up sales charts, selling over 53,000 units in just two months. Interplay more than doubled that number over the next year. Critics and consumers praised it for its combination of artwork, tactical combat, puzzles, unique characters, and deep storytelling. Fallout’s developers, particularly those who were there for those early pizza meetings, look back on it both fondly and critically.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I remember being very happy with it, and feeling like we had succeeded. I was naive and optimistic at that point, and less critical. It was our first game, so it was, "Wow, we did it! We made it!"

	Jason was more critical of it. He was very much of the opinion that there were things we could have done better. Looking back on it, he was 100 percent correct. I was just fired up that we had this thing that was something we made, and it was done and going to come out. I was jokingly saying, "People are going to think this is the greatest thing ever." It took a long time, I think, for [that to happen]. There were people who liked it right away, but it was very much a cult hit until Bethesda took it over. But I was ridiculously optimistic about how much people would love it.

	I'd say in my whole career, it's probably the only game where once it was done, I was like, "Yes, this is this awesome thing that we set out to make." I think half of that is rose-colored glasses: Me not looking at what it could have been and the things we could have done with it. I was just so proud of what we had done.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We hadn't gone into it with the intention of building a franchise. To build a great game? Tell a great story? Yeah, we had a pretty good idea [it would be successful]. I loved the art. I loved the music. I thought it was a quality package: having that box and that manual, and it looked good on the shelf. It was a good-looking game, and it played really well.

	But even then, the reaction was surprising. So many people said positive things about it. Now, it didn't really take off until Fallout 2 came out. I think the reaction to that was even bigger than Fallout 1. But it was really gratifying to see passionate fans and hear them talk, and for them to get upset and angry when we changed things. That meant they had passion. I got some really nasty emails from fans a few times over the years, and I'd have to just go, "Well, at least they're passionate. At least they care about it."

	I've released a couple of games that just sunk, and that's a terrible feeling. You work years on a game, put heart and soul into it, and of course you want a good reaction to it.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I played the first one... I don't know how many times. When we were trying to do Van Buren [code name for Interplay's Fallout 3], before it got cancelled, I played Fallout again just to get back into the mentality of that game. It was fun to play again.

	It was the theme that was interesting. It was very open-ended. That just kind of clicked with people. I've always wondered, if we ever finished Van Buren, if we'd had the ability to finish it—which was much closer to Fallout 1 and 2, except it was 3D—I don't think it would have reached the success of Fallout 3, New Vegas, or 4, just because it was too niche.

	I think first-person games, that's where [Fallout 3] welcomed a new audience. I always recommend playing 1 first, because 2 is so much bigger and more involved. Fallout 1 will give you a nice introduction [to classic Fallout titles]: it's shorter, and will give you a good taste of how it all started.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I remember thinking, Wow, maybe we've really made something. But literally, as soon as Fallout shipped, I was thinking, What do I want to do now? I wasn't planning to do Fallout 2. A team got assigned to it. Fred Hatch, the assistant producer, was going to lead it. We were already thinking about what our next project should be. It didn't occur to me to work on another Fallout. It was, Now we can do something else.

	I'm tickled pink that it took off like it did, but at the time it was just one of those things: We did it, it was super fun [to make], now what are we going to do?

	 

	Foundations

	Almost overnight, Fallout went from the black sheep of Interplay’s catalog to one of its most prized intellectual properties. Tim Cain, Leonard Boyarsky, and Jason Anderson were ready to break ground on a sequel. They foresaw the process going more smoothly: This time, they would be building on a foundation rather than creating everything from scratch.

	 

	Interplay was also primed to thrive. The company had split into separate divisions, with each department focused on specific types of games—sports, roleplaying games—and sharing the resources of internal marketing and sales teams. Dragonplay, the division centered on roleplaying games, was led by Feargus Urquhart, who changed its name to Black Isle Studios. The nascent Fallout 2 team set up camp as part of Black Isle, with Interplay happily acting as publisher. This time around, Interplay threw its weight behind Fallout’s sequel. That support turned out to be a curse instead of a blessing.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	After Fallout, marketing and sales took a big interest in the sequel. I really got the impression that they could not have cared less while we were working on Fallout, but after initial sales, it was finding critical success. They got involved in the box art, the website, all this stuff that they didn't care about before.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I'm looking back on Fallout with a twenty-five-year perspective. But at the time, I found myself angry that people who I'd never seen before were suddenly coming into my office and saying, "Hey, this is what your boss is going to look like," or, "You have to put a tutorial in, and it's got to be this long, and it can't be skippable." I was like, what?

	We went from being the project no one cared about, and no one gave us any direction, to suddenly being in the spotlight. It wasn't fun. It went from something that was a labor of love, to something that became labor.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	The black-and-white answer is yes, there was more oversight, because Interplay was a bigger company. We were selling hundreds of thousands of units rather than tens of thousands. Budgets were, instead of $250,000, around $2 million, so there were just going to be more people involved.

	 

	Increased scrutiny plagued Interplay. In early 1998, deep in debt and desperate to avoid bankruptcy, Brian Fargo held an initial public offering that brought in enough capital to pay off some debt. Interplay Productions became Interplay Entertainment Corp., but excitement for the company’s growth could not hide its financial woes. To some, the swarm of investors who had helped saved Interplay were more interested in bottom lines than in turning out great products.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I told you I was employee forty-two. When I left, there were over 600 people there. And some of them were amazing, but some of them, that "By Gamers, For Gamers" label did not apply to. At all. They weren't gamers. They didn't play games. They didn't care about games. It's really hard to get excited when you're working with people like that.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I did my best. I think it was more that we were having financial problems as opposed to [problems stemming from] being public. That was putting pressure on everybody. Coincidentally, we had gone public, and I can see where [problems] could be perceived from that.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	As a whole, we did need to get better at making games. A part of that process was evaluating and coming up with some more processes. So, there was more process, but not crazy amounts; there just needed to be more. Marketing and PR were getting more involved in things. That didn't mean they were getting their way on everything, but they were getting more involved.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	If you were to ask me what the biggest mistake I made was, it was that I tried to take on too much. That was, to some degree, Interplay as a victim of our own success.

	Universal Studios came in and put ten million dollars into the company. When they did that back in, what, '94 or '95, that was a lot of money. By the end of the decade, that was nothing. That was the cost of developing one console game: the marketing budget, the manufacturing budget. But back [in the mid-'90s], it hadn't got to those heights. I think Descent cost $400,000, so ten million felt like a lot.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	There was an early product review meeting for Fallout 2 in which marketing was really pushing for the game to be—and this will sound silly nowadays—that, Fallout 1 was a 256-color game, and the new thing at the time was 16-bit color. That's what marketing wanted.

	They said, "It would play better if we could make it 16-bit," and I just sort of sat there with big, wide eyes. [Converting to 16-bit] would mean reprocessing every piece of art in the game, dealing with the memory footprint—a whole lot of crap.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	We had tried some experimentation, most of which worked. We said, "Let's try educational," and did Mario Teaches Typing. It was a huge success, so, okay, let's do more educational [products]. "Hey, let's do some sports." We did Virtual Pool—another huge success, so let's go do some more. Let's do roleplaying. Right on down the line, everything we tried worked... initially.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	That's where I give Brian a lot of credit. Brian stepped in and said, "No. The game looks good. The sequel's going to come out very quickly, and even if it wasn't, what is the benefit other than a bullet point?" And I don't think marketing had an answer to that.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	We kicked off all these divisions, and then all the sudden, none of them worked across the board. Mario's Game Gallery didn't do that well, Learn to Program, all these crazy educational titles that were high quality, but they just weren't selling. Across the board, most of the initiatives didn't work.

	That's why the [Black Isle Studios] folks became more important later on. So, we were profitable every single year, and Universal was putting money into us, saying, "We want to be the next EA. We want to grow this company. What are you going to do with this money?" We invested it, and it went very quickly.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It boiled down to, there was really no way to make Fallout 2's development like Fallout's. We tried. We tried to Fargo, we talked to Feargus. We had lots of meeting about how we could try to put that lightning back in a bottle, but there was really no way to do it.

	It turned into a franchise. It had gone from being a fun project that no one paid attention to, to a franchise. That wasn't what we'd wanted to do. We didn't sign up to make a franchise. We did a design for Fallout 2, because the original one got thrown out, and stayed for about three or four months while it got started.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	The irony was that we made money every year we were in business, up until we went public. Then everything hit the fan. I was scrambling. I was spending very little of my time in development. I was constantly trying to save the company. It was putting a lot of pressure on people. But despite the fact that we had lots of guns at our heads, we had Sacrifice, Giants [Citizen Kabuto], Baldur’s Gate II. There were great things coming out of Interplay all the way to the end, despite the fact we were under pressure, and that we had been capitalized.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I do understand what Tim and Leonard are saying, but on the other side, I think they had gotten a taste of doing something their way, and they wanted more of it. That's not bad at all. I think it's admirable. It's awesome, actually, for them to identify that they wanted to do more and be in charge more, and the best way they could do that was to do their own thing. I think that's awesome.

	There was a conversation with Brian in his office. You realize some things at junctures in your life and career where you're like, this is a juncture, and I don't think Tim and Leonard understood at the time that they'd come to a juncture. Maybe they did, and maybe they didn't.

	 

	Tim Cain, Leonard Boyarsky, and Jason Anderson held several meetings with Brian Fargo to express their unhappiness with Interplay’s direction. The trio pointed to specific grievances. When Boyarsky and the artists drew up artwork for the game’s box, marketers ignored it and drafted their own. Executives in the U.K. branch of Interplay dictated that children could not be harmed in Fallout 2. Cain, Boyarsky, and Anderson weren’t looking to torture any virtual kids, but children had existed in their post-apocalyptic setting, and life for them should be depicted as unpleasant for them as it was for adults. 

	 

	Meetings continued through July 1997, when Fallout was just three months away from its projected release date. That month, Cain recommended to Feargus Urquhart that Fred Hatch, one of his producers, should be promoted to associate producer on the game. Cain claimed that Urquhart did not process his request, but admitted that Urquhart did test Hatch to evaluate whether or not he was fit to helm Fallout 2. According to Cain, Hatch’s designs came up short of the lofty expectations of a Fallout sequel. Urquhart informed Cain that he would not force him to make the game, but Hatch would not be promoted, nor would he lead the project.

	 

	Cain kept working and taking meetings with Fargo. Sometimes Urquhart, who Cain wanted present at the meetings, joined in. Other times he did not, either because he did not know about them, or because he chose not to attend.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	We had this conversation about compensation. It was about how they could be better compensated for making products that made a lot of money and things like that. Brian's an awesome salesman. He presented something, and Tim and Leonard tacitly agreed. They said, "Yeah, that sounds pretty good," and everybody was about to get up and leave.

	I said, "Everybody, stop."

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	At first, they were going to go, and then they decided to stay, and then they decided to go. They just wanted to do their own thing.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I said, "Tim and Leonard, just so you know, what Brian is going to take from what you just said is that while some tweaking could be done to the topics we just talked about, this is the [outcome], and you have said 'yes' to that. If you leave, because you guys feel this is just a conversation, know that that is not how Brian is taking it."

	I said, "Brian, sorry I'm talking for you, but is that correct?" He said, "Oh, yeah, absolutely." And they said, "Oh. Well, yeah, I mean...”

	We had that conversation, and I think at that point, Tim and Leonard were already looking at different opportunities and wanted to do different things, and they wanted to get out from under Interplay. I think that's when that road really started in my brain: We were looking at a possibility of them leaving. The next thing I knew about that situation was them quitting.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I remember thinking, Okay, you guys love this game? You make something. I want to go do something else.

	 

	Fallout 2’s launch date slipped. That Thanksgiving, Cain let Urquhart know he was thinking of leaving Interplay. A month later, he went to Fargo and announced that he would be leaving the company. Boyarsky and Anderson had confided in Cain that they had no interest in making Fallout 2 without him and, unbeknownst to Fargo, planned to leave with him. Fargo talked Cain into staying a while longer. Cain’s issues persisted until in January 1998, when he followed through on his gut instinct to leave. Boyarsky and Anderson followed him out the door, and the three went out to co-found Troika Games. 

	 

	Fargo and Urquhart recognized the significance of Cain, Boyarsky, and Anderson leaving Interplay and Black Isle. The trio had created one of Interplay’s most successful games, and could make or break the sequel.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I was very concerned. I tried very hard to get them to stay. Very, very, very hard.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I didn't talk to them about staying because, maybe I have a weird philosophy, but when people come and quit—and we still do this at Obsidian—I always explain, "Look, maybe you're finding it weird that I'm not asking you to stay, but you must have spent days, weeks, whatever, thinking about this and deciding that it's the best decision for you, so it's not my place to get you to stay."

	I do say, "If there's something very specific about why you're leaving, I wish we could talk about it, but in general, if you've made a decision, I support you in that decision." It was the same with them.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	We were fortunate that Fallout 2 was well-entrenched for what kind of game it was. Coming up with the first [entry in a franchise] is the hardest, in my opinion. Fortunately, the team that was still there, they picked up the slack and they did a wonderful job.

	 

	Interplay management did not make a fuss over the Fallout creators’ departure. One day they were at the office, and the next they were gone. Many of the game’s developers had no clue their managers had even been thinking of leaving and were blindsided by the news.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I heard the same way ninety percent of Interplay probably found out, an oh-my-god-rumor-mill sort of thing. Everybody was sitting around talking to each other, like, "Oh my god, what happened?"

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE [designer, Black Isle Studios; co-founder, Obsidian Entertainment]

	I wasn’t aware of the CEO, division director, and team’s issues regarding Fallout 2. In fact, all we heard were a number of stories about what had happened that later turned out to be untrue.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	You had the official company line, and Fargo was pissed, and Ferg was dealing with it. Then you had a couple of different rumor mills going about how it went down and why, stuff like that. Because Tim and I were friends, I don't think it hit me as a surprise. Like, "How are you not happy here at Shangri-La?"

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I was surprised. I didn't see it coming. It was a little depressing, but Feargus was really good. He said, "Okay, guys, let's get through this and move forward."

	I've known those guys for a long time. I hung out with them after they moved on from Interplay. A bunch of them are here [at Obsidian] now. But at the time, it was surprising. It felt like the people who had created Fallout were just gone.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	Their departures changed the nature of Fallout 2. This happens whenever someone else pours a foundation for a game and then it gets transferred: You miss all the reasons for why the foundation and certain set-ups were placed the way they were.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	With Tim and Leonard leaving, there was suddenly a vacuum of who would be over to run the game. Someone had to step in, so I stepped in as lead designer.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I was one of the producers on Fallout 2. Fearg and I co-produced it. I did the first half of the game, and he handled the second half, just because we were on such a tight timeframe. When Tim, Leonard, and Jason resigned, Tim went to Feargus and asked that I be put in charge as producer.

	That was super cool. I'm a huge fan of Tim's, and it meant a ton to me that he would want me producing that game after he left.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I just tried to run the team. I eventually did have a second lead designer, Matt Norton, who helped out. Eric DeMilt came on as the producer while he was also producing Stonekeep 2. There wasn't really someone else to give it to at the time, so I just took it and jumped in with both feet.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	They said, "It's okay. We know what we're doing," because all games are made by groups. On movies, there's a director, but there's also a whole staff. It's a team effort. We had [Fallout as] a template. We knew what we were doing, and we had Chris Avellone, and obviously he was a big part of it.

	So, it was surprising, but we still made a great game, and they went off and did great stuff.

	 

	Bigger

	Set eighty years after the conclusion of the first game, Fallout 2 sees the Vault Dweller’s tribe on the verge of extinction after his death. The chiefs gather to elect a “Chosen One” to leave the Vault and scour the wasteland for an item called the G.E.C.K., short for Garden of Eden Creation Kit. Feargus Urquhart, Eric DeMilt, and Matt Norton served as the chiefs of Fallout 2’s team. Urquhart shared producing duties with DeMilt, and teamed up with Norton to lead design. Chris Avellone, a writer and designer whose talents for organization and storytelling were making an impact on multiple projects within Black Isle, joined them. Their goal was simple: Make a follow-up, and make it quickly.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	At Dragonplay and Black Isle, over a ten-year period, I went from junior designer all the way to the closest thing to Black Isle’s creative director, without the title. I was on [Dungeons & Dragons-licensed title] Descent to Undermountain at the time of the transition to Black Isle.

	Undermountain had a good team, but it wasn’t a great game for many reasons. On my part, it was my first big game, and I made my share of mistakes, but the project had a number of core problems that arose from the premise of the game and the tech it was using. Eventually, I asked if I could transition to the Planescape isometric RPG, and I switched over. I believe I was the only designer, and there may have been a part-time producer who had his hands full with other things.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Once Fallout 1 was done and people saw its success, they said, "Okay, everyone, we're going to start on Fallout 2," and I was on the team. I was really important to that team because there was no one else on Fallout 1 to do the levels, and I knew the editor really well. I knew where all the art was and how it all connected together.

	That was the hard part: To explain to other people how to use the art in a meaningful way. That was a struggle for a lot of people at first. I was kind of important on that one.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	I had to work on Descent to Undermountain [when Tim asked me to work on Fallout]. I did suggest Tim Cain talk to Scott Bennie, another writer at Interplay who I’d known from my work with Hero Games—Champions especially—and I thought he’d be great, and he was.

	Of course, I was still sad I didn’t get to work on it, and I was very happy to work on Fallout 2 when Tim, Jason, and Leonard quit and the studio was scrambling to find designers to replace them, even though I would have preferred to work with them on Fallout 2.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Feargus and I chopped the game into parts so we could get it turned around in, I think, under twelve months.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	It was pretty much like, "Okay, the last one was pretty successful. We need the next one as quickly as possible." That comes with a whole lot of crunch.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	It was tough. Fallout 2 was really tough.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Interplay was going through business challenges, so it was imperative that we get the title out for the next holiday season. There wasn't a lot of time to screw around. We had a great foundation to work with, but there was still a ton of work to be done to move forward: lots of detail to get built, get it in, get it tested.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	It was “all hands on deck” when the Big Three left. I was happy to work on it, by the way, even though the workload between that and Planescape: Torment was grueling. I was working on both projects at once, so my work hours escalated considerably.

	It wasn’t a well-managed process, and I wouldn’t do it again, but at the time, we didn’t have much choice. There didn’t seem to be any other fix for getting the games done.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Tim, Leonard, Jason, and the design team from Fallout had already laid groundwork for some of the groundwork for big locations and what the story arc would be. It was more down to listening to fan feedback. We didn't have fan feedback the way we do now, but some community feedback and feedback from the sales team, like, "We need a tutorial! This game's super weird and too hard!"

	At that time in the industry, games like Diablo were getting popular, and that's a relatively simple game in terms of its user experience and learning curve. Not to take anything away from Diablo—it's a different game—but put that against the depth of, here's a classless RPG with the S.P.E.C.I.A.L. system stats, plus perks, plus all these dialogue choices.

	 

	Fallout 2’s compressed schedule demanded that Urquhart and DeMilt recruit more developers to accelerate development. Designers, programmers, and artists were pulled off projects such as Planescape: Torment and shuffled onto Fallout 2.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	We had this mandate: "It has to be out in a year, and it has to be fifty percent bigger," if I'm remembering that right. That's when we brought in more map builders. I couldn't do the whole game because it was so much bigger, so we brought in some extra people to work on it.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	What I tried to do was take a lot of what Tim and Leonard had done, and finish it. For instance, they had started to design Vault City, which is one of the areas I took over and fleshed it out, and Chris Avellone finished it at a later date.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	Feargus found he couldn’t devote time to do the design work on Vault City, so after some stops and starts, he finally passed it off to me to finish. This turned out to be a good thing.

	After reviewing the material, the location was very bare bones, so I sat down and began to cut or redo a lot of the interactions and included a lot more quests, interactions, Easter eggs, and basically, well, fun things to do, which is the designer’s job.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	One of our mistakes on Fallout 2 was we made it too big. I think we should have reigned it in a little bit, but there was this push to make it really big, with a lot more content. I think a leaner, meaner, and cleaner game would have been better, because we had lots of bugs in the second one that we had to fix.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	I did the bulk of Broken Hills and some Navarro clean-up was in there too, I think. That was working much, much more directly with Chris Avellone. We were in the same office at the time. He was writing Vault City, so we would talk back and forth about what things needed to get done, and try to work through that as quickly as possible.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	There were some things that were still being fleshed out, like, "Oh, no, we need a tutorial," so we [shoehorned in] the Temple of Trials. It didn't really fit the world, but it was kind of Indiana Jones-like.

	We had some super talented people. Chris Avellone worked on a [boxing] arena. It was just glued on, but we had a really aggressive schedule.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	If I’d had the time—Vault City wasn’t planned—I’d have put a little more love in the Raider’s Caves, as they suffered a bit in comparison to Vault City and New Reno. The Raider’s Cave was largely a combat location, and it was a homage to our all-too-real team scorpion mascot, Spud, but even so, it could have used more meat to it.

	Spud got out of his aquarium one night and we never know what happened to him, but I became apprehensive about suddenly walking into a darkened room or retrieving a pen or pencil when it fell beneath a desk.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	For Fallout 2, I was not originally supposed to work on Navarro. One of our other scripters had done a first and possibly second pass on it, but he was on another game. Getting shifted from area to area as needed was pretty common. Broken Hills was a little bit different in that Colin McComb was the lead designer on that area, I believe.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	We had a bunch of new people working on it, and we had to teach them how to do everything. We had to expand the editor. We had a whole system for NPCs that we didn't have in the first game, so we could set them up and get them running around.

	This was a big lesson, and we know it now, but at the time we were paying a lot of attention to Internet forums. They was almost taken as gospel. The NPC [system] was a big surprise, too. People loved it [in the first game], so we expanded on it.

	 

	Without time or resources to innovate, Fallout 2’s developers built on what had made the first game a hit. The increased size and scope called for the team to scrap the timer system that had fit the original story’s do-or-die premise, but had curbed exploration and experimentation. Fallout 2 let players roam for as long as they wanted. Every change, from eschewing time limits to blowing up the game’s scope, catered to players who had loved the first game. 

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	You don't want to shake things up too much because fans who played the first game love it and understand how it works. So, you just add more: more content, upgrade the party system so [companions] wouldn't run in front of machine guns.

	That was one of the problems on the first game. The AI had no situational awareness. It just thought, I need to shoot this guy, so it would run up and get right in front of [other characters] when you're going to pull out your machine gun. We expanded that functionality. Basically, it was quality-of-life functionality: make the core game better, and add more content.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Some things evolved and led to other things. We put a car into Fallout 2. Like, "It's Mad Max, and now you've got the car, too. That's freaking epic." But it was originally scripted in by one of our designers, and scripting is super dangerous. You're putting a lot of power into the hands of people who aren't always trained programmers.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	I think I might have done a slight bit of scripting for dealing with the car. The thing about the car was that it was mostly implemented in code, and I was not working directly with the game's C code at that point. I did work with the guy who was doing it, but the car in particular was a pretty tricky thing to get right.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	This designer had written this script that was for the car and the trunk, and at one point it got hooked up to an AI controller, so the car would kind of walk off-screen and wander around.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	It was essentially a companion, so some of the companion behavior that every [other character] would use and seem reasonable sometimes would apply to the trunk, which is not reasonable. You have this trunk of the car that you can interact with and put stuff into. Periodically something would break, and the trunk would walk around with you like another companion.

	With the amount of development time you have, you had to think, Okay, I've got this vehicle, and I need to be able to put stuff into it. What are all the horrible things that could possibly go wrong trying to implement this using a system that was never designed to support it? You tried to figure out as many of those as you could, but you were going to fail.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I was there on day one, and we knew we had to rush. We were talking about levels: what we could make, and starting levels pretty quickly. I got the initial areas put together, made art lists, helped artists figure out what we needed.

	One thing we did to speed up the process with building environments, like custom 3D buildings was gray-box [prototype] them. Then someone would use Photoshop to paint in all the details because it was faster than trying to texture them in the 3D programs we used at the time.

	We did that a lot on the Icewind Dale games: Backgrounds were hand-painted over simple 3D renders. It was, “Here's a brick wall with all these vines on it.” It's a pain in the ass to do in 3D back then, so someone would sit there and draw in all that stuff by hand. A 2D artist could whip out a level that would have taken a 3D artist a lot longer, but tools back then were a lot simpler, so we had to cut corners.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	Problems were going to crop up. I think they got all of those under control, but trying to jerry rig a companion system for something like [the car's trunk], just because there was no time to do anything else, leads to funny stories and, at the time, a lot of pain.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	The trick was to make everything look like it fits. If you're going to hand-paint over 3D [objects], you've got to make them look like it's part of the 3D object and not painted over. Brian Menze is an amazing illustrator. He was really good at making stuff look like it matched.

	 

	Due to their tight turnaround time and familiarity with Fallout’s tools, Black Isle’s developers cranked out droves of content. They look back on some of that content with affection, but have mixed feelings on other pieces of the game. 

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	When the Big Three did leave, we were given designs very rapidly and asked to flesh them out, we did so, but it felt like a mad rush to get the game done, and there wasn’t much cohesion as to certain game elements, especially overall design, so the game suffered from a somewhat uneven release and an uneven play experience, although many people did enjoy it.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Fallout 2 was more of the same, just a lot more of the same. It sounds terrible to say, but there was a lot more content to make in a short amount of time, so there was less time to think, Look at the cool things we're working on, and instead think, Oh my god, I've got to get this level done.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	There was not as much content planned for Broken Hills, so a lot of random stuff went in there, which is sort of crazy. We had a treasure hunter, a little person trapped in a well because he'd been looking for treasure. There was a giant scorpion being taught to play chess. Just a lot of random things to flesh out the area.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	This is just my opinion, because I'm still super proud of Fallout 2’s talented team and for having worked on it, but I think it lost some of the heart of the original Fallout in terms of cohesiveness and storytelling.

	It definitely felt like conventional movies that make fun of themselves, like, "Yeah, the third movie in a trilogy is usually the worst." I think we were there.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I like Fallout 1 better than 2 because it's a compact game. It's shorter. It has a good story arc. It's not quite as silly. The second one got silly at parts because when we realized everyone loved the pop culture references, we went a little overboard in the second game.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I think we had a lot of people wanting to swing away and get their ideas in. That's what you want, but we had that perfect storm of Tim, Leonard, and Jason on the first game, with a vision for it.

	One of the designers on the first game had designed a city that was described as, "It's Raccoon City [from Resident Evil] with mutant raccoons!" It wouldn't have been a terrible idea, but Tim said, "No. Not in this game." We didn't have that sort of guiding hand. We didn't have an overall lead designer who really had a vision for what the world was and how everything fit. You had a lot of disparate parts.

	Like the tutorial: It's not a Fallout-y tutorial. It didn't have that cool, "The future as envisioned by people in the '50s" cohesion. I think we had a bit more pop culture, tongue-in-cheek random adventures. Frank Horrigan with chain gun arms is the final boss. That was just not as cool as the Master. Certainly Interplay could be schizophrenic. Interplay was up to 700, 1200—some ridiculous number of people at that time. That's a lot to scale with. 

	There was no time to take a step back and reflect. You got content in, you fixed bugs, you maybe tweaked it a little bit, play-tested it some more, tweaked it some more. But you weren't like, "You know, this whole Temple of Trials is pretty janky. Let's try something else." That just wasn't an option.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	When you drive the car in Broken Hills for the first time, I believe you run over a ghoul. It gets up and says, "No big deal," and walks off. I'm still not sure we had our level design process nailed down as far as writing documents for each and every area for our area designers, and standardized design [practices] across all designers.

	We do that stuff now [at Obsidian] because it makes games much more consistent and it's clear when things are not getting done. Whereas on Fallout 2, I can't speak to whether or not the same team was working from the same documents or not, but working with Chris Avellone, who liked to have everything laid out, to Broken Hills, things were a lot looser.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I've learned a lot since then and a lot more comfortable being the dissenting voice for quality when it's necessary. I won't always win those arguments, but I'll make them. I was probably focused on, "These are the designs. If there's anything confusing in the implementation, sound off about it, but I'm not really going to tell you: The Pancor Jackhammer [full-auto shotgun] sounds stupid, why are we doing this?" I just wasn't that guy at the time.

	We had to get things done, and I was going to do everything I could to make sure the team did their jobs and make sure we were focused on the right stuff. Some noise and distractions that are low-priority get downsized. Beyond that, at the time I was too young a producer to say, "Is that really what we ought to be doing?" At the time, I certainly didn't recognize how invaluable having someone with a vision for the product you're making is.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	I think when you don't have a pipeline that is very well laid out and concrete, you end up with that flailing at the end. I think things turned out better than they could have, but I noticed a lot of opinions about how Fallout 2 sort of failed in terms of tone. Looking back, I certainly wouldn't disagree. I think with some more time and more planning, it probably could have been more consistent.

	At the same time, with that freewheeling development, you do get things you wouldn't get if you knew exactly what you were going to do from day one. I think we got some benefits 

	out of that [schedule], but whether it made the game better or not is really a matter of opinion.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	Trish Wright, our VP of development, and who was formerly head of marketing, did come by and tell me I needed to stop working and that my health was more important, which was cool of her. She was genuinely worried. I did have to go to the doctor for it, which terrified me, and made me resolve to take better care of myself.

	I do think excessive attention to health was probably a distraction from my creativity, though: I wanted to write, not work out all the time. Of course, I like being alive and breathing too, so there’s that.

	 

	Test of Time

	Critics heaped praise on Fallout 2 when the game launched in late September of 1998. GameSpot dubbed it a “bigger, better” Fallout and touted the larger world populated with more characters and missions. IGN appreciated that Black Isle and Interplay had not attempted to fix what clearly wasn’t broken, while PC Gamer named it one of the best RPGs of all-time in 2015.

	 

	Commercially, results were mixed. Fallout 2 debuted on market research firm PC Data’s bestseller list at the number-three spot in the first week of November. The next week, it fell off the top ten. During end-of-the-year deliberations to determine the best games of 1998, Fallout 2 was a top contender for best RPG at critical outlets such as CNET, Computer Gaming World, and the Academy of Interactive Arts and Sciences, but lost to Baldur’s Gate, a title made by a newer studio in Canada called BioWare, whose teams and ideas would become inexorably linked with Interplay and Black Isle.

	 

	Over twenty years later, Fallout 2’s developers remain proud of what they created, though that pride is tempered by memories of an arduous schedule.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I suppose I preferred Fallout because it was something new and different. They were both stressful projects, but I enjoyed working on Fallout more. Fallout 2 became a death match near the end. We had so much content, and we had to get it all done.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	I’m mostly known for New Reno in Fallout 2, but I tried to put a lot of love in Vault City as well. I was happy how it turned out, and ended up feeling glad for the opportunity.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	My proudest moment is Tim asking me to be a producer on Fallout 2. I worked with Tim at Black Isle, and it was a great honor to take over Fallout, just for him to recommend me with that. I'm working with him again now on a project at Obsidian, and it's awesome. I'm proudest that I was a knucklehead with enough value to add something to a dev team, and to a project that he was passionate about.

	Beyond that, I think we made a good game. In a lot of ways we evolved the Fallout franchise. I wish we'd had more time, and had more of a guiding hand. At the same time, for the schedule, the team, and what was going on at Interplay, I think we made something that’s super cool.

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Green Team - How a Ragtag Band of Upstarts Created Baldur’s Gate 

	 

	Like journals sprinkled throughout RPGs, Pause Screens go into more detail on the people, companies, and cultures that contributed to the success of the Pillars of Eternity franchise and the Infinity Engine line of roleplaying games.

	 

	JAMES OHLEN STOOD outside one of the Caves of Chaos. Tentatively, he took a step inside. It yawned open like a mouth. Blackness swallowed the light filtering through a canopy of fronds overhead.

	Swallowing, Ohlen stole a glance at his friend. He sat hidden behind a screen of paper. Waiting for Ohlen to make a move. And he was smiling.

	A noise from inside the cave. Ohlen jumped. It had been a grunt. It sounded like a grunt. Low and animalistic. Then another sound echoed out, slow and heavy, like footsteps dragging over dirt and stones. Ohlen wanted to run—but he also wanted a closer look. He stayed put. His friend’s smile broadened.

	He watched as a shadowy form took shape. It was growing larger, coming closer. He squinted, took in sickly yellow skin, a broad, squashed nose, large, bat-like ears, and red eyes that glowed dully. Stupidly. A goblin.

	Ohlen’s palms broke out in a sweat. Goblins stood three-and-a-half feet in stature, but to Ohlen, this one may as well have been a giant. He raised his sword and braced his feet. The beast saw him, yelled in triumph, and charged. Ohlen raced forward to meet it. 

	Steel flashed. The goblin’s cry heightened into a screech. Hot blood splattered Ohlen’s shirt, but he failed to notice. The goblin crumpled at his feet, dead.

	Ohlen’s eyes widened until they were as large and bulbous as the goblin’s. Then he threw down his sword and dashed out of the cave and up the stairs of his friend’s basement.

	"My first kill was a goblin,” he said. “I thought, at ten years old, that this was the most amazing thing. I had to run up and tell everybody how I killed the goblin.”

	In that moment, Dungeons & Dragons sunk its hooks into Ohlen. He was happy to be snagged. The freedom of the game, a joint creation by fellow nerds Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson, enthralled him. His buddy from school had been running Gygax’s Keep on the Borderlands campaign, an introductory adventure aimed at beginners. The plot sees a party of swashbucklers make camp at the Keep and then venture into the surrounding wilderness to clear out the monsters making trouble in the Caves of Chaos.

	What Ohlen loved about the campaign was that its plot was just a suggestion. As long as the story was being told by a flexible dungeon master, the players—Ohlen and his buddy’s ten-year-old sister—could go anywhere, do anything.

	Ohlen’s school chum ran his campaign for a year before the family moved away. A void opened in Ohlen’s life. He missed his friend, but what he really needed was someone to whisk him away on more sword-and-sorcery escapades. He asked around school to find out if anyone ran stories. Ohlen got strange looks in reply. It wasn’t that his friends thought he was a nerd. They’d just never heard of the game and needed someone to show them the ropes.

	Ohlen anointed himself dungeon master and invited all comers to enter his domain. "I even advertised at local stores and public libraries to get games going. I was the typical, basement-dwelling troll who was always nose-deep in fantasy books."

	All kinds of kids answered his call for players, from “basement-dwelling” trolls like him to the quarterback of the high school football team. Over the next several years, Ohlen’s hometown of Grand Prairie, Alberta, Canada, became his staging ground. He deftly juggled three campaigns at once. "It became my addiction," he said.

	Ohlen’s enthusiasm for tabletop gaming led naturally to a job running a comic book store in Grand Prairie. To casual shoppers, he was James Ohlen, proprietor of superhero monthlies. To his players, he was the ultimate storyteller. He had pared the campaigns he was running down from three to two. Each was so popular he had to draw up waiting lists for players.

	For a while, life proceeded at an easy clip. Fresh out of high school, Ohlen sold comics by day and held sway over card tables by night. Then, in January 1993, Superman died.

	 

	THE EVENT WAS unprecedented. In a story arc so gigantic it spilled across all of publisher DC’s Superman books, the Man of Steel died when he and his nemesis, the alien Doomsday, traded fatal blows.

	Countless stories had featured the popular icon narrowly escaping the likes of Lex Luthor, Brainiac, and the glowing green rock kryptonite from his home planet of Krypton. But dead? Superman? Never.

	Yes, DC insisted. Dead. 

	Mainstream media pounced on the story. Outlets from NPR and Newsweek to People magazine and the Washington Post covered the fictional death. Newsday made it a cover story. Saturday Night Live dressed actors as heroes to attend his funeral.

	Unfortunately, Superman’s death proved contagious. "In the comic book industry, there was a glut of alternate covers,” Ohlen said. “Essentially, the industry started focusing on collectability instead of actual storytelling.” 

	Superman issue #75, the book where the eponymous hero and Doomsday killed one another in dramatic fashion, was printed with three covers. Two were aimed at collectors. The third could be found at most newsstands and bookstores. Canvassing retail outlets with multiple covers was the latest in a string of failed marketing stunts by DC. When sales of the Superman monthly comic dropped, the publisher heightened the romance between reporters Lois Lane and Clark Kent that culminated in their engagement.

	When Warner Bros. developed Lois & Clark, a TV serial that would focus more on the title characters and less on cape-and-spandex antics to draw in an older audience, DC executives dreamed of huge numbers by having the comic and TV incarnations of the characters wed around the same time. To delay, they killed Superman.

	What they didn’t tell readers was they had every intention of bringing him back.

	At first, the stunt worked. DC sold millions of copies of Superman #75 to stores. Readers bought it in droves. Other publishers followed the money. Marvel’s X-Men #1, co-helmed by famed comic writer Chris Claremont and featuring the debut of soon-to-be-legendary penciller Jim Lee, shipped with seven alternate covers. Tod McFarlane’s Spider-Man hopped on the bandwagon. In 1993, DC kicked off Knightfall, a Batman crossover in which the Caped Crusader’s spine was broken by villainous newcomer Bane in Batman issue #497—available in multiple covers. Three issues later, DC celebrated Batman #500 by rolling out a high-tech Bat-suit for Bruce Wayne’s replacement. Cover count: two. One regular, one collectible. 

	Readers snatched up any issue with alternate covers, believing the books were destined to be worth big bucks. A few years later, the jig was up. Superman returned from the dead. Bruce Wayne was soon ambulatory and back to cleaning up Gotham City’s mean streets. For readers and sellers like Ohlen, the truth sank in. If a superhero had been killed or crippled only to return to action, the super-duper collectible issues in which they had been brought low were worthless. Readers caught on, too.

	"What happened was, all the collectors, the people buying comics not for the stories but for collecting, got out of the industry in a very short period of time, but all the stores were still ordering massive amounts of comics,” remembered Ohlen. “Suddenly you were stuck with this huge stockpile of comics that no one was buying."

	Ohlen was left holding a bill for unsold books. One afternoon when he was twenty years old, a supplier called and, in a deadpan voice, told Ohlen he needed to pay up or he’d pay a visit and break his kneecaps. “I was like, ‘That's a very funny joke.’ It was a stressful time, but I learned a lot of lessons from a failed comic book store as well. It's amazing how you learn life lessons when people are threatening to break your kneecaps. Jokingly.”

	Magic: The Gathering’s arrival coincided with the comics industry’s slump. The collectible card game casts players in the role of wizards who cast spells and summon creatures using playing cards. Players can buy premade decks, or booster packs that contain a random assortment of cards. Unlike superheroes, Magic cards don’t die. They retain their value because players can add or remove them as they build custom decks.

	Wizards of the Coast’s collectible card game swept through specialty stores. Ohlen and other proprietors cleared shelf space for booster packs and other supplies such as gaming dice and plastic sleeves to protect cards. His kneecaps were safe… for the moment.

	During lulls, Ohlen headed downstairs to check on a different type of game. One of his buddies, Cameron Stofer, had taken over the store’s basement to program a computer roleplaying game. Other friends including Ben Smedstat, Marcia Tofer, Cassidee Scott, and Dean Anderson popped by to hang out.

	One day, Cameron told Ohlen about a friend of a friend, Dr. Ray Muzyka. The doctor had co-founded a small computer-game company called BioWare with two other M.D.s, Greg Zeschuk and Augustine Yip. All three had graduated from the University of Alberta. All three practiced medicine. And all three dreamed of one day hanging up their stethoscopes to make games full-time.

	Muzyka, Zeschuk, and Yip had begun dabbling in software development between classes. Their first gig was writing educational software for the University of Alberta’s Faculty of Medicine. They pooled $100,000 to open BioWare, starting out in Zeschuk’s basement. Licensing Dungeons & Dragons was expensive, so they had thought smaller, writing code and drawing artwork to build a prototype for a mech combat game called Shattered Steel. They hired a few more developers including Scott Greig, their head programmer, who shared their chief goal of creating a computer game set in Dungeons & Dragons’ world. Shattered Steel would bankroll their dream game, or so they hoped.

	With a small staff of six developers, the doctors were looking to hire on more developers at the exact moment Ohlen’s store was drowning in red ink despite Magic’s popularity.

	Ohlen shuttered his business. Together, he and his group of friends joined the upstart team. "They were just looking for people who would work for peanuts, and wanted to work on a D&D game,” he said. “When the six of us came down, we essentially doubled the company's size. I think we were employees seven through twelve.”

	 

	BY THE TIME Ohlen and his friends joined BioWare, Shattered Steel was chugging along. Players piloted a mech, like in Activision’s MechWarrior game published in 1989. However, Shattered Steel was deeper. Tactical combat was the main draw, but the doctors wanted to showcase character development and dialogue.

	Ohlen was less keen on mechs and missiles than he was dragons and firebolts. Still, he wanted to impress the doctors. Pulling artwork from old science fiction novels that had been published in Sweden, he put together a bible—a document that outlines a game’s vision—to help define Shattered Steel’s world.

	"I was very much upfront in saying, ‘This art isn't mine. I've taken it from another source,’ but I also knew it would appear new to them," he said. "It was kind of sleight of hand: ‘Look at this amazing bible, and all this art you see is completely brand-new because you've never seen it before even though you're giant science-fiction-and-fantasy nerds.’ It made the bible look that much more professional and awesome. It was my many sleights of hand when it comes to design. Design is often about making what you're doing seem a lot greater than what it actually is."

	Work quickly became Ohlen’s new obsession. BioWare’s doctors held on to their practices even after BioWare moved into a small office, and were a blast to hang around. Zeschuk cracked jokes and chatted with everybody. Muzyka was more like the ultra-logical Vulcan race from Star Trek according to Ohlen, who framed the comparison as the highest compliment.

	"They really bounced off each other in a good way. Together, they formed a very strong leadership core,” he said. 

	Eventually, the doctors determined that they needed a publisher’s help and deep pockets to finish the project. They shopped the game to ten publishers. Feargus Urquhart, a young and ambitious producer from Interplay Productions, expressed interest.

	Urquhart landed the project purely by luck. "The head of QA for Interplay when I got hired in '91 was a guy named Rusty Buchert,” recalled Urquhart. Buchert and Urquhart had both got their foot in the door by testing games at Interplay. Both were promoted to producer roles, and both found themselves running multiple products. When Buchert landed games developed with the Star Trek license, he had to trim projects to give his new roster more attention. One of those was Shattered Steel, then known as Metal Hide. Urquhart stepped up.

	The BioWare team wanted cinematics to advance Shattered Steel’s narrative between levels. Urquhart found the perfect artist to the job. "I came in and Rob [Nesler] said, 'You're going to do the cinematics for this new game they're working on, Shattered Steel. We're publishing this company's first game. They're called BioWare,’” recalled former Interplay artist Tim Donley of his first conversation with Nesler, Interplay’s art director.

	Donley tried to hide his disappointment. Like most of the team at Interplay, he preferred to be drawing elves and wizards. His opinion changed when Urquhart introduced himself by shaking his hand and then showed him to his desk, where Donley found a giant stack of papers. That, Urquhart said, was Shattered Steel’s script.

	Donley had six months to render everything BioWare needed for the game’s movies. He dropped by BioWare, based out of Edmonton, Alberta, and was surprised by what he found. The office was cramped, almost the size of a studio apartment. Fortunately, the small team’s enthusiasm for making games was inversely proportional to the size of their workspace.

	He condensed their script and turned out just over a dozen tightly made cinematics. “Their first game was Shattered Steel. Their second was a little bigger than that,” he said.

	 

	EVEN DURING THE stressful days when he thought he might be in danger of a supplier working him over in the back room of his comic-book shop, Ohlen never stopped running D&D campaigns. He simply cut back or ramped up as other obligations permitted.

	Working at BioWare took up more and more of his time, so he focused on running one campaign for his workmates. As he had during high school, he tailored his balance of storytelling and beating up monsters based on the demands of his players. His workmates were eager, in part because most of the staff wanted to do more than play roleplaying games. Like Ohlen and the doctors, they wanted to make their own. They would soon get their chance.

	Shattered Steel launched to tepid reviews in 1996. Many critics stated that the game’s attempts at complexity fell short of other titles in the genre, namely MechWarrior 2. Fortunately, the doctors had diversified. Their team was busy preparing Battleground Infinity, an RPG whose scope was as huge as its title promised.

	Battleground Infinity started as a demo made to show off programmer Scott Greig’s proprietary tech. Greig called it the Infinity Engine. He was building the Infinity Engine to take advantage of 3D graphics cards, emerging hardware devoted to blasting pixels and polygons onto screens—tasks that had previously been carried out by the user’s processor.

	The centerpiece of Greig’s demo was a sprawling background displayed from an oblique angle, like a chess board viewed from one corner so it resembled a diamond instead of a square.

	"You had a side-scrolling bitmap, and thus, you could have lots of unique art to use for your environments," Ohlen said of Battleground Infinity. "That became the basis for the Infinity Engine. Scott Greig was kind of the father of the IE, and so it was his thing. It even had his art, his programmer's art. I actually have the disk here in my house," he finished with a laugh.

	The doctors wanted Battleground Infinity to flourish from awesome tech demo into a massively multiplayer RPG (MMORPG) in the vein of Ultima Online. Hundreds, even thousands of players would occupy the world in real-time to complete quests and learn more about a mythology centered on a pantheon of gods.

	Muzyka, Zeschuk, and Yip sent an early version of the demo to Feargus Urquhart at Interplay. Urquhart had risen even higher to the helm of Interplay’s RPG division, Black Isle Studios. "It looked okay,” Urquhart remembered. “It was hard to get my [head] around, so they started pitching other publishers."

	Urquhart had trouble grasping Battleground Infinity because he wasn’t sure what BioWare intended it to be. Did they think they could deliver on a game the scale of a proper MMORPG? Because to Urquhart, it was more like a real-time strategy game: top-down, isometric view; numerous characters scurrying around a battlefield.

	Before long, BioWare had offers from Sir-Tech, the studio that had made the Wizardry series of RPGs popular on the Apple II, and Westwood, creators of Command & Conquer. The doctors held off on signing contracts and went back to Urquhart with an updated demo. He came away impressed. The game’s setting and characters were grounded in fantasy, with players controlling a party of characters.

	Just like in a Dungeons & Dragons game.

	“Something went off in my head,” Urquhart recalled. “I took this party-based [concept] and called them up and said, ‘What if we made this a D&D game?’ They said, ‘That would be really cool.’”

	Urquhart went to his boss at the time and showed him Battleground Infinity. The manager gave him a get-outta-town look. Roleplaying games had been Interplay’s bread and butter at one point, back in the heyday of The Bard’s Tale, which had put Brian Fargo and his company on the map. Now the genre was dead or at least on life support. Compared to cutting-edge genres like first-person shooters and real-time strategy games, RPGs were slow and too complex for mainstream consumers. They were ugly to boot, the polar opposite of fast, gorgeous games like Doom, Myst, and StarCraft, which topped sales charts.

	The manager ended his meeting with Urquhart with the ultimate dismissal: Battleground Infinity was stupid.

	Urquhart dug his feet in. "It was one of those times when I said, ‘That's not good enough. No. It's not stupid.’"

	While Urquhart had pull within his division, Black Isle was ultimately one piece of Interplay. He went up the next rung on the corporate ladder to Trish Wright, his boss’s boss and the vice president of product development and marketing. He told Wright he believed in his gut that BioWare’s game had the potential to be a huge success, and that Interplay would be foolish to pass on it. Wright told him to show her the demo.

	Urquhart paused. His computer was old and hadn’t been capable of running the demo in all its glory. He went to Michael Bernstein, one of the company’s programmers, and asked him to load it on his machine. Wright and Urquhart watched over Bernstein’s shoulder. When the demo finished, she turned to Urquhart and asked if Brian Fargo had seen it. Urquhart said he hadn’t.

	Wright picked up the phone in Bernstein's office. A few minutes later, Fargo watched the demo play out on Bernstein’s screen while Urquhart gave his elevator pitch: a cutting-edge, party-based RPG based on the D&D license.

	At the end of the demonstration, Fargo told Urquhart to sign it.

	"There was an old Amiga game, The Fairy Tale Adventure, that was isometric, and it was absolutely gorgeous,” Fargo said. “It did really, really well, even though it was light on gameplay. It wasn't a deep product, but it looked beautiful. What they were doing visually, isometric—every screen looked like a JPEG. It didn't look like a bunch of building blocks. The screen was clearly delineated. It looked like somebody had free-hand-drawn every single screen, which was what they did. I was super impressed by that. That sold me."

	Although Fargo’s support had buoyed belief in niche products in the past, Urquhart and Chris Parker, the producer Urquhart assigned to the project, were two of the only developers within Interplay who believed in BioWare’s chances. Interplay’s UK division didn’t even bother forecasting sales. Anything connected to Dungeons & Dragons was doomed to fail.

	"Interplay didn't even think they would make their money back,” Parker remembered. “They thought they might sell 100,000 units. When we got really close to launch, after E3 in '98, I think they upped their sales forecast, and they might have expected us to sell 150,000 units. Everything that we did, our publishing and QA efforts, we did without super strong support."

	Interplay’s sales and marketing teams were convinced that the company was flushing away money, almost literally. "It was going to be called The Iron Throne,” Ohlen recalled of the game. “Eventually Trent [Osner] made lots of jokes, toilet jokes, so maybe it's better the name changed. The name Baldur’s Gate came from Feargus Urquhart. He was the one who wanted us to use that name, which is, of course, the name of the city where the end of the game takes place."

	Back at BioWare, James Ohlen found himself standing at the mouth of another Cave of Chaos. No mere goblin lurked within. This time, the enemy he faced was inexperience. Neither he, nor anyone else at BioWare, had ever built a game from conception to release. Many pieces of Shattered Steel had been in place when Ohlen and his friends had joined BioWare, and much of the heavy lifting had been done by Interplay. The D&D license meant a bigger opportunity. It also meant higher stakes.

	On the other hand, the fact that they still didn’t know what they were doing could be viewed in a positive light.

	"We didn't know what the rules were. We didn't know what could be done and what couldn't be done. But we did have the Infinity Engine," Ohlen said. "We had Feargus Urquhart, Chris Parker, and Chris Avellone, and a lot of veterans on that side who were able to give us a lot of lessons, advice, and help. That was hugely useful for us. But I think the fact that we hadn't done this meant that we weren't trying to copy. We didn't restrict ourselves. Because we didn't know what was impossible, it allowed us to go in a different direction than what a lot of the rest of the industry was doing." 

	 

	JUST AS BIOWARE’S Dungeons & Dragons-licensed game was getting off the ground, the D&D brand was in danger of going the way of the dodo bird and Superman. 

	As computer games grew more sophisticated, managers at TSR felt threatened. Their pen-and-paper game was no longer selling at record numbers. They decided to branch out, experimenting with technologies such as CD-ROM. Pushing into hardware and software would cost a mint, so TSR partnered with Random House.

	Per the terms of their publishing agreement, Random House would pay TSR when products arrived in their warehouse, ready to be shipped out to stores. Those terms put the onus of production on TSR: They would have to design products, then come up with money to pay printers before seeing a penny from Random House. They had been churning out supplements and settings for Dungeons & Dragons so quickly—cannibalizing their own products—that they had racked up debt with their printer. The printer tightened the noose around TSR’s neck by forcing them to sign an exclusive agreement that prevented them from skipping out on their tabby going to another printer.

	Just before Christmas 1996, Random House returned millions of dollars in unsold products. TSR laid off thirty employees, and its printer announced a moratorium on printing until TSR paid up. The game’s publisher, Magic creator Wizards of the Coast, granted a stay of execution by purchasing TSR.

	All Dungeons & Dragons materials and licenses became the property of Wizards, whose representatives were all too happy to work with BioWare and Interplay. Their embryonic game seemed poised to do for gamers what author R. A. Salvatore’s novels starring dark elf Drizzt Do’Urden had done for readers years earlier: Introduce a brand-new audience to the magic of Dungeons & Dragons and revitalize the brand.

	Working with Wizards of the Coast seemed to be a breeze. Someone at BioWare or Interplay would make a suggestion, and the team at Wizards would just shrug. "Pretty much anything that was in one of the novels was off-limits without prior approval,” said Chris Parker. “Drizzt is actually in Baldur’s Gate, but we had to ask if we could use him. Pretty much everything else was on the table."

	Perhaps one of the reasons Wizards didn’t sweat BioWare’s and Interplay’s decisions was because both studios were intent on being respectful to the source material. Scott Greig devoured everything related to D&D and its Forgotten Realms setting, where their game would be set, he could get his hands on. For James Ohlen, getting to make a game set in his favorite universe was a literal dream come true.

	"I got to meet Gary Gygax and David Arneson. That was super cool, and I kind of let my inner nerd come through," Ohlen said.

	Ohlen and Greig demonstrated their fandom by taking charge of the project. Greig’s main job was to flesh out the Infinity Engine. There was ample room for improvement. His Battleground Infinity demo had consisted almost entirely of the sliding bitmap designed to wow publishers. Over the next two years, he added built-in tools that facilitated content creation for artists and designers. The engine’s conversation editor let designers create branching dialogue so players could choose what to say while conversing with NPCs to suit their character’s personality, and receive appropriate responses.

	Other customized systems included an interface to view journals that players found while exploring, another interface to display area maps, a fog of war that shrouded unexplored terrain in darkness and peeled back as players pushed ahead, and nitty-gritty details such as efficient management of memory. Greig took input from Black Isle’s producers, who had suggestions based on their experience developing massive games such as Fallout and Fallout 2. The post-apocalyptic games had been made entirely by hand, without any tools or engines to standardize details such as the dimensions of doors that ended up prolonging development.

	"When you went to six different areas in the game, they were made by six different designers with six different kinds of doors,” Parker said of both Fallout titles. “What Feargus and I really pushed for with BioWare was to have them create everything with sets of tools so that sort of situation didn't arise. You had a character editor, an area editor, an item editor, all of these different things, and each of them [generated] very uniform data files. It was harder to make something that was broken in the engine."

	Parker watched the Infinity Engine blossom firsthand. The first item on his to-do list when he was assigned to the project in March 1997 was to visit BioWare. Over three days he asked questions of the doctors, of Greig, and of other developers. His goal was not to pry or micromanage, but to understand the team’s vision so Black Isle could help them realize it. BioWare was small, roughly thirty-two people in the beginning of development and approximately fifty by late 1998.

	Small, but passionate and committed. One thing Parker and Urquhart found amusing was the emphasis BioWare’s doctors put on the Infinity Engine. "They named the engine because they wanted to create another business, which was licensing engines," Urquhart explained.

	In the mid-1990s, few developers had the foresight to license their technology. Not even id Software co-founder and engine programming whiz John Carmack thought much of branding until later, when id retroactively christened platforms that had generated millions.

	The doctors’ reasoning was simple. Black Isle, by way of Interplay, was Baldur’s Gate’s publisher. That made Interplay their main financier, and therefore able to claim some ownership of the game. Likewise, the Forgotten Realms setting belonged to Wizards of the Coast. The game’s technology was the one thing they owned. "Ray and Greg were visionaries,” Ohlen said. “They were always several steps ahead of the rest of the studio. It wasn't a secret, but they wanted to make sure the BioWare brand was strong, and the brand of the Infinity Engine was strong."

	Urquhart fully grasped how important the engine was to the doctors’ plans for the future when, after firing up a build of Baldur’s Gate, he had to sit through introductory videos that advertised Interplay, Black Isle, BioWare, and the Infinity Engine before the game finally dropped him at the main menu. "I had to call them up and had a very uncomfortable conversation where I said, ‘This game is not meant to be an ad for your engine,’ and they wanted it to be that. That was Ray and Greg's push, and they made sure that any conversation they had about the game was that it was made in the Infinity Engine."

	While Greig wrote code, Ohlen leveled-up his dungeon mastering by stepping up as the game’s lead designer. "The advice I give people about careers [in game development], one of the big rules, is when you have opportunities come up, you need to take them," he said. "I was going to design the entire game, do everything. I was taking control. I was working 100-hour weeks, and I knew that, just because I loved it, not because I [was told to]. It just wasn't work for me. I created my job because I wanted to create it at the time."

	Ohlen knew he didn’t have total autonomy. Major decisions still had to be vetted by the doctors. But Muzyka, Zeschuk, and Yip were hardly dictators. They acknowledged Ohlen’s passion for the project and gave him carte blanch to design a compelling virtual world. 

	Of BioWare’s co-founders, Muzyka had the most profound impact on Ohlen. "I never had a father growing up, so Ray was kind of like a father figure to me, even though he's only four years older than I am."

	At various stages during Baldur’s Gate, Muzyka gave Ohlen a piece of advice that has guided him on every project he has managed to date: Trust, but verify. "He was very good at trusting people, but at the same time, verifying that they were doing what they said they were doing,” Ohlen said.

	Muzyka’s words struck a chord with Ohlen: When applied to game development, they functioned as a natural extension of the in-game agency BioWare wanted to give players. "When you're in a work environment, you want the people working for you to feel like they have the freedom to do what they want. You're going to get the best work from them if they feel autonomous. That was one of the many lessons and values that he instilled in the studio, and in me."

	 

	ED GREENWOOD WAS stumped. It was 1967, and the ten-year-old had read every book in his father’s library. Bereft of new material, Greenwood did what any bookworm would do. He wrote his own.

	Eight years later, Greenwood discovered Dungeons & Dragons. Like Ohlen would be years later, he was even more enchanted by the prospect of running his own campaigns than he was participating in the stories of others. He put together a module based on a setting he had created during his boyhood to contain the characters and places he had dreamed up and written down. He called it the Forgotten Realms. 

	The Realms had once existed as a parallel setting to earth, until earth’s inhabitants gradually forgot about the magic that dwelled there. When Greenwood landed a job as an editor at The Dragon magazine, he penned lengthy articles describing the Realms. In the mid-1980s, TSR went looking for more campaign settings to expand Dungeons & Dragons. Greenwood’s Forgotten Realms seemed a perfect match. Over time, the Forgotten Realms evolved into one of D&D’s most popular settings. Greenwood’s chief avatar, Elminster the wizard, became an iconic figure, as did R. A. Salvatore’s Drizzt Do’Urden.

	Until BioWare and Black Isle got hold of it, Baldur’s Gate was just one of many cities in the Realms. Set on the Sword Coast, a coastal region that borders the Sea of Swords, Baldur’s Gate is a wealthy port metropolis where merchants prosper thanks to “the Gate’s” prime position for trade on land and sea.

	The developers at BioWare and Black Isle Studios pegged Baldur’s Gate as the perfect setting and title for their game, but it would be one of many locales that players would visit over their journey. "Aesthetics were very much a part of what we wanted to try to accomplish,” Chris Parker confirmed. “If you were to go back and listen to Ray or me talk about the game back then, this was one of the things we thought was very important.”

	Every developer at BioWare and Black Isle Studios was familiar with the Gold Box RPGs. A series of D&D-licensed games published by SSI (Strategic Simulations, Inc.) over 1988 through 1992, the series had been embraced by fans, but had fallen to the wayside as trends such as first-person shooters and technologies such as graphics cards emerged.

	“We could make things that were amazing,” Parker continued. “I think that's all we were going for: How do we make a beautiful, high-fantasy world, and try to take advantage of that in as many ways as possible?"

	BioWare’s team implemented technical and creative solutions to wow players with fantastic visuals. Baldur’s Gate cycled between day and night. New quests and character interactions unlocked depending on the time of day. To create environments, Greig programmed the Infinity Engine to employ pre-rendering, a process that takes complex backgrounds made up of 3D elements and flatten them into a single image.

	More developers were using pre-rendered backgrounds to great success. In 1996, Capcom’s Resident Evil made waves for the atmosphere baked into its haunted mansion. The polygonal characters were able to move around the game’s pre-rendered corridors and rooms, as if they had stepped inside photographs of the spaces.

	BioWare knew that backgrounds rendered in real-time with complex elements such as lighting and three-dimensional space were too complicated for low-end computers to run. But flat artwork would accommodate an exponentially greater amount of hardware without skimping on visual charm. Bandit camps dotted forests and meadows. Towering structures such as Candlekeep library seemed to loom over characters. Skeletons, goblins, and worse prowled gloomy dungeons.

	"They were taking graphics to a different level,” Parker said of the BioWare team. “To me, it was inspiring just to work on a title that was like that: A title where we were trying to create a living, breathing world."

	James Ohlen endeavored to extend the game’s sense of place through its user interface. As a tabletop gamer for over half his life, he understood the tools that players would need access to as they played: inventory screens, character stats, the health of their party, a map of the dungeon, town, or road players were traveling. For reference, he looked to a set of recent computer games highly regarded for their simplicity—and, to the detriment of BioWare’s developers, their addictive qualities.

	"We all played so much WarCraft, StarCraft, and Diablo that I'm sure Baldur’s Gate would have come out several months earlier without [the team spending so much time on] those games," Ohlen admitted, laughing.

	WarCraft developer Blizzard Entertainment and Diablo developer Blizzard North had collectively garnered a reputation for accessibility. Their games were designed so that anyone, even a newcomer to computers, could take up a mouse and understand how to play within seconds. Every action in Diablo could be performed by clicking.

	WarCraft II and StarCraft operated similarly. The UI was minimal: Buttons to move, attack, patrol, build, or repair structures appeared only when players clicked on a character or building able to perform those tasks. In contrast, the Gold Box RPGs of the late ‘80s and early ‘90s were plain and drab, their interfaces often difficult to decipher as a result of the rudimentary tools and graphics modes that had been available, as well as too complex for the uninitiated to learn quickly.

	Character creation should be fun, but the Gold Box games built a mountain of words between players and starting their adventure. Making a single character could take hours as players puzzled out rules and calculated stats. "We were very cognizant to the fact that Dungeons & Dragons is, in and of itself, sort of a barrier to entry,” Parker remembered. “That maybe people played some Dungeons & Dragons, but probably all of these rules—THACO [To Hit Armor Class 0], all of that crazy stuff—made it hard for people to understand and play. WarCraft II had these controls that were pretty in-depth. We were like, ‘Okay, we can use those.’ I think the interface was discussed more than anything else.”

	Baldur’s Gate interface resembles a Monopoly board. Bars of buttons show iconography that communicates function border the gameplay screen like a horseshoe. "I was more in favor of the game screen being in the top-left and the interface being at the bottom,” said Parker. “Ray [Muzyka] wanted the interface around all four sides. As he put it, he wanted to 'Look through his interface down onto the world.' After various discussions and concepts, we finally found an interface that was sort of a U-shape."

	Actions are spread across three bars so players come to associate each row of icons with related actions. The bar on the left side of the screen lets players open their inventory, map, a journal that tracks quest progress and papers they find as they explore, and spell books. On the opposite side of the screen are portraits of each character in the player’s party. Those portraits display each character’s health, the order in which they attack during battle, and effects such as sickness or curses.

	The bar along the bottom is context sensitive, similar to the UI found in WarCraft II and StarCraft. When players select a single character, the bar shows actions specific to that character. Selecting two or more party members changes the UI so that players can change the group’s battle formation, talk among their party, or even attack allies.

	For the inexperienced developers building Baldur’s Gate, looking to some of their favorite games for inspiration was an invaluable resource. Ohlen is proud of the way the game’s UI marries the necessary functions of a Dungeons & Dragons session with user-friendliness. "If you're a D&D fan, you feel like you're playing Dungeons & Dragons, but at the same time it felt like a modern game. It was comparable to WarCraft and Diablo in terms of the smoothness of the interface, the responsiveness. It felt like a more modern game in that regard."

	 

	TSR AND WIZARDS of the Coast had stayed on top of Dungeons & Dragons’ rules, updating by talking with players and keeping tabs on trends in tabletop gaming. Beginning in 1987, a small team at TSR revamped the game’s rules and branded them Advanced Dungeons & Dragons 2nd Edition.

	Many of the rule changes were made in response to pressure from media and the public. As Dungeons & Dragons had grown more popular, parents and religious groups had taken issue with the game’s use of demons and devils. TSR’s designers renamed them tanar'ri and baatezu, respectively, and tried to steer players away from morally ambiguous roles such as the assassin by emphasizing heroic deeds and quests.

	For BioWare and Black Isle, the most important alterations in 2nd Edition concerned mechanics, such as the minimum number players had to role in order to hit a target. 2nd Edition also codified rules for multi-class characters, guidelines that the team transplanted in their game. The classes players could combine depended on the race they selected. Human characters cannot multi-class at all, while elves may triple down as, say, a fighter, mage, and thief. The cardinal rules of multi-class characters state they can only wield weapons of the latter class—so a cleric-fighter hybrid can only equip fighter-friendly implements. Additionally, multi-class characters earn the same amount of experience points as their single-class counterparts, meaning players who wish to access their hybrid’s best abilities should spend points carefully.

	Some spells, items, and rules did not translate well from pen-and-paper to PC game. D&D’s charm spell gives the caster complete control over his or her target providing the spell successfully takes hold. However, charmed characters can ignore some commands, such as a player telling a charmed player to kill their own character. 

	"The charm spell, I think, is probably everybody's favorite because there was just no way to do a charm spell in a computer game at that time, so we just turned it into a complete takeover of a character, which also probably made it the most powerful first level Dungeons & Dragons spell ever,” Parker said of the Baldur’s Gate variation. “Maybe not the most balanced,” he continued after a moment’s thought. “I think our goal was just to kind of layer it: Make it accessible so that people can get into it, but proudly state, 'This is Dungeons & Dragons. Here's all the spells. Even though you're probably never going to want to use half of them, we've given them to you.'”

	"The reason we said we ‘modified’ the rules was because it wasn't a turn-based game, so we had to make some changes in order for it to work in a real-time,” Ohlen added.

	Ohlen and Ray Muzyka butted heads over combat in Baldur’s Gate. Muzyka loved the Gold Box games because they had been predicated on turn-based combat, just like Dungeons & Dragons. Turn-based systems allowed players to think through their moves before taking action. Ohlen appreciated the classics, but insisted that turn-based play was outmoded. Real-time strategy titles such as WarCraft II and Diablo proved that the future of gaming lay in fast, think-on-your-feet tactics.

	They reached a compromise. Baldur’s Gate would play out in real-time, but players could pause the action during fights to take stock of their situation and queue up orders for their party to carry out when the action resumed. "You got the finer control of turn-based, but at the same time, you got the kind of exciting action of a real-time [strategy game]," Ohlen said.

	Ohlen took to real-time-with-pause gameplay right away. When he encountered a group of enemies, he would maneuver his party into position, pause, and set up spells. When he unpaused, all of his actions would play out: characters moved, fireballs and lightning bolts scorched and zapped, swords clashed, and screams pierced the air.

	"It was like I'd get to watch a little movie go off, see how my strategy fell into place. There'd be epic music in the background," Ohlen remembered. "I think it worked out pretty well because it was different from turn-based games like Fallout 1 and 2, and from the RTS games that Blizzard was putting out."

	Blending real-time and turn-based combat required BioWare’s developers—and their players—to rethink how they approached battle. That change in mindset mirrored how Ohlen presided over D&D games as dungeon master. Before an encounter, he would give his players ample time to prep. Fighters would scout enemy mobs and equip their best weapons. Wizards would ready their main spells as well as contingency spells in case their first attack wasn’t enough to put a monster down for the count. Ohlen’s role was to anticipate what they might do and prepare a Plan A and B of his own so that players wouldn’t grow bored by defeating every mob of enemies in their first attempt and without a hitch.

	"That was kind of the way Baldur’s Gate was designed to be played: You set up strategies and tactics, unpause to see how they unfolded, and as soon as it started going poorly, you'd pause again and re-evaluate to decide what you could do in the moment to change how the battle is unfolding,” he explained. “Much like every innovation in the industry, none of this was planned out from the very beginning. This all came about through iteration and play testing. I loved that style of gameplay because it felt cinematic."

	What Ohlen enjoyed most about real-time-with-pause action was how it added a layer of depth that existed more in the minds of players than in the game’s code. The thrill they experienced when a complex plan worked, especially if a battle went sideways and forced them to pivot yet again, made players believe they’d gotten one over on the game. It had been out to get them, but they’d out-thought it.

	"It wasn't really that you were brilliant,” Ohlen said. You just thought things through: If I do this ability, that ability, and then this other ability, maybe I'll win. And you often would win. It made the game feel a lot more balanced than it actually was."

	 

	AS A DUNGEON master, Ohlen had learned to cater to a diverse range of tastes. “I learned that there are people who are into the story, and then there are the people who are into the tactics and the rules,” he explained. “You have to keep both of them engaged. You can give the story folks more interested in rules, tactics, and leveling up, and you can get the people who are rules focused more interested in the story. All players enjoy all of that. They enjoy both aspects, the power gaming and the story.”

	BioWare’s team viewed Baldur’s Gate as both a foray into tactical combat and a story players could invest and see themselves in. As such, the game’s plot and the path through the world were developed in tandem.

	One of Ohlen’s goals as lead designer was to inject Baldur’s Gate with a degree of player agency. Some players would be ensnared in the story right away and charge through it, eager to find out what happened next. Others would want to stop and smell the Belladonnas. "A lot of the best game designers in roleplaying games are dungeon masters, simply because being a dungeon master forces you to create worlds and scenarios where players feel that they have control and agency, but at the same time, you need to have a story through-line that makes them feel like they're part of something epic,” he explained.

	Players begin as an orphan, and ward to the mage Gorion. They live in Candlekeep, a fortress of stone that houses one of the Forgotten Realms’ most prodigious libraries. Gorion is ordered by the ward to flee with him into the night, only to be stopped by an armored stranger who kills Gorion as he attempts to protect his ward. Players escape and begin a story told over eight chapters.

	The Forgotten Realms was vast, and Baldur’s Gate would only allow players to explore a slice of it. Even so, that slice was an order of magnitude larger and more intimidating than anything the developers had made for Shattered Steel. They started small, building a tiny church that consisted of an interior room and one piece of a town. Chris Parker recalled seeing a prototype at Gen Con, an annual gaming and comic convention. "Candlekeep was one of the very first things that was built. It was empty, and there was very little to do there," Parker remembered.

	Content trickled in. Players could leave Candlekeep and explore the surrounding wilderness. A few monsters patrolled areas. More were added as artists and programmers brought them online. Every week or so, large chunks of the game were plugged in. The developers focused on fleshing out the main path first by building areas important to the story. Sometimes they sprinkled in characters, monsters, and quests as they worked. Other times they backtracked and added color to regions later.

	The Infinity Engine’s flexibility came in handy. Four months out from launching Baldur’s Gate, Interplay’s QA testers opined that many areas in the world felt empty. The game was solid in terms of bugs and glitches, but was lacking in things to see, do, talk with, and kill. For the last two months, BioWare’s team made a big push, churning out more characters, items, and quests for players to undertake using the tools Greig had crafted.

	"That created a big headache for everybody because it added testing to the game, but I think it was really remarkable that they were able to go through and put that much stuff into the game that quickly," Parker said.

	Although Ohlen felt energized enough to build the entirety of Baldur’s Gate on his own, he abided by Muzyka’s “trust, but verify” philosophy by handing many duties to his design team. Designers got a chance to flex their creative muscle by writing companions who players meet as they travel through the game. "You wanted to get that feeling that you were in a party, a D&D party. That was important because Dungeons & Dragons is all about having a party of characters,” said Ohlen.

	Up to five companions can join the player’s party. Each comes with his or her own motivations and goals. That was another component of a successful Dungeons & Dragons campaign. Players invest in their characters, but they should also appreciate the combat options and personal backgrounds that other characters bring to the table.

	While several designers wrote dialogue and quests for companions, the names of the companions as well as certain traits came from characters Ohlen’s friends had played in his old campaigns. "One of the Beamdog founders, Cameron Tofer, his character's name was Minsc,” Ohlen said. “[Cameron] was new to D&D, and a ranger, and a player who didn't take things seriously."

	Lukas “Luke” Kristjanson was the designer who inherited Minsc while Cameron Stofer assisted on the Infinity Engine. Tan and brawny, Minsc catches the player’s attention when he asks for help rescuing a witch, Dynaheir, who was captured by trolls. Both Minsc and Dynaheir are available to fight alongside players for a time. After Dynaheir is eventually killed, Minsc pledges his services to players as he seeks out justice for his friend’s death.

	Minsc’s pursuit of justice defines the character, as does his demeanor. Kristjanson wrote the ranger as physically powerful and intimidating to his enemies, but a gentle giant to his friends. Minsc engages in some of the game’s most humorous banter, inspired by the writer’s love of The Tick animated series, according to Ohlen. Some of Minsc’s best banter takes place between himself and Boo, his pet hamster. Minsc boasts of Boo’s otherworldly abilities as a “miniature giant” space hamster, even though the rodent is, in fact, an ordinary pet.

	Years earlier, Tofer had roleplayed Minsc as if Boo were a legitimate threat, and had insisted that his fellow party members take the miniature-giant space hamster seriously. Kristjanson adjusted Minsc’s dialogue based in part on the hilarious improvisations of his voice actor.

	Another companion in Baldur’s Gate, Edwin Odesseiron, had been created by another of Ohlen’s friends. A conjurer who falls under the “lawful evil” alignment of Dungeons & Dragons—one who exploits societal systems and morals according to rules—Edwin was roleplayed by Ohlen’s friend as a serious and sinister figure. On a lark, Kristjanson wrote a segment of Baldur’s Gate: Throne of Bhaal—an add-on pack for Baldur’s Gate II—that saw Elminster, Ed Greenwood’s iconic avatar in the Forgotten Realms, transform Edwin into a barmaid.

	"He'll still talk to me about that,” Ohlen said. “I say, ‘I couldn't control my writers. Luke wrote that.’ He says, ‘But you were his boss!’ I say, ‘I know. I was a good boss who let his employees run with what they thought was right.’"

	Occasionally, Ohlen would have to ask writers to trim word counts. Baldur’s Gate emulated Dungeons & Dragons in several ways, one of which was its use of prose. Although the game boasted beautiful visual and sound direction, character dialogue and action was accompanied by descriptive text of the sort a dungeon master might read aloud to paint a picture for his or her players.

	"What you write on a page takes ten seconds, but all the resources that have to go into that—modeling, texturing, voiceover, music, all the rest—suddenly that ten seconds of writing becomes tens of thousands of dollars of assets. There were different reasons for why we would do the cuts,” Ohlen explained.

	 

	EVERY DAY AT four p.m., Chris Parker phoned Ray Muzyka for an update on Baldur’s Gate. One conversation revolved around Black Isle’s request that BioWare add a multiplayer mode to further simulate playing Dungeons & Dragons in a computer game.

	Later in 1998, BioWare’s leaders told Parker and Feargus Urquhart that implementing multiplayer over the Internet was too Herculean a task for a team—just over fifty strong—who’d never built an online game before. Plus, their coffers were running dry. They asked Interplay for more money. Urquhart and Parker agreed to put funding together if BioWare gave them something in return. "We gave them an increased budget that would be used to add multiplayer to the game. That added, of course, a bunch of different interface screens and QA needs, all this stuff that took us a lot of work to get done,” said Parker.

	By late 1998, Parker was ready to call it a wrap. He’d put in over eighty hours of work a week for over a year—over one hundred per week near the end of the project—bouncing between Black Isle Studios and BioWare where the development team was working just as diligently. "I actually never questioned how successful Baldur’s Gate was going to be. I certainly questioned when it would be done, but I never questioned how groundbreaking it would be,” Parker said.

	Parker had had his hands full. When Interplay’s marketing and sales teams expressed no interest in creating a website for the game, he did it himself using web development suite Adobe Dreamweaver. He built the site by culling artwork that BioWare’s managers had sent him and combining it with an overview of the game’s story, game mechanics, and graphics. He had not written a single line of web code in his life before then.

	When he delivered the readymade page to the marketing team’s web developers, they complained. It would take them at least two weeks to set the website live due to its complexity. "That was never seen as a wasted effort to me, or overkill,” Parker said. “I always thought, Everything I do for this project is important. It matters because this game is going to be really, really huge."

	At ten p.m. one night mere days before Baldur’s Gate was due to go gold, Parker received an urgent bug report on his computer. Drizzt Do’Urden, arguably the most famous Forgotten Realms character ever, was dead.

	Parker rushed to Urquhart’s office to explain the situation. Drizzt could be found and engaged in combat in one of Baldur’s Gate’s areas, but killing him was next to impossible—this according to the game tester who had pulled off the feat and filed his report. Parker was hoping Urquhart would tell him that it was no big deal. That they could roll out a patch to make Drizzt even closer to invincible after the game had shipped, rather than delay manufacturing of the gold master disc.

	Urquhart asked Parker if he was really comfortable leaving the task for later. Parker sighed and went back to his office to phone Muzyka. 

	"The time difference between Edmonton to California is two hours,” Parker said. “I called Ray at one o'clock in the morning and said, 'Hey, I need to get this bug fixed.'"

	As soon as Muzyka got off the phone with Parker, he called Ohlen at home and told him to go to the office and address the issue. "I think I'd gone in and it wasn't a big deal anymore, because it was really hard to do it,” Ohlen recalled. “We just convinced [Black Isle] it wasn't a big deal, though we didn't make killing Drizzt impossible. All I know is that it nearly broke me. I'd been working so hard and thought I was finally done, and that we were going to ship, and then I got the phone call. Goddamn Drizzt. I wanted to kill him."

	Nearly two years of scrambling, increased budgeting, website design, character writing, and meticulous attention to details such as the game’s user interface—over ninety people-years of work—paid off when Baldur’s Gate shipped to stores in December of 1998. The game sold 175,000 units over its first two weeks, and was crowned the number-one-selling title according to several retailers in the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and France—more than recouping its development costs and proving Black Isle’s faith in BioWare.

	"I see that there are so many ways to do an RPG, and it ends up being about what works at the time," said Urquhart. "I do think that because we had more colors, more performance, more memory—we had more of these things, so ultimately, what Fallout, Baldur’s Gate, and Diablo were doing was they were more able to put people in a world that looked like an actual world. I'm not saying that Baldur’s Gate and Fallout were at the forefront of graphics technology at the time, but they were moving forward on getting people into a world, and then representing that world in different ways: in terms of dialogue, characters, voiceover, and things like that, which you just didn't see as much before that."

	"The thing I enjoyed most, really, was working with BioWare," Parker said of the project. "They didn't know how to make such a big game either, and I didn't know how to make it. We were collectively working together just trying to make something that was really awesome. I was up there a lot, and we were all super friendly. I think in general, we always recognized that for all the work we were taking on, the only thing we cared about was making an awesome game. I can't work eighty to one hundred hours in a week anymore. I'd just fall over. But back then, I was ready to go. I worked really hard on it, and I knew BioWare was working every bit as hard as I was. That camaraderie was just amazing. I think what I learned on that title, just making a roleplaying game in general, both failures and successes, is anything I could have learned anywhere else."

	"I was proudest that I was a member of the team that brought Dungeons & Dragons to millions of people who otherwise may not have experienced it, being a part of a time in the industry when there was a lot of openness to what could happen, how games could be made, and making a game that represented D&D,” said James Ohlen. “That was my passion. It still is."

	 

	BIOWARE CO-FOUNDER AUGUSTINE Yip was proud of how Baldur’s Gate turned out, but had returned to medicine shortly before it launched, leaving BioWare in the hands of Ray Muzyka and Greg Zeschuk. 

	Talk turned to what the studio would work on next. Baldur’s Gate II was a given for many members of the team. Others proposed alternatives. "There's always been a struggle within BioWare. There have been a lot of people who don't just want to do RPGs, and then there are the big Dungeons & Dragons nerds who just want to do RPGs," said Ohlen. "I think that struggle has been beneficial, and has created problems, but the beneficial part has been that we've always been a company that never wants to rest on our laurels. We're always trying to push things forward because it was a culture that said, ‘I don't want to keep making the same game over and over again.’ That just isn't part of the DNA of the company."

	Zeschuk indulged his interest in creating other types of games with MDK 2, an action game that received praise for its gameplay, level design, boss fights, and graphics. As for Ohlen, he knew exactly what he wanted to do. Over the next two years, he resumed working one-hundred-hour weeks on Baldur’s Gate II. The game was developed by BioWare’s largest team to date. Over nearly two years, the developers packed in more characters, locations, stories, and opportunities for roleplaying, including romantic relationships between characters, a staple of BioWare’s roleplaying games going forward.

	Baldur’s Gate II raked in $4 million in sales over its first two weeks in stores in September 2000. Six months and 3.5 million sales later, Black Isle Studios and BioWare announced development of an add-on pack to be published later in 2001. James Ohlen was proud of the franchise’s success so far, although he knew he was running his team into the ground. If he didn’t ease off the gas a bit, he might return to the days when he worked with people who half-jokingly threatened to break bones.

	"I had my designers revolt at the end, because I said, ‘The game’s not big enough,’ and they said, ‘It is big enough,’” he said of work on Baldur’s Gate II. “If you've played it, you know it's big enough, but I said, ‘No, we're going to do this plot where you go back in time and change the timeline, and then there will be this alternate timeline version where the Sword Coast is under oppression and you have to free it to save the timeline.’ Everyone said, ‘You've lost your mind.’"

	Ohlen became aware of the depth of his team’s exhaustion a few months after Baldur’s Gate II went on sale. When Ray Muzyka called him into his office one afternoon, Ohlen braced for his mentor to heap praise upon him. The game was selling in the millions. Instead Muzyka, in his customary serious demeanor, gently chided Ohlen for letting the sequel’s development schedule slip by a month.

	Ohlen was stunned. "I was like, ‘Huh? Wha?’ He was talking about how I'd gone crazy with the scope, which was true. It could probably have been a little bit leaner, and I had driven the team hard," he admitted.

	Since starting at BioWare, Ohlen had never lorded his work schedule over his peers. It was something he did, that was all. But his meeting with Muzyka helped him concretize his understanding of the position he held. “I got so much autonomy, and it was a dream job, but I knew that writers and designers didn't have that degree of autonomy may not have my level of love or dedication. It's important to understand the power you have as a boss. If you guilt people, that's almost as bad as asking them to do it.”

	Before announcing his retirement from game development in July 2018, James Ohlen directed a number of bestselling roleplaying games at BioWare. Some, such as Neverwinter Nights and Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic, were based on licenses owned by external companies, but their gameplay and stories resonated with millions of players thanks to the team’s aptitude for merging storytelling and intricate gameplay systems. Others, such as the Mass Effect and Dragon Age franchises, were homegrown properties carefully cultivated by teams of hundreds of employees.

	Ohlen cited Muzyka and Zeschuk, who had retired a few years earlier after Electronic Arts acquired BioWare, for giving him a collective example on which to model his extraordinary career. “Ray and Greg gave you the freedom to do what you wanted, and they weren't micromanagers at all, but they wouldn't hide from giving critical feedback to their people. It fostered a culture where people trusted each other enough to give and take critical feedback."


Pause Screen: Where Winter Never Ends - The Freewheeling Development of Icewind Dale

	 

	Like journals sprinkled throughout RPGs, Pause Screens go into more detail on the people, companies, and cultures that contributed to the success of the Pillars of Eternity franchise and the Infinity Engine line of roleplaying games.

	 

	ONE FRIDAY EVENING Chris Parker dropped his keys on the counter, pulled two beers out of the fridge, and sat down at his computer. His fingers pecked at the keyboard in a staccato rhythm. Occasionally he would sit back and stare at the screen. He slurped from his beer, leafed through one of his Forgotten Realms guidebooks. The pecking resumed.

	By Sunday, he had finished the backstory for the next Infinity Engine-powered roleplaying game: Icewind Dale.

	"Baldur’s Gate was very much trying to do I guess what you would call today an open-world experience,” Parker said of BioWare’s and Black Isle Studios’ computer RPG. “Icewind Dale was more linear, and maybe a more focused gameplay experience."

	Parker had leaped at the chance to take point on another game set in the Forgotten Realms. All the pieces had been in place. Interplay had the D&D license, and BioWare had licensed its Infinity Engine to Black Isle so they could make more games. BioWare’s programmers would even provide technical support if Black Isle hit any speedbumps.

	Icewind Dale would be made in-house by a Black Isle team led by Parker. His small team had kicked around ideas. When none of them had gone anywhere, Parker had seized initiative and cranked out the game’s backstory over a weekend.

	Icewind Dale would be set in the Forgotten Realms location of the same name. The arctic region had been popularized by novelist R. A. Salvatore, whose breakout trilogy of novels starring dark elf Drizzt Do’Urden had been set there. Its inhabitants—dwarves, humans, and less savory creatures such as frost giants and orcs—are fond of saying that winter never ended in the Dale. Only the strong survived.

	Black Isle’s team was determined to do more than survive. They would thrive, Parker planned, by keeping their story simple. Players control a party of adventurers commissioned to investigate a village being terrorized by malevolent forces. When an avalanche wipes out their employers, the party resolves to see their quest to its end.

	Icewind Dale’s scope was as tight and focused as its story. Instead of recruiting companions like in Baldur’s Gate, players would configure a party of six characters right at the start of the game. Tactical combat via the Infinity Engine’s real-time-with-pause system would be the game’s centerpiece. 

	"With Icewind Dale, from the outset of that game, we said, 'Let's make a more dungeon crawl-y experience. Let's make a game where it's more about combat, more about fighting a lot of different creatures, and a lot of different strategies and tactics,’” Parker explained. "Going and making the same game wouldn't make sense," Parker stated. "We wanted to utilize the Dungeons & Dragons license, and the reason why we wound up in the region of Icewind Dale was because we looked around and said, 'What is something we can do that will present a lot differently than what Baldur’s Gate already is?"

	Players would traverse snowy mountains and tundras, ducking into caves, temples, and dungeons to fight monsters and find treasure. Only two obstacles stood between Black Isle and success. "The Icewind Dale team, when it started, was only about six people," Parker explained, "and we had this piece of technology, the Infinity Engine, that we didn't really know how to use."

	Fortunately, the motley team was eager to learn.

	 

	PARKER BUILT HIS team piecemeal. To help produce Icewind Dale, he enlisted Darren Monahan.

	"He was actually a programmer by trade at that time," Parker said of Monahan. "He'd been working in Interplay's tech department, and he was really tired of doing firefighting and writing installers. He thought being a producer would be like being a rock star. I kind of tried to talk him out of it, but not that hard, because I really needed an associate producer at the time. He came over and would handle day-to-day tasks with people. I would handle a lot more of the marketing, PR, and design aspects, and team management."

	Josh Sawyer, another eager recruit, wasn’t looking to be a rock star. He just wanted to make games. Sawyer had limped out of college with a low grade-point average and concentrations in history and theater. Between classes, he taught himself web design. His do-it-yourself attitude and burgeoning skill set fit a job that opened up at Interplay. 

	"A friend of mine said, 'Hey, Black Isle Studios in California is hiring a webmaster for some secret, D&D-related project that they're doing.' I applied for it, and I got the job, in part because I knew Flash animation, which at the time was still pretty new," said Sawyer.

	Sawyer couldn't believe his luck. He had grown up playing and designing campaigns for tabletop roleplaying games. Now he was working at Interplay, the company that had made his favorite computer RPG, The Bard’s Tale. And Interplay was paying him to design a website for Planescape: Torment, another Infinity Engine RPG that Black Isle was developing in parallel to Icewind Dale. "I was really excited that I got to make a website that really conveyed what the developers wanted to convey about the world, the story, and the setting," he said. It was really cool seeing the community getting so excited about all the new information we were putting out."

	Sawyer technically worked for Interplay, not Black Isle. As a web designer in the marketing department, his job was to help promote any Interplay titles he was assigned. He lucked out by getting Planescape: Torment, and had a blast helping the team market their creation by building a website that touted what made the game a unique RPG, from the player-character's hazy origins to the fact that players could talk rather than murder their way out of many situations.

	After wrapping up his work on Torment, Sawyer did some revisions to the Baldur's Gate website. That was when Black Isle’s producers talked with him about building a site for Icewind Dale. Sawyer dived into work. 

	When he wasn’t designing the game’s website, he chatted up Black Isle director Feargus Urquhart. Sawyer admitted he had no formal experience designing computer roleplaying games, but he did know the Dungeons & Dragons 2nd Edition rule set back to front, and asked Urquhart if he could contribute to Icewind Dale’s game design on a part-time basis. Websites would come first. "That was around the time when I transitioned to being a junior designer,” Sawyer remembered.

	Parker was stepping outside his comfort zone, too. As a producer on Baldur’s Gate, he had been a shepherd, making sure BioWare stuck to a schedule, building the game’s first website, and making sure the Canada-based developer had everything they needed. Now that he was leading a project of his own, he wanted to be more hands-on with design.

	His first steps in level design were tentative. Booting up Photoshop and the Infinity Engine’s suite of tools, he built a simple area made of primitive shapes: blue rectangle for a sky, green rectangle for grass, and two rectangles stuck together to form a house. As his experiments continued, Parker added another rectangle that functioned as a door. It could be opened and closed, and the player-character could walk into and out of the building—a small building with a plain gray roof, with blades of grass around a boulder that was more rectangular than round. 

	Parker’s next project was cobbling together a monster out of a picture of Feargus. Using the engine’s tools, he was able to whip up three frames of animations for walking, dying, and the state of being dead. The model moved jerkily, but Parker couldn’t help laughing.

	"It had Feargus' head, him with his mouth closed, and there was one more frame where his mouth was open. Between those two animations, he would walk around the screen opening and closing his mouth like Pac-Man. You could kill him, and that was just his head flipped sideways with little Xs over his eyes.”

	 

	GAME AND ENVIRONMENT designs were unfamiliar territory for some members of Icewind Dale’s team. Their shared vision was common ground: Build an awesome, tactics-oriented dungeon crawl. Combat was the sieve through which the developers filtered every design choice. 

	The game begins by asking players to customize a party of six companions by choosing races and classes: half-elf bard, dwarven cleric, and so on. Their choice of race and class determines the weapons and abilities available to them as the game progresses.

	Each area feeds plot points to players in dribs and drabs. There are places to see and people to talk with, but locations ultimately serve as game boards. Every move they make, every quest they accept, moves them one step closer to a tactical encounter. “The sub-stories in each of those areas were written not to spend too much time servicing the main story,” Parker said. “The entirety of Severed Hand, the elven undead dungeon, was [designed] to tell the story of what happened in this location as you're fighting your way through it and around this spiral staircase of a dungeon."

	The dungeons Sawyer and the other designers built reflected the team’s design ethos. "One of the interesting things about Icewind Dale is that we had no leads for any department, which is really weird,” Sawyer remembered.

	He found himself in good company. With the exception of Chris Avellone and Steve Bokkes, both of whom had some experience in the industry, Sawyer and most of the others were cutting their teeth on Icewind Dale. Each designer would receive overviews describing an area that needed to be created and where that area fit in the game’s main path. Then they were given carte blanche to build them, as well as create and define their assigned region’s flora, fauna, and magical artifacts.

	“I wound up designing all the magic items just because I was super passionate about it,” Sawyer said. “I wrote all the dialogues for my dungeons, and then I wrote a few other NPCs that existed in Easthaven and Kuldahar. We would all give each other feedback on stuff, and Chris Avellone would give us feedback on writing.”

	Breaking out newsprint paper and a Sharpie, Sawyer mapped out Kresselack’s Tomb, the first multi-level dungeon players explore. After refining his blueprint, he handed it off to Dennis Presnell, one of Black Isle’s artists, to model it. The process of translating a dungeon map from paper to the screen was a learning experience. "I learned that isometric is not the same as top-down, in the sense of when you design something that's very narrow when you're looking at it top-down, it can look totally fine, but when you put it at an angle, it can become incredibly frustrating,” Sawyer said.

	Sawyer’s blueprints resembled floor plans. Levels were shown from the top down. But that was not how maps and levels would be constructed or viewed by players. Isometric cameras hovered above the action at a slant, which meant hallways that appeared to run straight ahead on Sawyer’s paper would have to be rotated at a slight diagonal in the game.

	That disconnect created a problem in Kresselack’s Tomb. Players come to a juncture where they must click a floor tile to open a door. The tile was plainly viewable on Sawyer’s paper draft, but the in-game isometric camera obscured it behind a wall. After the game released, many players grew frustrated by the seemingly impossible puzzle in the tomb and resorted to clicking their mouse around the screen until it morphed into a different pointer, one that the game used to signify an action that could be performed.

	Sawyer changed up his approach for his next dungeon. Dragon’s Eye spans five floors of caverns infested with lizard men and trolls. It’s worth the risk: Players who carve a path through its enemies will stock up on gold, spell scrolls, and antidote potions, to name a few finds. Sawyer drew the Eye’s levels on isometric paper, a style of graphing paper with rows and columns of diamonds instead of squares. His layout transferred cleanly to the game. “That’s also how I laid out some areas for Pillars of Eternity: I would do sketches in Photoshop on a diamond grid, that was isometric, and hand it off to an artist,” he said.

	What Dragon’s Eye lacks in terms of accidental puzzles, it makes up for in raw difficulty. The odds players face are overwhelming. A cool head with an eye toward tactics, as well as a diverse party, are the keys to surviving Dragon’s Eye and other dungeons. Players are free to stuff their group full of fighters or thieves, but ranged enemies such as archers are most easily dealt with by rangers or wizards. 

	Nevertheless, Black Isle’s team did their best to design encounters that could be conquered with almost any combination of heroes and abilities. Over several days, Chris Parker asked Interplay’s QA testers to play through the entire game using a party of six mages, then six fighters, then six of each of the other character classes. 

	“I remember them saying, 'Man, nobody's really going to do that. This is ridiculous.' But we contemplated that somebody out there might just think, I want to go through this whole game with my party of rogues. And they did, actually,” Parker said. “People posted on forums later about the viability of doing that.”

