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	Praise for Books by David L. Craddock

	 

	Stay Awhile and Listen: Book I

	 

	Stay Awhile and Listen shows that there was a potent mixture of talent, opportunity, and personality that drove the meteoric rise of Blizzard Entertainment from its earliest days. I can't wait for the next installment. —Julian Gollop, creator of X-COM: UFO Defense

	 

	A fascinating behind-the-scenes look at the storied history and development of Diablo and the early days of Blizzard Entertainment. —Dr. Ray Muzyka, co-founder of BioWare

	 

	Stay Awhile and Listen is a rare and intriguing look into the people and experiences behind some of my favorite video games of all time. —Randy Pitchford, co-founder of Gearbox Software

	 

	Stay Awhile and Listen weaves the words of all the creators of Diablo into a compelling narrative and opens a window into the strange and wild world of the games biz. Reading this tale reminded me of why I decided to leave the games business, and why I had to get back in. —Glenn Wichman, co-creator of Rogue

	 

	Stay Awhile and Listen flows almost like a documentary film. During the narrative parts, it's easy to imagine a group of young developers hunched in front of faintly glowing screens. During the quotations, you can picture the older and wiser industry veterans sitting in front of a camera and explaining those early days with smiles on their faces. —Slashdot.org (9 out of 10 score)

	 

	Stay Awhile and Listen tells how passion, maxed-out credit cards, and sleepless nights spawned a gaming phenomenon and unearths the game design secrets that made Diablo an enduring classic. —Tristan Donovan, author of Replay: The History of Video Games

	 

	Craddock takes his time introducing each person, and by the time he explains their contribution, I felt like I knew them as human beings, not as developers —what they were like as kids, where they came from, and what their aspirations were. —Venture Beat

	 

	Framing a fast-paced narrative around personal anecdotes shared by the developers responsible for shaping the foundation of the WarCraft and Diablo franchises, David L. Craddock establishes a fireside chat-type atmosphere to tell a tale as engaging as it is informative. —Lorne Lanning, co-creator of the Oddworld series

	 

	David Craddock's Stay Awhile and Listen is able to enchant any reader with its short and clearly written passages, genuine and involving storytelling, and an abundance of facts and information straight from the source. —DiabloFans.com

	 

	Dungeon Hacks

	 

	Classic roguelike games may seem like yesterday's news, but they inspire game designers the world over to this day. Dungeon Hacks tells their story in compelling fashion and explains what they still have to teach us. Finish this book and be prepared to go find a roguelike to play. You're going to want to. —Warren Spector, director of Deus Ex and Disney's Epic Mickey

	 

	Not only is David telling interesting stories, and illuminating the history of an enduring genre of games, but he's performing an invaluable service in capturing the human element behind the games —the particulars of the people, the context, and the time period. —Travis Baldree, co-designer of Torchlight 1-2, Rebel Galaxy

	 

	Episodic Content

	 

	It's important to have someone like David trying to capture the history of our industry while it is happening. There are fascinating and important stories behind most every company and game that shed light on the drama that accompanies development. —Brian Fargo, founder of Interplay Entertainment and inXile Entertainment

	 

	I love David's engaging and insightful writing on the making of games. He has a deep knowledge of the gaming industry, and a riveting style that puts you right in the middle of the story, like you were a fly on the wall during development. —Scott Miller, founder of Apogee/3D Realms

	 

	David Craddock's work to capture the trials and successes of the digital entertainment industry and the people who drive it is both inspiring and important. Capturing these stories, these struggles, allows us to reflect on where we have been and help shape the journey we will share into the future. —Richard "Lord British" Garriott, creator of the Ultima series

	 

	David has a great way of telling the story behind games. Anyone who loves games will dig these true tales of how games get made and the thoughts and travails of the people behind them. —Tom Hall, co-founder of id Software and designer of Commander Keen, Rise of the Triad: The Dark War, and Anachronox

	 

	"Cool Beans." —Teddy Lee, designer of Rogue Legacy

	 

	From the exacting questions he posed to me, I could tell that this was someone who'd extensively researched not just that topic, but game development in general. —Chris Sutherland, lead programmer on Donkey Kong Country 1-2, Banjo-Kazooie