	 

	CHRIS PARKER AND Darren Monahan share an inside joke. On paper, Icewind Dale took over one year to make. But according to their calculations, development was completed in just six months. “It’s not entirely untrue, but it is hyperbolic,” Parker said.

	Icewind Dale was supposed to kick off in August 1999 with a team of thirty developers. With such a large crew, development would have taken six months, eight at the most. At least, that had been the idea. The reality was that most of those thirty developers had spent most of that time crunching on Planescape: Torment. Even after Torment launched, many programmers were tied up tracking down bugs and rolling out patches. The team that broke ground on Icewind Dale was one-third the size of Parker’s estimate.

	By early 2000, Icewind Dale was months behind schedule. Only two of the twenty-four regions planned for the game—the Vale of Shadows, a valley that hosted attractions such as Kresselack’s Tomb; and Kuldahar, a settlement that played a major role in the story—had been finished. Most creatures were still on the to-do list. The small team simply did not have the resources to build them. 

	Suddenly, like barbarians appearing through the blinding torrents of one of the Dale’s infamous snowstorms, over three dozen weary but determined developers migrated from Planescape: Torment to fill out their ranks.

	“Basically, between early January and ship, I don't have numbers, but probably two-thirds of the game got completed in that timeframe,” Parker remembered.

	Despite the sudden influx of resources, Icewind Dale’s team stayed scrappy. One of Parker’s processes on Baldur’s Gate, which carried over to Icewind Dale, was to log bugs on a spreadsheet. Both BioWare and Black Isle had needed access to the spreadsheet, but neither team had servers or sophisticated file-sharing capabilities. Their solution was to share custody of a single file. “We would take this one master Excel sheet and send it back and forth,” Parker remembered. “BioWare would have it during the day, and I would have it at night. All of the bug-fixing efforts from [both sides] went into this one spreadsheet. That was how we tracked bugs.”

	Parker and Darren Monahan used that same system on Icewind Dale. QA testers put versions of Icewind Dale through their paces and made updates one by one to the master spreadsheet. Then they passed it to the game’s programmers so they could address any bugs they had found. Since a team of programmers could not share a single spreadsheet file, Parker and Monahan had to improvise.

	“Every night—and Darren did this more often than I did—we would print out thirty bug lists, drop those lists on everybody's chair. When they got in the next morning, they had a couple of pieces of paper. That was their bug list,” Parker said.

	Programmers spent each day going through pages correcting bugs. Every evening, they deposited their papers in a bin outside Parker’s office. Parker or Monahan would gather up the papers the next morning, log every change in the spreadsheet file, and print out updated lists for the next round. “This system actually worked great. It totally did,” Parker said. 

	Then he paused. “But thinking back on it, it's the most ridiculous system in the universe compared to any bug-tracking system that we have today. I couldn't even imagine. Tasks and issues on Pillars of Eternity get intermixed, but in that database I think there are about 48,000 items. I think we did maybe about 6,000 bugs on Icewind Dale. The idea that we would somehow track eight times that amount in an Excel spreadsheet is ridiculous. But, yeah. That's how we did it. It was crazy town, but it worked.”

	By early June of 2000, Icewind Dale’s bug spreadsheet was speckled with Fs that stood for fixed. A few weeks later, Icewind Dale arrived in stores on the 29th. Critics gave it a warm welcome as a combat-centered roleplaying romp, exactly the sort of game the team had envisioned. That didn’t stop a competitor’s product from stepping on Icewind Dale’s toes: Also on June 29th of 2000, Blizzard Entertainment and Blizzard North released Diablo II, one of the most anticipated products of the year.

	The decision to launch day and date with a game that had been widely covered by press leading up to its release had been made by Interplay’s sales and marketing departments, not Black Isle. “That will always be the most curious marketing decision to me, ever,” Parker said. “Because why would you even try? Like, what was the point of that? To this day I still don't know. For two months before and two months after, I just sat around with head in hands, going, 'What did you guys do here? Why did we do that?’”

	Although Icewind Dale held its own, Diablo II’s real-time, click-heavy gameplay made it more accessible to casual audiences. Blizzard’s sequel shot to the top of PC Data’s sales charts and held the top spot for weeks in the U.S. Sales across the pond told a different story: After three weeks in the lead position, Diablo II fell to Icewind Dale in the United Kingdom.

	Icewind Dale went on to sell nearly 150,000 units by the end of 2001 and earned $6.8 million for Interplay, proving that Black Isle’s tactical dungeon crawler appealed to players in search of a deeper yet still visceral experience than Diablo II’s faster and more frantic loot fest. “Dungeons & Dragons is kind of a [slow-burn] strategic experience,” said Parker. “There wasn't any way to speed that up and keep the strategy we wanted from our game. I think other people saw Diablo as this direct competitor, but we didn't. We saw it as more of a complementary game that was in the same space.”

	Aside from his game's competitive launch window, Parker considers the experience of making Icewind Dale one of the best of his career. “Icewind Dale was my first taste of working with a group of people making a game from start to finish, and that was amazing for me. I learned so much because it was so much different than dealing with BioWare. We were like family. It was great, and figuring out how to manage all of those people was great.”

	Icewind Dale likewise holds a special place in the heart of Josh Sawyer. For him, it checked almost every box a first-time computer RPG designer could hope for. It was based on D&D, one of his favorite tabletop games, and set in the Forgotten Realms, one of his favorite fictional sandboxes. Moreover, his first computer game had been published by Interplay, the same company that had developed The Bard’s Tale.

	The cherry on top came when Feargus Urquhart forwarded Sawyer a glowing email he had received from Brian Fargo. “Brian congratulated Feargus on what a good game it had turned out to be, and said it was the first roleplaying game he had finished in quite a while. That really meant a lot to me,” Sawyer said.

	“Sometimes games become a little overwhelming,” Fargo added. “I remember when I turned on Baldur’s Gate II, I went, ‘Oh my gosh.’ There was so much to choose from right out of the chute. Perhaps because I'm involved in so many different things, my attention span was and is shorter, so I like when I can get into titles a little easier. You can layer the complexity on all you want, but up front, I like to reduce friction as much as possible. I played Icewind Dale all the way to the end and just loved every second of it.”

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART GROUND his teeth. Josh Sawyer was in his office again, pushing for something Urquhart could not give him.

	“Feargus just wanted games to be good,” Sawyer said. “He always gave opinions on things. In that era, Feargus and I butted heads a lot. Thankfully we butt heads less often now, but I think everyone, including him, just wanted to make great roleplaying games.”

	The latest in their long-running series of debates concerned the scope Sawyer had in mind for Heart of Winter, an expansion set for Icewind Dale. “I was concerned it was going to be too small, but in his defense, we didn't really have the resources to make a huge [expansion set],” Sawyer explained.3

	Urquhart held firm. When Heart of Winter arrived in stores in February 2001—four months ahead of Diablo II’s own add-on pack—it had sold well, but critics had indeed called out its story for being too short. Later that year, Sawyer got his chance to build a game more to his specifications when another internal project hit a rather large snag. Torn, a 3D RPG, was being built on LithTech, a 3D game engine licensed from Monolith Productions. Black Isle had built a reputation as a purveyor of fine RPGs, but in 2D using the Infinity Engine. LithTech was made to develop 3D games, and Black Isle’s team was struggling to wrap their heads around the new tech. When development hit a wall, Urquhart cancelled the project.

	That was far from Urquhart’s only headache. Production of Baldur’s Gate III: The Black Hound was progressing, but not fast enough to fill the gap Torn’s cancellation had left in Black Isle’s release schedule. “Because they needed something from Black Isle to come out quickly, and because neither of those projects was going to be that project, they cancelled Torn, they put Black Hound on hold, and then we worked on Icewind Dale II,” Sawyer explained.

	Over the past two years, Sawyer had grown into a tenacious designer eager to tackle greater challenges. He went to Urquhart and asked to be made head designer of Icewind Dale II. Urquhart hesitated, pointing out Sawyer’s inexperience. Sawyer countered by observing that all but a few designers at Black Isle were still feeling their way through development. Sawyer only had one game under his belt, but was willing to pit his knowledge of the Forgotten Realms and greater Dungeons & Dragons universe against anyone’s.

	Urquhart hoped so. Sawyer and the team had four months to build and ship Icewind Dale II.

	“I wound up being the lead on that just because at that point, I knew the Infinity Engine really well, and I knew how to develop a good story that was relatively tight,” Sawyer said. “That was a stressful period. That was the beginning of true stress, and probably the beginning of the end of Black Isle.”

	 

	AUTHORS SUCH AS Ed Greenwood and R. A. Salvatore had introduced millions of readers to Dungeons & Dragons through the Forgotten Realms by writing stories that balanced adventure and introspection. In particular, each of Salvatore’s novels starring Drizzt Do’urden invited readers into Drizzt’s head by divided books into sections that began with extracts from the dark elf’s journal. Over several pages, readers got to know more about Drizzt through his thoughts on religion, friendship, love, and race, among other topics.

	For Sawyer, the problem was that each thought-provoking diary entry was followed by pages and pages of bloodshed and whiz-bang spells against the same list of suspects. “The Ten Towns, that area of the Icewind Dale setting, has all these problems with goblins over and over again, where they end up rising up, and then [heroes] wipe them out.”

	Salvatore wasn’t the only author at fault. Forgotten Realms novels were sword-and-sorcery yarns at heart. Sawyer understood that, but wanted to flip the script on previously evil races like goblins and orcs. “I'm like, ‘Where are these guys coming from? What's the deal? Are the Ten Towns committing genocide against all of these creatures?’”

	Over forty-eight hours, he wrote a story treatment for Icewind Dale II that introduced players to Isair and Medea, the hybrid offspring of Belhifet, the demonic antagonist of the original game. “Their mother's an elf, and their father is literally a devil,” Sawyer said. “They suffered a bunch of prejudice as children, and then when they grow up, they decide to take it out on the Ten Towns because the Ten Towns had always been very hostile to outsiders.”

	Isair and Medea gather an army of orcs, goblins, and other outcasts, and attack Ten Towns. Sawyer charted a path on which players may come to sympathize with Isair and Medea, but ultimately face them in battle.

	With his treatment complete, Sawyer shared writing and design duties with other developers. Every individual enjoyed autonomy over their assignments. That was as much out of necessity as Black Isle’s seize-initiative culture. Four months was a near-impossible deadline, and things had to fly together quickly.

	Then Sawyer decided to press his luck. The Infinity Engine had been written to employ a modified version of Dungeons & Dragons’ 2nd Edition rules. Sawyer wanted to update those rules. “I said, 'I can take charge of this. I can come up with areas, I can come up with characters. I can figure out how to convert this to 3rd Edition D&D,' which was a big arguing point between Feargus and me for a long time.”

	At first, Urquhart said no. There simply was no time. Sawyer dug in by offering sound reasoning. BioWare was developing a new engine for a new roleplaying game that would compete with Icewind Dale II. Since Black Isle’s game would be built on older technology, they needed to keep up mechanically, if not technically. “That was the thing,” Sawyer explained. “Neverwinter Nights was fully 3D with dynamic lighting, it had a DM mode, it used 3rd Edition rules,” Sawyer explained. “It was like, 'Holy crap, dude. Can we really come out with a game made on an engine that has looked almost identical for its entire history, and still be 2nd Edition?”

	While the Infinity Engine was showing its age, its longevity came with two distinct advantages. One was that Black Isle’s developers had used it long enough to become fluent in its tools. The second was that by running on the same technology as its predecessor, Icewind Dale II inherited the first game’s production pipeline. Content was coming in, but not quickly enough. The team was going to need an extension. So, Sawyer argued, why not take time to upgrade the rules while the game was being finished?

	Urquhart’s grasp of the Infinity Engine’s flexibility led him to concede. “When we moved Icewind Dale II to D&D 3rd Edition, there was some difficulty, but it ended up being way easier in some ways than we thought, particularly with the spells,” he said.

	BioWare programmer and Infinity Engine author Scott Greig had included powerful tools with his engine. Spells were divided over six tabs, and each tab defined a spell’s effects at a different level. Fireball, for instance, started at “fire damage 1d6,” meaning one virtual roll of a six-sided die. The second level of a Fireball is 2d6, meaning the sum of two rolls of a six-sided die, then 3d6 for the third level, 4d6 for the fourth, and so on.

	“Scott really approached it in a super smart way, and then my job was to take every single spell and reinterpret it for 3rd Edition,” Urquhart remembered. “I just sat there for, I don't know, three or four nights, and was shocked. Maybe ninety percent or more of the spells just changed numbers, did a few different things in an editor, and they worked. The Infinity Engine was a special spice. How they approached that engine was super smart, and it made making RPGs with it very easy.”

	“I guess that's a testament to the Infinity Engine,” Sawyer added. “People complain and say Icewind Dale II is not '3rd Edition enough,' but we converted a ton of stuff and made a huge game. It wound up being over eighty hours for a single playthrough.”

	Urquhart granted his team an extension from four months to ten. Even that left just barely enough time. The team toiled on Icewind Dale II for each of their ten months, turning out areas, items, and quality-of-life upgrades such as the option to start out with a pre-made party of six characters for players short on the time or interest needed to spec out their adventurers from scratch.

	The most substantial changes stemmed from 3rd Edition rules. Players could create multi-class characters such as fighters crossed with bards and sorcerers. Other changes took place deep under the Infinity Engine’s hood. Sawyer opted to strip out mechanics that made more sense in pen-and-paper games such as attack of opportunity, which are rooted in turn-based play and conflict with the Infinity Engine’s real-time-with-pause combat.

	Not every aspect of 3rd Edition was as simple to integrate as spell properties and effects. Many pieces of the Infinity Engine, especially combat, had been based on 2nd Edition and were difficult to rework. Icewind Dale II’s deadline extension ended up being a good thing for the game, which benefitted from more time to create and polish content, and for Sawyer and Urquhart, who came to better understand the other’s point of view.

	“He trusts me more,” Sawyer said. “When I say that I've looked into the difficulty of implementing something, or talked to everyone involved in something to give him a breakdown of what it's going to involve, I think he trusts me more when I give him the lowdown on that stuff. I also have a greater appreciation for risk scenarios. That's a common difficulty: When you're running a company, there's more going on than just me pushing for an individual feature on an individual project.”

	 

	ICEWIND DALE II ended up being the swan song for the Infinity Engine when it released in the final days of August 2002. Critics and Black Isle developers alike were divided on whether or not it hit all the right notes. GameSpot, IGN, and G4 praised its game balance and the depth of its combat. Other publications such as Game Informer and PC Zone favored Neverwinter Nights, though Game Informer did name Icewind Dale II as one of the best RPGs on the PC.

	Chris Avellone, who fans had lionized for his writing on Planescape: Torment, had described Icewind Dale as a run romp for fans interested in undiluted dungeon crawls. For Josh Sawyer, Icewind Dale II had been ten solid months of stress and learning. One key takeaway was to make his games more open-ended to give players freedom as the story develops. “They want to subvert it, they want to screw it up, they want to have a chance to express why their character cares or doesn't care about the plot,” he said. “These are all things that I try to incorporate into the structure of stories. When I work with narrative and area designers, I try to push them to embrace that same level of player freedom.”

	Sawyer learned another valuable lesson. In the games industry, time is a luxury most designers cannot afford. 

	“For a big chunk of my career I was developing under the gun,” Sawyer said. “Icewind Dale was fourteen months, so the first project I worked on lasted just over a year, and then Icewind Dale II was ten months. Fallout: New Vegas was eighteen months. These were all really compressed timelines compared to a lot of games, so I got used to working in these extremely time-pressed circumstances. By comparison, Pillars of Eternity 1 and II were luxurious. Over three development cycles? Wow, what an amazing luxury.”

	 

	 

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Realmsplay – Writing, Adapting, and Playing in the Forgotten Realms

	 

	My foray into the making of Pillars of Eternity and the Infinity Engine games took me beyond the realms of Obsidian Entertainment, BioWare, and Black Isle. In this chapter, you’ll meet some of the names behind the Forgotten Realms, including the world’s creator, its most prolific editor, and authors of various adventures within the Realms as well as Wizards of the Coast’s Magic: The Gathering setting.

	 

	


Part 1: Kicking Down Gates: Former Wizards of the Coast Editor Philip Athans

	 

	PHILIP ATHANS DOESN’T care for gatekeepers. At a young age, he thumbed his nose at the monolithic tastes and guidelines of traditional publishers and started a fan magazine where anyone could submit poetry and fiction.

	Athans' broadmindedness made him essential at Dungeons & Dragons creator TSR and, post-acquisition, Wizards of the Coast, where he guided authors such as R. A. Salvatore and Paul S. Kemp as they spun their yarns in the Forgotten Realms, one of D&D’s most iconic settings and host of the Baldur’s Gate and Icewind Dale computer RPGs. 

	Today, Athans shares his well of knowledge with writers by way of books such as The Guide to Writing Fantasy & Science Fiction, a number of online courses offered through Writer's Digest University, and the Fantasy Author's Handbook, his blog where he posts on a range of topics from the pulp magazines of yore to candid insights into the writer's life. 

	I contacted Athans to learn more about his history with Wizards of the Coast and his role in guiding authors eager to make their mark in the Forgotten Realms, including the then-upstart team at BioWare.

	 

	Craddock: What drew you to writing? Or, when did you know—rather than decide—you were a writer?

	 

	Philip Athans: My mother gave my second-grade teacher a bunch of "books" that I wrote and illustrated, which the teacher then lost or threw away—the horror! So I've been writing as long as I was basically literate. I always thought I would be a writer, specifically a science fiction writer, but it was when I read Harlan Ellison's story "I Have No Mouth and I Must Scream" at the age of maybe twelve or thirteen that I remember having that moment where I thought: "I'm going to do this," and meant it. So I guess we have Harlan Ellison to blame.

	 

	Craddock: I understand you started working at TSR while working in a record store. I'd love for you to set the scene: you were working part-time, and writing. Where were you at in your growth as a writer?

	 

	Athans: I graduated from college in 1985 with basically no idea what to do, how to do it, and no prospects in rustbelt-era Chicago, but while unsuccessfully job hunting I started writing short stories. Coming out of the punk rock universe, I also discovered the thriving "zine" world. No one seemed terribly interested in my passionately overwrought literary fiction or poorly thought-through SF, so my twenty-one year old self decided (much like many of the indie authors of today) that I was just being misunderstood by the Evil Gatekeepers and I took what I was seeing in the punk fanzines and started Alternative fiction & poetry out of my bedroom in my parents' house.

	 

	This was my trial by fire in the publishing world and also as an editor, but to pay the bills I ended up in retail, specifically music retail, which I really, honestly loved. The hours were terrible and the pay was worse, but it was the coolest retail gig to be had in the mid- to late-eighties. I eventually started selling a few short stories and poems, and did a few freelance RPG things as the '80s became the '90s.

	 

	Craddock: How did you get the opportunity to work at TSR? Did your experience in running Alternative fiction & poetry help you get noticed?

	 

	Athans: I started writing for RPGs, having published some MegaTraveller stuff and a supplement for Mayfair Games's Chill RPG, then had this super cool idea for Greyhawk: 2000, imagining the World of Greyhawk a thousand years in its own future: D&D with tech. I wrote up a proposal for it and sent it in to Jim Ward at TSR who (I found out years later) loved the idea but didn't want to freelance it and had no job openings… but Brian Thomsen, in book publishing, did, thanks to editor Rob King (you'll know him as J. Robert King) having decided to leave the company.

	 

	I was actually at my weekly D&D game at Games Plus in Mount Prospect, Illinois when my wife called me there to tell me that TSR wanted me to come in for an interview. That was a pretty surreal moment. Needless to say I set up that interview as quickly as I could, went in, and met with Brian Thomsen, who seemed to think Alternative fiction & poetry was a worthy resume item, but also told me that he needed "a gamer on the team." Though I was sure I blew the interview he called me at my record store job a few days later. I gave them a couple weeks' notice, and started my long commute to Lake Geneva.

	 

	Craddock: What were your duties at TSR when you joined? How would you describe your job?

	 

	Athans: I started as an editor for the book publishing team, and was pretty much thrown right into the deep end, being assigned to random titles. Brian didn't want there to be "line editors" assigned to a particular setting, so I was getting a little bit of everything, including stand-alone books in the TSR Books line, Forgotten Realms, Dragonlance, Planescape, and Birthright. I had to learn a lot and I had to learn it fast, but I was so delighted to be there it never felt like work.

	 

	Craddock: What was the culture like at TSR during that time?

	 

	Athans: I worked on-site in Lake Geneva, which meant a 54-mile commute (each way) from suburban Chicago. The books team was stuck in a little cluster of cubicles off to the side under the back stairway in a space with no windows. It was clear to me after the first week or so that we were considered sort of the red-headed stepchild of the company, but based on the behavior patterns of a couple key people, looking back, that was probably well deserved.

	 

	That only lasted—at least in that form—for less than two years, anyway, but some of the baggage lingered for the rest of my time at Wizards of the Coast.

	 

	Craddock: How would you describe the transition from TSR to Wizards? Did you see it as a good thing?

	 

	Athans: That transition was unsettling then terrifying then exciting and finally the best thing that ever happened to me.

	 

	At TSR there was this monthly ritual where a couple people would come around to everyone's office or cubicle and drop off the company's output for that month—books, game products… whatever. I think it was November or maybe December of 1996, and no cart came around. Then another month and no books, then another. Then authors started calling, wondering why their quarterly royalty statements (and checks) hadn't been mailed. Then the company that took care of the potted plants scattered around the building came in and took the plants, the Lions Club took their gumball machine out of the break room… and it was abundantly clear that something really bad was happening.

	 

	It got to the point that we had months of books in the can, nurtured through final typesetting signoffs, etc.—then they would just sit. And zero communication from any executives in the company. I mean zero. So, of course, in the absence of information comes rumor, and you never hear rumors of good news. It got so I would show up in the morning, take a deep breath, wave my key card at the door, and wait for the click. If the door opened, I still had a job—it was, literally, a day by day thing.

	 

	When the rumors that Wizards of the Coast was going to buy the company started to trickle in, I wasn't the only one who didn't believe it. But finally—I want to say it was May of 1997—then owner of TSR, Lorraine Williams (who I had never actually met or spoken to from September 1995 through May 1997) called the first and only TSR all hands meeting to tell us that, yes, indeed, she had sold the company to [Wizards of the Coast founder] Peter Adkison and Wizards of the Coast. I went home that night and asked my wife, "So… what do you think about Seattle?"

	 

	By the end of July of 1997 we'd made the move. We've been in the Seattle area over twenty years now and I love it here.

	 

	So, yeah, for me, TSR selling out to WotC was a great thing!

	 

	Craddock: What did your job as managing editor of Wizards' Book Publishing department entail?

	 

	Athans: I still worked as the Forgotten Realms line editor for the first couple years or so of my time as managing editor, but as we expanded the staff and the number of books we were publishing, I passed more and more of the FR novel line to Susan Morris.

	 

	As managing editor I was part of a fantastic cross-functional team there, managing the editorial staff and freelancers, and working closely with the art, production, scheduling, brand/marketing, logistics, and legal teams to keep things flowing. I'm very proud to say that even at the peak when we were publishing almost a hundred books in a year, we never, ever missed a ship date. We were good.

	 

	Craddock: Did you prefer to work with books as opposed to the pen-and-paper/CCG games? Or did you do both?

	 

	Athans: Though I did work on the initial development of Fourth Edition Forgotten Realms—that's a whole other sad tale—I never really worked on the RPG side at all. We were pretty siloed there, actually, so I was all books all the time.

	 

	Craddock: How did come to work as a line editor on Forgotten Realms novels?

	 

	Athans: For reasons best left 'neath the sands of time, Brian Thomsen didn't make the move to Seattle with us, and Mary Kirchoff was brought back on to run the publishing business. She had a different take on basically everything and recognized the value of having an editor take the lead in a particular line. By a weird stroke of luck with almost everyone on the TSR book publishing team, for various reasons, not coming out to Seattle, I found myself with just enough seniority to choose my setting.

	 

	No way was I going to take on anything but FR, which was by that time tied with Dragonlance as the most successful of the current novel lines, and the one that—by far—best matched what I most loved about D&D and fantasy in general.

	 

	Craddock: As line editor, did you also help Realms authors such as R.A. Salvatore and Paul Kemp stay inside the lines, so to speak? Or were they allowed some leeway in stretching the envelope of Realms rules and settings?

	 

	Athans: That was a big part of it. As FR line editor I was one of the temporary stewards of the setting, definitely starting with making sure no one wandered in and blew it up, stomped on another author's characters, etc. The good news is that we had an amazing stable of authors who really understood both the limitations and the inherent freedoms in working within a shared world setting, so it was exceedingly rare that I had to dial someone back. Any major changes to the world or what we called the "Big Stories" (the Avatar series, The Threat from the Sea, Return of the Archwizards, The Year of Rogue Dragons, and War of the Spider Queen in particular) always came from the in-house team then the basic parameters were given to the authors to turn into actual stories, populated with characters drawn from the setting and/or created by the authors themselves.

	 

	For example, the Sembia series was my idea, focusing on a wealthy family from the city of Selgaunt mentioned in passing in a game supplement. I decided the family should have a butler, and as a placeholder we'll call him "the butler." Erevis Cale was all Paul Kemp from there.

	 

	Craddock: You helped launch book lines for several Wizards properties, such as Dungeons & Dragons. I'd like to talk about that one specifically. What was the process for taking a pen-and-paper game and spinning it off into novels?

	 

	Athans: The D&D novel lines went through at least three incarnations in my time at Wizards of the Coast. D&D always has been a rules set, not a world in itself, so finding a setting and characters for D&D was always a challenge. Greyhawk, Forgotten Realms, Dark Sun, etc. were all created to provide that, separate from the rules set.

	 

	For the first attempt at a D&D novel line I was involved in, it was my idea to start with novelizations of the classic AD&D modules. Going back to the modules—which at least had a plot to follow—seemed like a logical place to start, even if most if not all of them were actually "set" in Greyhawk. I helped launch it, but couldn't stay on the line to manage it. I think it ended up with mixed results, but we took a good stab at it. I really wanted to write Expedition to the Barrier Peaks, myself, but the line ended up fizzling out before we got to that.

	 

	The next effort was the "T.H. Lain" novels in which we relied on the Third Edition example characters and built a world for them as we went along. That's another one that ended up with mixed results—the editor was laid off just as it started up and it was farmed out to freelancers and a bigger plan around it never even began. Again, it just sort of went away. I wrote two of them, though: the first (The Savage Caves) and the last (The Death Ray) and had a blast with them. Mine, at least, were more pulp sword & sorcery than FR's high fantasy or Dragonlance's epic fantasy, so I think we at least tried to do justice to that "guys fighting monsters with magic" dungeon crawl spirit.

	 

	The Fourth Edition D&D novels didn't really get going before I left the company, but Fourth Edition did have a kind of "example world" built into it, which those books—as tie-ins to the Realms and other settings—were meant to pick up, attached to bigger adventures and themes. I'm honestly not sure what became of that. Clearly, they didn't survive the end of 4E.

	 

	Craddock: What are some areas of transplanting the spirit of a property in another medium to books that people probably don't think about?

	 

	Athans: What was always the biggest challenge for us was the disconnect at the very heart of the RPG tie-in novel and that's that the very best RPG adventures are all about set-up and loose ends, following plot points to various possible conclusions that players arrive at with their own characters after DMs have altered parts of the story to fit their own worlds, and so on. But a novel, obviously, has to start with characters and follow a plot through to a satisfying ending.

	 

	This is why strict novelizations like Baldur's Gate never really worked, while novels set within the Forgotten Realms world, using D&D as basic worldbuilding rules (how magic works, etc.), were often huge best-sellers. You're essentially looking in on R.A. Salvatore's FR campaign, then switching over to Ed Greenwood's, then Elaine Cunningham's, and so on. But none of those stories in anyway finished the Forgotten Realms story, or prevented new stories from being told both by Wizards of the Coast and by individual players and DMs all over the world.

	 

	But the hard work, for me, was in keeping a strict account of canon. Once something was published with an FR logo on it, the content of that story—every character death, sacked castle, redrawn frontier, etc.—has now happened, just as if it happened in real world history. Even the smallest creative decision could ripple through the whole setting in unexpected ways. It was a very intense, detail-oriented, full-time job, for sure.

	 

	Craddock: What was Wizards' general approach to licensing their shared worlds to outside companies such as BioWare?

	 

	Athans: Wizards had a terrific, very aggressive licensing team in those pre-Hasbro days, but I was never a part of their day to day operations, so really can't speak to that. Licensing projects trickled down to the creative teams only as a fait accompli.

	 

	Craddock: How much autonomy did BioWare have in developing Baldur's Gate?

	 

	Athans: As far as I know, no one in R&D, and certainly no one on the books team, interacted with BioWare on any level. I honestly have no idea what they were given in terms of guidelines or feedback.

	 

	Craddock: How fleshed out was Baldur's Gate, the setting, before BioWare's team made their game?

	 

	Athans: Baldur's Gate is one city in the Forgotten Realms setting, but as is true of most parts of the Second Edition Forgotten Realms world there was actually an enormous amount of detail on the city's various residents, its history, etc., contained mostly in FR game supplements but also in various novels that moved through and/or around the city. I can only assume that some material was somehow made available to BioWare.

	 

	I honestly don't know everything that might have been added, having never played the game, but a majority of the characters in the game, as far as I could see from a distance, were new to the video game and not drawn from previous canon. That, in and of itself, was not at all a bad thing. The strength of the Forgotten Realms setting always was the space left for additions to the canon—new characters, especially.

	 

	Craddock: You’re the novelist who adapted BioWare’s Baldur’s Gate CRPG into a book, and also wrote the eponymous sequel. Those novels are divisive among fans, to say the least, so I wanted to extend an opportunity for you to clear the air. What was your interaction with BioWare—either directly between you and the studio, or between BioWare and Wizards?

	 

	Athans: I was given an Excel spreadsheet with slim character descriptions and a very basic story flowchart that traced paths through the game depending on what class you chose. From that I put together a short proposal—basically a character sketch for my “PC” [player-character] then more or less pushed him through what I felt was the most interesting path through the story. And that was it.

	 

	Craddock: What challenges did you face in adapting the games?

	 

	Athans: I had no contact with BioWare at all, and neither did my editor. All communication was funneled through Interplay. I had no idea what changes were being made at BioWare from that initial story document to the finished game and never received any feedback on the novel from anyone at either BioWare or Interplay.

	 

	I was told by someone at Wizards of the Coast that Interplay said it, the novelization, was “fine.” Full stop.

	 

	Craddock: What were your thoughts on any of the unique characters and lore BioWare’s team added to their take on Baldur’s Gate?

	 

	Athans: I honestly don’t know everything that might have been added, having never played the game, but a majority of the characters in the game, as far as I could see from a distance, were new to the video game and not drawn from previous canon. That, in and of itself, was not at all a bad thing. As I said before, the strength of the Forgotten Realms setting always was the space left for additions to the canon—new characters, especially.

	 

	Craddock: After so much editing and adapting, when did you get your chance to write your own story to the Realms?

	 

	Athans: The first FR fiction I wrote was actually a short story in the anthology Realms of the Arcane. Baldur’s Gate fell into my lap with little warning—all pushed through very last minute—but happily I eventually had my chance to actually add to the FR world.

	 

	[Author’s Note: Athans has written extensively about his experience adapting the Baldur’s Gate games, and the blowback he received from fans on his blog.]

	 

	Craddock: What do you feel sets the Realms apart from other shared worlds such as D&D and Dragonlance?

	 

	Athans: This is what I loved about the FR setting and what, I believe, made it stand out from, ultimately sell better, and live longer than Dragonlance. Ed Greenwood originally conceived of the Forgotten Realms as a setting for his fantasy fiction, doing what I now advise authors not to do, and that was build the world first then create stories set within it. When Ed discovered D&D he tweaked the Realms to accommodate the D&D rules, and the rest is history, starting with articles he wrote for Dragon Magazine and finally the deal that brought the Realms into the TSR fold—long before my time.

	 

	The Forgotten Realms always was, and remained through its lifetime, an open world in which a huge variety of stories could be told. Dragonlance, on the other hand, was, essentially, purpose-built for that original trilogy. FR had no "Heroes of the Lance," so even a nobody, seventh-level drow ranger could find his place as one of the setting's primary characters—never once having been called on to save the world, and who had no part of anything going on in, say, the Cormyr series, or Sembia, or the Haunted Lands.

	 

	Before the top-to-bottom rethink forced by Fourth Edition's radical changes to the basic rules, even those "Big Stories"—with the exception of the Avatar series—only had localized effects. The Threat from the Sea was a big deal if you lived in a coastal city, but no one in, say, Ten Towns or Rashemen even knew it was happening. Return of the Archwizards turned Anauroch and Sembia inside out, but no one in Chult or Mulhorand had the slightest clue it was happening. The War of the Spider Queen was completely unknown to almost everyone living on the surface of Toril. That was FR's strength, right there.

	 

	


Part 2: Elminster Speaks - An Interview with Forgotten Realms creator Ed Greenwood

	 

	[Author’s note: I conducted my interview with Ed Greenwood in 2009. It was published on Fantasy Book Critic.]

	 

	NESTLED SNUGLY IN a reading chair in his father's library, content among hundreds of musty tomes crammed into bookcases that surrounded the reading chair like tall, wooden sentries, seven-year-old Ed Greenwood sulked. He had just finished another of one of his favorite stories, one containing dashing adventurers who embarked on perilous journeys. But the road, while long, epic, and fraught with danger, always came to an end on the book's final page, leaving young Greenwood to sit and wonder what might happen next. Because the authors of his favorite books had long since passed away or retired from penning quests, Greenwood knew he had but one method of discovering the fate of his cherished heroes: he would have to write their escapades himself.

	 

	Not long after he had begun easing other authors' characters out of retirement and back into battle, an idea for a character of Greenwood's very own was born. That character, a rascally vagabond named Mirt, was the first to step into the now renowned fantasy world of the Forgotten Realms, a fantastical place that would become home to hundreds more of Greenwood's creations, as well as other characters such as R.A. Salvatore's Drizzt Do'Urden who, without the Realms, may never have come to be.

	 

	I was honored to chat with Realms creator, Elminster cosplayer, and librarian extraordinaire Ed Greenwood about the circumstances that led to the Forgotten Realms, his book collection, thoughts on the crotchety wizard Elminster, the writing process, and what gaming conventions and gaming mean to him.

	 

	Craddock: Do you remember the first idea you had for what would become the Forgotten Realms? Was it a character? A setting?

	 

	Ed Greenwood: Back in the summer of 1966, at the ripe old age of seven (yes, well before there was a D&D game, or a TSR, Inc. to publish it), I was reading a Glencannon omnibus and thought: what if this crafty, crusty, cunning old engineer (Glencannon) had a medieval ancestor? Like Shakespeare’s Falstaff? Only in a fantasy world where magic worked, like Leiber’s Fafhrd & the Gray Mouser tales?

	 

	I was also reading Paul Anderson’s [science fiction] stories about Nicholas van Rijn at the time, and thought about bolting some of his characteristics onto this character. So the character became a swindling trader (kind-hearted and sympathetic to the reader, but not exactly law-abiding). Soon I came up with a name: Mirt the Moneylender. Who traveled the trading cities of the Sword Coast, one step ahead of angry creditors, rivals, authorities, and hired bounty hunters. It was a year later, a year spent writing little episodes in the rather swashbuckling life of Mirt, before I had the name Forgotten Realms, and the reason for that name: the Realms were in a world linked to our Earth, but now the ways between them—magical gates, which I later explored in issue 37 of what was then called “The Dragon” magazine, and [then] much later, in what got called the third edition of the D&D game (though it is actually several editions beyond the third), got dubbed “portals” had been “forgotten” by those of us in the modern-day real world.

	 

	So the Realms began as a setting for telling my own fantasy short stories, not for gaming. I began writing stories at a very early age ... to create further adventures of characters I liked, in the books in my father’s library. Most of those books were by long-dead or inactive writers, so if I wanted more adventures of the characters, writing them myself was the only way to get them.

	 

	I LOVED reading. I also liked board games (and looking back, wanted them to have beautiful “map” boards and tactical terrain elements in play, not just “racetrack” boards or playing cards). I enjoyed camping (from fledgling Wolf Cub camps up through week-long canoe trips and long, long hikes as an adult), and like most Canadian boys, I loved hockey but wasn’t very good at it, in my case because I wasn’t a good skater (I usually ended up wearing boots and playing goal, which I very much enjoyed). I latter dabbled in fencing, and became an avid caver or spelunker, one of the founders of the Rattlesnake Point Caving Club. Most of my more physical activities are behind me now, thanks to bad knees (among other ailments). 

	 

	Craddock: How did the Realms grow from Mirt the Moneylender to a sprawling, living world inhabited by some of fantasy's most beloved characters?

	 

	Greenwood: Initially, it grew as Mirt wandered along the Sword Coast, south from Luskan—and then inland as far as Zirta, which became the southern riverbank part of Scornubel—into Amn and Tethyr.

	 

	Then along came D&D. Once regular roleplaying began in the Realms, my players forced me to detail a lot more of the Realms, because their characters were constantly peeking into caravan wagons wanting to know what was inside. So, goods moving from Somewhere to Somewhere Else, which meant a shortage or market in Somewhere Else, and a source of production or harvest in Somewhere, which in turn told me something of the geography of Somewhere, and I could extrapolate from that. 
 

	I was a writer, so I wrote down my ideas. I wanted Mirt to have recurring foes and rivals and trading partners, and wanted to keep them all straight, so I needed to record everything. Once I started roleplaying in the Realms, I as DM wrote a running blow-by-blow overview of what happened in each play session, as we played, in a series of blank examination booklets my father (a university professor) brought home from work; I filled stacks of them with my increasingly-sloppy pencil scribbles
 

	Craddock: What does creating a new location, people, or individual character entail? Did you sit down and chart background history, defining life events, and so forth? Or did things come to you gradually over time? 

	 

	Greenwood: The answer to this has to be: it depends. Meaning, it depends on why I’m creating something. Is it a character seen once, or someone a series of novels is going to be built around? A village on a road a band of Player Characters [PCs] will rush through, or the city they’re going to live in for play [sessions] lasting for the next ten years of real time? Is it for fiction, or roleplaying? Novels and short stories and published adventures have to be planned out, and things have to be specific (age, hair color, game statistics). Elements used in a roleplaying campaign can be left somewhat vague and then tweaked to match PC levels or current play directions when PCs come into contact with those elements. Also, if the campaign is to seem alive, then its events change things, so a given building or business or city or ruler isn’t going to remain unchanged over time. In those situations, yes, things do come to me, or get changed by me or by Player Character actions, gradually over time. 
 

	I don’t have a favorite or preferred way of adventuring, between real life, reading, or gaming, but on balance, over the years, I’ve done far more reading than the other two avenues to adventure. I’ve written or co-written or had a direct creative hand in well over two hundred books, have over 80,000 books crammed into my house, and during these last few years have read probably 20 books in a typical week (plus stints of “heavier” reading when I’ve been judging the World Fantasy Awards and Sunburst Awards, and had to read all the nominated works). Yes, I read quickly. 
 

	Craddock: Do you remember your first roleplaying game experience? What hooked you on the concept of creating a character and living his/her/its life? 

	 

	Greenwood: My first roleplaying experiences were at school, at a young age; Canadian teachers at that time (the 1960s) were very big on “let’s put you behind the desk of a particular historical figure, faced with this situation; what would YOU do?” So from Canada’s Fathers of Confederation to the builders of the early cross-continental railways to wartime situations and rural mayors trying to grapple with the effects of modernization and the arrival of railways and later good roads, I did a lot of roleplaying in the 1960s. (And out-and-out acting in school plays, too.) This is long before fantasy roleplaying, which came along in the mid-1970s.

	 

	My first gaming roleplaying experiences weren’t D&D or any of its imitators, either. They were several Kriegspiel exercises, played with adults, following a situation [arranged] by British miniatures gamer Donald Featherstone, wherein a map of an area to be fought over is divided into a grid, the grid becomes a miniature chest of drawers or dresser of matchboxes, and forces are moved from matchbox to matchbox as coins or poker chips until they meet in a drawer. When a meet happens (I open a matchbox to move my coin into it, and find an enemy coin already there), a sand table miniatures battle terrain is then made up to match that map section, and a battle occurs. A neutral umpire oversees things, but all of the other multiple players take on the roles of officers in the two opposing Napoleonic-era forces, and move from room to room going on missions, receiving and giving orders, conferring with other officers, etc.

	 

	My first fantasy roleplaying experience came later, involving a remarkable young lady named September. My account of that has been published in a First Quest column in issue 218 of DRAGON Magazine, back in 1995. 
 

	Craddock: When and how did your venerable Elminster character come about? 

	 

	Greenwood: Elminster first appeared in stories and story fragments of mine written in 1967, as a Merlin-like ancient, all-knowing wizard. Although he predates the film EXCALIBUR, Nicol Williamson’s portrayal of Merlin in that movie is very close to how I envisage and present Elminster: a cantankerous, occasionally foolish or overconfident, foresighted, loves-to-be-mysterious old wizard whose lifespan is longer than a normal man’s, who has powers most wizards of his day can’t get or have, and behaves in an odd manner because he’s pursuing aims and goals most folk don’t know or understand. It’s something of a stock figure of fantasy fiction (yes, long before Tolkien’s Gandalf), but my Elminster is far more of a whimsical rogue with flaws than most versions of the archetype.

	 

	In my early stories as well as later D&D roleplaying, I needed an “Old Storyteller” figure to set tales up or end them with sweeping powers, without being the hero or protagonist. So like Ronald Reagan’s character in the old television series DEATH VALLEY DAYS, Elminster introduces the tale to the reader, and the action then pans past his shoulder, on into the story. TSR (later Wizards of the Coast) wanted him to be used as far more of a hero, but here I’m relating the genesis of the character as I saw him. 
 
Craddock: What made Elminster so appealing that you decided to focus on him and his life? 

	 

	Greenwood: I never decided to focus on Elminster; TSR (later Wizards of the Coast) did that. The conceit of the first release of the Realms as a product line (as opposed to featuring in a randomly-appearing series of freelance DRAGON articles) was that DMs could freely change the Realms for their home campaigns, because the published Realms wasn’t an omniscient overview, it was us writing down what Elminster (an unreliable narrator) or Volo (an even more unreliable narrator) was telling us about the Realms. That notion was my idea.

	 

	However, Elminster’s career as the main character of novels began when the fiction publishing arm of TSR demanded it, giving me the choice of writing Elminster books or watching someone else write Elminster books. There was a push to have “iconic” characters linked to their creators, who would write open-ended series of books about those characters (Drizzt, Elminster, and so on). I started in writing those books eagerly, mind you, because they gave me the chance to show lots of details of the Realms to readers, along the way. 
 

	Craddock: Did you ever create other worlds besides the Realms? If so, did you ultimately decide to discard them in favor of the Realms? And if so, why?

	 

	Greenwood: I have created other worlds besides the Realms, and participated in the created worlds of others, too, such as Golarion from Paizo, Tolkien’s Middle-Earth as portrayed in a line of computer games, and many, many more.

	 

	I haven’t discarded any of the worlds I’ve created; I’m still at work on Castlemourn and Embersea (which hasn’t been published in any form yet). Mornmist (that I co-created with Lynn Abbey) is in limbo because it is owned by its publisher, who controls its activity and published appearances. 
 
Craddock: When did you begin writing for Dragon Magazine and Polyhedron Magazine? Also, what attracted you to those magazines?

	 

	Greenwood: My first regular monthly reading issue of the magazine that was then called “The Dragon” was issue 19. I was attracted to it because in those early days of D&D, with relatively few sourcebooks and adventure modules being published (and only a handful of competing magazines, too), long before the Internet or any electronic home games (let alone home computers!), the magazine was the hobby; it was the monthly lifeblood, source of ideas, and avid “fix” for all RPG gamers.

	 

	My first game-related publication was in 1979, in issue 30 of DRAGON (my Realms monster “The Curst”) although I’d actually submitted (and had accepted) an article on the DIVINE RIGHT board game earlier than I sent in the Curst (it was held [back] for a theme issue on the game, issue 34). I flooded DRAGON with articles (the Crawling Claws in 32, my article on Gates in 37, and so on; the Gates article impressed editor Kim Mohan because it was the first submission to DRAGON he’d ever seen that had footnotes. At an early GenCon he asked me (and Roger Moore, about five minutes before me) to become Contributing Editors (unpaid positions; it meant he wanted a flood of stuff from us, occasionally on topics he’d assign to us). Later, my position was renamed Creative Editor.

	 

	If anyone from Wizards of the Coast reads this, I’d like to remind them that I still have a lifetime subscription to both DRAGON and DUNGEON (which I started writing for because TSR asked me to, when they launched it).

	 

	I am a Charter Life Member of the RPGA, and eventually TSR staffers asked me to write a regular Realms column, “Elminster’s Everwinking Eye,” for POLYHEDRON because its pages were mainly filled by staff designers, and most of them were really too busy to consistently turn in columns (as I soon discovered, so was I!). 
 
Craddock: Besides Mirt and Elminster, what other character that you created stood out to you? What did you like/dislike about the character, and has that character lived on in any of your stories? 

	 

	Greenwood: I created the vast majority of characters that appear in Realms game products, and a good percentage of those in the Realms novels, too, from Elaith “the Serpent” to King Azoun of Cormyr, and from Szass Tam to Manshoon to Fzoul to Storm Silverhand (not to mention most of the gods, who after all are characters, too). As a Dungeon Master, I have portrayed hundreds of these characters over the years in Realmsplay sessions of the “home” Realms campaign and in various “play D&D with Ed” events at many, many conventions. (Years ago, my wife idly started counting up conventions I’d attended over the years, and discovered she’d lost track somewhere around two hundred!)

	 

	I don’t like or dislike characters, so much as I see them as real people (though they may not be human), and—just like real people—covering a wide range of foibles, flaws, virtues, and characteristics. They’re all part of the vast tapestry, like a huge cast of actors (literally, a world full of actors) I can draw on, that all have ongoing lives, aims, and interests. The old “let me tell you about my character” joke doesn’t work for me; I carry them all in my head, all the time, but couldn't tell you the game stats—for any edition of the D&D game—for any of them, because the stats don’t matter; the stories do. I’ve had great fun playing over-the-top characters such as James Bond in a Fluffyquest RPGA round or Paul Stanley of Kiss in an Australian D&D tournament (I won a trophy!) or an earnest young explorer in a great Cthulhu adventure at GenCon UK—not to mention a lot of odd characters (new races and classes, prototype rules, and so on) in playtests for various game publishers. I won Best Player at the AD&D Open at GenCon back in (I think) 1984, so I can walk the walk, but in all of it I’ve never formed any likes or dislikes of characters I played. 
 
Craddock: How did the Realms become an official part of D&D?

	 

	Greenwood: One of the fun rewards of writing DRAGON articles, back in the early days, is that new monsters were considered official rules additions. Which meant I felt no compunction about using them in play sessions after they’d been published. Also, sneaking little details of the Realms into all sorts of DRAGON articles let me use the magazine as “general gossip and information your characters have picked up” sources for my players (again, everyone read the magazine, so I could expect that they might hazily remember something I’d written a few issues back). So from the beginning I put little Realms details into all of my DRAGON writing.

	 

	Unbeknownst to me, Jeff Grubb, one of the staff designers at TSR, was a regular reader of DRAGON and had noticed these details. He had just prepared a proposal for creating a new unified game world to be the home for the D&D game for its second edition, and TSR was world-shopping (Dragonlance had taken a huge amount of creative time from everyone on staff at the company, so it would be faster and easier to buy a world that someone else had mapped and detailed). Jeff got my phone number from the DRAGON editors (like all good writers, I made sure my name and address and phone number were on every page of every article I mailed in) and called me one day in 1985 to ask me if I had a complete, detailed world at home, or if I just made things up as I went along.

	 

	“Yes,” I replied, “and yes.”

	 

	“Good,” he replied. “Send it.”

	 

	Whereupon he then told me his boss, Mike Dobson, would contact me. TSR bought the Realms (in 1986), and my long, wild ride began. 
 

	Craddock: What was entailed in merging the Forgotten Realms into D&D? What rights did you maintain to the world that had been yours since your childhood?

	 

	Greenwood: The moment I had the green light to do so, I started typing and photocopying huge weekly packages of Realms lore, and mailing them off to Jeff (until he finally called a halt to the flood). He, as a designer, and Karen Boomgaarden as editor went to work converting my world into D&D rules [and] terms; steering my incoming flood by asking for more on this topic or that one. TSR was awed by my maps; Jeff taped together my fifty-five-page (8.5” by 11” pages) world map, and later my much larger Waterdeep city map (scaled so the base of an Airfix model figurine would fit into the rectangular outline of a typical city building, so I could use individual figures to represent a PC party or a Watch patrol or some villains the PCs were chasing or being chased by). That latter map filled the floor between where the cubicles ended and the door to the ladies’ washroom, causing some temporary consternation for some female staffers, but also making some of the top brass of the company very excited when they saw it. One of them, I was told, made a comment that can best be translated as “Holy manure! This is un-be-mating-believable! Who IS this guy?”

	 

	(By the way, that’s not a question I feel I can properly answer yet, even after all these years.)

	 

	And so the Realms began. I was given a crash course in TSR design protocol (by doing a D&D module, THE ENDLESS STAIR) and set to work churning out Realms source products—but the company didn’t want me (a freelancer, not a staffer) to be a “design bottleneck,” so my magic stuff was handed to Steve Perrin to turn into FR4 THE MAGISTER, my Sword Coast North lore to Jennell Jaquays to become FR5 THE ENDLESS FRONTIER, and so on.

	 

	As for rights, TSR (now Wizards of the Coast, but my agreement is with TSR) owns the Realms and controls its publication and editorial direction and content. If more than a year ever passes without them publishing novel-length original Realms work—it doesn’t have to be fiction, though; it can be a game product—by me, the Realms revert to me (unless I agree to a hiatus), and I’m supposed to receive a copy of every TSR Realms publication (but not outside licenses such as computer games) and be told about Realms products and “in-world” decisions (just informed, mind you; I hold no veto over such things). Also, anything I say about the Realms is “true” until or unless contradicted by an official published product. (These days, of course, “publication” includes the Internet.)

	 

	I’ve never had any great tussles over the Realms with either TSR or Wizards (design disagreements, yes, but those are very different, more akin to two musicians playing the same piece of music together who want to do it in slightly different ways), and I hope I never do. It is, after all, supposed to be a fun place for everyone’s imagination to roam in, to enjoy a story or play a game. 
 
Craddock: Are you consulted on any major events that transpire in the Realms? 

	 

	Greenwood: I’m supposed to be. Sometimes I have found out about events I consider major when I buy a new Realms novel in a store, or see a new Realms computer game, but for the most part, the busy people at TSR and Wizards have been very good about keeping me in the loop. Hasbro has more stringent guidelines regarding maintaining secrecy about Intellectual Properties (and I’m not now, and never have been, an employee of TSR or Wizards or Hasbro, though I’ve been a freelance designer, fiction writer, and consultant to all three corporations), but I find out about most things.

	 

	The need to closely consult was crucial in the early days of the Realms, and is less so now that other creative people working on the Realms have a large body of published work they can examine. “Ask Ed” used to always be the wisest way to coordinate everything, but now it’s just one way. 
 
Craddock: How did/do you feel about other authors writing in the world you created? 

	 

	Greenwood: Occasionally some of the things other authors have written have made me wince, or think “I’d certainly have done that another way,” but for the most part it’s been delightful. Here’s the problem, in a nutshell: I only have so much time in my life, and just can’t tell all the stories of the Realms I want to tell. Moreover, nothing I write or design can really surprise me: if there’s a detail around a corner, it’s there because I put it there.

	 

	So I have no regrets about signing away the Realms; there’s no way I could have reached so many gamers and readers by myself, and no way I could have had such great reading experiences over the years, or had the chance to travel the world, meet so many interesting people, have a writing career and immerse myself in fantasy and science fiction publishing, and make so many friends.

	 

	The friends are what really matter about all of this, and their shared joy in the Realms and in storytelling. My bookshelves are now full of really fun, and occasionally superb, Realms novels I couldn’t have written (because I write differently than the authors who did craft those books), and my world is much richer for the design contributions of many, many people who love and care about the Realms.

	 

	In life, you learn to live with the stuff you don’t like as much, and treasure the stuff you love—and by sharing the Realms, I’ve gained so many treasures.

	 

	For me, I feel great about other authors writing in the Realms. I have just worked with a great editor, Susan Morris, on a line of novels, ED GREENWOOD PRESENTS WATERDEEP, every one of which has been a standout—books I want to re-read and thrust into the hands of other readers.

	 

	It’s been, and still is, that sort of excitement, and that sort of “great.” 
 
Craddock: I understand that TSR requested that you play Elminster at certain gaming conventions. Was this something you were excited to do? 

	 

	Greenwood: I’m just as happy not to, now, because the costume is hot and because of hassles at Customs: apparently a wooden staff is and can only be a weapon, or perhaps importation of some nasty insect into the USA—and border agents just don’t seem to care that the stick of wood I’m toting back and forth came from the US Midwest and was given to me as a gift there; I hope I never have to use a wooden cane to walk with.

	 

	However, when we launched the Realms, it was great to walk into a room and have hundreds of people cheer and then hang on your every word for hours (usually four-hour-long sessions, in those days). I always had a TSR “straight man” (later, a “straight woman”) to play off of, and could be witty, rude, snide, and dispense all sorts of Realms lore in response to audience questions. I got asked to officiate at weddings, name babies, and even, yes, father babies (I regretfully declined). I got given keys to cities, was trusted to officiate at disagreements, and even, by police, to handle crowd control and, once, to direct traffic at a busy intersection after one of Milwaukee’s notorious downpours had knocked out traffic lights.

	 

	Most of all, every time I put on the costume was a chance to meet Realms fans again and enjoy the Realms together.

	 

	Craddock: What was it like attending the conventions and interacting with fellow gamers? 

	 

	Greenwood: It was great, and still is! I am so busy (and lack so much health and time off from my library day job and money) that I only attend four or so conventions a year now (and turn down most of those that involve lots of intercontinental travel), but I still love assembling somewhere with fellow gamers and fantasy/sci-fi fans and hanging out. There are games and games and more games to try and to buy that I’ll never see in the countryside where I live, food to eat and panels to be on or attend—and there are all the friends I’ve made in gaming; lots of them, now, after over twenty years of attending conventions. It’s a chance to catch up with them, dine with them, hug them, and talk with them face to face.

	 

	Conventions are where I really feel alive, and living the life I want to have.
 
Craddock: Did any unscrupulous players attempt to kill Elminster? 

	 

	Greenwood: Certainly. I myself have tried to kill off Elminster several times. He’s not my alter ego or wish-fulfillment bearded male “Mary Sue” or favorite character; he’s a powerful, annoying old wizard who meddles and makes infuriating comments and can generally be a pain in posterior. However, in the very rare situations in which he appears in play as an NPC, players who seek to have their characters butcher Elminster are usually succumbing to temptation they shouldn’t stoop to. As the Old Mage himself sometimes asks adventurers as they hurl fireballs at him and plunge swords through him, “Don’t all of you have something better to do?”

	
Craddock: What does writing mean to you? 

	 

	Greenwood: Writing is what I do. Writing is my life, and a writer is what I am; I can’t NOT write. I write, or come up with ideas that I at least scribble down, every day. Writing is what my brain hums along doing, whenever I’m not asleep or reading. Yes, every moment. It might not be conscious (when I’m working at the library, I’m working at the library), but some part of my mind is always busy imagining. Writing is... everything. 
 
Craddock: Can you tell us more about your writing process? 

	 

	Greenwood: I’m too busy to only write when I’m in the mood to do so, and I took a degree in journalism years ago (in the era when newsrooms were noisy, bustling places dominated by pounding typewriters, with nary a computer in sight) so that I could write under almost any conditions.

	 

	Which is a good thing, because daily life (including a day job I enjoy very much; I am a clerk at a public library, and chair of the library board of a completely different public library system some forty miles away from the library I’m employed at) would interrupt any set writing schedule. These days, I write four or five books a year (gaming and fiction) plus about twice that many short stories, plus editing, plus writing monthly columns, and some other projects, too—so the real answer is: I write every spare moment I can grab. No, I can’t wait until the Muse visits me, when conditions are “just right.” I would prefer to keep a set writing schedule, yes—but that’s something only wealthy people who have a staff to take care of “the daily round” can manage, I’m afraid. I write when I can (and almost whenever I can). 
 
Craddock: Have you ever been afflicted with writers’ block?

	 

	Greenwood: People who write for a living can’t afford to have writers’ block, so I don’t ever let myself get blocked.

	 

	I’m not belittling the condition or deeming it mythical; I’m saying I dare not let myself fall prey to it, and I avoid it by constantly having three or four projects well and truly “on the go” at once (quite different ones, such as fantasy fiction, gaming writing, horror or science fiction, and a review or technical explanatory writing). Whenever I start to grind to a halt on one, I leap to another, and keep right at it, leaping back when I can.

	 

	An undisciplined writer could use this situation to avoid work on something that’s not going well, forever turning to more attractive alternatives, but I’ve done enough books by now to let my whims and feelings carry me, not govern me. 
 
Craddock: Do you prefer to outline stories, or freeform your way to an epilogue... or both? 

	 

	Greenwood: Both. One of the ways I avoid boredom or falling into a creative rut is to constantly try new ways of telling stories, or at the very least not creating my current book the same way as I did my last one. The majority of my major publishers insist on outlines (that they approve, and that they use to write catalogue copy well before the book is written), so my preferences really don’t matter. Sometimes I’m writing just to please myself, or from a one-sentence idea approved by an editor, and I will either freeform the entire story (not knowing where it’s heading) or freeform it from a few set elements such as Character A, Situation B, Story Element C, and perhaps Known Ending D.

	 

	Some ways work better than others for me, at a particular time and for a particular project, but I’m never bored. I don’t happen to be one of those writers who loves BEING an author, but hates the process of writing. 
 
Craddock: As a freelance writer, do you still prefer to write Realms-oriented stories, or do you like to branch off into other worlds of your (or someone else’s) creation? 

	 

	Greenwood: I like doing both.

	 

	Writing in the Realms is comfortable, familiar, and easy; I can concentrate on the story rather than on research or language or “getting the details right,” and there are so many not-yet-told Realms tales I want to do that I eagerly pounce on every chance to do another Realms story.

	 

	However, I very much like trying the new or different or offbeat. I have written for various James Lowder anthologies for years because Jim presents me with a chance to do a pulp story, or a zombie story, or Arthurian fantasy, or whatever, to this length and that deadline. Whee, I’m off and running!

	 

	Most anthology offers are like that, for me: an opportunity to try something or at least enjoy a little change of pace.

	 

	Which doesn’t leave me loving the Realms any less, or wanting to stay away from it for long. 
 
Craddock: Do you think you will ever retire from writing or game design? 

	 

	Greenwood: If retire is spelled “die,” yes; otherwise, no. Whether or not I retire from published writing or game designing is up to publishers, of course, not me. Yet I’ll never stop designing or writing, even if it’s just for my friendly local gaming group, or to provide a new Christmas story every year to read at the library (watch for an anthology from me, one of these days, for schmaltzy, tear-jerking Christmas stories crafted to be easily read aloud, all proceeds to the library).

	 

	I don’t intend to die soon, mind you; I have way too many stories still left to tell. And as one of my editors told me recently: “Don’t you go and die on us, Ed! We need you to do so much, still, that if you die we’ll be forced to kill you!” 
 
Craddock: What do you feel has contributed to the Realms’ longevity? 

	 

	Greenwood: I believe that the key to the lasting popularity of the Realms is that it feels like a real place, a living world, where what happens MATTERS. So readers and gamers come to care about Cormyr or Waterdeep or particular characters, and what happens to them.

	 

	In large part, the Realms feels real because so much is going on, because there is no one central story but rather countless stories all unfolding at once. The Realms is people, not places, but it’s also a setting with enough beauty and exotic touches and good triumphing from time to time over evil to be attractive to us—yet not a goody-goody place where heroes aren’t needed, either.

	 

	From the first, I have tried to provide detail, detail, and more detail for readers and gamers. You don’t need to use the details you don’t want, or sink into embellishments so deep that enjoyment is stifled, but the color and depth is there if you want it; I’ve done the work so you feel any money you spend on one of my Realms products has been worth it. The love of this shared world has spurred many other writers, designers, and artists to add their own contributions to the Realms, each of them in turn drawing in other fans. The scope and breadth of the setting tries to offer something for everyone, too, and that has also led to popularity. Finally, just staying on the scene for thirty years has built up a history of published lore that is itself an achievement and a lure for many; a world that has a history is, again, a setting where what happens matters, so the heroics of your characters mean something. If life is building memories, we who love the Realms have built a lot together.
 
Craddock: We’ve talked about what writing means to you. What about gaming, as intrinsic a part of the Forgotten Realms today as the shared-world novels? 

	 

	Greenwood: Gaming is about sharing experiences and having fun with friends, not about winning or beating the other guy. Publishers may view this game setting as competing with that one, but as a gamer I want them all to succeed. I want to walk into a gaming store and be blown away by the broad choice, every time, not find myself looking in vain for something new.

	 

	There’s nothing un-cool about losing. What’s un-cool is not playing, or sneering at someone else for what they play or the books (and movies, and television shows, and hobbies) they prefer. Time and chance and the marketplace will thin out the choices we all have at the buffet table, but I always want to see the table loaded.

	 

	And no victory at any gaming table is worth losing a friend.

	 

	As eccentric and occasionally less than nice any large group of gamers are, I love going to large conventions like GenCon, because for a few days I’m back in the midst of the most creative and intelligent people in the world.

	 

	Writing fantasy and science fiction is a quieter, lonelier pursuit, but it’s about making friends just as much as gaming is. For one thing, a good book (“good” for you, that is; one reader’s tripe is the next reader’s great book, and thank goodness we all like different things, or books would all be boringly the same) can become a friend; writing books is the only way I know of to create a friend, all by yourself.

	 

	About those Realms details: out on the Internet, Realms fans can ask me lore questions in my annual Questions for Ed Greenwood thread, in the Chamber of Sages, in the forums at Candlekeep at http://forum.candlekeep.com. I try to answer as often as I can, and for most of the four-plus years I’ve been at it, I have been able to keep to a one-answer-per-day schedule, more or less.

	 

	I could go on spouting profound-sounding sentences here, but I have another book to write! And more of the Realms to detail! Oh, and more games to play, too!

	 

	


Part 3: Sharing Worlds - Writing in the Forgotten Realms and Magic: The Gathering Settings

	 

	[Author’s note: The following article was originally published on Fantasy Book Critic in two parts over 2009.]

	 

	IN 1967, ED Greenwood's boyhood fantasies were too bold and imaginative to be confined to backyards, playgrounds, and even sprawling woods. The future game designer's imagination overflowed with visions of fantastic creatures, ones that demanded a unique setting to complement their individuality. Thus was born the Forgotten Realms, a world Greenwood populated with creatures, events, landmarks and tales.

	Greenwood couldn't keep such exciting adventures to himself. In 1987, the Realms became an official campaign in the Dungeons & Dragons setting, one fervently embraced by role-players eager to bring their own characters to life. With each game session, the continent of Faerûn, located on planet Abeir-Toril, expanded exponentially with new races, locales, and quests.

	Given the campaign setting's popularity, it was only a matter of time before memorable game sessions birthed writers hoping to pen novels set in the Realms. Like the curator of a massive theme park filled with wondrous attractions, Greenwood embraced the passion many writers and designers had for his world by opening the Realms to them. The price of admission: limitless imagination. Two such writers are Bruce Cordell and Paul S. Kemp.

	Like most writers, Bruce Cordell, author of Forgotten Realms novels such as Plague of Spells and numerous Advanced/D&D sourcebooks and scenarios, wrote voraciously through high school and college. And like most writers, his reward was a stack of rejection slips that grew until opportunity finally knocked. "I got a gig to do a Pick-A-Path novel for a property Hasbro was developing, but it died before publication," said Cordell. "However, that got my foot in the door enough that the [Wizards of the Coast] book department asked me to be one of the T. H. Lains on a series of short adventure novels, which I think was my first story publication credit, in 2002.

	"After the T. H. Lain novel, I used my enviable position as an employee in a nearby department to show up every so many months in the book department with an 'I'm available and willing to write an FR novel' look. They offered [to let] me write one of the Priests books, which became Lady of Poison."

	For Paul Kemp, author of the Erevis Cale and Twilight War trilogies, writing provided a much-needed escape from the life of a law student. "I started writing in law school, mostly because I hated law school and wanted to do something else," said Kemp. "Strangely, I enjoy the practice of law—I just disliked law school; go figure. I began with short stories, then a trunk novel that will remain so forevermore, then finally got published professionally."

	Like a sentient object yearning for freedom after centuries of confinement, Kemp's trunk novel ironically opened the door through which he entered the Realms. "I submitted a writing sample—a chapter from the aforementioned trunk novel—to Wizards way back when they had an open submissions policy. The editors liked the chapter and asked me to submit a proposal for an upcoming project, the 'Sembia Series'. Things have snowballed since then."

	The knowledge accrued by Bruce Cordell during his full-time work as a game designer at TSR/Wizards, in addition to his time spent as a gamer, contributed to his familiarity with the setting. But Paul Kemp was no stranger to the thriving trade hub of Calimport, the once great city of Cormanthor, or the Baldurians of Baldur's Gate despite his lack of insider credentials. "I've been a gamer since sixth grade, so I was quite familiar with the Realms, having played in the setting as both player and Dungeon Master," said Kemp. "These days I mostly DM for the same group of buddies I've gamed with for twenty years. This makes us grognards. And old. And possibly pathetic."

	After accepting the invitation to add their voices to the Forgotten Realms collective, Kemp and Cordell hunkered down to chart the course of the adventures each had in mind. "I wrote an intro for each character, about a paragraph," explained Cordell. "I also wrote a chapter by chapter outline, where I specifically described what would happen in each chapter [consisting of] a large paragraph or two. Writing the outline required I take a week off work and concentrate on the outline to the exclusion of all else. For me, this is where the heavy lifting occurs."

	Even a world as diverse as the Forgotten Realms will seem bland without interesting characters. Given Ed Greenwood's careful crafting of a world that became a staple in the D&D universe, one might think that Wizards would enforce copious boundaries in the creation of characters both major and minor. In that case, one would be wrong.

	"I created my own protagonist: Erevis Cale, assassin and spy," said Kemp. "The only preexisting fact for which I needed to account was that he was the butler/majordomo for a powerful merchant family, and that isn't really much of a constraint. One of the common misunderstandings about writing shared world or tie-in fiction is that it places enormous creative shackles on the authors. That might be so in some lines or with some properties, but it's not the case with the Forgotten Realms. Yes, there's an underlying setting, but it's so flexible that it's a simple matter to tell the story I want to tell in the way I want to tell it."

	"Imagination was the limit," agrees Cordell. "For my most recent novel, Plague of Spells, I followed my usual habit of bringing forward one character from a previous novel and making that character the new main character—Raidon Kane in this case. The other characters came to me as I sat during my week of outlining, as outlines first, that became more fully fleshed out by the end of the process. Of course, the moment you begin writing a character, he or she takes on a life not imagined in the outline, which sometimes takes the stories in directions also not in the initial outline."

	To aid in their planning, Kemp and Cordell received materials from Wizards that detailed information to keep in mind while still allowing the authors plenty of opportunity for creative freedom. "All the authors were provided with a series bible that contained some information on the realm of Sembia and the city of Selgaunt, where [my] stories would be set," said Kemp. "The bible included things like common turns of phrase, a list of the leading merchant families, that kind of thing. In general, writing in the Realms means reading up on the available lore applicable to the subject matter/setting pertinent to your story. There's often far less than people imagine. At the time, there was nothing on Sembia other than the series bible. It had been left deliberately blank in the gaming materials—a place for individual DMs to develop on their own."

	While the brunt of a story's direction is in the hands of the author, some projects do occasionally come with a short list of objectives that should be accomplished via any means the author sees fit. "For Lady of Poison, I had to feature someone who worshiped a god in the novel," said Cordell. "For Darkvision, [I needed] someone who practiced arcane magic, and for the Dungeons series, a suitably dungeon-like site. Really, pretty loose restrictions. For the Abolethic Sovereignty trilogy, I needed to cover what was up with the city of Xxiphu. But given Xxiphu was my creation in the game campaign guide, I was happy to be given the opportunity to write a novel trilogy about it by the publisher."

	"With The Erevis Cale Trilogy, the stories simply needed to feature Cale and not result in the planet getting torched. Those are fairly broad parameters," said Kemp with a laugh. "The Twilight War Trilogy [also] needed to feature Cale but I needed to show how the Shadovar—an ancient, magical people with an affinity for darkness—took over a neighboring realm. The whys and wherefores were left to me entirely."

	After receiving approval for the outline, the project is given a green light, and penning the story begins in earnest. Depending on the author's respective duties in his or her personal life and other professional capacities, writing schedules can fluctuate wildly. "I write as time allows and shoot for 1,000 to 1,500 good words per day," said Kemp.

	"On regular days, I write about 500 words before going to work," said Cordell. "However, I usually end up missing days here and there, so at the end of the first draft, I take off work a couple weeks and finish up, which hopefully works out to be no more than 2,000 or so words a day—for City of Torment, it was 2,400 words a day for two weeks! Which, actually, proved to be some of my best writing on the book."

	Over the course of crafting the story, authors are expected to meet explicit milestones set by Wizards in order to ensure a smooth pace from conception to publication. "Wizards Book Publishing sets very specific deadlines for outline, first draft, and second draft," explained Cordell. "If it's a first draft, the editor reads it over once to get an idea of what's going on, then again very closely with comments added. That commented manuscript, plus a separate document with uber-comments comes back to me. I incorporate all of that into my second draft. That goes back to editor, who may read it, send it to a copy editor, get it back and send it to a typesetter, get it back and send a copy to me so I can go through the thing one more time while the editor does the same. The editors say they end up reading each novel at least five times."

	Certain special considerations add stipulations to the timeline. One exceptional case is an author requesting his or her protagonist's interaction with another author's character. So, what precautions and setup would be required if, for example, Erevis Cale wanted to go adventuring with R.A. Salvatore's Drizzt Do'Urden? "The general rule of thumb is that you get the other author’s permission and treat their characters with respect," said Kemp. "Were I to allow [such interaction], I would have the other author read the section in which their character appears and tweak as necessary to maintain consistency."

	Like any process, writing a Forgotten Realms novel is not without its share of setbacks, yet the creative freedom granted by Wizards of the Coast encourages authors not to see setbacks as obstacles, but rather opportunities to tighten their stories. "Different books present different challenges, but I’ve never conceptualized any of those challenges as setbacks," said Kemp. "I do sometimes look at my first full-length novel and think – boy, I wish I could rewrite that now – but I think that’s typical of many authors. We grow in the craft over time, and something I wrote nine years ago is not at the level I write today. So it goes."

	Once the process is complete, a sense of satisfaction at seeing one's work become part of the Forgotten Realms' cannon settles in—in addition to, one might imagine, an overwhelming desire for a nap. Paul Kemp and Bruce Cordell reflect on past and recent releases with fulfillment. "My most recent trilogy, The Twilight War, does a couple things of which I am proud," said Kemp. "First, I think it presents an epic fantasy storyline without losing touch with its roots in sword and sorcery. Second, it has an unusually high number of point of view characters and I think I not only manage the number well, but provide each with an interesting and satisfying character arc."

	For Cordell and his Abolethic Sovereignty trilogy, the satisfaction of looking back on the project's writing was not coming up with the perfect conclusion, but the perfect segue—and without a moment to spare. "The biggest triumph [in writing Plague of Spells] was coming up with the ending that perfectly set up the second book, City of Torment, literally during the final day of writing the first draft [of Plague of Spells]," said Cordell.

	Since 1987, readers and gamers alike have enjoyed following the daring exploits of their favorite characters, as well as forging their own daring campaigns—all thanks to the Realms' most attractive feature: "Its breadth," Kemp said simply. "There is something in the Realms that appeals to everyone."

	"It really is a land of adventure that can contain hundreds of stories simultaneously," agrees Cordell. "Beyond that, Toril has been allowed to grow and develop; it hasn't remained a static world, and fans have been able to see that change through novels, and feel as if they were a part of those changes."

	More than 20 years after Ed Greenwood opened his imagination to the masses, and dozens of books and player-created campaigns later, is there any nook or cranny left to explore? "I see it remaining an interesting, exciting place sprouting with ever more stories that grow one from the next," said Cordell. "New characters and some old will continue to stride the world achieving victories large and small. And readers will continue to enjoy peeking into those exploits via the written word—and one hopes, electronic and audible word, too."

	Like the immersive pen-and-paper role-playing experiences that preceded collectible card games, devotees of Magic: The Gathering know that their game is more than a set of rules, of turn phases, of Power and Toughness ratings, of special Upkeep requirements, and the value of rare cards. In Magic, rickety card tables and smoky gaming dens morph into a magical world where players step into the boots and robes of powerful wizards that summon fantastical beasts, cast devastating spells, and craft wondrous artifacts that protect, enlighten, rend, or kill.

	For such Magic: The Gathering gamers, it is the artwork depicted on a card, as well as the lore scrawled beneath it, that comprises the wonder of the Magic world and all it has to offer. It was this allure that prompted authors Doug Beyer and Ari Marmell to not only play Magic, but receive the enviable position of getting paid to expand it.

	"Magic was my hobby long before it was my job," said Doug Beyer, author of Alara Unbroken, a recent addition to the Planeswalkers series of Magic novels that explores the ramifications of Alara's five separate worlds merging into one. "Before I joined Wizards of the Coast in 2000, I played and read about Magic obsessively in college, playing it with a circle of friends who would sometimes choose to squeeze in 'one more game' rather than make it to class. And before I joined Magic’s creative team, when I was a coder for the Wizards.com web site, I worked off-the-clock as a writer of flavor text for the cards. I was gobbling up the ins and outs of mages and spells and planes and planeswalking long before I knew it would lead to an opportunity to write an official Magic novel."

	Not content to simply play Magic, Beyer has concocted a term for those who do more than sit at a card table crunching Attack phase statistics. "Ha!" Beyer exclaimed when I mentioned the battles waged in my imagination while playing a game of Magic. "You, my friend, are a fellow Vorthos, the term we use in my 'Savor the Flavor' column—check it out every Wednesday on MagicTheGathering.com—to refer to someone who lives for the story that the game cooks up in your imagination. It is a mark of pride. Of course I enjoy such games—even early on I imagined the parched, mana-starved earth left behind after I cast a devastating Armageddon spell, or the dark stirrings of the eldritch Umbilicus repeatedly calling my Bone Shredder minion back to its aetheric womb."

	Hovering near the other end of the spectrum was Ari Marmell. Having written a variety of fiction for Wizards of the Coast such as freelance work set in the Dungeons & Dragons universe, a short story for the Eberron anthology Tales of the Lost War, and a novel that was converted into a weekly serial for use on the Wizards website, Marmell had accrued plenty of Wizards writing experience. What he lacked by his own admission was a familiarity with Magic itself, having played less than a dozen games before receiving the opportunity to write a Magic novel.

	Contrarily to what one might suspect, it was this unfamiliarity that prompted Wizards editor Phil Athans to nominate Marmell as a strong candidate to help launch the new Planeswalker series, a sub-series focusing on the enigmatic Planeswalkers, those able to traverse Magic's many planes of existence.

	"When [Wizards] set out to begin the Planeswalker line, they wanted to target the book not only at existing Magic fans, but also other fantasy readers who might not be familiar with Magic," said Marmell. "As such, they wanted a new writer, one who could bring a new perspective and style to the book. I couldn’t speculate as to what it was specifically about my writing style that they liked, but Phil and the other editors offered me the chance to jump on board."

	Properly introducing Planeswalkers to readers required that the authors flesh out a variety of planes of existence many that might have been obscure to even the most dedicated Magic player. Telling the tale of Alara's reassembling was Doug Beyer's assignment, one which, not unlike a Planeswalker, simply popped up in front of him.

	"I had a pretty good 'in,' in that I’m part of Magic R&D’s creative team, the group of people responsible for building the worlds and storylines behind the game for Wizards of the Coast," explained Beyer. "We needed an author to write the story of the Alara setting, and I felt like I needed to write a book, so it worked itself out. I didn’t quite assign it to myself—it wasn’t quite that nepotistic—but I was definitely in the right place at the right time."

	Once the assignments had been accepted, Beyer and Marmell began preparation for their forthcoming forays. Wizards was intent on the Planeswalker line becoming a success, which required extensive meetings and research for all involved. Ari Marmell wanted to ensure he was fully submerged in all things Magic, so Wizards flew him to their headquarters in Seattle for an all-day meeting with Phil Athans, several editors, and the majority of the creative and managerial teams. Upon completion of the crash course, talk turned to plans for Magic's line of fiction, brainstorming for Marmell's novel, and a hefty stack of material to aid in research.

	"Even before I flew up there, they sent me substantial written material on some of the line’s major characters and settings, and I had even more of those to take home with me after the meeting," said Marmell.

	Pivotal pieces of Alara Unbroken had already been established in the Alara style guide—an annual compilation of writings and illustrations that detail the plans of a particular year—before Doug Beyer took the project's reins. Of course, it is usually the journey rather than the destination that proves most exciting, and Beyer received plenty of opportunity to outline the particular story he wanted to tell—opportunity he enthusiastically embraced.

	"Since I had helped shape those characters and worlds as part of my job, they certainly didn’t feel thrust on me; I was chomping at the bit to tell a story in Alara," said Beyer. "Plus this was the first time the character of Ajani had appeared in prose, so I was able to create some of his motivations, build his voice, and set down some detail about his life."

	Outlining can be a helpful way of charting the course of a story, but a narrow outline that doesn't allow for new ideas and revisions is like a constricting cell: one becomes trapped with no room to maneuver, no room to breathe. Fortunately, Ari Marmell left himself plenty of wiggle room for details that came along as the story evolved.

	"Paldor came about initially because I just needed someone leading the Ravnica cell of Tezzeret’s Infinite Consortium," said Marmell. "Once I knew I had the niche to fill, I just set about trying to create an interesting character—someone who wasn’t just 'Tezzeret lite,' or 'generic bastard #3'—to fill it."

	While the outline wasn't too tight, it couldn't be too broad, either. Wizards required a clear understanding of where a story was going at all times, which required Ari Marmell to think as much through as he could. According to him, the most difficult part of the process was converting his outlines, which typically consist of rambling notes and fragments, into something comprehensible and self-explanatory. Once that phase was complete, a series of exchanges between Wizards and Marmell occurred. Wizards would ask for clarification or a more thorough explanation, Marmell would provide it, and another exchange would occur until the details were settled on both sides of the table.

	Following completion of outlining, Beyer and Marmell hunkered down to begin the process of crafting their adventures. Most writers have daily goals that must be met before they feel that a day's work has been completed. Beyer adopts a strict policy of 1000 words a day. "I come home from work, have dinner, and then lock myself in my bedroom with my laptop," said Beyer. "I don’t come out until I am a thousand words closer to my goal. That usually takes me from about eight PM till eleven."

	Marmell's goal is similar, though he is unabashed in admitting he enjoys a fair bit of goofing around before, during, and after his daily goal—a word count of 2000 words—has been reached. Like many writers, Marmell views his minimum as just that: a goal that must be reached, but can always be surpassed. "Under most circumstances, I [wake] up, putter around for an hour or two—check e-mail, look at various websites, all the time-wasting stuff that the modern age has brought us—and then get to writing." Should he desire a break or three, Marmell indulges, then gets back to business.

	Of course, what good are several thousand words without compelling personalities to occupy them? Because Alara consisted of five separate worlds, Alara Unbroken would need to populate each shard-world with enough characters for Beyer to suitably explore how the inhabitants dealt with being part of a whole. To complement protagonist Ajani, Beyer enlisted the aid of several side characters detailed in the Alara style guide; others were featured on Magic cards of their own; and still others were spun from the author's imagination.

	Ari Marmell's Agents of Artifice novel would also feature many notable Planeswalker personalities, many of which were devoid of details. Planeswalkers Jace Beleren, Tezzeret, and Liliana Vess were mere names on a list when Marmell received them from Wizards. Simple character sketches that revealed basics such as who they are and where they came from were provided as starting pointers; inflating them with personalities was his objective.

	"A lot of details were up to me," Marmell said. "For instance, while I knew that Tezzeret had to be in charge of some sort of large organization, the details of the Infinite Consortium, and its methods of operation, were mine. The dragon Nicol Bolas is also a preexisting character. I wasn’t specifically asked to include him, but as my story developed, he wound up becoming a minor but integral part of it."

	At any stage of the process, there are small and large hurdles which must be jumped in order to successfully cross the finish line where a finished and—one hopes—polished manuscript awaits. As is to be expected, Beyer and Marmell each had their fair share of difficulties. In Marmell's case, the greatest difficulty was creative differences, though he understands that such is often the case when one works in a pre-established setting.

	"Note that this is not me pointing fingers or saying that anyone did anything improper," said Marmell. "When the company and the Magic development team are both so heavily invested in the success of the line, it’s almost inevitable that what they, or my editor, are looking for from the book isn’t always going to match what I’ve come up with. Between the first and second draft, I probably rewrote close to a quarter of the word count. Most of these weren’t overall story changes, but more about changing specific scenes or details—focus more on this character, less on that particular sub-plot, that sort of thing."

	Beyer's difficulty was one with which most writers can empathize: too many characters, too little time. A number of side characters that Beyer found compelling had to have their stage time diminished or cut entirely for the sake of the main story. One woeful diminishment was the side story of Sarkhan Vol, a Planeswalker who searches out dragons and battles them to determine their worthiness of his respect.

	"I could have spent an entire book on the story of Sarkhan Vol," said Beyer, "and how his quest leads him into dark, sanity-threatening territory, and how that challenges his beliefs and forces him to forge a new path for himself. But for the sake of time and clarity, I had to focus on the main storyline and keep minor characters minor, and that was the hardest part."

	Eventually, the difficulties will be conquered and the revisions—the many, many revisions—will be finished. The end result for Doug Beyer and Ari Marmell: books of which each author is rightfully proud.

	"I’m really happy with the book’s accessibility to both Magic fans and new readers alike," reflected Marmell on Agents of Artifice. "Serving two distinct audiences like that isn’t easy, and the fact that the book does it so well—that’s based on feedback, not just my own egotism!—is gratifying in the extreme."

	"This is a strange thing to say," began Beyer regarding Alara Unbroken, "but I’m proudest of the pacing. I consider the book to be hard to put down, as it’s an ever-building series of cliffhangers. It’s not a perfect book, but from page one it moves, driving you forward to the end."

	Fortunately for Beyer, Marmell, and the legions of players and readers, the appeal of Magic: The Gathering will endure long after Alara divides again, and the Infinite Consortium has faded into tales of legend. But what exactly is the X factor that makes Magic so enduring?

	"The most obvious answer would be simply to say that the game-play appeals to a lot of people, but honestly, I think it’s more than that," said Marmell. "Because its premise is based around the notion of characters and creatures from an enormous variety of worlds, MTG is able to cater to the tastes and interests of almost every fantasy fan. If you’re looking for the politics of urban fantasy, you have Ravnica; if you want the bushido feel of feudal Japan, there’s Kamigawa; for horrific dark fantasy, the shard of Grixis or—for a different style of horror—the Phyrexian storylines; and so forth.

	"And there’s no end to it; if someone has a brilliant idea that doesn’t easily fit into an existing setting, just create a new one. When you add to that the fact that players of the game are portraying the Planeswalkers—the powerful, chosen few who know the truth behind reality—and what you’ve got is a setup that potentially appeals to almost anyone."

	 

	


Part 4: Dinner with Drizzt: Two-Part Interview with Author R. A. Salvatore

	 

	These interviews were originally published on Fantasy Book Critic and The Escapist in 2007 and 2014, respectively, and have been lightly edited for clarity.

	 

	FOR ONE AS versed in the idiosyncrasies of fantasy creatures such as elves, dwarves, and orcs, it never fails to astonish many of R.A. "Bob" Salvatore's most diehard fans that the renowned author does not read much within his core genre. "I try to read the first book of a major series, but it's so hard," Salvatore explained as I sat down to dinner with Mr. Drizzt Do'Urden himself, his wife Diane, and my fiancé. "I'm writing 12 months a year at this time, and even when I say I'm not going to write, I am."

	Another reason, and perhaps a far more personal one, is that Salvatore strives to be his one and only influence. "If I'm reading ... other fantasy books, they creep into my work, and I can't have that." He pauses, smiles, and then adds, "I'm planning on re-reading The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings when I'm done with my current book tour." Tolkien's venerable masterpiece inspired Salvatore to write years ago. That timeless work, he reasoned, has influenced him from the beginning of his career, so he sees no reason to shy away from it.

	Fair enough.

	Though he's busy crafting his projects at any given date and time, Salvatore admits that at present, he does not adhere to any static schedules, though he'd like for this habit to change. "I'm not nearly as disciplined as I was because the kids aren't around anymore. My schedule used to go with the kids'. We'd [Salvatore and his wife] get them up and off to school, we'd have a cup of coffee, then I'd write until I had to go to their hockey game or whatever in the afternoon. But now, I'm finding that, for health reasons, so I don't get consumed by the business, I have to get on a schedule so the writing doesn't consume me."

	Until he's gotten a fair bit of work done, Salvatore says that he "can't enjoy anything. We'll go for a walk, and I'll say, 'I should be home writing.' We go out for ice cream, and I say, 'I should be home writing.' When I'm not on a schedule, I feel guilty about it the entire day."

	I smile as Diane Salvatore, waiting until her husband dips his head to take another bite of food, rolls her eyes at me and nods agreement.

	For any writer, reading is the hammer to writing's nails. "I don't set aside time to read," Salvatore said, "but I read a lot on the Internet, I read political books, magazines, but I don't read as much fiction as I used to because, again, it seeps into my writing."

	Salvatore paused, sighed, and then confessed that, "as a writer, you can't be a reader without also being an editor. I can't just read something someone's given me without thinking, 'This is what I would have done instead.' It just ruins books for me. The times when I do read are times when I'm giving a quote on a book."

	While Salvatore attempts to dissuade any peer influence on his work, he understands that his fans sometimes want to have their own say about their favorite characters. "With a long running series," Salvatore says, "people have their own interests in those characters, [and] they take propriety over that series. They're thinking, 'What are you doing, messing with MY friends?'"

	Yes, Salvatore understands that his paychecks do, essentially, come from his readers, but he remains firm in planting a blockade between them and his creations. "The characters will follow the course I tell them to, and they will change to fit the way I'm feeling," Salvatore says. "Whether it's Drizzt, or the Highway Man... those characters are saying what I want them to, I'm in control of them. There are things I can accomplish in a Drizzt book, and there are things I can accomplish in a Demon Wars book, and I know that the parameters, the boundaries, for each."

	Could it be said, then, that Salvatore grasps the "Write for yourself" mantra as almost holy doctrine? "Absolutely," Salvatore says. "With Drizzt, it's been 20 years. As long as I'm having fun with the characters, and as long as people want to read it, and as long as the publisher wants me to write it, I'll keep writing it. So far, all of those criterion have been met. I do it because I love it, I love the characters. I do it because I found a voice through those characters."

	20 years of incredible adventures with Drizzt, Bruenor, Catti-brie, Regis, and Wulfgar continues, most notably with the release of the first book in Salvatore's Transitions trilogy, The Orc King. With the aforementioned now available in bookstores, Salvatore stated that work on the remaining books is proceeding smoothly. "I'm blasting through the second book [The Pirate King] right now, on airplanes across the country as I travel for my current book tour [for The Orc King]. It's about a quarter of the way done already, in terms of actual word count, but I've got the book plotted from beginning to end. I expect to be turning it in around the first of the year."

	"Plotted from beginning to end?" An interesting phraseology, and certainly not one to be overlooked. "When I say 'plotted out,' I mean that in general terms," Salvatore explains. "The characters are surprising me at every turn. I know the first act, the second act, and the third act; I know the beginning, the middle, and the end—but the end might change, and that's okay. Because all of that's already there, the hardest parts of the book to write are the beginning and the end when you know where you're going."

	With the beginning and end of The Pirate King relatively in place, Salvatore says that he'll "be hitting autopilot very soon on this book for the middle part, because I know everything I need to accomplish. Now, when I'm done accomplishing all that, I might look at the book and say, 'Wait, it's not going in the direction I thought,' and that's okay. I just let it guide me."

	With as much time as he spends in the Forgotten Realms, fans might be surprised that Salvatore has a land even dearer to his heart: Corona, the backdrop for his DemonWars books. "I was with Del Rey for the [DemonWars] seven book series," Salvatore says. "In the mid ‘90s, when I broke apart from TSR for a while, Owen Lock over at Del Rey contacted me and said, 'We want you to come over here and take as much time as you need to write the best book you can write.' That was music to my ears. I got to actually sit down and take all these ideas that had been bouncing around in my head since I'd first decided that I wanted to write a fantasy book, only now, I had the skills to actually do it—I think. And that world, which is my Forgotten Realms, my Middle-earth, my Shannara—that world is Corona."

	To Salvatore, his time at Del Rey seemed to end before it had really begun. "Betsy Mitchell took over. There were several publishers there, but Betsy had come from Warner, and she had published my Crimson Shadow books [over at Warner]. I thought I was done. I was planning to go back, but then tried to slow down. I had too many books to write, and I thought I wanted a break. Of course, as soon as I slowed down, I started to go faster. An opportunity came up when Bertelsmann bought Random House, and they sold off one of their warehouses to Gilbert Pronman, and I knew Gilbert very well because he'd been running the Random House Juvenile Merchandise division, the division who used to distribute TSR."

	Gilbert, Salvatore elaborated, "wanted me to come over and write a book for him at this company he started, called CDS. It was a distribution company, but they wanted to do some publishing. They were really trying to change the entire structure of the way authors make money writing books. I'd seen the world change, and I thought that was an important step to try. And, I love working with Gilbert, anyway. So I went over and did The Highwayman, which was originally for CDS books."

	No winds of change blow faster than those of the business world. "CDS got bought by Perseus, Gilbert left, and everyone else I was working with, they left," Salvatore said. "So I thought, 'Well, I'm done. I'll just go do my Drizzt books,' and then Tom Doherty called me. I talked to CDS and Perseus, and they granted me back the rights to Highwayman, so I'm writing The Ancient, with the same lead character, and that will be out in March, and I'm going on from there."

	Working with Tor, and more specifically, Tom Doherty, is a long-time goal which Salvatore is ecstatic to have achieved. "Tom, when he called me, he said, 'I really like your books, and I want you working for me.' I thought, 'Oh, here we go,' because everyone always says that. They never read your books, they just say they read your books. But Tom, he came up to Boston, and when he was discussing what he liked about my books, I realized that he ... got what I do."

	At Tor, Doherty's word is law, and that is a rule Salvatore appreciates. "I love working with Tor because I'm working with a publisher who doesn't have to answer to bureaucracy. Tom Doherty makes a decision, and that's the decision, and I love that. He's a reasonable guy, he's sharp, and he's proven that, time and time again. Robert Jordan? Tor. Terry Goodkind? Tor. When he [Tom Doherty] talks, you listen if you're smart. It's been a pleasure working with him, and I'm so happy to be back in the world of Corona, that I created with DemonWars."

	At this juncture, our party of four paused to pore over the dessert menu. While the others pontificated selections of chocolate and cheesecake, I had other concerns, which I raised immediately after our respective orders were placed. Though Corona is Salvatore's, does working with a certain publisher mandate that the world he created is only his to a degree?

	"I have the space to move around," Salvatore confirmed. "They'll find a space for me to hide if I need to hide from what's going on elsewhere, but that's not even it. From the beginning of becoming a writer, I've had this vision of a fantasy world that I wanted [to create]. I did a little of it with the Crimson Shadow books that I wrote for Warner, but I had had the time to really develop the world that I wanted."

	With Corona, Salvatore finally had the chance to flesh out the machinations of his imagination—but why with Tor? Why not with Del Rey, the publisher that gave Salvatore the chance to give birth to Corona and its inhabitants?

	"It's nothing against Del Rey," Salvatore says. "I still have some dear friends there. Betsy [Mitchell] and I have known each other for, what, it's gotta be 18 years now? It's funny, because [my wife Diane and I] went to ComicCon last year in San Diego. We were there with Wizards [of the Coast], but when we got to my hotel room, some friends from Del Rey were there, and I ended up having dinner with the guys from Del Rey almost every night. I still love everybody there."

	And, as mentioned, the opportunity to work with publishing legend Tom Doherty was too lucrative a chance to pass up. "I really wanted to work with Tom Doherty before he decides, "Enough is enough," and retires. He's one of the giants in the science fiction and fantasy fields, someone I'd never worked with. And, it [going to Tor] gave me the opportunity to work with Mary Kirchoff again. Mary's my dear friend, the one who pulled me out of the slush pile [in 1987], so what can I say? I really wanted to work with Tor, and with Tom. And he came to me. That was the biggest thing. I mean, Tom Doherty asking me to come work with him—I don't take that lightly. This guy's been around the business since the 50s, and... I'm happy with him."

	Salvatore assured me that a return to Del Rey is not outside the realm of possibility. "I'm not saying I wouldn't go back to Del Rey. There was no falling out or anything like that."

	After our waiter arrived and distributed our desserts—I'll admit to snitching more than a few bites of my fiancé’s chocolate and caramel-covered dish—Salvatore took a bite of his, chewed, swallowed, and then said, "I've been really lucky in that, in all my years of working, I've only had one situation that wasn't great in this business."

	The 'situation' in question was one Salvatore had alluded to earlier in the evening: a rather ugly split that occurred between the author and publisher TSR during the mid-1990s. Trouble between the two parties had been rumbling deep in the Underdark for quite some time, but the final straw manifested itself as the death of one of Salvatore's protagonists in his dark elf books: Wulfgar.

	"I'd get letters saying, 'I'm glad you killed Wulfgar. That took guts, don't you dare bring him back.' Others would say, 'Wulfgar was my favorite character, you'd better bring him back!' I was like, 'Oh boy, what'd I do here?' I was on the fence for a long time about [killing the character]. Again, while I'm writing these books, the characters surprise me, page after page. With Wulfgar, I was never quite sure whether he'd ever re-appear, or if he was dead and gone. I knew that they [TSR] were going to get someone else to write dark elf books, and I knew that if I didn't bring him back, someone else ... would. So, sense I was on the fence anyway, I decided that, in the last book I wrote, I would bring Wulfgar back, and I'd give Bruenor back his eye, and I'd make everything nice and neat so no one else could come in and tamper with things."

	Despite the ugly break-up, Salvatore maintains his stance that it was not his falling out with TSR that led to Wulfgar's resurrection, but his own indecision about the character's death in the first place.

	"I wouldn't have done it, even if someone else would've come along and brought Wulfgar back, if I wouldn't have been so on the fence about doing it in the first place. Three years later, because there was still something nagging at me, something saying, "Maybe he's not dead," that was kind of like flipping the coin. When I wrote Passage to Dawn, I knew in my heart and soul that that would be the last book I would write for TSR. After Wizards bought TSR, I got a call saying they wanted me back—but I told them no. I said, If anyone else writes those books, I won't touch the characters ever again; they're dead to me.'"

	At long last, Salvatore and Wizards of the Coast reconciled, and Wulfgar's creator was able to continue his story. "I'm really glad I brought Wulfgar back. When I was writing Spine of the World, I came to appreciate making something of what Wulfgar had gone through. When I wrote that book, I sent it to my editor and I said, 'Half the people are going to love this book, and the other half are going to hate it. It is what it is, and there's nothing I can do about it.'"

	Even though Wulfgar is once again a citizen of the Forgotten Realm's mortal plane, the initial death was difficult to write, as is the case for any of his characters. "They're not just words to you as a writer," Salvatore says, "just like they're not just words to readers. When I wrote Mortalis [the fourth book of DemonWars], it was during the darkest time of my life. I was watching my best friend, my brother, die of cancer while I was writing that book. I have a character in that book, who was very minor, and all the sudden it hits me about three-quarters through the book: this character has really taken over. I've given him as complete a story as I've ever written about any character in my life. I've absolutely fallen for the guy as a character, and it hurt like hell to kill him."

	Difficult though it may be, the death of a character, minor or major, is something Salvatore sees as a necessity in good storytelling. "I pull a lot of fast ones to make readers think a character is dead when they're not. That's part of the drama, bringing them to the edge of destruction, of despair, but I've never miraculously reversed anything. Even with Wulfgar, I left myself an out from the beginning, because I wasn't sure. Did he die, or was he taken away? I'd already sent the precedent that certain extra planar creatures can take other creatures their plan, just as Guenhwyvar did with Regis in The Crystal Shard."

	Fear not, for Salvatore sees no reason to become bloodthirsty. "Characters have died in the books, and characters will continue to die in the books, but that doesn't mean I have to get bloodthirsty. If you read my DemonWars books ... you have to be careful if you get too attached; people are gone all the time. With the Drizzt books, I don't think the readers really want someone to die. Although, if the story in a Drizzt book dictates that somebody has to go, then somebody has to go—permanently. Nobody's off limits."

	Returning Wulfgar to the land of the living is an act of fantasy that Salvatore fervently, desperately wishes could be performed on a character arguably even more popular than the storyteller's beloved barbarian. A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away, Bob Salvatore was commissioned to write a Star Wars books in the popular New Jedi Order series. Like most honors, this one did not come without a price.

	"When I signed up to do Vector Prime, I'd wanted to work with Shelley Shapiro, the editor, for a long time. She's a celebrated editor, and for good reason: she's a fantastic person, and a fantastic friend. She called me in August of '98 and asked me if I could come in and do a book for them, and they needed it done fast. I agreed to do it, but called Wizards of the Coast first and said, 'Look, they want me to do this Star Wars book, so I'm going to need an extension on the [next] Drizzt book.' Wizards agreed, saying, 'We think it'll be great for you. It's Star Wars, so have a blast.'

	It was at about that point, Salvatore said, that the sky began to fall. "I signed the contract, got the advance check, put it in the bank. They'd given me what they wanted, showing me the A to Z story arc for the New Jedi Order series, and they told me, 'Take this from A to B.' I got to work putting together this story, and I had to involve a cast of millions, all the characters from the movies, everyone from the main books. I came up with the story, and I had to give them a victory, and introduce a new enemy being developed for the New Jedi Order.

	"I put everything together and sent them my outline. I was on a conference call with Lucasfilm and Del Rey, and they said, 'Wow, we really like this, we think you definitely get it—but didn't anybody tell you?'

	"I said, 'Tell me what?'

	"They said, 'Well, you have to kill Chewbacca.'

	"I said, 'Whoa, where can I return the check?' They convinced me that they were doing it for the right reasons, and the convinced me that they were doing this to show the Star Wars fans that they were serious. So, I did it. I gave them a death worthy of Chewbacca, but in retrospect, if I could take anything back in my writing career, that would be it. Not because of all the death threats, but because to this day, I'm still not sure if we should have done that."

	Despite having that one regret, Bob Salvatore insists on looking forward to ever-expanding horizons. Having recently branched out into the realm of video games, Salvatore happily announces that his start-up company, 38 Studios, which he runs with Red Sox pitcher Curt Schilling, is doing quite well.

	"We're making a MMORPG [Massively Multiplayer Online Role-playing Game]," Salvatore confides, "and we're talking about a process that's going to take us three or four years. Right now, we're really focusing on a sort of pre-production phase. I believe that when you're creating a world for people to exist in, the consistency, the logic, the "sameness"—everything has to make sense in the world."

	Currently, the game is still firmly rooted in planning stages. "You have all these different races populating different cultures in the world, and their relationships have to make sense. You can't just say, 'Well, what happens if this king hates this king? Let's write a quest about that!' You want to look deeper than that so the quests will naturally evolve from the world's history. The pre-production phase of building this world is creating this rich history from what we know we have in the world. I don't know what we're going to use for middleware, if we're even going to have middleware; what we're going to use for an engine; or what we're going to do with X, Y, or Z."

	Due to not having much concrete information—at least, information he's willing to divulge—Salvatore says that saying too much about the project right now "would be dumb, because you can't create buzz about something years before it shows up. Also, it wouldn't be honest, because this process is going to change so many times over the next few months. When I look back at the original work that I did for the world—and we're just a few months in now—so much of that work has become invalid, because we're gone different places."

	Despite being eager for things to really get rolling, Salvatore feels lucky to be surrounded by the talented people he and Curt have brought on board at 38 Studios. "The video games are great because I get to work with these really young, brilliant designers and artists. I plant the seeds and they're the ones fertilizing them, watering them. I come in every week for meetings and these guys show me what they've been up to, and I can't help but think, 'Wow, this is just too cool.' So I'm sort of the mentor figure at this point. After creating the threads, the basis for this world, they're taking those threads and creating tapestries with theme, in terms of both design and art. It's an incredible experience."

	With such a passion for gaming that dates back to the origination of TSR's Dungeons & Dragons game, Salvatore isn't surprised to see technology pushing video games as the "next big thing" in storytelling. In fact, that is a venture he fully supports.

	"The potential is there for that, the way movies are storytelling. I do believe that there'll be a lot better storytelling, especially if you're doing huge, persistent worlds, like an MMORPG. I think so, absolutely. Some of the storylines in games like EverQuest II and World of WarCraft are amazing, but again, in those games—and not to disparage them in any way—but the fact that we're doing things differently, building the story before we really get going, gives us the opportunity to make those stories really fit together in a way that hasn't been done before."

	Though a devout gamer, this writer has some doubts as to the far-reaching ability of the electronic game. Earlier in the evening at a book signing, an older fan fanatically waved a copy of The Highwayman through the air, stating to Salvatore that she'd read it numerous times. Easily in her late 70s, could this older woman be the sort of market that video game developers like 38 Studios are striving to reach? Could video games ever have the accessibility of, say, a book or a film?

	"I predict that within ten years, more people will be playing video games than watching television. I don't see how you can't get to that point. You're seeing interactive T.V. more and more. Knowing how much fun video games are, things like Second Life where the whole gimmick is creating a world for yourself, I firmly believe that we're standing on the edge of this gigantic wave that's going to change the way people are entertained. And I think within that, there are other things as well. Educationally, societal... I think the Internet is shrinking the world, because if you're in my guild, or you're on my arena team, I won't go to war with you (except in game). I see the Internet as this transformative power. If the mainstream media is failing, the Internet will pick up the pieces. I believe in the power of gaming. 'World domination through gaming,' that's the motto for 38 Studios."

	Along a similar vein of graphical storytelling via video games is Salvatore's venture to see many of his works adapted into graphic novels. "I think it's really, really cool to see my books being translated into that format, and to watch the work involved in Andrew Dabb's storyboarding, and then having some of the artists that [publisher] Devil's Due has been putting on these things.... They're taking these images and putting them on such beautiful storyboards. I think it's expanding the audience, and I think it's giving the readers something else to enjoy. I don't know what the percentages are. I'd bet that many people picking up the Drizzt graphic novels are also Drizzt [novel] readers. I'm more concerned with other creative people expanding on something I've done. That's what warms me."

	Not having the chance to get to know James Rigney—best known by his pen name Robert Jordan, author of the Wheel of Time series of epic fantasy novels—is another of Salvatore's regrets. "I'd only met Jim once. We were on a panel together years ago, and didn't even really have the chance to say hello. But, when I read his blog post that announced his disease to his fans, I thought, 'Wow, what a set. That's intestinal fortitude.' He manned up, and I was impressed. I went over to his blog, and I posted, 'From all the people at RASalvatore.com, our well wishes. Fight this, and finish that series.' A lot of my fans are Jordan fans as well. The overlap between all of us is substantial.

	"That was during June of [2006], and I didn't think anything of it. Now, I'm working for Tor, which is Jordan's home, so Tom Doherty would give me updates on how Jim was doing. All the sudden, I got an email from Jim last fall, thanking me for the blog post. We only sent a few emails back and forth, because he was spending what little time he had left at his computer, trying to finish his project. He and I had mutual friends, and they would all tell me, 'You have to get to talking with this guy, he's wonderful.'

	"I always seemed to follow him on tour, or he followed me. Usually, Terry Brooks is right before me, and then when I go out, it's me, Robert Jordan, and George Martin. We bounced through the same stores. We swapped media escorts all the time, but we never got to talk to each other. It's a huge loss for the fantasy genre."

	The hour had drawn close to midnight, and Bob Salvatore had another day of touring ahead of him. As we made our way out of the restaurant, I got the opportunity to hear a few last thoughts on one of Salvatore's favorite subjects: fantasy literature.

	"The one thing I think people should recognize more about the fantasy genre is that, there are so many levels to it, about why people read fantasy books. Some people read fantasy for no other reason than to forget about a bad day at work. Escapism is a great tactic, if used in moderation. Someone may pick up a Drizzt book because they don't want to think about something bad going on at work. A kid might read a book because he can identify with the heroes and feel empowered by them.

	"I wish people, writers in the genre, would appreciate the fact that there are many reasons people have to read a book. First and foremost, I look at my job as an entertainer. If a guy in Baghdad's reading my books to forget about what he had to do that day, that's good. If a kid's reading my books and feeling empowered by them, that's great—but the only one that can make that sort of determination is the reader."

	Is it safe to say that Salvatore considers fantasy to be what many pretentious critics refer to as "real” literature? Of course. "It always has been," Salvatore says. "Genre literature is literature, and I think that that word, 'literature,' is used as a bludgeon, because people spend so much time trying to prove that they're better than other people. C.S. Lewis said that the only one who can determine the relationship between a book and a reader, is the reader. I don't know what that word 'literature' means, and I don't think the people who wield that word know either. It is what it is, we do what we do, and no one should ask us to apologize for that."

	Every creator draws motivation from somewhere. For several years, R. A. "Bob" Salvatore drew from a wellspring visited by millions of parents each day. When fatigue set in, he would look above his monitor, where he had taped his children's college tuition to the wall. The sight of all those zeroes set his fingers racing as fast as his heart.

	Salvatore and I sat down to dinner the night of September 30, which marked the release of Rise of the King, Salvatore's second published book in 2014. The first question I asked was whether he even bothered to pencil sleeping into his schedule. "Well, what happened was, for a few years, I was down to one book a year because I was working at 38 Studios," he began. "When 38 collapsed, it left a big hole in my schedule and in my heart. So I called Wizards [of the Coast] and said, 'Hey, instead of doing one Drizzt book a year, why don't we crank up that schedule and do two a year?' And they were like, 'Uh, yes!'"

	Returning to the Forgotten Realms and traveling by the side of Drizzt and his friends, the Companions of Mithral Hall, proved cathartic for Salvatore. The full-time author had doubled as 38's Creative Director and had been intimately involved in penning the backstory for Kingdoms of Amalur and the ill-fated Project Copernicus MMORPG. "I needed to do that. I needed to bury myself in work just because I didn't want to think about it. It was a painful experience."

	At a book signing earlier in the day, he announced two books on the slate for 2015. After that, he'll dial back down to one per calendar year, but not because his fingers need a break. "I think we're outstripping the readers. We need to give them time to settle in and catch up," he admitted.

	The publicists at Wizards are amenable to any schedule Salvatore wants to set. He's been a part of the Forgotten Realms since 1988 when he published The Crystal Shard, his first novel and the first adventure starring Drizzt and his whirling scimitars. Twenty-six years later, both author and publisher are comfortable easing off the gas when necessary. "If I have a due date in August and the book doesn't get done until November, that's okay. I've been doing this for a long time, and there's really not going to be a big edit [on any particular book]. It'll be a small percentage, just around the edges. They're not worried that we'll have to [delay the release], or having to say, 'Okay, you've got to throw this all out and redo it,' which happens sometimes. But at this point, it's completely under control. I know where I'm going and the characters are going to take me there anyway. It's pretty laid back."

	Every two weeks, Salvatore, other Realms authors, and the publishing team at Wizards convene online or over the phone to discuss the state of the Realms. Traditionally, each Realms author stayed in his or her corner of the world. "I basically hide away from the main stories as much as I can, but we really don't want to do that anymore because they're licensing more now. There are a couple of computer games set in the Realms: Dungeons & Dragons Online, and Neverwinter, and I'm sure there will be more."

	I commented that Wizards seemed to be in a good place. The company was bigger than ever before, yet seemingly taking even greater strides to give its authors and game designers as much creative control as possible. Salvatore agreed. "They're bigger than they've ever been, but not personnel-wise. They're not doing as many products because they're licensing. When you start talking about the numbers involved in computer games, movies, and TV—they're substantially higher, but there are fewer people involved at Wizards."

	If anything, the authors are running the asylum. Several years ago, Wizards shook things up through a world event known as the Era of Upheaval. Goddesses died, main characters perished, and armies clashed. As things died down, Salvatore and other Realms authors were given the task of writing a multi-book series called The Sundering.

	"It was a blast," Salvatore reminisced. "They threw us into a room. It was Troy Denning, who I love like a brother. I've known Troy for 27 years and I just love his work. Ed Greenwood was there, of course. Ed and I are six months apart in age and we've been together since early on in the Realms. I came in when the Realms really got going. You add Erin Evans, who I think is one of the most talented writers. I hope more people will read her books because she's just wonderful. Her characters are so full of life. Richard Lee Byers was involved. And we also had Paul Kemp, who is just brilliant."

	Kemp and Evans sat in via conference call. Over several days, the authors, joined by game designers and the marketing team, riffed back and forth on what they wanted to do. Wizards' ace marketing team sat back and listened, letting the creators pave the path. "I went home from that summit and said to my wife, 'I'm home. This is the creative atmosphere that you want when you're working on a project like this.'"

	Although The Sundering was constructed as a series, each book stood alone. Salvatore likened the team effort to writing about the events of World War II. "I'm doing the Blitz, Ed Greenwood's doing the North Africa campaign, Erin Evans' is doing the Holocaust, Paul Kemp's doing the Pacific, and Richard Lee Byers is doing D-Day. We were all doing different things and using different characters, but it's this over-arching event that affects [the Forgotten Realms] as we go."

	More recently, he collaborated with his son Geno on Stone of Tymora, a three-book series in which Geno's characters crossed paths with Drizzt. "I wrote a few chapters, but I was really just [Geno's] editor," Salvatore clarified. "I wrote some of the scenes, saying, 'I want to do this one and this one.' With some other ones, he said, 'You should do this one,' or 'I did this battle scene but I want it to pop a little bit. See if you can do something with it.'

	Like Nintendo, Wizards of the Coast does not put all its eggs in one basket. The company builds pillars, and many of those pillars support each other. Forgotten Realms is a Dungeons & Dragons campaign setting ripe for stories and characters told in novel form and pen-and-paper role-playing games alike. "Everyone was warning us, 'Oh, pen-and-paper games are dead. It's going to go out there and fall flat,'" Salvatore recalled. "Magic: The Gathering doesn't stop selling, of course. It's phenomenal, just incredible. The [Dungeons & Dragons] 5th Edition [...] is blowing up the shelves. They're in their second printing already. A lot of that is nostalgia, but I think a lot of it is that people are a little tired of staring at computer screens. They want human contact."

	A desire to foster human contact among a generation of young gamers growing up in front of screens instead of gathered around a table throwing dice spurred Salvatore to create his own tabletop game. "My nephew was playing one of the new Halo games [on Xbox 360], and I wanted to join because all my nephews were playing. They're on my softball team. I'm like, 'I'll play,' and they said, 'You don't want to play.' I said, 'What? Why not?' He gave me his headphones, and there was this 10-year-old kid [in the game], and every word out of his mouth is racist, sexist, and just horrible. I said, 'You've got to be kidding me.' He said, 'It's like that all the time. You don't want to play.'"

	Salvatore recounted his visit to PAX East in 2012. Touring the booths, he marveled at the perpetual foot traffic pounding through the board-game room—a boom owed in large part to the growing popularity of Kickstarter as a platform for designers who, like Salvatore, want to get more families to gather around the table rather than in front of screens. "I love Kickstarter. When I did the [DemonWars] Kickstarter, what I loved was, you're out there naked. Your name's on it, you're responsible for it. If I sent a book to somebody and he says it's damaged, I have to replace that book. I like that. That's good pressure, a pressure that reminds you, 'These people are backing you, they believe in you, and you have to deliver.'"

	R. A. Salvatore has a reputation as a bulldog behind closed doors. He works without an agent, asserting that he can be as tough as he needs to be when it comes to looking out for his interests. But the author was powerless when 38 Studios began to crumble. "I remember when [a journalist] called me up and said, 'They owe you $2 million. Why aren't you suing Curt?' Why would I sue Curt? He didn't do anything wrong. He didn't do anything nefarious. Maybe he made a couple of bad business decisions, I don't know. But he didn't do anything nefarious, and he got wiped out. He's lying in the gutter and you want me to kick him in the head? Why would anyone do that?"

	38 Studios enjoyed an auspicious beginning. Founded in 2006 by former MLB player Curt Schilling, the company published Kingdoms of Amalur, a single-player RPG for PC, Xbox 360, and PS3, in 2012. Salvatore was brought on board by Schilling, who called the author out of the blue one evening.

	Giddy at the prospect of working with one of his favorite ball players, Salvatore signed on the dotted line and got to work designing a rich, 10,000-year back story for Amalur. "The world was created by my D&D group. I hired them before we had even formed the company to help me create a world. One guy and I really ran with it. We'd be on the phone watching History channel coming up with ideas back and forth, every weekend."

	Other luminaries joined 38's ranks. Steve Danuser, a game designer on EverQuest II, headed up gameplay design. Legendary comic-book artist Todd McFarlane painted the look of the world, working closely alongside Salvatore to confirm that his art matched what the author envisioned in his head.

	Then, in 2012, months after Kingdom of Amalur's release, 38 Studios fell apart. The fall from grace left heads spinning, including Salvatore's, who was not involved in the day-to-day operation of the company. The trouble started when Schilling relocated 38 Studios to Rhode Island when the state offered a loan of $75 million as part of its effort to help companies get off the ground.

	"What I think happened at 38 was when we got to a point where we needed more money and Rhode Island came into the picture," Salvatore told me. "The board decided to go with Rhode Island. From what I'm reading now, it sounded to me that as soon as people found out that Rhode Island was investing tens of millions of dollars into the company, vultures began to circle. They wanted to find ways to alleviate us of that money."

	Salvatore held up a finger. "There's one thing I want to clear up. There's a rumor going around that [Kingdom of Amalur] Reckoning sunk the company. Reckoning beat expectations. EA were the ones that funded the game with Big Huge Games [primary developer on Reckoning], and that wasn't what I was working on. I was working on the MMO, Project Copernicus. EA funded Reckoning with Big Huge Games, and it was supposed to sell 1.2 million copies [by 90 days after release]."

	Per a Tweet sent out by Curt Schilling, Reckoning hit its projected sales marker.

	Salvatore hopes the pundits pointing fingers at Reckoning will look instead to the finicky landscape of MMORPGs, and 38's inability to secure more funding. "We ran out of money. The MMO grew too big, the market kept changing, and it kept getting more expensive to bring a game to market because you had to have these features in it or nobody would play it. We just got bled dry. It wasn't Reckoning [that sunk the company]. The guys at Big Huge Games deserve nothing but applause for what they did."

	As for all the writing and world-building Salvatore did for Amalur, those documents, along with everything else 38 touched, are tied up in legal proceedings. "The State of Rhode Island has [the Amalur IP] in bankruptcy. Every now and then I hear about people who might want to buy it, and they ask me if I want to be involved. We'll see what happens."

	I asked Salvatore if, hypothetically, he would be interested in taking the Amalur IP and writing a series of books rather than video games, assuming he could get hold of the IP. He gave the matter some thought, then said, "No, I don't want to buy it. First of all, I couldn't afford it. [laughs] We're talking a lot of money. But second of all, the amount of work it would take to bring it to game form, in any way, would require a team. I'm a writer. I'm not going to make the same mistake that Curt [Schilling] made and think I can run a company."

	If he were given the opportunity to pick and choose pieces of lore to retrieve from the debris of 38's remains, Salvatore would reclaim the short stories that he wrote to promote the game. "I wrote a story for Curt for his 40th birthday. I love those stories and I want them back, but I would have to buy them. As far as writing books, we'll see what happens. I'm just kind of sitting back and seeing what happens."

	Shaking his head, Salvatore closed the book on the subject of 38 Studios by saying, "I think it was a case of innocence colliding with very sharp people. It's a very risky business to begin with. Computer-game companies get wiped out all the time, and this was just one of those situations."

	We turned our attention to DemonWars: Reformation. The tabletop RPG was designed largely by Salvatore's son, Bryan, who had worked on game design at 38 Studios before the studio's demise. "By the time 38 Studios collapsed, Bryan was the guy working on all the classes, all the monster abilities, all the balancing on the MMO. His bosses, huge names in the computer-games industries, were coming up to me and saying, 'Bryan's our star. We throw everything at him and he just keeps hitting it.'"

	When 38 Studios toppled, Salvatore went back to writing books full-time. Bryan, however, was unemployed. Salvatore came up with something to keep them both busy. "I said, 'Bryan, I designed this [tabletop] game in 1990. What do you think of it?' He looked at it and said, 'Well... it sucks. But I can fix it.' So I said, 'Well, fix it.' We had a blast."

	The prototype Salvatore dug out of the closet was a standard dice-based game predicated on percentages. Bryan retooled the game, incorporating his father's DemonWars setting and designing a fast-paced style of play that appealed to the elder Salvatore's love of first-edition D&D. "In first-edition Dungeons & Dragons, you have to be able to think on your feet. That's what I liked about EverQuest: monsters could spawn unexpectedly and people could betray you. You had to be agile because the unexpected was going to happen. You had to think outside the box."

	D&D's debut edition offered players and dungeon masters (DMs) nearly limitless flexibility. In Salvatore's opinion, future editions of the games restricted that freedom of choice. DemonWars: Reformation puts the players back in control. The game master (GM) can extend the rules to any off-the-cuff whim players come up with, keeping the pace snappy and the party engaged. "For example, if I'm on a staircase, and we're fighting, and I want to jump off the staircase, grab the chandelier, swing across, drop behind the monsters and pop them one—the GM can assign a difficulty to that," Salvatore said proudly. "I roll an agility to check and see if I can make it. Then I spend my balance to bring it up to the [agility] check so that I make it."

	Salvatore and Bryan are eyeing another Kickstarter campaign to add more characters, as well as add options for party sizes. They hope players will experiment by mixing together different types of characters. Knights, for example, wear heavy armor and will triumph in most one-on-one encounters. Monks work better in a group. Each monk added to a group increases their strength, so a group of monks will likely walk all over a group of knights.

	DemonWars: Reformation also gave Salvatore the opportunity to partner with his son Geno, the primary author of the Stone of Tymora books, once again. "We love working together. We're doing another Kickstarter, and we might be doing some comics. 'The Education of Brother Thaddius,' the novella I wrote for the DemonWars Kickstarter, is going to Audible, to Kindle. There's a new imprint comic company that said, 'Are the comic rights available for that?' We said, 'Why yes, they are, and Geno and I would love to write it.' So it looks like we'll be working together a lot. It's very cool. I love working with my kids."

	Over 19 years and more than 20 books, Drizzt and his friends, known as the Companions of Mithral Hall, were inseparable. They fought wars, journeyed side by side into the unknown, and took on personal quests to absolve one another of pain and guilt.

	Then, in the Transitions trilogy that began with 2007's The Orc King and concluded in 2009's The Ghost King, Salvatore did the unthinkable: two of the Companions were killed in one fell swoop, leaving readers stunned. "I wanted to tear your heart out," he stated plainly. "When Drizzt woke up that morning and found [Cattie-brie] dead beside him... My goal was, I am going to make this hurt like it has never hurt before."

	The opening salvo of the Transitions trilogy was the starring role given to Obould Many-Arrows, an orc chieftain who aspired to unite the clans under his banner and co-exist peacefully with elves, dwarves, and humans—a very un-orc-like aspiration.

	"One of the things that intrigues me about fantasy is that it is racist," Salvatore explained. "You're not talking about humans, so I guess you can get away with it. Orcs are supposed to be the embodiment of evil in fantasy. It started many years ago when I wrote the short story 'Dark Mirror,' where Drizzt runs into a goblin. He finds out the goblin is an escaped slave. The goblin seems like a great guy, and Drizzt wants to believe that, because he isn't what people expect from a dark elf."

	Salvatore hoped that his readers, like Drizzt, would be suspicious of Obould. Did he truly want to progress his people as a race? Or was Obould being played, used as a pawn by an orc god that needed a figurehead under which all orcs could rally and wreak havoc on the Realms?

	"It's an interesting question because it comes from racial issues, the prejudices that people have, the cultural differences—but I'm always uncomfortable with it. In a way, fantasy does the same thing. Fantasy is a war without guilt. We have slanderous names for whoever we're fighting [during a war]. You dehumanize your enemy because that makes it easier to kill them. Fantasy does that to the ultimate level with orcs, goblins, trolls, and things like that. But there's been a movement in fantasy, because of computer games, to allow people to play as orcs [and other traditionally evil races]. Now people want to know: are orcs really bad?"

	Providing answers to such topical questions is not Salvatore's job. Getting readers, and now gamers, to think raise the questions in the first place—that's what he loves. "I don't have an answer for Obould's situation. I may never [have an answer]. But it's fun to explore."

	More than Obould's time in the spotlight, fans remember Transitions for the deaths of Regis and Catti-brie, two of the companions that made up Drizzt's merry band. Salvatore was not the one who suggested that the Companions be torn asunder. "Wizards advanced the Forgotten Realms 100 years. A 140-year-old woman won't fight very well. I didn't want to kill them. The story wasn't done. [Catti-brie] was going in an interesting direction, and I love the character of Regis. My hand was forced."

	Despite feeling backed into a corner, Salvatore admitted that he liked how things turned out. "By forcing my hand, [Wizards] forced me into an uncomfortable place, and in an uncomfortable place, you have to be really creative to become comfortable again. They forced me to do things I wouldn't have done."

	Catti and Regis did not die like heroes. They fell to the Spellplague, the consequence of the death of Mystra, goddess of magic, which caused magic to run wild all across the world. One minute, Catti and Regis were up and about, talking and living. The next, their minds were gone, reducing them to vegetables.

	Such ignominious death had plagued Salvatore's reality, a bitter wellspring from which he drew to write the deaths of Regis and Catti-brie. "Sometimes shit just happens," Salvatore said. "Excuse my French, but sometimes it does just happen. What heroic reason was there for my brother to get cancer and die? There's no heroic reason. It just happened. It doesn't make sense. It's ridiculous. You hear about some kid riding his bike and he gets hit by a car. There's no rhyme or reason to that. There's no plan. It's just awful."

	Readers felt his pain. When he killed Wulfgar much earlier in the Drizzt line of books, Salvatore received letters from both sides of the fence. When Catti and Regis died, "there was no outrage," the author said. "It was just like, 'Well, I guess it had to happen sometime.'"

	From the outside looking in, Catti-brie and Regis were dead and buried. Salvatore saw things differently. From the moment he walked out of the meeting where he, Ed Greenwood, and other Realms authors and game designers received the news that the world would be advanced 100 years, the wheels in his head were turning.

	"I get 20 letters a day—every day!—from people who say, 'I was in a dark place, and these characters became my friends.' This isn't something like a television series that runs for two years. It's been going for 27 years. There are people in their 40s who were young teenagers when they found Drizzt and are still with him."

	Salvatore recalled feeling nervous when he wrote the characters' resurrections in The Companions, afraid that fans might call foul. "But I thought I had a good way of doing it. I thought it made sense, and I thought I could make a point."

	Well aware of how they died, each character resolves to live differently. Regis, now known as Spider, was a coward. As the littlest of the companions, he worried that he was an albatross to his more combat-competent friends. From the moment he leaves his new mother's womb, Spider trains with a grim determination. He will not be the weakest link in the chain.

	Bruenor, who died in the Neverwinter Saga series that followed Transitions, is pissed off. "He thinks, well, if this happened, is everything I did before heroic? That's the question I knew a lot of readers would ask," Salvatore said. Cattie-brie, too, questions the meaning of all that came before, and endeavors to explore options closed to her in her previous life. Wulfgar the barbarian takes a completely different tack. In his first life, he was good and honorable. Now, he just wants to have fun. "He's a complete hedonist. If it's fun, he's going to do it, whether it's fighting or making love. He figures he's on borrowed time. He already paid his dues, so this is his reward."

	Salvatore got into the habit of inscribing The darkest night on copies of The Ghost King at signings, a hint of the darkness that would grow more cloying over each page. Then, with The Companions, the run rose and shone all the brighter. "The thing that drew me to the Realms in the first place was that it was a really hopeful world. Then it became grim after the Spellplague. Very dark, nihilistic, and gritty—I hate that word—which seems to be the trend in fantasy. I hate that trend. I want fantasy to be enjoyable. I want to escape to a better place, not a worse place. So I wanted to restore that sense of optimism."

	Smiling, Salvatore continued: "You can't believe the letters I get about this book: 'Thank you. My world just got better.' Not everything has to be gritty and depressing all the time."

	Setting Drizzt aside and focusing on tertiary characters is something Salvatore fans have come to expect and appreciate. The Spine of the World focused on Wulfgar's struggle to recover from the torture he had suffered at the hands of the demon that had broken him mentally and spiritually. "When I turned in the manuscript to my editor, I said, 'Half the people are going to love this book, and half are going to hate it. There's nothing I can do about that.' Boy did I call it right on the nose. I got letters saying, 'What's the matter with Wulfgar? He got all his hit points back!' Other people said, 'One day at a time, man. This is awesome.' They were going through similar difficulties."

	Even though Wizards' mandate gave him the chance to put a new spin on the companions, Salvatore would still prefer to call the shots when writing fiction. During our conversation, he revealed that he would like to try his hand at self-publishing books featuring new worlds and characters. "Like I said about the Kickstarter, it made me be responsible for so many things. I like the challenge. I liked being able to name my own [rule] book. If it's a terrible name, hey, at least I named it. I love being able to hire my artist to design my cover. I love being able to hire the editor I want to hire. I'm not afraid of failing, so I'm not afraid of responsibility."

	Nor is Salvatore afraid of failing to attract readers to his other, non-Drizzt works. At the signing where I met up with him, Salvatore asked how many in the audience read the Drizzt books. Every other hand went up. When he asked how many of those readers had cracked open copies of Stone of Tymora, DemonWars, or other works unrelated or tangentially connected to Drizzt, only a smattering of hands appeared.

	Still, if the worst-case scenario is every Drizzt novel hitting the New York Times bestseller list, Salvatore can live with that. "It's the same thing Robert Jordan went through with Wheel of Time, Terry Brooks went through it with Shannara, George Martin's going through with A Song of Ice and Fire, and J. K. Rowling went through it when she wrote a book that wasn't Harry Potter: she didn't hit anywhere near those numbers. You get pigeon-holed just like actors on TV shows. But you can't complain about that because the fact that you got pigeon-holed means you did something that people accepted and loved."

	The way Salvatore sees it, he's damn lucky that something he writes touches so many lives. "When I read a letter from somebody in Iraq who says, 'Thank you. I read your book and it allowed me to forget what I did for today, and not think about what I'll have to do tomorrow'—that's a blessing that I get to be part of that through writing about an elf. So there's nothing to complain about... although I do wish more people would read DemonWars [laughs]. I'll pull people over to DemonWars one at a time. I'm pretty good at it."

	Twenty-seven years and nearly as many iconic characters later, and Salvatore is still having a blast writing the world's favorite dark-elf. Even so, Salvatore admits that he has thought about how Drizzt's saga will come to an end, and the note he wants to end on when the time comes.

	"I think I'm beginning to understand how this will end. But, no, nothing specific [in terms of an ending]. Not yet. However, I do expect as of right now that if they said, 'This is the last Drizzt book,' and I had to end it, I do expect it wouldn't end sadly. I wouldn't end on a down note. I thought the last Drizzt book I would ever write for TSR [before Wizards of the Coast acquired TSR] was Passage to Dawn. TSR and I had an ugly break-up. I was done. How did I end that book? With Drizzt and Catti-brie riding off into the sunset. The series would end more like that."

	 


Chapter 5: Soul Ex Machina

	ANYONE WHO LOOKED into Josh Sawyer’s office would have reasonably assumed he was preparing to host the most epic Dungeons & Dragons campaign of his life.

	Sawyer’s desk was covered in reference materials befitting any RPG director: player guidebooks, monster bestiaries, Dungeon Master manuals, notepads, writing utensils. Project Eternity’s Game Director sat in front of three monitors, each displaying documents and map images. 

	“It was a lot of sitting at my computer, looking at old reference material, talking with people, and then listening to ideas from other people on the team,” he said of building Pillars of Eternity’s world from scratch.

	Tight deadlines were as intrinsic a piece of Obsidian Entertainment’s DNA as rich dialogue and real-time-with-pause tactical combat. Pillars of Eternity’s Kickstarter campaign was no different. Development on the game was happening concurrently to the Kickstarter, which was still going gangbusters. Knowing backers would want details as the campaign progressed, Sawyer cranked out lore and expanded it into a three-dimensional world brimming with interesting peoples, places, and things to do—all while juggling myriad other responsibilities of a project director, from weighing in on camera angles to the minutia of game systems.

	“During the campaign, people would say, 'I have this feeling you're making this stuff up as you go along,' and I'm like, 'No shit, dude,'” Sawyer recalled. “We didn't necessarily know the game was going to get funded, so I didn't know the whole world going into the campaign. It was an ad hoc style of design.”

	Sawyer knew from experience that the first step to building a world was planting a hook. Pillars of Eternity’s hook was Adam Brennecke’s idea of reincarnation centered on souls. Certain individuals were blessed—or cursed—with the ability to read souls, and were aware that their souls had been recycled countless times over eons. The world in which these souls found new vessels time and again was called Eora, a realm of exotic cities, quaint farming villages, and vast wilderness regions.

	Sawyer rooted Pillars of Eternity’s story in the Dyrwood and Eir Glanfath, two nations set in Eora’s Eastern Reach peninsula. “I went with a setting that was fairly conservative in terms of how it looked and felt, so it felt like Forgotten Realms,” Sawyer explained. “I looked at a map of the Dalelands in the Forgotten Realms, and I didn't literally flip it, but I sort of mentally flipped it and drew out what became the Dyrwood and Eir Glanfath.”

	The team had good reason to stick close to the Forgotten Realms. Obsidian had billed the project on Kickstarter as a game baked in the mold of Infinity Engine-style RPGs such as Baldur’s Gate and Icewind Dale. Pillars of Eternity’s target audience expected a game that looked and felt familiar.

	Still, the team deviated in some ways. Eora differed from the Realms in its adoption of sixteenth-century architecture and technology, namely guns, a weapon type that Brennecke had written near the top of his wish list. Some of the races that inhabited Eora’s continents and seas would be familiar as well, yet Sawyer added twists. Humans were a given, but Sawyer labeled them the folk and divided them among the meadow, ocean, and savannah cultures, or sub-races. 

	The godlike were one of Sawyer’s first creations. Stemming from Pillars of Eternity’s core conceit of reincarnation and religion, the godlike are born from humans and blessed with the physical features of deities. To create the godlike, Sawyer borrowed some characteristics from D&D’s genasi race of humanoid creatures conceived of humans and elementals. Genasi exhibit characteristics of their elemental heritage, such as the fire genasi’s flaming-red skin or the blue, scaly flesh of water genasi.

	Sawyer distinguished the godlike by concentrating their most striking characteristics on their heads. Nature godlike are covered in vegetation and fungi. Hard, shell-like scales cover the faces of death godlike, while fire godlike have heads of flame. Working with lead character artist Dimitri Berman, he wanted to focus first on drawing cool-looking characters and leave practicalities for later.

	“Dimitri, as a character artist, is always worried about how helmets and stuff work, how things fit on characters,” Sawyer recalled. “So, I said, ‘They can't wear helmets,’ which is one of their defining characteristics. I said, ‘Let their heads have horns, or wreaths of flame, or weird growths, and they'll never be able to wear helmets. That will be a drawback of playing that character type.”

	“For both projects, the godlike are my favorite. I really like weird stuff,” Berman added. 

	In popular fantasy and the Forgotten Realms in particular, the drow, or dark elves, are often portrayed as evil, with the exception of R. A. Salvatore’s Drizzt Do’Urden character. Sawyer liked the concept of dark elves and put his spin on them to create the glamfellen, a race of elves that inhabit Eora’s icy southern region called The White That Wends, and so pale in appearance that players may believe them made from ice.

	Other stock fantasy races such as halflings, orcs, and gnomes went under the knife as well. “I included those,” Sawyer explained, “but then thought, You know what? I don't think that many people are into halflings and gnomes, and I really don't want to have orcs, and I don't think that many people are into orcs and half-orcs as player-characters. I knew some would, but it wouldn’t be a big percentage of people. So I decided to not to do those, but I did say, ‘Let's have a small race and a big race.’”

	The towering aumaua were born out of Sawyer’s distaste for stereotypes such as all orcs being bloodthirsty savages, a preconception dated all the way back to J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit. Their gigantic physiques and colored skin make them the subject of racism by the folk, the most prolific of Eora’s races.

	On the opposite end of the spectrum from the aumaua are the diminutive orlan. While the orlan are partially inspired by halflings, they crave more than languid summer days spent celebrating one-hundred-and-eleventh birthdays and shying away from adventures. They’re small, they’re frequently oppressed, and they’re tired of it. “That's where a lot of the orlan background, especially in the first game, came from,” Sawyer said. “They're physically small, so most cultures that come into contact with them wind up at least trying to push them around. Their history as a people, at least in the Eastern Reach, is defined by various forms of enslavement or resistance to the interference of other people.”

	Sawyer never designed in a vacuum. His usual process was to leaf through books, chat on forums, and read articles, then dump his thoughts into a document and sort through what he’d written. After he cleaned up a document, he’d send it off in an email to colleagues and then drift around the office, listening to feedback and rapping about design ideas. George Ziets proposed backgrounds and alignments for gods, so Sawyer turned those parts over to him. Bobby Null proposed dozens of monsters, and Sawyer ran with many of his ideas.

	Adding wrinkles positioned Eora and its inhabitants as both a touchstone for players familiar with Infinity Engine RPGs, as well as a fresh world to explore. Early on, Chris Avellone mentioned that many of the classes Sawyer had devised hewed too closely to D&D. Fighters and clerics were a given, he said, but maybe a few classes should be as different from the norm as possible.

	“My idea for that was the cipher, which wound up being more of a psionicist,” Sawyer remembered. “You could say it's like D&D's psionicist, but I think they do feel distinctly different.” Where psionicist harness the power of their minds to perform techniques rooted in mental abilities, ciphers draw energy from their souls as well as mental energy.

	Instead of bards, the chanter class manifests abilities by rattling off phrases that can be combined to manipulate powerful magic. “I think it was Tim Cain who had the idea of overlapping phrases that gave these buffs and things like that, where your goal was to construct chants out of phrases and overlap as many recurring effects as you could,” said Sawyer.

	“I love the chanter class, because our take on the bard class is not at all the old D&D, combat-and-thief type of guy. He's his own person,” Cain added. “He sings these chants that make crazy effects happen because he's calling on ancestral spirits. I love playing that class.”

	Through the combined efforts of Sawyer and the feedback he received, Pillars of Eternity carved out its own space beside the Infinity Engine games by mixing classic computer RPG tropes and its own flourishes. The fact that it succeeded computer CRPGs rather than pen-and-paper games—the antecedent of classics such as Baldur’s Gate—made it particularly distinctive. 

	“In a tabletop game, it's hard to keep track of all the numbers,” Cain explained. “Someone puts a status effect on you that lasts so long, and its effect changes all the time, and it puts an aura on you, so if you move around, it affects anyone who comes within such-and-such a distance. That's just really hard to do in a paper-and-pencil game, but it's trivial for us to do in a computer game.”

	 

	ALTHOUGH JOSH SAWYER laid the groundwork for Eora and its peoples and cultures, he was not the lead narrative designer on Pillars of Eternity. That mantle would go to Eric Fenstermaker as soon as he was done writing for South Park: The Stick of Truth. “One of the realities of development at a studio with multiple projects is you can't always get everyone exactly when you want or need them,” Sawyer explained. 

	“My involvement at the very beginning of Pillars of Eternity was limited to a series of meetings where a group of us discussed what we could do to make the setting feel unique, and then began to brainstorm story ideas,” said Fenstermaker. “The rest of the time I was writing fart jokes for South Park. Which, you know, I can’t complain.”

	While the line between designer and writer blurs easily, Fenstermaker had always wanted to be a writer. “Even at school, I was spending all my electives on English classes and little else, so I had some sense I wanted to angle more towards writing and design. When I graduated, I went looking for places where I might be able to write, of which there were very few offering full-time, entry-level positions in either writing or design.”

	Fenstermaker applied to studios across the industry and got a hit from Obsidian. He turned heads by submitting a mod he had made for Neverwinter Nights using the toolset BioWare had packaged with the game. He cut his teeth programming scripts and worked his way up to writing on Neverwinter Nights 2, Fallout: New Vegas, and South Park.

	As soon as South Park was ready to ship out, Fenstermaker joined Pillars of Eternity’s team of narrative designers. “When Eric came on, he was very largely focused on the story, themes, defining the major characters, and bringing on dialogue and things like that,” Sawyer said.

	Fenstermaker found material waiting for him: summaries of Eora’s races and cultures, a timeline for the Dyrwood nation, and biographies of the two major cities, Defiance Bay and Twin Elms, that players would visit. “There was a lot to work from, which was good, because worldbuilding is time consuming and the story needed to be done in a hurry,” he said.

	Fenstermaker gravitated to the notion of playing around with reincarnation. In early story treatments he combined rebirth with high-level concepts such as creating animancy, a branch of science based on the study of souls. From the outset, Fenstermaker liked the idea of the player becoming a special type of character able to see, interpret, and manipulate souls. Morality had been a core theme of the Infinity Engine games, and soul science would give players opportunities to decide whether to apply their abilities toward noble ends or selfish and nefarious ones.

	The term Sawyer had coined for this expert was a Watcher. Sawyer’s initial idea was that Watchers should be able to communicate with spirits. Fenstermaker riffed on that idea by granting Watchers their soul-manipulation powers. “We also toyed with making resurrection a big deal and not something you buy from the clergyman on the corner, but that one needed to be part of the story if we were going to use it, and we ended up not,” he said.

	Fenstermaker’s first stab at a treatment picked up after the Saint’s War, a piece of lore Sawyer had written before Fenstermaker got involved. In the Saint’s War, a farmer named Waidwen became the host for the god Eothas, organized a revolt, installed a theocratic government, and invaded the Dyrwood. Fenstermaker’s treatment saw Waidwen reincarnated and pick up where he left off at the end of the Saint’s War. He ran the idea by Sawyer and others, but was met with concern over the scale of the climax, a battle at a stronghold central to the game’s plot.

	“We’d done something similar in the third act of Neverwinter Nights 2 and it was a notorious resource hog both development-wise and engine-wise,” he recalled. “Neverwinter Nights 2 had inflicted a kind of trauma on the people who’d worked on it, and even almost a decade later the hard lessons of that project were so fresh in our minds that we were all maybe a little prone to overcorrection. It’s funny,” he added, “looking back at this treatment now, part of me thinks maybe we should’ve done it, if only because it was cleaner than the later pitches, and would’ve been ready to go a lot quicker.”

	Sawyer liked the metaphysical aspects of Fenstermaker’s pitch and encouraged him to go further in that direction. “I think, from Baldur’s Gate, what we were taking was the broad scope of exploration and the companions,” Sawyer said of some influences culled from Infinity Engine titles. “With Icewind Dale, we hoped to get the really evocative, beautiful environments, and tactical combat. From Planescape: Torment, it was really about the metaphysical concepts: the philosophical, the metaphysical, and the religious aspects.”

	“One of the interesting things about Josh is that even though he is thoroughly detail oriented, he is not at all a micromanager. It makes him well suited to a directing role,” Fenstermaker said. “He had a vision and certain things he was passionate about, and as long as you could work within that vision, he was very open to ideas and suggestions. I could very occasionally talk him out of something he wanted that I had a competing idea for, but that was only maybe like once a project so I had to save it up and spend wisely there. There really wasn’t much need to.”

	Working alongside George Ziets, Fenstermaker wrote a second treatment by mashing together ideas from his colleagues. It had promise, but the other plot treatments were gumming up his creative works. Fenstermaker discarded the treatment and started over. By that time, Ziets’ contract had expired and he had moved on to other work. Fenstermaker wrote another story pitch, one in which religion played a key role. “I focused on trying to streamline what we had, and to make the story more personal,” he said. “I was also just looking for some kind of unknown ingredient that would give the story a kind of reason for being.”

	His next treatment embraced souls and reincarnation as the pillars of Pillars of Eternity, along with theology. “I spent a long time thinking about reincarnation and why it would be there in this world and how it would work and what relationship the gods might have with it. And at a certain point I had an answer that I was happy with because I wasn’t aware of any settings that had done it that way, and because it gave me the core of a mystery for the game. And from that answer, the last treatment started to take shape.”

	Fenstermaker’s mystery concerned the existence of gods and Eora’s collective belief in them. Centuries ago, the peoples of Eir Glanfath, once a melting pot of races, had built monuments and other structures out of adra, a living substance that acted as a conduit for animancy. Long after the original races that inhabited Eir Glanfath had died out, other races from surrounding nations such as the Dyrwood fought over first dibs on plundering the adra-wrought structures. The player joins the story in the middle of the action. Assuming the role of a Watcher, players travel throughout the Dyrwood and Eir Glanfath and discover that Eora’s faith in their gods has been misplaced—because their gods never existed.

	“We'd had the notion of these big, ancient machines from earlier drafts, but their function had been quite different,” Fenstermaker said. “So it was very late in the process. I think I was still at that point searching pretty actively for something that would make our setting stand apart from the sort of boilerplate fantasy setting that everyone defaults to. I had some concern that the soul mechanics of the world, while an interesting focal point, weren't distinguishing enough on their own. Like, if the whole adventure could've just happened in the Forgotten Realms, then why should this IP even exist? I think I zeroed in on the concept of manmade gods because I liked the existential implications of it. Fantasy doesn't usually get to deal with those.”

	The theme of religion was relatable to most Obsidian developers regardless of their personal beliefs. “We have people on the team who are religious, or not religious, or strongly atheistic, strongly Christian, or other beliefs,” Sawyer said. “We have a lot of discussions about this within the context of the world, and come at it from different perspectives. I think that's what makes the subject rich for exploration in the game.”

	Growing up, Sawyer had not taken part in organized religion. He labeled himself atheistic while recognizing the importance of religion as a vital part of human nature. “When I got my history degree, it was focusing largely on religious history. It was hagiography in late medieval and early modern Europe, and witch hunting, which has various interesting religious aspects associated with it.”

	Fans of Sawyer’s earlier projects had accompanied him on journeys steeped in theology. Honest Hearts, an expansion for Fallout: New Vegas, introduced content that centered on religion. “I think there are a lot of interesting things to explore, whether you are a believer or you aren't. It's interesting to think about why we conduct ourselves the way that we do,” he continued. “When you get to that root of, 'How do I behave? Why do I behave? What are the underpinnings of my beliefs, and how do those influence how I go about my daily life?'—I think those are interesting questions, whether you're talking in a fantasy context or a real-world context.”

	Sawyer and Fenstermaker hoped that the revelation that Eora’s gods were artificial constructs would spur players into asking themselves interesting questions while, simultaneously, the game’s characters wrestled with their beliefs. “What does it mean if gods are artificial?” Sawyer pondered. “What does it mean to know that, well, they're still powerful, and they still control the cycle of reincarnation, but they did not create the world itself? They did not create the cycle of reincarnation of itself. Does that matter? Does it matter if a god is dead?”

	Fenstermaker shaped Pillars of Eternity’s story, but like Sawyer, he was as much a manager as he was a designer. “The ‘lead’ part means you have to go to more meetings, you probably have people reporting to you—although I didn’t on South Park—whom you have to manage and review, and you’re doing a lot of feedback. You’re reading every design document you can and giving input as an advocate for your department and for the narrative. You’re watching scope and telling level and system designers when an area or system is asking for more dialogues than you can cover in the schedule.”

	Fenstermaker was interested in writing many of the quests and characters that players would encounter along the game’s critical path. For the rest, he recruited help. 

	 

	OUDTSHOORN HOLDS significance for Carrie Patel. The small town in South Africa’s Western Cape hosts the continent’s largest cave system and holds the honor of being the ostrich capital of the world. It’s also the place where Carrie Patel landed a job that became a career.

	After working a day job, Patel talked with her husband about her dream of writing novels. They agreed that she should focus on writing for a time. Patel had written The Buried Life, the first installment in a trilogy of novels, and was shopping for an agent. Angry Robot Books signed her to a trilogy, and she continued writing but found herself missing the structure of a regular job. Thinking of the point-and-click adventure games she had played as a kid, Patel hunted for writing positions in the games industry by searching for games with stories that had sucked her in, such as BioWare’s Mass Effect series, and sent in applications.

	On a Thursday, a manager from Obsidian replied to Patel’s query and asked if she would be willing to take a writing test. She agreed, and was given the weekend to work on a multi-part evaluation. The first part asked her to explain her tastes in games and design. The second consisted of sample text commonly found in games: character dialogue, item descriptions, and exposition. Her job on that segment was to revise and polish.

	Patel believed she was reading between the lines and had discovered a test within the test, like a Trojan horse. “I edited with a fairly light touch, just tried to make it a little more coherent and mechanically correct,” she said, believing that what Obsidian really wanted her to do was touch up the writing rather than overhaul it. She submitted the test a couple of days later and left for a planned vacation with her husband. On October 30, she received an email asking if she had time for a phone interview sometime the following week. Patel wrote back and explained that she and her husband were out of the country, and calling Obsidian would be more convenient due to time zones.

	At midnight on November 5, Patel made her way downstairs to the lobby of the hotel where she and her husband were staying in Oudtshoorn. For the next hour she spoke with Josh Sawyer, Chris Avellone, and Eric Fenstermaker. The conversation flowed easily. When they asked about her history with roleplaying games, Patel admitted she lacked experience in the types of RPGs that were influencing Pillars of Eternity, but made up for it with her knowledge of writing other types of stories as well as playing other types of story-driven games. She got up to speed on the classics before starting at Obsidian a couple of weeks later. “I did play Planescape: Torment once I got to Obsidian, in part because I knew that was such a big touchstone for us as a company and as the Pillars team, and because it was such a groundbreaking game in terms of narrative design and storytelling in games, but I had not played Baldur’s Gate or Icewind Dale. We've always been looking for a balance in the Pillars games between hearkening back to that flavor and style, and updating it and creating our own world and story.”

	After starting, someone brought up her writing test. “What I heard later was, ‘Actually, we'd been looking for ways to get people to take more risks and authorship on these tests, but everyone tends to edit dialogue pretty lightly, which was not what we were looking for.’ I thought that was interesting,” she remembered.

	By the time Patel arrived, Avellone, Fenstermaker, Sawyer, and other designers had written up documents detailing areas such as Twin Elms, the second of Pillars of Eternity’s two large cities and a Kickstarter stretch goal. Some quests had barebones direction for the narrative designer who would be assigned to it. Others were blank slates for Patel to fill as she saw fit.

	It didn’t take long for her to get a handle on the narrative team’s work flow. First, she would reference the design document associated with the character, quest, or region to which she was assigned. Then she would touch base with the level designer working on that area to see where her character or quest fit in the game’s structure: a main quest that would move the player one step closer to the ending, or a side quest that could be undertaken to earn extra experience and items. Finally, she would check for any notes from leads such as Sawyer or Fenstermaker in case they had a specific tone or direction in mind.

	Patel got into the habit of using her email as a scratch pad, jotting down thoughts in a draft she could refer to later. Once she was ready to write, she fired up OEI, short for Obsidian Entertainment, Inc., the studio’s proprietary set of tools for narrative design, and did a writing pass. “That could be as simple as creating a dialogue tree from scratch for the content, if there wasn't something already, or editing an existing tree for mechanical consistency, or a clear sense of direction for the player, or different characterization, any of those things.”

	One of her first projects was The Final Act, a multi-part side quest. “They got me into quest-writing fairly quickly, which was exciting and a little bit intimidating,” Patel recalled.

	The Final Act sees players associating with Kurren, a cipher investigating a spate of disappearances. He confides to players that animancers may be behind the work, hence recruiting the player, a Watcher, to employ his or her innate soul-manipulation abilities. Players track down three individuals and eventually make their way to a seedy playhouse where they find a scarf belonging to Kora, one of the missing persons. An aspiring actress with a cheery disposition who wanted nothing more than to finally get her big break, Kora was lured to the theater and murdered in the fantasy equivalent of a snuff film. Players proceed with the quest until they confront Kora’s murderer.

	Patel got wrapped up in plotting the quest and fleshing out its characters, and was pleased to discover that that’s exactly what Fenstermaker wanted from his narrative team. “I think for me, figuring out, ‘How much leeway do I have? Do you want me to give this a light touch and clean up the prose? Do you want me to look at structural story stuff and say, 'This doesn't make a lot of sense, this doesn't feel great,' or 'Here's an option we're neglecting?' Where's the authorship with this, and how do you want me to approach it?’ Those were my first big questions,” she explained.

	Diving head-first into quest writing gave Patel time and space to learn the delicate balance between audiovisual elements and text, the collective backbone of Infinity Engine—and Infinity Engine-inspired—roleplaying games. Audiovisual elements, for example, were not ideal for showing fine details such as facial expressions because the camera was set too far back and above the action. That was where writing came in. “We do communicate a lot more through prose and dialogue: writing out actions, gestures, facial expressions, a lot of things you'd include if you were writing this game as a novel or short story,” she said.

	Writing prose was often more of a pragmatic rather than a creative decision. The four million dollars Obsidian had raised through crowdfunding was going toward studio expenses ranging from employee salaries and healthcare plans to snacks and drinks for the kitchen, to computers and software licenses. “I made the choice to use prose early on in part so that we could capture whatever we needed to in the narrative without getting art support for it,” Fenstermaker explained. “So basically the way it worked was that we did it all in text, requested art where it was considered high priority, and if we didn’t get it, the text had it covered.”

	Requests for audio, such as a sound effect that a narrative designer wanted to play at a specific moment, were as difficult to get fulfilled as art requests due to the small size of the audio team. “There usually wasn’t time to get, for example, a sound effect to accompany every prose mention of a sound,” Fenstermaker continued. “Instead we concentrated on key plot moments, and also the scripted interactions, which we figured out how to do relatively cheaply both for art and for audio, and those were great bang for the buck.”

	Audiovisuals get their due by way of the game’s isometric camera. Many 3D roleplaying games such as Mass Effect and Dark Souls keep cameras close to the action, hovering behind and above the player-character’s shoulder. That limits the player’s view to the environment ahead and to either side. 

	Sawyer appreciates the benefits of that level of immersion, such as forcing players to turn around and letting designers stage scenarios such as enemies creeping up from behind. Even so, he believes isometric RPGs offer another way to tell and be told a story. “We do things like banter conversations where we bark things over people's heads while they're walking around, just talking with each other,” he said. “In this iso view, where you're looking at a big picture and your characters are really small, barking back and forth, snipping, getting into arguments... It's just a different experience than when you play a first-person game, and even a 3D, top-down game.”

	For Patel, Pillars of Eternity’s isometric angle facilitated storytelling and gameplay. Players who most enjoy tactical battles are satisfied with their expansive view of goings-on, as are players who prefer to be taken for a ride by characters and plot. “One thing I've heard a lot, that I'm not a huge fan of, is this question of, ‘Story or gameplay? Gameplay trumps story every time.’ Well, I guess if you decide that one doesn't matter, but if you approach that question with the idea that both matter, you can make both work. For that to happen, you have to have both parts present together and working together,” she said.

	Any audiovisual requests for the player’s Watcher were considered high priority, an ace that Fenstermaker and his designers kept up their sleeves. Players begin their journey as a Watcher when a sudden storm leaves them the sole survivor of their caravan. They stumble across a ritual performed by cultists who use a contraption to strip souls from bodies and, due to their proximity to the machine’s energy, become a Watcher. Players put their abilities to use at critical junctures in the story such as solving the Hollowborn Plague, a rash of children born without souls and left in a catatonic state that’s sweeping across regions of Eora.

	As the story unfolds, animancers receive the blame for the Plague until players root out the true cause: Thaos, a rogue priest with animancy powers. Thaos has lived for centuries by transferring his soul to new hosts and harvesting the souls of children for his schemes. Late in the story, players learn that Thaos belongs to an ancient civilization called the Leaden Key whose practitioners were adapt at reading and manipulating souls. Thaos and his brethren created gods for the purpose of instilling law and order. Thaos is the last of his order, and has been harvesting the souls of children to resurrect Woedica, one of his deities, for the purpose of rooting out and destroying animancy. Out of self-preservation, the other manmade gods ally with players as they complete the game’s main series of quests. 

	 

	PATEL WAS THE narrative team’s first recruit, and she was shooting for the same goal as experienced designers like Fenstermaker and Sawyer. “When you're creating something, you'll write out this dialogue tree and say, ‘I thought of everything! The story's great, and it feels great.’ Then you'll play the game, and in a lot of cases it feels very different. Adjusting your sensibilities accordingly can be challenging,” she said.

	Some of Pillars of Eternity’s most memorable quests are those that give the player freedom to make choices. Not coincidentally, those were also among the most difficult to get just right. In Blood Legacy, players follow a breadcrumb trail and uncover a blood pool in Dyrford Ruins, where characters have been sacrificed—have been, and still can be.

	Players can choose to sacrifice one of their companions in exchange for a slight boost to one of their Watcher’s attributes. Only players with a “Cruel” disposition can perform a sacrifice, and they must weigh the reward against the fact that many characters will treat them differently as they slide toward an evil alignment.

	“One thing we allow players to do that is both really interesting and the bane of a designer's existence at times is, you can kill anyone,” Patel explained. “With any bit of content, we have to say, ‘Okay, but what if the player kills this person?’ To a certain extent, with side content, if you kill the quest giver and fail the quest, that's fine. But if we're talking about critical-path characters whose existence is necessary in some way to moving the story along—they're providing critical information at some point, or doing something at some point for the game to continue—we have to ask, ‘What if the player kills this person?’”

	Pillars of Eternity’s designers did their best to put players first. They avoided writing dead-ends where players were unable to make a choice that would have been true to how they wanted to play their character. Their approach was to give players a say in making choices that open some story doors but close others. Their adventure will continue regardless of the outcome.

	The Hermit of Hadret House, a main quest, is an exception to that golden rule. Players are summoned before Lady Webb, a recluse who knows much about them—too much, perhaps. As the quest continues, players will interact with certain members of one faction or others depending on how they handled earlier quests. Hermit of Hadret House stands out because it is the only quest players can fail. If players kill Lady Webb, the game ends. “There are times when there's only so much you can do,” Patel admitted. “Like, ‘Look, if you kill Lady Webb at this point, that's a game over, because there's no one else who can tell you what she tells you.’”

	As evidenced by Blood Legacy, Obsidian’s emphasis on player choice extended to companions, adventurers whom players meet as they play, and one of the most important elements of roleplaying games. Like game designers, companions wear several hats. They have their own stories, motivations, enemies, and friends, but they also serve as vehicles to explain the world and its inhabitants and cultures. “The Watcher's awakening is also new to the player, so those things get explained to the player and the Watcher at the same time,” said Patel. “That's a thing that a lot of games and films do, because it's easier to keep the player and main character on the same page.”

	Just as Obsidian’s writers were careful to avoid dead-ends, they took as much care in never assuming that players would feel a certain way about a character or situation. They knew that not all players wanted to create do-gooders. Some would be cold-hearted killers. Others would fall somewhere between altruistic and evil. Companion characters, however, are given alignments to help players understand different perspectives on an event.

	Companions run the gamut in Pillars of Eternity, from Eder, a physically fit character with blonde hair whose pipe and cocky grin speak to his laidback demeanor, to Durance, whose physical appearance and seemingly bottomless well of anger inform his cynical worldview and propensity for testing players.

	Chris Avellone wrote Durance as well as the Grieving Mother. Both characters became fan favorites. “A lot of the character books I did for pen-and-paper games helped me refine the process of character bios when doing computer role-playing games,” Avellone said. “For example, the Grieving Mother in Pillars of Eternity transitioned off of a supervillain I had once created for Champions’ Underworld Enemies, a villain who was so unremarkable, she was mentally invisible to people around her, including her own family, so she did dangerous stunts and crimes to force people to notice her and help her. I’d never been able to do more work with the character, so I decided to expand on the concept in a video game.”

	The Grieving Mother is a peasant woman just past child-bearing age. Her plain clothing contrasts with her true nature: She is a cipher who uses her abilities to assist mothers with childbirth, the Pillars of Eternity analogue of a midwife. When the Hollowborn Plague strikes her area, she takes a different tack, weaving a spell to convince townsfolk that their soulless children are healthy. When the illusion becomes too complex for her to hold, it shatters. The community turns on her to enact revenge, forcing her to flee. 

	Players who take up with her will find themselves pulled into moral debates, particularly when Durance, who scornfully views the Grieving Mother as an abettor of the Hollowborn Plague, is in their party. “Mystery might be the most powerful tool a writer has for engaging their audience,” Fenstermaker said. “There’s no mistaking right away that the Grieving Mother is different from everybody else. There’s something going on with her, but you know it’s going to take work to get it out of her. You want to get to know her, because to get to know her is to solve her mystery. And I think because there’s so much deception embedded in everything she does, you also don’t know if you can trust her. I tend to like characters you can’t trust. That’s another kind of mystery. The scenes were evocative, and the solution was gratifying from a roleplaying perspective. Also, I remember it being a deliberate choice on Chris’ part at the design stage that the character’s story would be rooted in the Hollowborn crisis, so that she might give a face to it and help players connect with it emotionally.”

	Fenstermaker proposed that the personalities of players can be a major factor in determining which companions they bond with, and which they bounce off of. “My guess is that since these NPCs are basically cast as your friends, or at least your most intimate relationships, the player’s personality tends to play an important role in whom they want to spend time with,” Fenstermaker opined. “Which is to say, that to a degree, for any companion, your favorite may say as much about you as it does the companion. Not just who you want to hang out with—after all, there are plenty of great terrible-person companions in RPGs—but what you find interesting, what emotions and inner conflicts resonate with you, and what rubs you the wrong way.”

	Another reason players warm to or are repulsed by a companion could be their writing style. Grieving Mother is enigmatic, but when she uses animancy to share images and memories with players, they see a woman who is damaged by her misguided effort to help, and who only wants to fade away. It’s a different take on a character that another writer may have portrayed as a literal grieving mother, rather than one who lived vicariously through the mothers she aided. 

	Still other players favor companions who provide boons to gameplay. “I’ve used this example before, but many people loved or hated Boone in Fallout: New Vegas not for anything that I wrote, but because there was a bug when the game shipped where he could one-shot just about anything with his sniper rifle,” Fenstermaker said. “It’s very difficult to gauge a companion’s success by the fan reception. Ultimately you have to just decide whether you thought the companion was effective and trust that.”

	Not all companions are human. All races are represented. Every character was created in part to twist stereotypes and represent diversity, two staples of fantasy writing independent of medium. Fenstermaker urged his writers to explore alternative lifestyles and customs to create a diverse setting filled with diverse peoples. “It seems like such an easy thing to do,” Patel said of creating a diverse world, "but I think it's also something that, to do it well, you have to be very methodical and deliberate about it because it's easy to fall into the habit of making things roughly the way you've always seen them.”

	Sawyer found a way to bring orcs, ogres, and other traditionally evil races onto Pillars of Eternity’s stage by classifying them as wilder, one of five types of creatures—outside of selectable races such as godlike and folk—that roam and live in Eora. 

	“It's pretty rare that we portray wilder as being inherently malicious, nasty, or anything like that,” he said. “I've tried to make wilder feel like there are reasons why the other races don't accept them, but they are not inherently evil, or cruel. I think, going back to Icewind Dale 1 and 2, that's where the seeds of that idea came from. And then continuing through into Pillars of Eternity, we've tried to make all the wilder races that are intelligent feel like they do have a place in the world, but that place is largely marginalized. Not because they're inherently bad, but because the races that call themselves kith don't view them as their equals.”

	 

	LIKE MOST DESIGNERS, Fenstermaker bit off more than he could chew. He had embarked on Pillars of Eternity with every intention of writing every quest and character that players encounter along the game’s critical path. That approach had worked on the well-received Neverwinter Nights 2: Mask of the Betrayer expansion set, which he had designed under the leadership of George Ziets.

	“It worked well because there was this very strong beginning-to-end consistency of the main story,” Fenstermaker said of NWN 2. “But in the case of Pillars, I started out in a hole because I came on to the project late, and there was lots more to figure out in terms of narrative systems and style, and a much larger game to oversee. I was going to write the gods originally, but I gave them to Carrie instead because she had done so well with everything else I’d given her, and they’re some of the best conversations in the game.”

	“I remember I was really excited because Eric Fenstermaker gave me a lot of ownership over those,” Patel said of the conversations, which take place near the end of the game during a quest titled Council of Stars. “It was late enough in our development process that I felt like I had a good sense of my role as a narrative designer, my authorship over the tasks given to me, and I had a lot of confidence in what I was doing with those.”

	Fenstermaker’s only guidelines to Patel were that she write each god in such a way that made them feel otherworldly. He also hoped she would couch them in metaphor. One of the reasons he had signed off on hiring Patel was because of a short story she had submitted that had made impressive use of figurative language. The Council of Stars quest seemed tailormade for her.

	Patel came up with the perfect approach. “A god based around an idea, at least as we were envisioning them, should not approach you the way a person would. They should approach you as the personification of this idea. So, for each of these gods, I asked, what do they want from you? What is the weird way they're going to explain this to you, and what are they going to push you at the end of you fulfilling their quest, if you do that?”

	One by one, false god by false god, Patel wrote dialogue and prose that answered her questions. Berath, god of life and death, is concerned by beings who have stepped out of the circle of life, so Patel represented him as a tree whose roots strangle everything it touches, and as a druidic man who takes the form of a sac of flesh filled with the blood of the people whose lives he has leeched away. “I looked at that as being a way for Berath to explain how he sees it as a problem, and how to communicate to you what a horrible thing this is and why you need to fix it. Then, when you come back, how Berath uses that illustration to say, ‘When you confront Thaos, this is what you need to do with the souls.’”

	Beautiful music and stirring visuals punctuate Pillars of Eternity, but many key moments, such as the player’s interactions with the gods as well as the Watcher’s animancy powers, are enacted through prose. “We also had the Watcher mechanic that let you see into a person’s soul and their memories, and there, since it took place in an imagined space, we allowed ourselves more freedom to describe whatever we wanted,” Fenstermaker said. “I think some of those scenes were some of the most successful because of that flexibility and because it was more directly engaging the player’s imagination.”

	Sawyer appreciated being able to design an Infinity Engine-like RPG in an era when even the most robust roleplaying games seemed to relegate text to character dialogue. “With an isometric game, there's so much that you can't see from your camera angle that it's fun to go back to writing prose that is out of the camera's eye, but is within the mind's eye,” he explained. “It's a thing you can abstract and think about.”

	Buttressing animations with text came with the benefit of allowing the art and audio teams to concentrate on evoking emotion rather than showing it explicitly through photorealistic graphics. Complementing the beautiful animations and characters rendered by Obsidian’s artists with text was evocative of listening to a dungeon master describe a scene or series of events and watching those scenes unfold via the world’s most powerful graphics processor—the mind’s eye.

	“I think that's a very cool feeling,” Sawyer said. “I think that's why we lean so heavily into those elements.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 6: Building a Diorama

	LIKE A FAMILY recipe passed down through generations, crafting an environment in a roleplaying game calls for specific ingredients. The quantities of those ingredients varies depending on the flavor of RPG one aspires to make.

	Over the spring and summer of 2013, Pillars of Eternity’s developers baked their Infinity Engine RPG cake and cut off a vertical slice. “That was the June to August timeframe when we were trying to finish that up,” Adam Brennecke explained. “The vertical slice was the Dyrford Village scene. We wanted all the core elements of the game working and up and running at that stage, before moving into production.”

	Vertical slice is industry speak for a playable chunk of a game designed to showcase progress across an entire project. The concept artwork and animated background Obsidian had released in late 2012 and the spring of 2013, respectively, formed its foundation, the pan in which the rest of the game would be prepared. The goal of a vertical slice is to incorporate most or all of the features to be used in the final version of a game. Once the slice is finished, content creators build out from there.

	More developers piled onto teams as work on South Park: The Stick of Truth wound down. Bobby Null, designated lead level designer, was one of the most excited to dig into Pillars of Eternity. Though he had joined Obsidian five years earlier, contributing to design for Neverwinter Night 2 expansions as well as Dungeon Siege III and South Park, his penchant for building dated back to childhood.

	“Ever since I was a little kid, I've loved Legos, erector sets, Lincoln Logs,” Null said. “Building things is cool, and I think level designers, most of the ones I know, have that same mentality. They just love to put things together. For me, inherently, area design is the most interesting of the design disciplines from the sense that you're touching everything. You're responsible for the final level. You're taking everybody's work, all these creative people's work—including your own—and putting it all together in a finished piece.”

	Dyrford Village was the first area created for Pillars of Eternity by being the area built for the vertical slice. That single area spanned eleven maps to provide a sampling of each major type of environment: towns, dungeons, and wilderness. Every discipline’s leaders had priorities. As Art Director, Rob Nesler focused on concerns such as environmental details that transformed spaces from oddly shaped containers to hold characters and gameplay, into towns, forests, and dungeons that felt alive. “If we're building a world where human beings are characters, I feel it's important that we assemble things in a way that looks like human beings would build them and live in them,” he explained of Dyrford. “That was one of my main rules.”

	A dirt road leads into Dyrford Village from the northeast and wends south, broadening into a town square that hosts an inn—the village’s largest building—a mill, a few houses and shops, and a temple. A river hugs the north and western sides. Stone bridges cross from the village over to the Temple of Berath.

	The milieu is appropriately quaint, a product of its status as a rural outpost. There are few paths in and out, and all paths feed into the square—a way to guide players to the town’s main attraction: NPCs with whom they can talk, trade, and receive quests. “You don't want it too spread out, but you don't want it to feel too small, either,” said Hector Espinoza. “Balancing that is really important. You want a lot of areas of interest.”

	Functionality must balance verisimilitude. Every building had to serve a purpose. “There are so many house interiors with nothing going on that you want to design,” Null said. “If you design too many of those, players find themselves spending four, five, six hours exploring them and doing menial things rather than exploring exotic locations like dungeons and places that have more fantastic elements in them. You've got to get the bang for your buck out of every asset that's being requested, and that's pretty tricky.” 

	Planting shops and homes in the center of town was purposeful: It’s a hub of interaction for players and the NPCs they’ll meet. Vertical slices are essential for establishing big-picture details such as town squares, and for squaring away minutiae. “That's where you're going to define your door dimensions, and that's where we pushed reality back a bit in order to guarantee that nobody gets hung up or stuck on going into doors,” Nesler said. “That's where we have to break our rules of authenticity: For the benefit of the design of the game.”

	Aesthetics informed the design of Dyrford and other areas as much as functionality. “Josh further identified it as in the Renaissance, a colonization sort of empire. He was really hoping for Spanish colonial architecture, so I would take that feedback and come up with ideas for it, and for characters,” Nesler explained.

	Josh Sawyer had envisioned Eora as a world straddling the line between the real-world Renaissance and the Industrial Revolution. True to European history, Eora’s people did not dump the trappings of an earlier era once a new, shiny epoch began. Swords had remained the weapon of choice during the Renaissance, but guns grew more important as scientists made advancements in munitions. Nearby Dyrford Village’s newer, Romanesque buildings sit the crumbling remains of medieval structures, the foundation of history on which the settlement’s inhabitants have built, and a way to communicate the deep history of a single area in Eora.

	Every environment, every screen, was a joint collaboration between all of Pillars of Eternity’s disciplines. Teams had shared priorities as well as individual goals. Area designers made the call on details such as map layout and placement of items and monsters. Environment artists created levels based on area and story specifications provided by narrative designers and area designers, who often went back and forth on decisions. “There were some competing interests there, each valid,” recalled Eric Fenstermaker. “There was the desire for area designers to have maximal creative ownership of the thing they were making, versus a desire to make sure that most of the side quests were on some level contributing to the player’s experience of the story, whether that meant showing the player something that aided their understanding of story-critical lore or even just providing some kind of thematic relevance or hitting the right atmospheric note.”

	In most cases, environment artists did not paint so much as a pixel until a narrative designer and an area designer had distributed a document describing an area’s rough layout, where it would be found in the game’s progression, the types of items, enemies, and other actors the environment team should place there, and what the area should convey to players about the story and the world. “For example, the religion of the setting and understanding what Watchers were to the society and what the civil unrest level in Defiance Bay was, because if you’re not showing that kind of thing all the time through quests then it’s just in a big exposition dump somewhere and players won’t engage with it,” Fenstermaker continued.

	As development rolled on, the area and narrative teams agreed on a split. Writers would have final say on any region involved in the critical path, while the environment team was free to take charge of side quest-centric areas such as optional dungeons. While every environment artist had an opinion concerning just how much ownership they ought to get, everyone understood that they were meant to work as a unified team and deliver what players wanted.

	“I believe you have to be an adult,” Nesler said. “You have to recognize that a whole project you're working on is the work of art. There is artwork in that, and that's my responsibility, but the truth is that the game experience, the idea that it is fun, is really what people are paying for. There's really nothing else that matters. Art reinforces that, and art is a firm reward in the game: the details of the layout of a space, and whether or not the animation is quick enough or slow enough, or the effect is bright enough. These are the things that are most important in how art relates to players enjoying themselves.”

	Nesler admitted that he needed time and distance to learn many of the lessons he espoused to his art team during production of Pillars of Eternity. “In my first decade or two of doing this, I was more rabid about the art. I think sometimes that might have been a little irritating to programmers or designers who worked with me.”

	 

	DYRFORD VILLAGE IS one of the most verdant regions in Pillars of Eternity. That Thomas Kinkade-esque portrait of rural tranquility was the result of years of iteration and polish. The area’s beginnings were humbler. 

	Before a single flower was planted or a rock jutted up from the mud of the river hugging the village’s northern bank, Dyrford Village started out the same as every other area in Pillars of Eternity: As a gray box.

	Drawing from simple geometric pieces, artists whip up an environment filled with quick-and-dirty mockups of areas such as hills, buildings, and paths to give designers an idea of how the area could look. “The gray box of an area can take on any shape, and artists are encouraged to try new things and experiment with different shapes, layouts of buildings, layouts of exterior environments. It kind of starts from there,” said Adam Brennecke.

	“There's a fair amount of detail that goes into the plan for an area that an area designer will come up with,” added Bobby Null. “Generally speaking, area designers are working in a box, from a higher level, particularly if it's a critical-path area where critical portions of the story take place. If it's side content, there's a little bit more freedom to do whatever you want in a lot of cases, but you still have to work within the context of the world. I think there's a big difference, though, from being able to put together something that kind of works, to putting something together that's shippable. In those cases, those pipelines took a lot longer to finalize.”

	Gray-boxing occurs after designers receive an overview from the narrative team. If the area to be built will host a side quest, the area designer assigned to it may write up that document. Those write-ups serve as blue-prints, with gray boxes acting as unvarnished models to reference before construction on the real deal gets underway. 

	“From that point, we may have a tile set that can fit, say, a dungeon,” said Hector Espinoza. “It could be an underground dungeon, a sewer system, or a cave. Based on that gray box, we start putting down walls based on that tile set.”

	The first pass on any area is done with tile sets, the brushes with which artists and designers paint settings: walls, floors, decor. If the coloring and feel strike the right chords, designers add in more details and fine-tune elements such as lighting, the texture of rough surfaces such as cavern walls, and so on. Next, they populate the scene with doodads such as treasure chests and areas of interest, extracted from information in write-ups from narrative designers—say, a campsite where players must meet with a character to further a quest—or from their own imaginings.

	“We make sure to hit key locations in the scene,” Espinoza clarified. “If there's going to be an event in one area, or maybe this is the last area of a level where there needs to be an interaction with a key character. But the initial block out doesn't involve much on our end. It just says, ‘This is what design needs for their layout.’ As soon as we can, we drop assets into it.”

	Obsidian’s culture of ownership afforded designers and artists the freedom to cater to their tastes. While design criteria must be met, Espinoza, for instance, could concentrate on setting mood. Likewise, artists encountered unique challenges. Espinoza struggled to find harmony between aesthetic details and game spaces, terrain where gameplay such as combat, exploration, and quest progression—finding an item, talking with a character—must take place.

	“That just involves collaboration between design and art. In the end, we had to ask, ‘Does it look good? Does it play well?’” Espinoza said. “We try really hard to achieve what design wants. If they want some architectural element that they want to help sell the feel of an area, it's a really easy thing to just communicate and balance that out. What's cool about this perspective and the way we build these levels is they can be pretty flexible. We can move things out, just adjust things or fake things so it looks like there's a bigger sense of space without affecting too much of the area.”

	Bobby Null stepped up to design the Ruins of Cilant Lis, the first dungeon players explore, and one of the more elaborate dungeons in Pillars of Eternity. That made it a good choice to position first: Players would get a feel for its combination of eye candy and dangerous traps. The interior juxtaposes crumbling walls and holes in cracked cavern floors with jaw-droppingly ornate rooms adorned with pillars, mosaics, and sconces that give off colored light. Exploring leads to encounters with monsters as well as interactive elements such as breakable walls and a puzzle that can only be solved by inserting a gem into a slot.

	By being the first dungeon in the game, Cilant Lis feels lengthier than it is due to players learning their way around the game’s controls and their small party’s dynamic. “I wanted to keep it short. I've played other games where starter dungeons are a bit too long. I think on a first playthrough that's generally fine, but on subsequent playthroughs, people start to not appreciate that,” Null recalled. “It's good to encourage the player to explore the whole space, so that's there. But if you go back and look at that dungeon, there are some very fast ways to get from the starting point to the ending point.”

	Null and the other designers needed time to get their isometric-RPG legs under them as well. Using an orthographic camera angle affords players a generous view of their surroundings at the expense of a sense of depth. Many gray boxes, and even later revisions of dungeons, evinced impossible views that made discerning height and depth nearly impossible, giving them the quality of M. C. Escher’s famously surreal paintings.

	“Managing that was one of the biggest issues we had in the beginning,” Espinoza said, admitting that countless disorienting visual layouts were discarded over the course of development. “For example, the biggest no-no when it comes to this kind of stuff was pathways that are parallel to edges of the screen. You don't want to do that. Everything needs to be at an angle, even a slight angle, so you avoid flatness in areas.”

	Artists had to account for technical details as well. Despite converting three-dimensional geometry into flat, pre-rendered backgrounds, Pillars of Eternity needed to pack in details so that it looked like a modern game. “Getting grasses to work properly and not look like dog hair, but to actually look like grass,” Nesler submitted as an example. “All of that stuff was just an order of magnitude of extra detail that could not have been considered in 1999.”

	 

	EVEN WITH A vertical slice under their collective belt, Obsidian’s team viewed the construction of a contemporary-classic RPG as a learning experience. That learning experience continued over two years and across a variety of settings. One of the most popular of those is Raedric’s Hold.

	“I just love how it came together organically,” Bobby Null said. “It was just a simple idea. I thought, We need a big, cool, gothic castle in this game. I can't believe we don't have one.”

	Raedric’s Hold sprawls across an outdoor space consisting of a courtyard and grounds, and three floors of dungeons. As much thought goes into how players will arrive at and enter dungeons as the perils that await within. Rarely do they simply walk through a front door. Players can talk their way into Raedric’s Hold by following a quest, or by killing the guards stationed at a drawbridge. Other ingresses exist. Players with a nose for exploration may discover a grate around the east side of the keep, or they can scale a wall.

	Over a weekend, Null and fellow designer Jorge Salgado went into the office and covered a whiteboard in scribbles and sketches for the three-level dungeon. By Monday, they had a layout and quest structure in mind. All they needed was the story, but notes from Eric Fenstermaker and the narrative team were threadbare. After discussions with some of the narrative designers, additional story elements were incorporated to strengthen the ties to the Hollowborn crisis and the main story Null ran with his idea for a haunted castle and plugged in Lord Raedric VII, lord of the Gilded Vale, who had devolved from a harsh but fair ruler into a tyrant who believed worshippers of Eothas, god of renewal and light, were behind the Hollowborn crisis and ordered them exterminated.

	“I knew I wanted it to be a big, gothic keep with a tragic lord. That was the initial idea,” Null explained. “Once we moved past that, I wanted it to have multiple levels where you could either start at the top, start at the bottom, or go through the front gate and get your ass handed to you, essentially. Sometimes you do start with the story first, if there are major plot points that need to be conveyed,” Null continued. “Because Raedric's Hold was a side-content piece, it's easier to plug a story into the level design.”

	All paths lead to a throne room where Lord Raedric awaits, but paths differ based on how players enter the structure. More differences arise on the inside, such as hidden switches that players can only find if one of their characters is adept at sneaking around. The quest can end in one of two ways: killing Lord Raedric, or murdering Kolsc, a nobleman and kin to Raedric. “I would say Raedric's was probably the most complicated,” Null said of the areas he had a hand in creating. “I don't want to say it was the most difficult because it was near the end of production and we were getting pretty good at [designing levels]. There's a lot of reactivity and things going on that required a lot of work.”

	Null and Salgado implemented a first pass on Raedric’s Hold before handing it off to a narrative designer. She refined and polished the design, which included writing dialogue. Null and Salgado then passed Raedric’s Hold on to another level designer so they could work on other environments. 

	One of Null’s duties was to provide feedback on the art team’s work, a responsibility he shared with Rob Nesler. “He and I would go through levels together, and he would have his feedback for the layout,” Nesler said, “such as where hallways got too tight, where a doorway was not helpful or would be needed, such as room rearrangements.”

	Nitty-gritty details were necessary to bring levels to life. Pacing, for instance, came into play during design of Sun in Shadow, the underground city where Eora’s gods were created, and one of the final areas in the game. The path through Sun in Shadow is long but linear, and full of tasks players must complete. “A lot of tricks you use for levels in the middle of the game are to slow the player down, like, I've got to figure out how to open this door,” Null said. “Those are slow-down things you want to do, and those can feel good, but at the end of the game you want to speed things up in a lot of cases.”

	Often in game development, the most innocuous elements prove the most difficult to work with. Doors emerged as Null’s arch-nemesis during the making of Pillars of Eternity. “I've always hated doors. You'd think they'd be simple, but a lot of times they get pushed to the end of production and cause problems from a gameplay perspective and a realism perspective. Do you make them big? Do you have to put a lock through them? I think a lot of area designers would probably agree that doors are a thing that's a pain in the butt, but that we have to deal with.”

	The larger an area, the more little problems crop up during and after development. As Obsidian’s Kickstarter continued raking in pledges, Josh Sawyer hit on the idea of a stronghold as a stretch goal. Strongholds were a throwback to Baldur’s Gate II, a fortress players could deck out and make their own. It didn’t turn out quite the way Sawyer envisioned. “I think the big shortcoming was that it wound up being primarily system driven and not content driven, and that was a result of not having enough content designers to make content for it,” he said.

	The problem, Sawyer knew, was that the area designers who were needed to add features to the stronghold, Caed Nua, were busy creating fifteen floors for the Endless Paths of Od Nua, a “mega-dungeon” that ramps up difficulty as players descend, and that sits below the stronghold. The area designers remained buried in work through the game’s internal ship date. Sawyer did the best he could, prescribing simple features such as item storage and investing resources that expand the fortress and open up more quests.

	“We did that, and nobody liked it. I wasn't extremely surprised by that,” he said. “Obviously I was disappointed, but we made it a purely optional thing. People can ignore it. It's not integrated into the game, which was probably also a mistake. I said, ‘I can't justify pulling people off core content to make stuff for this stronghold that not a lot of people are jazzed about.’ That was very difficult.”

	Fortunately, Sawyer and the designers got to fix Caed Nua after Pillars of Eternity’s release when they rolled out a huge patch, 3.0, centered on stronghold content. “It would have been cool to have in the base game, but it involved a lot of work that was done post-launch, and a lot of it wouldn't have been possible at launch because we used features that weren't in the game at launch,” Sawyer said.

	Rolling out an expanded stronghold in a patch rather than on the first day of a game’s availability had advantages. “The other thing is, putting cool things in patches gets players excited about jumping back into a game. It gets people talking about it, and other people in buying the game,” Sawyer explained.

	 

	THE FIRST AREA or level that developers make is not always the first that players will explore. In fact, design legends such as Super Mario Bros. creator Shigeru Miyamoto and Doom co-creator John Romero leave first levels for last so they can take all the lessons they’ve learned and tools they’ve created and pour them into a first level capable of making a positive first impression on players.

	Obsidian’s designers and artists applied that same logic to Encampment, Pillars of Eternity’s introductory zone. “That area went through so many iterations to make it feel just right,” admitted Hector Espinoza, whose colleague, Sean Dunny, built the map. “It's one of the last areas to be made, but you know it's also going to be the first area people see. At that point, you already have a lot of experience in how assets play together, and we had the freedom to iterate and make it feel just right.”

	Pillars of Eternity opens with a cutscene showing a caravan of wagons traveling beneath a starless night sky. The player-character, not yet a Watcher, falls ill, and the caravan leader smells a soulstorm on the air. Control passes to players’ hands, and they find themselves in a cozy glade that has all the trappings of a high-fantasy pitstop: a campfire giving off a warm, orange glow; dirt paths unspooling toward clusters of rocks and ruins; arched stone bridges over babbling streams. One adornment stands out: A collection of large, emerald-green rocks that shimmer like crystal. 

	“For the encampment portion, Eric Fenstermaker needed an encampment and the bîaŵac and all those things that are packed into the game. I supervised how we get that stuff into the game,” said Bobby Null.

	Encampment underwent iteration not because the designers lacked the building blocks to make it. They had amassed countless trees, bushes, rocks, and other art pieces during development. “We understand that the first version of an area—and this is common in game development—will take longer than other environments, but they're encouraged to build up an environment using pre-existing assets, and then try one or two other things that could be used elsewhere,” Adam Brennecke said.

	Rather, the designers had to zero in on a suitable scale for a starting area. “At first that scene felt too small, then too big,” Espinoza said. “At first, there wasn't an expanse on the other side of the river. You know how you have to cross the river at the beginning? That wasn't there.”

	The caravan leader asks players to track down berries with medicinal properties to cure their illness. The greater purpose of the quest is not to track down fruit, but to let players familiarize themselves with fundamentals like movement, exploration, and combat. They need enough space to stretch their legs and experiment, yet not so much that they become lost.

	After finding berries, they encounter bandits, giving them their first taste of combat. Soon enough, they witness a key event that transforms them into a Watcher and, from there, follow the road north from the encampment into Cilant Lis, their first real tactical challenge.

	 

	ORNATE FLOOR TILES, breathtaking mosaics, colorful torches—all set decoration. The real reason players delve dungeons in RPGs is to test their mettle against enemies and leave richer and stronger than when they entered.

	The Forgotten Realms setting was an obvious point of reference for tactical combat in Pillars of Eternity. “It's pretty easy to tell we were heavily inspired by that stuff, down to how our fireballs look,” Brennecke said. “A lot of our spells are very inspired by Dungeons & Dragons because that's what players expect when they're playing a wizard. With our other classes, even our fighters, our martial [arts] classes are still fairly similar, but I think we took more liberties with how they look and function.”

	Forgotten Realms and D&D’s 2nd and 3rd Edition rule sets had formed the backbone of RPGs made with the Infinity Engine. The developers brought their affinity for that world and those rules into Pillars of Eternity, from allowing players to travel with up to six characters at a time to the design and functionality of inventory screens for characters in their party.

	“It feels like maybe they're not necessary, but there are players who like it, and it's not hard for us to include it,” Sawyer said of inventories. “But there are players who are annoyed that they're even included. I could say that we don't have to pay attention to any of that, but I think that would also be kind of a big ‘Fuck you’ to everyone who backed the game. We didn't advertise [Pillars 1] as, ‘We're going to make this whatever we want.’ We advertised it as a spiritual successor.”

	As much as Sawyer and Brennecke loved D&D, they removed their rose-tinted glasses. Some aspects of Baldur’s Gate, Planescape: Torment, and Icewind Dale, such as their real-time-with-pause combat, held up. “It seemed like the game had to be real-time with pause, just because it would be very strange for people if they played a game purporting to be an Icewind Dale-style successor that was fundamentally a different combat system,” Sawyer said of Pillars of Eternity’s gameplay.

	Other aspects of Infinity Engine RPGs had existed due to technical or resource limitations rather than because their designers believed them to exhibit good design. “I wanted anyone who played a character, who made a character of a certain class, to feel that that character was a good character,” Sawyer said.

	Sawyer was intimately familiar with D&D’s history. He had played the game since early editions when the community at large had concurred, like a hive mind, that certain classes were awful and not worth playing. Infinity Engine games had been afflicted with that curse. Despite pushing player freedom, players could choose any class only to quickly intuit that their choice had been ill-informed.

	Sawyer pointed to Imoen, a mage-thief hybrid character whom players meet early in Baldur’s Gate. Soon after, they run into Montaron, a fighter-thief. If the player chose to play a thief character, they find themselves saddled with a party of three thieves. Ideally, parties should feature a range of classes so players have diverse abilities to deploy in encounters. “It's kind of a crappy feeling because it's basically a sub-standard combat class that can open locks and remove traps which, while important, you don't need three people to do that. Or the bard, who was even less useful in a lot of ways,” Sawyer continued.

	Brennecke also sought to do away with the user-unfriendliness of party configuration, which had plagued him in Icewind Dale as well as Baldur’s Gate. “I still can't make a good party in those games. I'd show my party to Josh, and he'd say, 'Why are you doing this?' And I was like, 'I don't know, man.' He'd say, 'Don't ever pick that combination of options.'”

	Sawyer was aware of the shortcomings in both Icewind Dale titles. They were a result of tight budgets and timelines. Although Pillars of Eternity’s team was under the same gun, he and Brennecke resolved to do their best to strip out potential for bad character development. No matter the combination of race and class players selected for their Watcher avatar, they would have interesting things to do and choices to make for themselves and their party.