	 

	I highly recommend David's awesome books. David not only meticulously researches them, but spins all this history into fascinating and exciting yarns that'd be interesting even to non-gamers. —Matt Barton, creator of Matt Chat, author, video-game historian
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Chapter 1: Big and Small

	 

	The City on the Sea

	Everything is bigger in Shanghai. A bastion of economy situated at the mouth of the Yangtze River, the city hosts China's main stock exchange, a glittering symbol of Shanghai's status as the world's largest and busiest port. Luxury hotels and businesses soar over a population of twenty-four million and counting. British colonial architecture, relics of the Opium Wars, sits in the shadow of tower high rises. Tunnels and bridges connect the two sides of the Huangpu River, unifying old and new Shanghai: a megalopolis where traditional styles clash with the glass and steel of modern architecture. At night, the city's skyline flares into Technicolor brilliance. Neon flashes from all sides, illuminating a city of both antiquity and modernity.

	Thriving economies come at a cost. In 2013, pollution coughed up from innumerable factories and automobile exhaust pipes choked the skyline. Schoolchildren were proscribed from venturing outside their homes.1 Traffic thinned. Authorities cancelled sporting events, and high demand for masks and air purifiers left local stores running low on supplies.

	Shanghai was not always so dense. China's economic jewel originated as a fishing village between 5th and 7th centuries A.D. The city flourished thanks to high demand for silk, cotton, and fertilizer, three of its chief exports. In the 1990s, Shanghai began recording economic growth upward of ten percent per year through the start of the new millennium.2 As early as the mid '90s, the Pudong district was a tract of farmland.3 Now, Pudong is the beating heart of Shanghai's financial district.

	Financial movers and shakers were some of the first to benefit from the economic growth spurt felt across Shanghai and the People's Republic of China. Game publishers were quick to follow. The high cost of personal computers and software relative to the populace's median income led to growing interest in Internet cafes, where males between the ages of eighteen and thirty plugged into online games such as Blizzard Entertainment's World of WarCraft for days at a time. Ubisoft, Electronic Arts, NCSOFT and other publishers flocked to put down stakes in the East, hoping to cash in on the growing mobile and online-gaming scenes.

	 

	Opportunity

	In 2006, publisher 2K Games opened 2K Shanghai, the first of many Chinese studios the corporation would collect under the 2K China umbrella.4 Their first job was to localize Sid Meier's Civilization IV for the Chinese market. Following that, they would pitch in on other titles in development at sister studios until they cleared enough room on their plate for their own games. The studio grew slowly, filling its airy bullpen with cubicle farms, coffee stations, foosball and Ping-Pong tables, and a lounge where developers could grab a drink and a snack.

	Early on, 2K Shanghai's small band of developers consisted mostly of local artists and programmers. More diversity was stirred in as the studio recruited budding developers from around the world. One of those developers was Matthew Davis, who had earned his degree in computer science in Northern California. "By the time I graduated, I realized I wasn't a massive fan of programming. I knew just enough to sustain me on my own, and I wanted to get into the games industry."5

	Davis had attended the annual Game Developers Conference (GDC) held in San Francisco every spring. Besides offering the chance for developers to attend talks given by design luminaries, GDC is the ultimate job fair — both for studios looking to recruit, and for hopefuls like Davis looking to get a foot in the door. He had passed out his resume to studio representatives at every booth he visited and crossed his fingers that he would get to work on something creative. "When I was applying for jobs at GDC fresh out of college, some guy asked me what types of games I wanted to make. I paused before answering, and he answered for me: 'Anything but sports, right?'"

	When a rep from 2K Shanghai invited him to relocate to China, Davis had jumped at the offer. He'd arrived in late 2007 and became a jack of all trades, writing code for games on social networking services and porting titles from one platform to another. None of the projects set his world on fire, but it was a job in games, so he stuck around.

	Eighteen months passed. After work, Davis met up with friends outside the office to engage in one of his favorite pastimes: playing board games. Justin Ma, one of 2K Shanghai's newest hires, quickly became a regular at the meet-ups.