	Tim Cain helped make class diversity possible. After wrapping up on South Park, Fallout’s co-creator made himself available to program any game systems on Pillars of Eternity that Brennecke and Sawyer needed coded. Artificial intelligence, spells, and abilities became his purview. Though Cain worked on every class, he took a special interest in the Cipher, Druid, and Bard.

	“That shape-change effect was a bear to implement because you're basically turning into a whole new character,” Cain said of Spiritshift, a Druid ability that allows players to tap into their soul powers to assume the form of a bear, cat, stag, and other animals. Players who assume anthropomorphic shapes cannot wield weapons, but are still able to cast spells. 

	Other elements of the game’s design benefitted from Cain’s morphing system. “Once that stuff was done, I would point out, ‘Hey, we can shape-change now.’ I wrote [the system] for everything, not just for Druids. Some classes would summon things a certain way, like the Bard would bring things in temporarily, but the Ranger could have a permanent companion. The underlying code for [those two summons] is very similar. I was moving back and forth on so many different things.”

	As character classes and creatures came online, Cain received a list of spells to implement. Some, such as the shapeshift effect, could be recycled among numerous characters. “Usually I'd try to figure out what's missing. Like, ‘This character doesn't have a lot of damaging or defensive spells,’ things like that. I'd talk about that stuff with Josh,” he explained.

	Cain built a library that anyone could use to get a spell or ability up and running in record time. He prioritized efficiency in order to create spells quickly, yet not so hastily that they looked outdated or shoddy. A fireball, for instance, consisted of a particle and an explosion. That was his gray box, a preliminary pass just to convey the basics of what a spell entailed.

	Cain would take his demos to Sawyer along with statistics such as the radius a spell affected and suggestions for how much spells should cost in terms of player resources. Sawyer would make recommendations and pass them on to Cain, who, after applying Sawyer’s suggestions, handed them off to artists such as John Lewis and James Melilli, who specialized in graphical effects. Once Lewis and Melilli spruced up a spell and implemented it, QA testers, Sawyer, and other developers would give feedback: on its visuals, on how effective it was or was not, and whether it was something they found themselves using or ignoring.

	“That's important too,” Cain explained. “If you have a really cool spell but no one ever uses it, and you find out it's because it's so high-level that there's another spell they'd rather use, or it's an ability that's limited to one time a day and you were always saving it for the perfect time—we'd try to figure out why that was happening and change the design of abilities so they would be used more frequently.”

	In addition to frequency of use, Pillars of Eternity’s abilities offer flexibility in terms of when and how they can be deployed. RPG convention states that players gain experience by killing enemies and spending points on stats such as strength and intelligence—a one-size-fits-all system. Sawyer and Brennecke disliked that approach as well. Some RPG fans invest so heavily in a game’s story and characters that they desire to roleplay. Fighters would pummel monsters into submission, but players who specialized in stealth or diplomacy, two of many abilities available for players to learn and increase as they play, may prefer to sneak or talk their way out of tough spots, although players will have to fight on occasion.

	Pillars of Eternity upended convention by rewarding players experience for completing quests rather than killing enemies. Players who love indulging in tactical combat can sharpen their swords and sling fireballs as much as they like, while other players can make use of abilities and items at their disposal and often avoid combat.

	Player choice trickles into combat. Fighters are heavy hitters. Rogues deal less damage per attack, but all of their attacks offer a chance to interrupt an opponent’s next move, giving Rogues more opportunities to get their hits in. To counter interrupts, Sawyer implemented a mechanic called concentration—comparable to D&D’s execution of the ability circa 3rd Edition rules—that prevents a character’s attack or spell from being interrupted if their concentration stat is high enough.

	The real-time-with-pause formula was upgraded as well. In effect, the player’s party and their enemies attack in rounds. Most actions come with a mechanic called recovery speed that prevents a character from launching another attack until a certain amount of time has elapsed. Other abilities such as disengagement come with no recovery time, making the need—or lack of it—to recover with characters an important consideration in every battle.

	Sawyer tempered factors such as recovery time by giving players more control over the pace and flow of combat. Combat rounds lasted six seconds in Infinity Engine games (unless tech-savvy players tinkered in the engine). Sliders, a construct made for Pillars of Eternity, let players manipulate pacing from within the game. “A lot of our time-slider stuff, such as recovery time, our combat-speed slider—those were all put in because one of the bigger problems with real-time-with-pause combat in a game where your party size changes over time, is that the pace of combat really changes pretty dramatically from hour to hour and fight to fight,” he said.

	Older editions of D&D required players to roll dice to deal damage. Based on that roll, they either hit, or they missed. Pillars of Eternity’s graze mechanic alleviates the frustration of missing by adding increasing odds of landing a hit. If their virtual dice roll falls within graze range, they land a lighter attack. It’s less damage, but better than nothing. “It made fights feel less wild in the sense that you wouldn't have two characters whiffing at each other, and then one of them lands a hit and takes a third of the other's health off, which feels chaotic in a not-good way,” Sawyer explained. “What grazes did was they helped normalize damage output so they felt like more of a gradual grinding down.”

	Despite its new mechanics, Sawyer agreed with players who came away mixed on combat in Pillars of Eternity. “I think the pace of combat was not that good in Pillars 1, but I think rounds are a [mechanic] that make sense first and foremost if you come from a tabletop background. If you're not coming from that background, it feels weird in a real-time-with-pause setup. I said, ‘I think we should go [with a model] where there are action times and there are recovery times, and those are all independent from each other. It's time, it's seconds, and you can see that.’ I know people who think that's awful, and really bad and dumb.”

	Combat was tested through encounter design, handled primarily by Bobby Null. Already pulled in too many directions, Sawyer gave Null reign over encounters but did play-test them and offer feedback. Most of his comments revolved around increasing enemy diversity—both to change up the arrangement of enemies so players had a constant flow of challenges, and to modify the game’s difficulty.

	“The way we handle levels of difficulty is that we change the encounters,” Sawyer said. “If you're playing on normal, there might be three Xaurips and three worms in an encounter,” he continued, referring to a reptilian species of wilder enemy modeled after goblins and orcs. “If you play on hard, there might be three Xaurips, a Xaurip Priest, and instead of three worms, there's a drake. That's maybe an extreme change, but it's indicative of the type of tuning I would do.”

	Sawyer estimated that players would need dozens of hours to finish Pillars of Eternity (although enterprising adventurers figured out how to take advantage of glitches and cross the finish line in roughly forty minutes). Over that time, players should master combat so they can bring every weapon, spell, ability, item, and dirty trick to bear in their final battle against Thaos, the renegade animancer who left a path of deception and destruction in his wake. Sawyer and his design team took pains to scale the artificial intelligence of Thaos so players could challenge him whether they had soaked up every quest and nugget of lore on their way to the confrontation, or had ignored side quests in favor of following the shortest, straightest line to the end.

	“I don't remember exactly what the default scaling ranges are, but we can also say that unique creatures have a six-level scaling range, but they can have an eight- or ten-level scaling range if we want them to,” he said. “That way, if someone stumbles into the final level of the game, and they're only level-8 or something, we can say, ‘Well, jeez, if you really want to fight this boss, we'll scale him down as much as we can.’”

	The battle against Thaos takes place on a platform where two animated statues join the fray against the player’s party. Giving Thaos minions made the encounter easier to balance. “I find that the more focused RPG fights are on singular, big enemies, the harder they are to balance overall,” Sawyer said. “That's one of the reasons I try to insist that every boss battle has minions in them. That makes the party not able to focus on one big, bad enemy.”

	Thaos poses a significant challenge regardless of the strength of the Watcher’s party. However, Sawyer expressed regret at the buildup of dramatic tension leading to the final encounter. Players get through Defiance Bay, one of two major cities, and then enter Twin Cities, another vast area. After that, they must clear a lengthy dungeon. Only then do they challenge Thaos. “They were super exhausted when they got to that point, and that fight, especially on higher levels of difficulty, could be really challenging,” Sawyer admitted. “I don't think we handled it that well on Pillars 1, and then we overcorrected on Deadfire.”

	Game directors are cursed to only, or at least mostly see flaws in their creations. Setting aside what he perceived as missteps on Pillars of Eternity’s combat, Sawyer acknowledged that the game had done a more than admirable job of picking up the tactical-combat torch that the Infinity Engine had carried.

	“There are always things fans will be let down by, but I am happiest that we made something for our community, for the people who backed the game,” he said. “We fulfilled their dreams. I think it's very important, especially with crowdfunded projects, not to try to make everyone happy, but to fulfill the passions of that group of people.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 7: Practicality First

	DIMITRI BERMAN LIKED to play with dolls. Paper dolls. Virtual paper dolls, to be precise.

	In roleplaying games, the portrayal of the player-character is referred to by many players and developers as the paper doll. Players use paper dolls to get an at-a-glance overview of their character’s appearance.

	Berman was admiring a paper doll of one of the character team’s latest creations, the Nature Godlike, a sub-race covered in vegetation and crowned with horns. As he tried on different pieces of armor, the paper doll changed to reflect them. “The paper-doll system is very complicated technically,” Berman explained. “All of that stuff is assembled in real-time by the engine, and can cause a lot of bugs. Many of these systems have to work together really well.”

	Outfits can be pragmatic: A leather vest that improves fire defense, gloves that enhance a magical ability. Outfits can also be designed purely for fashion instead of practicality. All outfits are status symbols. The gear players wear and the weapons they carry into battle communicate the investment they’ve made in their characters. As lead character artist, Berman appreciated what paper-doll screens brought to Pillars of Eternity. He was also the one who had to reconcile paper dolls with the game’s isometric camera.

	The isometric view was perfect for giving players a sweeping view of environments. When viewed from such a great height, characters were more illustrative than literal. Some equipment was too small, too finely detailed, to be shown on the in-game model. But it could be appreciated on the paper-doll screen. “When we started Eternity 1, we allowed players to switch out gloves and boots onto unique models,” Berman explained. “Eternity 1 did not ship with that feature, and Deadfire doesn't have it either. You either have a full set of armor, or you don't.”

	Characters in Pillars of Eternity boast highly stylized appearances so they are visually legible to players. “It's something we take into account with these games that you take for granted in first-person games or close-up, over-the-shoulder games,” Berman continued. “Lots of my time has been spent balancing that stuff. I think we're solid now. We know what we're doing. It was just quite a process to figure it out all out. It was new to me.”

	Every feature Baldur’s Gate and other Infinity Engine RPGs was as much a curse for game developers as it was a blessing for players. The features players took for granted had to be implemented by developers. Berman and his fellow character artists had to create droves of clothing, weapons, and other items. Pillars of Eternity would include hundreds of items, all of which would have to be made by Dimitri Berman, James Chea, and J. D. Cerince, the team’s three character artists.

	But overwhelming odds was no reason to skimp on customization. “That's one thing about RPGs,” said Rob Nesler, Obsidian’s art director. “You want to allow players to customize their characters and give them loot that they can switch out, so coming up with a vast amount of clothing, armor, and weapons to be distributed to create a party that is varied and interesting to the player was a big deal.”

	“We knew, because our team was so small, and Infinity Engine games had so much content, that we needed to be tools focused,” Berman added.

	Before designing any of Pillars of Eternity’s races or characters, character artists would speak with narrative designers to learn about their appearances and personalities. “Everything comes from design first, [narrative] and design, because that's what Obsidian games are made of,” Berman said.

	Artists learned about characters through chats with narrative designers as well as by referring to character sheets that contained salient information such as background and distinctive features. “From there, it comes down to concept, and the concept artists create its look. A lot of times that's where I enter,” Berman continued.

	“For concept art, usually we teamed up with an assigned artist when a particular place was being built,” Eric Fenstermaker said. “They’d pull requests out of our design documents, text and reference images, and have conversations with the appropriate designer. So they usually started with some guidance, but being as jaw-droppingly good as they were I think it was always wise to let them run with it and maybe give you something you didn’t expect.”

	The team of concept artists was even smaller than the character art team. Kazunori “Kaz” Aruga and Polina Hristova talked with narrative and character designers to draw elaborate sketches that served as snapshots which other artists could use to create models. “It was kind of a scary position for me. I was working as a texture artist before [at Lucasfilm], so this was actually my first gig as a concept artist and also a UI artist as well,” said Aruga.

	Berman worked alongside Hristova and Aruga to make sure their concepts stayed within certain parameters. “Concept artists tend to put in too much detail, which won't work in-game,” he explained. “Earrings, for example. We started adding stuff for faces, and buttons on shirts. It looks cool in concept, and it may look cool in the paper-doll [view], but in-game, you won't see it. It takes extra work for us to make it, and it costs extra polygons and texture space to render.”

	There were technical reasons to avoid minute details as well. “Little details, when you zoom out, do not look good for a number of reasons. One, if they start to sizzle, the renderer can't handle them because they're too small to render nicely,” Berman said.

	“In a 3D game, our camera is so pulled out, so I had to be mindful of how much detail [to show], and where I chose to show details. In the back of my mind, I was thinking of how everything should come together,” Aruga added. “That's one of our restrictions: The camera is isometric, so there are some things you can't display in that format. All of that, designing and respecting those restrictions, I remember being kind of a hurdle. But it was fun.”

	Some concept illustrations for Pillars of Eternity depicted characters in a tableau, such as Hristova’s beautiful illustration of a nature godlike in a sunlit forest, and Aruga’s painting of an orlan Cipher investigating a bloody dagger in a dingy alleyway. Other illustrations were portraits that would be displayed in the game’s paper-doll interface. 

	Little touches such as capes or cloaks swept back in a flourish could be next to impossible to add in due to tight resources. “We didn't get dynamic cloth for a long while, for example, so let's not do that because it will be broken, and we don't know one hundred percent that we're going to get that feature, so let's not rely on it,” said Berman.

	Artists and narrative designers went back and forth until everyone signed off on a concept sketch. With artwork in hand, a character artist could build a character. Much of the iteration a character underwent centered on technical details. Animations may evolve or be scrapped and replaced. A character may look better due to the lighting in one environment but worse in another. 

	“Everything gets iterated on a million times. We'll put a character in our game, and from then on, I kind of take over, going back to polish and tweak, just so they'll look how everyone expects them to look,” Berman said.

	To create gigabytes upon gigabytes of characters, the character artists needed a robust set of tools. Antonio Govela, technical director on the character art team, rose to the challenge. Half programmer, half artist, a technical artist concentrates on building tools that allow the art team to integrate their content into a game.

	Govela’s area of expertise was writing scripts to extend Maya’s feature set. His scripts ran adjacent to Maya, like moons orbiting a planet. One of Govela’s most important scripts was DNA, or Design New Actor, a veritable toolbox that let artists export, stretch, and animate their creations. “He came up with a really cool system of scaling and rig deformation,” said Berman. “We have this complex Maya system that spits out all the other races and properly deforms their proportions, making them look different, and puts them into the game.”

	Govela’s toolset streamlined the fundamentals of modeling characters regardless of the race or class that character artists needed to create. “Creating characters was a little more straightforward,” Nesler recalled. “There's really just one body. It's a human body, and it is scaled and distorted into all the other [race] bodies.”

	Every godlike, for instance, has a humanoid head with huge growths that prevented them from wearing helmets. That decision was as much a technical one by Berman as it was a creative call by Josh Sawyer: They only had the budget to create a one-size-fits-all helm, so no resources could be spared to create custom head pieces that fit the godlike’s growths. 

	“From there, that opened us up to doing a lot of stuff with their heads, their faces, and the nature of the godlike. They didn't have to look human in every way,” Berman explained, referring to the scaly, scab-like growths that cover the faces of death godlike, and their shiny skin and glowing horns. Instead of going all-out on a character model and whittling down details later, Berman started every model by pushing himself to use the fewest number of polygons. Once he had a better understanding of how far along the overall game was in development, he went back and added details, just as designers and programmers doubled back to add or revise mechanics.

	Differentiation was important. Just because every character originated from the same base model did not mean players should be able to recognize generic humanoid shapes as such. Berman worked with a few of the designers to write up a scale sheet that detailed proportions and other physical attributes for every race. At first, elves stood taller than humans until Sawyer requested that humans be the second-tallest race, after the giant-like aumaua.

	“That was the most important thing for me when starting Eternity 1: Nailing that stuff down,” Berman said. “When you had a town full of people, I really wanted for there to be a huge variety in terms of shapes and styles of everything you're seeing, so all the races felt more distinct.”

	Once an artist finished a character, a narrative designer would take a look and give feedback. Character artists iterated from there. Iteration occurred throughout development. Early characters who had been modeled and animated when the team was still learning their way around Maya and their burgeoning toolset received extra attention later on. “Creatively, our process is the same, but because our tools change so much, and our engine changes and evolves as a game is made, you almost have to go back and check your early work to ask, ‘Does this hold up to what we're doing now?’ And if it doesn't, you have to revise it,” Berman explained.

	The isometric camera remained a sticking point right up until Pillars of Eternity launched. “A lot of a character's form is completely lost [when viewed from above], so you have to do a lot of stuff so that players can recognize what a character is right away, but at the same time make them look really cool,” Berman said.

	Artists had to restrain themselves at every stage of the character-creation process. Of the many sub-races for godlike that were created, the storm godlike were Berman’s favorite. Their skin was covered in gusts of air that swirled around like animated tattoos, and storms flashed in their eyes and played along their faces. They were also the first godlike to get cut. “What it came down to was making four sub-races that were completely different from each other, but make them using the same pipeline we used to make dwarves and elves, that kind of deal,” Berman said. “It had to be really feasible for us to make them. They can't be so unique that they're thirty percent of character work in the whole game, as cool as they would be.”

	The developers shaved godlike from Berman’s initial list of twelve sub-types down to four: nature, moon, death, and fire. Some eliminated characters were repurposed into non-playable allies players meet along the way. Pallegina mes Rèi, an avian godlike sporting sharp eyes and a head of feathers instead of hair, became a fully animated companion written by Josh Sawyer.

	 

	KAZ ARUGA WAS elated. There was going to be a Baldur’s Gate III, the sequel to the sequel of his favorite game. But there was a catch: According to his old college roommate, the game would not be called Baldur’s Gate III.

	“My first roommate in the states was Adam Brennecke, along with a few other kids,” Aruga remembered. “We were going to the same school, DigiPen, up in Redwood, Washington.”

	Brennecke found Aruga the new-fashioned way, through a roommate finder available to freshmen at DigiPen. They became fast friends. “He came directly from Japan, and he had nothing, really, in his room,” Brennecke said. “My family and I helped him get established in the United States. We went out and bought furniture. It was this interesting bonding experience, and we quickly became good friends during that time.”

	Aruga and Brennecke collaborated on side projects. Both had played BioWare’s Baldur’s Gate series over and over, and pined for a third game. “I just loved, in Baldur’s Gate 1, especially, sprawling wilderness maps,” Aruga said.

	He and Brennecke teamed up with a couple of other amateur game designers to create levels for the classics. “We made up some stories,” Brennecke said. “We had wild imaginations back then on what we could and could not do. Kaz actually experimented with making Baldur’s Gate II levels in 3D Studio Max. It was a lot of fun during our freshman year.”

	“I remember we were banging our heads trying to get art into the game and then trying to alter it in any way,” Aruga added. “We had to figure out how to modify icons. There was this guy, Sonic, a pseudo programmer, cracked that code and got icons working, and were like, 'Yeah!' We were super excited. But we could never figure out how to override the background art.”

	While Brennecke thrived at DigiPen, Aruga struggled to keep up. “Eventually I dropped out of that program because the math was kicking my ass. I realized I wasn't in the right place,” Aruga said.

	Aruga moved to San Francisco and got his groove back at the Art Institute of California. He would crash at Brennecke’s place over holidays, and, once he heard about Brennecke landing a job at Obsidian, ping him over AOL Instant Messenger to half-jokingly ask about word of a third Baldur’s Gate.

	A week after Obsidian launched its Kickstarter for Pillars of Eternity, Aruga messaged Brennecke and asked for more info. “I kind of teased him: 'Dude, this is it. This is going to be Baldur’s Gate III right here. It's Baldur’s Gate III in spirit.' He got super excited,” Brennecke said. “He pledged money to the Kickstarter, one of the higher tiers. I think he did a thousand dollars.”

	Aruga contributed more than funds. He painted a portrait of an orlan cipher playing detective in a dirty alley. Brennecke and Nesler liked his artwork so much that they moved money around to offer him a position on the team. “He was great in assisting with a lot of the areas where I needed some help: character creation and development, the portraits, and the UI. He took over a lot of that stuff,” Nesler said.

	Brennecke and Aruga became roomies once again. “Something that really helps with game development is having people who fully understand the product,” Brennecke said. “He was working on UI and art for us, but since his sensibilities fit perfectly with Pillars 1, it was nice that he knew all of the challenges going into it. He was so familiar with Baldur’s Gate and Baldur’s Gate II, so it was nice having someone else on the team that really had that full understanding.”

	Aruga was a pro at drawing and painting concepts. He had left a stable job as an artist at Lucasfilm where he had worked on Star Wars: The Clone Wars animated series. User interfaces were another matter. “UI was definitely the hardest part of my job for the first game,” he admitted.

	Polina Hristova and Kaz Aruga shared duties on concept artwork, but Aruga became the sole proprietor of UI elements. Naturally, he started by turning to Baldur’s Gate for reference. BioWare’s RPG had displayed a horseshoe-style arrangement of icons around the play screen. He iterated by designing buttons and background artwork for the interface that needed to be an extension of Pillars of Eternity’s game world and feel.

	Where Baldur’s Gate and Icewind Dale had displayed their UIs against a stone backdrop, Kaz placed Pillars of Eternity’s icons on a wooden board. A second layer painted to depict parchment-like sheets was placed against the wooden backdrops, the same way Dungeons & Dragons players might place character sheets on a table as they play. “I would go back and forth on it. It kept evolving, only because as an artist I want to put a certain level of detail into the parchment: that crunchy, really tangible, delicious detail,” Aruga said. “You see it in the game in the context of text scrolling over it and it looks like garbage because I went overboard on textures.”

	Even though Aruga had layers to work with—wooden paneling first, parchment second—finalizing UI pages was time consuming. “You walk this weird line between clarity and aesthetics when designing UI: it had to have this tangible, skeuomorphic, old-school feel,” he said.

	Skeuomorphism is a style of graphical art that attempts to connect virtual interfaces to real-world counterparts, such as digital bookshelves in reading apps and bright-red, digital numbers for alarm clock programs. Pillars of Eternity’s UI was designed to evoke Baldur’s Gate as well as pen-and-paper games. Aruga left the horseshoe-shaped rows of icons in the past and placed icons, character portraits, and other information such as descriptive text along the bottom of the screen. Not only did that centralize the UI, it freed up the bulk of the screen for the playing field: environments players were exploring, character movement and placement, and dialogue for speaking characters.

	“One thing we always pay attention to in UI design is how much the player has to move and look around the screen,” Brennecke said. “That becomes even more difficult now because of widescreen monitors: You can't put a lot of stuff on the left and right sides of the screen, especially if it's combat related, because we don't want the player moving their head and line of sight from one side of the screen back to the middle where combat [takes place].”

	The variety of monitors and screen resolutions proved a hurdle during the UI’s design process. “The UI is not a floaty, transparent set of panels,” Aruga explained. “Everything is anchored. That's a hard problem to solve because you have to accommodate all of these different screen ratios.”

	“Also, there's a lot of stuff under the hood,” Brennecke added, “like how much time does it take to do actions? How far do you have to move the mouse between [selecting] actions? I don't know if we solved all of those issues, but it's something we've discussed.”

	Designing the inventory screen was simple relative to other tasks because Sawyer laid out precisely how he wanted it to look: character portrait on the left, paper-doll model in the center, and a grid of squares and slots on the right where players stored and sorted through items. Other tasks gave Aruga headaches for months. “One thing that wasn't fun, and I'm still not quite happy with them to this day, was creating the selection circles in our game,” he said.

	Selection circles are thin green tendrils that rotate around a character’s feet, the implementation found in Infinity Engine games, and denote that a character has been selected and can be given commands. Aruga knew that the last thing players want getting in their way while they’re fighting a horde of monsters is the user interface. “If the player just has time to take a quick glance at the party portraits, it has to be apparent [which character is] selected.”

	Aruga’s issues were twofold. First, the circles were difficult to render in terms of technical resources. “They have to scale well, so a rasterized approach was sort of difficult, meaning converting an outline image into pixels,” he said. “If I create a fancy mask to put on characters, or make a selection circle, what happens is the pixels scale beyond what is healthy for that art asset.” 

	The second problem was that green circles stuck out like sore thumbs against the game’s painterly environments and character art. Unfortunately, green was the one color that would not interfere with colors used in other UI elements, and it stood out well against the wooden-brown of panels. “I tend to always think about the art side. I want to make it look good, but oftentimes within the context of the game, things fall apart very quickly. Even though as an artist I don't want to make this thing highlight in this garish color, it might be necessary because there's so much else going on.”

	Aruga ran himself ragged agonizing over every tiny UI element. In the end, he declared all the effort worthwhile. “It's weird because it feels like a simpler time, but I know it was crazy because I'd go home and just collapse. There was always a new and unique UI problem to solve.”

	 

	WITHIN THE FIRST hour of Pillars of Eternity, players come across a gigantic machine set atop a stone altar, like a cement truck’s drum balanced on one end. The construct is colloquially known as a soul machine, and sucks up the souls of any who wander too close and harvests their life force.

	Players witness the machine’s power firsthand when a group of NPCs wanders too close: the apparatus explodes into life, whirring and flashing. Tendrils of soul shoot out of the bodies of nearby characters and connect with the machine. As they scream in agony, their souls are sucked up like liquid through a bendy straw.

	There are dozens more technically sophisticated cutscenes later in Pillars of Eternity, but that one is John Lewis’s favorite. “I did that whole cutscene, where the machine charges up, and the souls get pulled into the machine,” he said.

	Much like the varied nature of particle effects in graphics, Lewis has followed a winding career path. He taught himself digital art in college, then joined Obsidian as an intern on Fallout: New Vegas, painting and modeling environments in South Park: Stick of Truth, and then moved over to Pillars of Eternity to spearhead visual effects. “The way I transitioned to visual effects was, our visual effects artist was burdened with a lot of work to do, so I ended up taking some of that burden off him by doing a lot of my own environment effects. It immediately became something I was interested in, and I made that interest known, so they gave me an opportunity to start out as an effects artists on Pillars 1.”

	Players and critics love to draw comparisons between the game and film industries, but the role of a visual effects artist is drastically different across both mediums. “In the film industry, everything is effects. In games, it mostly has to do with particle effects,” said Lewis. “Things that animate and aren't necessarily characters. Anything from water, to fire, to weather, to spells and abilities. 'Anything sparkly' is what most visual effects artists will tell you.”

	Lewis’s job was to work in conjunction with dynamic backgrounds and animations for spells and character movement to bring Pillars of Eternity to life. That meant manifesting effects in a way that communicated cause and effect, and then scrubbing those effects off the screen so players could concentrate on other visual elements such as their party’s formation during battles.

	“A lightning bolt, for instance, is very long and narrow. It's not going to obscure a whole lot, so we can got a little wild with it,” Lewis said. “We can make it longer, brighter. For something like a fireball, a big sphere that encompasses a large part of the battlefield, you've got to get the bright fire effects out of the way quickly.”

	The first effect Lewis designed was Fan of Flames, a spell that sprays fire in a cone formation. One of his earliest tasks was to build a library of effects such as fire and lightning. Some could be used individually. Others would be building blocks that could be paired with other assets to create more complex effects. “At the beginning of a project, it might take a few days or even a week to get that first effect done, but as your library grows over the course of the game, you have more textures you've created and particle effects you can reference for new ones, and the iteration process becomes substantially faster,” he said.

	Lewis boiled visual effects down to a broad, two-step process. First, he implemented them. Then he had to hook them up to animations and ensure they played out according to prescribed timings. An attack that sets a character aflame, for example, involves animating fire that flares up and then fades. In that circumstance, Lewis waited until a character animation was available and then scrubbed through it, studying every frame to decide where he could stick fire effects to make the spell pop while also adhering to the animation’s timing from beginning to end.

	Additionally, a spell for which he needed to create an effect may have other properties that he should consider while creating and hooking up an effect. “We have to make sure that our effects match the parameters of the ability being used: radius, duration, any type of secondary effect an ability may have.”

	Timing started as a trial-and-error process. By the time Pillars of Eternity’s development was nearly finished, he could fly through his procedure, only needing to make slight adjustments on his final set of effects. Nevertheless, some obstacles remained. Obsidian’s tight resources gave artists only so many shaders, a program that draws triangles and adds postprocessing effects such as textures to 3D objects, to work with. There was no easy way to add lighting to effects, so he had to improvise.

	“Let's say you have a meteor that impacts on the ground, and you see a big flash of orange light on impact. The smoke that comes out of it isn't lit. It's very basic, alpha-blended shader, but we can add color into it over the lifetime of the particle to make it look like it's being lit by an orange light, and time that with the actual lighting. We had a bunch of those sorts of technical limitations.”

	Game space presented another challenge. Because Pillars of Eternity’s backgrounds started as 3D images that were flattened into pre-rendered backgrounds, there was no easy way to gauge the depth and spacing of effects such as candles, braziers, and torches. “On Pillars, there was a period of time where I was placing candle flames one by one, dragging them through the environment, trying to get them to interact with the scene so I would know exactly where they lived in 3D space,” he recalled.

	Kaz Aruga remembered being blown away by tech created by Michael Edwards, Obsidian’s ace graphics programmer, that gave artists more control over lighting. “Part of the technology allowed us to drop a point of light in Unity in one space, and the engine can figure out, okay, where's that light in relation to this render? And it will relight the render based on certain information,” Aruga explained. “I knew that that was a render, and yet when you moved the point light, all these different facets—the rendered polygons—started lighting up, and lighting up correctly. I remember that boggling my mind, like, what is this sorcery?”

	That tech came to the fore when Lewis approached Aruga and pointed out something that bugged him: Every candle, torch, brazier, and other fire-bearing object in the game exhibited flame of wildly different colors. “'Shouldn't fire just be, uh, fire?'” Aruga remembered Lewis asking.

	Lewis worked with the other artists to standardize the color of lighting. His goal was to speed up any areas of game development where artists should be able to, in effect, copy-and-paste an effect rather than move objects by hand, as he had done with candles. Not everything was uniform. When he noticed that the bluish lighting of darkness at night was shifting the orange light of torches to a reddish-purple, he modified them so that one type of firelight worked for indoor environments and another was palatable for exteriors.

	“There's a lot of little things to consider like that. I'm involved heavily in that process, and I go back and forth a lot with the level artists who do the lighting setups, making sure those things are consistent across the game as far as normal fires, and any other effects we're going to use.”

	At the end of development, Aruga, Berman, Nesler, Lewis, and other artists hoped that fans would note and appreciate all the little details in characters and effects, even in cases when they were pressed for time and had to run with first drafts of their creations. “Just the sort of unknown, the wild, wild west feeling of game development at Obsidian was fun,” Aruga reflected. “It's all sort of scary sometimes, like when your first draft is what ships because production is so fast-paced. Not because there's no polish that goes into it, but because there's so much game to cover that that's what ends up happening. You have to learn to live with that, but it keeps everything very fresh. You grow as an artist when you have to adapt, when your first draft has to be serviceable and has to work.”

	“Every decision was practicality first, creativity next,” Berman added. “We knew we couldn't do anything really wild.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 8: Musical Programming

	JUSTIN BELL’S AUDIO booth is a musical wonderland. All the tools needed to write an epic soundtrack can be found between its insulated walls. A digital audio workstation, or DAW. Sound samples for every conceivable instrument. Sketches, illustrations, character models, and pre-rendered backgrounds to inspire leitmotifs.

	Those tools are robust, but they come later in Bell’s process. Each of the game’s songs began miles from Obsidian and his soundproof booth during his daily commute.

	Bell discovered years ago that listening to classic and videogame soundtracks while he trundles along in Los Angeles’ morning traffic puts him into a Zen-like trance. Entering that trance transports him out of his car and into his head. “Ideas just spring to mind. I think it's because there's no other distraction other than getting to work,” Bell explained. 

	He paused. “Other than not crashing into other cars and dying.”

	Before he knows it, his fingers drum against the steering wheel. Then he’s humming a tune he plucked out of the ether. When he hits on something special, his hand fumbles for his iPhone and opens his recorder app. “I'll record myself singing. A lot of the music I wrote for Pillars was based on me singing horribly into my phone, then going into work and transposing that into piano music. I did that on Pillars 1 and Pillars II quite frequently,” he said.

	Sound is Bell’s domain. He is Obsidian’s audio director, which means every soundbite, from the ka-chunk of a sword biting into a wooden shield to the themes that stream through players’ speakers or headphones, falls under his purview. If he didn’t create them, he scheduled and tested them for quality.

	“That suits my personality, in a way, because I just like making games and making sound for games. In my position, I'm able to be involved in everything one does when making sound for a game. I really do love the whole process: sound design, voiceover, music, it's all very gratifying to me,” Bell said.

	Bell’s duties on Pillars of Eternity began in the summer of 2012, when executive programmer Adam Brennecke and lead character artist Dimitri Berman recruited him to the Kickstarter team. Brennecke blocked out a script for the crowdfunding campaign’s trailer and gathered materials for filming. The script and materials went to Berman and Bell, who reworked them into a narrative complete with a stirring score that offered prospective backers an aural peek into the soundtrack.

	“Dimitri and I worked really closely to choreograph every transition, every moment of the Kickstarter video to make it really feel like you're witnessing this narrative,” Bell explained. “It's not just a trailer. It's more the story of Obsidian and this product we're trying to make.”

	As soon as it became apparent that the game’s Kickstarter was on target to surpass its funding goal in record time, Bell ensconced himself in mapping out a full score. He worked based on materials such as illustrations and write-ups that described regions, which were made up of smaller areas such as wilderness, towns, and dungeons.

	“We'd scope that way, but once you start executing and putting those tracks into the game, you realize that some pieces may wear out their welcome, or don't feel appropriate at times, or your scope was too small,” he admitted.

	His estimates usually fell short as development continued and the particulars of regions crystallized. “We added additional tracks as needed in order to flesh that out, and also to support what players are doing rather than doing it at the macro level of regions,” he admitted.

	Bell knew that Pillars of Eternity would call back to Infinity Engine games in several ways. One, suggested by lead area designer Bobby Null, was to write combat tracks—motifs that play during encounters—that evoked Infinity Engine games. Bell latched on to the concept. One combat track was reminiscent of Baldur’s Gate, another called back to Icewind Dale, and so on. “That was a deliberate decision, because we wanted people to immediately recognize [classic games] when engaging in combat,” Bell said.

	The rest of the game’s music was matched to particular areas or characters as a way to assist Pillars of Eternity in establishing an identity all its own. Obsidian’s artists supplied Bell with plenty of reference material. “For me, as a composer, the thing that really resonates with me is the game itself, and the world, and the artwork. I could hear a story or see evocative artwork, and I immediately get a feeling about that. And I just go with it.”

	Bell conferred with lead narrative designer Eric Fenstermaker to tie his music into narrative themes at junctures in the story. “We talked through the plot and what the mood of each particular area would be,” Fenstermaker recalled, “so it was basically just me giving context, going over what had been requested in the area design docs, maybe sharing some general thoughts on what instruments or instrument sections might work the best, but nothing too constraining. We'd discuss, then Justin would run with it.”

	The more Bell learned of the Hollowborn crisis—children being born without souls—the more it resonated with him as a father of five. “I was able to harness my emotional reaction to that narrative and tried to represent that in the narrative. The way I like to describe the score of Pillars of Eternity is it reflects the state of humanity in the world of Eora. It's less about the moment-to-moment of quests, and more about the people of Eora and the tragedy they’re enduring.”

	As the dust of production settled, Bell fell into a rhythm composing tracks for different areas and themes. “Obviously we had way more areas than we could afford music tracks, so often there'd be a primary area that Justin was writing for—which the track title usually referenced—and then the piece would get used in other areas where we thought the mood was appropriate,” Fenstermaker said.

	Dyrford, named after the eponymous region, was the first piece of music Bell wrote for the game. It was written and brainstormed during work on Pillars of Eternity’s vertical slice in the summer of 2013. His approach was to capture the downtrodden state of a rural people who had seen better days. “I don't know if I would characterize Dyrford Village as a backwoods town, but it's just hanging on. The Hollowborn crisis is hitting them hard,” he said.

	Bell consulted illustrations Dyrford Village to get a grasp of its layout and the pace at which players might move through it. “That will determine a lot of things, like the music's tempo and meter, and how melodic things should be, what the harmonic rhythm of a given area should be. Our game is a slow-paced game, and it was important to match that feel that you have while clicking around and exploring the environment,” he continued.

	 

	NO MATTER THE theme, Justin Bell worked and reworked it in his audio booth. “A good audio booth is one where, ideally, you don't hear the people outside your office and they don't hear you,” he said.

	Obsidian’s audio booth meets his main criteria. Its walls are double or triple the size of every other wall in the office. The booth’s acoustics are neutral so that he hears only the sounds he recorded: no echo, no feedback. “You want the actual sound, as it is, to come through your speakers and into your ears, unmodified by the environment, so you can make critical decisions about what you're listening to.”

	After several mornings’ worth of humming and singing into his recorder—the app like a digital vault Bell refuses to open for any ears except his own—he closed himself in the booth and got to work on Dyrford. He started the way he starts every track he writes: With the piano, the first instrument he learned to play growing up. His piano was digital, a library of notes stored in his DAW. Notes fall into place with keystrokes and mouse clicks.

	Bell was a leaf on the wind during this phase, content to go where the music carried him. After several days, he stopped and sifted through his first draft. “Frankly, a lot of it's garbage. It's me hunting, pecking, listening to my inner ear, hearing where it leads and trying different things. I'll stumble upon something I like, and I'll riff on that and see where that leads.”

	Like writing the first draft of a novel, getting material down on paper is the most arduous part of Bell’s process. The next step is sifting through his material to find something usable. “It's still a lot of work, but the germs of those ideas, the seeds, are established,” he explained.” Then it's a matter of taking those components, getting rid of the garbage—I'd say maybe seventy percent of it, which I would never want anyone to hear—and then cleaning that up.”

	The result is hours of formless sound, still composed in piano notes. He breaks it into bits and pieces and rearranges them to hit on a structure. “Sometimes this thing I did on day two, hour nine, was really great, so I'll pull that into these other ideas,” he said. “You're mixing and matching these motifs you've developed, and you try to piece them together. That process informs what needs to happen to transform that into music.”

	Days later, he winds up with seven to eight minutes of piano music. Next, he determines where to keep the piano, or where another instrument might serve better. Bell refers to instrumental choices as orchestral colors, the palette from which he paints. He choose selects colors using three computers. The first hosts his DAW, the software that lets him compose music. The others brim with samples of violins, flutes, clarinets, trumpets, tubas, saxophones, and assorted flavors of percussion.

	Every sample consists of a single instrument recorded at a different articulation. “They record all these and create a library of samples, and you can use it to get an approximation of live musicians. I effectively have a fake orchestra at my disposal with this three-computer setup,” Bell said. “Samples can be very convincing. There are some people who are, if you listen to their work, you would not be able to tell they're using sample libraries. It's an art, a black magic, to doing that kind of thing. We call it music programming.”

	A finished piece of music programming is known as a mockup. Once Bell had a mockup for Pillars of Eternity, such as Dyrford, he had to decide if it should be recorded live or rendered through samples. “On Pillars 1, we did have a budget, and we decided we would record a good portion of it with a live orchestra,” he said. 

	Bell was honored and excited to partner with East Connection Music Recording Company for Pillars of Eternity. East Connection is spread across three studios in Budapest, Hungary, and offers services such as recordings featuring full symphonies or specific sections such as strings or choirs. Soundtracks are then recorded in a studio. 

	Before East Connection could record, Bell had to put his music through orchestration. The process entails finalizing his orchestral colors: this melody should be played by woodwinds, that harmony by low brass. His composition was sent to an orchestrator, who prepped it for the live orchestra so that their recording would match how Bell imagined the piece sounding in his head.

	“The drawback to having virtual orchestras is you can cheat,” he explained. “You can do things instruments don't normally do very well: You can play outside their range, or play something too fast, or do something really difficult, or make combinations that don't sound that good. Maybe they sound great on a computer, but it doesn't sound great where live musicians are playing together. An orchestrator’s job is to say, ‘What's the composer trying to achieve with the decisions they made in the mock-ups?’”

	His orchestrator produced a conductor’s score, a single document containing every part of a track, and then divided the document into separate parts for the musicians at East Connection to perform. Obsidian’s budget did not permit Bell to orchestrate his entire score. He decided to have them record wilderness, primary, and main areas, including Dyrford.

	Bell was thrilled with East Company’s work. Just as exciting, Obsidian producer Katrina Schnell was able to contribute her musical talent by playing all solo violin parts.

	 

	TRACKS SUCH AS Dyrwood were arranged to draw players deeper into the melancholy of Pillars of Eternity’s narrative. Others were written as reprieves from the crushing sorrow of the Hollowborn crisis.

	Defiance Bay is the first of the game’s two large cities. Players will feel inclined to explore its streets and shops, and meet new characters. Bell’s eponymous track played to that spirit of adventure and discovery. “The idea was to lighten the tone a little bit, because this is a center of humanity, and there's boundless possibility in terms of the quest givers you'll find and where the game opens up,” Bell remembered. “We lifted the tone slightly so it wasn't as dark as what you'd hear in Gilded Vale or the Dyrwood.”

	Other tracks informed players that a certain character such as the rogue animancer Thaos was either nearby, or had a hand in influencing the events unfolding on their screens. “I'm a big fan of doing character themes, so we talked a bit about that,” Fenstermaker said of his conversations with Bell. “We were limited in our resources that we could apply there, but Justin did one for Thaos that I thought was just a fantastic encapsulation of the character. There's a version of it that's this very raw violin solo and I think it's my favorite bit of music in the game. I ended up doing a lot of critical path gameplay scripting myself, and I made damn sure to bust out that Thaos theme in its various forms as often as I could to help some of those big moments sink in emotionally and make them all feel tied together.”

	Bell worked for years to achieve results like Fenstermaker’s reaction to the Thaos track. One of the biggest challenges he faced was the budget Obsidian dedicated to music and audio. “They say necessity is the mother of invention. I'm a big believer in that. As it pertained to Pillars and its score, and writing music in general, knowing constraints helps me to define what that blank page needs to turn into.”

	Budget affected every phase of musical composition, two of which were duration and repetition. Baldur’s Gate and other Infinity Engine RPGs had looped their tracks in such a way that players would (hopefully) fail to notice when a song circled back to its beginning. “The way things were implemented in the Infinity Engine games were often decided by limitations of the hardware systems available to those developers,” said Bell. “It was more acceptable to have highly repetitive music. I think that's always been a challenge for video game music anyway, but the constraints of the hardware meant that's what players were presented with and accustomed to at that time, so they accepted it.”

	Each track for Pillars of Eternity was composed organically, going as long or ending as quickly as needed. Bell favored longer durations so that players would stay immersed in a moment rather than be yanked out of it by a riff that repeated too often.

	 “What ended up happening was a lot of very chunky, five-, seven-minute-long pieces of music that are pretty durable because they're so long,” he explained. “It's not repeating frequently enough to identify when repeats happen. It sort of glosses over the fact that it's just one piece of music.”

	Spending more than a week or two on a single track was atypical. Eora, the game’s title theme, received the most attention at nearly one month of production. It would be the first track players heard when they booted up the game, and needed to set the stage. Combat themes tripped Bell up, too. “We didn't have endless amounts of engineering support to help us create music systems that would be more complex than just triggering music when you're in combat, or when you're not in combat. I struggled with that a lot with combat music because I found that while I was trying to avoid repetition with exploration music, I was unable to avoid it with combat music.”

	Most combat themes began with the same intro riff and then segued into passages inspired by one Infinity Engine game or another. Recycling the intro drove Bell crazy, but it was the best he could do given his constraints. “When you're making a game, you have to weigh the priorities of things. If the game is crashing but we have repetitive combat music, getting the game stable will always win that argument, and deservedly so. It's funny because it really bugs me, but there are a lot of people who really love it. And I'm like, ‘Oh. Really? Really? Oh. That's cool. I love that you love that, but I don't.”

	Fenstermaker, however, genuinely appreciated one combat track in particular. “Combat Music D. Holy hell, Combat Music D. Goddamn,” Fenstermaker gushed, saying that the track competed with Thaos for his favorite. 

	The last track Bell composed was as important to players forming a positive first impression as the title theme: Encampment, which plays while players explore the game’s first area. In a way, Encampment was even more critical to grabbing players’ attention. Players who navigated the game’s main menu quickly would barely hear the title song. But the Encampment area was where they would take their first steps, and would thus spend more time. “That first step, that first impression, is important not just for me, but for everyone working on the game,” Bell added. “That's the moment where games live or die. If you're unable to give players a good reason to continue playing, a lot of them will stop after that first experience.”

	Encampment settles over players like a blanket. It’s warm and whimsical, inviting them to settle in for an epic story—and then yanking that blanket off. Players receive their first quest and go off to explore. As they’re hunting for berries and learning their way around the game’s controls, the fog of war peels back to reveal brutish tribesmen enemies. Later, players experience their first Bîaŵac, storms that rip and tear souls from their bodies.

	“That whole sequence of events is carefully choreographed,” Bell explained. “We had a sequence of music that ramps up in intensity until you escape into the dungeon away from the Bîaŵac. The focus really was making sure that tone would suit each one of those states as it ramped up in intensity.”

	Bell reflected on the making of Pillars of Eternity’s soundtrack with pride and candor. It was a difficult process, but a rewarding one due to the opportunities to work with so many talented designers and musicians.

	“In terms of expediency, it's way faster to just give music to a musician, and it's way more gratifying, as far as I'm concerned,” he said. “I love doing mockups. It's a nice challenge, a puzzle, and gratifying in its own way when you can pull it off. But there's nothing like collaborating with another musician. It's spine-tinglingly amazing.”

	 

	THERE’S A PECKING order in game reviews. Graphics and story vie for the most attention. Then, in any order, come controls, art style—if it wasn’t tied into discussion of graphical fidelity—and mood, tension, and atmosphere 

	Sound design rarely gets it due. Justin Bell considers that a glaring omission.
Most players and critics notice music. It’s a spice that brings out the flavor of visual elements such as setting and gameplay. Sound design is too often framed as a soundtrack’s bastard offspring. “Only in very exceptional cases where the audio is just phenomenal will it be brought up,” Bell said. “I think that sort of mirrors the state of the industry and, to some degree, entertainment in general, where sound effects are a thing that you feel more than you intellectualize.”

	Sound design is all-encompassing. Every ding, whiff, pow, bang, bam, scorch, sizzle, footstep, and grunt of pain falls under its umbrella. Most players don’t notice it either. But without it, visual mediums just aren’t the same.

	Soundtracks and sound effects feed off each other. Bell submits the finale of Star Wars: Episode IV – A New Hope for consideration. A stoic crowd of soldiers stare straight ahead as heroes Luke Skywalker, Han Solo, Chewbacca, and their robotic pals C3PO and R2D2 cross the throne room to Princess Leia, who awards them medals of commendation for their acts of bravery against the Empire. The soundtrack that plays, Throne Room, was composed by John Williams. Trumpets blare and drums pound in a swelling fanfare that has pumped-up audiences since May 25, 1977.

	One of Bell’s favorite YouTube videos shows the legendary finale without Williams’ theme. Actors walk through a too-quiet hall, shift their weight from foot to foot, cough. Then Chewbacca screams. It’s supposed to be a roar of triumph. Devoid of the adrenaline and heroism the theme adds, the hairy companion’s roar comes out of nowhere. It, and the scene as a whole, comes across as awkward and ridiculous.

	“The reason I bring that up is because audio isn't something you notice unless it's gone,” Bell explained.

	During production of Pillars of Eternity, designers would test area where audio production was incomplete or had not begun. Sound effects were missing. Voiceovers had not been recorded. The silence left a void that swallowed beautifully rendered characters and backgrounds.

	“The moment you add sound, it feels like a game,” Bell continued. “It's ironic that it takes sound to make a game feel like a game, yet we don't perceive it that much. Maybe it's because—and I'm not trying to be generalist—but we as human beings are visual. We, as sound designers, train ourselves to use our ears and actively listen. It's something you have to train yourself to do, and we, for one reason or another as a species, only do it for survival. When you hear a baby crying, that brings out something in your instincts that makes you react to that. Art is another thing entirely. That's why some people can listen to music and write an essay. They're able to put the music in their subconscious and actively think about something else.”

	Moreover, audio adds a tactile quality to games. The satisfying crunch of a mace smashing through a skeleton’s brittle bones. The ding of a headshot in first-person shooters. The snap and crackle of a fireball as it burns a path through the air and engulfs an enemy on the far side of a battlefield. “It suddenly takes this thing that feels unbelievable to something you can respond to emotionally. Sound accomplishes a few things. It frames and enhances and reinforces emotional subtext,” Bell continued.

	Bell proposed that swapping Williams’ fanfare from the end of Star Wars with a circus theme would completely change the scene’s emotional impact. Games are no different. “If I switch the music used in any scene from our games, I can manipulate the way people feel about what they're experiencing. It has that power.”

	Bell is comfortable classifying audio as an additive element. “Really, what I think audio does is it brings this creation to life. It's dotting the i's and crossing the t's, making the player feel something.”

	As with the soundtrack, Bell and the audio team viewed Infinity Engine RPGs as their benchmark for Pillars of Eternity’s sound design. They did not want to reinvent the wheel, but rather sand it down for a smoother ride. BioWare had developed Baldur’s Gate and its famous engine in the mid-1990s, when most PCs had fewer than 100 megabytes of memory and manufacturers like Intel were just beginning to measure processor speeds in gigahertz instead of megahertz.

	“On Pillars, we didn't have those restrictions. We certainly had limits, but nothing like what they dealt with on IE games,” Bell said. “What that translates to in terms of end result is we could make more bespoke content, and make that content more robust.”

	Examples of Pillars of Eternity’s robust audio design can be found in virtually any wilderness scene. Ambient noises wash over players: burbling brooks, roaring waterfalls, the mutter and song of birds and insects. Those effects were added by placing emitters, audio cues that can be attached to objects such as trees and rocks. Emitters can loop so players believe they’re hearing the continuous roar of a waterfall when they’re really hearing one effect played continuously.

	“That isn't exactly new technology, but we can do that and make assets high quality without needing to compress them very much,” Bell said. “We could have more variations of them, and make them longer. We can stuff that whole scene full of as many details as we can imagine: frogs croaking, loons in the distance. Every Obsidian game has had loons, for some reason.”

	Like every discipline at Obsidian, Bell and his team operated under restrictions. The audio department consisted of three sound designers: Mikey Dowling, Adam Lehwald, and Zachary “Zac” Simon. Bell was an inconstant fourth member since his plate was filled with tasks such as the soundtrack. “If the other folks on the team were busy doing their thing and I saw something that needed to be there, I'd just add it. Given all the things on my plate at any given time, it is tricky to carve out time to make sounds, but I do make an effort to do that,” he admitted. “Yes, I write music, and yes, I'm an audio director. But I'm also a sound designer, and it's gratifying to be able to do that.”

	The team organized Pillars of Eternity’s sounds in a hierarchy. High-level categories sat at the top: environments, characters, user interface, voiceovers, objects, music. “Those are the most important and distinct ‘food groups’ of sounds,” Bell said.

	From there, the sound chart became more granular. The characters category had sub-listings such as vocal, movement, and abilities. Vocals for a monster-character might consist of growls and screams of attack, pain, and death, as well as taunts, idle babbling or chit-chat, and cries of victory. “For all of those, they need to have impact, and for those impacts, you need to determine to what level of granularity you want to represent them,” Bell explained.

	He rattled off weapon sounds as a collective example. “Does an axe hitting a shield sound different than a sword? It probably should, so you should consider that, if you have time. As you can imagine, if you take twenty different weapons, suddenly that's twenty times three, you've got sixty categories of sounds to make. And you can't just make one version of a sound for each category. You need at least five or six—ideally, you'd go for twelve or thirteen—so it doesn't sound repetitive.”

	Not all sounds should be multiplied for variety. A universal sound for a special effect can carry enormous weight. “This is a long-winded way of saying, when planning a game, start at the high-level. The trickier part is, how do you make those sounds so they enhance the game as it's being designed, and are meaningful for players, and how will that shape their experience? That takes a lot of iteration: trying things out, playing the game, talking with designers and artists and the game director, trying to figure out what the vision is for the audio and how it should enhance the game.”

	Mikey Dowling was the first designer on Bell’s team. That gave him the privilege of creating the game’s first sound effect. Dowling was eager to dig in. He had designed post-processing effects for vocal tracks in previous titles such as Fallout: New Vegas and Alpha Protocol, and helped connect finished sounds to animations and other triggers in South Park: The Stick of Truth. But Pillars of Eternity was the first project where he was given the responsibility of designing audio across a large swathe of a game. 

	The first sound effect Dowling produced, and the first sound effect for Pillars of Eternity, was not epic or dramatic: the clatter of steel on steel, the roar of one of the game’s ten types of dragons. In fact, it was as innocuous as it was essential to any high-fantasy RPG.

	“We use torches to set mood for pretty much everything. They're prolific,” Bell said.

	Dowling sorted through Obsidian’s sound library to find the perfect hiss and snap of flame. “It was that tired, old tradition of making it not sound like frying bacon, or a raging campfire,” he said.

	To the uninitiated, creating or assigning the perfect sound to a torch may seem like a chore. Not so, argued Dowling. “It was a delicate balance depending on the size of the fire you were making.” 

	The sound for a torch a human hand might carry could be recycled for reuse on the sort of torches that hang in castles and fortresses. Larger fires such as the huge braziers in Defiance Bay called for a bigger noise, as well as other technical considerations. “We had to figure out how to make sure that sound didn't play during the daytime, because those braziers are only lit at night.”

	Dowling handled environmental audio such as torches. Other designers took charge of characters, abilities, and other categories. “You have X amount of time to get sounds in, so either you go out and record a campfire, or light a stick on fire and run around for a little bit,” Dowling explained. “That wasn't possible, so I went through library sounds, listened to some stuff we'd done in previous games to see if it could work. Every game gives you new advantages, so I was able to redo a lot of stuff and go from there.”

	Creating new assets by mashing together pre-existing assets is called kitbashing, a technique used by sound designers, artists, and every other discipline of game development. “Explosion sounds, for example,” Bell said. “You can get them on your own, but it's, uh, dangerous. Libraries are great because you can just go online and search for something you need: ‘I need a rock slide,’ and you'll find someone out there who's recorded all the different ways rocks can slide. It's a time-saving measure, but it often results in very cool things, and frees you up to do more bespoke content without having to make a bunch of new stuff.”

	One such piece of bespoke content could be a growl. A sound designer could growl into a microphone, then load the sound in a DAW and manipulate it. “That's often more direct and leads to more fruitful discoveries than picking through a library,” Bell admitted.

	“I also feel that if you see something that makes you think, I need to do the sound for that. It's not selfishness,” Dowling added. “You just want to do it because it's cool. He's not going to say, but Justin really wanted to do all the dragons in Pillars.”

	“I was selfish and stated early on that I wanted the dragons,” Bell confessed with a laugh.

	Dragons have weight in Pillars of Eternity. Their ponderous footsteps shake the screen. Their roars and screeches freeze blood in veins.

	Dowling took as much pride in sporelings, gigantic mushrooms able to stand upright thanks to thick coils of roots around their legs, as Bell did in his dragons. “I really just wanted to do those things because I loved their animations and had an idea of what those things should sound like,” Dowling said.

	“Actually, the sporelings are some of my favorite creatures in the game,” Bell chimed in. Sporeling lore dictates that they hunger for souls. They feed by binding to hosts and absorbing their souls like parasites. Their gait is unsteady, speaking to their large size and, perhaps, to their hosts’ futile attempts to take back control. “The way they turned out, they have so much character. They're awesome and adorable at the same time,” Bell continued.

	Bell and the audio team had so much fun designing sounds that they had the opposite problem as developers of classic RPGs. “The cheesy way of putting it is, ‘With great power comes great responsibility,” he said. “It's easy to overdo your work, and if you do, you will have a programmer in your office saying, ‘Can you make this thing smaller, or can you do less? You're blowing up our memory footprint.’ That happened on Pillars 1. Time and resources are always going to be your primary motivating factors when it comes to level of detail.”

	Instead of compressing effects, the team would dial back audio so that it was still effective and evocative without being too long or complex. As Pillars of Eternity took shape, they shifted from creating and polishing audio to closing down areas—the process of finalizing content. The checklist for shutting down any region was as daunting as the chart for creating audio: making sure every creature had all its sounds, emitters were in place, doors of every size and configuration—big, small, big double doors, small double doors, wood, stone—sounded the way they were supposed to sound.

	Mixing is part of shutting down audio. “That's when you're featuring sounds and making sure the player's attention is focused on the right thing,” Bell said.

	“You’re getting everything in, making sure all the sounds sound really good together, that nothing is getting overpowered,” Dowling added. “You don't want to open a door and somehow it be louder than the voiceover that's playing, or the music.”

	“It's something that generally has to wait until the very end. You can make mix decisions on the fly and get rough mixes in place,” Bell continued. “You should do that, because otherwise the game will sound like a mess. But you also need to get to a point where everyone's hands-off, and the audio isn't a moving target so you can get stuff to gel. Games are chaotic, and the way sound is triggered is very chaotic. If you don't control that, it sounds like a cacophony.”

	 

	AT TIMES DURING production of Pillars of Eternity, Bell and the audio team grew frustrated with their place in the hierarchy of development. They often had to wait until visual components were in place before they could do their part. For instance, characters needed rigged models and animations so audio designers could study those animations and stick sounds to the right frames.

	“There's a lot of times when it makes sense for us to be downstream, as we call it,” Bell conceded.

	Still, he continued, audio should fall into step with every other discipline when possible. “You can get yourself in trouble by waiting too long because you run out of time. Then you don't have time to iterate and try new things. As a creative person, I don't think that's a great way of doing something. You don't want to be stuck with something that you as a creator aren't happy with.”

	In an ideal world, Bell and the audio team would have waded into Pillars of Eternity’s stream at the earliest opportunity. Instead, they filled in gaps as soon as it was possible to begin working. As soon as environment artists submitted a gray box of an area—say, a desert—the audio team created or assigned samples for elements that the region would contain: dust storms, footsteps on sand dunes, footsteps on stone surfaces covered in sand. Their goal was to get something in place. “The moment a character is functional in a game—moving around, has AI, and is kind of doing what designers imagine it to be doing—we should be putting sounds on it right away, with the expectation that once the character's animations are finalized, we're going to have to go back and finalize our sounds.”

	After all, the sooner audio is integrated, the sooner a game feels like a game.

	“I think it's inherited to some degree from the grandfather of game audio, which is the film industry,” he said. “Not all films are made the same, but audio is what's called postproduction, because you can't really add it until there's an edit of the film In its least ideal form, audio is brought on toward the end of a process. You want audio to be in lockstep, making creative decisions throughout the project, so you can reap the advantages of thinking about a thing over and over again. That's what makes stuff good: When you're able to be involved from day one. It makes sound more meaningful.”

	 

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Romancing the Throne - David Gaider on Intimacy in Baldur’s Gate II and BioWare RPGs

	 

	Like journals sprinkled throughout RPGs, Pause Screens go into more detail on the people, companies, and cultures that contributed to the success of the Pillars of Eternity franchise and the Infinity Engine line of roleplaying games.

	 

	THE OPTION TO romance side characters in Baldur’s Gate II didn't happen by accident. The popularity of the feature, however, was a total fluke.

	BioWare’s designers added romances almost as an afterthought. Baldur's Gate introduced companions players could recruit, but their interaction never went beyond party members that fought and explored alongside their hosts. When players discovered that certain characters could be wooed in the sequel, BioWare's writers were caught off-guard by the overwhelmingly positive response.

	David Gaider came to BioWare with no formal writing experience but a deep reservoir of knowledge about Dungeons & Dragons. He rose through the ranks, starting with Baldur’s Gate II, joining the design team on Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic, and taking on the role of lead writer on Dragon Age: Origins and subsequent games.

	Gaider and I talked about what BioWare was like in the halcyon days of computer RPGs, how romances caught on in Baldur’s Gate II and became a selling point in BioWare games going forward, the tightrope writers walk in trying to satisfy players interested in diverse flavors of romance, and his observations about diversity and inclusion—or the lack thereof—in the games industry.

	 

	Craddock: Before you came to BioWare, I understand you made games just as a hobby. By day, you worked in the service industry. What put you on the path to writing games as a profession?

	 

	David Gaider: Designing wasn't even a side hobby. It was not even on my radar. Prior to starting at BioWare, I was in the hotel industry, and I was managing a hotel here in Edmonton. On the side, I drew comic books. The only thing that got me the job [at BioWare], I'd say, was a friend of mine worked there as an artist. They were starting BG2, and they wanted to make it a lot bigger, so they needed a lot more writers. They asked everybody who worked there, "If you know anyone who's written anything game-related to completion, would you let us know?"

	 

	Besides comic books, I did a lot of tabletop [game writing] and ran some LARPs, live-action roleplaying campaigns, and I'd written a rulebook for one of the LARPs. My artist friend gave it to James Ohlen, [BioWare’s] lead designer, without telling me. I knew my friend worked for a game company, but I didn't think anything of it because I didn't think game companies were really in Edmonton. I'd heard of Baldur's Gate, the first one, but I didn't know it was made by this company.

	 

	I got a call out of the blue from James Ohlen, asking if I was interested in coming in for an interview for a writing position. I went for it because it sounded interesting. I brought some writing I'd done on the side, and he mostly liked the fact I knew D&D really well. He was going to give me a shot, but the pay was quite low compared to what I was making as a hotel manager. So I said, "Don't worry about it," and turned him down.

	 

	I went back to my job. That was on a Friday. On Monday when I got in to work, my regional manager had flown in unexpectedly to tell me the hotel was being sold to another management company, and that this company was going to lay off all the managers at the hotel. I gathered the stuff at my desk into a box and thought, Well, maybe I will give this writing thing a try. I played some [computer RPGs]. I played the Gold Box games back in the day, but there wasn't really anything CRPG-wise. Wizardry, maybe. I struggle to think of what earlier CRPGs there were. I enjoyed them, but they weren't the equivalent of tabletop to me.

	 

	Craddock: What did you like about tabletop games?

	 

	Gaider: They were more of an experience. I was never the kind of tabletop guy who was into combat and all the numbers and rules. I mean, I knew them, and I could write combat [scenarios], but that wasn't the focus for me. Whereas, for [computer games], the writing was never particularly good. Take Wizardry, for instance. It's a dungeon crawl. You run around and it's all numbers focused. I can enjoy that for a time, but [it didn't hold my attention]. I think the Gold Box games were a little bit better, but even then the focus was not on story.

	 

	This was around the time when games like Fallout were coming out, so I think I was starting to pick up some CRPGs, but the timing was a little bit weird. From my vague memories, Baldur's Gate was coming out around the time of this new wave of CRPGs, and it always took me a while to pick up games. I was not the sort to look for them when they were coming out; I'd hear about them well after the fact. I remember playing the first Fallout [sometime later]. It's kind of strange. JRPGs have always been considered to be a separate genre with its own separate conventions and rules, things [designers] will allow, but never the 'twain shall meet.

	 

	Craddock: One reason I enjoy telling the stories of developers who started making games in the 1980s and '90s is there weren't formal paths into the industry like there are today. You, for example, had no work experience as a writer, a programmer, an artist, or anything connected to games, but you found a way in. Can that still happen today outside of the indie space?

	 

	Gaider: It depends on the company. If you're in the right place at the right time and a company is really small, it's possible. But that's not an easy thing to do. BioWare at one point was smaller and played a lot faster and looser. Once they got to a certain size and had human resources departments and stuff, at that point, yeah, you would need [experience].

	 

	Challenge always plays a role: Not everybody needs to have prepped for their position. There's a chance they can impress [studios]. Modding is a way into the industry that doesn't really require education, per se. And education, going to a design school or something, doesn't guarantee you a job in the industry. You're still going to have to prove somehow that you have the chops. But I'd say you're right: Back then, it was an era where there wasn't any schooling, and the industry was more open to people just getting in because they loved games and had an affinity for them.

	 

	Based on how I started out, I sort of fell backwards into [the industry] without even really meaning to. The chances that that could happen today are pretty minimal. It's a much bigger, more formalized industry, I would say.

	 

	Craddock: A lot of developers I've interviewed love to recount that first time they told their parents that, yes, making games is in fact a paying job.

	 

	Gaider: Yeah, that was pretty common. The whole idea of design, especially narrative design, is a field that has evolved a lot over the past twenty years. Even at BioWare back in the day, we had "designer" as a position, and that was separate from writers. But that was specific to BioWare. When we were bought out from Electronic Arts, for instance, they didn't have a design position. That wasn't a thing. They had to change their internal roles to account for the fact that we had this strange [divide between] technical design and level design.

	 

	It has changed a lot, even narrative design. The difference between a narrative designer and a writer has become more ingrained into industry awareness, but the whole thing has evolved. Back in the day, even being a writer on the video game... All my relatives are over in Austria, and I was trying to describe to them what I do for a living. The best I could come up with was "programmer." They didn't have a reference [to explain that] narrative writer was something you could do for video games.

	 

	Craddock: When you started, did you just write, or did writers also have a hand in designing narrative systems?

	 

	Gaider: Back then it was just writing. The writers and designers were very separate, and writers would write the dialogue. We would script the dialogue. There was a scripting language in the engine that let us track variables being set, and we would do simple commands. But anything that was more complex, like having to spawn in a character or have this character walk across the screen or give you an item—that was all handled by the technical designers, the people who actually implemented the plots.

	 

	In the Infinity Engine, by Baldur’s Gate II, BioWare already had added a conversation editor, so we would write in the editor, which was quite handy. At Obsidian, I remember people there were telling me that early on, they did all their writing in Excel, and I can't even imagine.

	 

	Craddock: How did those tools evolve?

	 

	Gaider: The conversation editor evolved a lot. Every game, it was iterated on. When we started Dragon Age, for instance, they made us a brand-new dialogue editor that had a lot of bells and whistles. It was more about making it easier for us to navigate, like collapsing branches so that we could view [dialogue] more easily, seeing on-screen that one line was linked to another line, even if it was elsewhere in the dialogue. That was much [more readable].

	 

	Our tools for linking the conversation editor to the voiceover pipeline became much more complex. By Knights of the Old Republic, we'd moved to full voiceovers, so that became necessary to make it easier for the VO people to see what lines to be recorded and then hook them up once they were. So, yeah, it became a lot more complex. Things like search-and-replace-text was a thing that finally came along. Our ability to set variables, but also search for where they were set or make global changes to them—those became big things that came long later. Quality-of-life additions became a much bigger thing.

	 

	Craddock: Since writers had no hand in designing systems, did you have the autonomy to create any stories you wanted?

	 

	Gaider: That probably depends on the company. Right from when I started, BioWare had a situation where the writers were much more ingrained in the design process. That has changed over the industry as well. You'll get a bunch of companies like BioWare was, or maybe is, where writers are ingrained in the dev process. You'll get a lot of other companies that bring writers in on contract after a game has been designed.

	 

	It depends on the focus that a company applies to writing as a skill. I know that at Bethesda, a lot of their programmers do writing or, as you said, take writing and do whatever is needed to [implement it], because they're the implementers. The writers that they have are more [focused on] providing text; they don't get to decide what the design is.

	 

	That, ultimately, at BioWare became the difference between a writer and a narrative designer: As time went on, the writers became a lot more focused on being the first ones in the pool: "Here's the arc of the quest," and we were designing individual quests. We were sort of the first ones who would put that forward and present it to the rest of the team. That process became much more formalized.

	 

	Craddock: I imagine the point at which storytelling becomes a focus of a development process varies from company to company, and from game to game. Blizzard North didn't give much thought to Diablo's story until the game was almost done. Was Baldur’s Gate II's story considered as important as, say, its combat systems and world design?

	 

	Gaider: Generally, they would get work done in parallel. Ideally the gameplay [designers] and the narrative designers would talk to each other, but that didn't always happen. There were some situations where the writers proceeded making a story for a game assuming it would [play out one way], and the gameplay people were making a different game entirely. Once both sides started talking to each other, it was like, "Oh. Well, you change yours" and "No, you change yours." You'd get into a situation like that.

	 

	But, normally, the narrative team is starting a story in collaboration with the rest of the team: talking to them, saying, "OK, we're going to be working on this story." They go to the gameplay team, go to the art team, and say, "What do you guys want to see included?" We'd start off with a one-pager, or, "This is the arc of the story" presented to the rest of the team to get some feedback. They might say, "Well, we were hoping to do X," because they have this gameplay feature and they want to make sure it's a big part of the story. So we'd say, "Okay," and we'd go back and forth until everybody was happy with the one-pager we expanded. Suddenly it becomes a ten-pager where we go into detail on all of the beats.

	 

	Once that's been accepted by everybody, we break down those beats into what we called narrative overviews, which can be up to fifty pages for a single quest. We went into a lot more detail. So, in a way, it starts with the narrative designers, but we're not doing it in a vacuum. We have to know what the other teams are looking for. Everything we create trickles down to them. That's work they're going to have to be doing. In a way, the narrative designers were always subject to approval from everybody else, so there was a lot of discussion.

	 

	Mostly we were reporting to Mike Laidlaw, the lead designer on Dragon Age, or a narrative director. We would be presenting this, and he was the one who would be aware of what a lot of the other teams want or need to include. But, yeah, ideally the teams aren't working in a bubble. They're aware of what everybody else is doing and trying to take into account what they need to have happen. The writers wouldn't just draw up a story and say, "All right, it's going to be this." It always involved a lot of iteration and changes in preproduction.

	 

	For Baldur’s Gate II, we didn't have narrative designers. James Ohlen was basically the architect of the story and the individual quests. He would talk to the writers a lot. We would brainstorm a lot and work on the [overarching] idea together, but when it came to an individual quest, he would write out sort of a, "This is basically what happens from beat to beat to beat." The amount of detail he put into it varied based on how much he trusted the writer who was doing it. Sometimes he would just say very vague [instructions], like, "Have them do this." The writers would take that and start fleshing it out.

	 

	If it wasn't working based on his plan, it felt like you could go to him and say, "Well, there's this whole section here which is kind of vague, so I was thinking of having X and Y happen in the plot instead." He'd be like, "Yeah, that's fine." Then it came down to, once it's put in the game, we could play through it and see how it worked, and there would be more changes based on that.

	 

	It depended a lot. Some writers were better at... we didn't call it narrative design, but in essence it was. The romances, for instance, were designed by the writers completely. There was no involvement from James on those. We would put in individual side quests that the writers would create on the fly. It really sort of depended.

	 

	Craddock: Was there any sort of framework to follow for designing quests in Baldur’s Gate II? A blueprint kind of like: starting dialogue, this many options, and maybe go here and then here. 

	 

	Gaider: There was a dungeon or a town where James would design the crit [main] path, and he'd say, "Just fill it up with some side quests." I had one dungeon where I came up with the idea to have [creatures] that were stuck, and had been stuck long after the owner had died, guarding a chest. The owner's two imps were hanging around haranguing him and I just wrote that on the fly.

	 

	My first job was filling out the Copper Coronet in Athkatla. I knew that Anomen was there, and there was a vague plot James gave me, which was that there was some pick-fighting that was going on, but he just said, "Fill it up with extra things." I would write extra characters. It's kind of weird: I think back and wonder, Did I even have a narrative [direction]? And I don't think so. I don't remember them like that. There were a lot of little plots we just sort of wrote. If there were any notes, they were directions to where the files were, and "You need to spawn in this character," and [directions like that]. There wasn't much pre-planning, per se.

	 

	If you go around Athkatla, a lot of the little side quests you get that aren't part of the crit path were just created on the fly. Sometimes they got pretty big, too. I remember that when you get to the Underdark, the drow city, I wrote that entire [area]. I didn't really talk to anyone about it. I knew that along the crit path, you were supposed to go there, and there was one stop on the crit path that involved the drow. At that point James trusted me pretty well, and he just said, "Make it interesting."

	 

	I sat there and wrote this plot that was a triple-cross: You could work sides against the other [factions], and I was pretty happy with it. But for the life of me I can't remember the process. I just sat down and wrote dialogue until it became evident that I'd need to have another dialogue, so I'd go start that one. I had a whole bunch of dialogues that were sort of interconnected, and I'd have to sit down with a tech designer and explain to them, "This is what these files are, and here's what needs to happen."

	 

	Craddock: It sounds like side quests were more freeform than main quests, the ones directly corresponding to progress through the game.

	 

	Gaider: When James would give us a plot, especially if it was crit path, I felt like we were dialogue monkeys at that point. We were just writing out the dialogue; we didn't have much say over it. Although as time went on, he became pretty good at giving us a bit of autonomy for changing what we needed to change. And when we got into the hundreds of side quests that were needed, he didn't have time to worry about all that, so we had free reign to fill those out.

	 

	That was actually a problem, though. Baldur’s Gate II was a classic case of scoping just running out of control. It got content packed in and packed in and packed in, because we were always adding stuff. If you have this area, it was like, "Well, fill it up with side quests. Okay, sure. You have these characters? Give them a romance. Making it interesting. Sure!" It fell to us to figure out what that was going to look like. That's why the romances were all pretty different. Luke Christensen wrote Jaheira's romance, and it was huge. The romances I wrote were quite a bit smaller, but also simpler. Jaheira's had so many bugs. At one point it was close to getting cut entirely, just because it couldn't be made to work properly.

	 

	By the time [a quest] got put in-game, we could see if something was working. But really it was just playing by ear. The way the smaller quests I worked on got done was, essentially, whatever I could think of. If they were great, then, cool. Clearly I had a knack for it. Toward the end of Baldur’s Gate II, and especially on Throne of Bhaal, I ended up being half-tech designer, just out of necessity. As time went on, my plots that I made up on the fly became more and more complex, so I kind of needed [to implement those quests] myself just because they were too difficult to explain to anyone.

	 

	Craddock: What were tech designers?

	 

	Gaider: They were the scripters. The Infinity Engine has a scripting language. As I recall, it was C++-based, but the engine that they were working on, they were taking the scripting language—which the programmers had created, things like commands for the AI, commands for spawning in monsters, or saying "When this happens, do this"—and making all the plots go. They were the implementers. So [tech designers] were programmers in a way, in that they worked with a type of programming language. But the programming language was part of the engine. It was telling the engine how to make the game run. That's a tech designer.

	 

	Eventually, as time went on, we started splitting tech design into specialties. There was combat design, people who were more interested in putting combat [encounters] together and figuring out how that was going to work. There was system design, the people who would figure out how the classes and all the abilities would work. They would work pretty closely with the combat people, but they were also deciding how you would level up, what all these various abilities were going to do.

	 

	There was level design, those people who are implementing plots [quests] and making all the dialogue fire off when it's supposed to, like when stuff is supposed to happen in dialogue—say, you're supposed to receive a reward—they'd be scripting to make sure the item is actually put in your inventory. They were also the ones who were doing really simple cinematics on-screen: people moving around and doing stuff before we got our first cinematic people. That didn't come on until much later, around the end of Neverwinter Nights.

	 

	Craddock: You were someone without formal experience in any aspect of videogame development. Given that, what was your biggest challenge? What had the biggest learning curve?

	 

	Gaider: There was a bit of a learning curve in that you couldn't do everything you wanted to do. The quality of the story was not the number-one priority. For BioWare, it's a priority, but you had limitations on you that just didn't exist if you were writing a tabletop game or a book. Limitations in terms of what the resources were, like the monsters you had available, what could be scripted to happen on-screen. A lot of times we would try things until we had to say, "This just isn't working," until we got better at figuring out ahead of time what was possible and what was not.

	 

	When you're first starting off, you have to take into account the fact that you're writing something where you don't control the main character. You don't know where they are. They could start your plot at various times [in the game]. You're sort of influencing them, and I think that came a bit more naturally just because of my tabletop experience: I ran tabletops as a GM, so I was used to not being in control of my players, but laying out breadcrumbs for them to follow through the plot. But I never really know how they feel about things. I just give them lots of options to express themselves. That sort of came naturally, but it was difficult at the start to figure out what I could and could not do, and the difference between things I thought were difficult to put into the game, versus what [was actually difficult to implement].

	 

	Some things that I thought were very simple, were in fact very complex. For instance, fighting somebody, and then defeating them so they could throw down their sword and surrender. That seems like the sort of thing you'd want to do all the time, but it was a nightmare for the tech designers to get to work properly.

	 

	Craddock: Was it difficult catching on to Baldur’s Gate II because it was a sequel and you needed to understand what had happened beforehand? And that's to say nothing of the fact that the Forgotten Realms is an established setting.

	 

	Gaider: That didn't bother me at all. I was very familiar with DND in general. I started playing back when the Red Box basic set came out. I got that as a Christmas gift one year. There was a point where I stopped playing, so it had been a while since I'd picked it up, but I think that was true for a lot of people. At that time, I think D&D was at a nadir of popularity prior to Baldur's Gate 1 coming out.

	 

	I hadn't played Baldur's Gate 1 prior to being hired for Baldur’s Gate II, so when they hired me, I sat down and thought I'd check out this game. I went through the entire game, so I was very freshly familiar with [the game's story], but I'd also known about Baldur's Gate [the location] from my previous familiarity with D&D.

	 

	I was very familiar with the drow, so I wrote much of that content. I wrote the drow city, the Underdark. I think toward the end of it I could practically speak drow. I had to become more familiar with some of that, study up on all the gods, but otherwise I never had any trouble with it. It only became a little bit weird when, halfway through, we switched to a semi-third-edition interpretation of D&D [rules]. WOTC was planning on putting out Third Edition, but that hadn't happened yet. We were getting a lot of rulebooks describing how Third Edition would be. As far as I can remember we didn't really know what to make of it. We had sort of a hybrid, second-and-third-edition [ruleset] for the game.

	 

	Craddock: What was BioWare's culture like during work on Baldur’s Gate II?

	 

	Gaider: It was pretty casual. I think I was around the sixtieth employee, somewhere around there. They didn't have an HR department. Ray and Greg were our bosses, but they were also just cool guys. Greg would go around in shorts and flip-flops. It was very... I don't want to say a frat house, because I never went to university so I'm not sure what a frat house is really like, but it was the way I imagine a frat house would be. I was twenty-seven, and I was one of the older guys there. Even my boss, James Ohlen, was younger than I was, so it was a little odd for me.

	 

	Everybody was very casual. If somebody was in their office, and they decided they didn't want to wear pants, well... that would happen. There was an artist there who would play porn on his computer. He'd just have it playing. Didn't worry about it, didn't care what anyone else thought. Those things could still happen during those times. It was weird, but it was fun, too: We were in this together. We just sort of figured things out and did what was necessary.

	 

	There were fights, too. That was a part of it: Not having any structure, people would fight [over development]. The art and design departments were constantly at each other's throats. There'd be a blowup, and then it would all blow over. They would work it out and everything would be fine. I remember things like that.

	 

	In a way, it was a good time, but also, I'm glad it eventually changed. There were things I didn't like [about that culture]. I liked it when we started getting more structure in how we approached these things. A lot of times, because we didn't have structure, we would make mistakes and then not learn from them. People would sort of figure things out, and if that person—that singular person—moved on from the company, everything he had learned would sort of be lost.

	 

	The departments were very segmented. They would do their own thing, and they weren't really responsible [for answering] to each other. We had a project director who was sort of trying to figure out how to get everything working. I don't think it was until Feargus came on later on that we had a ringmaster who was able to say, "You! Stop that. You! Do this," and was able to get us working more in alignment. The departments were siloed and doing what they thought was best.

	 

	I was also just a writer at that time, so I'm just talking about my perspective at the bottom [of the hierarchy]: This is what it seemed like to me. Maybe there was more structure than I was aware of, but it seemed like everybody was just trying to figure things out. And despite us having a project director, James Ohlen was the visionary behind it. He was the one really directing things even outside of design, at least as far as I could tell. Not everybody listened to him all the time, but I think Baldur’s Gate II is what it was largely because of him.

	 

	Craddock: You've touched on this a bit, but what sort of leader was James Ohlen?

	 

	Gaider: For the side quests he would give us free reign to make what we needed. We ended up having these [massive] areas we needed to fill up with stuff, so he didn't sweat [side quests] so much. In terms of the major quests, he would write out, "Okay, these are the major beats: you go here, you do X." He would lay out A to B to C to D in varying level of details. Then he'd give it to the writers and we'd fill it out with dialogue. Sometimes, as we were working on it, we'd say, "Well, you had this section here going from A to B, but it feels like it needed something, so I was thinking of doing this?" And he'd say, "Yeah, that's cool."

	 

	His role after that point was a lot about review, because he played everything. If you wrote a romance, a side quest—you sent it all over to him and he would go through it. If he liked it, he'd say, "Cool, that's great." That was pretty rare. Normally he'd come back with notes like, "I didn't like this" or "I'd do this." It wasn't until Dragon Age that we started doing peer reviews, where we'd all review [new content] together. At that point it was still him, and if he didn't like something he might say, "I don't like this quest. Trash it and do something else." You could end up rewriting that quest five, six, seven times until you didn't want to look at it anymore, because he was looking for something, and sometimes he could sort of express exactly what he was looking for, and sometimes it was quite difficult for him.

	 

	Everyone on the writing team sort of became jealous of me because, really, my entire role at BioWare was that I was the James Whisperer for the longest time. I kind of knew what he wanted even if he didn't. He would tell other writers, "Do this," and they would do exactly that, and then he wouldn't like it, and they would get frustrated, and it would go back and forth. For me, often he would give me his document that says, "This is what I want." And as I was working on it, I'd think, I don't think he really wants this, and I would just do something else.

	 

	Nobody else would get away with that. I would tell them, "Look, if I changed it and he didn't like it, I would get doubly dinged." I would get dinged for not doing it right, and not doing what he told me to do. But I knew what he really wanted. I could read between the lines and write that instead, and he liked it. That was sort of how the team was run: Everything was written to his satisfaction. He reviewed everything, and somehow had time for it all. I honestly don't even know.

	 

	Craddock: One aspect of the Baldur's Gate games I liked was that they felt like extensions of D&D the tabletop game, but beyond dungeon crawling. They were very text-heavy, with narrators that would describe scenes as well as facilitate dialogue between the player and other characters.

	 

	Gaider: That really had its inception in Baldur's Gate. That was James" vision, that this would be a computer game as if it were a tabletop game he were writing. I think even a lot of the characters came out of a D&D campaign he ran with some other guys. James was a big D&D nerd, and he had this idea of, what if a computer-game version of D&D was just like the ones I played on tabletop, but not solely a combat simulator? That was really his vision.

	 

	Craddock: Once you started getting the hang of development, did you have any areas you wanted to concentrate on in particular?

	 

	Gaider: Any goals I had were very micro. I was there to help make this game. I'd never worked on anything like it before, and it was interesting. I really liked the idea of writing stories. It was pretty early on when James talked to everybody about his idea for having romances. Baldur's Gate 1 had followers who had personalities, and they talked a little bit, but he wanted to make them much more detailed: give them plots and entire arcs. That really interested me because I loved writing characters.

	 

	For me, a lot of my early work was about, "What can I do with these characters?" I think the first follower I wrote was Valygar [Corthala], the ranger. The bare bones of the Planar Sphere plot were given to me by James as, "This will be his quest." I fleshed that out and wrote the arcs around it: you would get these dialogues first, and back then followers would speak randomly, so you'd get these dialogues and once the third one fired the Planar Sphere plot could begin, and here's what happened after the plot.

	 

	I liked the idea of expanding the follower stories to make them not like a novel, but a whole story in and of itself. I liked the idea of those being character focused. I wrote a lot, and that's how many of the follower plots got bigger and bigger. I don't think they were originally intended to be so big, but I wrote fast. Back then they called me 'the machine" because I could sit down and, in the space of a few days, pump out a large plot. As James trusted me more and more, he'd tell me to go flesh out a plot, and I would just do it really quickly. Which, considering all the writing that had to be done on Baldur’s Gate II, they were pretty thankful for.

	 

	Craddock: How did the option to romance characters come about? It wasn't in the first Baldur's Gate. Was that something James wanted to hit this this time around?

	 

	Gaider: We discussed, "Let's give them arcs," and then the idea of romances came up. We initially were supposed to have six: three female, three male. We were interested in that, but what the romances would be? I don't think we [knew]. It wasn't like we had direction such as, "Make it emotionally resonate." We were just trying to write a good story. As I recall, that's all we were trying to do. It was a little weird, because romance in a video game seemed like a weird thing. We weren't sure how we would do this.

	 

	I remember when I was sitting down and trying to write romances, I was just trying to make it an interesting story. I was trying to figure out what to do with Anomen. That was actually my first romance, and I didn't know what to do with him. I didn't create his character. The first part of his character writing had been done by, I think, Rob Bartel, one of the other writers. And [the character] was kind of an asshole. I had followed up on that, here's this arrogant paladin guy, based on what Rob had started. Then at some point I remember James saying, "Okay, he's the first male romance." And I was like, "Really? Really? Anomen? You think...? Okay. Sure. I'll figure it out."

	 

	I was trying to take Anomen and figure out, okay, how would you romance this guy? I didn't give any thought, really to who the audience was or if it would be an emotional thing. I just thought, If this were a story I were writing, like a book, how would it play out? Drama is just a thing that has to happen. I didn't feel pressured to make it engaging for the player. I just thought, Well, what do I feel like? What do I think is cool?

	 

	Same thing when I wrote Aerie and Viconia [DeVir] romances. They were kind of dropped in my lap because I wasn't supposed to do the female romances at all, but Luke was falling way behind, so they said, "Why don't you do these?" So I was like, okay, they're very different from each other, so I took two different [approaches]: Aerie being the damsel in distress, Viconia being a femme fatale. When I did tabletop, I would sometimes give my players romances. If they were romancing a player in my game, how would I write that story? That's all.

	 

	I was thinking about what we had done. We weren't even sure that the romances would work, or that they'd make it into the final game. But we had no idea, honestly, that they'd be popular. I think when the game got released and we saw they were popular, it was a complete surprise to us. So from my perspective, I was making a side quest like the other side quests. That really was the entirety of it.

	 

	Craddock: It seems like it grew into something much bigger from there. Like those first romances were this small step on the road to giving players the freedom to make stories their own: you can romance this character, or not. You can fight alongside them, or not.

	 

	Gaider: Let's say you're playing a tabletop game with a GM. He has this story he's going to tell. He's going to tell it his way, and the player tries to do something that doesn't fit with his vision, so [the player] gets blocked. "You walk out the door? Okay, a second guy comes and offers you this exact same thing." And the player starts to realize, "Oh, I can't really do anything here. I've got to just go with the flow."

	 

	There was a feeling [from Baldur's Gate 1] that the story was sometimes too prescriptive. That your decisions didn't really make any difference as far as which way it went. I think that's fair. I think the idea of player agency, it's funny because some people look back now and say, "Oh, Baldur’s Gate II had all this player agency." If that's true, it was accidental. It wasn't something we thought about. The idea of honoring the player's choices I would say didn't really become a thing until Knights of the Old Republic, when we expressed that as a [game mechanic]. Like, "Okay, someone's offering you a plot. You should have the right to say now."

	 

	In Baldur’s Gate II, you could kill someone before they joined your party. A lot of that happened just because that's what you could do in tabletop, so of course we would put that in. We would always do that to, "You can do this in D&D, so therefore it should be in our game." Only if something wasn't working would we change that. But the idea that, "We should do this because that empowers players and make them feel like they can affect things?" That wasn't really on our minds, as I recall.

	 

	I think we started to think more about the design: How do we give the player agency? How do we get them to buy into the story? That became more of a discussion point [as time went on]. We were trying to think of things that let players feel like they had agency, even in cases where they did not. It was a bit of a shell game, but you started to learn what made the player feel better about doing things you wanted them to do anyway.

	 

	Craddock: So the scope of the game seemed to grow because there was a need for more writing?

	 

	Gaider: We just kept adding stuff. The writers wrote, and there were no guidelines on how much they should write. So we just wrote until we felt like we'd written what needed to be written. Word-count limits came about after Baldur’s Gate II as a result of Baldur’s Gate II, because we would write as much plot as we required. The artists would always make the areas larger than we needed. If we needed a city, suddenly we had this big city. Maybe I had one quest, but, all right, now all the sudden I've got to fill up this city with side quests. That's how this happened. There were all these areas where nothing was happening and they felt dead, so could we add some side quests in there? Sure.

	 

	We just kept adding them, and things kept ballooning. As we would play, this area feels dead, or this doesn't make sense, and could you explain it more? Because it was always: The writers always wrote as much as they felt was needed, but the answer to every problem was to write more. If something didn't make sense, we added a dialogue.

	 

	A lot of times it was the easiest [solution]: if art got cut and we had to change something, we used writing. Writing was the easiest thing. Nobody cared about wasting the writers" time, so we just wrote as much as was needed. It got to the point where plots ended up way bigger than had been envisioned. As we thought of ideas, the whole thing where you come back from the Underdark and you're facing Bodhi—as I recall that wasn't even on the drawing board. It was on the fly. Like, what if Bodhi kidnaps your love interest? Wouldn't that be great? Oh, and turns them into a vampire! Let's do that!

	 

	We would just add things as we thought about them and talked about them. And by "we," I mean James and writers and everybody. If we thought of something, it would just get added. It got to the point where, when we were in the last third of the game—when you come back from the Underdark—the higher-ups were starting to get really concerned about the word count. They were so concerned that we had to go through all the dialogue in the game and shorten it. They were concerned about how some blocks of text had gotten too big.

	 

	We had a mandate—this was really late in development—that blocks of text couldn't be longer than X number of characters, and the only character that could exceed that Jan Jansen, because he tells long, rambling story. That was his thing. So we were like, "Okay, we can [shorten dialogue], but we can't do that to Jan. The only possible way we could edit them down to this length is to take them out." They said, "Well, no, but just [shorten] the rest."

	 

	The thing was that translation costs were pretty high, so there was a lot of, "How do we keep this from spiraling out of control?" It was very late in the game when all of a sudden, James started ringing the alarm bell to say, "We can't keep adding at the pace we've been going. We've got to start cutting." We ended up cutting so much that by the time the game came out, I think a lot of people on the team thought it was a piece of crap. It's different when you're inside of the team, and suddenly we're cutting things and you're very attached to the stories. You've never had to deal with story. We'd cut things, but the story doesn't make sense anymore, but we've got to cut.

	 

	Craddock: How did you and the other writers react to words being cut?

	 

	Gaider: This was after Feargus Urquhart came on from Black Isle. We were just expanding our content exponentially, and we would never have gotten done. Everything was up to eighty percent completion, but very buggy. It felt like we had no plan, no way to reign this in. I remember Feargus came on and he sort of spearheaded, "Okay, if we can't get it to work quickly, it's cut." That was really hard, because there were a lot of things we wanted to put in still. In retrospect, it was absolutely the right thing to do, but at the time it just felt like we were cutting stories in half.

	 

	You become convinced that after we put this out, everybody's going to see these giant, gaping holes where once there were plots. Then it turned out that nobody knew any different, and we were like, "Oh. Okay." We were just so desperate to tie everything up. The last few months was so much crunch. It was the worst crunch I've worked in my career. I was actually sleeping at the office a number of times. The mandate was, "Either [your quests] work, or they'll be cut." I didn't want my plots to be cut.

	 

	Several times my romances, which I was really keen on, were almost cut. I had to sit there and play through them—QA them, essentially—and figure out how to fix them by a deadline or they'd be cut. The sword of Damocles was hanging over every one of your plots because we just had to get [the game] out the door. I still don't know how Jaheira made it in, to be honest.

	 

	James was desperate, too. He didn't want to lose any of this, so he was trying to tie it up. The end parts of the game ended up getting a lot smaller, and that was a good thing. If they were as large as chapter two ended up being, they would have ended up being a nightmare. But that [truncation] wasn't the original intention; things were just being cut. We were playing it constantly. That was good, but also kind of ad. Later on we started to realize a [trend] where if you play through your plots too often, you start to get bored with them, and you get into this trap where you think clearly other people will be as bored as you are right now, so clearly you have to change things. We were not aware that that was a thing, but it's definitely a thing I remember happening.

	 

	It always happens to a degree. I call it the prologue problem: the prologue is done first, so as everyone in the company is playing through the game, they play through the prologue because it's done first over and over and over again, and suddenly you start getting bug [reports] about how it doesn't have any life to it, and we need to rewrite it. You don't realize why you're feeling these things.

	 

	So, when BG 2 went out, we thought, This is crap. Well, everybody else doesn't know these things were cut, and they're seeing all the work we did fresh for the first time. Whereas we QA'd the entire game. We were doing speed runs by the end. I probably played through the entire thing 300 times. By that point, it's just like, I hate this game. So much. It's a piece of crap. I cut so much from it. I don't know how half these plots even make sense, but you know what? Whatever. I'm so tired. I just want to make sure it doesn't have any bugs and I just want to ship it out the door and never look at it again.

	 

	Then it's out and everybody loves it, and you wake up from that fog: "Oh, I've been on death crunch for three months," or in some cases even longer. You realize that they're seeing it with fresh eyes, and you realize how much [effort] you put into it.

	 

	Craddock: As you moved on to games such as KOTOR and especially Dragon Age: Origins, how did BioWare view romances? Did they become more important from game to game?

	 

	Gaider: I think after Baldur’s Gate II, the amount of attention that they got going [forward depended on the game]. In Neverwinter Nights, we didn't have much in the way of word count. That was always the limitation: How much we could write. BioWare, throughout its history, has gone through this weird overreaction from game to game in terms of how many words writers get to write. Baldur’s Gate II was 1.2 million words, and then the reaction from above was, "Oh, wow, that's really expensive."

	 

	And then the upper management would [say], "Hey, could you use, like, a third of the word count and make it just as good?" And we'd say, "Uh, we can try." We'd write that, and then they'd get [the script] and say, "This isn't as good." Or we'd do our best and a game would go out, like Neverwinter Nights was pretty skimpy on the word count, and it wouldn't get as good of reviews. They'd come to us and be like, "What's the problem?" and we'd say, "Well, we need to be able to write more." So the next game following, they'd give us more freedom, but the game after that they'd say, "Can you reign that in?" They'd go back and forth.

	 

	After Neverwinter Nights, we were on the upper end of the curve again. We got the freedom to write what we felt we needed. I remember James was really pleased by the reaction to the romances in Baldur’s Gate II, and I think Jade Empire was also around the same times as KOTOR in terms of development. Those were both around the upper end of the wavelength in terms of word count. In both games it was sort of like, "Let's build on what Baldur’s Gate II did and make romances a bigger thing."

	 

	I didn't work on Jade Empire, but I did work on Knights of the Old Republic. There was the feeling that we would double down on one of the things that got Baldur’s Gate II a lot of attention. In terms of—never mind on release—but in terms of what we could see, the people who kept coming to Baldur’s Gate II even well after release, the stuff they kept talking about was that romances added to replayability. It was something not all fans were into, but there was a large segment that felt this was something that was really cool and were very passionate about it. So we thought, Okay, let's double down on that.

	 

	I think Jade Empire did the first same-sex romances [in a BioWare game]. That team did it, and we were all sort of expecting, oh, there's going to be blowback. This cannot be permitted in video games, can it? But really, the reaction back then—this was before the Internet turned ugly, I'd say—the reaction was mostly positive. So by the time we got to Dragon Age and Mass Effect, we felt like we'd sort of embraced [romance] as our thing. There are things you've come to expect from a BioWare game, and romances ended up being one of them.

	 

	It didn't really become a political thing, I'd say, until around the time of Dragon Age 2. I don't know which Mass Effect [was in development around that time]. Maybe Mass Effect 2. But it was around the time that Gamergate and that type of reaction started. But before then—and really, I say "before then" but it was really "it's always been"—it was a way for us to have a broader array of tools in our storytelling belt. To reach out to different types of players.

	 

	We've always had players. Whether it was romance or whether it was gameplay, everybody wanted options. Options, options, options. It was really just a matter of us broadening the number of players who we gave something to. It was never about us catering to one type of player and one type of player only. It was, "Let's provide options." There was always the feeling that players appreciated the existence of options even if they weren't options they would take.

	 

	Take races in Dragon Age, for instance. Seventy-five percent of players all play humans, but a big chunk of players who played as humans still appreciated the existence of race choices even if they would never play an elf, dwarf, or whatever else. So that was really the thinking [internally]. Then when blowback started after Dragon Age 2, it became something we had to discuss as a company and sort of dig in our heels. Before that, [romance] was our thing, and we would do it as well as we could, and doing it well meant providing options and writing different types of romances. That was just us feeling it out.

	 

	Craddock: How did those political movements and that blowback, as you put it, affect how BioWare approached romances, for better or worse?

	 

	Gaider: From my perspective, I'm talking about Dragon Age because I never worked on Mass Effect. Mass Effect was concurrent to Dragon Age's development, and they were doing their own thing in many ways. Romances, I don't think, were as big a deal to [that team]. You'd have to talk to somebody on the Mass Effect team about that, but I thought they had them maybe because, again, it was a BioWare thing and they kind of had to, but they never really worried about them that much. I think the writers, the personalities of the people who were on the Dragon Age team, just sort of liked them more, or maybe Mike Laidlaw and that side of the management were keener on them, so it became something that was more important.

	 

	I remember, for Dragon Age Origins, we had two male romances and two female romances. We made one male and one female bisexual in that game. I was really excited to do that, because I'm gay myself, and before Jade Empire came out, I'd never really thought that [same-sex romance] was something you could put into a video game. I just never really considered it, and the idea of putting it in Jade Empire didn't come from me. I don't know who proposed it, it's just that when I heard about it, I was surprised.

	 

	We started working on Dragon Age Origins and fleshing out our characters and followers. I went to James and said, "Can I do that? Is that something I can do?" I wanted to make one bisexual character and one who was gay. He felt that the cost/benefit ratio for having a gay character just didn't merit it, so I'd better make it bisexual. Not because we wanted bisexual characters, but because that character could pull double duty.

	 

	From my perspective, I was like, "You know what? I'll take it. I'll do that." So I was fine with that, and I remember reading comments that were like, "You know, if you're gay, you have one option. You have one character you can romance." And while I think the general feeling was that [players] appreciated it, it was sort of indicative of who this game was really for, and that stuck with me and with a number of people I worked with.

	 

	At the time, we thought we were doing our best. But the conversation was starting online, and we realized, it doesn't take explicit action to [create a certain type of romance]. Not doing something can also be a statement. Things like an indication of who this game is really for... You could play it if you wanted to, but it's not actually for you. Or the feeling of, yeah, you can play it, and we'll throw you a bone, but you don't get to be treated like other players.

	 

	I don't think that was ever our intention. Never mind how I felt about it: A lot of the management was like, "You know, there's no reason we can't do this." Writing time does have costs associated with it, but it's not as much as other things. I think, going into Dragon Age 2, for instance, we said, "Why don't we just make all the characters bisexual?" There's some additional cost, but in terms of fairness and in terms of who this game is for, I think everybody at BioWare said, "Why try making statements about who this game is really for when we have this audience that is really eager to see this kind of content?"

	 

	For every guy who's like, "I don't like that my characters can be gay!" For everyone who did that, perhaps we'd draw in someone else who said, "There are no games like this [for me]." If we could get them to play, does that not make up for it? We had no data to test that out, but the feeling at BioWare was, the more [frequent] those comments occurred, the more we said, "I don't know that I want to make a game for those people [who would be disgusted]."

	 

	There was some nervousness, at least on my part, of, what about our publisher, EA? Are they okay with this? Anyone up the chain of command could have said, "That's too big a risk. Don't do it." But nobody did. It would be a while, until after DA 2 came out, [where there was a reaction]. DA 2 had a mixed reception for a lot of reasons, but one of them, at least in terms of a certain portion of the fan base, was in regard to all romances being bisexual. In particular, the fact that, the way the writers divvied them up, two of the romances—one male and one female—would come on to you, essentially letting you know, "Hey, I'm a romance," and you could say no, and that's okay. But two would not come on to you, and you'd have to find out they were a romance during the game.

	 

	That seemed very even-handed to us, but the male romance, Anders, the fact that he came on to a male player was, for a particular part of the fan base, was considered beyond the pale. "Oh my God, I can't believe he made a pass at me." Reading some of the reactions, I was like, "Really? Is this how you deal with people in real life?" I was pretty incredulous.

	 

	From the perspective of the people on the project, it's not that big a part of the game. The more Gamergate [gained momentum], the more they seemed to be of the opinion that in order to do these romances, they have to be all our time thinking about and talking about. But in terms of overall percentage, it's not that much, really. Even the romances themselves, for the writers... Character arcs, for followers, are around a quarter of our word budget because they're pretty important. Of that word budget, I'd say ten percent, maybe twenty at the most, belonged to romance arcs as opposed to [other story]. We want players to have content for this character even if they're not romancing them.

	 

	It's not that much [of our word count]. Romance would be a conversation. As we're writing characters, we'd say, "We're doing romances. What do we want to do with these characters?" And we'd talk about it, and it would just happen, and everybody was pleased to give the fans something they could be excited about. It wasn't until after DA 2 came out and there was backlash again, for instance, Jennifer Hepler specifically on the writing team—it was the first time that BioWare had experienced that. We needed to figure out, as a team, how to wrestle with it. Prior to that it wasn't something we had on our minds.

	 

	Craddock: This might be me overthinking the implementation, but in regard to all of DA 2's characters being bisexual, that that fed too much into the videogame power fantasy of players can do whatever they want, have whatever or whomever they want? Like, "If you want that character, of course you can romance them!" You brought up a good point with the cost/benefit analysis of development, but even as a person who liked that implementation, I remember wondering if one takeaway you had from that game was along the lines of, "You know, maybe it's worthwhile to limit romance options for certain characters because in real life not everyone is interested in both sexes?"

	 

	Gaider: That's exactly why, in Dragon Age Inquisition, we went back to [a certain kind of romance]. The fans call it "player-sexual." Are they really bisexual? You could say two [characters] are, the ones who came on to you [in Dragon Age 2], and two are not. They don't come on to you, so really, you only know about their sexuality at all if you come on to them. I think part of that was intentional, but the cost/benefit thing felt to me—bisexuality is a real sexuality, so to have characters who are bisexual not because they're bisexual, but because it was efficient, felt a little shitty in retrospect.

	 

	It seemed like we would get blowback either way, so when we started Dragon Age Inquisition, we said, "Why don't we just do what we like best, as opposed to doing something the fans would like?" Because like I said, we knew we'd get blowback either way. The writers on the team felt that giving characters personal agency was more our preference.

	 

	When I talk about blowback, I'm not just talking about the Gamergate crap either. We probably got as much, if not more, from the social justice crowd. We got it from both sides. Even after Dragon Age Inquisition came out, saying that characters had sexuality and that you might not be able to romance them? Well, of a sudden it was, "I'm a lesbian player and I can't romance Cassandra? How dare you! How dare you, BioWare, not make her available [to me]?" There's a certain amount of entitlement on both sides.

	 

	I tend to think that on the social justice side, they're coming at it from a different direction in terms of, they don't get this kind of content very much, so they're coming at it maybe from a position of need. But there's still entitlement. As far as how the writers felt about it, we liked the agency of characters who decided for themselves. The player-sexuality left a bad taste in our mouths. So, yeah, you're right, that's why we eventually moved away from that. But at the time, during Dragon Age 2, it seemed like a good idea.

	 

	Craddock: At a GaymerX panel, you said that BioWare wanted to have more conversations about how to approach asexuality. Have you been thinking more about that?

	 

	Gaider: Yeah. The writing team had discussed a few times about how to handle a few, what I would call "more difficult sexualities." Asexuality, transgender, polyamorous. Which isn't a sexuality, but...

	 

	Craddock: It's still a lifestyle.

	 

	Gaider: Yeah. It's still something that made us think, Can we do these things? Part of the problem with asexuality—and transgender is the same way—is, whenever possible, you want to try to show sexuality as opposed to talk about it. But asexuality, specifically, is something you have to talk about. You need a character to say, "I'm a sexual." If a character just was a sexual and didn't want to have sex, you could interpret that as a sexuality, but it's not actually representation unless at some point they're like, "I don't want to have sex because I am a sexual."

	 

	For Dragon Age it was extra difficult because using a lot of these terms, they're very twenty-first-century specific, or even twentieth-century specific. It was difficult because this was a pseudo-medieval society, and it feels weird to be putting very modern terms in [the characters"] mouths. Our style guide said we had to be very careful about using words that came into existence after 1900. That was generally our rule: "Let's not really use words that came into common parlance until the twenty-first century."

	 

	Plus, the more the writers talked about it, it felt like it would be awkward to do a conversation without it feeling very on the nose. One common thing you hear from, say, the Gamergate crowd—not to take their criticism too much to heart—they're like, "Oh, these things are only in the game to be preachy or to be political." Our feeling was, to have a character stop and make a distinct point of that kind of lends a little bit of weight to what they're talking about.

	 

	I suppose it could be done. Part of the problem, too, is we don't have writers of every sexuality or ethnicity. When you're talking about writing something that's not your personal experience, you've got to be pretty careful. We did tackle that. We had a transgender in Inquisition. There's a few things we wanted to tackle, but you can't tackle everything without the game actually being about [every sexuality and lifestyle]. We wanted to pick our hills to fight on.

	 

	Craddock: It sounds like, despite romance being BioWare thing but not the central focus of each game, you had to walk this tightrope of, "If we don't include it, some people might feel excluded, but if we do, are we including it for the right reasons?"

	 

	Gaider: And that does make it sound like we wrestled with it all the time. No. We had a lot of work to do. But it did lead to conversations, like, "If we're going to do it, can we try to do it right?" It did feel like no matter what we did, there was always going to be criticism from people who would say, "You didn't do it well enough" or "You didn't include enough of it." That's cool. You want to listen to that, but you can only listen to criticism so much.

	 

	The team had to fight against this as well. As time went on, this became a bigger thing: There was a paralysis that came with [romance]. The more you worried about, say, the social justice crowd demanding, "You have to do more, you have to do it better, you have to do it right," the more you start to feel like, "Well, maybe we shouldn't do this at all. Maybe we're not the right people to do it. Maybe if we can't represent everyone, we shouldn't try." You know what I mean?

	 

	Craddock: Yeah.

	 

	Gaider: You had to fight against that and say, "No, we're not going to please everybody. We never have and probably never will. Let's just give this our best shot. If there's criticism, take it to heart and work on it next time. This is not what the game is about, but that doesn't mean we can't do some [of this type of romance]." We can have some characters included where it makes sense.

	 

	Then immediately someone would say, "You're using that as an excuse [to be political]!" Well, where it makes sense to us, as writers. We're trying to include it where we can, where it makes sense, and to a degree, with what we have available on the team. I wrote Dorian [in Inquisition]. I felt comfortable writing Dorian's story, as the fact that he's gay is more centrally involved. Luke Kristjanson is a writer who worked with us. He's a straight man. He wrote Sera's lesbian romance, and he said, "I can't make her story about being a lesbian, so can I just make her a lesbian character?" And, yes, that is appropriate. We want to have [that character representation], but we don't need to go down a road where you're trying to write a character that you have no insight into, right?

	 

	So, it is a bit of a tightrope, and it gets worse as time goes on. As soon as you step into that ring, you feel so politically charged. I hate that. To go back to the Gamergate side, [they say] "Why are you injecting politics into your game?" Well, I was a writer for BioWare since Baldur’s Gate II, and I've always done that. Not just sexuality: my personal politics, politics in general, stories ripped from the headlines—that always went into my writing. What you consider to be political, and I don't, is just something you don't like. It's not new.

	 

	To avoid that paralysis, at some point you have to discuss it. You have to give it your best evaluation and then you just need to move forward and just do it. Otherwise you could literally circle around it forever. And that is one thing I always feel. The activists, the social justice crowd, there's a danger there in terms of the amount of criticism [we listen to]. I would never tell them, "Your criticism is invalid" or "You're not allowed to criticize." That's furthest from the truth. But the danger I'm talking about is, you're making it so that from a developer's standpoint, if I do this, if I step into this ring, I'm going to get it from both sides. I get it from people who don't want [perceived politics] there at all, and I get it from the people who do want it there, but who seem like they will never be satisfied.

	 

	From the developer's standpoint, you could reasonably come to the conclusion that it's better not to go there at all. For the companies that don't do it, there is some vague criticism, which sort of applies to the industry as a whole, but nobody goes after a company because they don't have gay characters, you know? They might get some criticism, like Ubisoft: There was that Assassin's Creed [Unity] that didn't have playable female characters. They said something like it was [too expensive] to create female animations [and models]. They got criticized for that, and fair enough. There is something like a double-edged sword, but at least the people I've spoken to are pretty liberal-minded, well-meaning people who, in the end, think it's better to err on the side of trying, because it feels like it's the right thing to do.

	 

	And also from a creator's standpoint, it's more interesting. Rather than having every player-character be the white dude with the short brown hair, suddenly we have more in our toolbox, more variety that is available to us. Suddenly we can have female protagonists; we can have more variety in the stories we tell. Some developers jump on that as well, not just because there's a crowd crying out for that, but because, "Finally, I don't have to write the same action hero every single time. This is kind of cool."

	 

	When this started, from the perspective of my team, that was something we liked: We got to include different types of stories. It felt cool to us as opposed to: Let's do the same old thing, because that's always been done.

	 

	Craddock: Another point of criticism, not just of BioWare's romances but of romance in games generally, is that players pursue romantic interests by showering them with gifts. I mean, I think Fable is one end of the spectrum: You are literally giving someone a piece of chocolate and watching a meter fill up. But I wondered if, internally at BioWare, you saw gamified romances as a fair criticism.

	 

	Gaider: Well, the criticism is valid to an extent. When someone says, "The romance felt very game-y," I'm like, "It's a game." I mean, literally, the way it works behind the scenes for every romance I've ever written is, there's a meter, and the points go up the more you show interest in having this romance, and the reward is you get the [character] arc.

	 

	Now, if you look at BioWare games, we sort of vary the romance formula each time, mostly because we were trying to figure out: How do we do this better? I think the criticism that stuck out for me was, I don't mind the game-y thing where you put coins into the meter to get the romance. That's fine. For me, that's just part of the game. You can disguise that a little bit, sometimes better, sometimes not as much. But I think the one I objected to was that the reward you get is sex. Then it's romance, romance, romance—ah! Sex! With sex being the end of the romance.

	 

	Even in Dragon Age Origins, we varied that, for that reason. There are two romances in Dragon Age Origins where you have sex at the start of the romance, and the romance comes afterwards. Then there are two others where sex comes near the end because [the characters] are more conservative. I remember in Inquisition, there were a couple of characters where their big culmination scene didn't even involve sex. That was us getting away from the idea that romance stories equal trying to get sex. That was more something I wanted to do, as opposed to worrying about the mechanics because, mechanically, it's the same: You provide feedback to the player because giving them feedback is considered good design.

	 

	But the whole element of, "This romance feels like it's in a game," well, that's because it is. But you also hear things like, "I feel like we didn't have more options. I couldn't go out on a date." Okay, at some point you have to realize that, at least for a BioWare game, this is a tertiary piece of content. It's not the main event. This is not a dating sim. We are writing an arc. The writers are writing a story you get to participate in, and it lives within its own box. A lot of the criticism of, "I didn't feel this was a real romance"—that's fair. Totally fair. FYI, it's not. [laughs]

	 

	Craddock: It's an interesting criticism because, I mean, in real life dating can work that way. When two people start dating, there's an escalation of things. Not that anyone should be buying affection with gifts, but there is a general expectation from both parties that the dates will eventually culminate in several ways: sex, a stronger commitment, cohabitation...

	 

	Gaider: Right. From the team side we'll read criticism to figure out, "What's behind this?" If someone says, "I felt they were real people to me, but..." Okay, we examine the "but." Is that something we can actually address? For a lot of romance criticism, yes, if we doubled or triple the size of the romances and give them more writing content—absolutely. Can we realistically do that? No, we cannot. So, realistically, there's only so far we can go with this.

	 

	We examined [the idea of], can we make it less game-y? One way is, you can't give them gifts. Okay, so we took away part of your ability to interact with the romance. If we take away feedback, what are you left with? "I talked to them a lot." Okay. I imagine that's not what they actually want. They want other ways to interact. What can we do that doesn't involve tons of dialogue? Not much. Conversations like that, if we give them what they say they want, would they like it more?

	 

	Sometimes we'll try things. I remember in DA 2, we tried a couple of things to change up the pacing of romances. The general feeling comes back: "No, that's not better." Okay, fine, we'll try something else. We'll talk about it and realize that a lot of these requests are people saying they want [something different or better], but as we explore, we realize they probably wouldn't actually like it if they got it.

	 

	Craddock: I tried to read your Tumblr post where you talked about being an openly gay person in the gaming industry.

	 

	Gaider: I took down my Tumblr.

	 

	Craddock: The reason I bring it up is, the #MeToo movement in Hollywood has me thinking about harassment and discrimination not just in that industry, and not just toward women, but toward lifestyles perceived as different in general. Over time, and for various reasons, the games industry became more open or accepting toward certain topics, such as BioWare adding same-sex relationships to video games. From your perspective, is the industry becoming as progressive as its products? What has your experience been since writing that blog and coming out, if you don't mind talking about it?

	 

	Gaider: That's a tough question. I think the industry would like to think it's open-minded. Even BioWare's not perfect. I was actually surprised at how accepting they were at, say, having gay men working there. That didn't seem to be a problem. I think they still have an issue with women, probably because there are fewer women than there are gay men [in the industry].

	 

	From my perspective, I think, to a degree, the industry remains a boys' club. There is a recognition of that, I think, and an effort to change it. But even amongst those companies that are trying to change it, there are certain aspects of that boys" club-ness that remain, that sometimes need to be pointed out. A lot of that isn't necessarily intentional, I would say. It's just that when you've got guys who have been working together, and there are mostly guys in [a company], there are certain ways that guys in a group interact that makes it unintentionally hostile to anybody who isn't "one of the guys."

	 

	As a for-instance: the way people get promoted. Generally, promotion from within a games company, at least from what I've seen, is as much "are they liked by the people who are promoting them" than "are they qualified?" Is that a big surprise? I don't think so. There's sort of a thing where you're either in the crowd of dudes who are hanging out, going out for drinks, doing that sort of thing, or you don't get promoted, you know?

	 

	If you ask anybody who's doing the promoting, "Why don't women get promoted?" I don't think they would recognize that. But from the outside, that seems to still be a thing. There are certain dynamics at work within this environment that [boil down to], "This is the way we've always done it." It takes challenging those... I guess I would call them traditions.

	 

	One common criticism of things like inclusion is that it just seems so deliberate. To a point, it has to be. When you follow certain habits, certain patterns of behavior, the only way you change it is by doing so deliberately. Is it a little bit awkward at first? Yeah, probably. But the point is it's only deliberate for a while. Then it becomes second nature. Until it becomes second nature, it has to be deliberate, because not changing it deliberately just means you continue doing what you've always done.

	 

	That's a lot of talking for what is, in short: I think it's improving, but the industry has a long way to go.

	 

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Shacknews Long Table - Pillars of Eternity II and RPG Design at Obsidian

	 

	Like journals sprinkled throughout RPGs, Pause Screens go into more detail on the people, companies, and cultures that contributed to the success of the Pillars of Eternity franchise and the Infinity Engine line of roleplaying games.

	 

	ON THE AFTERNOON that Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire went live to the delight of CRPG fans around the world, I hosted a long-table discussion—because in the games industry, with its abundance of conference rooms and rectangular tables, round tables are in short supply—with seven developers and producers from Obsidian Entertainment.

	For an hour and a half, we talked the ingredients that define a roleplaying game made by the studio regardless of sub-genre or theme, the status of Infinity Engine-style RPGs such as Pillars of Eternity, settings the developers would love to tackle in future projects, and perhaps most importantly, who made bets to shave heads or eat obscene amounts of fattening foods on the condition that Deadfire holds at or above a certain aggregate score on Metacritic.

	 

	DAVID CRADDOCK [host, author]

	Welcome, everybody, to the inaugural... Shacknews Long Table? I guess that's what we're calling it. I am your host, Longreads Editor David L. Craddock, and I am here in bright and sunny Irvine, California, at Obsidian Entertainment, with a bunch of folks. It's May 18, 2018, when we're recording this, and Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire has been live for six hours or so. So, my first question is, who made bets? Who's going to be eating something? Who's going to be cutting hair?

	

	JOSH SAWYER [design director, Obsidian]

	We were just talking about one of our designers had been growing his long, luxurious hair out. I think tomorrow he's going to be coming in with a freshly cut [hairdo].

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE [executive producer, Obsidian]

	He has a fro right now.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	Yeah. He'd been keeping it back, but recently he's been going fully unleashed, so he's looking really [wild]. But, no bets for me. Just the game shipping.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART [CEO and co-founder, Obsidian]

	But, Adam, I thought you had some kind of bet?

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	Yeah, as we've discussed, I'm on board with eating an Arby's Meat Mountain.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Two, right?

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	Well, hopefully some other people can help me out with eating two. That's a lot of calories in one setting. But if the game reviews well, that's on the agenda to accomplish that.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Excellent. Scott, I understand that at one time, at Interplay, you were the source for Star Trek laserdiscs, was it?

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	He probably still is.

	

	SCOTT EVERTS [artist and designer, Obsidian]

	One reason I got the job at Interplay was I had a complete set of all the Star Trek episodes on laserdisc, because they wanted to borrow them for the Star Trek 25th anniversary. I think that was a major reason I got hired.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Since you've just launched an RPG today, I'd like to go back to the beginner of each of your histories with RPGs. Chris, we'll start with you and go down the table. What was the first RPG—be it computer RPG, console game, tabletop, whatever—that made you a fan of roleplaying games?

	

	CHRIS PARKER [director of development and co-founder, Obsidian]

	My first experience with roleplaying games started in sixth grade, when I got the Basic Edition of Dungeons & Dragons. Me and my buddy sat together at night, with the lights down low because we were up way too late, building our characters and figuring out how to make different adventures and stuff like that. And they were all terrible at the time. I remember a few of them, and most of them consisted of walking into a room, and there's a big guy, and no matter what you rolled, you killed him and took an entire treasure horse. Which was ridiculous, but that evolved over a long period of time.

	When I was in high school, I got into really awesome computer games like Bard's Tale and stuff like that, that sort of took D&D into the computer realm.

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	I started when I was a youngin', playing more Japanese RPGs [than other types]. I think my favorites were probably Final Fantasy 6, and Earthbound, those types of games. And then I played a game called Baldur's Gate. I was into D&D, a little bit into pen and paper, but then I played Baldur's Gate, and I'm like, "Wow, this game's amazing." Thinking about that, the guy sitting next to me [Chris Parker] was a producer on that game, so it's weird to be working for him now at Obsidian, working alongside him. It's kind of like a dream come true.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	I also started when I was pretty young, at ten. I started with Basic D&D, and then Expert, and then AD&D. The first CRPG I saw was actually, there was an older kid at the local public library, on the Commodore 64, playing the original Bard's Tale. It blew my mind, because I only played games on the Apple IIe, so to see that amazing color graphics on the Commodore 64...

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	That was a jump.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	Yeah, I was just like, "Wow, I didn't realize you could play these fantasy games on a computer." From there I played tons of tabletop games all through high school and college, and tons of computer roleplaying games.

	

	CARRIE PATEL [narrative designer, Obsidian]

	I grew up playing a lot of the Sierra adventure games. I played those with my dad and my sisters, so navigating the story and problem solving was something we worked on together. And then at some point, we came across Quest for Glory. That series was probably my first experience with RPGs. I remember enjoying it, but finding the element of character creation... it was fairly light, as far as RPG elements go, but I still thought, Oh, this is pretty cool. I'm still playing these great stories, but I have a little more agency in terms of defining my character.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I think I was the opposite: It was computer games first. I think it was in fifth or sixth grade, one of my friend's dads had one of the original IBM PCs, and we played... I think it was Zork I, and we played... there was a detective game from Infocom. Um...

	

	DAN SPITZLEY [senior programmer, Obsidian]

	Deadline?

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	Yeah, it was Deadline. I did that in sixth grade, and then I think it was in seventh grade, when I went to junior high, I got into D&D. Then pretty soon after that, it was also playing RPGs on the computer as well.

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	I started with computer games. I was never really a big pen-and-paper player like my brother was. We started with the Apple II, mostly with Infocom games, the sort of interactive fiction. As far as RPGs go, I think the first one I really sort of dug into was Ultima 4. After that, I went back and played the ones before that. I was also a really big fan of the Might and Magic games, and pretty much anything I could get my hands on.

	

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I started with D&D and classic Traveler, for pen-and-paper [games], the ones known as "little black books," which I think was the late '70s. Ugh.

	

	SCOTT EVERTS

	The first computer I played on was a Commodore PET, and then I got an Apple II, and we used to play Wizardry, and there was a series called Eamon, by... I believe Donald Brown did those. He did them as freeware, and there was hundreds of adventures people made. We used to download those off of an old 300 baud modem and play those. Yeah, I think I'm the oldest one here.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Is there even really a "roleplaying game" now? Is everything a roleplaying game? What qualifies a game as an RPG? Scotty, we'll start with you.

	

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I think they say that anything that has stats is an RPG now, so that could pretty much be a [definition]. But, really, if you don't have any character progression or story, and there are just stats that are going up, I don't consider that strictly an RPG. I think everyone likes to put RPG elements in their games, but we focus on story, and that's very important. I think that's a big, fine difference, at least for me.

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	RPGs evolved, just like anything else. In some ways, true RPGs are probably a lot more niche, now. I mean, you get RPG aspects in even Call of Duty. You get your stat increases and all sorts of things you can unlock. But a true roleplaying game, as I grew up with, is really much more of a niche type of thing these days, unless you're talking the huge [blockbusters], the Fallouts or the Witcher 3s or whatever.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I think the thing that probably still characterizes RPGs—even though there's a lot of RPG elements, as you guys were saying, in all games nowadays—probably the best way to call it is "persistence." It's this idea of two connected things: choice, and persistence, which is this idea that I will make choices in the game, and something really, truly different, will [distinguish] my world in the game versus someone else's world in the game.

	I'll use a very simple example that a lot of people know, which is Fallout 3: Megaton. That's not something you generally see in other styles of games. You beat levels, you choose different guns, you do a lot of that kind of stuff, but you don't change something based upon how you play through the game, compared to how everybody else is playing through the game.

	

	CARRIE PATEL

	I think a lot of what Scotty said, about there being a lot of RPG elements in different kinds of games now, which I think is really exciting—I guess I personally find an RPG [to be] a game in which you progress your character, and you have some element of choice in deciding how to progress your character. So, you can see your character's skills improve as their ability to navigate and conquer the world around them improves based on your time playing and the choices you make while you're playing.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	For some reason, any time this topic comes up, [I think of] this old sort of legend about the philosopher Diogenes. I think it was Socrates... Someone said, "What is a man?" and Socrates said, "It's a featherless biped," and so Diogenes plucked all the feathers off a chicken and said, "Here is Socrates' man." Whatever definition you give for RPG, you can find some weird exception.

	I think I remember seeing a lot of people debate about what an RPG was—this was several years ago—and you have this central character you can upgrade in all these different ways, cosmetically and mechanically. And I was like, "So, it's like your car in Forza Motorsport? Does that make an RPG?" I think that the narrower and narrower we get [in our definition], the sort of games Obsidian makes where it's sort of narrowed down to a combination of, you can define who your character is both in terms of their mechanics as well as their personality, and that personality is something you can express in the world to change the story, as long as there's the persistence that Feargus was saying.

	The thing is, I would say that for a long time, it was the mechanical RPG elements were being borrowed, whether that was upgrades or skill trees, things like that. But now there are a lot of games that actually do choice and consequence, but they're doing choice and consequence without any of the mechanical definition for the characters. So, you're playing a static character where you have choice and consequence with the story.

	So, I feel like RPGs are kind of—at least our RPGs—are moving into this combination of, defining the character mechanically, in a personality way, and then also changing the story based on that.

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	I might say something kind of strange, but I think almost all games are RPGs. You're playing a role. You're trying to escape and play a different type of character that's not from your normal [daily life]. Besides the most basic puzzle games or mobile games... I would say even racing games, or games like Mario, you're there to escape, so I would say almost every game is an RPG in some way.

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	So, I'm looking down the table at seven great answers and thinking of how I can paraphrase things that they've already said.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	You lost this turn order.

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	Yeah, I did. I really do think [RPGs] have a lot to do with choice and consequence. I agree with what Adam says about all games being a means of escape and you assuming a role. I think in this case, when I'm talking about genre definitions for games, I see the ability to make choices about my character, about the story, about whatever, and have those actually have meaningful consequences in the game that are rewarding to me, are the things I find most separating about the genre of RPGs from other genres.

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	It's interesting. That sort of choice and consequence, if you look back in the early '80s and mid '80s—

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	Yeah, it's not there.

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	The CRPGs that we played, they didn't necessarily have a lot of that.

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	They didn't.

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	You'd still be playing more or less the same way through the games. It wasn't until the early '90s and I think the Gold Box games started having a little bit of that choice and consequence. But, again, it's about the evolution of the genre. Now we're talking about things that were in pen-and-paper games, certainly choice and consequence, and freedom that players had; but now we're doing it programmatically.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	It's odd, when you think about it in a lot of ways: It's almost like pen-and-paper roleplaying games took the same course. I think the original D&D [type of game] was Chainmail, right?

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	Yeah.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	Which was really a wargame. It went from being a wargame, to you actually playing a role and playing a character, and having choice and consequence—if you had a good DM—and then video and computer games basically followed the same course.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	Yeah, all of the early western RPGs were kind of aping D&D, structurally and mechanically. Those games weren't really wargames, it's just that the format of tabletop gaming was built around people collaborating and saying, "I'm going to do this, I'm going to do that." And sometimes the Dungeon Master would say, "Here's the adventure," and the players would just say, "Nah, I don't know."

	To their credit, Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson left room for lawful characters, neutral characters, chaotic characters. They kind of created this space where people could screw with the story. The Gold Box games started to have some elements of that, but for me, Fallout 1 was the first. I couldn't believe when I finished Fallout 1, I went online, and someone said, "Oh, did you get the good or the evil ending?" And I was like, "Whaat?!"

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	Then I went back and slaughter everyone in my save-game so I could get the evil ending. But, yeah, it took a long time to get out of the purely tactical combat, strategic-character-building phase, and into the combination of that with the storytelling choice and consequence.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	I'll pitch this one out to Josh and Carrie, and then anyone else who'd like to chime in can feel free to do so. As you've worked on RPGs for however long, what would you like to see RPGs—not just your own, but the genre in general—do more of, in terms of mechanics, in terms of character development, and in terms of narrative?

	

	CARRIE PATEL

	I don't know. We've all been talking a lot of choice and consequence, and a world that evolves around the player, and seeing that persistence. It's a lot easier to talk about than it is to do. I think recognizing the limits we have as designers, and the limits of what we can do programmatically while still feeling like you have an authored story that's not pure random events popping up here and there...

	I think implementing that kind of choice and consequence, while creating a world that feels like it's living and breathing, and that's reactive to your presence but that's not sort of pulling you into detail for detail's sake—I think that's something I'd like to see us continue to evolve, and continue to do well at in our genre.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	I want to see other settings: I want to see modern-day, contemporary stuff. I want to see more sort of naturalistic, non-magical [mechanics and settings]. I want to see non-European, non-American settings, and non-Japanese settings. I think that RPGs by and large, including Pillars of Eternity for the most part, stick to more traditional trappings for roleplaying games, but there are a lot of really cool roleplaying games that aren't fantasy, that aren't sci-fi.

	There's a lot of stuff in the tabletop space where people just make crazy stuff. Fiasco is a roleplaying game that is very interesting, because you're collaborating to create the plot of a Coen brothers movie that you make up on the fly. It's stuff like that that I think is really radical and interesting.

	I also think, system wise, a lot of people think about RPGs in ways about being about to mechanically define your character. But the way in which we define our characters mechanically typically revolve around combat capabilities and things like that. Maybe combat, stealth, and conversation. But I think that with a different focus, you could really do something very different. One game that's in development right now, Disco Elysium—formerly No Truce with the Furies—is really trying some real avant-garde stuff with making an RPG. I would like to see more developers try to push the boundaries of the settings that they use, the stories that they tell, and the way in which you can make characters.

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	I'd kind of like to see games that have elements of choice and consequence, that are not 100 hours long. Because as much as I like to delve around in there, you only have limited time. There are a lot of indie games that are sort of going in that direction, where you get a lot of choice, but the game is only five hours long or something.

	      We've kind of dabbled in that a little bit with Alpha Protocol and Tyranny, which both are not massive games length wise, but are replayable to get something out of it more than one time. I think that's another direction that games could go to respect the player's time, for folks who just can't devote that amount of time to a massive RPG.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	For me, going back to a little of what Adam said, I think games and roleplaying games are about escape. What's a great way to escape? When I'm watching a movie, I have empathy toward the [main character] if they're the hero. If they're a villain, I feel differently about them; maybe that's different for some people.

	I think for a game, the more that we can do our job of making the choices that we offer them as varied as possible, so players can truly choose to be who they want to be in our world—and that's hard, because that's just exploding all the potential [work] we have to do—but the more that we can make them feel like they get to be this character they want to be, then we've done our job on letting them escape.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Everyone here has worked on some pretty big games, and this next question springboards off Dan's point. It seems almost like an RPG's length—I remember this was especially true during the 16- and 32-bit days, where on the back of PlayStation discs you'd see, Over 90 hours!—since you've worked with such a wide variety of RPGs, here—post-apocalyptic settings, the town of South Park, Alpha Protocol—how do you go about building a game world that feels full and that there's a lot of stuff to do, but without padding it?

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	I think the important thing to consider is, what is the goal of the game that you're making? With South Park [Stick of Truth], for example, I think most people finished playing that game in, I don't know, maybe fourteen hours. Maybe a little bit longer than that; probably several people finished it a lot [faster] than that. But I think it delivered everything that anybody wanted out of a South Park roleplaying game. It gave you all the different ways to take your character and involve him or her in all the different elements of the world, and all the different elements of the IP, in a funny way that was respectful to the show.

	I think that was a perfect length for that game. I had many people that it left them wanting just a little bit more. Whereas sometimes, some of our games are very, very long, and a lot of people just never get around to finishing them because there is so much content. So, I think how you pick that is a very fine line, but I think it's important to understand what sort of game you're making.

	With Pillars of Eternity, we sort of knew we were trying to hearken back to the Infinity Engine games, games like Baldur's Gate and stuff like that. We looked at those games and said, "Well, all right, Baldur’s Gate II is probably too big, but there's probably something reasonable in there that will meet that goal." Then we kind of came up with, you know, "Well, we want the critical path to be this long, and then we want this much side content because side content is very important to players, and it's very important for them to feel like they're choosing their own path through the world."

	So, you go forth and you do that. You say something like, "We're going to have a twenty-hour critical path, and then twenty hours of side content. And then because we're Obsidian, it winds up being forty hours of critical path and forty hours of side content. I don't know, that's just how we've gone about doing it: Trying to set targets that we think are going to meet our expectations and the player's expectations, and then go out and do that.

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	I think it's an iterative process during development. I was playing through the game, and on the White March [DLC], there were a few areas that we felt were paced too quickly. So we're like, "Hey, let's take a step back. Maybe we need to add a dungeon or an extra environment to explore."

	We did the same thing on Pillars 1, we did the same thing on Pillars 2: We felt that there was maybe not quite enough side content, so we went back to the drawing board and discussed ways of fitting that into production, and adding a couple more side dungeons for the later-game content. We just felt there wasn't quite enough to do when you're between levels 15 and 20, so, "Why don't we see if we can figure out how to make a couple more dungeons for the player to explore?"

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	A lot of it has to do with feeling, and that's something that we, like you said, we iterate on, we feel it out over the course of a game. With Deadfire, there was such a big [emphasis] on exploring the world map. Early on, when we first started doing a team playthrough of the first game, people would leave the first island, Port Maje, and they'd be like, "What's that?" They'd land and they'd just get their head kicked in: "Well, I guess I'm not supposed to go there. Let me try this island." Then they'd go there and they'd get their head kicked in. We're like, "Uh, maybe we should have some more low-level content closer to the first island."

	So, it's about that feeling: Making the player feel like this is a really big world where they can get pulled in lots of different directions. Something we saw with one of our first streamers was that every time he got distracted by a single quest, he would immediately go out and do it, until he had, like, twenty quests queued up. Halfway through a quest, he'd get pulled into another one. For the players who really like to explore, it really gives them that feeling of, "Wow, there's just an incredible amount of stuff I can do if I want to."

	

	CARRIE PATEL

	It's also important to make sure that all the content feels justified and fleshed out to the point that it doesn't feel like filler. That every quest that someone sends the player on has something about it that will entice the player, has a reason that this person is asking the player to do this thing that they can't do themselves, and some sort of impact that it will have on this character or on the setting itself. And making sure the gameplay attached to it is interesting and fun, and has some reveals and surprises for the player, and that you're not just adding things in because you think, "Well, we need a few more hours in this area, so let's drop in some easy fetch quests."

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I think when it comes to time and our focus, it's sort of like we're trying to support two different kinds of game players. Both love roleplaying games, but some want to be able to finish a game in fifteen hours, and some want to play for 200. It's an interesting thing that we're trying to always support. I think a lot of what we try to do is side content and things like that. That's what I'd like to see us do more of, if possible: Kind of really try to go, "Okay, how do we support these two types of people, and how do we do it in a way that's not just a bunch of filler stuff?" and not procedurally generated or things like that.

	But also, acknowledge that supporting the ten-hour person and 100-hour person is probably not possible. We'd have to do too many things in either direction that would make it hard for the other type of person to enjoy it. But it'll be interesting. It's just really looking at how much content do we really feel needs to be in a roleplaying game?

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	I think another good example of that, by the way, is Alpha Protocol. Alpha Protocol was actually sized specifically to what we thought the game needed. It was not a pre-determined number of hours or anything like that. It was very much a tug of war, kind of like what Josh and Adam were referring to, that tug of war to figure out, "What do we need to support an adventure that feels like this thing that we're trying to do?"

	That took place over the entire course of development to actually make that happen and make the game feel how we wanted it to feel, with enough side content and enough main content.

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	As far as Obsidian is concerned, we do tend to make more content than we expected. I think the important thing is to not be too precious with the stuff that you've created. As hard as it is, sometimes things have to be cut. The honest truth is, if you do the cutting intelligently, the player will never know that something is missing. So, it hurts, but if you can do it but make the game better by losing something, there's a lot to be said for that.

	

	SCOTT EVERTS

	From the art side, one of the things we focus on is, I'll call it visual storytelling. That's when you stumble cross some cool thing: here's a car wreck, or here's a camp that's been abandoned and messed up. It tells a little story as you're moving on that doesn't require a designer to go in and basically write something or designer something, or require scripting or anything like that. It just makes the world feel a little bit more realistic, instead of just these little spots of human colonies and then a vast wasteland with randomly spawned monster.

	We also add landmarks to draw players in certain directions, or it gives you a compass heading. So, I think the art team is definitely focusing very heavily on visual storytelling to try to flesh out areas. That gives our designers more time to focus on story elements, and it makes our areas a little more interesting.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Josh, this is a question I'll direct at you given your love of tabletop games. We were having lunch earlier, and you were all reading reviews of Pillars 2, and you said, it's kind of funny, there was this juxtaposition where one guy said, "There sure is a lot of writing... but I like the writing." This, of course, is a style of game that evolved directly from pen-and-paper games where you had a Dungeon Master who was in charge of painting this entire tableau for the whole experience. How do you balance expository text, descriptive text, against audiovisual elements that, being part of a game, can carry their share of the weight, too?

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	I think the focus for us, especially on [Deadfire], was to try to tighten the dialogue. We wanted the player to really feel like each piece of dialogue that they got was really essential, and rich, and very strong. We gave each other a lot of feedback on the writing team when we'd review each other's work. There were a lot of recommendations like, "Cut this down, cut this down, remove this word, you don't need this, you can bring this [word count] down even more and still make it very strong."

	I think that often, because of the size of the games we've made in the past, there's an emphasis on writing too much dialogue. We have an enormous amount of dialogue in this game, but it's split up over more characters, and it's split up more intelligently, I think. And I think one of the really nice things about this project was that we did have time to review each other's work, and edit our work done, which makes a big difference.

	Not every single roleplaying game Obsidian makes is like this, but for the Pillars games, we write these games for people who like to read. Obviously the voice acting in the portraits, and the little cutscenes all help with that, but ultimately we feel like people want good writing and they want to be immersed in it. But that still means that we have to be responsible about how much text we give them, and how we pace it.

	I think pacing is what it comes down to: Giving people dialogue that is easy to digest, and that aren't so long that they're like, "Oh, come on, let me just get out of this." That's a constant struggle, I think.

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	I think, also, it's this style of game. Being top-down, you have to leave a lot up to the imagination since you're not right in the thick of things like in a first-person game. I think something like Fallout: New Vegas, I think you can get a lot more visual storytelling through environmental storytelling. Something like BioShock as well, where you're viewing everything [in] first-person.

	It's also a stylistic thing: How much text we have in Deadfire versus in some other games. If we were doing a first-person game, I wouldn't have as much dialogue as we have in Deadfire.

	

	CARRIE PATEL

	We were also able to make use of the lore tooltip system that the team developed for Tyranny, so that reduced a huge burden that we had in the first game: To have a lot of characters explain new concepts, gods, terms, et cetera, for the player. Sometimes, if you're a certain type of player, even if you're not necessarily engaged in the question, you feel like, "Maybe I need to go here just in case there's some nugget I need for a quest, or it's gonna trip some variable for a quest that I want to trip later."

	Tyranny used a system that just allowed us to select specific lore-related words, hover over them, and easily display the definition for the player, so they can keep moving forward in the dialogue. We don't have to write the same definition into two or three characters, not knowing which one the player will encounter first, and we can very easily allow players to get what they need to know, and keep playing the game without getting bogged down.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	I think that's something interesting about writing for games that a lot of players might not realize: When you write for a game, you're not just firing up Word or Notepad and pounding out dialogue. You are using a lot of tools and processes.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	Yeah. Obsidian has a proprietary tool that has been in development since, what was it, 2006?

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	A long time.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	Yeah, twelve years. It went through a lot of growing pains to get to where it is, but it's an incredibly powerful tool. It's where we write all of our dialogues; it's where we construct all of our quests. On Deadfire, it's also where we set up all of our game data for our spells, and abilities, and items, and things like that.

	Writing branching dialogue, as I think any of the studios that work on branching dialogue will tell you... Without good tools, it can be very, very painful. I think that, going all the way back to Black Isle, I know on Fallout it was all hand-scripted, right?

	

	SCOTT EVERTS.

	Yes.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	So, that's crazy.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	We were able to use Excel a little bit, too. I had to write some stuff near the end of Fallout 1, and I thought the system was bad, so I figured out how to do Excel. We actually figured out how to use a Word doc, and then how to export from a Word doc... Was it a Word doc?

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	On Alpha Protocol, yeah. The narrative folks really, really, really wanted to use Word—

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	Oh, VBS.

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	—so there was some Visual Basic Scripting in there to just turn that into game-usable content.

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	We had that on Icewind Dale II.

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	Oh, yeah.

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	They wrote Word docs, and they would actually write their scripts into the Word docs, too, and it would all get dumped in, and you would kind of compile it and see what exploded.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	It also went into the Infinity Engine, too, the BioWare thing.

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	Yeah.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	But then, in 2006, we moved to a visual, node-based flowchart, which was very primitive at first, but now it's extremely powerful. I cannot imagine that we would have been able to make this game, or the last game, without that tool.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	Yeah, the original Fallout 1 and 2 [writing], that was probably the hardest, just because it was a script, a program. The program actually called just string numbers, and the string numbers were actually referenced into a text file. So, when you looked at the actual dialogue, you didn't actually see the actual text. It was funny, because how the character functioned in the world was in this same program file along with its dialogue, and then you had to reference the text document and try to follow the dialogue as you were trying to debug it.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Scotty and Dan, you two have been involved in making this style of game since Fallout, and since Planescape: Torment. You've explored a lot of settings. We'll start with you, Scotty, and come on down the line. Like Josh mentioned, a lot of [RPG worlds] are kind of the sword-and-sorcery, epic fantasy-type settings. Are there any settings you would like to return to, or that you feel haven't really been mined for RPGs?

	

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Well, I'd love to do a Flash Gordon-type game. I think that would be fun. Not too many people are doing that. Also, urban fantasy. I love Dresden Files. I've read all the novels. There's a little more about that... I mean, that's almost like Vampire: The Masquerade in some ways.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	Space 1999?

	

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Space 1999! Yes, a very under-appreciated TV show from the 1970s. Yeah, we primarily focus on [fantasy], but wild sci-fi would be kind of interesting, too. You can go watch the actor who played in a lot of serials, or Flash Gordon. I'd love to see something like that. One of the things you have to be concerned about is, is this something other people want to buy? I'm probably the only one that's going to buy the game, and that's not so good.

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	I'd like to see more horror. Any sub-genre of horror, really. There have been plenty of vampires and things like that, but a slasher-themed RPG—how would that work? A Cthulhu-based RPG. There are some out there, I think, but there's a whole slew of types of horror that I think could work in an RPG setting.

	And I definitely agree with Josh that something more real world would be interesting, too. That's one of the reasons that I think Alpha Protocol is still a game that people go back to. In addition to the story and the branching [choices and dialogue], it's different. It's espionage, it's modern day. It's just different.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	There are probably three [for me], but two are not exactly the same. There was Deadlands, which is a sort of, I guess, an urban fantasy/western. It's zombies and other stuff, but in the west. I don't know if we'd ever make one, but I think a western would be cool. I like urban fantasy as well, and I don't mean so much the vampire-romance type of thing. There's more of that kind of... let's call it "near future," where maybe there are elves and orcs and things like that [in a modern or far-off setting], almost like Shadowrun to an extent.

	Yeah, I really like the idea of a near-future, Bladerunner, maybe there's orcs, maybe there's not. I think that would be really fun to make.

	

	CARRIE PATEL

	I think there's a lot of really fun concepts in sci-fi, too. I think a space opera would be a lot of fun. You can obviously go really big with something like that, and be just as imaginative as you can be with fantasy, but I feel like you're less constrained with genre expectations in sci-fi. There's a lot you can do there.

	Mikey Dowling, one of our community managers, has a wonderful idea for a wrestling RPG.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Yeah!

	

	CARRIE PATEL

	I think that'd be really fun, and not something we've really seen before.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	Even though it is still fantasy, just because I love the 1992 RPG Dark Lands, I've always been a big fan of late-medieval-early-modern Europe, where it's low magic. Sort of historical fantasy, I guess, actually set in late-medieval Europe. Two other areas that I think would be really interesting to explore would be postbellum, nineteenth century United States: Chicago, or any of the growing metropoles within the United States after the Civil War I think would be really fascinating.

	I also think the end of the nineteenth, beginning of the twentieth century Europe, visually and thematically, there are a lot of really interesting things going on in there. Not even necessarily fantasy; you could also have mysteries, detectives, things like that, that could be really fascinating for a roleplaying game.

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	I'm not sure if there are any more settings.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	No one's said "dating sim" yet.

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	Oh, dating sims? That'd be a fun game to work on. I think modern-day... not necessarily a spy game, but something like Persona, where it's a little more grounded, just daily-life stuff.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	With demons.

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	With demons, yeah. Maybe not as crazy as that, but something I love—I mentioned Earthbound before—something along those line, where it's rooted in real stuff that everyone can grasp and understand. Possibly going through real problems you might have, and [asking] how do you deal with problems from your daily life? Family stuff, small things like, "Hey, your dog ran away," so you have to find your dog. Small problems like that, that people can relate to. Not that we lose our dogs every day, but stuff like that.

	I like personal stories that you can tell, and I'd like to do something like that someday.

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	I'm going to go right back to horror. I've wanted to make a horror roleplaying game my entire career, or have somebody else making a horror roleplaying game that I can play.

	The other thing I'll bring up—and I don't it's commercially viable—there are certain TV shows, like Lost, that I think would make a really interesting, psychological roleplaying game. I don't know how you work combat into that, or if you'd even want to, but I think some sort of psychological roleplaying game where you have a bunch of characters that are stuck in a really difficult situation, suffering from things like hunger and thirst. Not in a survival [game] fashion, but in a way where their interactions heighten all of their emotions and their emotional states. Your winning or losing has a whole lot to do with how crazy everybody becomes.

	That just sounds like something that would be cool. I think it would be a really big challenge, but I've always—

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	That... sounds like a lot of fun.

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	—I've always kind of wanted to do something like that.

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	Yeah, one of the things I've always thought prevented companies from making RPGs [set] in the modern day, or some other sort of [realistic] setting is, what, if anything, can you replace combat with? In a modern-day setting, if you don't want to have people killing each other, what do you replace that thirty to fifty percent of the game with? Is it then all just dialogue?

	Getting some ideas about what we could do there to keep the game active and fun without necessarily requiring combat skills, I think that would be an interesting way to go.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	I'll start with Chris and Feargus for this one. I'm sure it wasn't anything so formal as bringing stone tablets down from mountains and saying, "This is Obsidian," but when you started the company, over the process of working with these different licenses and themes, over the years, have you found any through lines to your RPGs? When you start out to make a project, is there anyone that says, "Okay, if we're making an RPG, it must have X, Y, and Z, to be an 'Obsidian RPG?'"

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	There's a few things. Number one, we know we want to focus on the story experience and the narrative experience for the player. We know that we want the world to have persistence, to have consequence for the player based on their decisions. We want them to feel rewarded for those decisions, and not penalized for them, so that players always feel like they are progressing along some sort of personal growth vector, whether that's just via stats, or whether it's specific interactions within the world.

	I think, going beyond that, everything is really sort of negotiable in terms of what makes the most sense for the sort of game we want to make. As long as we stick to those things, at least in my opinion, I think we're focusing on what makes an Obsidian game, an Obsidian game.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	This doesn't apply to every game that we make, but I think we do try to figure out how to have games with companions. It's a strength of ours. We feel they're a great way to help tell a story, you can have relationships with them, and all those kinds of things. I think that's important.

	This adds on to what Chris was saying, but an important part [of our games is] choice and consequence, and the reactivity to that choice and consequence. I think that's something that's really important. In other words, when you do something, we want that positive reaction... It can be a trait that you get, or a new weapon, or something like that, but also, it could just be something that changes in the world.

	Josh always says this—it was a weird that, when he started saying this, I was like, "Oh, there's a high-falutin' design word"—which was "agency." Now I use it all the time. But I think that's [important], giving the player agency to do stuff in the world, and then have the world react to it, visually react to it, having things to do, having your companions react to it. I think that's something we try as much as possible to have through all of our games.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Josh, is there anything you'd like to add to that as game director?

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	I think that covers most of it. I do think that another thing that we look at is, we try to really think—for me, anyway—I like to go back to the tabletop environment. If a DM were sitting across the table for me, telling this story, what are the range of ways that I would like to be able to react? That kind of informs how I think about player options. Whether it's player options in a quest, how to resolve a quest—there's something about the range of expression. If the range of expression is too narrow, you get back into that place where you feel like you don't really have the agency— [Looks at Feargus]

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	Mm-hmm.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	—to really decide who your character is, not just in terms of mechanics, but personality. If I want to be a jackass, or if I want to be stoic... One of the things that was really cool in Tyranny was that "glare silently" became such a popular option in dialogue. People were like, "That's my vibe. I want to be this person that just glares at people and acts weird." So, it's about trying to embody that sense of, obviously there's no DM [in our games] for you, so we as designers have to try to create that space for you to play the character the way you want to play it.

	Another thing that we think about a lot more now is not just short-term reactivity, but also long-term reactivity. Players tend to respond very, very strongly when they make a choice and they see something that happens in the world right away, and then later—maybe it's three hours, eight hours, twenty hours later—there's yet another consequence.

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	Or in the next game.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	Or sometimes [the consequence occurs in] the next game. I actually did—hopefully this won't spoil too much—but in terms of reactivity, in Deadfire, there's a choice you make in Pillars 1 that gets responded to early in Deadfire, and you can kind of keep going with it. And then way, way later, almost at the end of the game, it can still come back, that choice from the first game, and bite you in the ass.

	So, even though sometimes they can disadvantage the player, players seem to respond very positively [to] that sense of, this is not just about the end of the dialogue, having a little thing that says, "Oh, I ended it this way," but then seeing another consequence maybe an act later, or two acts later.

	

	CARRIE PATEL

	I think part of that, too, is making sure that whatever path we give the player is potentially rewarding. I think a lot of games fall into the trap of, "good, kind, nice responsible option leads you to more gameplay advantages, a better story outcome, and more satisfying results overall," unless you're just trying to cause chaos.

	Creating stories and systems where you don't necessarily have to play the goody-goody all the time to get an interesting story and fun results, and to get advantages later in the game, is important to make all of the options we're giving the player feel viable.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Is VR a terrain that Obsidian would like to explore? Kind of a new terrain for immersion in RPGs? We'll start with Chris for this one.

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	I think VR's super interesting. I think it's really cool for some games. At some point, I do think it would make sense for an Obsidian roleplaying game, particularly if we're now working on the Obsidian horror game I just suggested.

	I think it's a great time to invest in VR and figure out how to make it work. But for a lot of our games, I don't think it's necessary to the experience. I think at some point it will be able to add to [the experience]. My take on VR is it's still a little bit clumsy. I have PlayStation VR, and so it's a whole, "get it out, put it on my head, make sure there's four feet around me."

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	There's a lot of wires with that thing.

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	Yeah, there's wires coming off of you. You're a Geiger-esque sort of thing, now. So, I just think there's still some obstacles to overcome, there, and that our games don't need it. But at some point in the future, I think it would be super, super cool.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	I don't know. There's a couple of folks on our team who are super into VR stuff. I don't know. I think that if we're making games that are isometric, and people are super immersed in them, it doesn't seem like it's vitally important to, not only do we have to make them first-person, but VR.

	I think there are really cool and interesting, beautiful things you can do in VR. I think some of the nontraditional-game applications are some of the more interesting things I've seen done. I think the more that I've seen people try to shove traditional game genres into VR, the less successful I've seen it be, as opposed to people who are like, "What are the cool and unique things about VR, and what can we do with those, without coming in with the preconceptions of what games are supposed to be?"

	So, I think it has neat applications, but I don't think it's necessary for RPGs until someone thinks of a fascinating, sort of [unique] style of RPG. If that happens, thought, I don't think it's going to look a lot, or feel a lot, like the RPGs we've been making. I think it's going to be a completely different experience because VR is a completely different experience. That's the whole point.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	Just as a side note: I agree with all of that. I think VR for us is something we'll keep on looking at. I do see in my head, though, a little bit of... Josh is really interested—and so are a lot of people on the team, but Josh in particular—in doing, "Do we want to make a fantasy, turn-based game?" I don't mean it's like an Army man game, but I'll kind of use that as an example. I know one of the things that I played that I really enjoyed was Defense Grid on my Oculus. At first, I'm like, "I've played Defense Grid. How could [VR] be that much cooler?" But it was just kind of fun to play this tower defense [game] where I could actually move my head around and see the stuff. They had a little game where you had to look around and find some stuff.

	I used to play miniatures. I used to play Warhammer 40,000—that's the one I used to play the most—and [I'd ask], what happens if you create a game like that? Maybe not so much a roleplaying game, but in VR, you're playing a turn-based, Army man-like game where you can pick up [pieces]. My brain tells me that that would just really put you there in a way that's very different than... I don't want to call it "standard VR" where they're trying to put me in the world. In this case, with the Army man thing, I'm representing a world, this fantastical world of me playing a miniature game in a way I could never do in real life.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	A lot of people want to know, despite the success of Pillars 1 and 2, where you've developed these complex rule sets of your own, there's always that demographic that says, "Will you ever make another D&D- or AD&D-based game?" Josh, is that something you would like to do? Do you think that's in Obsidian's future, or are you going to be focusing on creating and sticking with your own, custom-made rule sets?

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	Well, now that I've actually got a chance to make my own tabletop rule set, I'm going to keep working on that for a while. But there's a lot of people here that love D&D. I think we still have three Fifth Edition campaigns that are going with different people at different times. Actually, a lot of people play in all the campaigns.

	So, I certainly think there's still a lot of love for [D&D], but one of the reasons why we made Pillars was so we could have a fantasy IP that was ours to make. I'm certain that Feargus would be interested in working on D&D stuff in the future, and I'm certain there's a lot of other people at the studio [interested as well]. I've made seven of [those games], I think, so I've kind of had my fill. I'll keep playing those games, and I'll have a lot of fun doing it, but for me, personally, I'd like to work on my own tabletop stuff.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Carrie, as a narrative designer, I know that one big thing a lot of players talk about in RPGs is they love building their own character, and they love meeting companions and side characters because they form these attachments to characters. They feel like, "Finally, there's someone out there I can identify with. I don't feel so alone." What sort of social responsibility do you, and/or the narrative team as a whole, do you feel to make RPGs more inclusive regardless of any genre and any overarching storyline you may be working on?

	

	CARRIE PATEL

	I think the main principle for me is these games are for anyone who wants to step into this adventure and play the story. That's the whole point of letting people create their own character and decide who they want to be in this world. So, trying to avoid assumptions about who gets to be a hero in this world, and what sorts of people we think are interesting enough to tell stories about... Everyone has a story to tell. Anyone can be a hero in this world. Anyone can be an interesting and compelling character.

	I think making sure that we're including a lot of different types of characters, from a lot of different stations of life, that have a lot of different roles in this world, making sure we're allowing the player to create these characters, but also that we're putting them in the world for the player to interact with, [is important]. We're not just saying, "Yes, this is a city populated entirely by armor-wearing adventurers."

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Dan, I wondered: As a programmer who's been working on this style of RPGs for work, one of the goals of the outset of a game like Pillars of Eternity was, "Let's recreate this beloved type of RPG"—what are some of the technical challenges you faced as an engineer that are problems that still need to be solved in games today?

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	One of the biggest challenges is doing the same thing on a different engine. No engines that exist are really well suited, publicly available engines, are well suited to doing the style of large RPGs that we make. While a lot of features are not necessarily difficult, they're time-consuming to implement in a new engine. I think that's one of the reasons that, with Pillars, now that we are able to iterate on the technology that we've already built on Unity, it makes us capable of making a better game because we're not recreating the wheel every time we start a game.

	But as far as major features go, you always have challenges with things like pathfinding. You're almost always using some different, third-party solution that has quirks. We don't have the time or the money to implement all that stuff ourselves every time we make a game, so you always have challenges anytime you use third-party software for really, really important features in the game, be it audio, or precomputed lighting, or anything like that.

	That's one of the biggest challenges: Starting from scratch when you have to. Moving forward, I think as a company, we hope to be in a position where we can iterate on tech that we've built as opposed to having to swap to a brand-new engine every game.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Scotty, you joked earlier that what you do is make a lot of dirt. That was a big thing you did in the original Fallout. Kind of along the lines of the question I posed to Dan, how has setting art direction, creating art, and designing levels changed from Fallout to now? Can you just go in there and iterate, or is there more planning involved?

	

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Well, you always have planning, but the tools are so much better. Feargus remembers the struggles I had getting the Fallout levels together, especially the ground. I learned the tile set, carefully knew what every single piece was, and how each one worked with another piece, so I could create patterns and that sort of things.

	Now, it's much more like [using] a paintbrush. You paint the terrain, you can put noise in, you can change textures, you can blend things together. So, our tools are better, which makes our job easier. We're using Substance now for doing props, and that's an amazing program. It saves so much time. I think that's the main thing: The more you have to fight with the tools, the harder it is to get something to look nice, because you're spending a lot of time on the technical side. Now we're spending more time on the creative side. I think that's the biggest change I've noticed. The environments we're making now are amazing, and I think that's because we have really good tools.

	That's one thing we focus on here, too: Making sure tools are good. Feargus would get angry at me [at Interplay] because I would be working with some crappy tool. He'd say, "Why didn't you say anything?" And I'd say, "Well, you know, I didn't want to waste the programmers' time?" He'd say, "What would it take, a week to put in? And you've been struggling with this for six months?" I thought, You know, he's right.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	Wait, wait. What was that? What did you say?

	

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Oh my god. Did I just admit [you were right] on a microphone?

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Feargus and Chris, one thing we talked about concerning the development of Infinity Engine games was that BioWare... the intro movie to Baldur's Gate was as much a promotion for the Infinity Engine as it was the intro to their game. But I don't hear as much talk about the Pillars of Eternity engine. In fact, I feel like I'm in dereliction of my journalistic duty, here: Off the top of my head, I don't even know what it's called. Is it a conscious decision not to be promoting this engine, and just to be working in-house on this pipeline? Just leave what's under the hood, under the hood, and focus on the game itself?

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I think a lot of it is that engines now are a lot more complicated than engines used to be. And that's not to say that Baldur's Gate and the Infinity Engine... It had a lot of moving parts and it worked great, did a lot of different things. But in essence, it's taken more man-hours and man-months to develop what we have with Eternity.

	      We are in the business of licensing engines. InXile did use the Pillars of Eternity Engine for Torment. But even in doing that, it was sort of like, well, if we're licensing an engine to someone, then we're going to have to support it. Who's going to support it? Adam loves supporting engine. That's his favorite thing in life. So, we made a conscious decision of, "Do we want to be an engine-licensing company?" That's kind of what Unity and Unreal do, or Epic. That's a major part of their business. They have hundreds of [partners]. We're really here to make games, to make our games, so we just never really tried to market the Pillars of Eternity engine as its own piece of technology for other people to use.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	No flashy intro movie?

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	No, there's no flashy intro movie.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Josh, I know there are other examples of this style of RPG, but it seems like the two I hear most about are Pillars of Eternity and Divinity: Original Sin. You and I, and almost all these folks, here, have talked about the decline of this style of RPG and its resurgence. Will this style of RPG ever be mainstream, something that publishers want? And does it really even have to be, when you have options out there such as Kickstarter and Fig?

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	I don't know. I don't think it needs to be that much bigger than it is, I guess. I feel like we can do a lot to bring new people into this style of game. I think that, especially when you go back to the Infinity Engine games, you're looking at Second Edition AD&D rules, which were not necessarily super intuitive; you're looking at late-'90s UI design, which is also not necessarily super intuitive. You're also playing, really, a little [real-time strategy game], in the case of the real-time-with-pause games. In the case of Divinity, you're playing a turn-based, tactical-combat game with tons of cool roleplaying elements in it.

	I think those are things that, they're not going to sell Call of Duty numbers, really, because the audience is not really that big. But I think the nice thing about the wave of crowdfunding and the games that followed it—whether it's ours, or Larian's [Studios], or InXile's, or Harebrained [Schemes], or any of those other companies—is that we showed that there's enough of an audience there to make really good games, that make money, and that we can keep making this style of games.

	I'm sure that Feargus would always like to make more money, but I think the nice thing is that, in my mind, I'm not super concerned with reach this crazy-wide audience. I do want to bring new players, and younger players who haven't experienced these older games, into this style of game, because I think it can keep going indefinitely as long as there are people who are interested in it.

	In that sense, we always do have to look at, whether it's our UI design, or how we present and stage combat, or any of these other things, to keep bringing new people into the genre. But I don't think it needs to be something where Pillars of Eternity 3, or 4, or 5, needs to sell ten million units. I don't think that's really necessary.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	Only ten million?!

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	Yeah, only ten million.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	My final question for you all is a two-pronged attack: What is your favorite Infinity Engine-style game; and what do you see as the future of this genre? Where would you like to see it go?

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	My favorite Infinity Engine-style game? That is a... that's a tough question.

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	Which one of your babies [do you prefer]?

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	Yeah, yeah. I guess I'm always going to be partial to Baldur’s Gate II. That's a tough call. I really do love Icewind Dale, and I also love Pillars of Eternity, which is the same style. I will say Baldur’s Gate II. That will be my answer.

	Where would I like to see things go? I love the strategic-combat elements of these games, and I think that there are ways to always make those more accessible and easy to use, while still creating all of the world choices and reactivity that we really like. I'd like to see evolution in that direction. I also think we can do, or continue to do, better jobs making the world feel alive and making things happen in the world, and really seeing and feeling everything that happens in the game is something that you are watching from your little, floating tower above all of this.

	I'd like to see the entire sub-genre go in that direction. I think it could and it should, and that that would add to it.

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	I like them all, but I'd say Baldur's Gate 1 is my favorite IE game and Pillars of Eternity-style game, just because it was the first one. It's silly or weird to think about only the first version, without the expansion, was only [character] levels 1 through 8.

	

	CHRIS PARKER

	Kind of depends on the class.

	

	ADAM BRENNECKE

	Yeah, yeah. It's very different from most RPGs where it's very low level, and I just liked that feel of that world where you're barely scraping buy. When you get that +1 armor or weapon, it's a really amazing experience, as a player, when you get your first magical item in the game.

	Where I'd like to see these games go is, I think there's a lot of room to improve on all aspects of the game. Just like what we did with Pillars 2 from Pillars 1, just iterate. The team's getting more and more experienced; that means we're just going to be making better and better content. The tools are getting better; we can make bigger—not necessarily [in terms of] size of the game—but in ideas in terms of quests, more complex things, just because the tools are better.

	I think there's tons of room to improve. I always think we can do better. That's what I'm excited to see: Where we can take it.

	 

	JOSH SAWYER

	For me, it's probably the original Icewind Dale, just because that's the first game I worked on in the industry. I made it at Interplay. When I got to Interplay, I couldn't believe it, because Bard's Tale was the first computer roleplaying game I got into, and it was like, "Wow, I can't believe I'm here making a game." I remember Fearg shared an email that Brian Fargo had sent to him about how much he had enjoyed playing Icewind Dale. I was like, "Oh my god, I can't believe it."

	That project was also pretty crazy because there were effectively no leads on it. It was just a bunch of people making stuff. Most of us were juniors. We all just talked to each other about what we were doing, like, "Yeah, sounds good," or, "Eh, I dunno, maybe you could do this," and, "All right. Maybe I'll do that, and maybe I won't."

	      So, it's kind of crazy that it came out as well as it did. That's my favorite. In terms of this style of game and where it can go, I want to see more experimentation with styles of game. Even if it's still isometric, even if it's still real-time with pause, I don't think it needs to be fantasy. Classless systems are really interesting to me. Change the setting around, do all sorts of crazy stuff.

	I really do think that making shorter games with quests that have a lot more ways to solve them, especially if they incorporate a lot of the stuff Parker was talking about in terms of reactivity to the world, the world is changing, time of day, weather, all that sort of crazy stuff... It's crazy, too, because I remember Ultima 4, 5, and 6 had a really big emphasis on scheduling and AI, stuff like that that could be a really integral part of solving quests. I think the more ways you give people to solve quests, it gives a great sense of freedom, which, again, goes back to tabletop roots where you feel like, "Eh, I'm gonna try to screw up the GM's plan," or, "You know what? I don't think this is the way we're supposed to do this, but I'm going to try something." And then it works out as such a satisfying thing.

	So, making denser games that are smaller, and there's much more varied ways to mess with the world. I think that's one of the ways in which Divinity: Original Sin 2 really stands out to people. It's more experimental; there's a lot more screwing around with the world, which I think is a really cool way to go.

	

	CARRIE PATEL

	If I can maybe interpret "IE-style game" a little more broadly...

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	You can.

	

	CARRIE PATEL

	I'd say my favorite is Shadowrun: Hong Kong. I had a lot of fun with it. I loved the style of combat. I loved the world. Fantasy/cyberpunk was a breath of fresh air to me, and a lot of fun to play in. But it was also a really focused game. We've talked a bit about the appeal of shorter games that are still engaging: [Hong Kong is] not super long; the roleplaying opportunities are present, but they are a little more focused; and I still had a great experience with it. I left wanting just a little bit more because I was having a good time, but at no point did I feel bogged down in the experience, like, "Ugh, I've got to finish this game so I can get on with stuff."

	As far as what else I'd like to see, I'll echo what Josh, Adam, and some of the others have said: I'd enjoy seeing more of this style of game set in different worlds, different settings, around different kinds of stories.

	

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	It's always kind of hard to pick [a favorite]. I'm probably more critical of games that we've developed versus games we've [published]. That's probably a weird distinction, but part of it is that it's hard to divest your experience of what was going on [at a company or in the industry] at the time from the game itself, but I also would have to say Baldur’s Gate II is my favorite.

	I can't remember how many hours I put in, around 150 or 200 hours into my game before it launched. It was a really important game, not just for BioWare, but it was important for Black Isle, it was important for Interplay. It was just a big moment in my life, I guess. That's why I often will think back to Baldur’s Gate II.

	As for what I want to see, I hate to say the word "more" because it's so generic, but what I've really enjoyed about what we've done with Deadfire, versus what we were able to do with Pillars in a lot of ways, is just all the extra in-game cinematics, and animations, and pets, and just making the world feel lush. For me, the more we can make these worlds feel alive, that's what I'd like, and that's what makes them awesome. They're alive in so many different ways. It's about reactivity, and agency, and that kind of stuff, too, but it just is, I walk into these medieval villages, and there are serfs in the mud... I think with "more," it just feels like you're there, even if it's an isometric game. That's what I'd love to see.

	

	DAN SPITZLEY

	I'm going to make a startling admission, here. The people who work with me tend to know this, but I have a very hard time playing through the games that I have worked on. The only games that I worked on that I've actually played through to completion are Fallout 1 and 2. They're not IE games, but certainly they're very high on the list of games that I love [in an] isometric style.

	As far as [a favorite among] the ones I've worked on, I'd say Planescape: Torment. Again, it's so different. The art style is fantastic, the characters are great; I had a lot of fun working on it.

	As far as what I'd like to see, I have a very different answer than everybody else. I think every roleplaying game should be forced to be a first-person, grid-based, dungeon crawler. There are not anywhere near enough of them now, and I just love them. We have to get on that.

	

	SCOTT EVERTS

	For me, it would be Icewind Dale II. I was the user interface designer on that, and we completely scrapped the old interface, which had been used since Baldur's Gate 1. We'd just been re-skinning it, so it was a nice challenge to just completely revert the game over to Third Edition, which cost us, what, six months at least, maybe a year to retool it? Was it that long? Well, it was too long ago [to remember]. I enjoyed that one. I thought it looked pretty, and it was interesting and had a different rule set to play.

	For me, I think our visuals, [what's important is] trying to focus on those "wow" moments—which are becoming harder and harder to do because people are so jaded now—when you walk into a new environment, you say, "Oh my god, that's amazing looking." Deadfire has that, which is nice. It's hard to make fans go, "Wow."

	Hmm. That's a stupid way to end this.

	

	JOSH SAWYER

	But, Scotty, by saying Icewind Dale II, we've now covered every Infinity Engine game.

	

	DAVID L. CRADDOCK

	I know I've said this to you individually several times, but thank you all again for hosting us over the past couple of days. It's been a lot of fun to talk to you all. I have a great deal of respect for all of your work, and that will do it for this inaugural edition of the Shacknews Long Table. That's what we're calling it, now. Thanks again.

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Tim Donley's Toy Story

	 

	Like journals sprinkled throughout RPGs, Pause Screens go into more detail on the people, companies, and cultures that contributed to the success of the Pillars of Eternity franchise and the Infinity Engine line of roleplaying games.

	 

	BEFORE TIM DONLEY became a game designer, he was living a dream—his own, and legendary Nintendo designer Shigeru Miyamoto’s.

	Miyamoto had aspired to create toys for a living before landing a job at Nintendo thanks to his father’s connection with late president Hiroshi Yamauchi. Donley made that dream a reality right out of college when he landed a job at Mattel, purveyor of global brands such as Masters of the Universe, Hot Wheels, and Barbie, the crème de la crème of the toy giant. One of several buildings on the company’s sprawling campus in El Segundo, California, Mattel’s design center housed a veritable toy chest of pieces, parts, batteries, and sources of inspiration such as scale-sized classic cars used to model miniature vehicles in the Hot Wheels line.

	Donley created projects and pitched toys of his own to Mattel's tough-as-nails executives from 1992 until '96. From there, he joined Interplay and had a hand in creating some of the most influential and memorable RPGs of all time, from Shattered Steel and Fallout 2 to Planescape: Torment.

	Before we talked RPGs, Donley and I discussed how he got his foot in the door at Mattel, how designers went about pitching The Next Big thing to the multibillion-dollar toy company, and the fortuitous series of events that transported him from one entertainment biz to another.

	 

	Craddock: I'd love to learn about your time at Mattel. How did you end up working there?

	 

	Tim Donley: My college major was industrial design, and when I was there—I was at California State Long Beach, just right below L.A.—there were internships coming up at different places. One of them was Mattel. Everybody wanted to get certain internships. We'd heard Lucasfilm had internships for people who wanted to work in model making; that was the one everybody wanted. Mattel had an opening, and a few guys applied. I was one of them, and I ended up getting the internship there.

	 

	It was fun. It was a blast. I mean, you end up doing a little bit of everything when you're an intern. You have a lot of miscellaneous jobs. There's a bit of watching people [involved], and understanding how the toy industry works. They hired me after I graduated, and I was there for a little while. It was really, really fun. It's one of those jobs where you end up working with "boys toys," Hot Wheels and stuff, action figures. And of course there's Barbie, which was Mattel's biggest brand at the time, and probably still is.

	 

	I think, at the time I was there, Barbie was [pulling in] a billion dollars. Everything else [at Mattel] combined was even worth a billion. This is including boys' toys and Nickelodeon, which was doing stuff with slime and all that. So, I stayed there for a while.

	 

	Craddock: Movies depict toy companies and toy stores as wonderlands full of every gizmo and gadget a kid could want. What was Mattel like behind closed doors?

	 

	Donley: Mattel was a great start for me. It's very corporate, but at the same time they tried to make it very fun. The Mattel Design Center—that's where everybody worked. You had the corporate towers, which were across the street, where all the marketing and business [teams] were, but the Design Center, as I recall, was a converted bombers' facility from World War II for [Douglas Aircraft Company]. They basically gutted this giant warehouse, painted it all these bright colors, just made it super fun.

	 

	Of course there were toys everywhere. It was this giant toy factory, like Willy Wonka for toys. I don't know why they did this, but they had this robot that delivered mail [to employees], with this giant cart. It was just so bizarre. This was the '90s, where you didn't see things like that. Then you go into Mattel [Design Center] and it really is like Charlie and the Chocolate Factory where you're going, "Does this really exist?"

	 

	Anything you wanted, anything you needed. So, let's say you wanted to build a model. There wasn't a lot of 3D [graphics] stuff, but there were a lot of models being built. Physical models are still really expensive. If you're a kid in school, to build a little [model] can cost hundreds of dollars. At Mattel, there was this giant shop in the back where you could ask for anything. They had everything I had in school, except it was newer, nicer, and free.

	 

	It was crazy. You'd go back there and say, "Yeah, I need, like, 300 D batteries for this thing I'm working on," and they'd say, "Yeah, here, whatever." Or you'd say, "I need all these little bits to work on some machines and toys." They had all these crazy machines. The point is, it was just this crazy place, but it was also this brutally savage place when you had to present something.

	 

	Craddock: How did presentations work?

	 

	Donley: Mattel had this thing where every Friday, you'd present [a project]. Imagine Steam Greenlight, right? This is like their Greenlight process. They'd say, "You can come up with any idea you want." You'd think, I'm going to make Barbie Shark Tank. It's going to come with a shark and a harpoon. They give you however many months you need to work on your project, and when I say work on it, what I mean is you'd have to come up with presentation models, sculpting, whatever. This could be anything: Hot Wheels, anything.

	 

	What happens is there would be Review Fridays. You go into this room where all the high-powered execs are. You'd see Jill Barad, the president; and the top marketing and manufacturing [executives], the heads of the top districts and locations of the world; a contact for Chinese sales, for example, or a contact for European sales. They're all just sitting in this room. They're all nice people, super cool, [but very blunt].

	 

	Before you walk in, you're standing outside in a line of people. You've got your little box of [presentation materials]. You go in, and say, "This is Barbie Shark Tank," and everybody's like, "Oh, okay."

	 

	Craddock: It sounds like an audition.

	 

	Donley: Yeah! You walk in there, like, "Hey, I'm Tim," and they'd say hi, or if some people knew you they'd say, "Hey, what's up?" A little banter, and then you present: "Okay, this is Barbie Shark Tank, it's got this little thing that powers this other thing, this is really cool, it's going to be awesome." It really does feel like you're doing a little dance. And then they just [stare].

	 

	Jill, the president, may say, "I like that idea. It's nice. Bob, what would manufacturing think about that?" Because there's always a guy in the back looking at you very pragmatically, like, "This thing has 16 pieces, you'll probably need a couple of paint jobs." He's analyzing it from a manufacturing angle. It'll cost about six million dollars." And then someone from marketing goes, "Oh, the budget for this could only be a million dollars. We'll only make five million in sales. It won't even break even." Then Jill goes, "Thank you very much."

	 

	And you're just like, "Whoa. Um. Okay." There's no discussion. There's no arguing, no discussion: "Well, what if we double the marketing?" There's none of that. You'd either hit what they were looking for, or you didn't, and they were only looking for hits. They would look for moderate, fills-a-gap-or-a-need [products]. Like, "We need a new boys' toy," or "We need a new Hot Wheels model and it can just break even." But sometimes, when they're looking for hits, they would be super brutal. They'd shut you down so completely that you didn't even really feel anything. You'd just say, "Okay," and grab your box and walk out, because there's maybe ten to twenty people that line, and in an hour they'll go through them.

	 

	Sometimes they'd just cut you off. Some person would go, "Hey, Jill, this has a red flag on it. That ain't gonna sell in Korea." Then she'd go, "Oh. Can you change that flag?" or "Can you use this instead?" And if you couldn't, if there was some weird mechanical issue you couldn't fix or some impossible thing you couldn't surmount, you're just out. I walked out of Mattel with the knowledge that [not every issue] is about what you feel; it's about what's good for the company. You come out with this sense of the customer, and the company's health.

	 

	It was very strange because I came directly from school where every idea was possible: "Everybody's going to have a jetpack! Everybody's going to have time machines and flying cars in a few years!" I'm designing helmets for guys with flying motorcycles. It's fun, but doesn't always make sense. Going from there to video games was insane. The jump really did allow me to work much more with my imagination. You could make a spaceship that's six miles long. You could design stuff that, within the scope of the game you're working on, can do these crazy things.

	 

	I think I got very lucky, coming from Mattel where it was very grounded, very industrial design-focused. It was very much what my major was all about: manufacturing, and asking, "Does this work?" You were just a little, tiny part of the process. You were the designer at the start of this giant process, but you weren't the final arbiter of the whole thing. You just said, "Hey, I've got this idea," and this crew, thousands of people, took over to bring your idea from the design concept to manufacturing. But it was all there at Mattel; the whole process was great to see. It really gave you a sense of, "This is what it takes to make something. It's not just ideas: There's a whole army of people between you and the customer, and if you don't respect that army or you don't have any sense of it, you're probably not going to get any ideas approved."

	 

	There were people there who were much more into whimsical stuff, but, again, they had a place. Mattel wasn't above hiring people who were just dreamers, like, "Jones will never sell a product, but man, his ideas are just so fun and awesome." There were plenty of those people there. You wouldn't imagine it, but inside that dingy-looking place was this really fun, open attitude, a freeform place but also very grounded when it came to making money. They had to make money, but they did try to foster a high level of fun in that place even though you were in a corporate environment. Ever since those presentations, I go on Steam reviews and Reddit comments—those are nothing compared to just getting shut down instantly. There's nothing like standing there and someone going, "That's nice."

	 

	That was the toy experience. It was great. I'm glad I did that, because I don't know that I would have seen the success or had the experience I had in games [without it].

	 

	Craddock: What are some of the lessons from that experience that helped you in the game industry?

	 

	Donley: When I look at Mattel's lessons and think about games, one was definitely the sense of [being on] a team versus working as an individual. At Mattel there were a lot of people in on these processes. It's not just you. You worked with your team from the beginning. Right from the beginning, you were assigned a model maker, you were assigned a marketing person. You had this group of people. That happens in games a lot, but sometimes games have a tendency to sequester, say, the concept artists over here. Mattel wasn't like that. You were talking with people daily.

	 

	Imagine a game studio where the programmers talked with the artists daily, or the animators talked with the concept artists and the designers daily. That sometimes happens in games, but in big studios—let's say Ubisoft; I'm just throwing out the name of a big publisher, not necessarily saying they do this—but when Ubisoft works on an Assassin's Creed, I can almost guarantee you they have this giant room, or a huge section of a room, dedicated to animators, where all the animators sit in a cluster all day. That works well for specialized stuff, but coming from Mattel, I really felt it was important to know all the different groups.

	 

	As you find out, any one of those groups can just torpedo an idea in its own way. They don't have to make a big stink. They can subtly twist or alter or not support an idea you may have. In other words, to get a game done, you need to make sure the whole team is on board. That was an important lesson I learned.

	 

	Also, it was a grueling job. It was my first big job, and I put in several all-nighters. You didn't have to. I don't know what it's like now—we're talking twenty-seven years ago—but at the time, there was almost an air of expectation of, you're going to come to work looking nice. You're going to wear a tie, a nice shirt, nice clothes. The atmosphere was professional. Even if you're sitting there drawing all day, you wanted to look your best. Shaved face, presentable look. That whole place was set up almost as if, should a camera crew waltz through, they would find only these Disneyland-level presentable people where everybody's waving and smiling. Classic Americana, "Hey, I work here!" and everybody's super happy about this place.

	 

	That made me aware of how the working atmosphere affects the output of products. When everybody demands a level of professionalism and it's expected, you tend to get it. Versus, let's say, "Hey, everybody, just come in wearing flip-flops and t-shirts and whatever." You'll still get good products out of that, but you'll also realize, oh, I see why they have a dress code at certain places: It fosters a sense of, "We're all here together on this." It's not a bunch of wild gunmen working on something. Not everything is the Magnificent Seven shooting up a town. Sometimes it's this organized militia.

	 

	There's a big difference. Games tend to foster more lone wolf attitudes, a sense of one person able to power through. Like, "You should have seen Carmack! He came up with new compression code for these textures, and new he can do this crazy thing!" or "So-and-so wrote this code that can render 10,000 people [on-screen]!" You hear a lot of those stories, but you don't normally hear, "This whole team came together and did this." They aren't exciting stories because they're like, well, it was a whole group of people. What's exciting? But that's the point, right? A focused group of people can do a lot more than one person.

	 

	If you think of lifting something, it's the same analogy. Yeah, one person can be mega-super strong and lift something, but a team of people can each be of average strength and lift a lot more than that super-strong person. That's just the way things are: An organized group of people can do amazing things.

	 

	That was another thing. Mattel had a few ultra geniuses—to this day I'm still stunned at the level of talent that was in that place—but they mostly had people who were just solid. They were really good workers, came in to work their eight hours. But as a group they did these amazing things. You realize that not everybody needs to be a superstar. They just need to be on board with the program. It taught me that a focused group of solid people will do way more for you than a wild group of unfocused lone guns.

	 

	That's what I've seen over the years in games. It's proven out time and time again.

	 

	Craddock: What brought you to the videogame industry, and to Interplay?

	 

	Donley: I was working at Interplay, and at the time I wasn't making what I felt was a lot of money. It wasn't bad pay. I just felt like I'd been there for a while, and I was thinking of a career there. Mattel's near LAX, and that's pretty high up for southern California, but I lived in Fullerton at the time, which was in Orange County, so I had an almost three-hour drive every day to get to Mattel. I had to take this ridiculous route. It was insane.

	 

	So I was thinking, Well, I don't know if I want to keep working here. I'd been talking about my future there. I wanted to stay, but it wasn't getting tough to justify almost six hours on the road a day that was paying okay, and for a career path where I wasn't sure what they had in mind for me, and I didn't really know what I wanted. A friend of mine said, "I work at Interplay and we're looking for animators. I know you do some animation at home." And I did. I had an Amiga computer, and I'd made a bunch of little animations: a tank, a spaceship. I was like, "Yeah, that sounds great." He gave me the contact and I called Interplay.

	 

	I got hold of Elene Campbell was her name. She was the person working with Rob Nesler. Rob was the art director, and Lenny was his personal assistant/organizer. I called her and got an interview all set up. I went in there with my portfolio, I had a tie on, got my haircut. Because remember, I'm coming from Mattel. If you went [to a job interview at] Mattel in shorts, you were done. You were not going to get that job. That's just a given. I had a VHS tape—to date myself—and Rob came in. Rob's hair was done to his shoulders. He's got five days of growth on his face. He's wearing a t-shirt that looks like it's got some ketchup stains on it. He's wearing shorts and sandals. He goes, "You didn't need to wear a tie for this." I said, "Oh, I just wanted to look my best." He goes, "All right! Let's get going."

	 

	So he starts looking at my stuff, looking through my portfolio. He sees the VHS tape and he goes, "Oh, you've got a demo reel?" Have you heard my demo reel story?

	 

	Craddock: No.

	 

	Donley: I'm going to tell you my demo reel story. Even thinking about it, I start cringing. For my demo reel, I was so proud of all the work I'd done and so excited about it that I'd rendered this magnificent spaceship flying by the camera. I was so excited by how awesome it was that I repeated it so that viewers could see it again. Hang tight! It's going to come back again! The spaceship flies by, resets, and flies by again. I had a tank driving by, and then the tank rotates and comes by again.

	 

	Now, mind you, when I watched that at home, I was like, "Man, they're going to be so glad I did this. You're going to see this awesome tank and be like, I wish I could see this again!"

	 

	So we put the tape in. It starts to play. The tank goes by. I see it restart, and I start to cringe. I'm like, oh. Maybe I didn't need to do that. The tape was three or four minutes long. I was cringing at everything. Rob was such a sport about it. He goes, "Oh, this is good... oh! We're going to see it again!" And I'm going, "Yeah, maybe I didn't need to do that." He says, "No, I was just wondering if I could see it again." Now I'm seeing it through his eyes and thinking, Oh, man. Jeez. Wow. God. I wish I hadn't done that.

	 

	It was incredibly embarrassing, but there was another lesson there: Try to see [your creations] through other people's eyes as often as you can. We did the interview, and he said, "Awesome, it was great to meet you," and I left. I went back to work the next day at Mattel and said, "I'm sure I'll hear from those guys soon, one way or the other." Didn't hear from them for days. A week. Two weeks. Almost three weeks go by. At that point I was sort of resigned to, okay, maybe I didn't get the job. It's a done deal; I won't worry about it.

	 

	But I'd been reading little management books: "This is how you make your dreams come true! You ask for what you want!" That kind of stuff.

	 

	Craddock: Persistence pays, as the saying goes.

	 

	Donley: [laughs] I call them up—on a rotary phone, because that's how long ago this happened—just cranking on this thing, and get through to Lenny at Interplay. I say, "Is Rob there? This is Tim," and she goes, "Oh, yeah! From a couple of weeks back?" I go, "Yeah. I just wanted to ask about the position. I had interviewed and wondered if you or Rob had any info on what had happened." She goes, "Sure, just a second." Then Rob's on.

	 

	I say, "This is Tim Donley. You interviewed me?" And he goes, "Oh, yeah! Tim!" I say, "I was wondering if there was any news about the job. I don't want to interrupt you or anything, but I wanted to know if you'd the position." He goes, "Hold on." I hear shuffling, papers flying all over the place. He comes back on and says, "Oh, shit. Can you start on Monday?" I was like, "Well... wait a minute. What?" He goes, "You can start on Monday if you want." I say that would be cool, and he says something like, "Oh, wait. How much do you expect to get paid for this job?"

	 

	Now, mind you, at Mattel I wasn't making, at that time, a tremendous salary. It'd be poverty level now, but when you're a kid, you're like, "Who cares! Five bucks an hour is great! Pay me in burritos and I'm happy!" So I say, "Rob, I can't work at Interplay for less than I make here." He says, "How much is that?"

	 

	Even in that moment of being flustered about [being hired], there was a time stop where a genie appeared and said, "Before you answer that question, think about what's going on right now. Think about what he knows about you, think about what you know about him. Ponder the moment." So I thought, He clearly doesn't know what I make, and he can't find out. He can't call up Mattel and ask, "How much does Tim Donley make?" They wouldn't tell him that. So I thought, For all he knows I'm a superstar designer. Why not tell him a number I wish I was making because he's just going to say "Yes" to whatever. If he says no, well, we'll talk about it. I felt like I was worth more [than what I was making at Mattel].

	 

	I tell him what I thought at the time was a ridiculous number. An unbelievable number. And he said, "Okay." With that one word, I more than doubled my salary. He said, "Yeah, no worries. So can you start Monday?" And I said, "Well, Rob, that's just [what I want to make] to work there. I would need a review in a few months to see the job warranted more money." He goes, "Yeah, don't worry about it. We'll set that up."

	 

	I think, Wait a minute. I've been working at Mattel for a while, trying to get them to do a salary review. They absolutely wouldn't. They said, "You have to be here so many years, so you'll have to wait." I was talking this Rob guy at Interplay, and he just said he'll pay me more than anything I've ever made in my life, and agreed to do a salary review for a warranted raise at the end of a certain amount of time. I thought, This is insane. What the hell is going on over [at Interplay]?

	 

	Craddock: How did Mattel take the news that you'd be leaving?

	 

	Donley: I go in to my boss and say, "Sorry this is so abrupt, but I'm going to be leaving. I've taken a new job. This is sort of an unusual circumstance." She said, "What happened?" I said, "They paid me more. A lot more, actually." She said, "How much?" I ended up going through this whole thing, all the way up to this VP-level person who brought me into her office. We all knew each other because it's a small [building]; if you worked there for years, there was zero chance you'd not know every single VP in the building.

	 

	So, I went into Margo's office with my manager, who was like, "Margo wants to see you right now. She heard you're leaving and wants to talk with you." Margo looked like someone who worked at Gucci or something: super aristocratic, she's got fountain pens and that type of thing. I remember before this whole conversation started, Margo said, "Hello, Tim. Okay, please have a seat. Pat, you can leave now." Pat was my manager. She thought this was going to be a pow-wow. She goes, "Oh. You want me to leave?" Margo said, "Yes, you can leave." She just dismissed her. It was crazy. I was like, "What's going on?"