	Ma was something of an anomaly in the Chinese games industry. He was a graphic artist fluent in 2D and 3D art, he dabbled in design, and he wrote code on the side. "When I was in China, I had some connections at 2K Games Shanghai. I applied to them, and they basically said, 'You're really all over the place. If we hire a designer, we need a designer. If we hire an artist, we need an artist.'"6

	Ma's rejection was not unique. On teams numbering in the dozens or hundreds, each developer brings one or two specialties to the table. Going indie calls for versatility. "Whenever I talk to someone who wants to be a designer, I tell them to do some art and programming as well, because if you're going to work in the industry, you have to work with other people, and that requires a general knowledge [of other facets of development]."

	Shrugging off the rejection, Ma continued looking for jobs. To his surprise, reps from 2K Shanghai called him back. They explained that they happened to have need of someone with his diverse skill set to pitch in on BioShock 2, a shooter set in a dystopian underwater city. Ma's job would be to design 2D overhead-view maps of each level.

	Ma accepted the offer in 2009 and ended up taking the desk beside Matthew Davis, who was writing code for Top Spin 2 for the Nintendo Wii console. The two clicked. When fatigue from the hustle and bustle of working on big-budget projects like BioShock and Top Spin set in, the two friends discussed a shared goal: to splinter off from the monolithic industry and design games of their own. 

	 

	Fulfillment

	Justin Ma's favorite Christmas present of 2010 did not come wrapped in a bow. His parents and brother pooled their money and bought him a pass to the 2011 GDC. Ma was hyped for the trip. It would be his first time attending the annual show. More pressingly, working in China was fun and fascinating, but he had been feeling cut off from the global gaming scene. He was also burnt out. Tired of putting together maps, he often went home after work and fired up Game Maker, a program that let users build fully functional games without needing to write a single line of code.

	Upon setting foot in San Francisco's Moscone Center, the site of GDC, Ma instantly felt at home. He attended talks given by legendary game designers, but it was the Independent Game Festival (IGF), a showcase where indie developers got to show off their homemade games, that captivated his imagination.

	At IGF, Ma noticed the glaring juxtaposition between big companies such as 2K and the scrappy indie developers. Big-budget publishers poured millions of dollars into facsimiles of money-makers like Call of Duty and World of WarCraft. Indie games did not require millions of dollars, a team of hundreds, and a minimum of four years to create. One person, maybe two or three, could build a game, put it up for sale on Apple's App Store or Valve Software's Steam digital games platform, and make a decent living if they sold around 100,000 copies. Big publishers like 2K had to sell millions of games just to break even on their investment in salaries, equipment, office space, and marketing. Independents could chase any wild what-if they imagined.

	GDC's week-long festivities passed in a blur. Upon returning to Shanghai, Ma felt a malaise settle over him. "I was working on a larger project which I still put a lot of effort into. I was doing my best. But I'd go home [after work] and work on small games using Game Maker because I'd get really fired up about some small idea. I was doing game jams [development marathons] and that kind of thing. It was slowly dawning on me: Why don't I just do this full-time? If that's what I get enjoyment out of, and if it could potentially be a source of income, why not?"

	Matthew Davis was one step ahead of him. "Part of it was just getting up and going to a normal office job every day. That on its own was starting to wear on me. As far as the industry was concerned, working for a studio wasn't a problem. The only problem with the games I was working on was that they didn't really get me excited. The atmosphere was fine; the people there were great; the studio was nice. But working on a tennis game wasn't that exciting for me."

	After some soul-searching, Davis decided he would never have a better opportunity to chase his dreams. He was in his early twenties, had a few games under his belt, and sat on a sizable nest egg from two years of salary work. Plus, he was an experienced programmer. If his funds ran out, he could get another job easily enough. Not that he was concerned. The notion of his bank account drying up was less alarming than the idea of continuing to wake up every morning and go to work in an office, even one with foosball tables.

	For Ma, his best friend's departure was the perfect motivator. "He was quitting, and I decided, 'Okay, I'll join you once this project's over so we can work together.'"