	 

	She said, "Tim, what happened? I heard you're leaving abruptly." I explained the whole story and said, "Look, I've been asking for a raise here for a while but was told it wasn't going to happen. To be honest, Margo, they just offered to give me more than double the money you guys are paying me. I know it sounds crazy, but they're paying me a lot more." She goes, "There is no way I'm going to let Mattel be outbid by some... what was it? A videogame company? We're a billion-dollar company. We can definitely afford any salary you want. What do you want? We'll pay you more than that. Easily. There's zero chance I'm letting you walk out of here without [more]. There's no way you should be leaving us over salary issues. This company can afford you. This was never brought to my attention. You've got to believe me on that. Let me see if I can fix this for you."

	 

	I said, "Margo, if I took your offer—and thank you for it—you would know from this day forward that you could yank my chain with money every single time I made noise. Not only can I not take your offer, I have to take theirs because I've already agreed to it." I also said, "No offense to you, but you guys had your chance. I can't allow this type of over-correction to happen because I don't want to be the kind of guy you know you can guy." She looked at me and said, "I can respect that. I can see where you're coming from. But if you need a job again, you call me up."

	 

	I left on good terms. It's a great place. I recommend it to everybody. Had the situation been slightly different, I'd still be working on toys right now. I left somewhat because of money, but it was more about recognition. I ended up going to Interplay. That was all because of a series of strange, lucky events.

	 

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Stone by Stone - How Planescape: Torment Raised the Bar for CRPGs

	 

	Like journals sprinkled throughout RPGs, Pause Screens go into more detail on the people, companies, and cultures that contributed to the success of the Pillars of Eternity franchise and the Infinity Engine line of roleplaying games.

	 

	BALDUR’S GATE WAS Obsidian’s point of reference for Pillars of Eternity with good reason: It was the progenitor of the Infinity Engine line of computer RPGs, and featured a mix of combat and storytelling—a fine balance that Josh Sawyer and Adam Brennecke aimed to strike.

	Planescape: Torment was a source of influence, too. Few RPGs, Infinity Engine or otherwise, have stories and characters as layered and memorable as Torment’s Nameless One protagonist and the characters he meets along his journey.

	You could make the argument that Planescape: Torment has been more influential than Baldur’s Gate on the RPG genre at large: Combat is important, but many contemporary RPGs emphasize story and character development, and Torment remains a gold standard.

	Although Chris Avellone spent hours answering many of my questions for this book, the writing obligations that pay his living compelled him to bow out of answering the final slate—which, wouldn’t you know, concerned arguably his most famous title. I took that opportunity to talk with other key developers on Torment—namely Interplay founder Brian Fargo, Black Isle Studios director and Obsidian CEO Feargus Urquhart, Torment programmer and Obsidian senior programmer Dan Spitzley, and Torment producer Guido Henkel—about the game’s origins, its development, and why it left an indelible mark on RPGs. 

	 

	Craddock: I believe Feargus was running Interplay’s RPG division, Black Isle, by the time Planescape: Torment spun up. Interplay had enjoyed great financial success by publishing and developing games based on the Dungeons & Dragons license. How did an RPG based on Planescape come about?

	 

	Brian Fargo: There was always a balance in running a studio between being commercial, being creative, and having your creative people be happy, and having them do things that are interesting to them. I was willing to take creative risks from time to time in order to allow those things to happen. Planescape: Torment was clearly one of those. When it came across my desk, I said, “Well, that's as high concept as you get.” But I thought that RPG players would like it, and I loved the writing and sensibility they put into the document. That got me interested in doing it.

	 

	Urquhart: There were three Planescape games going on when I took over the division. I ultimately killed all of them and then created a new Planescape game around Chris Avellone and Tim Donley, and Dan Spitzley, and a couple of other people. And when I say created, I don't mean I created that game. I gave them a box. I said, “Use the Infinity Engine. Planescape's about going to planes. Go to planes.”

	 

	It was an interesting thing in that two of them were internal, one was external. The third, the external one, wasn't so much that I killed it; it just sort of died. One of the internal projects was called Planescape PC, and the other was called Planescape PSX. What was weird was that when I took over the division, there were two or three people working on each of them, and it was unknown how any of them would get done. Then it was like, “Why are we trying to have a bunch of PS games that don't have the number of people on them it would take to complete them?”

	 

	Back then we would still have to ramp up to twenty, twenty-five people for teams to finish things as we got into the mid- to late-'90s. We needed to pare the division down to a smaller number of games that each had enough resources. In the end, with Chris Avellone's vision, it was very specific. It was a finished engine, or an engine on the way to being finished. We weren't trying to create a new engine on both the PC and the PSX. It seemed like a product that had more of a chance to really be successful.

	 

	Craddock: Planescape: Torment is known for, among other things, making Chris Avellone a household name among RPG players. How did was he appointed the creative vision-holder for this project?

	 

	Urquhart: He's got so much energy, and his writing is excellent. I was really just getting to know him in 1996, because he'd been sort of sequestered away in this weird, large, closet-like room with these other designers for a while at Interplay. This was before I took over the division, so I didn't know him super well. His writing, organization, and vision were awesome.

	 

	Craddock: Dan, were you looking to take a programming-lead role on a game like Torment?

	 

	Spitzley: Yeah. I spent a couple of years developing Dragon Dice, a computerized version of the TSR dice game, before I was asked to be a lead programmer on Planescape: Torment. In retrospect, that was a little strange. I worked a few years on a game that wasn't particularly good, and then Feargus comes up and says, “Hey, want to be lead programmer?”

	 

	Torment was much more along the lines of the type of game I wanted to be working on. I figured that the first couple of years, I'd paid my dues implementing a strategy-dice game, which really wasn't my thing, and then finally get to do what I wanted to do. I figured I'd done a good enough job, and I was one of the only programmers in-house at the time. I honestly don't remember when the rest of the team came on. I should probably count scripters separately, because I think there were at least three scripters who were not working on the C++ code directly but were instrumental to getting things done. They should be considered part of the programming team because that's pretty much what they did, even though they wrote script code.

	 

	Craddock: I understand that Black Isle had gained significant experience with the Infinity Engine after working with BioWare to create Baldur’s Gate, but what were some of the technical and creative factors that made the engine the right base for Torment?

	 

	Urquhart: In the mid- and late-'90s, this was the technology wild west. It was the start of middleware. There are some engines, such as Unreal coming up toward the end of it, and you had the Quake engine, but it was really the wild west. Games were getting more complicated, and we started to make 3D engines. My job as I saw it, when I took over the RPG division, was to get RPGs made.

	 

	When I looked at the Infinity Engine, and maybe this was just how I looked at RPGs, RPGs are about the characters and the story. They're about putting people in these worlds. So, I thought, Well, why couldn't we put a Planescape story in the Infinity Engine? We wouldn't have to go and develop this whole engine. Because it wasn't about the technology, it was about the game. RPGs are about parties, particularly D&D. The Infinity Engine was an engine made for controlling a party, and it had great dialogue [tools].

	 

	This is not something that makes people say, “This is why BioWare has been so successful,” but their tools for the Infinity Engine, a lot of them were really good. Weirdly, a lot of the early programmers at BioWare were Delphi, or database programmers. They were used to dealing with large amounts of data, and were used to writing tools to manipulate that data, which in this case was a roleplaying game. That's partly also why there are things about the engine that are easy to make. Once you get it, you can do stuff in it. That's probably why it was interesting to me.

	 

	Craddock: Dan, as Torment’s programming lead, could you give input on how the Infinity Engine was managed? BioWare created it, and licensed it to Black Isle and Interplay. What did that mean in terms of modifying the engine to work with Black Isle-developed projects such as Torment and Icewind Dale? 

	 

	Spitzley: I think I was the only programmer for maybe a couple of months. The programming team all told was only something like four or five people. We didn't have a huge team, but we were using the Baldur’s Gate engine before Baldur’s Gate had actually shipped. We were getting periodic updates from BioWare, and a lot of what I ended up doing was [managing] those updates and trying to keep everything from exploding.

	 

	We would receive drops of code: All of the code for the run-time engine, and standalone utilities. We would receive all of this code, and I would essentially be using what's called a div tool to go file by file and see what has changed in the code. If you're lucky, only a couple of lines. Sometimes the entire thing has changed. For my part of it, I was going through code line by line, and trying to integrate any changes we had made to the engine for features that we needed, into the code that came from BioWare.

	 

	We were able to do that successfully most of the time, but it was a time-consuming process. There were a dozen utilities for actually making the game. I mentioned the conversation editor. There was an item editor, just more stuff that design and art teams could use to create what the game needed. When I integrated, essentially I was working with code. After all that was done, we had to make sure that our game was still running the way we expected it to. That was a pretty difficult process. We did that at least two, maybe three times, but it was worth it. We got all these features that we didn't have to implement, that BioWare did all the work on.

	 

	Urquhart: There might have been one other thing, like, ‘Make it more character focused,’ or maybe they came back and said, ‘We want to move the camera in a little bit and really render the characters out.’ You compare a character from Baldur’s Gate to a Planescape character, and the Planescape character blows them away. Now, on the flip side, Planescape characters had a lot less in some ways. Equipping [items] didn't change their appearance one hundred percent, whereas a Baldur’s Gate character you could put all sorts of crap on them and everything would show.

	 

	Craddock: What made the Infinity Engine, and specifically its tools, the right engine for the job?

	 

	Spitzley: As far as designing conversations, art, and all that, programming didn't necessarily have anything to do with that. That stuff could be organized separately than the code itself. Obviously scripters were more involved to a medium [degree]. They were working on code that was related to dialogue and quest scripting. You can make that really seems cohesive with a really awful engine.

	 

	Luckily the Infinity Engine was far from an awful engine. It was really good, but anybody who worked with it will tell you that it had its quirks. It had sections of code that could probably be improved. The good news is that if the engine works, nobody's going to know any of that. You can refactor it for the next game, make it cleaner. But if you're making a data-driven game where things can get done without code being pretty, then so much the better. BioWare really knew what they were doing with regard to making an engine that was data driven.

	 

	It felt to me, just by looking at the code, that the idea was to provide artists and designers with the tools to pump an enormous amount of content into the game without requiring programmers to have much of a hand in it. You've got a conversation editor, and all the utilities to build the tile sets that you see in backgrounds. We were using 2D animation, so the utilities included [tool such as] sprite sheet with characters and crop them all, do all this behind-the-scenes work.

	 

	When the tools worked—and they generally worked quite well—you'd see content coming into the game that you had no knowledge of as a programmer. It was great to see that, because if you're making an enormous game, you have to remove bottlenecks. To this day, we're always pushing to make tools such that design and art can just do what they need to do. When I did integrations of newer versions of the engine, I would try to get an idea of changes they had made to improve things, optimizations and stuff like that.

	 

	To me, the big takeaway was trying to get out of the way of content creators and letting them do what they need to do.

	 

	Craddock: Was that flexibility what afforded Black Isle to say, “Let’s use the Infinity Engine to make a game focused on story and character development first, combat second?”

	 

	Urquhart: Luckily, what we could do with the Infinity Engine was you could make a more combat intensive or less combat intensive game. It was always intended to be more character focused. One of the very early things we talked about was how we would zoom the camera in a little bit and focus more on the characters, render them out more so that you see companions in better detail.

	 

	Spitzley: Chris Avellone's vision for what the game was going to be about was very strong. We understood what kind of story we were trying to tell, and the source material, Planescape's campaign setting, gave us a lot of direction as far as what the visuals would be like, and that stuff was completely different than any fantasy game we had ever seen, which got artists excited. We didn't have to write an engine from scratch.

	 

	We had the Baldur’s Gate engine, so we could get revved up and start creating areas really quickly even though they wouldn't be final for a very long time. I think it was a somewhat more stable foundation to create a good game.

	 

	Craddock: How did Chris and the team at large communicate that vision?

	 

	Spitzley: We had a modeler on the game named Aaron Brown, who also worked at Obsidian for a time. He was just a machine. He could crank out incredible art in what seemed a very short period of time. If I recall correctly, I think he put together a teaser reel to give the feel of the universe we were trying to build to sell it to people in the company.

	 

	The stuff that he did—3D models of these big, moving pieces of equipment, and these character silhouettes—I don't know if he did it on his own, but either way, it turned out incredibly. That gave us all a vision of, ‘Okay, here's what we're making.’ That's opposed to the Fallout games, especially Fallout 2, where there was a lot of panicking: ‘How are we going to get this done in time?’ It felt like there was an opportunity to do something different with Torment, and I think that helped us a lot to understand what we were trying to do.

	 

	Craddock: Guido, I’d like to get into your background a bit before we go any deeper into Torment. Prior to Interplay, you’d developed the Realms of Arkania CRPG. What led to its creation?

	 

	Henkel: After completing Spirit of Adventure, another RPG, we were approached by our then-publisher, asking us to create an adaptation of the German pen-and-paper RPG Das Schwarze Auge [called The Dark Eye in the US]. Since they had withheld monies from us, though, and because the relationship was unsalvageable, we felt, we declined. Shortly after, the licensor of the game approached us directly and said they’d rather work with us than Starbyte. So we dug deep into our pockets, financed the development of the game ourselves and published it with the help of the original design company of the pen-and-paper game. Because the game system had never been published in English-speaking markets, we needed to give it a name and we called it Realms of Arkania.

	 

	We felt that no one had ever created a faithful adaptation of any pen-and-paper game to computer and that was the niche we wanted to fill. To have all the gritty details of a tabletop campaign in a computer game, down to the minutiae. We succeeded, but the result catered really only to the most hardcore RPG players.

	 

	Craddock: What brought you to the Black Isle Studios division of Interplay?

	 

	Henkel: I was moving to the US at the time and was talking to a number of companies about possible job opportunities. Most of them were companies with some sort of an RPG affinity. I knew Brian Fargo from way back so it was only natural for me to check in with him as well. Interplay offered me a job and I accepted. I was originally hoping to work in their Strategy Game division however, but was poached by Black Isle because of my RPG background. They put PST in front of me and I really dug the concept and agreed to produce the game.

	 

	Craddock: One of the most extraordinary accomplishments of the Infinity Engine line of RPGs was performing well commercially in an era when CRPGs were in decline. Guido, you had experience designing CRPGs prior to joining Interplay and Black Isle. What do you feel led for the genre’s decline while console RPGs such as Final Fantasy were quite healthy?

	 

	Henkel: Development costs and a niche audience were the reasons. RPG are expensive to develop and take a lot of time and the market is relatively small, compared to many other genres. It is just so much easier, faster and cheaper to develop a first-person shooter or action game than an RPG—as a result, publishers have traditionally always shied away from the genre. When they did enter the genre, they typically pushed for watered-down games with more of a mainstream appeal, which, in turned, turned off the actual players, who felt RPGs were no longer RPGs.

	 

	Craddock: What specific games do you feel restored the CRPG?

	 

	Henkel: Baldur’s Gate was definitely one of them but also, strange as it may seem, Diablo. Despite being an action game with an RPG cache, the game proved that there is a huge audience for this kind of sword and sorcery fantasy setting. The question then simply became, how to tap into it. A lot of publishers went down the wrong path, I felt, by oversimplifying RPGs, but then Baldur’s Gate came along and proved that you can find a healthy middle-ground.

	 

	Craddock: Guido, how would you define your role on Planescape: Torment relative to leads such as Chris Avellone?

	 

	Henkel: I was a shepherd. My job was to keep things rolling and to keep distractions away from the team. I was the grease, essentially, enabling them with what they needed, providing feedback and ideas while making sure the project stayed true to the vision.

	 

	Craddock: Planescape: Torment was initially pitched under the title Last Rites. What was that project, and how did it differ from what it became as Planescape: Torment?

	 

	Henkel: It was only a title change, nothing more. We felt [the original title] did not represent the game properly and the religious connotations were, perhaps, too strong. Virtually, all games I’ve worked on have had a working title that was eventually changed to a final title. It is part of the overall process. As you develop and learn more about the innards of your game, you realize that other titles may better represent the story, the atmosphere, the undertone, the intentions, etc.

	 

	Craddock: One of Chris Avellone’s intentions with Planescape: Torment was to discard fantasy tropes. What were your thoughts on that direction?

	 

	Henkel: I was letting out a sigh of relief. After having done five high fantasy RPGs back-to-back at the time, I was really looking forward to something different and Torment offered a unique new perspective on the genre.

	 

	Craddock: Many fantasy trappings had become cliché by the time Planescape: Torment entered development. On the other hand, tropes and cliché sells. Was that a concern?

	 

	Henkel: To be perfectly honest, retail success was never something we put a lot of coin in. We set out to develop the game we wanted to make because it fascinated us, not because we thought we would create a financial success. There was a lot of idealism floating around, which, again, was very refreshing for me. Over the 12 years I had made games before joining Interplay, I had become somewhat jaded and the team around me along with me. The Torment team consisted of a lot of developers who had just entered the industry, working on their first or second game, and it created a very energetic, we-don’t-care atmosphere. It was almost anarchic, at times.

	 

	Craddock: Dungeons & Dragons was and is ubiquitous to tabletop, pen-and-paper gaming. What was your level of familiarity with the Planescape setting, and what appealed to you about creating within it?

	 

	Henkel: The Planescape setting was fairly new to me. I knew it existed. I knew it was on the fringe of traditional fantasy but that was about it. It reminded me a lot of “World of Tiers” by Philip José Farmer, a book series that I love, and as I started to read up on Planescape in preparation for the project, the potential suddenly dawned on me and there was a knee-slap moment where I went, “This is going to be awesome!”

	 

	Spitzley: Planescape's campaign setting from TSR was very different. All of the elements of the Forgotten Realms were kind of part of it, as far as it was another universe you can access through the planes. We couldn't make any assumptions about the sorts of things we would see: elves, dwarves, and all of that comfortable fantasy stuff had to be thrown out the window.

	 

	Craddock: How much freedom did Black Isle have to modify the IE engine so that it would serve their design needs?

	 

	Henkel: We had complete freedom. BioWare gave as full access to the source code and constantly provided us with updates. Ray Muzyka and Greg Zeschuk from BioWare always encouraged us to push the envelope. They really wanted to see what we could do with the engine. Therefore, we decided to make a number of modifications that would set Torment apart from other Infinity Engine games. One of the first things we wanted to make happen, for example, was to allow for huge animations that filled the entire screen. The Pillar of Skulls was one of the first tests we ran to see how feasible it would be, and from there we went on, making bigger and bigger animations.

	 

	Craddock: Many players describe being emotionally affected by stories in Planescape: Torment. What do you feel are some vital ingredients to writing emotionally resonant stories in characters in games, a medium where emotions can come across as embarrassing or half-baked if the underlying technology isn't up to snuff?

	 

	Henkel: The key is empathy. You need to create something that players can relate to. It doesn’t matter whether it’s happening among humans in real life, robots or orcs, some themes are simply universal and when applied properly will elicit an emotional response from people. This was, I think, one of the greatest strokes of genius that Chris Avellone and Colin McComb managed to inject into the game. The ability for players to relate and empathize with situations and force the player to make decisions that are not easy, not black-and-white. I witnessed that on a daily basis as I was reading the design and dialogues as it progressed.

	 

	Craddock: What many storytellers and players find interesting about videogame storytelling is the deep tools available: visuals, audio, text, gameplay. Planescape: Torment and RPGs like it are unique in that the game offers narrative and descriptions alongside audiovisuals. Is it tempting to rely too heavily on text, since you can always fall back on description/narrative prose? Or was it something of a necessity when designing sprawling RPGs in the '90s?

	 

	Henkel: Yes, it typically sprang from limitations—typically resources but also from technical limitations, especially in 2D games. It is just much easier to implement something in a few paragraphs of text than having to find the technical wherewithal to implement it as actual gameplay. It is very different these days where entire worlds are modeled in 3D and you can easily place your camera anywhere at any time and have your characters act out all sorts of things for you.

	 

	Craddock: Unlike in most RPGs and MMOs, rats in Planescape: Torment put up a fight. Were rats intentionally designed this way to challenge the convention of tediously grinding rats for XP in many RPGs?

	 

	Henkel: Yes. This was actually in direct response to Fallout, as a kind of in-joke.

	 

	Craddock: Planescape: Torment was unique in offering players ways to resolve quests through conversation rather than violence. What were some of the advantages and difficulties to designing a game that allowed players to take a more or less pacifistic route through to the end, if they so desired?

	 

	Henkel: The intention was to offer something that was different from traditional computer RPGs where everything revolved around combat mostly. To offer solutions through dialogue and alternative options was very appealing to me because I originally come from an adventure background where puzzles are the focus, and when Chris Avellone opted to head in that alternate direction, I was all for it.

	 

	Spitzley: We had much greater conversation leads than most other games at the time. The conversation [editor] was good, but as it came to us, BioWare's tech had some limitations we had to work around. We had to write custom script functions to do all sorts of stuff. With the exception of a few things, we weren't doing much from scratch, so it wasn't arduous work in a lot of cases to add features like that. It was just fun. You'd say, ‘Yeah, I can tap that in. Give me five minutes and I'll throw that in there.’ It kept things lively, too. We had some good turnaround for the team so they could see the features they implemented.

	 

	It's interesting when you have a game where you have so many options, but one of the problems is you have to implement all those systems. Doom didn't have a conversation system. You just blew stuff up. Our game had to have combat and conversation systems, and any other potential options. We would implement what we had to. One of the things we tried to do as effectively as possible was, when you have a system as complicated as the dialogue system in Torment, you find ways to do things with it that might not have originally been intended.

	 

	Craddock: Did working with the Infinity Engine allow you to recycle some implementation from other games to reduce your workload a bit?

	 

	Spitzley: Yeah. You leverage work you've already done to try and get more gameplay [out of it]. We could have just had simple conversations with yes and no answers, but we had to expand it to support a huge number of player responses, and not run slowly. Initially, when there were a lot of player responses, the game would bog down when you got to big conversations. Most of the combat stuff we were able to take wholesale from Baldur’s Gate.

	 

	I think it's well known that Torment's combat was probably not the best thing about it. Certainly I've heard a lot of people say they wish the battles were better, but it's still there. It's an option, so in a lot of ways, when you create an RPG [of a large scope], you're creating more work for yourself, and it all has to work and be good. Depending on the complexity of the game you're working on, you're making a super set of a bunch of other games. You've got a little bit of point-and-click adventure, a little bit of tactical strategy, maybe a puzzle game. You're aggregating all this stuff together, and you have to write the code to get it to work.

	 

	Craddock: Dan, what were some of the systems unique to Torment that you enjoyed implementing?

	 

	Spitzley: There were a couple of things that I worked on that were specific to Torment and liked messing around with: The journal and bestiary components. I don't remember if all these features went in, but we had these nice images of creatures you could find. There was the intention, whether it got implemented or not, where as you fought more of them, the information that the journal and bestiary would show you about them would increase. You'd learn more about them, and you'd get certain benefits against them in combat. I didn't recall seeing anything quite that complex in RPGs before, and I really liked playing around with getting that working.

	 

	Craddock: What interested you about exploring situations that may have more than one right or wrong answer in games? That was relatively unexplored outside of early CRPGs such as Ultima IV.

	 

	Henkel: It reminded me more of real life and pen-and-paper sessions, where players and game masters can come up with the most incredible solutions at times. Computer PRGs always suffer from a lack of variety when it comes to player actions. It’s an engine that allows this or that and there’s little gray area. Offering different, wildly varying paths was simply a design response to that limitation.

	 

	Craddock: Chris Avellone has expressed regret that Planescape: Torment's writing often encumbers other aspects of the game, namely combat. Do you agree?

	 

	Henkel: Part of me would agree, but at the same time, I think Torment became what it is, because of what it is. Had the game been more combat-oriented, who knows if it had still had the same appeal to players? I think people were drawn to its depth so despite having second thoughts, I think I would probably not want to do it any differently.

	 

	Craddock: The game’s combat and magic options were more than versatile enough for players who preferred a more physical approach to solving problems. What was the process of modifying the Infinity Engine to pave the way for integration of features such as spells?

	 

	Henkel: Robert Holloway and I spent a lot of time writing special shader code for our spell effects. We wanted to get away from the tradition lighting models and try really wacky stuff, which wasn’t easy because of the Infinity Engine graphics implementation. We had to essentially render some effects into custom buffers that were then treated like sprites when they were drawn to the screen. It was the only way for us to circumvent the technical implementation limitations of the Infinity Engine for some of the effects we wanted. It was all pretty wild but also a lot of fun.

	 

	Spitzley: We were in the same office for a long time: Chris Avellone, myself, [lead artist] Tim Donley, and [artist] Aaron Meyers. We had a big corner office with a bunch of us, and probably an enormous amount of radiation from all the computers and monitors we had running. Tim was a constant source of humor. His attitude was really great, and he was really fun to work with. There was a lot of joking about things like, ‘Oh, this development is going horribly. Cancel Christmas.’ Just all these in-jokes. 

	 

	I remember the day that we put our first spell in, which I think was Ice Knife, [lead artist] Tim Donley got his hands on it and spent the day shooting people with it and loving it. He said, ‘This is now the best game ever. We can kill people with spells!’ At the end of the day, for a while we would boot up Motocross Madness or Motocross Madness 2 and make way too much noise screaming at each other. It was nice to be in an office with a bunch of people who share the same sense of humor.

	 

	At some point, Chris Avellone might have got a little sick of it. He was always trying to write and was very distracted, so he eventually got his own office. I think that was probably a good thing for his sanity.

	 

	Craddock: I've read that Interplay's management pressured the Planescape: Torment development team following Interplay's IPO. Did you experience any of that pressure?

	 

	Henkel: Yes, I did feel the pressure but it is nothing I can or want to comment on publicly. The only thing I will say is that I always saw it as my job to keep that pressure away from the team so that they could focus on building the game instead of dealing with company politics.

	 

	Craddock: I’ve found that, leading up to release, a game’s developers either can’t stop playing it or never want to play it again. Dan, how were you feeling about Torment as its release date drew closer?

	 

	Spitzley: A lot of the areas I played in, the art in particular, just struck me as so different and unique. I couldn't help but think people were going to enjoy it after years of the same fantasy stuff. It's really hard to tell, even when you're about to ship, whether a game is going to be received well or not. But you can see, as improvements come online, these incremental features that go in, they help make you think, Maybe we're doing something right.

	 

	Any sort of polish you can put in helps. On Torment, there were things we did with object highlight when you point and click that I think ended up feeling good. If you're working really hard on a project, sometimes you don't even get a chance to take stock. One of the things that is always an issue for me on the games I work on is that all I see after a project ships is the bugs that nobody else may know are there.

	 

	I think anybody who tells you they know their game is going to knock it out of the park is deluding themselves, or they're make a really, really good game and just know it. Especially to the degree that your game is huge: The bigger your game is, the harder it is to tell that it will make sense and be fun across the game. I think sometime like a shooter, where you're doing pretty much the same things over the course of the game, you might be able to get a better idea of, Are we doing a good job on the main aspect of this, which is shooting things. But when you've got an economy, when you've got reams of dialogue, a combat system, and all sorts of other stuff, I find it very difficult to see the forest for the trees.

	 

	Craddock: Upon its release, Planescape: Torment was critically successful, but not as commercially profitable. How do you balance the fact that players loved the game with the reality that it needed to hit sales numbers that, at the time, it didn't quite manage to reach?

	 

	Henkel: Story of my life. I was actually quite used to it because the same had happened to me with the Realms of Arkania games before. Since I had no vested interest in the profitability of Torment, it didn’t matter that much to me, though. Knowing that players enjoyed it was and still is satisfaction enough.

	 

	Urquhart: We were always talking about doing Torment 2. This is no one's fault, but there are these things that happen in your life, and somehow they become urban legend. This all spawned out of a conversation I had in the office with Chris. I think the conversation was going around, and we got on to the subject of [commercial success], and I think what I said was something to the effect of, “Yeah, I mean, Torment's not done as well as Baldur’s Gate II will probably do, but it's doing fine.”

	 

	That's what I said, and I think the implication of that was that it didn't do well commercially. It did fine. The industry wasn't as commercially driven back then. We barely had budgets on games. We barely knew how much a game cost to make. In my brain, I wanted to do a Torment 2, but the team wanted to go off and do something different. They had a lot of different ideas, and that eventually turned into Torn, which had some good ideas but also had some engine issues. On top of that, we got RPG of the Year, so why not [start a franchise]?

	 

	Craddock: What, specifically, do you feel accounts for Torment’s longevity?

	 

	Henkel: The game has become a genre milestone and its reputation as being singular will outlive us all. I think it was a remarkable achievement that only this particular team could have achieved. Had there been other people on the team, the game would have turned out very differently, and I will be forever grateful that we had the good fortune of having this incredible cocktail of talent throw their skills, ideas and heads together.

	 

	I think its longevity is two-fold. For one it is the uniqueness of the world, the story, but it is also the maturity of the story. Not a lot of games really aspire to reach philosophical heights. Well, we did, and it helped make the game and its themes utterly timeless.

	 

	Spitzley: This game is high on my list of favorite games I’ve made. think a lot of that has to do with the fact that I was still a pretty new programmer. That game came out around the end of '99. I'd only been a professional programmer for a little more than four years, and already I'd worked on a game that people were saying was the best ever.

	 

	You can't do much better than that. I think if it's results versus the amount of work, it's pretty high up there. But I learn something new and interesting on every single project I work on, and increase my ability to implement things where, before, I may not have had any idea what I was doing. Every single game has highlights and lowlights, but I think one of the reasons with the same people who were at Interplay back in '95, coming through to Obsidian today, is because it's worth it. We end up making great games. Sometimes we make not-so-great games, but even in those cases, I'm learning something. I'd say Torment is near the top of my list, but there's too much to rank over the course of my career. It's the amalgamation of what I've learned that's most important.

	 

	Black Isle started as Dragonplay, which was another [sub-division] of Interplay. It morphed into Black Isle when Feargus took over. I don't think anybody at the time knew that Black Isle would become a label that people would remember. We probably thought the games would be, but at the time, we didn't even know how many games we would be able to do, much less the response we would get.

	 

	 


Chapter 9: More Than Nostalgia

	NO ALARM BELLS rang in Feargus Urquhart’s head when Adam Brennecke and Josh Sawyer asked him for a lunch meeting at the Cheesecake Factory.

	“He fixates on particular restaurants and binges on them for a few years at a time, then he switches them up,” Brennecke said of Urquhart. “He'd probably eat there two to three times a week. Most of our lunch meetings were at the Cheesecake Factory during Pillars 1.”

	Brennecke met Urquhart’s gaze with difficulty. “At that point we had to make our case,” he explained. “It would be foolish to launch Pillars of Eternity early and rushed.”

	Sawyer recalled feeling more composed. Resolved, even. “This game could technically be shipped now, but it should not be shipped,” he recalled saying. “It's way too buggy. We really need more time to iterate.”

	“If Feargus and the other owners figure out how to make the money work for another six months, we could make a really, really great game,” Brennecke added.

	Urquhart’s gut response was anger and restrained panic. When Project Eternity’s Kickstarter had launched in the fall of 2012, Obsidian had been confident that the game would be ready within two years. A delay of six months pushed that release window far off target. “I think when Josh and Adam came and talked to me was, I was frustrated, because my job is to get the money and make sure everybody gets paid,” Urquhart admitted. “Selfishly, I turn into a twelve-year-old for a bit and go, ‘Why me?!’”

	He took time to collect himself. “In game development, there are delays. I know this is not a big revelation, and it's tough,” Urquhart said. “But then my job is to take a breath and say, ‘What's best for the game? What can we do? We can't spend ourselves into the poor house, but how can I give the teams as much as we can without putting the company out of business?’”

	Over the course of spearheading projects at Obsidian and Black Isle, Sawyer had gained an appreciation for Urquhart’s situation. “Obviously, when you go over budget on anything, the people writing the checks don't like that,” he said. “So, when you say, ‘We're going to burn extra months on this project,’ you're talking about paying to employ those people, which is a lot of money in Southern California. It's totally justified that, anytime you ask for more time, the people writing the checks and looking at bank accounts go, ‘Hey, dude, that is a huge pain in the ass, and dangerous, and potentially catastrophic.”

	Urquhart reminded them of Obsidian’s situation. The four million dollars raised through Kickstarter and PayPal was gone. It had paid for two years of salaries, equipment, software licenses, and other development costs. Urquhart and the other co-owners would have to dip into other coffers—money earned from working on South Park, the steady stream of revenue from discounted titles on digital platforms such as Steam—to extend Pillars of Eternity’s runway.

	He granted the request for more time, on one condition. “That was the big discussion: If we didn't hit March [2015], our heads would be on the table. He made that very clear to us,” Brennecke said.

	Sawyer remembered events a bit differently. “Fearg wasn't happy about it, I can say that. I think Adam recalls it as being more dire than I do. I remember him being upset. I said, ‘Look, man, I get it. I didn't want us to be in this state either, but the fact of the matter is we have to make sure that this game is solid, or at least more solid than it is now, when it comes out. That's not going to happen without more time.’ And we got it. We got more time.”

	On October 2, Urquhart published a notice in the Pillars of Eternity forums stating that the game would be pushed until early in 2015. The clock was ticking.

	 

	ALL THE CONTENT in Pillars of Eternity was in place. The problem, as Sawyer had explained, was that it was a complete mess.

	One perk to Kickstarter backers at or above a certain pledge level on Project Eternity had been access to a beta. Feedback to that beta had been shaky. Quests were broken. Everything—combat systems, companion dialogue, elements of the user interface, everything—needed at least one more round of polish. QA would need to play through it and give a thumb-ups or thumbs-down. That cycle would repeat until the game sparkled, or at least was in better shape than it was in the late summer of 2014.

	“We were having a lot of difficulty with our save-point system not being that reliable, which can cause a lot of problems with QA,” Brennecke explained. “If you can't save and load through a forty- to fifty-hour a game, it's hard to get good progression. Or if things are breaking left and right after you reload, it's a challenge to get a good test case on things.”

	Unlike his time working on the Icewind Dale titles at Black Isle, Sawyer had not fought to add more content. Quite the opposite. “When we made Pillars of Eternity, I tried to be much more diligent about cutting back on systems, sub systems, class features, and areas that I didn't think were necessary.”

	That, he knew, was a big risk. Sequels—and spiritual successors—came with expectations. Fans expected more: More characters, more quests, more dialogue, more weapons, more monsters, more areas. If it had existed in the Infinity Engine games, fans would expect it to exist in Pillars of Eternity.

	Sawyer was aiming for quality over quantity. Where Baldur’s Gate II had featured 200 maps, Pillars of Eternity would feature 150. “It's a challenge because player expectation states that the game should be very big,” Sawyer continued. “Ultimately, we were on the hook for a game, so what we did on both Pillars 1 and II was we took extra time.”

	Every team rolled up their sleeves. Depending on their discipline—code, art, narrative, audio—they refined content, or they cut it. Fenstermaker and his team of narrative designers had labored over every character interaction, every line, every word. Pillars of Eternity would take between fifty and 100 hours to finish. They needed to trim word counts while still making sure that players understood what was going on and why.

	“I’d have wanted to keep doing rewrites until the script was clean, top-to-bottom, but that’s just not how things work,” Fenstermaker stated. “When you’re on a budget, there are also the inevitable days when a producer walks into your office and says, in the middle of production, ‘We’ve determined that at our current rate, we can’t build the entire story. Please cut it down by twenty-five percent, and make the cut as fast as humanly possible because there isn’t time in the schedule to make that edit, either.’”

	The narrative designers made concessions systematically, excising a large chunk of the final act and doing their best to sew up the gap so players would not notice anything amiss. At least, Fenstermaker hoped they wouldn’t. “Moments like that, your heart just sinks, because after you go through all the stages of grief with the producer, you know there’s only so much you’ll be able to repair,” Fenstermaker said. “You polish what you can but you always run out of time. I hated that: Shooting blind. Films and games with bigger budgets, they get focus testing, they get opportunities to make edits or cuts or additions or reshoots to shore up problems no one foresaw. For us, there wasn’t time. The burn rate doesn’t pause for focus testing.”

	On March 17, five months and thirteen days following Urquhart’s public declaration that Pillars of Eternity would ship in early 2015, he announced that the game had gone gold.

	Eight days later, Obsidian’s managers threw a party so the developers could bask in their shared accomplishment. The next morning, only hours remained before release. The big-screen TV was set up in the area adjacent to the kitchen so the team could watch live reactions and video reviews. Developers crowded around the screen and watched with mixed feelings.

	Hector Espinoza was eager, exhausted, and more than a little apprehensive. “It was hard as hell, getting it all to come together, but we felt good about what we had made. We just knew that, to us, it felt right, it looked right. We were delivering on the things we said we would deliver on. You just can never tell what the public would do with it.”

	Carrie Patel couldn’t figure out what she should be feeling, thinking, doing. Pillars of Eternity was her first game. Everybody had been stressed for months, including herself, tying up what loose ends they could and crossing their fingers that players and critics would fail to notice frayed ropes that had not been tied off. “I look around and look to the people who have worked on games for a while and say, ‘Is this normal?’ And they'd say, ‘Yeah, this happens every time.’ I'd say, ‘Okay. So, are we actually in trouble, are we in pretty good shape.’ They'd say, ‘I think we'll be in pretty good shape... once we get these things ironed out.’”

	Sawyer tried not to let his anxiety show. “I was nervous during the launch of Pillars 1 because I had no idea how we were going to be reviewed. I thought the game was pretty good, but I knew there were some real problems with it.”

	“We worked really, really hard, but we weren't sure—and I think I speak for other people, too—if people would respond to this style of game,” said Dimitri Berman, echoing Sawyer’s edginess. “It had been a while since this kind of game had come out. Everybody was playing Call of Duty and games like that. Were they going to say, ‘What is this game? What is all this story stuff? Why do I have to pick all these races and play through this game of weird concepts and Watchers?’”

	Berman fretted over how players might respond to the game’s weirder features. The death godlike—that race was bizarre, alien. But then, he considered, he really liked it. Perhaps his confidence would bleed over to the gaming public. “I just make what I like, what I think is cool,” he continued. “I think a lot of times it works out. If you're just being honest, you'll find people who get it and who will respond favorably to it. I think that's how everybody on the team approaches these games and everything they're doing. We're not trying to do what this or that game did, or follow what's marketable. We're just doing what we know to do. That feels good to me, and I know it works.”

	Confidence was rewarded. Critics responded positively, citing Pillars of Eternity’s visual style, area design, and story—particularly characters such as the Grieving Mother—as highlights. Moreover, declared outlets such as The Escapist, Pillars of Eternity was clearly a game inspired by nostalgia—but more than that, it modernized conventions and should appeal to new players interested in a deep roleplaying game. GameSpot declared that music, particularly the battle motifs, calls back to Infinity Engine games while at the same time carving out a place for Obsidian’s title.

	The atmosphere within Obsidian turned from tense and uncertain to relaxed, celebratory, and reflective. “I remember on release day, everyone gets into the office and we're looking at reviews and commentary. I said, ‘I'm going to fix bugs. I'm not going to get drawn into this,’” Patel recalled. “And I totally got drawn into it. It's just so exciting and addictive. As a team, you're all stepping back and looking at this thing you've made, waiting very anxiously to see how it's received. By the end of it, we felt good about the product we'd created, but I think it was even better received than we expected. That was immensely rewarding for us.”

	For Bobby Null, Pillars of Eternity was more than a modern-day throwback. It had been his chance to contribute to one of his favorite types of games. “When I got into the industry, I didn't think I'd be able to work on games like that, because they were in the past. Being able to do that was awesome. Working with the people I'd worked with in a scrappy, against the world, ‘We can do it!’ mentality, and being backed by so many people—it'll be hard to top that, I think. It's weird because we were making kind of a retro game, but it also felt like we were pioneering at the same time because we were using crowdfunding, and setting the bar, at least at the time, for what crowdfunding could do.”

	Kaz Aruga took satisfaction in what Pillars brought—and brought back—to the genre. “I was proud of the whole package: Just the fact that we had such an ambitious scope for this game and that we pulled it off with a [smaller] team. I was proud of just how close I think we came to replicating the Infinity Engine games. I remember being very pleased with that.”

	Like Aruga, Tim Cain found it difficult to pin down one piece of Pillars that he was proudest of. He knew the rigor involved in building a property from nothing, and took pride in his team for walking that long, hard road. “Because it's the first game, everything was made from scratch. The only sequel for a game I worked on was the beginning of Fallout 2. There's so much heavy lifting involved in the first of any game series, and I went into Pillars wide-eyed, knowing what we were getting into. A lot of people didn't discover it until later. It was too late for them! There was so much work, and people started to feel overwhelmed, but I was like, ‘No, we can get this done.’ That's what I was really impressed with: For the first IP made on an engine platform we'd never used before, with a funding system we'd never used, we got all that done and made such a great game. It was just absolutely amazing.”

	Dimitri Berman agreed. “Most of the reason I think they're fun is because they're our games,” he said of Pillars of Eternity and its 2018 sequel, Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire. “After Stormlands, where the publisher oversaw everything we were doing, and everything has to be a discussion with the publisher to make sure they're happy, and you're happy, and everybody's happy with what's happening. Pillars was a whole different thing.”

	Fenstermaker kept waiting for the phone to ring, and for Feargus Urquhart or Josh Sawyer to be on the other end with good news: They would be making a director’s cut of Pillars of Eternity, and he would have all the time and money he needed to heal all the game’s warts. “A lot of those fixes wouldn’t be all that difficult and that sort of kills me a bit,” he admitted. 

	Still, Fenstermaker continued, he got to do what he had wanted to do since the beginning of his career: Write a grounded fantasy tale. “The truth is, in spite of its many warts, I like the game. I’m proud of it, and I had fun playing it. I like the ideas and turns in the main story even if the execution floundered at times. I like the companions. People rightly criticized that they didn’t all have a great justification to journey with the player, and I know people wanted there to be more to some of their quests. But their thematic ties were really good and I think for many players that made them emotionally impactful, and helped the overall narrative land. I like the antagonist even if he was a little too enigmatic for too long. I like the atmosphere for the setting that the team pulled off. That took area designers, narrative designers, concept artists, effects artists, level artists, all operating together at a high level. As a player it made me feel the pain of the place and want to set things right. With all the challenges and constraints we faced, I’m amazed things turned out as well as they did.”

	Brennecke and Sawyer were proud of the game. However, Brennecke saw room for improvement. “I was somewhat optimistic about it, but as a programmer, I always get frustrated with how buggy our games are. We had a reputation for buggy games, and I knew how many open bugs we still had, so I was fairly disappointed with the state of the game when we launched. It reflects poorly on the programming team. It's not our fault, per se, it's just something you have to deal with as a developer: Having a game go out, and still having open bugs.”

	Sawyer too was keeping a list of things he wished had turned out better, but was proud of the game. The team had done it. Together, they had sold the dream. Their long-term reward was a brand-new property that was Obsidian’s to control and direct without publisher interference. 

	“There are always things fans will be let down by, but I am happiest that we made something for our community, for the people who backed the game,” he said. “I think it's very important, especially with crowdfunded projects, not to try to make everyone happy, but to fulfill the passions of that group of people.”


Chapter 10: Wizards Behind Curtains

	 

	A VIDEO GAME is a multidisciplinary construct. Artists render environments for players to explore and animate the characters we control, befriend, and battle. Programmers create brains for those characters by instilling them with artificial intelligence that makes them think, act, live, and die. Writers give them personalities. Actors convert those personalities into spoken words. Audio designers and musicians pull us deeper into virtual worlds. Level designers build the spaces we explore.

	Developers are crucial to development, but dozens, sometimes hundreds of individuals in less-publicized roles can make or break any project. Producers, community managers, public relations departments, testers, marketers—these are just some of the wizards who toil away behind their curtains, but whose contributions are just as important as the quests and characters who leave indelible impressions on the lives of the players who experience them.

	 

	ON THE AFTERNOON of July 26, 2018, Obsidian PR manager Mikey Dowling and a couple of friends from work headed to Halal Guys for lunch. The business had started in 1990 as a hot dog cart in New York City. Today, it’s a growing chain of fast-casual restaurants dotted across the country.

	Dowling and his friends knew what they wanted. They had referred to the menu posted on the back wall and decided to take the Halal Guys challenge: A small plate of lettuce and tomatoes or rice, mixed with chicken, beef, or falafel, and seasoned with twenty lines of the restaurant’s patented hot sauce, the equivalent of up to 130,000 heat units on the Scoville scale, plus one packet of white sauce, made from a secret recipe.

	“You are given ten minutes to eat the whole dish, and you can't drink anything for another five minutes after you've completed the meal,” Dowling said.

	His companions, lead QA tester Caleb Diaz and programmer Jorge Morales, had asked him if he was up to the challenge. Dowling smiled and said yes. All three signed a waiver. When their server appeared with three plates of food, Diaz and Morales let out nervous laughter. Dowling kept smiling.

	Their server stood beside their table holding a stopwatch. Community manager Aarik Dorobiala had—perhaps wisely—opted to record a video rather than partake in the challenge. The clock was set for ten minutes and placed on the table. The countdown ended, and the contest began.

	Dowling gave himself no time to think. He stirred the white sauce into his food and shoveled it into his mouth. To either side, Diaz and Morales ate slowly, exclaiming over the extreme spiciness of each bite. “I’m crying,” Diaz said, waving his hand over his mouth.

	One minute and eighteen seconds later, Dowling pushed his plate away. “I still feel heat on the back of my throat and somewhat on my lips. That's pretty impressive, because this happened a few hours ago,” he said.

	Dowling was immortalized by having his picture taken and stuck on a corkboard in Halal Guys’ lobby. He positively beamed for the camera, his grin speaking to a bubbly enthusiasm familiar to anyone who has met him. The middle and ring fingers of his right hand touch the pad of his thumb in the “Too Sweet” gesture thrown up by professional wrestlers.

	His companions may have believed that the secret to Dowling’s victory was to eat faster than he could think. The truth was much simpler. “A lot of my career has been me saying, ‘Yes,’ and just trying new things and not being afraid to do it, and having a modicum of success in doing so, which is kind of nice.”

	Dowling started in the games industry as a clerk at a Babbage’s retail store that later transitioned to GameStop. He got an offer to manage a retail store that specialized in anime DVDs, only for the business to hit a slump when otaku realized they could download all the anime they wanted for free instead of paying $25 for a single DVD that only featured three episodes.

	While managing the store, he wrote news and reviews for the now-defunct GamesAreFun.com, alternating between writing assignments and chatting up members on the site’s forums. A friend whom he’d met while working at GameStop had accepted a job at Obsidian, and reached out to Mikey with a job lead. Obsidian was looking to bulk up its staff of QA testers. If Dowling applied, his friend would put in a good word. 

	“I had been doing retail for eight years at that point. Going into my eighth retail Christmas was looking pretty draining,” Dowling recalled. “I had a decent—not great, but decent—management salary and would be dropping down [in pay], but I would be out of retail and in games, which was something I really loved.”

	Obsidian signed Dowling to a six-month contract in QA. His first project was Alpha Protocol, the company’s stealth/RPG hybrid. It ended up being the perfect fit for Dowling, who enjoyed both types of games. Six months later, his contract was extended. He had moved beyond testing to organizing scripts of dialogue so voice actors could record VO for them, and drawing up flowcharts to assist designers in mapping out each conversation’s branching decisions that shaped the path players would take through the game. In his spare time, he tinkered with the Unreal level-editing toolset.

	“As soon as I got into games and was doing QA, my mind was blown by the amount of effort that goes into development,” he said. “I just didn't know. It was pretty intense seeing all these different facets and getting to know everybody who worked on them. When someone would say, ‘Would you like to try this?’ I had to say, ‘Yeah, absolutely. Teach me. I want to see how that works.’ I just went for it.”

	Dowling’s work in flowcharts and scripting sparked an interest in narrative design. He spoke with Chris Avellone to learn more about what working as a narrative designer entailed. Later that fall, he was approached by an animator with a request. “They really needed help getting extra animation in, and they said, ‘Could you do the news feed animations for all the news reports in the game? They're really simple.’”

	He said yes. When he finished, the team asked if he wanted to pitch in on cutscenes. Dowling said yes. He learned how to do camera setups, graphical blending, and editing in Unreal. When audio needed support, he went over and served as producer, taking notes as the team played Alpha Protocol and uploading them into Obsidian’s bug management tool where audio designers could refer to them later. 

	When Alpha Protocol wrapped up, Dowling hopped over to Fallout: New Vegas and was tapped to help close down areas, a process that occurs when department leads concur that an area is finished. Dowling’s job was to make sure each area was VO ready: scripts finalized and exported so actors could record their lines.

	His next mission, if he chose to accept it, was to calculate the exact number of lines of dialogue in New Vegas and begin scheduling VO sessions according to when actors—especially celebrities such as Ron Perlman, Felicia Day, and Wayne Newton—were available. Dowling said yes.

	Before they could schedule, the team discovered that the Gamebryo engine, written by Bethesda and licensed to Obsidian, was still plugged up with hundreds of VO lines from Fallout 3. “We had to find out a way to get rid of all of those, which ended up being this insane two-week process because of how the system attached lines to characters. We got our actual number [of lines] in, and built out from that,” Dowling said.

	Working in QA and production opened Dowling’s eyes to facets of video games he had never considered. The detail that surprised him the most was footsteps. Audio engineers stressed the importance of the sound of footsteps matching the material on which characters walked: carpeting, stone, wood, dirt, gravel, and so on. “That world opening up to me was bizarre. You'll play a game and maybe think, I'm running on tile. If I run [outside], I should hear dirt footsteps. But if you do that and then hear tile footsteps because the environment wasn't matched correctly, you're [pulled out of the moment]. That's something that's really easy to tag incorrectly. It's one thing that made me say, ‘Wow, that can add a lot.’ It exists on a subconscious level, those sounds, so you don't really think about it. But when you know it exists, you think about it all the time.”

	A moving target up to that point, Dowling’s career seemed to have landed on voiceover production. He did everything, from scheduling to sitting in on recording to implementation to putting areas to bed. Once New Vegas wrapped, he moved on to Dungeon Siege III and South Park: The Stick of Truth. When audio director Justin Bell asked him if he’d like to try designing audio, Dowling said yes.

	For the first time, his drive backfired. “Compared to the rest of the team, like Zac Simon, he's one of the greatest people on the planet, but he's also a very talented sound designer. I would hear his stuff and then hear mine and say, ‘I don't know what I'm doing. I can organize. I can work with actors. I can do script stuff. That all makes sense to me, but sound design just isn't clicking.’ I felt like a weakling.”

	Feargus Urquhart sensed his discouragement. When Obsidian’s CEO asked if he was happy in sound design, Dowling said no. He knew he was capable of contributing to Obsidian in other ways. He just didn’t know what those were. Urquhart told Dowling he was very charismatic and that nothing seemed capable of getting him down. Perhaps, he suggested, Dowling should think on where and how those strengths could be applied.

	The next day, Dowling’s father passed away. He took a leave of absence and went home to be with his family. During downtime, he thought about Urquhart’s comment. While scrolling through Obsidian’s Twitter feed, he hit on an idea. What if he ran the studio’s social media? It would be a different way of doing what he loved best: Engaging with people, learning, and bringing the company and its players closer together.

	Moreover, he knew exactly the approach he wanted to take. “As odd as it is—and I tell this to everyone and they always react with shock—I look at what WWE does on social media, since I think they do that very well, and at what independent wrestlers do,” he said.

	Dowling had been a wrestling fan since childhood. He followed every promotion: juggernauts like the WWE, to local indie feds, to bigger international outfits such as New Japan Pro Wrestling. Although every company put forth different styles of matches, one thing they all had in common was talent who understood the value of social media. “They're always selling. They're doing their best to engage an audience. They travel, so they have to cast as wide a net as possible. I follow a lot of wrestlers on Twitter, and the amount of content out there for their fans to see is very impressive. It's also the work ethic they have to make sure they're constantly talking and engaging. There's something special there because they're trying to put a personal spin on what they're doing, because that connects more.”

	Back at work, Dowling ran his plan by Urquhart, whose eyebrows rose as he listened. At last he laughed and gave Dowling the okay. “Over a two-hour lunch with Feargus, that's what I pitched him. Something he'll say when people ask him about me is, ‘Yeah, he told me he just wanted to do it like WWE.’ I thought it could work.”

	The way Dowling saw it, social media could be and should be more than a promotional tool. Obsidian specialized in RPGs, which meant most of its products demanded dozens of hours of investment and commitment. Diehard fans of a game went above and beyond, playing for hundreds or even thousands of hours, starting fan sites and podcasts, and evangelizing their favorite games.

	“If they're going to take the time to tweet at us, I feel we have an obligation to that fan to spare them 240 characters,” he said. “A ‘like’ is just an extension of that. I check our Twitter feed constantly to make sure nothing is going crazy or to make sure someone is being heard. I'm on Facebook Messenger, I'm on Discord. Some people message me directly. I talk with them about games or stuff in their life, because they just want somebody to talk to who they feel knows more about life than they do. I tell them constantly that I don't, but I can listen and be a sounding board.”

	Dowling tackled his job as Obsidian’s manager of public relations with gusto, expanding his role on social media to press outlets and influencers. “We had nobody talking with press, so I just decided I should reach out to press and talk with them. I just did it. It came from, not people asking me, ‘Can you do this?’ but me saying, ‘I bet you I can do this, and it might work.’”

	 

	DOWLING JUGGLES NUMEROUS plates every day at Obsidian. Fortunately, he’s got backup. “Aarik is absolutely my partner in crime,” he says.

	Aarik Dorobiala’s entry into the games industry was no happy accident. “I've spent the majority of my life playing video games, so I thought, Why not take that passion and put it to good use by getting a job?” he recalled.

	Getting his foot in the door took time. He studied 3D animation and art at Cal State Fullerton, eyeing careers in games or Hollywood. One of his professors had worked in games and bestowed advice: Apply to QA positions. It was a tough job, he admitted, but qualifications for an entry-level tester were low.

	Dorobiala followed his professor’s advice and landed a contract gig at Red 5 Studios, developer of multiplayer game Firefall. “I had to test all the shooting to make sure the reload animation worked correctly, make sure every gun scoped properly: shoot, reload, scope, shoot, reload from scope. That, with over 200 guns. That was kind of not fun, but I eventually proved that I could do tasks with more complexity to them.”

	Fortunately, the other part of Dorobiala’s job clicked. “Right off the bat, my role was to go on forums and confirm bugs being reported from the community,” he said. “They had released a beta, so I was getting feedback from that. When we launched, it was super crazy. It was just me and one other person on forums, going in and verifying all the bugs. It was an MMO, so trying to reproduce bugs in [games of that scope] was pretty difficult.”

	Managing the community for a game as massive as Firefall was long, hard work, but Dorobiala enjoyed it. He liked talking with the other players, gathering their feedback, and passing on their suggestions to the development team.

	When his contract expired, Dorobiala applied for a QA job at Digital Hearts, an outsourcing company that provided testing and localization for several games at once as a service for studios that lacked the time or resources to test in-house. To get the job, Dorobiala had to pass a test. Each applicant was assigned a game and given fifteen minutes to log as many bugs as possible. “The test was a dev version of BioShock for Xbox 360. I found issues with the loading screen: The game took almost a minute to load, way too long. I picked that up within fifteen seconds. There were text errors, typos, a lot of graphical clipping.”

	Dorobiala passed. His first game as a member of the team was 2015’s Godzilla by Bandai Namco and NatsumeAtari. The game was a port of a PlayStation 3 title, but included a brand-new multiplayer mode that demanded long days and nights of testing. As a thank-you for Digital Hearts’ efforts, Bandai and Natsume listed them in the game’s credits.

	“It's kind of rare that they would include [an outsourced team] in the credits, but the guys who made it said, ‘You guys did a good job. We want to put you in the credits.’ It was a great learning experience. I got to work on mobile, console, and PC games, and really rounded out my QA skills. Just learning.”

	Dorobiala continued taking classes in parallel to working QA. Finishing his time at Digital Hearts, he went back to his professor and said he wanted to parlay his experience into a full-time position. His teacher advised him to join Beer Wednesdays, a Facebook group comprised of current and aspiring developers. “They go to this Irish pub in Costa Mesa, I think, every Wednesday. You go there, hang out, shoot the shit with other developers.”

	Dorobiala hung out on the group’s Facebook page, chatting with other members and perusing listings for jobs. When Jim Rivers, then senior hiring manager for Obsidian Entertainment, published a note that he was looking for testers, Dorobiala wrote back. Rivers arranged an interview, and Dorobiala talked with producers and lead QA testers about requirements. They wanted him to spend lots of time on Obsidian’s forums engaging with the community and keeping his eyes and ears open for feedback. That was Dorobiala’s specialty.

	Before they hired him, the interview team wanted to make sure Dorobiala was the sort of individual who would be interested in working at a studio concentrated on roleplaying games. They asked him who he thought was the weakest class in Dungeons & Dragons circa 3.5 Edition, and how he would overcome those deficiencies. “I said fighters, or melee classes. They don't have spell-casting abilities, and they get so out-scaled by spell casters that you would need to give fighters abilities that are kind of like spells, but more like maneuvers. That wouldn't be on par with spells, but it would give them a little something extra.”

	Dorobiala’s knowledge of games and enthusiastic interactions with Obsidian’s community put him on track to become a community manager when the studio launched Pathfinder Adventures, a digital card game that mixed in adventure elements. “I was on the forums and writing support emails, but I didn't really do anything like handle social media. I was moved on to Armored Warfare because Pillars 1 had wrapped up. At the same time, Pathfinder Adventures launched. I don't think they expected the impact the game had when it came out, the amount of players.”

	When the excitement around Pathfinder’s launch died down to normal levels, Mikey Dowling asked Dorobiala if he’d like to learn how to manage Obsidian’s social media accounts. Dorobiala said yes. Right then, Dowling knew he’d found the right cohort. “He was able to come on and adapt to the voice I had built when I took over for social media and customer support, and build on that,” Dowling said of Dorobiala’s work in social engagement. “He is the person who, if I need something taken care of, I can trust that it will be done with the approach I have for our company in mind.”

	Dorobiala picked up on Dowling’s approach right away thanks to internal documents managed by Dowling that described the voice Obsidian should use on every major social platform. Instagram, for instance, is the place where they share behind-the-scenes videos and pics. Twitter’s gimmick—a term used by Dowling in the context of professional wrestling—is being one with fans: sharing memes and GIFs, and responding quickly when fans share feedback or raise technical issues. Facebook serves as extension of the Obsidian website by hosting news articles and, through the Messenger app, giving fans a place where they can reach out to Obsidian night or day.

	“I just like being human,” Dowling said by way of summing up Obsidian’s online presence. “The second something sounds corporate, it sounds robotic. That could disconnect somebody. I don't want them to be disconnected. I want them to know they can reach out to us and that we will help them, and I stress that to anybody who helps us on the customer support side of things: They need to be real, and helpful, and live by honesty and kindness.”

	Dorobiala and Dowling collaborate on more than tweets. In anticipation of Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire, they evolved backer updates, a critical part of any crowdfunding campaign, to be more than long notes from developers. Dowling writes scripts for videos, works with Dorobiala to film them, and then Dorobiala fires up his video-editing tools to apply final touches. “We just released a backer update today that I finished editing before the Fourth of July break,” Dorobiala said when we spoke. “I love editing videos. I went to school for that as well, and I didn't realize at first that I'd be able to do that here.”

	In the days and hours leading up to Deadfire’s launch on May 8, 2018, Dowling and Dorobiala concentrated on preparing for the storm. “I came up with an FAQ covering all the foreseeable stuff that we think might be asked,” Dorobiala remembered. “Getting the website ready. Making sure people are able to redeem their keys and that the game activates correctly on Steam and GOG. Just getting information ready for anything that might come our way, so we can redirect someone to our website or forums where they can find that information, making sure they know how to reach us. It's a lot of prep. I had a window to our forums open, and was refreshing it a lot. I knew nothing like this would come in immediately, but around five hours in, we started seeing tweets and comments on the forums. It was quiet until midday, but that's when things started ramping up.”

	Each day, Dorobiala and Dowling look forward to collaborating and finding out what Obsidian’s teams and communities have in store for them. “As weird as my career trajectory sounds when I describe it, the question is, especially from people who have known me for a while, is, ‘Are you happy now?’ I very much am,” Dowling answered. “I think the role I have now and the ability I have to be able to represent the company, talk with our community, and press partners, and influencers the way I'm able to, it's the perfect fit. If I were to move up from where I am right now, being director of communications sounds awesome. But I'm really happy with what and where I am. I don't know if I could think of doing much more.”

	“I'm a pretty quiet, introverted individual, and it's funny that I got into community management,” Dorobiala said. “I guess I do better talking with people from behind a keyboard than in-person. It wasn't until my first convention that I got to talk with fans face to face. I liked seeing their eyes light up as they talked about how much they loved the games. I like the happy stuff.”

	 

	JUSTIN BRITCH HAD life all figured out. He would go to college, graduate with an aerospace engineering degree, and work on spacecrafts.

	He hit just one tiny snag. “I was going through college, trying to get into an engineering program, but it turned out that getting into engineering programs is hard,” he said.

	Britch knew his grades were decent, but “decent” wasn’t enough to secure a spot in University of California, Irvine’s engineering programs. While he brought his grades up, he explored other options. One jumped out at him: Computer Game Science, a degree centered on programming games. “I thought, Hey, this is something fun I can do for a year while I'm switching over degrees. I've always wanted to make them, but other than messing around with Game Maker, I never did anything seriously.”

	Britch got into UCI’s Computer Game Science Program and met other aspiring developers by joining clubs and attending game jams, marathon coding sessions where participants have a short amount of time to create a game from scratch. What started as a hobby became an obsession. Soon he was founding his own clubs so he could partner with other students and make more games.

	Over two years, Britch assembled teams that published games through Xbox Live Indie Games, a service succeeded by Microsoft’s ID@Xbox initiative in 2015, and the Windows 7 Phone Store. Britch networked, making contacts in the industry and trying out games made by others. While browsing Facebook, he stumbled on a job post by inXile, the company Brian Fargo founded after leaving Interplay.

	InXile was in the market for a QA tester on Choplifter HD, a remake of the popular action game made by Dan Gorlin in 1982. “I walked in, and the interview process was, ‘Hey, do you want to work in video games?’ I said, ‘Sure do!’ They said, ‘Okay, go to that desk over there and start testing this game.’”

	Britch’s tenure at inXile served as a bridge that got him a job at Blizzard Entertainment. As a sophomore in college, he attended the Game Developers Conference and applied to fill the company’s production intern role. The recruiter explained that the company had plenty of projects cooking, and wanted to know where Britch’s interests lay. Britch said he’d love to work on cinematics. The recruiter beamed—and told him about a job on the company’s website production team. Confused but undeterred, Britch applied anyway.

	“I wanted to work for Blizzard. That's how I ended up working on Battle.net. I worked on the web side of World of WarCraft’s Mists of Pandaria [expansion] for launch, doing the pre-order web launch events. The job was managing UI artists and programmers, and building websites for pre-order campaigns.”

	Irvine, California, is a small town within the context of the games industry. It hosts Obsidian and Blizzard in addition to several other studios. Britch made a friend who worked at Obsidian as a production intern. The company’s CEO, Feargus Urquhart, was looking for someone who could help him with graphs to chart bugs and schedules, and who had experience in Microsoft Excel and Jira, a task scheduler. “I ended up having a Cheesecake [Factory] lunch with Feargus where we talked for about an hour. A few days later, he said, ‘I'd love to bring you in as my assistant to help me with all the various things that I need to track where projects are going, what their status is, and bugs as projects happen.’”

	Britch knew he had found his calling, and a niche that many studios didn’t even realize they needed to fill. “Production is where I always wanted to be,” he said. “I program in my free time, but my day-to-day work, what I'm really passionate about, is managing people and helping people who are much more creative than I am make really cool games.”

	He joined Obsidian in March 2013, six months after the company had crowdfunded Pillars of Eternity on Kickstarter. “For the most part, I didn't work on the core team during the base game's development, except that during the last six months I tracked pretty much all of their bugs for them. It's a bit nerdy, but I'm really proud of it.”

	His duties as an intern in the budding operations department were to generate email reports and spreadsheets that logged the progress each team was making at squelching bugs assigned to them. The reports functioned like leaderboards in a game, showing granular data such as which individuals in each department had disposed of the most bugs.

	Britch’s most versatile tool was SharePoint, a web-based platform used to manage files such as documents and spreadsheets. Putting his programming knowledge to work, he wrote scripts in Visual Basic that automatically pulled data, populated spreadsheets in an easy-to-read format, and auto-distributed reports over email.

	“I love and look for any places where it could help, so a lot of the stuff I was doing was setting up automated reports,” he said. “Each supervisor wants a report every day showing the things my people did yesterday. I created a report that told supervisors what their people did the previous day so supervisors could follow up with them. A lot of that work was living in Excel or playing the game until I transitioned to the DLC team.”

	When he wasn’t generating tools to help the team track bugs, he played Pillars of Eternity and asked questions. “The first day I played the game, I walked over to the designer pit where there were three or four of the junior designers on the project. I sat there for about a full day just asking questions about how the game worked: ‘What's resolve do? That's a weird name. Why is my monk character terrible?’”

	One month before Pillars of Eternity released in late March of 2015, Britch went to lunch with Feargus Urquhart and Brandon Adler, one of the game’s producers. They mentioned that production on the game’s DLC expansions, The White March Parts 1 and 2, needed to ramp up, but most of the team was busy making last-minute adjustments.

	“They needed someone to go over there and manage the team while Brandon was focusing on the base game,” Britch remembered. He volunteered, assuming the position would entail a few extra hours and management alongside Adler. “I did that for about two days. Then Brandon said, ‘Hey, Justin, just to let you know, you are now the only producer on the DLC, and you need to take this thing to launch.’ I said, ‘Oh. Oh! That's what I signed up for, huh?’ But that was easily the greatest thing that's ever happened in my career.”

	While other teams worked on projects such as Tyranny and Armored Warfare, Britch took the reins as the sole producer assigned to The White March. Adler and Adam Brennecke made themselves available to offer pointers and provide guidance when needed. “They kind of kicked my butt around for the better part of a year, shaping me into a significantly better producer.”

	Britch was to be Urquhart’s eyes and ears, but he wasn’t Big Brother; Urquhart wanted him to gain an understanding of what game development looked like from a manager’s point of view, and guide White March’s developers toward the level of efficiency—scheduling, bug tracking—necessary to keep things on track. Still, some developers weren’t quite sure what to make of him. “There was a bit of an awkward phase when I went on to White March because the team was uncertain as to why I was there in terms of, ‘Are you here because Feargus thinks we're all a bunch of chuckleheads, and he needs to send in a spy to figure out what's going wrong?’”

	Britch worked hard to build trust with the team. He assured them that he was there because he loved games, and because he wanted to share his thoughts as someone new to the type of RPG that Pillars of Eternity evoked. “There's a tribal mentality of, ‘We are a collective group, so anytime someone new is coming into the team, especially in a leadership position, there will be a transition period. Let's sniff each other out and make sure we're all okay.’”

	One way Britch formed bonds was to defer to Brennecke and Sawyer who, as the executive producer and game director, were ultimately in charge of the Pillars franchise. Britch worked to reassure them that he understood his role on the team, and to demonstrate that he was there to facilitate their decisions so that their projects shaped up to be exactly what they wanted to make.

	“Really, the reason I want to be in the industry at all is to help super awesome, smart, and creative people like Josh Sawyer create the games he wants to make, and for them to come out, for them to be successful, and for the teams to be happy. I communicated that: ‘I am here for you.’ I was helping them do the things they wanted to do. I wanted to help them be successful. Generally when I'm bringing up concerns, it's stuff they already know about. They just need help moving it along.”

	As he got to know the developers, Britch set production goals for White March’s two parts, to be released in the summer of 2015 and spring of 2016, respectively. The way he saw it, his goals should be simple. Fans of Pillars of Eternity wanted more of what had made the first game great. The team’s directive was to produce more: more combat encounters, more characters, more areas, more everything. He concentrated on tightening loose screws in the production processes they had put into place on the base game, and ensured that those same processes could be transplanted onto other projects so production could get up and running quickly.

	“It was this ongoing effort of, okay, the next project we do will follow these guidelines and practices. During development, I might say, ‘Some of these ideas were not that great [in practice]. Some of these ideas worked out really well.’ So, when the next project started, we would once again say, ‘Here's how this project is going to go.’”

	White March’s team was smaller than the larger effort to develop Pillars of Eternity. That was typical of expansion packs: Because production pipelines and a game engine already exist, smaller teams make add-on content while other developers lay groundwork for bigger projects such as sequels. In order for the development team to focus on making the expansion, Britch became a point of contact for games press and influencers. “Production in general is what I like to call a ‘fill role.’ Anytime there's something that needs to be done and there's no easy answer for who's going to do it, you probably need a producer. Interviews was one of those things: ‘We need someone to go to PAX, or GDC, or E3, or whatever else and do a bunch of interviews with the press. Our development leads generally aren't available, so let's send one of the producers.’”

	After The White March: Part 2 wrapped up in early 2016, Britch and Adler agreed to co-produce Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire as the team shifted focus to the sequel. Britch thought things were going great, until Adler got an opportunity to co-design Deadfire’s systems. Suddenly, he was on his own.

	Britch rose to the challenge, assisting with his regular purview in production as well as lending efforts to staff up in departments that would provide support to developers. “Over the next year or so, we hired a few people, and promoted some of our QA [testers] into the production staff, and making production interns our associate producers.”

	Many of Britch’s initiatives made the jump from Pillars, to The White March, to Deadfire. Others evolved, and new programs were added. One of the team’s most powerful tools was a beta test that backers of Deadfire’s campaign on the Fig crowdfunding platform got access to as development progressed. “This tool is absolutely invaluable to us for getting a bunch of feedback early on about where we can make changes,” Britch explained. “Like, ‘We don't understand how this new thing works,’ or ‘This change you made seems to be doing more harm than good.’”

	Another tool, arguably Britch’s most invaluable, was designating periods of time to play the entirety of Deadfire, or certain areas or quests in need of feedback. “As an example, at the beginning of February [2018], we stopped everything the team was doing, and we spent a whole week just playing through Pillars II. Everyone on the team participated, and everyone on the team wrote up, ‘Here's all the things I think could be done better, and here are what I feel are the most important things.’”

	Britch cut back on his PR-related responsibilities on Deadfire. What Mikey Dowling and Aarik Dorobiala didn’t handle, he turned over to Katrina Garsten, a producer who had come over to Deadfire from the Armored Warfare team. Garsten, who has since joined Blizzard Entertainment, did so well at acting as the game’s public face that Britch encouraged her to do as much as she felt comfortable taking on.

	That, too, was part of Britch’s job: Finding the best person suited to a task and leaving them to do what they did best. “That kind of stuff ebbs and flows on any project. Like: ‘Who are the right people to be doing a bunch of public-facing stuff?’ On White March, it was more me. On Pillars II, it's more Josh, Katrina, Mikey, and people like that.”

	A few months before Deadfire’s release in early May 2018, Britch turned his attention to triage, which took the form of daily meetings where producers and testers decided what parts of the game to prioritize. “Just this morning I had a debate with a few other people about how we were going to spend twenty minutes of an area designer's time, and whether or not a programmer should focus on this thing for an hour or this other thing for an hour. Because when you're getting close to the end of a project, you get such a wide view of, ‘Here's all the things we could be doing, and here's all the things we have time available for,’ and how dramatically different those things are. It's a daily reprioritization of, what's everyone on the team doing? What are the things we're trying to fix?”

	Even now, with add-on content for Deadfire rolling out, Britch is still astonished at how his willingness to immerse himself in development took him from organizing a few college clubs to producing projects at one of the world’s most prestigious RPG studios.

	“A lot of stuff is almost accidental, but accidental in a good way,” he said of his career. “The ultimate goal for where I'm going is to run a studio, more along the lines of what Feargus does. Not necessarily being a CEO, but I like to help games get made.”

	 

	 


Chapter 11: Setting Sail

	ADAM BRENNECKE DIDN’T know whether to feel optimistic or frustrated. He settled for both.

	As the executive producer and lead programmer on Pillars of Eternity, he was proud of what Obsidian had built. It was also buggy—a somewhat unavoidable situation due to the small size of the team and their budget as well as the massive scope of the game, but one that underlined the company’s “Bugsidian” reputation.

	“We had a reputation for buggy games, and I knew how many open bugs we still had, so I was fairly disappointed with the state of the game when we launched,” Brennecke admitted. “It reflected poorly on the programming team. It's not our fault, per se, it's just something you have to deal with as a developer: Having a game go out, and still having open bugs.”

	Smaller bugs, such as glitches in the user interface, were relatively harmless. Unfortunately, users were reporting instances of much more serious bugs. In one instance, double-clicking on an item to equip it to the active character deleted many of the character’s benefits—permanently. Brennecke responded quickly after the bug was reported on Obsidian’s forums to reassure players that a fix was coming.

	Another bug increased defensive bonuses on a character’s armor when players reloaded their saved progress, making the game too easy even on higher difficulty levels. Yet another error increased the amount of time the game needed to load areas every time players saved their progress.

	Fortunately, Obsidian was prepared to put out fires. A skeleton crew monitored forums and news sites for word of major bugs and rolled out patches to address them. “Usually it's a few programmers and a producer, just to manage the build process and uploading builds to various distribution platforms like Steam, GOG, and Origin. Occasionally we'll pull people from other teams to look at bugs and help fix issues,” Brennecke said.

	Not every patch was aimed at putting out fires, referred to as “big ticket” items. In addition to bugs, version 1.03, released in early April of 2015, implemented balance changes such as raising or lowering damage for certain characters, attacks, and weapons, adjusting prices on items and spells, and modified other values such as bonus experience gained during combat and the duration of penalties and other effects.

	By late April, the need for fixes diminished from code-red status to cosmetics and game balance—important, but not so dire as errors that crashed the game or ruined a player’s progress. Developers trickled out of the office for some much-needed time off.

	“The schedule toward the end of a project is often fairly hectic,” said Carrie Patel. “You've got people who are working a fair bit of overtime. It's always nice to get a little bit of creative and personal downtime.”

	At Obsidian, crunch is an exception, not a rule. “There have been some short periods of crunch at Obsidian. Some departments have asked to put in some time over a month or six weeks. That's happened a few times, just to be clear,” said Feargus Urquhart, CEO and co-founder. “That was for some very specific reasons, things that needed to get handled. But from the start, even back at Black Isle, I never wanted to force someone to work extra because I want them to have a life.”

	Some studios have become so notorious for crunch that their reputation for grinding employees into dust overshadows their products. In 2004, writer and game developer Erin Hoffman wrote a blog post under the pseudonym “ea_spouse” that censured Electronic Arts for work hours that took emotional, physical, and mental tolls on its employees, including her significant other. At Blizzard North, new hires were given sleeping bags along with their on-boarding paperwork during development of Diablo II, a project on which many developers crunched for eighteen months. 

	In 2017, games writer and narrative designer Walt Williams wrote Significant Zero, a memoir that tackled his career in the industry—highlighted by the toll crunching had taken on him over years of working at 2K Games. Writing with candor and self-awareness, Williams confessed that crunch was a poor practice, but that many creative types were drawn to it. “Crunch is destructive. It is not necessary (with good planning), and should not be forced on people. It is also seductive to certain types,” he wrote in an author’s note that preceded an excerpt of his book. “For whatever reason, I'm broken in certain ways. Destroying myself to make something fills an emptiness that I can't shake. That's bad. The excerpt is from a moment in my life when I was at my lowest and giving in to my most self-destructive tendencies.”

	Many developers believe crunch is intrinsic to making games, and to most creative industries. Careers in such industries attract artistic types like Williams who voluntarily run themselves ragged in pursuit of their art. Several Blizzard North developers admitted that without their crunch, many of the features that made Diablo II a global phenomenon may not have taken shape.

	“It is a constant fight for me,” Williams continued, stating that his choices led to a mental and physical breakdown, but that he still craved crunch. “As an industry, we need to talk about crunch—how we define it, and especially how exploitative it can be. I didn't go into that, because I didn't want it to seem like I was forced to work this way. I did this to myself. Still do, to be honest. And, if I'm being just really open about it, I wasn't sure I could do that discussion justice because I have a hard time seeing it clearly.”

	Williams’ situation remains common. Many developers enter the industry when they’re young and unattached, able and willing to push themselves hard to achieve career goals. “We all worked a lot, and it wasn't because we were forced to,” Brennecke said, recalling his schedule on early projects at Obsidian. “It was because we loved the projects and wanted to make the best games possible. Some of my fondest memories are working until one in the morning and seeing the entire team [beside me].”

	Long hours making games are when bonds are formed and tightened, and memorable anecdotes made. At three o’clock one morning in 2004, several Obsidian developers including Brennecke went to Denny’s to celebrate. They had just sent off their final release candidate for Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic II. “There was some crazy guy harassing us at Denny's, so the police department had to come,” Brennecke remembered, laughing.

	Josh Sawyer remembered feeling right at home when he joined Obsidian. He recognized friendly faces from Black Isle and Interplay. Other faces were new, and made him realize he had come full circle. “There was a wave of young guys, basically, which was strange for me. I came to Black Isle when I was twenty-three, and I would say most of the people there were older than me. Then I'm coming to Obsidian several years later and thinking, Whoa, who are these kids? Adam Brennecke came to Obsidian right out of DigiPen. Eric Fenstermaker, I think, had just graduated from college.”

	Developers like Fenstermaker and Brennecke reminded Sawyer of himself during Black Isle projects with tight deadlines such as Icewind Dale II. Moreover, he recognized habits that had been dictated by circumstance. “They were so passionate that they were driving themselves into the ground. It did feel like, when we were at Black Isle, we were part of Interplay, but at Obsidian, we were on our own. We sink or swim based on how we do. If we don't execute, it's going to be really rough for us—which, to be honest, for the first few projects, it was pretty rough.” 

	Memoirs like Williams’ and the backlash against Electronic Arts have led to more conversations about work-life balance in the games industry. Almost nine years after her first blog post as “ea_spouse,” Erin Hoffman said that EA radically overhauled many of its labor policies and practices, an act for which the juggernaut publishing/development studio had received little credit.

	From the founding of Obsidian Entertainment in 2003 through the present day, Feargus Urquhart, Chris Parker, and Darren Monahan have talked about the realities of crunch and what part it should play in their company’s culture. Urquhart hires employees because he believes they have something to offer in the long term. If he runs them through meat grinders, they’ll either burn out or quit, and he’ll lose a developer who has or may have taken Obsidian to new heights.

	Apart from special circumstances such as post-launch support, overtime is an employee’s choice. “I'm on Pillars of Eternity II now, and I've never worked this much overtime at Obsidian, ever, but it was purely my choice,” said Dimitri Berman. “A lot of people here really love what they're doing and want to make it better. I think our games show that. People will stay extra and put in a lot more effort just to put stuff in that's not necessary for the game, but it makes the experience a tiny bit better for players. People who work really late end up coming in later so they can sleep in, or if you come in early, you can leave early. It's up to us.”

	There are two core reasons why companies—not just game studios—provide amenities like gyms, showers, theaters, and catered meals. To make work more comfortable for employees, and to give employees the benefits of home so they’re encouraged to stay at work. In most cases, those reasons are not insidious. Happier developers lead to more productive developers. Obsidian’s managers strike a balance between keeping their team productive and healthy, and encouraging them to maintain their personal lives.

	On Thursdays, several developers—Adam Brennecke, Chris Parker, Darren Monahan, and Bobby Null are regulars—go out for drinks. Some employees play on the company softball team. Others stick around to play board games—not because they have to, but because they want to, hearkening back to life at Interplay where Tim Cain hosted GURPS sessions.

	As passionate, creative-minded types get older and start families, their endurance for crunch can wane. “I can put in a month of crunch, and I actually am energized and get a lot of stuff done, but then I've got to stop,” Urquhart admitted. “A short crunch can see great results, but after that, crunching is almost like alcohol. It's awesome for a few hours, but then you've got a day-long hangover.”

	Age and lifestyle are secondary influencers at Obsidian. Many division leads set positive examples for their teams to follow. “If you're staying late all the time, some people will feel pressure to do the same,” Patel said. “If you're making sure to go home on time and set some boundaries with your work, and speak up when things are snowballing, other people are going to feel emboldened to do the same.”

	“As Obsidian has gotten older over the years, I think we're trying to do things better: more processes, taking fewer risks in our projects, making sure we're not all being cowboys and cowgirls,” Brennecke added. “A lot of it back then was just, 'Let's figure it out and work as hard as possible. We'll get the game out the door.' Now it's, 'Let's take a step back and not kill ourselves. Let's see if we can make games with proper processes' and stuff like that.”

	The freedom to have a personal life is one pillar of Obsidian’s culture. Transparency is another. “I've been around since the very beginning, and one thing I really like about Obsidian that I don't think I could find anywhere else is really open communication with the leadership,” Brennecke said. “We have four owners at Obsidian, and they're always here working every day. Just this morning I had a discussion with the majority of the ownership about something. Their doors are always open.”

	Every three weeks, management holds a company meeting where they discuss projects and other company-specific situations. Urquhart, as the company’s CEO, tends to set tone and direction. His policy on transparency is appropriately transparent: If employees have a question, they can ask, and if he is in a position to answer, he will.

	“I think that's an easy thing for a lot of companies to say, but we try to live it every day,” he said. “If you ask me a question, I'll answer practically everything. If I don't want to answer it, I'll just say I don't want to answer it.”

	(Author’s note: One situation Urquhart opts to remain tight-lipped about is the circumstances surrounding the departure of Obsidian co-founder and creative director Chris Avellone, who announced that he would be moving on to new ventures in June 2015. Both parties preferred that I focus on the history of Infinity Engine games and the development of the Pillars of Eternity franchise for Beneath a Starless Sky. After investigating the allegations made by Avellone and discussing them with both parties, I agreed for two reasons: Obsidian developers, specifically Urquhart as CEO, do not comment on these matters publicly; and because Obsidian, Avellone, and I agreed that the issues had little bearing on the story I set out to tell. I informed all parties that I would mention the issue so as to avoid giving the impression that I purposely ignored or negligently overlooked it in my research.)

	 

	 

	FOLLOWING PILLARS OF Eternity’s launch in 2015, developers took vacations in shifts so the game would continue to receive support. Before development had concluded, work was underway on other projects such as Tyranny, an isometric RPG built on Pillars of Eternity’s underlying technology, and The White March, a two-part expansion to continue the first game’s story.

	Designing the The White March was a comparatively smoother process: Developers knew the technology so they could focus on creating content, while production managers such as Justin Britch could concentrate on improving production processes for The White March and future titles. “In some ways, The White March was sort of a nice transition,” said Carrie Patel. “It was obviously smaller than Pillars, but it also gave us a chance to put into use a lot of the lessons we'd learned, and to take a few more risks with some of the content and the storytelling we were doing, to make something a little bit more unique and different. That was nice, to transition onto something that was going to be a slight change of pace from what we'd just made.”

	The White March: Part 1 premiered on August 25, 2015, less than six months after Pillars of Eternity’s release. The White March: Part 2 followed in mid-February of 2016. Changes and new features included a higher level cap for characters, more abilities and companions, and Story Time, a difficulty mode that simplified gameplay systems such as combat so that players more interested in experiencing a story could appreciate the game without getting too frustrated at tough spots.

	The White March also provided opportunities for team leads to iron out wrinkles. One was the sense of ownership that area and narrative designers wanted to claim on assets involved in story progression. “We worked out what I think was a much stronger compromise,” Eric Fenstermaker explained. “Narrative designers would review area design documents and attend the area design review meetings of the areas they were responsible for, so there would be a collaboration from the start. That all went very well. It got investment from everybody, and team chemistry at that point was such that I don’t think people felt much of a loss of ownership.”

	By the late summer of 2015, Adam Brennecke was growing restless. He had taken a week off to visit with his parents in the Bay Area and then returned to assist in getting The White March underway. All the while he’d been stockpiling ideas.

	That October, Brennecke went into Sawyer’s office. Their last wager, worth much more than a penny, had paid off. It was time to bet on their collaboration again and break ground on a proper sequel. Many of their ideas centered on refining development pipelines. “It's important for us, in anything we do with Pillars of Eternity, that the IP is received in such a way that when someone thinks of it, they think in terms of quality; they know it's going to be a good roleplaying experience,” Brennecke explained. “It's important to us that because we own this thing, the brand and the IP stay strong. We don't want to tarnish it with a bad product.”

	Everyone at Obsidian had followed reception to Pillars of Eternity: the good, such as praise for companions and the scripted interactions that forced players to make choices; the bad, such as criticisms that environments had been too static, a lack of complexity compared to the Dungeons & Dragons-driven rules of Infinity Engine games, the lackluster stronghold area, and dense expository text that occasionally hindered pacing; and the ugly, specifically the game-breaking bugs that had hobbled Pillars for many players until patches had mitigated or solved them.

	Sawyer had likewise spent months ruminating on Pillars of Eternity. He had published a colorful, presentation-style postmortem on what had gone right and where Obsidian could do better. Brennecke suggested a name for the sequel, and Sawyer took to it at once. “I really liked the name Deadfire,” Brennecke recalled. “It was a region Josh defined early on in the worldbuilding of Pillars 1. I thought that would be a cool name for a sequel.”

	Throughout Pillars of Eternity, players find books that describe areas, customs, cultures, and flora and fauna throughout Eora. Reading those books is an optional but fun way to learn more about the world and its inhabitants. One tome, Monsters of the Deadfire Archipelago, described a swath of islands between the Great Eastern Ocean and the Restless Ocean where storms and monsters terrorize captains brave enough to sail the region’s waters.

	“I thought that would be a good way of setting the Pillars of Eternity world in a more exotic and different-looking setting right off the bat: Island environments, jungles, a desert, different types of architecture, maybe integrating Polynesian architecture and costumes,” Brennecke continued.

	 

	DEVELOPERS GREW EXCITED by the opportunity to build on the foundation they had set—not only in terms of story and setting, but in technical composition.

	“On the first title, there was so little time to put extra care into all the stuff we were cranking out,” explained Kaz Aruga, concept and UI artist. “We knew we wanted to polish assets, pay more attention, give more love and care to the renders. We also figured it was going to be a huge game—again—and that we'd have more resources, but not a night-and-day [difference in resources]. So, we had to figure out ways to make the art team more efficient so that we can spend all of our time on art and less time resolving technical issues.”

	“With Deadfire, we had a little more time to iterate on those ideas, which was nice,” Sawyer said. “We had a lot more time to iterate on outfits and clothing. We had more time to iterate on the look and feel of the individual companions. All of that really made a big difference.”

	“You'd think that, on your second [franchise installment], you'd be past all that,” added art director Rob Nesler. “But the truth is that you did one, and now the consumer expectation is that the next product has got to be better visually, and in terms of the experience, and in terms of features, and be more polished and improved in ways that satisfy existing [fans] and attract new ones. The truth is we are not always 100 percent certain how we're going to make what we're going to make.”

	Leaving behind the first game’s European wilderness and setting sail for tropical islands beset by storms and pirates represented a major departure from Dungeons & Dragons- and Infinity Engine-inspired milieus. That was intentional. “I thought it was more important for us to say, ‘These are things that worked for Pillars 1, and we think they can be better in Pillars II if we take a step away from [convention].’ I think now we're iterating on Pillars as opposed to iterating on the Infinity Engine games,” Sawyer continued.

	Swapping settings represented a significant but appealing challenge. “Take Pillars 1, which is a very traditional, western-European fantasy setting,” Patel said. “On the one hand, everybody has a fairly common understanding of what that means. That can make generating content and flavor easier, but it's also familiar, which can be a good thing and a bad thing. With a place like Deadfire, where you're having to define something you haven't seen before, or haven't seen as much of before, everybody has a lot of room to play around and say, ‘This would be cool. Let's do this.’”

	“Not that I didn’t find the setting of the first game interesting, but Deadfire’s setting felt a lot fresher to me,” Fenstermaker added. “There just aren’t many pirate-y RPGs out there.”

	One thing the team agreed on was that while Pillars of Eternity II would usher in a new setting, it should not deviate far from the deep gameplay systems that had made the original game an instant success on Kickstarter. Combat, tactics, progression, parties, exploration—all of those systems should be refined, rather than replaced.

	“If you make it less hardcore, does that alienate some hardcore fans? I'm sure,” said Bobby Null, senior designer. “How big of a market does this type of game have? Could it sell ten million units? Probably not. You want to be careful about going after too big a market for a product that's not there, and then alienating the core audience you have. We're always looking at feedback, but I want to make sure that fans of this type of game are happy with the content we're making.”

	“In one of the easiest decisions I ever had to make, we brought in the tooltip system that had been built for explaining gameplay systems and then later used in the dialogues in Tyranny to help remind people about key parts of the lore they might be fuzzy on,” said Fenstermaker. Obsidian’s Tyranny RPG utilized a tooltip system that functioned as an encyclopedia, letting players easily look up information on characters, places, items, and game systems. “That eased a big burden,” he continued.

	“A lot of the verbiage and name-dropping is less daunting for newcomers,” Brennecke agreed of the tooltip system, “just because they can read about, ‘Oh, who's Eothas? What's the Dyrwood? What's an animancer?’ They can read that stuff in the game and on their own time.”

	Developers riffed on ideas. Players should be able to buy, sail, and customize ships. And crews for their ships. And weapons. And the monsters described in Pillars of Eternity’s Deadfire lore book should be only one danger they would face. “The dynamic weather system is one thing that Josh really pushed for,” Brennecke said.

	 

	“The game was taking place in a largely tropical area, I felt weather should be more volatile and present in everybody's lives,” Sawyer said. “Also, one of the things people criticized in the first game was that environments felt very static. I believed the addition of rolling clouds on a landscape, rain, lightning, wind that affects foliage—all of those things would make levels much less static.”

	Like everyone else, Fenstermaker had a wish list of changes he wanted to see implemented. “I wanted a smaller game. Or at least, one that was no larger than Pillars. Mostly I’d been hoping to squirrel away some resources for polish time and added depth. We did manage to get the companion count down, however, which was at least one small part of my dream. That let us do a lot more with intra-party interactions and relationships and world reactivity.”

	Fenstermaker and Carrie Patel developed several treatments of the game’s story. In one, a magical apocalypse laid waste to a society. That germ of an idea morphed into the game’s inciting event: Eothas, god of renewal and light, would come to life and inhabit a gigantic statue made of adra. Players would assume the role of their Watcher character—importing their decisions thanks to an option that let them carry over their progress from the first game—and set off after the god.

	“Eric and I worked over the months of preproduction to flesh out specific story beats,” Patel said, “how the player encounters factions, how the player encounters Eothas, how we keep this off-screen antagonist—or is he not an antagonist?—present in the player's story, but also tie in things the player is doing to the factions of Deadfire and things that are happening locally.”

	Patel and Fenstermaker looked for openings to incorporate elements unique to Deadfire’s setting. “I remember, for example, that for one plot point we needed a big event in the midgame that would involve gaining faction support and using your boat, and we needed a way for the player to force a connection with Eothas and obtain the next clue as to his intentions,” he said. “So we kicked that around for a while and settled on having a big Moby-Dick-style whaling chase where you’d try to lance Eothas with a soul-draining harpoon to force a connection with him and gain the next piece of the puzzle. In retrospect, I don’t think it would have lined up well with where the rest of the story ended up, but it was a fun idea.”

	Fenstermaker’s favorite part of preproduction was his research into Deadfire’s time period. Just as Sawyer had drawn inspiration from the Renaissance period for the original title, he and Fenstermaker plumbed the seventeenth century for the sequel: the advent of corporations, and a push by Europeans to build their empire by controlling trade. Strapped for resources, the Europeans had established trading posts that granted them absurd levels of power. The outposts used that power to claim territory for their countries.

	“Imagine if the US government told Comcast they could build fortresses in distant lands and annex territory on their sovereign’s behalf,” Fenstermaker said. “As much as they wanted. And government would also look the other way in terms of any atrocities and war crimes. You know Comcast would be down.”

	Fenstermaker read Merchant Kings, a book that describes leaders of the major trading companies of the time in gory detail. He decided that most of them must have been sociopaths: They had been bent on attaining power at any cost. Companies waged war against one another, murdered or enslaved natives to usurp their land, and severely punished anyone who opposed them. “If you violated a company law, they might blast your hand off with gunpowder. I’d never seen that setting in a game, at least not examined in such a way that it didn’t gloss over all of the insanity. It was something I thought would be great to explore and drop the player in the middle of.”

	By late 2016, Fenstermaker and Patel—with plenty of input from Sawyer—had outlined Deadfire’s major story beats. Then Fenstermaker, a new father, resigned. His parting was amicable. He had realized dreams by working at Obsidian for so many years. Now, he wanted to raise his child.

	“White March benefited from many such lessons about writing style, lore distribution, design and writing process, collaboration, et cetera. I was excited to see what we could do with a full-sized game after all that. And then of course I totally bailed on my team. Sorry, dudes,” Fenstermaker said. “By the time I handed off my duties to Josh, I think we'd laid out the places you'd visit, the basic sequence of events, and the role the major factions would play. Call it a first draft. It had holes in it, and a lot of the details had yet to be added or continued to evolve afterward.”

	 

	THERE WAS NO question as to how Obsidian would bankroll Deadfire. Crowdfunding had worked once. All the enthusiasm surrounding Pillars of Eternity practically guaranteed it would work again.