	 

	Causality (I)

	Davis's girlfriend knew the perfect way to spend his sabbatical. Leaving behind the din and miasma of pollution in Shanghai, the couple traveled to Southwestern China and stopped in Kunming, known as the City of Eternal Spring for its temperate climate and flowers in perpetual bloom. Then they hopped on their bikes and began their odyssey. They pedaled south to Laos, rode northeast into Vietnam, and leisurely swung south again to explore Cambodia. Their travel itinerary was hardly rigorous. They slept in every morning, hopped on their bikes when they felt ready to move on, and soaked up the sights, sounds, and cultures of the countries and landmarks they visited.

	"It was interesting living a simpler schedule and a simpler life," Davis reflected. "We had to find a bed by the time night fell. That was pretty much the only thing that mattered."

	After four months and 2500 miles, Davis returned to Shanghai, rejuvenated and eager to kick off work on the game he would build with Ma, who still had a few months left at 2K. To get a head start, Davis sat down at his computer and drafted a list of his favorite gameplay tropes. "I'd been bouncing a few different game ideas around in my head, and they always came back to these same elements that I really enjoyed in other games. From there, I went on to think about games that fit well with those elements, and what would capture that type of game."

	Davis narrowed his list down to a handful of gameplay mechanics. He wanted to force players to make difficult decisions, and to have scarce resources be the motivating factor in making those decisions. These predilections came from Davis's enjoyment of survival-horror games such as Capcom's Resident Evil series, where the zombies roaming haunted mansions and derelict police stations vastly outnumbered the bullets remaining in the player's clip. To Davis's disappointment, true survival-horror was on the verge of extinction. Even Resident Evil had traded decision-making — expend valuable ammo to put down the undead clogging a hallway, or take a risk and sidle around them in an attempt to conserve resources — for bigger guns and hordes of ammo in order to keep up with chart-topping military shooters like Call of Duty.

	At the top of his list was death, a mechanic traditionally used to teach players what they had done wrong. "I think games have lost the idea that dying matters. Which was actually all that [I wrote] down: 'Dying matters,' this concept that dying does punish the player."

	Looking over Davis's list of must-have mechanics, Ma, who kept in contact with Davis while he finished up at 2K, agreed. "When you're making these decisions, if there isn't this sense of impending doom and pressure from making mistakes, there isn't as much impact. We knew we needed to have permadeath."

	Permadeath, shorthand for "permanent death," is a mechanic most closely associated with the roguelike genre, the namesake of which was Rogue, released in 1980 by programmers from University of California Santa Cruz. Sporting text-character graphics, Rogue had players descend into randomly generated dungeon levels where every monster and treasure encountered was also cooked up from random numbers. Randomization guaranteed a different experience every time, keeping the game fresh and exhilarating — an essential ingredient, since most players only cleared a few levels before the dungeon's denizens struck them down.

	Davis enjoyed roguelikes, but Ma was positively hooked. "I went through a phase maybe a year before we left 2K Games where I played every single roguelike I could find." One powerful influence came from Spelunky, an independently developed action game that featured gameplay elements popularized by roguelikes. Instead of exploring a dungeon from a top-down view a la Rogue, Spelunky had players running and jumping across randomly generated caves from a side-view, similar to Super Mario Bros. "[Spelunky] was the first game where I discovered that you could take these ideas and apply them in other gameplay scenarios, and it works brilliantly.” Ma's brain worked overtime, envisioning ways to stir roguelike elements into other genres such as side-scrolling shooters and even beloved game series such as Nintendo's The Legend of Zelda.

	Ma's and Davis's influences extended beyond video games. Since returning home to Shanghai, Davis had been marathoning the Star Trek: Deep Space Nine (DS9) TV series. The show followed the crew under the leadership of Benjamin Sisko (portrayed by Avery Brooks), commanding officer of the Deep Space Nine space station. While previous Star Trek series were notable for their optimistic tones and utopian vision of the future, DS9 often explored darker aspects of the human condition and the moral ambiguity of life in "the final frontier." Most episodes revolved around the difficult decisions Sisko had to make in order to satisfy both his and the Federation’s high ideals while balancing the complicated realities experienced at the fringes of Federation territory.

	The board games Ma and Davis played with friends also sparked design ideas. "Atmosphere-wise, Battlestar Galactica: The Board Game had a huge impact. We played that game to death," Ma remembered. Based on the acclaimed 2004 remake of the original television series that aired during the 1970s, the BSG board game sees three to six players select an occupation such as pilot, engineer, or political leader, and board the titular Battlestar Galactica ship as crew members. Their primary goals are composed of putting out literal and figurative fires described on Crisis Cards, keeping the ship stocked with fuel and food, and performing jumps through space to stay one step ahead of enemy ships hot on their trail.

	Another board game, Red November, also left an indelible impression on Ma's and Davis' design sensibilities. In Red November, players are in charge of a submarine suffering from crises that have a nasty habit of stacking up. Water pressure rises as the sub sinks to lower depths, the nuclear reactor teeters on the brink of overheating, water spurts from leaks, oxygen ticks away, and a kraken materializes from the encroaching darkness. Players spend their turns rushing from room to room attempting to resolve each disaster. "If you know the game, it should be obvious just looking at how the rooms function and how the crews operate that we were inspired spatially by that game," Ma explained.

	Ma and Davis loved the premise of Red November and Battlestar Galactica. Casting players in the role of a commander in charge of keeping a vessel and its crew in one piece was a situation most games did not explore. In most space-themed games, players were pilots in charge of one small ship and focused on shooting down enemies.

	Their idea began to take shape. In their game, players would captain a spaceship and confront all sorts of hair-pulling scenarios while exploring the far reaches of space. They decided to call their game FTL: Faster Than Light. "We wanted an acronym. We were playing with various ideas and the FTL drive is something they reference a lot on Battlestar Galactica," Ma recalled. "[Davis] didn't like the idea at first, but eventually he warmed up to it. I think it was a good fit."

	Subset Games, the name they chose for their two-person expedition, seemed similarly appropriate. "All the games we talked about wanting to make were niche games, so we felt like we were designing for a subset of gamers," Ma explained.

	On the elements that would come to make up FTL, the two friends concurred. Whatever else it would end up becoming, the game would revolve around randomization, permadeath, and high-stakes decisions. FTL would be a game they wanted to play, not one shaped by market trends and bottom lines. Their vision was hazy, but clear enough to serve as a springboard from which they could dive into work on the small project. "We started FTL, which was supposed to be a short-term project while we lived off our savings," Davis said.

	He paused. "It kind of got bigger."


Chapter 2: Tactics

	 

	Scale

	Davis and Ma had kicked off brainstorming sessions in March 2011. By May, Ma had finished his full-time commitments at 2K. The two indies settled into a comfortable routine. Both had apartments in Shanghai separated by a fifteen-minute bike ride, though they rarely met in person. When they needed to talk, they logged on to Google Chat. They split design duties in order to play to their strengths. Davis, the more experienced programmer, would write the code. Ma channeled his knowledge of graphic design to sort out how the game would look.

	"The first month was spent probing; researching platforms, debating what sort of language and libraries to use," Ma said. "When I came in, it was not a game yet. It was still a super-mini prototype. The first thing that you could do in the game when I jumped into development was move [crew members] around the ships."

	FTL's aesthetic started almost as simple as Rogue's. Instead of representing monsters and items as text characters, Ma used lines to delineate box-shaped rooms from hallways. Colored dots represented disasters like fire and oxygen leaks, and crew members that moved from room to room. The game's visuals stayed simple for much of the early phases of development. There was no point in deciding what the game would look like when neither designer knew what the game itself was supposed to be.

	"Way back when, the original design was just an abstract: the high-end goal of us wanting to give the player the feeling of being the captain of a starship," Ma explained. "Understanding what's going on when you see a warning light that designates the shields are down — that was the premise of FTL at the start. Early on, when we were figuring out what the game would be, it was a lot of feeling around, trying to find what's fun, maneuvering, finding other ideas."

	Ma and Davis batted concepts around. In one design, tiny crew members had morale and hunger levels that players had to maintain by keeping them busy and personally fulfilled. At certain moments, players could zoom out and control the ship as it voyaged through solar systems and explored alien planets.