	“We were able to go and make Eternity II whatever we wanted it to be,” said Urquhart. “That's what that success of Eternity 1 did: I don't have to be on the road right now selling games, and selling games that, while we're proud of and enjoy every game we've made, a lot of times, we're a business, and if we want to keep people employed, we have to sell a game to a publisher so they will hire us and so we can pay people.”

	Although Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire would be crowdfunded, the campaign shared few similarities with its predecessor. Instead of going through Kickstarter, Obsidian’s management chose Fig, a crowdfunding platform devoted to games, and on which Feargus Urquhart remains an advisor. Fig allows users to fund projects by pledging money to various tiers in exchange for rewards, but it also enables investors to buy equity in a project.

	As he had done in 2012, Adam Brennecke spearheaded the effort to build Deadfire’s campaign. Working with a small team of developers and marketers from Obsidian’s then-newly minted marketing department, he outlined reward tiers and the Deadfire project, and helped direct a trailer that invited players to return to Eora.

	Urquhart pressed Brennecke to launch Deadfire’s campaign as soon as was feasibly possible. Brennecke resisted, preferring to wait until each discipline had made a certain amount of progress refining pipelines and generating content. “The thing that was important about the Fig campaign for me was showing off something that looked brand-new. The first time you saw Pillars II, I wanted you to say, ‘Wow, that looks really good.’ That definitely was our focus for the Fig campaign.”

	After eight months of preproduction, the Fig campaign for Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire went live in January 2017. Players got their first look at the game’s dynamic weather system, navigation by ship, and the eponymous archipelago’s tropical paradise.

	While different in terms of crowdfunding platform and the option to buy equity, Deadfire’s campaign shared one thing in common with the first game’s Kickstarter. Both games set a funding goal of $1.1 million. “We decided that going with the same amount as the first campaign would be fine,” said Brennecke. “People would have questions if we had tried to raise more or less, so we went with the same amount.”

	Deadfire broke the original game’s funding record, hitting its goal in twenty-three hours. Obsidian’s developers held another viewing party, then kept working. 

	“The things we tried to address were things that could be better,” Brennecke remembered. “Like, if this was our second chance at Pillars, how could we improve combat? How could we offer more player choice to improve customization? How could we improve issues with making the narrative offer more player choice?”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 12: Pipeline Dreams

	IT WASN’T THE eleventh hour, but it was close enough. Too close for comfort.

	In November 2014, Obsidian’s audio team had four months to finalize, record, and touch-up voiceovers before Pillars of Eternity was due for release. “If we weren't confident, and the story wasn't locked down, or quests weren't flowing, or things weren't making sense—if we would have prematurely started hiring actors, we wouldn't have been able to revisit voiceovers. It wouldn't have been financially feasible,” explained Justin Bell, the studio’s audio director.

	Some VO had already been recorded. The majority was a work in progress. “We had a vertical slice that was effectively the intro, and we did record some actors for that. That was more a proof of concept: How is the game actually going to sound?” recalled Bell.

	Bell and his team could not record the bulk of the dialogue until the narrative designers had nailed down their scripts. For Eric Fenstermaker and his narrative team, putting their stamp of approval on scripts was not as simple as running spellcheck and circulating documents. “For the base game, our budget was such that we didn't have enough money to voice everything, but we had enough to voice the bulk of our more important dialogues. It put us in a strange position,” Fenstermaker said.

	“Since we had a low VO budget, our designers had to go in and call out which lines specifically in the script they wanted recorded,” Mikey Dowling added. “That meant another pass through everything to decide, ‘Well, Edér and Grieving Mother will say these things, but after that the player will just have to read, but the characters may speak up again here.’ That process of elimination across lines was its own task.”

	That fall, every narrative designer read and played through their quests, marking of dialogue that should be spoken and which ones players would have to read. “It starts to fall in this uncanny valley where players are hearing enough lines in a row that they start to expect the next line in the series to be voiced, and when it isn't, that can be jarring,” Fenstermaker admitted. “Not really understanding this yet, the initial heuristic we used for choosing lines was to sort of pick out the most important ones in the dialogue and make sure they got voiced.”

	The near-complete absence of dialogue had been one of the reasons Adam Brennecke and Josh Sawyer had implored Feargus Urquhart to delay Pillars of Eternity earlier that summer. Even then, the delay had barely left Bell and his three-person audio team enough time to book, record, and integrate voiceovers. “The problem with recording over November in December is every actor goes on vacation,” Dowling said. “From Thanksgiving through the New Year, you lose access to a lot of your talent. That's why recording stretched into January.”

	The actors Obsidian had hired were doing a great job, but Bell had worried the game’s audio may come down to the wire. “It's tricky because when you're making a game in those final months, everyone's trying to finish their content and make it stable. Whenever you add anything new, you risk destabilizing the game and adding new issues, which equates to more work. We'd done some testing, but you never really know, until those final assets are in, how a game is going to react to suddenly having to do something it's never done before.”

	By the time Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire’s Fig campaign went live in January of 2017, the audio team were among the many developers benefitting from improvements that the programming team were making to OEI Tools, the proprietary toolset every department used to create, integrate, test, and polish content. “Making RPGs has a lot of implementation implications,” Bell said. We were able to get a lot done on Pillars 1, but it was frequently not highly optimized. There were a lot of limitations that we had to work around in order to support the vision of the game.”

	The problem Bell and his team had faced on Pillars of Eternity was a lack of optimization. Unity was a powerful engine that had fallen short of the unique needs of Obsidian’s audio engineers. One of those needs was connecting sound to hooks, in-game events that trigger a designated sound. “We had some basic hooks, but they were pretty rudimentary and sometimes arduous to work with. The reason why was, similar to VO, we couldn't afford the programming bandwidth to make it more complicated than, ‘This hook triggers this sound,’” Bell explained. “You're spending so much time trying to get sound to trigger that you can't spend much time making it sound as good as you want it to.”

	Another issue was that audio engineering was spread across multiple interfaces. Designers had had to create a sound on their DAW, export it to a folder, open the folder, grab the data, open the Unity engine’s interface, and connect it to a hook. It was hardly a one-and-done task: An ability, for instance, called for five to six categories of sounds, each category breaking down to a variety of sound effects of the same type—say, a dozen grunts or clashes of steel against steel—so players would not tire of hearing the same effects over forty or more hours of play.

	“It could take up to six hours to get everything working the way you wanted—for one ability, of which there were hundreds,” Bell said.

	Bell desired more of the programming team’s time during preproduction of Pillars of Eternity II, and Nick Kinkade stepped up to grant that wish. One of Obsidian’s newer coders, Kinkade sat down with Bell to understand the audio team’s workflow. Migrating game data from Unity to OEI Tools helped tremendously. “One thing we built internally was, basically, a database of all the data in the game that you can easily manipulate and work with,” Brennecke explained. “We always found that for making huge RPGs, that was a good system. When we were working with Unity, it has some of those features, but we found that for making RPGs, specifically, having our own tool to handle that stuff was a lot better.”

	So did the use of Wwise, a software package for audio creators in the games industry. Wwise streamlined the team’s tasks by expediting functions that Unity had forced audio engineers to wade through.

	“You can add it to Wwise and it pre-wires all these things,” said Bell. “No more opening folders and windows. That entire process, from exporting to having it working in the game, went from five to six hours, to as fast as ten minutes or even less.”

	Cutting implementation from hours to minutes freed up a wealth of time during the sequel’s development. They used their spoil of weeks and months to create thousands of new pieces of audio. “The environments went from forests to a jungle paradise in an archipelago. The setting was so vastly different that in the end, we had to make a lot of unique content,” Bell said.

	Some audio from the first game made the jump to Deadfire, such as the sound effects Mikey Dowling—who had transitioned to handling the studio’s PR efforts full-time—had created for torches. However, much of the audio stayed behind. Deadfire’s animations and environments were so different that retooling Pillars of Eternity’s sounds for the sequel would have entailed more work than making new ones.

	Before, Unity had dictated audio design because of its time-consuming and complex processes. On Deadfire, OEI Tools enabled the team to get more creative. The game’s dynamic weather, for example, featured audio for wind and rain that could be adjusted on the fly in-game. “For every weather effect—rain, for example—we would have very light rain all the way to torrential rain,” said Bell. “It was a sliding scale. You could smoothly cross-fade between states, and you could have varying degrees of weather. If light rain is one percent, and torrential rain is 100 percent, and the current rain was fifty percent, it would sound appropriate. It was reactive. Same thing for wind.”

	Hearing storms pick up or die down reinforced the tension or calm of environments. When rain drizzles, characters may chuckle or grumble about getting wet. If it picks up, those characters will cover their heads or run for shelter.

	“We also changed the sound of footsteps so that when you're walking outside and it's raining, footsteps will sound damp,” continued Bell. “We tried to key in to the weather and make it feel like the world not only changed visually, but in other ways you would expect.”

	Whereas a radical overhaul to the process of audio design had been needed to make Pillars of Eternity II, Justin Bell saw a need for connective tissue between the soundtracks.

	Deadfire hinted at motifs from the first game, but differed radically in other ways. The first game’s story had centered on a renegade animancer who had harvested souls from children to further his own ends. While the sequel had serious stories and characters, its themes of sailing the open seas and swashbuckling with pirates made it intrinsically more lighthearted. “It's so vibrant, and it's not as dark,” Bell said. “Melancholy really isn't there at all, even though the circumstances surrounding the story could be dire. It's a tropical paradise full of lush, blue water. I think the artwork influenced me as much as the narrative of the game.”

	This time around, Bell was less concerned with paying homage to Infinity Engine titles. Deadfire’s content informed his composition. “I didn't pay attention to other music. I literally listened to no other music while I was writing the score for Deadfire. I only wanted to see the content, understand the narrative, and react to that as an artist. It's this sense of adventure. You're sailing around on a ship, and there are pirates, and there's this sense of boundless possibilities. You're sailing the open seas, and there's this airy freedom to traversing the map, and there are expansive cities and hours and hours of content.”

	Bell went all-out for Neketaka, an ancient, pyramidal city made up of seven districts. “There was a lot of effort placed on making the various districts of Neketaka feel distinct. One thing I wanted to change on this game was to make the music feel a lot more colorful and a lot more vibrant in the same way that the visuals are more colorful and vibrant in Deadfire.”

	While Bell took pleasure in composing leitmotifs for encounters and areas, another item on his wish list was fun and immersive music for inns and taverns. He wanted players to walk into establishments like the Hole, a tavern located in Neketaka’s Gullet district, and hear music played by live musicians instead of instrumental samples. “It adds a lot to the world, makes it feel more alive. I can do my best to fake what it sounds like to play ancient, traditional, European folk music, but there are musicians out there who specialize in this. I could spend a bunch of time at my computer trying to fake it, or I could work with musicians who are super talented, get inspired that way, and have something that's a million times better than anything I could make on my computer.”

	Bobby Null came to Bell with a suggestion. He had been playing Mount & Blade, a fantasy-themed RPG featuring music played by a German orchestra called Frölich Geschray, and mentioned to Bell that they might be a good fit for Deadfire. Bell reached out to Frölich Geschray and worked out a deal for the group to record five pieces of music. “I gave them the sheet music for those pieces and said, ‘Just have fun with this. See where it leads.’ They took that music, went into the recording studio, and sent me back the recordings,” Bell remembered.

	Frölich Geschray captured Deadfire’s more upbeat tone perfectly. One piece, Farmer and the Fox, is a playful tune that evokes a raucous atmosphere of flowing spirits and rowdy patrons. Skudrinka is equally lively, but with heavier percussion, demonstrating the group’s instrumental range.

	Bell liked Frölich Geschray’s work so much that he worked with Obsidian to license tracks from their album “So Talks To Life” for use in the game. “They were really good and sounded incredible, and worked really well in the setting of Deadfire. They were very enthusiastic about it, and it was really great working with them,” Bell said.

	All of the upgrades and perks of OEI Tools would have carried over to voiceovers, if not for the audio team’s ambition. One of the stretch goals for Deadfire’s crowdfunding campaign was double the amount of VO compared to the first game. Eager supporters hit the stretch goal on February 8, 2017.

	Feargus Urquhart approved the budget for two times the amount of recorded dialogue, but the audio team had other ideas. On April 13 of 2018, more than a month after Pillars of Eternity II had been delayed, Obsidian announced that all dialogue had been recorded. No more listening attentively only to have to stop and read the rest of a character’s lines.

	That was the upside. The downside of the bold move to record all VO was that the massive volume of extra work scuttled the audio department’s plan to record further in advance than they had on Pillars of Eternity. “Because of that, we recorded way later than initially planned. So, really, we did the exact same thing,” Mikey Dowling said.

	“To top it all off, we went from 5,000 lines in Pillars 1 to 33,000 lines, and we didn't start recording VO until February of 2018,” added Bell. “We were recording all the way up until April.”

	Although the team ended up recording at the last minute again, the game’s delay in March had nothing to do with VO sessions or implementation. The audio team’s improved pipeline enabled them to integrate dialogue as it was recorded. Despite that, recording thousands of extra lines did take time.

	Normally, a line of dialogue recorded for movies or TV shows consists of a few words: Hi, how are you? or How was your day? RPGs, however, tend to be wordy, and Obsidian’s are among the wordiest. “A Pillars line is literally paragraphs, so our friends at this recording studio call them ‘Obsidian lines’ when they're teaching their class, because from a voice actor perspective, you're given this huge chunk that, on your page, looks like you're about to read a monologue in a movie,” Dowling said.

	According to Dowling, who had worked on audio teams for Obsidian projects developed between 2008 and 2015, the developer had recorded 5,000 lines for Pillars of Eternity, 11,000 in South Park: The Stick of Truth, 12,000 lines in Dungeon Siege III and Alpha Protocol, and a staggering 62,000 lines for Fallout: New Vegas.

	Deadfire’s line count was approximately half the size of New Vegas’s—and yet equal at the same time. Deadfire’s 33,000 lines required actors to pronounce and hit the correct inflection for unique words that only existed in the Pillars world. “So,” Dowling explained, “when I say we recorded 33,000 lines for Pillars II, I think it's probably fair to say we probably recorded the same amount of dialogue we recorded for Fallout: New Vegas, even though there's a line disparity in the final count.”

	That was around the time Bell and his audio engineers stopped counting dialogue in lines and focused on words, which was more accurate. “Line—what does that really mean?” Bell reasoned. “A line could be, ‘Hey,’ or a monologue, like an Obsidian line. What we started focusing on was words. I think we recorded between 300,000 and 400,000 words for Pillars II. It was a challenge for everyone working on the VO effort.”

	The challenge posed by VO extended beyond the audio department. Narrative designers attended recording sessions to make sure actors hit all the right notes. Pitstop, the production company Obsidian worked with during recording, had to edit and remaster audio and VO against the game developer’s looming April deadline—later bumped to early May for reasons Bell and Dowling stated were unrelated to the tight time table for recording VO. There was no way one studio could handle such a workload, so it was split across five.

	“The one benefit of doing mass VO that way—we did the same thing on Fallout—we started recording Fallout of June in 2010, and we shipped in October,” Dowling explained. “So, VO can come late, as long as you know that and mark every line that needs a post-processing effect.”

	By April 3, days before the studio surprised fans with the announcement that every line of dialogue would be voiced, the effort was nearly complete. All that was missing were a few creature effects and a few lines—or rather, words—of narration.

	“It was quite a lot of effort, a lot of late nights for a lot of folks to pull that off at the last minute,” Bell said. “I think it was hard on everyone, but I think everyone would agree that we should do it better next time, and make these decisions earlier, but we all feel it was a worthwhile thing.”

	Bell and Dowling praised the programming team for their across-the-board upgrades to OEI Tools. “If we'd had to use the tools from Pillars 1 on Pillars II, it would have been impossible without hiring five to six more people,” said Bell. “The volume of audio content in Pillars II is significantly more. It would have been impossible to make the game in the time we did. I know that sounds like I'm exaggerating, but it's completely true.”

	But the real heroes, they explained, were the employees who worked tirelessly for years to develop and fine-tune every sound effect, musical note, and word of dialogue in Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire. “Something I think is pretty awesome for Deadfire, from an outside perspective looking in, is it's the biggest audio effort we've ever had at Obsidian,” Dowling said.

	Approximately thirteen engineers across three outsourced groups contributed to sound design. Another studio, Technicolor, worked with Obsidian to record footsteps for every surface—and surface condition, such as dampness—in the game. Canadian studio Game On recorded voice reactions such as exclamations over rain and drunkenness in taverns. Half a dozen singers, including Bell and Josh Sawyer, collaborated with a singing group to record sea shanties. Roughly two hours of music was orchestrated compared to the forty-five minutes of orchestral music in the first title courtesy of the Budapest Art Orchestra over five days in Hungary. Long-time collaborator and orchestrator Ryan Humphrey helped prepare musical scores for recording. Frölich Geschray wrote and recorded inn music as well as tense tracks for ship-to-ship battles. Sixty cast members for the VO effort, including the entire cast of Critical Role. Pitstop coordinated cast availability and edited recordings. And Justin Bell and his ace team of audio producers—Andrew Dearing, Dylan Hairston, Scott Gilmore, Zachary Simon, and Adam Lehwald—put in long nights and weekends.

	“All told, we must have spent hundreds and hundreds, if not thousands of hours, on audio for this game,” said Bell, who came away enormously proud of the effort put forth by every individual he had worked with on Deadfire. “That's not to say we haven't put a lot of effort into any other game we've done because all of them have been a great effort, but in terms of the amount of people working on it, and the intensity of the effort for the project's duration is unmatched.”

	 

	KAZ ARUGA CONSIDERED himself the luckiest game developer in the industry. He had been promoted to lead artist on Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire, and the sweeping improvements to OEI Tools were shaping up to deliver a work environment where artists would get to concentrate on creating beautiful artwork instead of tearing their hair out over uncooperative tools and systems.

	But that wasn’t the best part. “I like helping people work together and come together, and I knew I could do that in this position, so I said yes, and I've been doing it ever since,” Aruga said of his promotion. “I feel like I'm lucky because the team I inherited is great. They're autonomous most of the time, and people need very little oversight. Without them, I would probably be screwed.”

	Aruga’s purview encompassed every type of art in Deadfire, from characters and settings to concept portraits and the game’s user interface. Upgrading company tools was the first step to helping his team top the effort they had put forth on Pillars of Eternity. “When we started Pillars II, we identified what areas of the pipeline needed upgrading. I was able to contribute a lot on the rendering side of things for the environment artists,” he said.

	The computers Aruga and other artists had used on Pillars of Eternity hadn’t exactly pushed technological envelopes. Their rendering farm, an assortment of computers dedicated to converting 3D art into pre-rendered backgrounds, had been prone to running out of memory and crashing in the middle of working through rendering queues. 

	Aruga examined Maya, Obsidian’s software of choice, and identified a bottleneck. Polygonal set pieces such as a cliff face had been duplicated to save time, but duplicating all those polygons had bloated scenes and caused render farms to buckle. “These are, by the way, eighteen-hour renders,” he explained. “One crash sets you back two workdays, and that's just to get a render. That was not acceptable.”

	On Deadfire, Aruga worked with technical artist Antonio Govela to eliminate or at least smooth over potholes. Their solution was to save reference points for where geometry should be inserted, cutting down on the weight of each scene and speeding up render times.

	Such fixes occurred under the hood of OEI Tools and the Pillars of Eternity engine, a hodgepodge of adjustments and enhancements to Unity that Obsidian’s programmers had made over the course of building the first game and revamping their tools for the sequel. “On Pillars II, we had a lot more support to do the things we wanted to do, which has been great,” said John Lewis, lead visual effects artist on Deadfire. “But one drawback of that was because we had a much larger toolbox, there was a larger margin for error. We had to be very careful as far as performance went, and as far as getting carried away.”

	Adam Brennecke wanted artists to get carried away, within reason. Development on Deadfire began roughly eight months before the Fig campaign launched in January 2017. That was the period during which the game’s programmers widened engine bottlenecks across every division. One of Brennecke’s jobs was to lead construction of a unified lighting pipeline that would elevate Deadfire’s visuals. “Pillars II was upgraded to Unity 5, and in Unity 5 they have a new rendering pipeline that uses PBR shaders, which offers better and more photorealistic shading and lighting,” he said.

	A new feature in engines such as Unity 5, PBR is short for physically based rendering, a system of displaying a game’s environments and actors—such as characters, items, and other objects—under a unified visual style independent of the type of lighting in a scene. “I also had this grand idea of doing pre-baked lighting in Maya, rendering out lighting in Maya using Unity's light probes,” Brennecke continued. Light probes function as lamps, introducing high-quality lighting on moving objects in a scene. “Unity does that with their lighting system, and I wanted to see if we could figure out how to take that out of Unity and put it into Maya. That was crazy, and somehow we were able to do it.”

	PBR was one of many new features that modernized Deadfire’s graphical fidelity. Although engines such as Unity and Unreal supported PBR, making the transition was an enormous effort. “A choice had to be made,” recalled Dimitri Berman, lead character artist. “We could stick with the style we'd made [Pillars 1] in, or we could update our whole engine pipeline to this new lighting and graphics system.”

	Berman and other artists were on board with any jump that would streamline development of art for Deadfire. Making such a technological leap would require a lot of work, but the benefits would be readily apparent to their players as well as Obsidian’s team. “The downside of that was we basically had to rebuild stuff from scratch. We couldn't just bring stuff over from Eternity as-is, which we wanted to do originally,” Berman added. “Knowing that, and knowing we still had to make a huge new game that had to be beautiful and awesome, we doubled down on making our tools more efficient.”

	Eight months and another smash-hit crowdfunding campaign later, the art team had hit their groove. Although Berman recalled most processes on Deadfire taking approximately the same amount of time as processes on Pillars of Eternity, the fine-tuning gave the artists time to create more content—the same benefit the audio team enjoyed. “In many ways it's easier to make stuff now than before. It looks better and is easier to make,” Berman said. “That's one of the reasons we wanted to switch up our pipeline. It's also faster to iterate and make sure stuff you put in the game looks the way you want it to look.”

	Shoring up Pillars II’s art pipeline cleared the way for Aruga and other artists such as tools experts Antonio Govela to implement standards that facilitated better and fast art development. “Because I'm an artist and also a lazy artist, I know that when these standards roll out, an email is set, or maybe it's a team meeting, and they're mentioned once, and then leadership forgets about them, and the whole team forgets about them. So, I tried to meet the team in the middle,” he said.

	Standards smoothed over deceptively complex speed bumps. Crafting small objects such as chairs, for instance, had aggravated Bobby Null and other designers on Pillars 1. Chairs were 3D objects that had to interact with other 3D objects and fit on a 2D backdrop: Anytime a scene included a character who could sit on a chair, the chair had to be set within the 2D background. “We have an automated system for that, now. That was one of our biggest constraints: Not knowing where something lived in 3D space,” said Lewis.

	Toward the goal of removing guesswork and complexity from art development, the artists built a single chair according to an agreed-upon height and width. Those measurements could be copy-and-pasted, after a fashion, onto any type of chair in the game. Additionally, the artists rendered a single sitting animation that came with a guideline: No matter the type of chair an artist created, it had to be compatible with that animation.

	“That's something I learned along the way that ended up being really helpful,” Aruga continued. “When you roll out standards, and because they can be tedious, managers should invest time weeding out busy work. Otherwise I wouldn't expect anyone to follow the standards.”

	Codifying small details such as chair dimensions and animations gave Lewis time to enhance the sense of verisimilitude in each scene. Rays of light shine through windows. A haze of heat shimmers over vents in forges. “If you're in a dungeon, I make sure there's dust flowing through the air so when you walk by a torch, you can see a thickness to the air,” Lewis said. “Things like that that add subtle movement you may not consciously notice, but your subconscious tells you, ‘This scene is alive.’”

	Instead of animating an effect, waiting for it to show up in the game, observing it, and then going back into his art program, Lewis took advantage of pipeline advances by testing and refining effects on the fly. “You can run the game while you're in an editor, and I'll build an effect while the game is running. If I make changes, I can paste them into the preview of the game. That's a good way to see how an effect is supposed to look with all of its post-processing effects and everything, while you're building it in real-time,” he said.

	“We made a lot of pipeline upgrades and streamlined their processes so that a lot of things that could be automated, as it were,” said Aruga. “That way artists aren't doing any error-prone and tedious work.”

	 

	DIMITRI BERMAN KNEW going back to the drawing board had its advantages. For one thing, he and the character art team—still small and scrappy at just three artists, James Chea and Ian Randall in addition to Berman—weren’t stuck with most of the skeleton rigs and character models they had made for Pillars of Eternity.

	“The only assets reused from Eternity 1 were some of our creatures. We still updated them, but at least we didn't have to remake them from scratch,” Berman said. “We had to remake everything to make it much higher visual fidelity, because in Deadfire you get a lot closer to your characters.”

	Higher fidelity accommodated greater detail. Some headgear looked weird in Pillars of Eternity because hair had remained fixed in the same shape even when players equipped helmets, as if adventurers used an entire bottle of medieval hairspray before entering battle. “On Deadfire, they swap your hair out with a partial hairstyle for helms, which took a little while for us to make and implement. We didn't have an option for that on Eternity 1. We just didn't have the resources,” Berman said.

	Berman revisited the godlike with enthusiasm. He and his team shared a common goal of reimagining them without losing core features such as the head growths that distinguished fire, death, and other sub-types. “I like to go back and revisit all our races, and see how much more unique we can make them, lore-wise and culturally, just to make them feel richer.”

	While working on the godlike, Berman realized he had forgotten that fine details which looked great up-close in the paper-doll view did not hold up when seen from above via the game’s isometric camera. “The first nature godlike I made, the males had flowers in their beards. But when we looked at them in-game, it kind of looked like they had bird poop on their heads,” he said. “The hard part is when we're designing characters, how they're going to look, we take into account that you'll see them from two really different viewing angles: close-up, and from the top-down, faraway camera.”

	With tools, Berman could do anything he wanted, but their development time table simply would not allow him to experiment to his heart’s content. One of his initial goals was to add scars, tattoos, and other physical characteristics to sub-races to set them apart. His team of three lacked the bandwidth for such detail-oriented work. “It's on the back burner for now, but some dwarves in Deadfire have piercings on their faces. We think that's a cool thing. I introduced stuff very gradually to separate all the [races] culturally, and I would like to explore that even more in whatever we do next in Eternity,” he said.

	Berman explained that an important consideration when designing characters for Deadfire was to be wary of adding too many details. Not necessarily because the engine couldn’t crunch all the numbers, but because there’s a fine line between subtle detail and visual noise. Refining and removing on-screen clutter was a top priority. “Even looking at a single character can look too noisy, so we tried to [simplify details] before you see characters together in a party. Characters must read nicely on an individual basis,” said Berman.

	Sawyer had even made the controversial decision to drop the player’s party count from six characters to a total of five toward the goal of cleaning up visual noise. “That was based on a variety of concerns,” Sawyer explained. “The concern was not, 'Six party members is too many,' but there was a larger concern of keeping track of everyone. The clarity of combat could be very hard to follow. There are a number of things we did to make the pacing of combat better, to make it easier for you to use all of your party members. One of those decisions was to go from six to five party members.”

	Berman hit on other ways to diversify Eora’s races without cluttering up the screen or individual character models. “We redid cloth physics for a lot of capes, but that doesn't really change anything. We really polished things, the way they look and function. We added scabbards to characters and other small stuff like that.”

	Deadfire expanded the first game’s set of cloth-based outfits from around nine to over thirty. While every character still resembled a humanoid, changes such as modifying character proportions and generating more styles of clothing and items further differentiated races. “They use completely different templates. If you cycle through all the sub-races in Deadfire, they shouldn't look anything alike, and you shouldn't confuse them visually when you're looking at them up close.”

	Every upgrade and experiment performed on Deadfire’s characters amounted to valuable learning experiences for Berman and his fellow artists. “Even if we were to make a different style of game, like a first- or third-person title, we would take what we learned on Eternity 1 and II and apply it to that,” he said.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 13: World of Mystery

	THE HISTORY OF Obsidian’s Pillars of Eternity franchise can be written in numbers.

	Five Infinity Engine games. Three wagers worth a penny apiece. One epic-sized console-based RPG that resulted in a devastating round of layoffs. Two funding goals: each set at $1.1 million, each more than doubled thanks to the contributions of hundreds of thousands of players. One project director willing to share rather than cede control with his dedicated team.

	Many developers at Obsidian referred to the development of Pillars of Eternity and Deadfire as a studio-wide effort to bring Josh Sawyer’s vision to life. Sawyer doesn’t see it quite the same way. Yes, he’s the game director, and yes, most decisions are filtered through him. But game development is a collaborative effort, and Sawyer has always been willing to defer to peers if he finds merit in their input.

	“Whether it's Adam, Bobby, Carrie, or whomever, there are a lot of people I used as sounding boards,” Sawyer explained. “I'll be writing something, and I'll go over to Bobby Null and say, 'Bobby, what do you think about this?' He'll give me some ideas, and I'll go, 'Okay,' and I'll go back and write some more.”

	Sawyer followed Carrie Patel’s work on both Pillars of Eternity titles, saw that the tasks she performed and the quality of her work were of leadership quality, and extended his leadership on the narrative team to her. He trusted Adam Brennecke to make technical decisions that would facilitate faster development and more creativity. And, because he comprehended how much of his time writing would take, he asked lead area designer Bobby Null to step into the role of lead designer after Dave Williams, another systems designer, was needed on another project.

	“Josh called me in one day and said he wanted to make me the lead designer,” Null remembered. The meeting took place almost one year into work on Deadfire. “At one point, Josh was doing lead narrative work because Eric Fenstermaker had left the company, and I was still the lead area designer. Between those jobs and the project director, there are five full-time jobs that Josh and I just figured out ways to do ourselves.”

	Five lead jobs. Only twenty-four hours in a day. “We have a pretty good relationship, so it was all about figuring out how to be the most efficient. Sometimes I helped with systems. Area design was still my bread and butter,” Null continued.

	“On Deadfire, we actually had systems designers, so I gave high-level direction on that stuff, but I didn't do tuning, and didn't build out the character-advancement trees,” Sawyer said. “It was a sequel to a game that already had fairly strong systems, so I knew I did not need to micromanage all of that stuff.”

	Deadfire’s designers aimed to strengthen systems from Pillars of Eternity. The original game’s factions and related quests had been a sticking point. Players as well as developers wanted more diversity in quests and characterizations that might make one faction more appealing than another depending on the player’s gameplay style and character choices. For those reasons, faction design was a team-wide effort on Deadfire.

	“We felt that, just using our past games as a reference, Fallout: New Vegas was one thing we really enjoyed working on, making different factions and seeing how they played off each other,” recalled Adam Brennecke. “We also felt that was a good way to reinforce the open-world feel that we wanted to go with, so we wanted to expand on that and make sure the different factions felt more integrated into the experience.”

	The nomadic Huana faction sails from island to island in the Deadfire archipelago as the seasons change, making them perfect for players who like to stay on the move—even though putting down roots would favor the Huana. The Vailian Trading Company, a holdover from the first game, is bent on commerce. Their goals put them at odds with the Huana, who believe they have claims on the land that the VTC desire for their ventures.

	The VTC isn’t the only burgeoning trade operation eyeing the archipelago. Ancestors of the Royal Deadfire Company inhabited the region as well. They’re interested in turning a profit, but they’re also trying to survive: Their stormy homeland made seeking out land where crops could be safely grown and harvested essential. “They were tricky at first because they were the pseudo-military faction, which as an aesthetic, was not what I would have chosen first,” said Carrie Patel. “So I thought, Okay, how do I make these guys interesting even to a player like me? How do I make them feel flavorful and unique without making them the grunt military faction, and there's nothing else to them? Giving them a survival-level interest in Deadfire was actually one of the changes I suggested when taking them on to make them a bit more sympathetic and to give them stakes that were distinct and on par with those of other factions.”

	Players must ask themselves such questions if and when they get an opportunity to throw in with a faction. Joining the Royal Deadfire Company eventually closes off any chance at friendship with the Huana, including Tekehu, a marine godlike companion who will rebuke players if they align with the militaristic faction.

	Along with factions, tactical combat sat near the top of the designers’ priority list. Fans of the first game had complained that combat was either too easy or too excessive. Certain areas, especially regions near the game’s climax, boiled over with enemies. “It's feeling-based,” Sawyer said, explaining his macro-level approach to monitoring systems design on Deadfire. “I can look at a map, and if there are two rooms next to each other that have combat, I'll say, ‘Yo, does this really need to be this way? Let the player breathe for a second.’”

	In design parlance, let the player breathe means give them something to do besides fight everything that moves. An elaborate puzzle might be the centerpiece of one floor of a dungeon. Once it’s solved, there might be treasure chests for players to loot. One of those treasures may be an examinable, jargon meaning an item with descriptive text that players are meant to pore over, perhaps gleaning a hint for how to progress or gaining insight into their current area or one of the members of their party.

	Most of Deadfire’s dungeon environments are spread out between the titular setting’s islands. Sawyer and Null studied areas and asked pointed questions about encounter design: How many fights would be enjoyable in a space relative to its size? Is encounter X too similar to encounter Y in terms of which monsters are involved? “There are a lot of ways to approach that, whether it's diversifying combatants, changing the layout of a room, introducing traps or hazards—all those things can make one fight feel very different from any other,” Sawyer explained.

	Combat was overhauled at a deeper, blow-by-blow level as well. In the first game, the graze effect let players deal a slight amount of damage if their virtual dice roll generated a number on the lower range of a scale. Some players opined that graze made combat feel too difficult to track amid other elements such as spell effects and the UI. Others—including Sawyer—felt that dealing some damage was better than no damage at all.

	Deadfire’s designers revised graze to satisfy both groups. An attacker’s accuracy rating is weighed against the target’s defense, then the difference is added to the value of a virtual dice roll. A number between twenty-five and fifty results in a graze at half the damage of a solid hit. “Misses were rare, and usually the result of a big defensive mismatch, where a target's defense was way over accuracy. Grazes, hits, and crits were the norm, so damage output felt much better. It didn't feel like a bunch of combatants flailing at each other. That made combat feel better overall,” Sawyer said.

	Pillars of Eternity II’s change in setting dictated fluctuations to dungeons and encounters. Although the sequel packs in more content, it’s a shorter game than the original. Sawyer and the designers intentionally made sure players interested in the story could get to the end much quicker than it took to get to the final battle against Thaos in the first game, assuming they wanted to skip all the fun characters and lore revelations found in Deadfire’s many side quests.

	The main path was shortened because players and developers had found the original game’s last act bloated with content that slowed the pace. Therefore, encounters found along Deadfire’s critical path were given more attention than those designed as part of quests found off the beaten path. “In retrospect, we probably should have tried to make that a little more momentous. I think a lot of people were like, ‘Ah, finally! The lost city of Ukaizo! Oh—I guess I'm done.’ Even after doing this for almost twenty years, I still make mistakes and learn from them along the way,” Sawyer said. “Yes, if you just do the crit path, it can be very short. But also, Ukaizo, as a final area, is quite brief. You can actually skip the Ukaizo Guardian. You can just not fight the boss, so to speak, because we wanted to make the final boss pretty challenging.”

	Systems design reaped the benefits of Deadfire’s revamped engine and toolset. Letting Null take the wheel on encounter design, Sawyer tested them by playing through levels to get a feel for pacing, difficulty, and context. Thanks to OEI Tools’ advancements, he had a method to quickly give feedback based on the types of characters and abilities in his party. “I would do a run-through with a standardized party and try not to vary them too much, but because there were eleven classes, sometimes that would require me to go in with a different setup. We do have debug tools that allow us to swap out party members and rapidly level them in Deadfire. We didn't have that in Pillars 1, so having that in Deadfire helped a lot.” 

	Writing a comparatively shorter story—though one that can still take dozens of hours for new players to complete—combined with a larger design scope affected encounter design and tactical combat systems in other ways. Areas on the critical path, such as the Drowned Barrows dungeon set in a mountain the façade of which resembles a skull, received special attention from designers, but the size of the game relative to the small design team meant that some encounters underwent more balancing than others.

	“When Deadfire came out, we erred a little—or a lot, depending on what your play style is—it being too easy,” said Sawyer. By the time Deadfire launched on May 8 of 2018, wheels were already in motion on rolling out patches that would increase difficulty for players. “I said, ‘Well, between too easy and too hard, I'd rather err on the side of too easy, and tune up from there,’” Sawyer continued.

	 

	WHISKING PLAYERS AWAY from medieval, Forgotten Realms-inspired locales to set sail across stormy waters and tropical islands was the perfect opportunity for Obsidian’s environment artists and level designers to rethink their processes.

	“I think the change of scenery opened it up to being more colorful than the first game, which some people felt was a little drab,” said Bobby Null, who wore his lead level designer hat throughout Deadfire’s development. “I think that's another thing that really helped us. We wanted to increase the color palette, and the setting helped with that.”

	Obsidian’s developers had dipped their toes in more color variety when they had painted snowy mountains for the first game’s White March expansion sets. That work had also given lead artist Kaz Aruga time to finesse details such as crossing from one type of terrain to another, such as an area done in grass to one painted in stone or snowy earth. After completing a render of an area in The White March, he would open it in Photoshop and apply blending techniques to give wintery regions a glittering, frosty appearance.

	One of the tools Kaz had used on The White March was ambient occlusion, render data that holds the intensity of ambient light that surfaces are exposed to and contains them in an image. “The way we used it was, when you render a scene, you can tell the renderer to output that information in black and white. It brings out all the details of the map, and it's a cool-looking render,” said Aruga.

	Examining black-and-white maps was a little like inspecting an X-RAY. Dark spots indicated sand or other topography tucked into spaces where light couldn’t reach. Artists harnessed ambient occlusion by using it as a mask when adding details into environments, such as dust and grime to give dungeons an old, rotting look, or an extra layer of sparkly ice in the White March’s maps. “On Deadfire, our environment artists put a lot of effort into developing materials, so they had that extra level of detail built into renders from the get-go,” Aruga said. “That also freed me up so I didn’t have to touch up every single render. The renders come out almost as if I'd done a touch-up, which is a huge visual upgrade.”

	Ambient occlusion came with other advantages that were rolled into pipeline advancements. “Using that pre-rendered shadow map, we can properly shadow dynamic objects in a scene,” explained Michael Edwards, lead graphics programmer on Deadfire. “The characters will receive shadows from the pre-rendered background, and the ocean will receive shadows that make sense. If they go into a recess that's shaded, they'll look darker, but if they're near a bright surface, they'll receive that bounced lighting.”

	Edwards rendered the oceans that players sail in Pillars of Eternity II by doing what many programmers do: He bought a plug-in for Unity rather than waste time and money building water textures from scratch. Oceans in Deadfire are made up of giant meshes that, when rendered in-game, break up to create waves and other organic animations. “We can mask certain areas so they don't pass through ships, and we can add foam layers as well to make the ocean look like it's being disturbed by the ship. We also have a separate water shader that's used for pools, lakes, that sort of thing. We did some work on how the overlays are handled so we can add lots of foam and change the way water reflects light. We can do whirlpools, different waves, and cool things like that.”

	Traveling on foot and making camp in the player’s stronghold had suited Pillars of Eternity’s Forgotten Realms-like wilderness. It wouldn’t do for Deadfire. “The stronghold wasn't well-integrated into the game because it was a location you had to travel back to,” Brennecke said. “The ship would be a location that traveled with you, going wherever you go. It would be easier to integrate into the flow of the game.” 

	Sawyer and Brennecke talked about bringing back the stronghold early in preproduction. The more Sawyer chewed on that, the more he believed it simply didn’t work in a setting where players would be encouraged to sail around and go on adventures. “Certainly I think that for whatever shortcomings our ship systems have, I think they're way better integrated than the stronghold was in Pillars 1.”

	“It's a means of transportation, but it's also the player's stronghold,” added Carrie Patel. Like the stronghold, ships can be upgraded and customized, fitted with new sails, hulls, and ammunition for cannons. 

	Ships also tied in with the team’s collective effort to revamp factions. “You can also get different ships throughout the game, and will encounter different ships that factions have,” Patel continued. “In most cases, you can get one of those ships of your own if you so choose. You get to do some interesting things, like if you fly the colors of a particular faction and encounter those members at sea, they'll leave you alone, but their enemies may be more inclined to attack you. You're discovering and building a story around your ship.”

	Changing the way players explored meant changing the structure of Deadfire’s world. “We'd have to change our narrative structure to be more open-world,” explained Adam Brennecke, “so that change entailed going from the Baldur’s Gate II style, which was based on locations opening up, to a more free-roaming map like Fallout 1 and 2, and Wasteland 2, where the player would be a token on this huge map, and you could freely explore and discover new areas. That would fit into the Deadfire region, which was an island chain.”

	Open-world games are less linear by definition than games set on a straight line. With few exceptions, players can go anywhere and do anything by traveling along paths that open into new regions and often looped back on themselves to provide multiple points of ingress and egress. That style of exploration resulted in Deadfire’s map being overhauled as well as its areas. Instead of a chart showing locations players had visited, the map would be interactive, and would be a faster method of travel. “It was more about using the overland map as an exploration space to get to caves, castles, and places of that nature,” Bobby Null explained.

	Null had experience working with overland maps. He was aware of their advantages, and their pitfalls. His first project at Obsidian had been Storm of Zehir, an expansion set for Neverwinter Nights 2 that had introduced an overland map. Players had liked using it to get around, but complained about enemies that appeared out of thin air to slow their progress.

	Overland maps were also more difficult to implement. “Once you move into overland mechanics, you're creating a separate game, almost,” Null cautioned. “Any time you're doing that, you do have to tread cautiously. I think we did a great job in certain places, and in other places we probably could have done better.”

	Painted by Kaz Aruga and fellow artist Matt Hansen, and animated by John Lewis, Deadfire’s overland map was much more versatile. Players navigate their ships in real-time, pick up items, battle other ships, and dock at locations where they can then disembark to explore and fight on land. The overland map helped immerse players in Deadfire’s setting and themes. They had to explore to reveal terrain, and special events would pop up as they performed actions such as sailing into uncharted territory. Just as importantly, the overland map added continuity. In Pillars of Eternity, reaching the end of a map sent players to a loading screen so a new region could be drawn to the screen. Sailing around an interactive map and disembarking at various locations smoothed out those transitions by blurring the line between map screen and levels. 

	“You can sail to islands where there's a lot of content,” Patel said. “You can sail to smaller islands where you've got just a few dungeons. You can explore an overland map, using an icon to indicate your party, search for resources, get into fights. There's a lot more exploration to be done. In that sense, a lot more screen-area for the player to cover. It's different and quite a lot more open from what we had in Pillars 1.”

	Dynamic weather played a larger role on land than at sea. At any minute, sunny skies can give way to light winds that swell to thunderstorms. “I had envisioned the weather system being more integral than it ended up being, honestly,” Sawyer admitted. “We did not wind up leveraging weather as much for quests, mechanics, things like that.”

	Despite the success of Pillars of Eternity, Obsidian still had to work within parameters of time and money. Sawyer’s weather system had too many moving parts for programmers to expand so that it could affect quests, encounters, and other systems. Ultimately, it did more for atmosphere and verisimilitude than gameplay, which many developers appreciated. “The wind, foliage, rain, and rolling clouds. When you look back at Pillars 1, the levels do feel static compared to Pillars II,” Sawyer said.

	“It's cool because it adds more visual variety,” Patel agreed, “and we have more ambient NPC interactions, like when it starts raining, they'll run for cover, and [make comments] about the change in weather. There are some encounters at sea that respond to certain weather such as fog.”

	 

	NOT ALL MAPS in Deadfire are interactive, and they don’t need to be. Every town or city players visit comes with a map that divulges statistics about the area and displays a beautifully drawn illustration of the setting.

	“Fantasy, for me, has always been about scope,” Bobby Null explained. “I read D&D books and liked to learn about how big a city is. Our town maps at least helped, in my mind, sell the illusion that Deadfire is a real archipelago, and the size of these places are not scaled down. Even with the walkable spaces still approximately the same, I think those maps make the world feel more realistic.”

	Deadfire downsized the first game’s two-city design into a single metropolis, a decision that helped streamline exploration and development. It also impressed on Null a need to make that singular big city, Neketaka, all the more memorable. “All of the Infinity Engine games—and Pillars 1—do similar city designs where they're flat. I thought that if we were going to have a city with five or six districts, instead of them being in a relatively flat city, I wanted to build a pyramid: three districts on the bottom, two in the middle, and one at the top.”

	Null built Neketaka alongside John Lewis, with whom he had designed levels for South Park: The Stick of Truth. Those memories were bittersweet. Much of South Park’s development had occurred following the mass layoffs stemming from Stormlands’ cancellation. Desks and offices had sat dark and empty. Null and Lewis had commandeered one or another and filled whiteboards with sketches of South Park maps.

	On Deadfire, Null and Lewis pushed to integrate features and effects that had not been possible on the first game. One was parallax scrolling, a visual technique that makes background elements scroll by slower than objects in the foreground. Parallax scrolling fed into Null’s pyramidal layout for Neketaka, as did Deadfire’s expanded color palette and the growing skill of the environment artists. “The artists just got better at their craft. They were always good, but they just got better. They'd been doing this for a while, and they hit their stride on the second game,” Null said.

	Deadfire’s level designers capitalized on the artists’ growing talent by increasing their ambitions. They still gray-boxed areas to get prototypes up and running, but the gray boxes evolved thanks to templates. Buildings looked more like buildings so that artists and designers had more to work with if a gray-box prototype passed muster. “They're more complicated, but it gave the area artists a much closer template for what we had going on in our imaginations,” Null added.

	The extended capabilities of gray boxes came with drawbacks that could only be exploited by growing overexcited. It was tempting to spend too much time gray boxing instead of constructing levels one element at a time and testing them through OEI Tools as work progressed. Designers could import starter parties—groups of pre-made characters of varying experience levels so that late-game areas could be tested without having to start at the beginning—and explore their gray boxes, keeping eyes peeled for spots that needed adjustment: gaps between geometry, swathes of terrain that were too crowded or empty.

	“A lot of times what can end up happening is you can have a blockout that looks great when you're looking at it from a bird's-eye view, and then you run through it zoomed-in and there are big swathes on the screen where there's nothing: no props, nothing to help guide players to where they should be going next,” Null explained. “It's up to designers to catch those things, because what we've dictated what we're hoping for, a lot of times the area team will take what you give them and make it look great, but they may not have as much time for them to play through it. Level designers have more time to play through levels as we build them.”

	The larger an area, the more playtesting it warranted. Their focus was on tightening the core gameplay loop that drove Pillars of Eternity and the Infinity Engine games: enter an area, kill things, find loot, reveal more of the story. That loop changed depending on the area being designed. “Once you get into a civilized location, particularly in the games that we make, it's a lot more talking to people, figuring out quests, and, in cases, playing them a different way and inject your core gameplay loop into them,” said Null.

	Deadfire’s core gameplay loop is one of two. The core loop operates on a minute-by-minute bases: explore, kill, loot. The other is larger, and combines dungeon delving with civilized areas such as towns: explore, kill, loot, then leave the hostile region and return to town to claim rewards for quests, talk to characters, and buy supplies before getting back on the road to adventure. 

	“It's something we're always trying to balance,” Null admitted. “As soon as you start getting in the mindset of trying to make a living space feel more realistic, you get further away from the game's core loop. It's always a challenge, and we do have to hand-wave some things.”

	Constructing spaces that feel realistic and livable is perhaps the greatest challenge Null and his designers face. It’s a moving target due to the demographics that enjoy RPGs. “Some fans are completely happy going around talking to people all day long, not getting into the combat loop, whereas that drives other people nuts. You're always trying to juggle those two things to pace out your game as best you can.”

	Neketaka presented designers with opportunities to fuse combat and more serene exploration. The pyramid-shaped metropolis is divided into districts with assorted populations. Early on, Null wrote documents outlining each of its districts: what type of content should be there, how much of the game budget designers had to work with in each section. “Early on, every one of them had a dungeon,” he said of Neketaka’s seven areas. “That sounded great, but things change based on what we need for the story. The ones that ended up retaining the dungeon spaces, I like them better, because I think they're paced better.”

	The Gullet district features a smaller civilized space juxtaposed against a larger dungeon zone. “I blocked it out early in the project, and I wanted the space where you're walking around talking to people to be relatively small, and it was, compared to something like going into the Queen's Berth,” Null said.

	Neketaka’s Queen’s Berth district is the single largest map in Pillars of Eternity II. Decking out such a huge space with characters and attractions excited Null, so he blocked it out in gray boxes himself. “I wanted it to be the biggest scene in the game for this reason: When you get to a big city, you want to open the map and say, ‘Oh my god, this place is insane.’”

	Null mapped out Queen’s Berth over two weekends. Its final layout, from canals and the placement of its tavern to the path players take through it, to what players see and when they’re meant to see it, was honed over rounds of iteration. Once a designer finished blocking out an area, it went to the environment artists. Null added an extra step in Deadfire’s production pipeline, a method of calling attention to fine details he or other designers wanted to make sure the art team included in their final render. “We didn't have time to do concept work on scenes in the first game, but we did on Deadfire. That's another reason the maps look so much better. Matt Hansen and Lindsay Laney would go through screenshots of what I'd blocked out, and they would go through and draw awesome line illustrations to further define what the city should look like.”

	Kaz Aruga iterated on levels, too. He went into Deadfire determined to clean up the game’s user interface so that UI elements co-existed with environments and on-screen action such as character movement and spell effects. “Visibility and clarity were my concerns,” Aruga clarified. “One thing we took away from Pillars 1 was that the environments were noisy: You'd get high-fidelity, crunchy, nice textures on the ground, and they look great when you're just looking at a render, but in the context of combat, it often contributed to visual chaos. That's something we wanted to weed out from Pillars II.”

	Minimizing chaos meant rethinking color palettes, such as making sure UI elements did not conflict with or blend into backgrounds. Aruga’s concentration on clarity paid off. Special circumstances such as activating stealth mode to sneak around characters clearly highlighted each character’s line of sight so that players knew exactly where they were looking, and when.

	Null was happy with how Deadfire’s tropical, stormy world turned out, though he reflected on the abundance of smaller dungeons compared to larger, multi-level spaces. “There's a lot of smaller living spaces, and a lot of really cool quests,” he said of Queen’s Berth, “but I would say that area could have used—and originally had this—a strict adventure space that gets you into that gameplay loop more. Those are the kinds of lessons we go through. Lots of people have lots of great ideas, but sometimes we make tradeoffs and try to get different types of gameplay going to mix things up.”

	 

	WHEN ERIC FENSTERMAKER and Chris Avellone left Obsidian, Carrie Patel became the only narrative designer who had worked on every installment of Pillars of Eternity: the base game, the two-part White March expansion set, and Deadfire.

	“I had a lot of institutional knowledge and a greater awareness of how our pipelines worked, of the Pillars tone and flavor, and what our vast lore included,” she said. “Also, because all of the other leads were incredibly busy, I was often a much easier person to approach about a lot of those questions. Writers and people from other disciplines who wanted to know something about Pillars lore or how we did things, like using our tools, would oftentimes come to me with those questions.” 

	Already spinning several plates as Deadfire’s game director, Sawyer took on the role of lead narrative designer. Someone had needed to fill the void left by Fenstermaker. He also wanted an opportunity to take a hand in the game’s story and characters. 

	“I think it's important for me to do writing. I always do something in the guts of the game on every project I work on,” Sawyer said. “When I started in the industry, my first thought was, I'm going to make all this crazy shit!” Sawyer recalled. And the programmers said, 'Well, that's fascinating, dude, but none of that stuff is supported.' The more I understand about the reality of how an engine works and doesn't work, the better informed I can be when I'm talking with the designers who are working on that stuff every day. I fear that if I never write a dialogue, if I never create a spell, if I never set up data for a character class, I'll be too far removed from the reality of technical limitations of the engine.”

	To juggle his many other obligations, Sawyer relied on Patel. Other narrative designers had gravitated to her since work on Deadfire had begun, asking her feedback and for help navigating OEI Tools. Other designers likewise looked to her for guidance. “I feel like to an extent, I'm the same way with managerial stuff that I am with a map, for instance,” Patel said. “If I'm traveling with people who know exactly where we're going, I will just check out and follow them. If it turns out that someone needs to step in and figure out where we're going, figure out the best route to get there, well, okay, I'll do that, and I don't mind it. That's not a complaint about a lack of direction, but just the fact that there's always a need for someone with both the inclination and the availability to do all of the same-scale follow-up, even: with people, with issues, with creative or technical questions. If there's someone else already doing that, I'm happy to let them do that.”

	Patel quickly fell into step with Sawyer, collaborating with him as she had with Fenstermaker. “I find that Josh is very reasonable and willing to hear things out, and then take those things into consideration,” she said. “For Pillars II, whenever there was a question about a big creative direction or decision that needed to be made, I'd pass it to him and say, ‘Where do you want to head on this?’ When it was something that was kind of established or understood, or if it needed more definition or something we already had an internal answer on, I'd usually follow up on it on my own.”

	Sawyer gave Patel and the other narrative designers the credit for carrying the heaviest loads. He had to be more concerned with the ten-thousand-feet view out of necessity: story structure, making sure the story gave players freedom to confront moral dilemmas and respond to them in their own way, and providing opportunities for players to flex their tactical-combat muscles. “I wrote Pallegina, which is the companion I wrote in Pillars 1,” said Sawyer. “I wrote Eothas, who is the main, driving force behind the plot in Deadfire. And I wrote a handful of side characters.”

	Coming from the groundwork she had set with Fenstermaker, Patel understood many of Deadfire’s beats and themes. What she liked about the story was that the big picture framed two epic conflicts: powerful, god-like beings such as Eothas competing and cooperating with one another to reshape the world of Eora; and smaller, mortal races, personalities, and factions who were just as determined to run the world. “As the player, you're encountering both of these forces, looking at the solutions they offer, and asking yourself questions, hopefully,” Patel said. “‘What's best? What's the right shape for things to take?’ ‘How are stability and salvation best found? Do we look to our past and honor it? Do we innovate and plan for the future? Do we guide and direct one another? Do we offer one another total freedom?’”

	Players find answers depending on the gods and factions they align with. The narrative team’s goal was for players to have time and space to ponder questions between soaking up the Deadfire region’s attractions and partaking in deep combat.

	Above all, the game’s colorful palette mingles with the narrative team’s change in tone to encourage players to enjoy themselves, a sharp contrast from what Patel had described as the “pessimistic realism” of Pillars of Eternity and its tragic events. “I don't think pessimistic realism was appropriate for Deadfire, and I don't know if it was a question so much of what would be appropriate. I think it's still pretty pessimistic because we've got colonialism, slavery, unchecked capitalism. But I do think we wanted to balance all of that with a little more humor, more levity, and more of a sense of fun.”

	The narrative designers were as interested in buffing the dents out of Obsidian’s pipeline as other disciplines. By taking guesswork and frustration out of OEI Tools, writers could be more creative and less concerned with figuring out how things worked. Most quests in Deadfire started as a stub, a simple and often vague framework that the narrative designer assigned to a task. In no time at all, the designer was able to connect events and dialogue to the stub, flesh them out, and playtest them to get a feel for how the beats of a quest line or character interaction unfolded.

	For their first pass, narrative designers played with characters and flavor. For side quests, they felt their way through figuring out what story they wanted to tell. When writing for story quests, they worked to understand what segment in the plot they were filling in, how it connected to what story beats had come before, and where they needed to leave things for the designer in charge of writing the next leg. “Once you're comfortable with that structure and with what you've set up, the narrative designer will go in and do a more polished writing pass: character details, nuance, voice, and some of the different types of dialogue interactions and reactivity that we like to see in finished conversations,” explained Patel.

	Among the interfaces and programs within OEI Tools is a conversation editor. That, not word processors such as Microsoft Word, was where narrative designers wrote and revised their work. “It also includes item text, examinables, UI text, character names. All of those strings live in the string editor, and many of those strings will not necessarily be present in the conversation editor because they're not part of conversations,” said Patel.

	Many of OEI Tools’ narrative-oriented processes were in place long before starting Deadfire. A designer may decide, for example, that he or she wants to draw the player’s attention to a particular spot in an environment. Designers dragged-and-dropped an examinable component into the area, opened the component, and entered the appropriate string ID—a reference to a pre-written piece of text—and OEI Tools and Unity automatically pulled it from a database of text strings. “You can technically do some writing from Unity, although the Obsidian Tools is a much cleaner interface,” said Patel.

	An important phase in refining the narrative pipeline was coming up with templates for common tasks such as area design and quest design. A template included information designers would need to know such as where a quest or character was located, what needed to be accomplished, and what media such as animations and audio was needed to make it happen. Templates were shared with every lead, artist, programmer, and designer responsible for working on that content so that everyone grasped where it fit—especially in terms of budget and time—within the project’s development.

	“You could look at a quest, for instance, and say, ‘If these are the NPCs and what they're doing, this is about how large their conversations will need to be in order to feel satisfying and complete. That means about this much time for this content,’” Patel said. “Then you can look at that and say, ‘Is this in our budget, or do we need to trim some part of this out or tone it down? Are we being realistic in what we're saying we can get done in this period of time?’”

	All of those processes and tools proved instrumental to writing a story for an open-world-style game. Originally, the designers wanted to give players their ship at the beginning of the story but prevent them from sailing into deep waters until they had paid a visit to Neketaka. The designers scrapped that restriction. “Then there was this idea of, well, what if we just let the player travel wherever they want?” Patel remembered. “We warn the player: ‘Here be monsters. Content gets pretty hard if you go this way, so what you should really do is go to this city,’ which we've put on your map, but why not let the player go anywhere they want?”

	Except in a few instances, players can sail freely. Deadfire does block off end-game content so players cannot drift into the final encounters ahead of time. Virtually everywhere else can be accessed. “Players who have been through the game and know exactly where to go—we're talking about speed runners to a point—and want to ask, ‘Can I do this?’ the answer is, ‘Yes, you can.’ You can get through the game relatively quickly if you're skilled enough,” Patel continued.

	Not all players like to be dropped into a world and left to find their way. The scope of a game as vast as Deadfire can be overwhelming. For those players, the narrative team constructed quests—as well as collaborated with other departments to put together quick tutorials—to teach players the basics: how to move, how to attack, how to sneak. Additionally, the narrative team sets down clear paths to the next area players should explore if they want to continue along the critical path, but does not herd them around like sheep. Players can explore while knowing where they need to go and what they need to do when they’re ready to move on.

	The overland map was designed in a similar fashion, with areas of interest such as other islands and obstacles like enemy ships peppered over the waters to catch players’ eye. “Even if you try to sail in a straight line from the first island to the big city, you'll have to go around a few little islands here and there,” Patel said. “You'll see ships passing, and can engage in combat if you want to try it. You'll find islands that have landing points that you can click on to go to, and you can walk around and explore them.”

	Referencing the overland map reveals icons for things like combat, dungeons, and resources to pick up. Players can breeze right past areas of interest if they have other plans, enabling the narrative team to use them as breadcrumbs rather than forcing players to acknowledge them. “We made sure to include that type of content between any two points we would send you so that you'll always find something else to do. If you decide to deviate from the route you've been given, you'll be rewarded with something interesting and new,” explained Patel.

	A staple of classic and classic-style RPGs, companions are divided between old friends and new blood over the course of Deadfire’s story. Edér is one of the first familiar faces players see after they complete the prologue, which reintroduces them to being a Watcher—one who can read souls—and then deposits them in the cabin of their ship, where they find Edér waiting.

	Then there’s Aloth, another fan-favorite who had his beliefs shaken when he discovered the true cause behind the Hollowborn crisis. It’s been half a decade since the player’s Watcher avatar and Aloth have crossed paths, and during that time he’s made peace with the events of the original game. “I think with him, it was kind of cool to have someone who was a familiar character, but also to show how he'd changed as well,” Patel said. “It was a little bit of a challenge to figure out how to do something that's not the same old Aloth, but that still feels appropriate for the character we've built, and that fans will recognize from the first game. It was fun to write a stronger, more sure-of-himself Aloth, but also someone who had some conflicts and doubts that we knew from before.”

	Dereo the Lean was a new character, written by Patel, and one of the most creative challenges she faced while writing Pillars of Eternity II. He belongs to the Principi, a faction of pirates who, through a ruling body of seven captains, attempt to control the activities of pirate fleets in and around the Deadfire. “I remember doing a first pass, and it was kind of what you'd expect: ‘Oh, yeah, he's a nasty, sneaky guy, living down there with all the criminals.’ That was the feedback I got,” Patel recalled.

	Sawyer read her first take on Dereo and recommended that she inject more of the nobility that flows through the blood of the Principi’s ancestors. That feedback empowered her to bring out more of the character’s innate flair. Dark-skinned, somber, and methodical, he bears a striking resemblance to drug kingpin Gustavo Fring from AMC’s Breaking Bad TV drama, a comparison that perhaps influenced Patel as she worked and reworked Dereo’s interactions. “He was still someone who fit the role, but I found ways to make him an individual. I think he's fun because you can tell he's someone who's having fun doing what he's doing. I think that's fun to write and fun to encounter as well.”

	Narrative designers maintained a balance between text and audiovisual elements. “The rule I use is, if the line a character tells you could just as easily come from another character, it's not character building, it's just information and a waste of time, for the most part,” said Sawyer.

	Writing meant more than typing a bunch of words and plugging them into Obsidian’s conversation editor. Narrative design was a multi-discipline effort. If a narrative designer wanted to, say, show a character performing a meticulous task such as setting a table, the designer would need to work with an artist to figure out how or if to show that action. “Maybe the art needs of having this table laid out with lots of food as opposed to very bare makes it into the artist's notes, and maybe it doesn't. Communicating that and catching it early is important,” explained Patel.

	Leading from the vantage of game director, Sawyer worked with narrative designers to diversity as well as tighten dialogue. In RPGs, writers have a habit of giving every character information about the area to tell players. Sawyer thought that was fine, but a seedy character who skulked outside the town walls and holds a grudge for land that was swindled from him would have a very different view of local issues than, say, a magistrate.

	“If you say, ‘Yeah, so what's up with the town?’ they might say, ‘You wanna know what's up with the fuckin' town? I'll tell you about the goddamn town,’” Sawyer suggested. “What you're doing is, you're giving the player this information that is character building and conflict building. It helps develop the world more than just reading a Wikipedia entry to them through a voice.”

	Sawyer viewed good prose as the cherry on top of a story sundae. When critiquing narrative design, he pointed out instances where prose was better off left to dialogue, or vice versa. “For example, describing a character doing something and then making a gesture that is not very distinctive of the character, and feels like it just reinforces what the character just said? Not a good use of prose. You're already getting the vibe of what the character's mental state is from the line itself.”

	One of Sawyer’s favorite uses of prose over dialogue was Orron, a dwarf written by Carrie Patel. When players meet Orron, he’s sitting at a table pouring equal amounts of wine into glasses. Quiet and intent, he tops off each glass until the bottle is empty and each cup holds the same amount of wine. “It's something we can't see something happening on the screen. It evokes your imagination,” said Sawyer. “It lets you understand, holy shit, this guy is super-obsessive compulsive, which informs some choices you can make in the conversation later to really throw him off. When I saw people using prose like that, I tried to reinforce, ‘Yeah, that's great. That really builds the character. That gives you insight you couldn't get from the scene.’”

	Patel credited the importance of rewriting to hitting high notes such as Orron and the Royal Deadfire Company, another of her charges. “I think sometimes it's easier to let yourself experiment with something early without worrying too much about making it really good and polished, and then come back to it when you've had time to let that idea sit in the back of your mind, and feel a little fresher toward it,” she said. “I feel like it's when you try to do all the passes at once and get a really polished draft in your first go, that unless you're just on and know what you're doing, that's what a lot of times leads to the whole ‘staring at the blinking cursor, write something, delete something, write something, delete it again.’”

	Patel integrated iteration into narrative’s pipeline. An exercise toward that end was the entire team setting aside their tasks and playing through all of Deadfire’s content and submitting feedback when possible. “That's great for catching bugs, because you're most likely, as the designer, to know what you're missing. But you're obviously not getting fresh eyes on your work, and outside perspectives from people who may not know your intent [ahead of time],” she said.

	As Deadfire’s release date closed in, narrative designers—and the team at large—had less time to playtest and iterate. “Certainly there comes a point when, as text is getting locked down and as other areas are being locked down, as things are getting translated, you have to look and say, ‘Here are the things I have to fix. Everything else after that is about triage.’ You get into bug-fixing rather than content creation,” Patel explained. Triage could mean trimming text or cutting it completely, or accepting the fact that the best she or another designer can do is polish what’s there, even if it falls short of expectations.

	“I've been a lot more involved in trying to keep us coordinated with other teams, make sure everybody's on the same page, make sure people are getting the feedback and direction we need to create good content, and make sure the content we're building syncs up well with everything,” she said. “We've got a much larger writing team now, which is good, because this game has turned out to be quite a bit bigger than the first one. I still do a lot of writing, but also a lot of, on a day-to-day level, trying to keep everybody in sync and where we are on all fronts.”

	In January 2018, a few months before Deadfire was due to launch, Sawyer asked Patel to meet with him in his office. He had been impressed with the creative work and responsibilities she had undertaken since joining Obsidian, especially on Deadfire. He asked if he could formally recognize her as co-lead narrative designer, a promotion that would lead to other opportunities following the completion of Pillars of Eternity II. Patel accepted.

	“Carrie is fantastic,” Sawyer added. “She did great work on Pillars 1, and on Pillars II. I can't wait for her to be a lead on a project where I'm not hovering over her, because I think she's going to do great stuff.”

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Chopped Up - John Romero on the Sorrows of Gauntlet: Seven Sorrows

	 

	Like journals sprinkled throughout RPGs, Pause Screens go into more detail on the people, companies, and cultures that contributed to the success of the Pillars of Eternity franchise and the Infinity Engine line of roleplaying games. 

	 

	INDIVIDUALLY, JOHN ROMERO and Josh Sawyer are design legends. Together, they’re a veritable dream team.

	In 2003, Midway Games made the dream team a reality when Romero and Sawyer joined forces at the developer’s San Diego studio to co-direct Gauntlet: Seven Sorrows, a follow-up to 3D arcade hit Gauntlet Legends and its expansion set, Dark Legacy.

	On paper, Gauntlet: Seven Sorrows had all the trappings of an action-RPG apotheosis. It would boast the button-mashing madness that had put Gauntlet on the map, plus RPG mechanics and a deeper story. And it would be helmed by Romero and Sawyer, two veteran designers known for frantic action, tactical exploration, and immersive storytelling.

	There was only one weak link in the chain. By 2003, Midway was as known for classics ranging from Mortal Kombat and NBA Jam as it was underhanded management and poor executive decisions, which led to its bankruptcy and subsequent dismantling by new owner Warner Bros. in 2009. 

	Gauntlet: Seven Sorrows is not part of the Infinity Engine lineage of games, or Obsidian’s Pillars of Eternity franchise, but its robust gameplay mechanics and deeper storytelling, not to mention the very idea of Josh Sawyer and John Romero working together, were more than intriguing enough that I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to learn more about it. Sawyer had already given hours of his time to answering my questions and was tied up in studio work before his planned sabbatical in the late summer of 2018, so I caught up with Romero to learn how Gauntlet: Seven Sorrows got started, what he and Sawyer aspired to do with the game, and where it went off the rails.

	 

	Craddock: You'd been in Dallas for years, since id Software relocated there for Shreveport, Louisiana. What prompted you to pick up stakes and head west?
 

	John Romero: I had just finished Red Faction on the N-Gage. That was with my company, Monkeystone Games. I just wanted to get out of Dallas after that. I'd been there for eleven years, and I was ready to try new things. I was working with a recruiter, and I found out there was an opportunity at Midway San Diego. I thought, I love San Diego. Why wouldn't I want to live there? I went and checked the place out, interviewed with them, told them I would love to take over the Gauntlet project they were going to start.

	 

	They did mostly third-party support at that location, but they had a lot of executives. Basically, executives were at [Midway] Chicago, or in San Diego. I talked to [CEO David Zucker], who was just a contract president who'd be in the position for the foreseeable future. I really liked Gauntlet, like everybody, and I wanted to do something cooler with Gauntlet that gave you a deeper universe for these four characters, something more fleshed out than the simplistic thing you saw in the original game and even in Dark Legacy. They said, "Okay."

	 

	Craddock: I love that you designed a game for N-Gage, because to look at your gameography, anyone can see that you've developed game software for so many platforms. That seems to reinforce that you just love developing games regardless of platform.
 

	Romero: Yeah, pretty much on everything. Before id—before 1993—was my first time making a game for a non-8-bit computer. Before 1993, it was Apple II, Commodore 64, and [IBM compatible] PC. Those were the three platforms I worked on at that time until 1993, when we needed to make Wolfenstein 3D for the Super Nintendo. That was my first time working on a console, but it wasn't a primary [project]; it was a port. Still, I got console experience doing that. And while we were making Doom, we were developing it on NeXTSTEP workstations. So we were using one platform to make a game for another platform.

	 

	When I worked at Origin, I was porting 2400 A.D. from the Apple to the Commodore. I was programming the game on the Apple II, transferring it over, and just running it on Commodore. I was not going to develop it on a Commodore, so that was cross-development. I did a lot of that. We worked on the Jaguar version of Doom, and then, when I started Monkeystone right after Ion Storm, that was primarily to develop for the Pocket PC that was out at the time, the iPAQ. I made Hyperspace Delivery Boy for the Pocket PC, and then I made it for the PC. Then we were making games for other cellphones, and I got into the N-Gage cellphone, yet another platform. Then Midway came along, and I thought, I'm finally going to make a game [natively] for a console.

	 

	I even did Game Boy Advance programming at Monkeystone. We did Brew, Sirius 60/Nokia, which was like N-Gage, using an engine called X-Forge, by a company called Fathammer. That's what was used for Red Faction.

	 

	So, all kinds of different technology, but finally, at Midway, I could focus on consoles. After Midway, my focus was on MMOs. Just lots of different stuff over the years.

	 

	Craddock: What was the transition like, after having lived and worked in Dallas for so long?

	 

	Romero: I moved everything over from Dallas to San Diego. I had stuff in storage in Dallas and moved that into new storage in San Diego so I would have no reason to go back. I started in October of 2003. I was friends with the guy who was running the San Diego studio, so that was great: I knew the guy who was running the place. I'd met Michael Gottlieb years before when I was at id. He was the head of third-party [development], so there were a lot of cool people working there.

	 

	I remember when I went there and said I wanted to work on that game, and told them all the things I wanted to do. One was, "I want to take over this dev space. I want to re-paint it. I want new lights. I want a dev environment that inspires the game we're trying to make." I got this huge area. I had it painted the color I wanted, removed fluorescent lights removed and got incandescent lights all over the walls. It was this really nice, dimly lit space lit up with yellow light.

	 

	It was really cool, and forty people took up a lot of that space. I got to bring some Monkeystone people on as programmers and designers. [id Software co-founder] Tom Hall came because when I said I wanted to move out of Dallas, he said, "Well, you're not going without me." He became a creative director in third-party [software].

	 

	Craddock: Was Gauntlet in progress when you started?

	 

	Romero: They'd been working on a prototype with a small team, and they'd just had a big layoff from the previous game, so they had this big building for development that was mostly empty. I was project director on the game, and they had been working for about six months on a prototype that I was not a fan of. They had a camera, a third-person camera, but it wasn't limited in any way. You could look off into the distance, which made it really chug and go slow.

	 

	Gauntlet really wasn't about that perspective. I thought it needed to be more in the classic Gauntlet perspective, but maybe we could do some cooler stuff with the camera. Maybe we could have a camera on rails that, as you moved through it, it would always have the best viewpoint for the player.

	 

	Craddock: You've talked a lot about being inspired by classic arcade games such as Pac-Man. What was your history with Gauntlet?

	 

	Romero: I was mainly a fan of the console version, the 1985 version by Ed Logg. That was just awesome. I loved it like crazy. I thought, After all these years of maze games—and maze games were a genre for a long time—here's a maze game that looks better than all these other ones. It was also the beginning of the bullet sponge: Here's a crazy amount of enemies, and you're just taking hits because they're just running into you if you can't mow them down fast enough.

	 

	The way you'd make arcade games was with infinite levels. How many levels does Pac-Man have? It has 256, but if you didn't know, you'd think it was an infinite amount. Gauntlet was the same thing: It never runs out of levels. Diablo felt like it was influenced by that [design] as well. It was asking you: How far can you go? You won't exhaust the game's content. It will just keep on making stuff.

	 

	I played some of the other Gauntlets, but I wasn't as excited about them as I was the very first one.

	 

	Craddock: You and Josh Sawyer co-designed this game, which would become Gauntlet: Seven Sorrows. That pairing sounds like a dream match-up for fans who grew up playing PC games in the '90s and early 2000s: John Romero, co-designer of action hits such as Doom and Quake, and Josh Sawyer, co-designer of some of the best tactical and story-driven RPGs of all time. To your recollection, how did Josh get involved?

	 

	Romero: Gauntlet an action game, but I wanted it to have some RPG elements and a really cool story. Josh Sawyer was working at Black Isle. He had done Icewind Dale, so I knew he was a really great designer. At that time, Midway was in discussions with possibly taking on the entire Black Isle team. It was all or nothing: They weren't going to cherry-pick people. That was early, when I started. It took several months, and that fell apart. I could talk to Josh about coming aboard.

	 

	I drove up to Newport Beach to talk to him, and told him what the situation was: I would love for him to be the lead designer, and I would love for the characters to have really cool backstories. Cinematics would be a great way to show the story. The team wouldn't be too big—I think it got up to around forty people—but the president was committed to an eighty-plus Metacritic rating, which means he'd make sure we had good production values. I asked him if he was interested, and he was.

	 

	Craddock: Was recruiting Josh and the Black Isle team your initiative, or was that wheel in motion when you joined Midway San Diego?

	 

	Romero: I actually had nothing to do with the Black Isle stuff. It was a situation that happened [before I arrived]. Midway, being in San Diego in the region where Black Isle was, had the opportunity to talk with them to see what they were interested in doing. I was already working on Gauntlet, but that was a thing that was happening: This team could come into Midway, but it may or may not be on the Gauntlet team. There was no plan of, "If we get the Black Isle guys, they could work on Gauntlet." It would probably have been them making a new game.

	 

	Romero: Josh came on alone. That team shopping themselves as a block didn't work, and there's only so long people can go without paychecks. I guess that fell apart. I might be wrong, but I remember something like that happening.

	 

	Craddock: What was it about Josh Sawyer that made you feel confident that he was the right lead designer for this type of action-heavy RPG?

	 

	Romero: He was brilliant. He was super articulate. I can't even imagine a better RPG designer. He's just the best. The amount of knowledge he has about D&D and RPGs, and his own ideas—he knows what should be in an RPG. He has a wealth of experience to draw on, much like Sandy Petersen had when we hired him for Doom: Sandy was this encyclopedia of design, and so was Josh. He was easy to work with. He stands up for stuff he cares about.

	 

	Craddock: So, at this stage, you two are working together at the same studio. You seemed to know what and who you wanted on this project, starting with Josh. How did you go about recruiting the rest of your team?

	 

	Romero: I had to choose who was going to be the lead designer, which was Josh. I had to pick who was going to be the lead programmer, which was Boris Batkin. Then I needed to put together the rest of the team so they could handle making the Xbox and PS2 versions of the game.

	 

	The lead programmer brought in a guy named Andi Smithers to take over the advanced technology group (ATG). The guy who was at the advanced technology group before Andi was a vet in the industry named Paul Edelstein, who made a game in 1982 for Sirius Software called Wayout. It was the first super-smooth maze program [with 360-degree rotation] on 8-bit computers. He was running ATG, but [Midway] did this big layoff and we needed someone in charge of that group, so we brought Andi Smithers in. He was in charge of the PS2 port. He brought over a Ukrainian guy named Sergey [Parilov], and we brought in the legendary Mike Singleton to help work on assembly language for the PS2 version.

	 

	Craddock: Gauntlet Legends revived the Gauntlet brand by starting in arcades and then coming to consoles. Gauntlet: Dark Legacy followed, and it was very similar. What did you see as big milestones for those games? What did you want to transplant into your Gauntlet, and what did you want to leave behind?

	 

	Romero: I'd say that the big thing for me was that Gauntlet had undergone the transition to 3D. That was the big thing. It had the four, classic characters, which helped it retain its identity. Dark Legacy was in 3D, and it had those characters, but I wasn't a fan of the art style so much, but they were being kind of true to the original arcade game. The arcade version was tongue-in-cheek: It was this colorful art style, and the shapes of everything were just really fun. I thought that with a new version of Gauntlet, I could deepen the story and make it more serious, which would make it different than the stuff that had come before, especially Dark Legacy being more arcade-y.

	 

	Craddock: And Gauntlet Legends was made in an era when many console games were ports of arcade titles. Mashing buttons in arcades, mashing buttons at home. 

	 

	Romero: Yeah. I wanted players to be able to use combos. I mean, Street Fighter happened! [laughs] Instead of having a million enemies coming at you, could we have more interesting locations, and puzzles, and traps, and better fighting? Then, using the characters, let's make [the story] a little more serious and go deeper than button mashing.

	 

	Craddock: Was that a difficult balance to strike? Did you think that deeper systems and storytelling would muddy Gauntlet's identity, or would they have been an extension of the franchise?

	 

	Romero: Totally an extension. Like, "Here are the characters everybody's known for decades. Can we let players know where they came from? What are their names? Can we bring in some other characters who are as deep as these guys?" Let's show that they're not the only four badasses. There's a world where they came from that has a bunch of cool characters. Let's flesh the whole thing out: Instead of four characters, let's make a world.

	 

	Craddock: What was the dynamic between you and Josh as far as leadership and decision making?

	 

	Romero: I would say, "Here's the high-level stuff. Here's what I think is important about the game. You, Josh, have a design team made up of mostly senior designers who worked on a bunch of other Midway games. You get the designers to implement your vision, which hopefully lines up with my high-level [view] that will make this Gauntlet different than previous Gauntlets."

	 

	I think that was also the pitch that got him excited: Why would he want to work on Gauntlet when he creates new IP all the time? Well, this is a chance to basically make a new IP based off a classic IP, kind of reinvent it, because I already had approval from the president at Midway that I could totally do this. The president never said, "You need to retain everything from the original Gauntlet and Dark Legacy." It was, "Make it as cool as you can. Do whatever." I said, "Can I invent the world and other characters?" He said, "Yeah, do whatever you can to make it a great property."

	 

	For [my part], I just needed to make sure Josh was doing that, and make sure the process is going well. I got to see what a console development process was like, and also solve issues that could come up. There were a lot of things for me to do on the project that weren't in the realm of me leading design. Josh would lead design, and there would be senior systems designers, and level designers, and we were using RenderWare, so it was a whole new tool chain. There was a lot of stuff to do, but I never had a fight with Josh about anything. That [leading design] was what he got to do, so there wasn't any stepping on toes. I never told him he couldn't do anything.

	 

	Craddock: That sounds like an ideal project director: Giving your lead designer a long lead.

	 

	Romero: The thing is, he's good. Josh was doing exactly what I was hoping he would do. Another interesting thing was, when I got there, the art director, Michael Murphy had already worked on Daikatana and Anachronox at Ion Storm. It was like, "Holy crap! You're here!" and he's like, "Holy crap! John!" I was already friends with the art director before I got there. He was great. Michael Murphy is a great art director, and he got some amazing artists. It was a really good team.

	 

	Craddock: You and Josh left before Seven Sorrows shipped, and Josh mentioned in our interviews that things weren't going well, which was why he left. From your perspective, when did the job veer off the tracks?

	 

	Romero: Midway had several studios they had acquired. There was Paradox Studios in LA, Ratbag Games in Australia, Inevitable in Austin doing Area 51, the John Woo Stranglehold team in Austin, I think. There was a team in Seattle doing the Suffering. They had lots of teams working on stuff, so there was lots of third-party activity going on. Midway had 800 people at the time. It was a big company; they had been around for decades.

	 

	They had these quarterly meetings where the project heads from every studio would meet in Chicago to present their [works in progress]. I went to one of these things, and in the front row was one of the owners of Midway. Their biggest shareholder, I think. He was on the board of directors, obviously. And he was nuts. He's running the show, so whatever's happening on-stage, he'll yell out anything he wants because it's his company. He'll interrupt people, saying crazy, wacky stuff. I was just like, "Uh... what?" I thought Midway Chicago was more managed [than San Diego]. There was a brain trust—Jack Tramiel, Sal, George, and the guys who had been at the company for decades—that made sure quality stayed high and they knew how to make decisions with cool heads. And then here's this guy who could change the course of the company because he went nuts [in these meetings]. I thought, Whoa. This could disrupt all kinds of stuff.

	 

	Midway had a president who was on a contract, a two-year contract or something. So he's not permanent, but this guy is because he's on the board. I think I may have said hi to him, but I really didn't interface much with him. I just knew, Okay, the [contract] president isn't really the guy. It's this guy.

	 

	Craddock: Did this executive interfere with production on Gauntlet, or did something else come up?

	 

	Romero: As projects went along, we had a shitload of scheduling to do. Unfortunately, Gauntlet was waterfall scheduled. That means it took hours to revise the entire schedule. It was ridiculous. With the story we wanted, there were a lot of cinematics. Midway spent half a million dollars on cinematics to string the chapters together and tell this really cool story. That was all outsourced. The game is happening, and we're going through 2004. Around the beginning of 2005, just going by the progress we were making, we knew we weren't going to make Christmas. We thought we would make the first quarter of 2006.

	 

	Craddock: Why was that?

	 

	Romero: We were running into some issues with the way RenderWare Studio worked. By default, it's connected to a source control program called Alienbrain. Alienbrain was neat, but it wasn't a fast solution for source control. Every time you would move something in RenderWare Studio, it would throw [data] packets over the network to Alienbrain's source control server, and it was flooding the network with packets. What would you want to store forever the location of some object you're dragging? You didn't commit the data into a source control. You're just moving it, but it's being sent over the network, so it's clogging the network.

	 

	As we got more and more designers, it was taking too long to make levels, because the network was slowing down. Then we had to try what was actually making things go slow, and we found out it was RenderWare Studios, which we couldn't change. We couldn't rewrite RenderWare Studio, and this was after Burnout 3, which was made with RenderWare, so everybody wanted to license that shit. Everybody wanted to use that. We got it.

	 

	What we had to do was rewrite the interface: Instead of going to Alienbrain, we sent RenderWare to Perforce. We had to invest in Perforce, which sped everything up, but it still wasn't as fast as it should have been because of how RenderWare worked. So, that's how we projected it would take us longer to ship this game.

	 

	Around the second quarter [of 2005], we were waiting to find out our development velocity. We found out, no, we're not wrapping up to ship by Christmas. It's going to be quarter one, at our best guess. Romero: We told them during a quarterly meeting, "It looks like we're going to be slipping."

	 

	Craddock: How did Midway take the news?

	 

	Romero: When they had this quarterly meeting, they found out that all of their titles were going to slip. They had four games that were supposed to ship by Christmas. We were one of those, and all of those were going to slip. The president wasn't going to tell the board of directors this. He basically said, "No, you are going to ship. We have to ship one game because we cannot go through Christmas without shipping one of these four games that are all close."

	 

	The problem was that the other studios that were slipping were owned by Midway, but they weren't internal. Midway San Diego was internal, so they could control it. They said, "We're going to send a couple guys down who chop games up and ship them. We know you don't want to be around for your game to get hacked to pieces, so we're going to replace the studio head." They also replaced me, the project manager, with someone else.

	 

	At that point, I had migrated from project manager to project director because they wanted me on another game besides Gauntlet. They'd started a game called Career Criminal, and I needed to help direct that title as well. I took two weeks to make the decision to make this switch, because they had this project that had been green-lit [by executives], it's ready to go, "Please, we need you as a creative director." I said, "I came here for Gauntlet," but I said, "Okay, I'll become creative director."

	 

	So, I didn't have project manager control on Gauntlet, but nobody took over project management. I just switched roles because they needed me to focus on this other things. Not that I took much focus off of Gauntlet, because this other project didn't really go anywhere for a while.

	 

	Craddock: In other words, they knew you wouldn't want to be around to see Gauntlet get hacked into bits, and yet...

	 

	Romero: They sent these two guys down. I got to meet them and hang out with them. the president of Midway would not get his contract renewed if he didn't ship something by Christmas, so he needed to save his ass. Gauntlet was going to be the thing that got chopped up. [Mortal Kombat] Shaolin Monks was one, being done by Paradox; the Stranglehold game wasn't done, either. Then Matt Booty comes over from Chicago and basically said, "Thanks for being here working on Gauntlet. We're going to take this game in a different direction so we can ship by Christmas. It's going to be reduced in size and you're not going to like it, so we're going to let you go, and we're going to let [the studio director] go."

	 

	I said, "Well, thanks for having me. It's been a great team." I wasn't pissed off. It was just: Shit happens. They gave me three months’ severance.

	 

	Craddock: So it was an amicable parting.

	 

	Romero: Oh, yeah, it totally was. I just knew they were going to hack the game apart, and that wasn't going to be a cool time. About two weeks after I left, Josh said, "Fuck this," and he quit.

	 

	Craddock: I don't know how much you played Seven Sorrows after it came out—

	 

	Romero: Nope.

	 

	Craddock: No?

	 

	Romero: As soon as I saw the big piece of cheese on the screen, I knew what happened on that game.

	 

	Craddock: According to Wikipedia, two characters created by you and Josh, Lancer and Tragedian, were removed. There's no source for that, so I thought I'd ask about it. Were they part of the game that got chopped out?

	 

	Romero: Definitely. I didn't come up with any of the characters, though. Josh came up with everything. Tragedian was a character in a play, I think. It's almost like in Final Fantasy 6 where you're on the airship, and your character's attacks are playing cards. Tragedian was a character who was an actor in tragedies, so he had his own way of fighting. Josh came up with a lot of really cool characters, and he was one of them.

	 

	It was totally a case of, "There's too much shit, and fewer things to balance means we ship faster, so chop them out." I wasn't there for any of that, but I heard about it. I believe they hacked the game to one-third the size we were going to make it, which meant that all or almost all of those cinematics were gone. Half a million dollars of cinematics just thrown away.

	 

	Craddock: This sounds like a microcosm of what went wrong at Midway: Management. It's too bad, because they made some of my favorite games.

	 

	Romero: I never got into politics at Midway because I don't do politics anywhere. I don't really give a shit. I just make games. But you can't avoid hearing things. At Midway, I couldn't figure out how they even ran that company with that one guy saying crazy shit all the time. Midway San Diego had very important executive functions that they didn't have in Chicago, so it almost seemed to be a fight over [which branch] would handle what.

	 

	I remember mentioning, "What about the eighty-percent Metacritic [aggregate score] you wanted?" They said, "Well, production cost too much money. Metacritic ratings cost too much money. We have to ship this thing." They never told me that if it didn't ship by Christmas 2005, it would be shipped out in a shit box, but that's what they did. At E3 2005, they had a massive Gauntlet banner that went over an underpass that you had to walk to [in order to get to the Convention Center]. It was huge. I thought, This is kickass promotion. They had an amazing creative services department in San Diego that could do anything, but they screwed up this opportunity to reinvent their franchise.

	 

	It ended up being a more action-oriented version of what Gauntlet already was. They just chopped it up and made it even crazier. As soon as I saw the cheese when I played the game, I said, "What? We never would have done that? This is going directly back to this arcade-y shit. What a shame."

	 

	Imagine Black Isle making a Gauntlet, but with action and a different camera system, and less deep-RPG stuff, but with more story. It would have been really cool.

	 

	 


Pause Screen: In the Guts of Game Design with Josh Sawyer

	 

	Like journals sprinkled throughout RPGs, Pause Screens go into more detail on the people, companies, and cultures that contributed to the success of the Pillars of Eternity franchise and the Infinity Engine line of roleplaying games.

	 

	JOSH SAWYER’S GAMING roots go deep.

	Entering the industry as a web designer, Sawyer got his feet wet—and cold—designing snowy settings and dungeons for Icewind Dale before captaining the team assigned to Icewind Dale II. As game director at Obsidian Entertainment, Sawyer has spearheaded the design of beloved computer RPGs from Fallout: New Vegas to Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire. 

	Sawyer’s tool of choice is not Photoshop or a C++ compiler, but a set of dice. Tabletop RPGs were his first love, and the trappings of games like Dungeons & Dragons can be seen throughout his work. There's a good reason for that. The Dungeons & Dragons license made possible the likes of Baldur's Gate and Icewind Dale, two poster games of the Infinity Engine era. 

	I spoke with Sawyer about his foundation in pen-and-paper gaming, how he’d like to see the RPG genre evolve, game systems that tend to confuse players, and other design topics.

	 

	David Craddock: I think one of the reasons you've been so successful at making the Pillars-style of RPG is your familiarity with tabletop RPGs. How did you develop that interest?

	 

	Josh Sawyer: I've loved playing games since I was a kid. I first got into tabletop roleplaying games with the red-book Basic Dungeons & Dragons with a couple of friends. Actually, at first it was just one friend; it was kind of hard to play Dungeons & Dragons with one person being the dungeon master and the other being the player, but we did it. After that, we played blue book, or Expert D&D. We had a few friends we played with, so we had a proper group, although we were all pretty young.

	 

	I met a kid at a public library who was playing a game on a Commodore 64, and I was just blown away by it. The graphics looked so cool, and the sound effects were so awesome. I was used to playing games on an Apple IIe, so the Commodore 64 looked amazing to me. The game he was playing was Bard's Tale I, and I just thought it was so cool. This older guy—he was older than me; he was in high school—his name was Tony. Tony introduced me to his friends, and they would get together at the library and would play Advanced Dungeons & Dragons, and I got into that. It went on from there. I played a lot of computer roleplaying games and tabletop roleplaying games.

	 

	David Craddock: When did you start experimenting with game design?

	 

	Sawyer: I think it was in high school when I started modifying games, modifying the rules. I was playing D&D so much that I was running into what I felt were friction points: "Well, these rules are kind of obnoxious and none of us seem to enjoy using them, so I'm going to start changing them." Once I started changing them, I realized I could do whatever I wanted to do. I felt liberated. I would look at a rule, and whenever I thought there was something that I, or more importantly, the groups I played with, thought would be enjoyable, I'd just modify it. In college, I started designing my own tabletop roleplaying systems. Luckily I had a pretty big group of people to play with and get feedback from.

	 

	I didn't really expect that I would get into making video games, even though I'd been playing them throughout this whole period. This might sound kind of strange, but because I grew up in Wisconsin, and at the time, TSR was there, I had some idea of what it was like to get into the tabletop industry. But I really had no idea about getting into video games. I had this understanding that there were companies in California that did that, but otherwise had no idea how one got into that stuff.

	 

	David Craddock: Since you were just starting out, did you have any goals as a designer? Or were you just tinkering?

	 

	Sawyer: I wasn't trying to recreate D&D. I did continue playing D&D, but there were other things I wanted to do based on ideas I'd seen in other games. I looked at a lot more tabletop roleplaying games, whether it was things like GURPS, or Stormbringer, or all sorts of cool, more niche RPGs from the '80s and the '90s. A lot of my focus—and I don't think this is an uncommon tendency among young designers—was, "I'm going to make a more realistic RPG. I'm going to make something that's gritty." That was a lot of my focus: Making things that I thought were realistic or natural.

	 

	It was a lot of fun. I got a ton of feedback, and I iterated on it a bunch. I also had a classmate, Jeremy Strandberg, who was working on his own roleplaying game that was kind of like Shadowrun in terms of setting, but mechanically different in a bunch of ways. It was cool. We were trying out all sorts of things, and we were playing all sorts of TRPGs. It was exciting: We'd play GURPS, we'd play Legend of the Five Rings, we'd play Shadowrun, and then we'd run our own stuff.

	 

	It was a pretty cool time. I wasn't really going to class that much. There were times in college when I was in four tabletop campaigns a week. It was a little extreme. I wouldn't necessarily recommend that to people, but I did get a ton of exposure. Not only exposure to different roleplaying games, but in testing my own games, I got a ton of great feedback, and I got used to that feedback loop, and tried to take criticism to heart, in a good way and a productive way to work toward a goal that made players excited about playing with the mechanics.

	 

	David Craddock: In your experience, what are some elements of tabletop games that have not, or cannot, carry over to computer and video games?

	 

	Sawyer: My imagination. It seems so naive, but one of the first things I did was start designing unique items. I've always loved unique, magic items, and there's tons of cool Forgotten Realms modules and source books that had these really neat items with these long histories. If you look in The Magister's Element in the Forgotten Realms, it's full of all these really crazy, unique items that have these page-long histories with all these weird powers. [During development of Icewind Dale] I was like, "I want to do this, and I want to do this!" And the programmers were like, "Uh... how about none of that? Or how about a quarter of that?"

	 

	It took me a while to realize, oh, there are things the engine does, and there are things the engine doesn't do, and then there are things the engine sort of does, and maybe those could be extended. I had to very quickly understand that an engine contains a set of rules and capabilities, and you have to work within those as much as you can. Or, if you want to extend them, that's a cost. That's a burden on other people that you have to consider.

	 

	Another thing was I very quickly realized that the environment of making and playing a CRPG is not quite the same as tabletop, which I'd already intuited, but there are things in tabletop that don't work in CRPG environments, just because of the nature of the medium.

	 

	David Craddock: Icewind Dale was the first game you worked on as a designer. What was it like working at Black Isle Studios during that time?

	 

	Sawyer: I don't remember there being a formal process. I think we would just talk to each other. Steve Bokkes, who had also worked on Torment, was in my office. He would give me feedback on my areas, and I would give him feedback on his areas. We would all give each other feedback on stuff, and Chris Avellone would give us feedback on writing. It was less formal and more ad hoc.

	 

	I feel like we all played the game a pretty healthy amount. Because there were only a handful of people really working on the game—half a dozen designers, maybe a few more—we were all in the guts of the project. It was pretty easy for us to talk with each other, give feedback, and then turn that around.

	 

	David Craddock: You were on a panel at this year's Develop conference with a few other developers, and one of your quotes made headlines. You said something to the effect of fans are resistant to change in RPGs, and that you'd like to see developers be more "radical" in their approach to RPG design. Could you contextualize that? I found your remarks interesting because, of course, over the past few years you and the Pillars of Eternity team have been heralded for, essentially, making games that hearken back to old-school concepts.

	 

	Sawyer: People should understand that that quote was in the context of a panel specifically about advancing the genres we're working in. It's funny because I was one of four people, and we were all talking about ways in which to advance our genre, and I was a little annoyed that I was singled out. [laughs] I know, I know. Certainly much more prominent people than me were talking about it, too. But I think in part it's because roleplaying games tend to be pretty traditional, and I make pretty traditional roleplaying games, so I'm part of that.

	 

	I wasn't trying to say that traditional-style roleplaying games shouldn't be made. Obviously, if I thought that, I wouldn't have made Pillars 1 and II. But I believe there are a lot of cool and interesting tabletop and computer roleplaying games that aren't necessarily fantasy or sci fi; they don't necessarily have classes; they don't necessarily have ability scores or things like that; or they might be different in a bunch of other ways. All I was trying to say was I think there are a lot of interesting ideas, especially coming out of indie developers, and I think it would probably be good for the RPG community to give them more of a chance, and to not be quick to gate-keep what is or is not a roleplaying game based on preconceived notions.

	 

	I ran into that when I started working on the Aliens roleplaying game [at Obsidian]. I remember lots of threads where people were saying, "I don't even see how that's possible," just the very idea that you could have a roleplaying game in the Aliens universe was just, no, you can't do that. I think some players are more accepting than others, and I don't want to paint the community with too broad of a brush, but it is a genre that has a lot of very honored traditions that have been carried forward for a long time. I don't think we need to get rid of them, but I do think we should welcome people who want to experiment with formulas.

	 

	David Craddock: Experimentation and innovation seem like hard-and-a-hard-place spots for developers. Take Nintendo, for instance: Fans complain that all Mario or Zelda games are the same, but when Nintendo dares to shake up the formula in games like Super Mario Sunshine and Majora's Mask, fans complain that those games don't follow the formula.

	 

	Sawyer: Yeah, I think that's true, and it's something that came up when Julian Gollop, who made the original X-COM—he was on the same panel, right beside me, and he was talking about the recent Mario/Rabbids crossover. It's sort of X-COM-like, and he said, "That's such a strange game, but it's a very cool game that did a lot of really interesting things." That's the sort of stuff where I think that, if people are open-minded about games in general, you can see a lot of really interesting things even from big studios.

	 

	Craddock: What have you found to be one thing that most players fail to grasp about game mechanics? Something that you find needs to be explained, or should be explained, regardless of genre?

	 

	Sawyer: I don't know. It's weird. I feel like roleplaying games are in a weird space because there really is so much about them that's built around tradition. I guess a thing that needs to be taught, really, are basic dice-rolling mechanics. When people come to a roleplaying game like Pillars of Eternity, or like the Baldur's Gate and Icewind Dale games, if they haven't played a tabletop roleplaying game, the role of dice and randomness is something that I don't think comes easily to people, especially for players who play more contemporary games such as action-RPGs and first-person RPGs.

	 

	Those mechanics are things that people often either don't get at all, or they misunderstand. Because these games are so complex, and a lot of those dice mechanics are really tricky, it's a very difficult balance: We want people to be able to just jump into a game and play without inundating them with tutorials, but if we don't try our best to educate them, it can be very difficult for players to understand why they're succeeding or failing.

	 

	That's one of the reasons why, in Pillars of Eternity, for example, we [show] percentages to hit over the heads of enemies when you target them to attack. At the very least, players will say, "Oh, I have this much of a chance to hit," but that might be another step for them to understand the reason why that percentage is what it is: It has to do with their accuracy versus a specific defense. Some players don't get that, like, "Oh, I only a twenty-six percent chance to hit this guy. Why even attack him?" Well, you're attacking his Fortitude, and his Fortitude is 120 and his Reflexes are 70, so you should attack him with Reflex-based attacks.

	 

	Actually, I would say probability in general [is difficult to teach]. It's something the XCOM devs deal with a lot: People have a very difficult time understanding how probability works. This is true in general; it's not specific to games. There are people who will see, for example, a ninety to ninety-five percent chance of success, and if they [fail], it blows their mind because in their mind, ninety to ninety-five means one hundred.

	 

	Probability is very difficult to communicate. There have been so many instances of that. I remember one while making Icewind Dale II. Third-Edition D&D switched over Rogue characters: They no longer have backstab damage, they have sneak attack. Every few levels, a Rogue got another die. So, you'd start with 2d6, and then three [d6], four, and five, all the way up to fifteen d6. That's fifteen, six-sided dice. The actual maximum you could get is ninety points of damage, and I got a bug from QA at Black Isle saying, "Why do I never see ninety points of damage?" I was like, "Well, it's fifteen, six-sided dice being rolled." And they said, "Yeah, so I should see it sometimes." I'm like, "No, dude, that's not how probability works. There's a really, really steep bell curve in operation, here."

	 

	They wouldn't believe me. They refused to believe me. I showed them a chart of distribution, and they still wouldn't believe me until I took fifteen dice into a room with them, and I rolled, in front of them, fifteen d6 twenty times, and I added them up and charted them on a piece of graph paper. I said, "Do you see how this falls inside the bell curve?" Finally they kind of grumbled and accept it.

	 

	Probability is a thing that's very important in tabletop games because many RPGs try to emulate a tabletop experience, or borrow heavily from that, and it can be really, really hard for people who don't understand what's going on underneath the hood.

	 

	Craddock: I'm working on a book with Julian Gollop, and he said the same thing: Any time players see a probability of around eighty or above, and they fail, they assume the game cheated them, or there was a glitch or something.

	 

	Sawyer: I saw Julian demo Phoenix Point at Reboot in Dubrovnik, and really thought it was very cool, the way it shows you chance to hit. It doesn't show a percentage, it just shows a circle around the target that is being fired at. So you can see, oh, about this much of the enemy is inside the circle. It's a visualization, so people can see there's a little spot off to the side where a bullet could [go astray]. Because there's no percentage, when you miss, it's way easier to understand because you saw that your bullet spread included gaps where you could miss. I actually think that Julian's way of approaching [probability] is much more intuitive for more people.

	 

	Craddock: Do you think that visual systems would benefit orthographic RPGs like Pillars of Eternity, or do you think dispensing with traditions like showing percentages and dice rolls would alienate long-time players who want to simulate that D&D dice-rolling experience?

	 

	Sawyer: I do think there's a risk of alienation, there. One thing that I think solved the problem somewhat is we included a graze range, which I think did help a lot. Graze was a mechanic we introduced in the first Pillars. We initially got rid of it in Pillars II because some traditional players didn't like it. What graze did was, let's say you have a fifty percent chance to hit. That meant there was a fifty percent chance of hitting, straight up, but beneath that fifty percent, there was a small margin—I think in Pillars 1 it was thirty-five percent, which was pretty big—that you would graze. A graze only did half damage, and status effects [as a result of hitting an enemy] would only have half their duration, but you still made contact. You still did something.

	 

	For example, if there was a thirty-five percent chance [of grazing], if you saw sixty-five percent chance to hit, what that really meant was that there was a one hundred percent chance that you were going to land something: thirty-five percent chance it would be a graze, and a sixty-five percent chance to land a hit or better. That really helped because when you got into those high percentages, even if you didn't land a capital-H hit, you landed something. That, I think, avoided that feeling of, This is fucking bullshit.

	 

	We got rid of it in our Pillars II backer beta, and people went, "Oh my god, I hate this. It feels so [loose]" because it had gone back to feeling exactly how it was in D&D. So, we added the graze range back in, although it's only twenty-five percent. It does make a big difference, though, because that means if you see a seventy-five percent chance to hit, that really means that you have a twenty-five percent to graze, a fifty percent chance to hit, and a twenty-five percent chance to crit [land a critical attack], meaning you're never going to miss in that circumstance. That really helped a lot.

	 

	Craddock: How do you go about designing a tutorial that doesn't feel like a tutorial? No walls of text, no constant cutscenes, that sort of thing.

	 

	Sawyer: It's hard. One thing that we did in Deadfire is... Well, there are a couple of things. One is that we talked about game concepts and how we introduced them. We tried to be very careful in our content to not introduce mechanics before they're absolutely necessary. For example, when you're on the first island in the game, there are certain things that made me say, "Don't put afflictions on characters early, because then we'll have to talk about afflictions, and right now that's an advanced concept that players don't need to know. Right now players need to understand movement, and accuracy, and armor, and things like that."

	 

	There were certain things like afflictions, inspirations—all these other things, including the ship system, [that we made a point of explaining later]. I said, "The ship system is really complicated, so push that until way later until players have the basics of combat down. So, pacing is a big part of it.

	 

	Another thing that we do is now, when our tutorials come up, they come up on the side [of the screen], like, "Hey, do you want to look at this?" If not, it'll stay in a stack if you need it, or you don't have to look at it if you don't want to. For tutorials themselves, we tried to make sure that each tutorial has a lot of text in it, but we split that text up over multiple pages, and that the dominant feature of each tutorial page is either, say, a skill image that illustrates exactly what we're talking about, or a movie that shows exactly what we're talking about.

	 

	For example, Empowered is a new system in Deadfire that a lot of people weren't picking up that it was there. We kept increasing the size of the icon, and we animated it, making it all swirly and glowing, but people still missed it. Now, when we [wrote a tutorial] for Empowered, we actually show the mouse cursor going over to it, clicking Empower, clicking on an ability, clicking on an enemy, just showing what it does. We show that over three pages, each with its own movie, and a short paragraph of text, so they were much easier for players to digest.

	 

	Finally, we have a tutorial section in our journal. So if you say, "I shouldn't have skipped that one tutorial," or, "I remember that tutorial, but there was something in there about vision cones that I missed," you can just go back in and look at them whenever you want.

	 

	Craddock: How do you design a complex system, such as the ship system in Pillars II, that needs to be easy to use?

	 

	Sawyer: It's hard, especially for the ship system. Our stretch goal for the ship system was actually for crews. It was difficult to conceive of mechanics that would make use of the full ship through outside of ship-to-ship combat without creating a whole bunch of new content. It was something we experimented with. We actually had two versions of it that we went through, getting the level of detail necessary for it to be interesting.

	 

	I had to go back and say, "Okay, what are the essential things that, if we have ship-to-ship combat," what are crew positions that are important, and which ones feel superfluous?" Because it's such a complex system, I knew we'd need to pare it down as much as we could while still keeping it rich. And then, "What are some roles on the ship, such as cook and navigator, that are important for a ship, but aren't necessary for combat?"

	 

	The important thing in designing any system is asking, "What are you trying to do?" With the ship, the goal was to make you feel like a captain. To make you feel like you're responsible for assigning these people to their jobs, for taking care of them, for keeping their morale up, and making sure that the ship succeeds. That's one of the reasons why, in ship-to-ship combat, all of the commands you give are shown in quotation marks. We want you to feel like your character is yelling to the crew. We want you to feel like you're the captain, and you're the one making those calls.

	 

	With that in mind, we said, "We have to have a system that has enough salient elements to it that really captures the feeling of you being on a ship and ordering people around." When it came to the nature of the mechanics of ship-to-ship combat, we said, "What feels important?" Distance feels important, so do the types of cannons you have. There can be crazy events that happen on your ship, like your sails catching on fire. You can get cargo that comes loose and knocks around, injuring people below deck. These are things you have to command your crew to deal with.

	 

	Accessibility was something we worked on after we had accomplished the main goal, which was to make you feel like a ship captain. There were a number of ways we tried to simplify that. We had talked about more complex mechanics to layer on top, but we decided not to pursue those because the system was already complicated enough. We had different cannon types that required different ammo, and found that confusing, so instead we changed cannons so you can choose what ammo you fire, which makes that more intuitive. It also tells you what each ammo type targets. For example, if you shoot cannonballs, you're targeting the hull and sails of a ship. If you fire a grapeshot, you're trying to injure their crew.

	 

	Those were things where we tried to, as much as possible, make systems more approachable. In the end, though, we did realize that there were some players who were not going to dig the [ship] system one way or another. Either they just don't want to do it, or they don't like our implementation of it, which is why we have close to board. Very late in development, we implemented a command called close to board, so at the beginning of [ship-to-ship] combat, so you can say, "You know what? I just want to do the part where I jump on their deck and start killing everybody with my crew." You can do that, you just automatically pay a penalty and take a bunch of damage, and some of your crew members get injured, but if you don't like that system you can skip straight to deck fighting. That's perfectly okay.

	 

	Craddock: When I talked to the guys who made FTL, they said, "X-WING was a big influence on us, but we had trouble designing a game around that, and once we zeroed in on what we wanted to do"—make the player feel like a captain—"we were able to filter all our systems through that metaphor." Do you find that as a designer, once you hit on a metaphor, does that simplify design for you?

	 

	Sawyer: It does help to simplify it, that's certainly true. I think one of the struggles is that the ship system sits on top of a whole other game, whereas I think FTL feels more focused because ship-to-ship play is the core of the game. Then there are these cool strategic choices you have to make, jumping from system to system. In Pillars, the greater difficulty is, we have a whole game about exploring a world, walking around cities with a party of adventurers, with a ton of equipment, going into dungeons to do quests. Also, when you get on your ship, you have a whole crew, you have cannons, sails, different ships you can upgrade to, and you can engage in ship-to-ship combat all over the sea.

	 

	I think that if our game was just focused on the ship part, it would be much easier to design. I can't say our ship-to-ship combat holds a candle to FTL's, because theirs is really good. But I do think that when we hit on that key idea of, "Yeah, we want you to feel like a captain," it does help refine design in general so you can at the very least refine it down to stuff that's essential for achieving a goal.

	 

	Craddock: Who are game designers you respect, and who have influenced your career?

	 

	Sawyer: I would say one big one is Arnold Hendrick. He designed the Darklands roleplaying game, which is from 1992. It's a MicroProse game. He was a historian, and I'll say that Darklands was one of the things—because it's historical fantasy—that got me really interested in history, and ultimately was one of the reasons why I ended up picking a history degree.

	 

	I thought that his approach—and Sandy Petersen's, who was also one of the designers of Call of Cthulhu—I felt that their approach to making an RPG was extremely fresh. It was the first roleplaying game I remember playing that didn't have classes. It didn't have levels, it didn't have alignment. Characters didn't really get more health as they advanced; in fact some of them lost health because they would age. Priests called upon saints for aid. They didn't cast spells. Alchemists weren't wizards. They made potions, and would throw potions to achieve magical effects. These were all things where I was like, "Wow, this is really different."

	 

	It had a life path system, and I had seen some games that had life path systems, like Traveller, but to see it in a computer roleplaying game, and presented in this really cool, historical-fantasy perspective, made me say, "Wow, this is so cool." I recognized that there were problems with it. Even though I had seen different tabletop games, [Darklands] made me say, "You know, computer roleplaying games can be lots of different things. They don't have to be like D&D." Which is, I know, I'm the guy making Pillars of Eternity, which is very much like D&D. [Hendrix] was very influential on me.

	 

	Tim Cain is another. A lot of what I do with freedom of player expression and choice, and how players can move through a story, I look to Fallout 1, especially. The structure of Fallout: New Vegas, that idea that you can go straight to Benny [an antagonist] as soon as you wake up in Goodsprings. You can just head to New Vegas and find Benny. You don't technically have to do anything else. That comes from Fallout 1. You can go straight to the Necropolis in that game. There are big inspirations that I took from Fallout and Darklands especially.

	 

	Craddock: A lot of creators talk about needing to be passionate about the project they're working on. You know, make the game you want to play, write the book you want to read. You've talked to me about making objective decisions because you're ultimately designing for an audience, and games have to make money. How do you balance designing for yourself with designing for an audience? Maybe there's a feature you really want, but you're not sure if it will take off.

	 

	Sawyer: It's difficult. When it comes to my personal tastes in roleplaying games, whether it's tabletop or CRPG, I generally don't play class-based games. I prefer classless games that are a little more organic. Designing a class-based game, especially with a lot of classes, playable races, sub classes, and all that stuff, is very hard. There's a lot of stuff to make, and a lot to track and balance. The goal is, no matter what anyone plays, every combination [of abilities and choices] must be viable. That's a challenge. It's also challenging to make sure combinations aren't so ridiculously overpowered that they make the game trivial.

	 

	For example, I knew that people would really dig sub classes and multi classing. I knew that in doing that, it would open up a lot of balance issues that I wasn't super comfortable with. But I also knew that ultimately, people would be very excited about it. That was a time when I said, "You know, I think this is something people will really enjoy."

	 

	On the other hand, there's a change we made that was very unpopular, at least at first. I know some people are still mad about it, but when went from six party members in Pillars 1, to five in Deadfire. That was based on a variety of concerns. The concern was not, "Six party members is too many," but there was a larger concern of keeping track of everyone. The clarity of combat could be very hard to follow. There are a number of things we did to make the pacing of combat better, to make it easier for you to use all of your party members. One of those decisions was to go from six to five party members.

	 

	There are quite a few players angry about this, but I'm seeing more people saying, "Wow, combat is so much easier to follow." The visual effects are less overwhelming. We dim the visual effects when we pause the game, so if there's a big fireball being cast on your party, you can see what's going on when you pause. We have combat speed sliders so you can take the combat speed way down if you want. And the overall pace of combat, the base speed, went down as well. So, when I see people realizing, "Oh, all of this does actually make combat easier to follow," I'm not doing these things to aggravate people who want six party members, but sometimes I need to take a risk because I think the game could be very great.

	 

	As another example, there was a [debate]. People hoard consumable items, like potions and scrolls, in these games. One of the things I wanted to do on this project was, I proposed converting all potions and scrolls to encounter or rest-use items. So, instead of being stacks of consumable items that some players would burn through and earn a massive bonus, and other players would never use because they're always afraid they're going to run out of them—which is a very common concern with consumable items—they would have these things where it's like, "You have a potion. If you use it, you can use it once per combat, and then next combat you can use it again." If you get a scroll, you can do the same thing.

	 

	So, it more becomes more about your options and opportunity cost than, do you use your consumables or not? If you're not using consumables, you're not saving anything. Bobby Null, who's our lead designer, he's much more traditional than I am when it comes to roleplaying games, especially D&D-like roleplaying games, and he said, "I think people aren't going to like that." It was an area where I was like, "You know what? If people don't use potions, it's not the end of the world. I would prefer people use potions more often, but we're already changing so many other things; why push this particular button?"

	 

	It was something I felt we could move forward with, but, again, with something like this, there are only so many things you can change before people say, "This really doesn't feel at all like it's in the spirit of what I wanted."

	 

	Craddock: I'm sure this varies from project to project, but do you have tools of the trade you use, in some form, no matter what game you're making?

	 

	Sawyer: I always use Word, I always use Photoshop. Those are some basic tools. I document things, but outside of that, we have our Obsidian tool set, and that, thankfully, is something I'm able to carry from project to project. The core features of that are really the dialogue and quest editors. At Obsidian, we have a way of writing quests and dialogue that has been developed over fifteen years, and then before that at Black Isle. That tool set is very particular to the way we work. It has tons of incredible features in it. I shudder to think of trying to write dialogue and quests without that tool.

	 

	I'm sure other companies that specialize in RPGs probably have similar tools. For example, Telltale has their own branching-narrative tool. That's a thing that, because Obsidian tends to bounce around technology wise, whether we're using Unity or Unreal or the Cry engine for Armored Warfare, being able to work in the Obsidian tool set is both comfortable and a constancy for our development environment.

	 

	Craddock: In our discussions, you've explained that the first Pillars of Eternity was pitched to backers on Kickstarter as a spiritual successor to Infinity Engine games, but that Pillars of Eternity II was more about designing within the parameters of Pillars 1 rather than Infinity Engine games. Do you feel that a spiritual successor would be better served evoking rather than replicating?

	 

	Sawyer: That's a hard question to answer. Better served to whom? That's the question, I think. Better served for a different audience? Yeah. Or, you know, for some segment of the audience that backed it, but maybe a big chunk of them not enjoying it? Sure. I think it's a dangerous game to play. Without the people who are super passionate about the games that inspired this, we wouldn't have been able to make [Pillars] at all.

	 

	Now, I can say that I think there's this mythological, objectively better game that does a lot of different things. Maybe it's not class based. Maybe it's turn based. Any range of other things. And I can say that I would make a game that more people generally might like, or that I personally might enjoy more, but I don't think it would be responsible of me to just throw all of that to the wind. When Feargus pitched me on the idea of doing the pen-and-paper game, I said, "I will do that if I can tell everyone up front that I'm going to do whatever I want; that it is not going to be class based; that it is not going to have a d20 base; that it is not going to be compatible with D&D; and that I will listen to people, but I am absolutely not going to bend over backward to make it fit their vision of what the game should be. He said, "That's fine."

	 

	So, I told people that, and then I started showing people the pen-and-paper rules, and some of them started getting really bent out of shape. I said, "Sorry you don't like it. I'm not changing it." Because that was the expectation: I said from the beginning that I was going to do whatever the hell I wanted. If we were to do a new game where we said, "We're going to make a roleplaying game that's going to be kind of like this [model of game], but ultimately we're going to change a bunch of stuff if we think it's going to make the game much better," then that would be a different conversation.

	 

	I don't think that with Pillars 1 or II, [deviating far from Infinity Engine games] would have been fair.

	 

	Craddock: You might not be ready to talk about this since Deadfire is recent as of this interview, but one thing we've talked about is where you'd like to CRPGs go. I'd like to revisit that. Where would you like to see this style of CRPG go, or how would you like to see it evolve, post-Deadfire?

	 

	Sawyer: I don't know. I don't know that this style of RPG needs to evolve that much. I think this is the traditional RPG. Any sort of modifications... I guess the thing is, if someone wanted to make a game that was isometric and turn based, like a game similar to [Pillars of Eternity] and has real-time with pause, it doesn't have to be class based. Tyranny had a system that wasn't class based. I think that's totally viable and cool. You can experiment more with the number of parameters, and you can also look at making mechanics that revolve around cycling companions in and out of a party.

	 

	One thing that's an ongoing struggle that we have to deal with is inns and camping. They're things that feel very appropriate for D&D, but it's difficult to incorporate those mechanics into a CRPG that doesn't resort to save scumming, or necessitate things like repopulating enemies after you rest; otherwise resting can feel pointless. We've tried two different revisions: Pillars 1, and Pillars II. I still don't think we're all the way there in terms of making a tight cycle out of [resting in camps and inns].

	 

	If you look at a game like the tabletop RPG Torchbearer, they have an extremely, extremely tight time economy where resting is precious and dangerous, to the point of really being anxiety inducing. Also, Darkest Dungeon: These are games where the whole game cycle is built on this downward grind that you have to close yourself out of by retreating and resting. But the thing is, that kind of feels like it's in conflict with the nature of the Baldur's Gate, Icewind Dale, and Pillars games, where they're open-world, you're exploring and can come and go as you please. It's not the same as delving into a dungeon where you're on this tether.

	 

	So, it's a tricky balancing act. Dungeons & Dragons, as the name implies, pioneered this dungeon-diving mentality where you're trying to survive and scrape by, which is really something Torchbearer tries to [capture]. But RPGs are in a difficult position because some of them feel like mechanics are in conflict with the way in which a world is laid out. These are things I think should be either integrated—like if someone makes a game that isn't Pillars of Eternity, that's not trying to emulate this mix of somewhat-in-conflict mechanics... Because that's the thing. There are a lot of things in old D&D [rule sets] that are in conflict, and my job as a designer is to try to keep that spirit alive while making games not obnoxious.

	 

	If someone wants to, they can make an isometric game that's entirely focused on dungeon delving, even more so than Icewind Dale, and really focuses on this tethering-survival concept that makes resting a core mechanic. Or they can make a game where resting isn't really a part of it. It's not what the game is about. That would be a really different feeling, but you can do it, and it could still be a roleplaying game with choice and consequence, including certain classes and races. You would just think about your economy of time and resources differently because you don't have a rest move. Stuff like that.

	 

	 


Pause Screen: Fighting Randomness - Feargus Urquhart on Fig and Obsidian's Future

	 

	Like journals sprinkled throughout RPGs, Pause Screens go into more detail on the people, companies, and cultures that contributed to the success of the Pillars of Eternity franchise and the Infinity Engine line of roleplaying games.

	 

	E3. IF YOU’VE been, or if you follow coverage from the annual trade show, you’re probably painting a mental picture of crowded exhibition halls dominated by theater-sized screens and wall-to-wall coverage of hundreds of video games.

	For attendees and exhibitors, E3’s show floor is only one stage where the action happens. Feargus Urquhart and other CEOs post up in suites at the nearby JW Marriott luxury hotel to conduct behind-closed-doors meetings. If he’s not there, you’ll find him in the JW's front lobby, a spacious floor taken up by tables and chairs where guests can meet over coffee or pore over finances and contracts; or in one of the Convention Center's many stark, strictly utilitarian meeting rooms.

	Urquhart is Obsidian's CEO twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. It's a job he loves, but is ironically at odds with his favorite hobby: Playing games. As my interviews for Beneath a Starless Sky came to a close, I caught up with Urquhart one more time to talk about his involvement in Fig and what it means for the future of crowdfunded games at Obsidian, what he's been up to since Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire came into port, Obsidian's first fifteen years, and how he wants to shape the next fifteen.

	 

	Craddock: When did you get involved with the Fig platform?

	 

	Feargus Urquhart: I remember [Fig founder] Justin Bailey talking with me about it, and then we met at DICE, around February of 2014 or '15. Something you and I have talked a lot about is always trying to figure out where we're going to get funding. Games are expensive. That's kind of a stupid statement, but it's true. Justin was doing the same thing. He was talking a lot with Tim Schafer, because at the time, Justin was basically the head of business development for Double Fine.

	 

	Justin and I had breakfast, and he was going over all of it with me, explaining how it worked. I'd been watching crowdfunding as a whole, and you could see that there had been all this excitement for it in 2012, and to an extent, '13. There were some products that had done well. There was Shenmue, and then Bloodstained. They did pretty well, around $5.5 or $6 million. So, some were doing well, but we were really getting concerned about, would there be a point in time where crowdfunding [for games] would dry up, where people wouldn't be interested in it.

	 

	I think I can see that, to some extent, now in video games. Video games don't seem to be as exciting on Kickstarter. Board games seem to still be doing incredibly well. I mean, I haven't run the numbers; this is just my un-empirical data.

	 

	Justin and I were talking, and [Fig] seemed like an interesting thing. Because of the JOBS act, it meant we could open investment up to unaccredited investors. Instead of people just getting rewards, people could invest and get a return on that investment. That was the thing that was most interesting about it. The thought was, if we could build a group of investors who put money into one of our games, and that game went on to be successful and paid them back a good return, could we then attract more investors? And then also, would the investors who had already invested in us be willing to invest more? It was the idea that if we could start getting into $10, $15, $20-million investments, how would that change how we get funding for games?

	 

	That was the whole premise of why Fig was interesting to us, and why we wanted to get involved.

	 

	Craddock: You raised an interesting point. Crowdfunding on Kickstarter was trendy for games, certainly not as much now as in 2012, and you've seen a lot of trends come and go. What do you think makes Fig future-proof? Or is it?

	 

	Urquhart: I think the investment part of it is the thing that will protect Fig from being a trend. As an example, people invest in commercial real estate. They've been doing that for hundreds of years, and that's because they can make money off of it. If Fig, through its curating of the platform and making sure the right kinds of investments are available to people, and if those investments are successful, people will continue to want to invest. I don't know how that would ever change. Investors just care about something being successful, and if they can get a good return on investment. If Fig can do that with games, Fig could do that forever.

	 

	Craddock: With Kickstarter, if a game gets funded, creators get money even if the product ends up being awful. Do you feel that Fig offering investment opportunities incentivizes developers to make better products?

	 

	Urquhart: That's an interesting question. It never really changed our [approach], say with Deadfire. You don't have to pay the investment back if you don't make any money. I don't know what goes through other people's minds, but [using Fig over Kickstarter] has never been any different: "These are the funds, and we are as responsible toward people who are investing as we are toward people who have given us crowdfunding money."

	 

	Craddock: While Pillars II funded on Fig, and more so after it was funded, what did you observe as some of the key differentiators between running a crowdfunding campaign on Fig versus Kickstarter? With the most obvious difference being, of course, Fig offering investment opportunities.

	 

	Urquhart: Oddly, there wasn't a big difference. We ran our crowdfunding the same way, by figuring out how best to get people involved, giving them information they wanted to hear, making ourselves available for them to ask questions, doing lots of updates, making the campaign interesting, trying to figure out stretch goals that would make people say, "Oh, that's something I would want the game to have in it." In a lot of ways, we just ran the campaign we wanted to run.

	 

	Now, what I did like about Fig—partly because we were closer to them, and we were the campaign going on at the time—was, if we wanted to see changes to the platform during the campaign, we were working on it together. That was kind of awesome. Not that we couldn't have conversations with Kickstarter, but on the original Pillars of Eternity, they were supporting however many campaigns at the same time, and we were just one of those campaigns.

	 

	I guess the answer, ultimately, is: We just ran a crowdfunding campaign, and we ran it on Fig. We wouldn't have necessarily done anything different had we run on Indiegogo, or on Kickstarter. It was just about learning how to run those kinds of campaigns, and using the different ways you can communicate with people, and offering things to help the campaign be successful.

	 

	Craddock: One point of confusion around crowdfunding in general is, there's this misconception over what it means to pledge, or donate, or back, or invest. A lot of people conflate those terms. How did you as Obsidian educate users that Fig backers can make money by investing in games on that platform, versus just donating or pre-ordering like on Kickstarter?

	 

	Urquhart: I think the Fig platform makes that obvious by doing a few things. One is if you click on the total money associated with the product at any time, you can see what amount of money is coming from backers, and what amount is coming from investors. Then, basically, you can press a button to back, or press a button to invest. If you press the button to invest, it gives you almost an investment prospectus, which is very different than if you'd clicked the "back" button, after which you're just choosing rewards.

	 

	I think Fig does a pretty good job of bifurcating those two situations. You're choosing between them. Now, I never talked to anybody who was confused by it. I think the only confusion sometimes was that some investors didn't understand why they couldn't get copies of the game. A lot of that was, they're investing money, so is a copy of the game a part of their return? [laughs] It got confusing with SEC rules and all that stuff. That was the one hang-up that was confusing to investors.

	 

	Have you heard of backers being confused by it?

	 

	Craddock: No, I don't have specific examples. I was just curious because I see so many synonyms that don't mean exactly the same thing as "pledge" or "invest" thrown around in crowdfunding, so I wondered if that issue had ever come up.

	 

	Urquhart: Yeah. How I say it is, "There's reward-based funding, and investment-based funding. You are funding us and you're getting rewards, or you're investing in us as an investment." How we look at the reward-based crowdfunding is similarly to when your local PBS station says, "Hey, give us a hundred dollars and we'll give you a mug" or something. That's your reward, basically, for backing them, or donating to them. I call that reward-based funding to help differentiate it from investment-based funding.

	 

	Craddock: Besides funding Obsidian games such as Deadfire on Fig, you participate in other aspects of the company. What's the extent of your involvement? Since Fig only funds one game at a time, are you able to help determine a project's viability? Or would that be seen as a conflict of interest?

	 

	Urquhart: Brian [Fargo], me, and a few of the other guys—not Justin [Bailey] or Tim [Schafer]—are just on the advisory board. Maybe it shouldn't even be called a board, but we're not on a board of directors. That's a very different group. Justin and Tim are on that, and they run the company. We're just an advisory board. We get together—sometimes it's often; I think we're doing it quarterly now, or that's the idea—and we just go through a list of games and give our opinions. We talk about why we think this would be a good game for Fig or why not, and then it really is, in essence, [the directors'] decision that determines what goes up.

	 

	But we can also push if we really feel something should be available on Fig. If I really had a game that Fig was on the fence about, and I felt, "No, we really should get that up there," I would feel that they would really listen to me, and it would probably be put up there.

	 

	Craddock: Crunch is a perpetual topic of conversation in the industry, and stemming from that, compensating employees in ways other than salaries and benefits. Just out of curiosity, since Obsidian uses Fig, would compensating staff with game shares through Fig be an option? Or is that a slippery slope?

	 

	Urquhart: I would not do that, because it's speculative. I would rather there be a very specific understanding [for bonuses]. Well, I guess bonuses are speculative in a lot of ways, because people don't know what they're going to get. But it feels like a bonus is something you're not going to realize for a long time. They're almost like stock options in a way. We've never done [shares through Fig as a bonus], but I'd only do it if it was really something extra on top of everything else, with the idea that the employee should look at it as, "Hey, it'll be awesome if this turns into something because I'll get a nice amount of money, but maybe I'll get nothing."

	 

	That's how I would treat it, because I wouldn't want it to be this thing that we give people and make a big deal out of it, like, "How awesome is it that we're doing this?!" And then they get five bucks. That feels dirty to me, you know? And that's not a way for me to say that it would fail or anything like that. Investment is just so speculative. Something we try not to do at Obsidian is have speculative types of compensation whenever possible.

	 

	Craddock: You've stated in other interviews that any game Obsidian crowdfunds in the future will go through Fig. Another question I have, stemming from your involvement in Fig, is do you feel compelled to use Fig because you're part of the platform? Or is it that you genuinely see Fig as a good platform?

	 

	Urquhart: The amount of money that I would make personally from [selling] Fig, and Fig would have to be acquired for a ridiculous amount of money, is still not remotely close to what I personally [earn] from one of our games being successful. I say that directly because of our financial connection with Fig. That's never a part of any decision-making process.

	 

	Having said that, how I look at it is because we're involved, we absolutely consider Fig. Maybe another developer who doesn't have our connection to Fig wouldn't consider them. They might say, "No, I like Indiegogo" or "I like Kickstarter." But I say that because of our association, we'll always put them on the list of ways we would fund our games. Deadfire did really well, so the question was, "Why wouldn't we use them again?"

	 

	Craddock: Following the conclusion of Deadfire's Fig campaign, what did you think of Fig, since that was the first game you'd funded on the platform? Where did you see room for improvement? What did you think Fig did better than Kickstarter, or vice versa?

	 

	Urquhart: I very rarely ever give "A" letter grades. I would say it was a B, B+. They were super responsive. There was a lot of concern from people that we would see significantly fewer people on Fig rather than Kickstarter because Fig was a new platform and Kickstarter was much more mature. Obviously we did see fewer people. We saw, maybe not a third fewer, but maybe forty percent of the same number of people [who backed Pillars of Eternity 1]. But that was all made up with the investments. So, in essence, our final campaign number was actually larger than our final number from Pillars 1.

	 

	I think that helped everybody feel that we'd made the right decision, because there was a lot of back and forth within the company as far as, "Should we use Fig or Kickstarter?" Some people felt very strongly [one way or the other], but in the end, because it was so successful, I think that answered it. Also, to see that video games in particular weren't seeing the same numbers on Kickstarter in terms of backers that we'd seen in 2012? After that point, there weren't any more conversations about whether Fig was the right platform or not.

	 

	I think Fig was great to work with. Also, because we were their big campaign, and their biggest during that period of time, they were very responsive. I think they ran smartly targeted advertising.

	 

	Craddock: I found it interesting that Deadfire had the same $1.1 million funding goal as Pillars 1, because usually sequels take the whole "BIGGER! BADDER! BETTER!" marketing tagline. How did you decide to raise the same amount for a sequel?

	 

	Urquhart: It was just so hard to come up with what was the appropriate number. That's really all that it was. We talked about, "Should we make it more?" And we said, "Well, if it's going to be more, we're still going to make the game [regardless]. It would just be a smaller game." It was just hard to come up with a number, so we defaulted to what we got before. If we'd not gotten as much money, that just would have impacted features we could have put into the game because the budget would have been more confined, more restrained.

	 

	Ultimately, with a lot of these games now, the money we get from crowdfunding is only part of the funding that will be put into the game. Whether it's money that we have, self-funding, or money we're getting from publishers for, basically, advances on certain rights—things like that. It's kind of a strange thing. Two other guys and I did a board-game Kickstarter, and there, there are no copies of the game unless it gets funded, so you really have to come up with that minimum amount where you'll be able to order the materials that you need to make it. You can't make a board game if only ten people buy it. I guess you can, but it's either going to be crappy, or you're spending a thousand dollars on each copy.

	 

	I think with that number, when we debated it, we couldn't come up with a good reason for another number. We could have said, "Let's ask for the real budget of the game." Well, what is the real budget? Is it the total, actual budget? Or would it be the difference from the amount of money we'd be willing to invest in it? And when it comes to the amount of money we'd invest, is that a safe investment? An unsafe investment? There were so many roads we were going down that I guess we were just lazy and chose $1.1 million again.

	 

	Craddock: Coming off the first Pillars, what was your goal for the sequel? I've asked your leads and almost unanimously, they said they wanted to tighten production pipelines and make creating content more efficient. So, what were your goals for not only a Pillars sequel, but a product that would help dictate Obsidian's direction?

	 

	Urquhart: Whenever I'm thinking about games we're going to make, I think about a world. For me, it's, "How do we put players in these worlds that feel like more? How do we make them feel like heroes? How do we put them on a great ride?" It's very trite in a lot of ways, but that's how I'm always thinking about it. A lot of the conversations we had, that were important to me, after Pillars 1 and heading into Pillars II [development] were, "What helped people identify with their characters?" The better people can visualize their characters, the better they'll feel, As I'm equipping this stuff, I feel like this character is me. That was really important to me.

	 

	I was not a part of the initial discussions on this, but I thought it was great when Josh, Adam, Bobby, and Rob were the ones who came up with open-world exploration. I really liked that, because it felt like I was on a real adventure, where I could go where I wanted to go, adventure where I wanted to adventure. Once that was put forward as an idea to me, I felt like that was something really good to do.

	 

	Also, I looked back to reviews: Steam user reviews, and what journalists were saying, and we said, "Okay, what do we feel here are [suggestions] that are actionable?" You can't do everything, so we had to figure out what were the best things to evolve the Pillars experience. Like character art: One thing people said a lot in reviews was, "Hey, the game's really good, but the character art is... eh, it's fine." Whenever you hear something like, "This part of your game is fine," that's something you really have to look at.

	 

	Craddock: One criticism of the first Pillars was that it appealed almost purely to players who liked the Infinity Engine style of RPGs. Which, in a way... duh, right?

	 

	Urquhart: [laughs]

	 

	Craddock: That was the whole pitch. But I wondered if you felt that was a legitimate criticism, and if so, do you feel Deadfire addressed it? Or did it have to address it?

	 

	Urquhart: Well, that's what we set out to do: We were going to make a modern Infinity Engine game. I think if we had tried to distance ourselves from that too much, we wouldn't be doing what we said we would do. It's important to me that we fulfill the promise we make people, within reason, of course.

	 

	As for Pillars II, I think there were a lot of ways we tried to broaden the game. We reduced the number of [on-screen] characters so there were fewer characters to deal with, but we made the characters more complicated, so I don't know if that was helpful in the long term. We focused more on the graphics. That's definitely something that can broaden a game. Giving players the option to do more exploration. That's something people like to do in general, and that can also help broaden a game.

	 

	Ultimately, though, the Pillars of Eternity series is really built for people who enjoy those very in-depth, rules-driven, story-driven games. That's not everybody, and that's okay. I think there are always things we could do to make these games more accessible. My stupid example is the difference between Icewind Dale 1 and II, where in Icewind Dale 1, you had to build an entire party before you could start the game. Building a six-character, D&D-2nd-Edition party is kind of an involved process. In Icewind Dale II, we provided pre-made parties. Oddly, post-launch, we were looking at Eternity II from the standpoint of, "Why don't we provide some pre-generated characters?"

	 

	That's one decision that affected the Pillars of Eternity series as a whole: "Make it about a character rather than generating a party, just because that gets people playing quicker." If there's anything that we're trying to focus on more in our games lately, it's, how can we get people playing and help them be successful in the game as they go, rather than try to put so much in front of them before they can just start playing?

	 

	I think we've counteracted that a little bit with Eternity II because we felt that someone who was new to the story got all the information they needed. Also, that helped Eternity 1 players jog their memory before they started Eternity II. There was something there we were trying to push forward. It's interesting making a sequel that's a very direct sequel, a very story-based sequel with lots of connections. One thing is, how do you make that accessible? That's a challenge we hit with Eternity II.

	 

	Craddock: You're more focused on steering the ship at Obsidian rather than being hands-on with development. How often were you able to play-test Pillars II? For example, people have told me that there were days, maybe even weeks, where everyone dropped what they were doing to play the game. I'm sure you couldn't do that for, say, a week, but were you able to do much of it at all?

	 

	Urquhart: My job is pretty random in that there are periods where I have lots of time to play games. Then there are times when I'm too busy. I would say that if there's a criticism I have of myself, it's that I often don't get to play our games as much as I want to, or as much as I should, before they come out. There have absolutely been games where I played a fair amount of them before they came out, but if anything, I'd say that's something I constantly chastise myself for: Not playing as much as I should.

	 

	On the flip side, we are a fairly large developer, and someone has to be the CEO 24/7. That CEO has to trust his game directors and his executive producers to do what they do. So, probably what I've come to realize—and it's interesting talking to other people who do what I do—is, increasingly, my focus [when I play test] is going to be the first one to five hours, because I think it's good for us to have someone—not that it has to be me—whose focus, whose objective, is [studying] how easy it is to get into the game.

	 

	People's lives are so fractured. They have so many things pulling on them. If we make it hard to get into our games, they may not get into them. Once someone's into something—like the complexity of the Game of Thrones series—once someone is into something, you can increase that complexity. I also don't want us to ever treat people like they're stupid, because that's not interesting. Game of Thrones does not treat people like they're stupid.

	 

	That's a big thing: Making sure someone is championing this idea of, let's not make it hard to get into our games, because wouldn't it be sad if someone could have had the best gaming experience of their lives, but the reason they didn't with our game is because it was too opaque to get into in the first hour?

	 

	Craddock: You raised an interesting point: Once someone is invested in something, be it a story, mechanics, whatever, you can make it more complex because they've jumped that barrier of entry. Do you think that getting fans invested in a sequel is easier, given that, presumably, most fans have the foundation of what came before?

	 

	Urquhart: I think the barrier of entry for a sequel is totally dependent upon the type of sequel it is. For instance, a lot of sequels out there—whether it's Fallout: New Vegas, Fallout 4, or the eventual Fallout 5—the way Bethesda does it is, if you have some understanding of the brand, that's all that's really required. And you know, you don't even really need that. Every [Fallout] sequel is just a new game even though it has a number attached to it.

	 

	What we did with Pillars II was, we said, "This is a continuation of the story, and we want to bring stuff over from the game you first played." I think that can [raise] the bar of player understanding and player attachment if you're not careful.

	 

	Craddock: Pillars of Eternity II launched almost two months ago, as of this conversation. What's been on your plate since then? I know the big patch dropped and other projects are brewing, so I'd like to know more about the role a CEO takes at this stage where one project has ended and others are ramping up.

	 

	Urquhart: A lot of it has been taking seriously that this is our fifteenth year. How do we want to be different as a company [going forward]? What games do we want to make? What do we need to know now if we want to launch a game in 2020 successfully? You can think about this stuff so much that you almost stop yourself in your tracks.

	 

	We've gone through so many different phases at the company of trying to write down every single process that we have. Asking, "How can we do this better? How do we remember everything?" Really, what I've been focusing on is, let's make our teams as independent as we possibly can. How do we do that successfully?

	 

	Adam, Josh, Bobby, Tim, Leonard, Eric DeMilt, Rich Taylor on the other project—they're awesome. So my job has been thinking about, when are we in their way? How can we help them, and how can we get out of their way? How can we fit them into the long-term way that we want the company to function, moving from project to project to project? How do we push these teams up, support them, and let them do what they want, but also hold them to a certain expectation of quality and direction based upon the budgets we have and the premises of the games we've [decided to make] when those projects started?

	 

	I've been thinking a lot about that, but a lot of my time has also been spent on, Okay, Eternity II stuff will eventually come to a conclusion. What is everybody going to move on to? Is Eternity III the right answer? Is something else the right answer? Josh has wanted to work on a more tactics-based game. We've talked about that. We've talked about doing a big RPG: What would that be, if we were to do another big RPG right now? And of course, my job is, "Where would the money come from?"

	 

	It's interesting: One of the things that Justin Britch, Adam, and I have been talking a lot about lately is trying to have a way to communicate high-level goals of the company all the way down to a person who's just started. How do they apply that on a day-by-day basis? And how does their role flow all the way back up into the goals of the company? We've been looking into this OKR system: Objectives and Key Results. It's something that started at Intel in the early '70s, and the guy who started it left in the mid-'70s and became a big VC guy—venture capitalist—in Silicon Valley. He eventually made a big personal bet in 1998: He put $10 million into Google. Pretty good bet. He brought his system into Google, and Google uses it to this day.

	 

	So, a lot of what I'm doing is looking philosophically at, how do we manage a medium-sized company where everyone understands—as well as they can—what we're trying to accomplish, why we're trying to accomplish it, and how what they're doing fits into it?

	 

	That's where my weird, random job is: focused on philosophy, focused on business development. Right now I'm figuring out medical insurance for the next year, which is my favorite thing to do, by the way. E3 was in there, and there was a lot of preparation for that, just doing meetings. And E3 went really well this year. That's my crazy, random job. What I try to do every day is fight the randomness so I can bring some level of continuity into it.

	 

	Craddock: Since you've been looking for ways to, as you say, get out of the way of your teams, have you come up with any solutions for or insight into that yet?

	 

	Urquhart: A part of it is us doing a better job, when we start a game, to get everybody on board with expectations. Are everybody's expectations the same? In the past what we would do was start off with a very quick, "Let's make a game like this," writing a two- or three-pager. And then it's turned over to the team and they just start making it. That sounds like, "Man, you must not be organized at all," but it was more complicated than that.

	 

	What we've started to look at was, there was a game that Rich Taylor—he's one of the executive producers here now—started to work on, a small game. I want to say this was probably around August or September of last year. Maybe July. To start off, what we all did was talk about it and say, "Okay, Rich, here is four sections and five bullet points. You need to go off and talk about all of this with the team. Who is your player? Who is this really for? What are other games on the market that are like this game? How have they done? If they're successful, how successful are they, but more than that, what made them successful? Why do players like them?"

	 

	We're doing that now with every one of our games. I think that's helping everybody get on the same page better, to where there's more of an explanation of what's in the heads of the people [leading] the project from the start. Any misunderstandings or people having different expectations gets dealt with there, and possibly, things change because it could be that as a company we don't want to go in that direction, we want to go in this other direction. We can have a conversation then rather than [something dramatically different] showing up in a design document in six months.

	 

	Craddock: You mentioned another "big RPG" as a possible next project. but I'd say almost all of Obsidian's games could be quantified as "big" or "epic" RPGs.

	 

	Urquhart: [laughs] Right.

	 

	Craddock: So, would you define "big RPG" for me?

	 

	Urquhart: So, when I say "big RPG," it really has to do with staff, staff budget, and development time. I don't know where the industry would put that number of staff, but as soon as you get above fifty or sixty people working on a game, you're now making a big game. If you're below fifty or sixty people, you're probably not making as big of a game.

	 

	Eternity II is a big game that has lots of hours of gameplay, but it's not a game that needs eighty to a hundred people to make. So, it's kind of hard to define. Probably when I say "big game," it's, if we're going to go off and make a fifty-, sixty-, one-hundred-hour console RPG with triple-A expectations—that's a big game.

	 

	Craddock: Some people have defined their teams and Obsidian as a whole as a family. A lot of executives say they want to foster that environment, but as a worker bee for all my life, I’m never sure whether I can believe them or if that’s just the PR machine cranking away. Do you consider the workforce to be an extended family?

	 

	Urquhart: A lot of people bring up that this place is like a family, but I will admit that we started this company as a company and not as a family intentionally because we knew we would be larger, and would need to have things like employee handbooks and employee agreements. On the flip side, I want people to be here because they want to be here. As an example, the first thing we edited out of our employment agreement when we started our company was the non-compete and non-solicitation agreement. That's the word I was trying to remember. Most employment agreements have non-competes and non-solicitation [clauses] in them. Ours don't. We want people to work here, but we don't want you to feel like you're trapped. When people leave, we shake their hands and thank them for working here. I think most people have appreciated that.

	 

	I get that sometimes. My phone will ring—the few times it does ring—and I'll pick it up. I just say, "Hey, this is Feargus," and there's a pause. And they're like, "Oh. Oh." Because they're shocked that I would answer my own phone, that it's actually me. I was talking with some guy in Hollywood—not a big-name person—but he said, "I'm so surprised that you folks in the game industry answer your phones." I said, "Well, why not?" It just seems silly: Why not answer your phone? We're not trying to prove anything. I'm not saying anyone in Hollywood is trying to prove something, but I think in general in the industry, you've just got a sense of, we're not stars. I think that's part of it. We're people who have the good fortune to make games. Some of us run studios, but we're still normal people who answer our phones.

	 

	Craddock: One last question. You mentioned attending E3 this year, and I did get to see Carrie, and I got to see Adam and Mikey as well. They did some interviews and got to check things out. Since Pillars II had been out for a month and a half by that time, I'd like to know what your objective as Obsidian's CEO was? What's a day in the life at the show for you?

	 

	Urquhart: We did some interviews, mostly post-release interviews. The lucky thing about being in southern California is that everyone can just [drive] to E3 and enjoy it. My E3 is pretty much the same each year, but maybe with differing levels of intensity. This E3 was a bit different in that I brought Justin Britch along. Justin's very interested in the business, so he came to practically all of my business meetings. I counted them afterwards, wondering, How many meetings did I do? I had a couple of meetings that Monday, but mostly I was counting meetings on [June] 12th and 13th, and I left that night. On the 12th and 13th, I had twenty-one meetings between those two days.

	 

	It was pretty crazy for me, and the intensity there was larger than my normal years at E3, but that's how my show goes: I just hung out at the JW [Marriott]. That's what I tell everybody: If you want to see where business is really done at E3, you just go to the [main lobby] of the JW and wander around, watching the nuttiness. Part of my job there was having fifteen to thirty-minute meetings in the lobby, catching up with people. I had a couple of meetings on the show floor, publishers who had bigger meeting rooms. And a number of my meetings were in suites at the JW, because that's what a lot of publishers do: They just get a suite, and when they want to have a longer meeting, they bring people up to their suite, and you do your pitch and meeting there.

	 

	Craddock: This is probably a really dumb question, but given the frequency of your meetings at E3, are you ever able to steal away twenty, maybe thirty minutes to just walk the show floor and think, Yeah, video games are pretty cool?

	 

	Urquhart: [laughs]

	 

	Craddock: Just looking at all the fun stuff that's coming out. Is that something you're able to do?

	 

	Urquhart: I would like to say yes, but I don't anymore. I don't anymore because my job is the future of the company, and the future business of the company. That has to be almost the entirety of what I do there: Business. E3 is when everybody is [in one place], and when everybody wants to meet, and I need to take advantage of that. What I want to do—and I think a lot of people do this, and I've not done it yet [this year] but it's on my list—is to go back and watch the press briefings, all the trailers that came out, all the coverage. I generally do that three months or so after E3: I just kind of go through all that kind of stuff.

	 

	I think the thing is, part of your question was, "Are you able to enjoy it?" One thing I've had to work on with myself is enjoying games, to enjoy the industry, and not get so caught up in the race. You know what I mean?

	 

	Craddock: Oh, yes.

	 

	Urquhart: It's this idea of what we do being a constant race: Getting a game done, getting the next game signed, asking if we're doing the right stuff. That is the challenge of where your hobby and your business is the same thing. For me, it's figuring out how to have those points in time where I can just check out and have it be my hobby. A lot of times that means taking a day off here or a day off there and just [playing].

	 

	And sometimes—this isn't the video game industry—it's on Saturday nights when a group of my friends gets together to play board games. It's different. It's not video games, but it's still gaming. That helps me because we're there to just sit, have a good time, and play a game. That helps me appreciate the world of gaming more, or at least for that block of time.

	 

	But it is a challenge. It's a struggle day to day to not get caught up in that race.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Epilogue

	ADAM BRENNECKE’S EYES shot open. Something had jolted him awake. He squinted through the darkness. It was the morning of May 8, 2018.

	The fog over his brain tore away. Launch day. In a few hours, Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire would unlock on digital platforms, and thousands of players would set sail for Eora. Then his bed shook. Brennecke sat up and fumbled for his phone. 

	Mother Nature was determined to rock the world first. At 4:49 a.m., a 4.5-magnitude earthquake sent ripples across southern California. Two smaller quakes followed on its heels minutes later.

	Brennecke read the news alert, closed it, and opened Google. He was on the hunt for news, but not of the quake. “I kept checking my phone to see if anyone broke the embargo for reviews. I got up at the usual time, walked the dogs, spent time with my wife, got into work a little bit early, and then checked in with everyone just to make sure everything was running smoothly.”

	A fourth quake, more of a muttering at magnitude-4.2, hit around nine o’clock. By that time, Brennecke and other developers were drifting through Obsidian’s corridors or already stationed at their computers. The lower half of California may snap off the continent and drift across the Pacific, or it may not. Either way, they had a game to welcome into the world.

	Josh Sawyer managed to get three or four hours’ sleep before coming in. Like everyone else, he was waiting for 10:00 a.m. Pacific, the time when reviews would be published and Pillars of Eternity II would go live. 

	Dimitri Berman was nervous but confident in the game he and the team had made. “It's always really nerve-wracking following coverage because we have no idea what people will say about it. A game that changes a lot of stuff is doubly nerve-wracking. We made a lot of stuff in a pretty short timeframe,” he said. “Games developers can take shortcuts to make a lot of content. We don't, really. All the characters are unique, and we went out of our way to make them look different and feel special. I don't think we could have done more given our schedule and team size. There's a lot of love that went into this game, and I'm proud of it. Thinking back, there's nothing I would have done differently. We did a lot of things right, and I'm happy about that.”

	Patel’s stomach was calm, a sharp contrast from how she had felt nearly three years ago on the day Pillars of Eternity became available for purchase. “Pillars 1 is a great game, but I honestly feel we've improved on it in every way with Deadfire. That's not to say anything negative at all about the work we did on the first game, but we'd learned a lot about making this type of game, so it was exciting to have a chance to go back and say, ‘Okay, how can we do this thing, but better?’ When you have a team as strong as ours, and the support we've had from management and from our fans, the passion we've all brought to this, and the experience from the first game especially, I think that really gives you an opportunity to try some new things, improve the things you did well, and polish the things that didn't work as well as you'd hope.”

	She had another good reason for feeling more excited than anxious. “I've been moved to another project,” Patel explained, “so there was already work lining up that was more urgent than, ‘Fix these Deadfire bugs right now!’ I guess that gave me a little more balance to check in, see how everyone's enjoying the game, think, Wow, that's really exciting, and then go back to working and say, ‘Okay, let me try to knock this thing out.’ It was a good day.”

	Brennecke had ample reason to be giddy and leery of Deadfire’s possible success. Before Pillars 1 had launched, he’d made another bet: If the game scored at or above a certain score on Metacritic, a site that compiles and calculates aggregate review scores, he would eat a Meat Mountain, a gargantuan sandwich from Arby’s packed with over a pound of meat and cheese. Brennecke won, but his nutrition lost. Pillars of Eternity had pulled in an aggregate score of eighty-eight out of one hundred based on seventy-one critical reviews. 

	Arby’s was ready to cheer Obsidian on again. “Welcome back to Eora,” Arby’s tweet read, complete with a photo of curly fries and ketchup arranged in the game’s sun-and-stars story crest. Arby’s tweeted at nine o’clock, one hour before the floodgates opened. Brennecke replied two minutes before ten, announcing that he’d make the same bet—eighty-eight aggregate or higher and he’d force down another Meat Mountain—and imprinting his challenge in the annals of social media.

	As Obsidian management had done for Project Eternity’s Kickstarter almost six years earlier, the room adjacent to the office kitchen was converted into a party area. Sofas faced a big-screen TV where staff could relax, eat snacks, and drink wine—which had arrived that morning complements of publisher Versus Evil and Obsidian’s management—while watching Twitch and YouTube influencers play Deadfire.

	When the clock struck ten, everyone in the office wore a grin. The TV blared to life as streams hit Internet airwaves, and developers hunched over their phones or sat glued to monitors. A short time later, Sawyer, Brennecke, lead producer Justin Britch, and other senior developers gathered the team into the kitchen for a private meeting. Behind closed doors, everyone poured a drink and listened as the leads gave toasts. “You could pick: champagne or sparkling cider,” said Obsidian co-founder Chris Parker. “I went for the sparkling cider, being that it was ten-thirty in the morning. I had some champagne later.” 

	There were a few items on the agenda. First, Justin Britch unveiled magazine covers and Deadfire’s world map, blown up to more than twice their size and framed to hang on the wall near materials from the first Pillars of Eternity. 

	Then Josh Sawyer took the floor. Standing there in front of his team meant the world to him. Obsidian’s staff had poured countless hours into making the Pillars franchise, yet they rarely got the opportunity to come together to bask in their shared accomplishment.

	“There were a lot of people on the team who had gone through personal crises during development, and professional crises,” Sawyer said. “They were trying to find their place on the team. I thanked everybody for really coming together and helping each other out. Whatever someone needed, whether it was help getting through their design, or feedback, or if they were struggling with something in their personal lives, people were very supportive of each other. That's something that, I think, more than a lot of other things on the game, is something they should try to take with them and move forward with it. After doing this for nineteen years, I've come to believe that it's very important for us to take care of ourselves and watch out for each other. Otherwise we have a tendency to work ourselves a little too hard.”

	Sawyer knew there were many developers for whom Deadfire was their first project in the industry. He congratulated them and told them what to expect the rest of the day. They would adjourn shortly, go back to their computers, and read and watch lots of reviews about what they had created together. He advised them to take comfort and pride in reviews that praised their work; players getting excited about their game was cause for jubilation. 

	But he encouraged them to go beyond reading glowing reviews. Absorb criticism. Contemplate it. Ask what Obsidian could do better on their next product and how each developer could contribute to their personal and professional growth, as well as the team’s.

	“None of this would have been possible without every single person in this room, and I'm very proud to have worked with you,” Sawyer concluded.

	 

	OBSIDIAN’S TEAM TOOK Sawyer’s advice, soaking in commendation when it came and paying close attention to critical remarks from reviewers as well as the larger Pillars community. While reviewers were mixed on naval combat, they were sold on the parts of the game that reflected Obsidian’s strengths: updates to systems such as combat and A.I. for companions, a fun, colorful new environment to explore, and engaging quests and stories. Metacritic crunched numbers and came back with an aggregate score of eighty-eight, and Brennecke prepared to scale the heights of Meat Mountain once again. 

	One comment Sawyer noticed time and again was that players expected a tougher experience. In the weeks after launch, he and the system designers combed through each area, modifying encounters and submitting them to the QA team for feedback. Andy Artz was Sawyer’s secret weapon. A senior QA tester, Artz had a habit of “min-maxing,” or leveling up each character’s best abilities. Min-maxing can make players too powerful, a situation Sawyer and Artz wanted to avoid.

	“I would either approve submissions, or I would say, ‘Please make these changes’ or ‘Please think about these changes,’” Sawyer explained of working with the designers on adjustments to content. “Once they had gone through the process again and an encounter was good to go, it would go to QA.”

	Brennecke and the programmers worked steadily, squashing bugs and rolling out patches as bug reports hit their task lists. So far, the company’s “Bugsidian” reputation showed no signs of rearing its head. “The ones I'm worried about are game-corruption bugs, where your game is completely corrupted and you can't progress after playing the game for twenty hours,” he said, remembering the biggest and worst complaints from Pillars of Eternity’s launch in 2012. “So far, at least, we haven't seen anything like that. A lot of the bugs are fairly cosmetic and minor, and easy to fix. I'm fairly confident right now that we don't have anything super scary coming down the pipe in the next few days. I'm much happier this time around.”

	By early June, support for Deadfire had died down to minor bugs and balance issues. Sawyer redirected his attention to the upcoming 1.1 patch, the game’s first major update that would make sweeping changes to game balance that had been too big to tackle in earlier updates. “The players who want a big challenge, and who are playing on Veteran and Path of the Damned, they were... I don't want to say universally, but a lot of them were disappointed by the party balance, especially the farther into the game that they got,” he explained.

	Sawyer’s goal with Deadfire version 1.1 was to adjust how abilities and levels scaled as players progressed through the story. “This is all done by hand,” he continued. “We go into each scene in the game, and we [fine-tune] the composition. When that is done, I look it over with a designer, make suggestions before they check it in.”

	As usual, Andy Artz led Sawyer’s QA vanguard by putting encounters through their paces and returning feedback on how to make fights even tougher. “We just put that patch out into beta, and people are crying a lot, which makes me feel very powerful, by the way. Based on feedback to that, we can do more tuning before release,” Sawyer said of the major patch. 

	When he wasn’t busy fixing bugs, Adam Brennecke ruminated on the lessons he had learned over the past six years, from pushing Obsidian’s management to crowdfund a game and being so insistent as to prepare to walk away if they turned him down, to juggling his dual roles of executive producer and lead programmer. With leadership skills under his belt, Brennecke eyed the future of Obsidian.

	“I think it goes to being more of a manager, and less trying to do everything myself,” Brennecke said. “I took a lot of stuff on, on Pillars 1, probably way too much stuff. Sometimes it's better at the end of the day to let someone else take care of it. Sometimes it's detrimental to the game and the team if one person has too much responsibility, so delegating, letting go, on the programming side is probably the thing I've had to work on the most.” 

	Whether he leads projects as an executive producer, coder, or both, Brennecke knew exactly what he wanted those projects to be: Roleplaying games, Obsidian’s bread and butter, and his. “I think there's still a lot of room to improve our current formula that we have with the Pillars games, and doing other [projects], too. I know internally, we have a lot of great ideas on where to take Pillars in terms of features, gameplay, and story. It's going to be fun to see if we can explore those ideas in the future. I think it would be foolish to abandon the Pillars of Eternity-type games, because I still think there's tons of room to improve on that. I don't want to abandon it, like what happened with the Infinity Engine. There's still a huge market for these games. Deadfire's really successful, so I think it would be foolish not to continue making these types of games.”

	Months before Deadfire launched, Obsidian had at least one other project on the fire. In the spring of 2016, Tim Cain had pitched in on preliminary design work for Pillars of Eternity II before reuniting with Leonard Boyarsky, who had spent years at Blizzard Entertainment working on Diablo III after the disbanding of Troika Games. “I'm a colorblind programmer who likes to design,” Cain said. “Also, Temple of Elemental Evil taught me that I can't write. If you want proof, play Temple of Elemental Evil and play the story, and you will soon come to the conclusion—as I did—that Tim Cain can't write.”

	Boyarsky offset Cain’s self-professed weaknesses. “I'm in charge of system design and programming, and Leonard is in charge of narrative design and art. We make the setting together. It's been a great collaboration because we've already worked with each other a million times. Leonard is dark in his sensibilities, and I'm silly, so our sense of humor is coming together again. We started working together, and it's like we hadn't been apart the last ten years.”

	Cain and Boyarsky have updated the roles they played on the original Fallout years ago at Interplay, but they have not spent the past several years working alone. They’ve got a lead designer and a lead artist, and other developers joined up as their secret project—revealed to be a new RPG titled The Outer Worlds—flourished. “It's killing me not to talk about what we're doing because, after spending five years supporting the visions of others, it's been fun to go back and make a brand-new IP from scratch using all the lessons I've learned over the past several decades. It's fun,” Cain said. “I'm all prepared to talk about the things this game does that you haven't seen yet, and ways I think it evolves the RPG genre. But for the most part, I think our team reached full size about a year ago. We've had quite a lot of people working on this for the last year.”

	While his peers geared up for Obsidian’s future, Sawyer made ready to follow a parallel track. During work on post-launch patches, he had split his time between balancing Deadfire and turning over the reins of the franchise to long-time Obsidian producer Brandon Adler, who took charge of the sequel’s DLC expansion packs.

	“I'm taking a break from Pillars for a while, from directing, especially, because I've been working on it for six years,” Sawyer said. “I didn't create Pillars as a dream project for myself. I created it because I felt it was important for the company as a whole to have something that we owned, and that other people could do things with. I really do believe the best part of this is I don't have to work on more Pillars games. Other people at the studio can do that. Actually, I'm excited to work on the tabletop version of Pillars because I'm going crazy with that.”

	Sawyer also worked on a tabletop RPG, one of his dream projects. Feargus Urquhart had agreed to give Sawyer total control over the tabletop game’s design, and Sawyer was having a blast designing it. Heading into the fall, he planned to take a sabbatical. “I'll probably go back to Wisconsin to visit my family for a little while,” he said. “I haven't been back there since Christmas. I'll probably take a break there. In the fall—most of October—I'll be doing a small bike tour in Wisconsin, and then I'll be in Europe for the rest of the month. Hopefully that can give me some time to relax and enjoy some stuff that I haven't really had time to focus on during the last year or so.”

	 

	IN 2003, THREE self-professed clowns started down a path lit by their own constellations, their experience at Interplay and Black Isle Studios.

	More than fifteen years later, one needn’t look skyward to chart the path they followed. Visitors who set foot in Obsidian’s lobby are greeted by wall-to-wall statues, t-shirts, awards, framed magazine covers, and mementos from more than a decade of crafting some of roleplaying’s most memorable experiences—stars formed by the hands of storytellers and woven into constellations that immortalize the studio’s rich history.

	Feargus Urquhart, his colleagues in management, and his team of passionate developers aren’t done hanging new stars yet. “With the success of Eternity 1 and Eternity II, I think a lot about, Are we a different studio than we were ten years ago? Absolutely,” Urquhart said.

	Obsidian has grown in numerous ways. From their first office in his attic, to nearly 170 employees; from a work-for-hire studio excited to play in other creators’ sandboxes, to creators happy to balance their own dreams with time spent playing in galaxies molded by others. Only one thing has remained immutable: Obsidian Entertainment was and is independently owned. 

	That could change, provided the circumstances were right. “I'm always very up front: If someone showed up with a dump truck full of gold bricks—not bitcoins, but gold bricks—of course we would sell the company. It would be silly not to, depending on the number. But I do enjoy us being independent,” Urquhart said.

	Despite his preference for independence, Urquhart acknowledged the difficulties of being in charge of making sure hundreds of people had money to eat and pay their bills every month. Another immutable fact of life at Obsidian: Projects always needed funding, and there was no surefire source. “Kickstarter and Fig are great, but there's a limit to the amount of money you can get. Depending on how well you do, you're looking at two-and-a-half, three million to five or six million. That's kind of the range now. If we wanted to make an epic game, that's a thirty, four, fifty, seventy-million-dollar game. That's not coming from Fig. Where's it going to come from?”

	Urquhart believes Obsidian has another epic RPG—one as massive as Stormlands, if not bigger—in its future. When, not if, the time is right, he will be approaching publishers rather than crowdfunding platforms.

	No matter how the stars align, Obsidian’s identity will remain intact.

	“I'm not saying that's what we're doing right now,” Urquhart said of creating an epic RPG, “but the thing about being independent is you're always looking at: We want to make these games, we want to be successful, we want to stay who we are.”
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	while PC Gamer named it one of the best RPGs: “The best RPGs on PC,” PC Gamer, https://www.pcgamer.com/best-rpgs-of-all-time/. 

	 

	Fallout 2 debuted on market research: “Top Sellers of the Week,” GameSpot, https://web.archive.org/web/20000609184911/http://headline.gamespot.com:80/news/98_11/25_pc_pcsellers/index.html.

	 

	The next week, it fell off: Ibid.

	 

	Pause Screen: Green Team - How a Ragtag Band of Upstarts Created Baldur’s Gate 

	 

	Saturday Night Live dressed actors as heroes: Weldon, Glen, The Caped Crusade: Batman and the Rise of Nerd Culture (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2016).

	 

	was printed with three covers: “Superman Vol 2 75,” DC Wikia, http://dc.wikia.com/wiki/Superman_Vol_2_75.

	 

	To delay, they killed Superman: “The death and resurrection of Superman, explained,” Polygon, https://www.polygon.com/2017/11/14/16585682/superman-death-explained-comeback-resurrection.

	 

	Their first gig was writing educational software: “IGN PRESENTS THE HISTORY OF BIOWARE,” IGN.com, http://www.ign.com/articles/2010/01/22/ign-presents-the-history-of-bioware.

	 

	They had pooled $100,000: Ibid.

	 

	starting out in Zeschuk’s basement: “The History of BioWare,” Eurogamer.net, https://www.eurogamer.net/articles/the-history-of-bioware-article.

	 

	from awesome tech demo into a massively multiplayer RPG: “BioWare's Baldur's Gate Was Almost Massively Multiplayer,” The Escapist, http://www.escapistmagazine.com/news/view/102831-BioWares-Baldurs-Gate-Was-Almost-Massively-Multiplayer.

	 

	Interplay’s UK division didn’t even bother: Barton, Matt. “Matt Chat 255: Feargus Urquhart on Baldur's Gate, Shattered Steel, and Fallout”. YouTube video, 28:47. Posted [August 2014]. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=72Q0E6bQ_i0. 

	 

	Per the terms of their publishing agreement, Random House would pay TSR: “THE STORY OF D&D PART ONE: THE BIRTH, DEATH, AND RESURRECTION OF DUNGEONS & DRAGONS,” Geek & Sundry, https://geekandsundry.com/the-story-of-dd-part-one-the-birth-death-and-resurrection-of-dungeons-dragons/.

	 

	cannibalizing their own produc: Shannon Appelcline (2011). Designers & Dragons: The 70s: A History of the Roleplaying Game Industry. (CITY: Evil Hat Productions, LLC, 2014).

	 

	forcing them to sign an exclusive agreement: “THE STORY OF D&D PART ONE: THE BIRTH, DEATH, AND RESURRECTION OF DUNGEONS & DRAGONS,” Geek & Sundry, https://geekandsundry.com/the-story-of-dd-part-one-the-birth-death-and-resurrection-of-dungeons-dragons/.

	 

	Kristjanson adjusted Minsc’s dialogue based in part: “DEVELOPER JOURNAL: BALDUR'S GATE II, PT. 9,” IGN.com, http://www.ign.com/articles/2000/04/07/developer-journal-baldurs-gate-ii-pt-9.

	 

	over ninety people-hours of work: “Baldur’s Gate II: The Anatomy of a Sequel,” Gamasutra, http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/3084/baldurs_gate_ii_the_anatomy_of_a_.php.

	 

	according to several retailers in the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom: “BALDUR'S GATE HITS #1 SETS INTERPLAY SALES RECORDS,” Interplay.com, https://web.archive.org/web/19990909093649/http:/interplay.com/press/bgno1.html.

	 

	Baldur’s Gate II raked in $4 million in sales: “Interplay's Baldur’s Gate II: Shadows of Amn Dominates PC Game Retail Sales,” Interplay.com, https://web.archive.org/web/20010812002134/http:/www.prnewswire.com:80/cgi-bin/micro_stories.pl?ACCT=000952&TICK=IPLY&STORY=/www/story/10-19-2000/0001343232&EDATE=Oct+19,+2000.

	 

	Before announcing his retirement from game development: “James Ohlen Retires From BioWare, Working on Dungeons and Dragons Book,” Variety, https://variety.com/2018/gaming/news/james-ohlen-retires-bioware-new-dungeons-and-dragons-book-1202872662/.

	 

	Pause Screen: Where Winter Never Ends: The Freewheeling Development of Icewind Dale

	 

	many players grew frustrated by the seemingly impossible: “Kresselack's Tomb Door that won't open,” Sorcerer’s Place, https://sorcerers.net/community/threads/kresselacks-tomb-door-that-wont-open.10793/.

	 

	Blizzard’s sequel shot to the top of PC Data’s: “Diablo II Debuts At Number One,” PC Data, https://web.archive.org/web/20050406163010/http://www.cdmag.com:80/articles/028/180/pc_data_07082000.html.

	 

	held the top spot for weeks in the: “Diablo II Continues Its Reign,” GameSpot, https://web.archive.org/web/20041022043203/http://www.gamespot.com:80/news/2000/07/26/news_2608143.html.

	 

	After three weeks in the lead position: “Icewind Dale Tops U.K. Retail Charts,” CDMag.com, https://web.archive.org/web/20050209161645/http://www.cdmag.com:80/articles/028/194/chart_trak_july22.html/.

	 

	went on to sell nearly 150,000 units: Staff (April 2001). "It's All in the Numbers". PC Gamer. Future US. 8 (4): 40, 41.

	 

	but critics did call out its story: “Icewind Dale: Heart of Winter: The Icemen Cometh Again.(Software Review)(Evaluation),” Computer Shopper, https://www.highbeam.com/doc/1G1-73687029.html.

	 

	Sawyer and the team had four months: “He’s Getting a Fireball: Josh Sawyer Reflects on Nearly 20 Years Spent Making RPG Classics for Obsidian and Black Isle Studios,” USgamer, https://www.usgamer.net/articles/hes-getting-a-fireball-josh-sawyer-reflects-on-nearly-20-years-spent-making-rpg-classics.

	 

	Fireball, for instance, started at: “Fireball,” Icewind Dale Wiki, http://icewinddale.wikia.com/wiki/Fireball. 

	 

	Urquhart granted his team an extension: “Icewind Dale II Interview Part 1,” RPGDot, https://web.archive.org/web/20021012145714/http://www.rpgdot.com/index.php?hsaction=10053&ID=337.

	 

	Sawyer opted to strip out mechanics that: “Icewind Dale II Trailer and Interview,” IGN, https://web.archive.org/web/20110812195629/http://pc.ign.com/articles/355/355659p1.html.

	 

	had been based on 2nd Edition: Ibid.

	 

	praised its game balance and the depth of its combat: “ICEWIND DALE II REVIEW,” IGN, http://www.ign.com/articles/2002/09/05/icewind-dale-ii-review.

	 

	though Game Informer did name Icewind Dale II: Brogger, Kristian (October 2002). "Icewind Dale II". Game Informer (114): 92.

	 

	had described Icewind Dale as a run romp: “Chris Avellone: Dark Knight,” Edge, http://www.next-gen.biz/features/chris-avellone-dark-knight.

	 

	Chapter 5

	 

	Patel was the narrative team’s first recruit: Schreier, Jason, Blood, Sweat, and Pixels: The Triumphant, Turbulent Stories Behind How Video Games Are Made, New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2017).

	 

	she fired up OEI, short for Obsidian Entertainment Interactive: “Frog Helms Fan Club,” Josh Sawyer’s Tumblr, https://jesawyer.tumblr.com/post/175082312536/im-curious-as-to-what-the-conversation-editor.

	 

	studio expenses ranging from employee salaries and healthcare plans: “Sales Breakdown: One month later!,” Yacht Club Games, https://yachtclubgames.com/2014/08/sales-one-month/.

	 

	it is the only quest players can fail: “The Hermit of Hadret House,” Gamepedia, https://pillarsofeternity.gamepedia.com/The_Hermit_of_Hadret_House.

	 

	Both characters became fan favorites: “Companions - who wrote what?,” Obsidian.net, http://forums.obsidian.net/topic/74557-companions-who-wrote-what/#entry1622138. 

	 

	Chapter 6

	 

	Over the spring and summer of 2013, Pillars of Eternity’s developers: “Update #55: Vertical Slice Update,” Obsidian.net, http://eternity.obsidian.net/eternity/news/update-55-vertical-slice-update.

	 

	That single area spanned eleven maps: Ibid.

	 

	straddling the line between the real-world Renaissance: “Frog Helms Fan Club,” Josh Sawyer’s Tumblr, https://jesawyer.tumblr.com/post/48927402582/project-eternity-at-first-it-seemed-the.

	 

	Romanesque buildings sit the crumbling remains of medieval structures: Ibid.

	 

	design legends such as Super Mario Bros. creator Shigeru Miyamoto: “A free tip from Miyamoto: Make your first level last,” Gamasutra, https://www.gamasutra.com/view/news/175791/A_free_tip_from_Miyamoto_Make_your_first_level_last.php. (Author’s note: Gamaustra reported on Miyamoto’s interview, which was published elsewhere. The link to that publication did not work as of 27 September 2018.)

	 

	and Doom co-creator John Romero: DoubleFineProd. “’Devs Play’ S01E05 - Doom (Part 2 - Map 1 Hangar) 60fps [2/10]”. YouTube video, 15:35. Posted [January 2015]. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rV6HlBa88js.

	 

	would prefer to sneak or talk their way out of tough spots: “Pillars of Eternity: Josh Sawyer talks mods, PC-first focus, Big Head mode, and more,” PC World, https://www.pcworld.com/article/2886976/pillars-of-eternity-josh-sawyer-talks-mods-pc-first-focus-big-head-mode-and-more.html?page=2.

	 

	but all of their attacks offer a chance to interrupt: “Frog Helms Fan Club,” Josh Sawyer’s Tumblr, https://jesawyer.tumblr.com/post/75062206388/in-the-new-update-there-are-several-abilities-that#notes.

	 

	comparable to D&D’s execution of the ability: “Update #70: New Year Project Update,” Obsidian.net, https://forums.obsidian.net/topic/64964-update-70-new-year-project-update/#entry1407703.

	 

	estimated that players would need dozens of hours: “So Obsidian, when is Pillars of Eternity coming out?,” PC Gamer, https://www.eurogamer.net/articles/2014-02-05-when-is-pillars-of-eternity-coming-out.

	 

	figured out how to take advantage of glitches: “[WR] Pillars of Eternity in 37:53 by Jiseed,” Pillars of Eternity sub-Reddit, https://www.reddit.com/r/speedrun/comments/32hhh5/wr_pillars_of_eternity_in_3753_by_jiseed/. 

	 

	Chapter 7

	 

	such as Hristova’s beautiful illustration of a nature godlike: “Characters & Creatures,” Polina Hristova, http://polinadesign.com/characters-creatures/#jp-carousel-279.

	 

	Aruga’s painting of an orlan Cipher investigating a bloody dagger: “Concept Artist Kazunori Aruga aka *K*,” Obsidian.net, https://forums.obsidian.net/topic/63530-concept-artist-kazunori-aruga-aka-k/.

	 

	Govela’s area of expertise was writing scripts to extend: “Update #43: Pretty and Technical,” Obsidian.net, https://eternity.obsidian.net/eternity/news/update-43-pretty-and-technical.

	 

	One of Govela’s most important scripts was DNA: Ibid.

	 

	Chapter 8

	 

	classic and videogame soundtracks while he trundles along: “Update #76: Music in Pillars of Eternity,” Obsidian, http://forums.obsidian.net/topic/66060-update-76-music-in-pillars-of-eternity/. 

	 

	suggested by lead area designer Bobby Null: “Justin Bell – Pillars of Eternity,” Game Music, http://gamemusic.pl/en/justin-bell-pillars-eternity/.

	 

	was the first piece of music Bell wrote: “Update #76: Music in Pillars of Eternity,” Obsidian, http://forums.obsidian.net/topic/66060-update-76-music-in-pillars-of-eternity/.

	 

	He decided to have them record wilderness: “Justin Bell – Pillars of Eternity,” Game Music, http://gamemusic.pl/en/justin-bell-pillars-eternity/.

	 

	 


 

	Katrina Schnell was able to contribute her musical talent: Ibid.

	 

	Chapter 9

	 

	On October 2, Urquhart published a notice: “Pillars of Eternity Early 2015: Beta Feedback and Game Polish,” Obsidian.net, http://forums.obsidian.net/topic/68878-pillars-of-eternity-early-2015-beta-feedback-and-game-polish/.

	 

	Where Baldur’s Gate II had featured 200 maps, Pillars of Eternity: Schreier, Jason, Blood, Sweat, and Pixels, (New York: Harper, 2017).

	 

	On March 17, five months and thirteen days: “Pillars of Eternity Has Gone Gold,” Pillars of Eternity Steam Community, https://steamcommunity.com/games/291650/announcements/detail/163593197895463940.

	 

	Pillars of Eternity was clearly a game inspired by: “Pillars of Eternity Review - More Than Homage,” The Escapist, http://www.escapistmagazine.com/articles/view/video-games/editorials/reviews/13681-Pillars-of-Eternity-Review#&gid=gallery_3961&pid=1.

	 

	GameSpot declared that music, particularly the battle: “Pillars of Eternity Review,” GameSpot, https://www.gamespot.com/reviews/pillars-of-eternity-review/1900-6416091/.

	 

	Pause Screen: Tim Donley's Toy Story

	 

	thanks to his father’s connection with late president: “Master of Play,” The New Yorker, https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/12/20/master-of-play. 

	 

	Pause Screen: Chopped Up - John Romero on the Sorrows of Gauntlet: Seven Sorrows

	 

	as it was underhanded management: “Bankrupt Midway Games Screws Employees In Desperate Plan To Sell Mortal Kombat,” Business Insider, https://www.businessinsider.com/bankrupt-midway-games-screws-employees-in-desperate-plan-to-sell-mortal-kombat-2009-3.

	 

	subsequent dismantling by new owner Warner Bros: “Warner Bros. Now Owns Midway, Mortal Kombat,” Kotaku, https://kotaku.com/5312018/warner-bros-now-owns-midway-mortal-kombat.

	 

	I talked to [CEO David Zucker], who was just a contract president: “Matt Booty named Midway president and CEO,” GamesIndustry.biz, https://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/matt-booty-named-midway-president-and-ceo.

	 

	It was the first super-smooth maze program [with 360-degree rotation]: “The First Open World, Part One,” Electron Dance, http://www.electrondance.com/the-first-open-world-part-one/.

	 

	Chapter 10

	 

	the equivalent of up to 130,000 heat units: “11 THINGS YOU DIDN'T KNOW ABOUT THE HALAL GUYS,” Thrill List, https://www.thrillist.com/eat/new-york/things-you-didnt-know-about-halal-guys.

	 

	Xbox Live Indie Games, a service succeeded: “Xbox Live Indie Games – Community Forums,” Xbox Forums, http://xboxforums.create.msdn.com/forums/t/113342.aspx.

	 

	Chapter 11

	 

	double-clicking on an item to equip it to the active character: “[PSA] GAME-BREAKING BUG AFFECTING EVERYONE INCLUDING YOU! Temporary fix for party members only currently,” Obsidian.net, http://forums.obsidian.net/topic/72923-psa-game-breaking-bug-affecting-everyone-including-you-temporary-fix-for-party-members-only-currently/.

	 

	Brennecke responded quickly after the bug: Ibid.

	 

	increased defensive bonuses on a character’s armor: “Stat bonus modifiers can erroneously be applied multiple times allowing stats to grow beyond intended values,” Obsidian.net, http://forums.obsidian.net/topic/73449-stat-bonus-modifiers-can-erroneously-be-applied-multiple-times-allowing-stats-to-grow-beyond-intended-values/%C2%A0.

	 

	increased the amount of time the game needed: “Quick saving and loading times increased greatly after 20~ hours,” Obsidian.net, http://forums.obsidian.net/topic/72764-quick-saving-and-loading-times-increased-greatly-after-20-hours/.

	 

	referred to as: “Patch Notes: 1.03,” Obsidian.net, http://forums.obsidian.net/blog/7/entry-179-patch-notes-103/.

	 

	version 1.03, released in early April, implemented: Ibid.

	 

	as the need for fixes diminished from code-red status: “Patch Notes: 1.05,” Obsidian.net, http://forums.obsidian.net/blog/7/entry-183-patch-notes-105. 

	 

	In 2004, Electronic Arts developer Erin Hoffman: “EA: The Human Story,” Livejournal, https://ea-spouse.livejournal.com/274.html.

	 

	At Blizzard North, new hires were given sleeping bags: Craddock, David, Stay Awhile and Listen: Book II – Heaven, Hell, and Secret Cow Levels, (Canton: Digital Monument Press, LLC, 2019).

	 

	Williams confessed that crunch was a poor practice: Williams, Walt, Significant Zero: Heroes, Villains, and the Fight for Art and Soul in Video Games, (New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc., 2017).

	 

	admitted that without their crunch, many of the features: Craddock, David, Stay Awhile and Listen: Book II – Heaven, Hell, and Secret Cow Levels, (Canton: Digital Monument Press, LLC, 2019).

	 

	It is a constant fight for me: Williams, Walt, Significant Zero: Heroes, Villains, and the Fight for Art and Soul in Video Games, (New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc., 2017).

	 

	Almost nine years after her first blog post: “EA Spouse says EA doesn't get enough credit,” GamesIndustry.biz, https://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/2013-03-28-ea-doesnt-get-enough-credit-says-ea-spouse.

	 

	Chris Avellone, who announced that he would be: Twitter post, June 9, 2015, 7:09 a.m., https://twitter.com/ChrisAvellone/status/608274687353692161. 

	 

	published a colorful, presentation-style: “Looking Back and Moving Forward with Pillars of Eternity,” Obsidian.net, http://media.obsidian.net/eternity/media/misc/pe-jsawyer-looking-back.pdf.

	 

	described a swath of islands: “Monsters of the Deadfire Archipelago,” Gamepedia, https://pillarsofeternity.gamepedia.com/Monsters_of_the_Deadfire_Archipelago.

	 

	hitting its goal in twenty-three hours: “Pillars Of Eternity 2 Funded In Less Than A Day,” GameSpot, https://www.gamespot.com/articles/pillars-of-eternity-2-funded-in-less-than-a-day/1100-6447340/.

	 

	Chapter 12

	 

	he worked with Obsidian to license tracks: “Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire mit Frölich Geschray!,” Frölich Geschray, http://www.geschray.de/neuigkeiten.html.

	 

	crowdfunding campaign was double the amount of VO: “Update #10 - $2.4 M Hit! Double V.O., Korean, and... Pillars of Eternity Pen and Paper RPG!,” Fig, https://www.fig.co/campaigns/deadfire/updates/258.

	 

	more than a month after Pillars of Eternity II: “Pillars of Eternity 2: Deadfire is delayed,” PC Gamer, https://www.pcgamer.com/pillars-of-eternity-2-deadfire-is-delayed/.

	 

	Obsidian announced that all dialogue: Twitter post, April 13, 2018, 11:57 a.m., https://twitter.com/Obsidian/status/984868229859368960. 

	 

	A new feature in engines such as: “Physically Based Shading in Unity 5: A Primer,” Unity Blog, https://blogs.unity3d.com/2014/10/29/physically-based-shading-in-unity-5-a-primer/.

	 

	had even made the controversial decision to drop: “PoE2 Deadfire party size reduced to 5,” Pillars of Eternity Steam Community, https://steamcommunity.com/app/291650/discussions/0/1471966894873973737/. 

	 

	Chapter 13

	 

	factions and related quests had been a sticking point: “Just got to Defiance Bay and I'm curious about Quest-order,” GameFAQs, https://gamefaqs.gamespot.com/boards/687020-pillars-of-eternity/71597955. (Author’s note: This is only one example of player complaints about the relative simplicity of faction quest design in the original game, which Sawyer and other designers sought to improve.)

	 

	faction design was a team-wide effort: “Update #28 - Factions of the Deadfire, Part I,” Obsidian.net, https://www.fig.co/campaigns/deadfire/updates/311.

	 

	had complained that combat was either too easy: “Combat is just too frustrating,” Obsidian.net, https://forums.obsidian.net/topic/74993-combat-is-just-too-frustrating/.

	 

	opined that graze made combat feel too difficult: “Is the regular graze really needed?,” Obsidian.net, https://forums.obsidian.net/topic/96487-is-the-regular-graze-really-needed/.

	 

	Others—including Sawyer—felt that: Twitter post, December 4, 2017, 3:54 p.m., https://twitter.com/jesawyer/status/937832452646506496?lang=en.

	 

	complained about enemies that appeared: “NEVERWINTER NIGHTS 2: STORM OF ZEHIR REVIEW,” Games Radar, https://www.gamesradar.com/neverwinter-nights-2-storm-of-zehir-review/.

	 

	Painted and animated by Kaz Aruga and fellow artist: “Deadfire's Maps Are Really Good,” Kotaku, https://kotaku.com/deadfires-maps-are-really-good-1826178971.

	 

	Epilogue

	 

	At 4:49 a.m., a 4.5-magnitude earthquake: “Magnitude 4.5 Earthquake Shakes Wide Swath Of Southern California,” CBS, https://losangeles.cbslocal.com/2018/05/08/earthquake-magnitude-4-5-cabazon/.

	 

	A fourth quake, more of a muttering: Ibid.

	 

	the time reviews would be published: Minter, Aidan. Email to the author, 27 April 2018.

	 

	Pillars of Eternity had pulled in an aggregate score: “Pillars of Eternity Critic Reviews,” Metacritic, accessed on 17 September 2018, https://www.metacritic.com/game/pc/pillars-of-eternity/critic-reviews.

	 

	Welcome back to Eora: Arby’s, Twitter post, May 8, 2018, 9:00 a.m., https://twitter.com/arbys/status/993883233983983617?lang=en.

	 

	Brennecke replied two minutes before ten: Brennecke, Adam, Twitter post, May 8, 2018, 9:58 a.m., https://twitter.com/adam_brennecke/status/993897917692895237.

	 

	Metacritic crunched numbers and came back: “Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire Critic Reviews,” Metacritic, accessed on 17 September 2018, https://www.metacritic.com/game/pc/pillars-of-eternity-ii-deadfire/critic-reviews.

	 

	One comment Sawyer noticed time and again: “Pillars of Eternity II: Deadfire,” Steam, https://steamcommunity.com/app/560130/discussions/0/2828702373003952291/. 

	 

	By early June, support for Deadfire: “Update Notes: 1.06,” Obsidian, http://forums.obsidian.net/blog/7/entry-184-update-notes-106-in-progress/.



	



	About the Author

	David L. Craddock lives with his wife, Amie Kline–Craddock, in Canton, Ohio. He is the author of several books including Stay Awhile and Listen: Book I – How Two Blizzards Unleashed Diablo and Forged a Video–Game Empire, and Heritage: Book One of the Gairden Chronicles. Follow David online at davidlcraddock.com, facebook.com/davidlcraddock, and @davidlcraddock on Twitter.

	About Shacknews

	Shacknews keeps tech-savvy gamers informed about what's worth their time today and how they'll be playing tomorrow through compelling articles and video features. Shacknews began in 1996 as a Quake fan site. It eventually grew to cover all games and platforms, but still maintains strong ties to its PC gaming roots. Beneath a Starless Sky was originally published online as a Shacknews Long Read. Follow Shacknews online at www.shacknews.com and @shacknews on Twitter.

	 

	[image: A picture containing clipart

Description automatically generated]

	 

	 

	 


More Books by David L. Craddock

	 

	Fiction

	 

	Heritage: Book One of the Gairden Chronicles

	Point of Fate: Book Two of the Gairden Chronicles

	Firebug: War of the Elementalists

	 

	Nonfiction

	 

	Stay Awhile and Listen: Book I – How Two Blizzards Unleashed Diablo and Forged a Video-Game Empire

	Stay Awhile and Listen: Book II – Heaven, Hell, and Secret Cow Levels (TBD 2019)

	Arcade Perfect: How Pac-Man, Mortal Kombat, and Other Coin-Op Classics Invaded the Living Room

	Rocket Jump: Quake and the Golden Age of First-Person Shooters

	Beneath a Starless Sky: Pillars of Eternity and the Infinity Engine Era of RPGs 

	Shovel Knight (Boss Fight Books)

	Break Out: How the Apple II Launched the PC Gaming Revolution

	Stairway to Badass: The Making and Remaking of Doom

	GameDev Stories: Interviews About Game Development and Culture

	Once Upon a Point and Click: The Tale of King's Quest, Gabriel Knight, and the Queens of Adventure Games

	Dungeon Hacks: How NetHack, Angband, and Other Roguelikes Changed the Course of Video Games

	One-Week Dungeons: Diaries of a Seven-Day Roguelike Challenge

	Making Fun: Stories of Game Development - Volume 1

	Angels, Devils, and Boomsticks: The Making of Demons with Shotguns

	Anything But Sports: The Making of FTL

	Red to Black: The Making of Rogue Legacy

	Everybody Shake! The Making of Spaceteam

	 

	Subscribe the author’s online newsletter at https://bit.ly/2PTDzLM to stay up-to-date on new and upcoming releases.

	 


cover.jpeg
?IEHTF! A

STARLESS OKY

Pllrs of Etcruiy and i Ininty
~ Engtne |

DAV|D~@ b@DDOCK

n Shacknews

Origtnally w





images/Shacknews-logo-W.png
) SHACK