	It didn't take long for Ma and Davis to scale back. They had decided to tool around with prototypes for a year, or until their savings dried up — whichever came first. Neither scenario seemed able to support a large-scale game. Besides, they had left 2K to get away from bloat. Smaller was better, although settling on a rough scale did not get them any closer to a cohesive design.

	Before drifting off to sleep one night, Davis had an epiphany. One of the advantages of Red November — and of most board games — was that the board itself never changed. Only the pieces on the board got shuffled around. Even when the sub was burning and breaking apart, players could take their time and consult their unchanging surroundings.

	The ship players piloted in FTL should be static, Davis decided, in terms of how players viewed it. That ship, the Kestrel, would sit in the middle of the screen and face right. Enemy ships would take up the right side of the screen and point up. Lines were used to define rooms of varying sizes so players could see clearly where disasters were occurring within the Kestrel.

	"The big turning point where we decided what FTL would become what it became, was when we decided to make the two ship views static," Ma explained. "After that, it was, 'Okay, we sort of know what we want the game to be. We want the game to be entirely focused on the interior of the ship: power management and crew control.'" Both developers reveled in the freedom of being able to vacillate between ideas until they hit on an approach that felt right. "It was a pretty organic process of feeling out what was fun, which is why I wanted to work independently. That sort of agility is not something you can manage when you have to work with marketing and that sort of [bureaucracy]."

	Ma and Davis wanted disasters to crop up like weeds. Upon entering a new sector, a random event would take place, such as a sun flare that set the ship aflame. At the same time, an enemy vessel could appear and start blasting away, forcing players to power up and fire the Kestrel's weapons even while they were directing crew to put out fires and repair breaks in the hull to protect their dwindling supply of oxygen.

	Keeping the Kestrel afloat required more concentration and mouse-clicking dexterity than simply manipulating crew and firing laser cannons. Ma and Davis drew ideas from another of their favorite games, LucasArts' Star Wars: X-WING, released for the PC in 1993. The game had players pilot iconic X-WING ships and shoot down enemy TIE-fighters. Success hinged on the player's ability to route a limited amount of power between lasers, engines, and shields. For example, power could be diverted from the engines to the lasers, but doing so slowed the craft, making it a more attractive target. Alternatively, players could boost engine power, increasing nimbleness but charging weapons at a slower rate. 

	Ma and Davis decided to employ power management in FTL for another layer of split-second decision-making. They also conflated the power level and damage status of each vital system. "Justin actually came up with the brilliant design of the power of each system also reflecting the health of the systems," Davis explained. "If they get damaged, they can't be powered as much. He took the power management [concept] that I liked and ran with it, and turned it into something so much cooler."

	X-WING had an even greater influence on FTL early in the design process. Players could pilot ships, exerting precise control over weapons and movements. Depending on the direction the ship faced, players would have to choose whether to power forward or rear shields. "The game almost became abstract with no actual physical space mattering. That had to get dumped, but I still liked the system of not just defending the ship, but choosing sections to defend," Davis recalled.

	Ma pointed to his two-in-one power and health meter as a hallmark of FTL's easy-to-pick-up-difficult-to-master ideology. "The desire to have very minimal UI was a driving force in our game design. From very early on, when we were designing the power bars, we knew they had to be as easily explained and visible to the player as possible. They operate as the amount of strength in the system, the amount of power being used, and the amount of health in the system. It combines all of these elements that could be complicated and hard to explain, and crams them into one small UI space."

	The goal of the game was to power up the ship's faster-than-light (FTL) drive to jump from sector to sector, eventually reaching a final stage. Upon arriving in a sector, players encountered a random event and had to either fight or go on the defensive while the FTL drive recharged. Scrambling to route power to the most important systems of the moment, such as keeping shields at full strength to guard against volleys of enemy fire, coupled with the random sector events, coalesced into a frantic and exhilarating game. Players were rewarded for surviving in the form of random items that dropped from defeated ships, another nod to roguelikes.

	To keep the action from getting out of hand, Ma and Davis dug down to the roots of their early gaming years and implemented a pause mechanic. "I think we pictured that from the beginning: we wanted this tactical design that was fairly fast-paced, but you could stop at any moment. That's where we started and where we ended," Davis explained.

	"For some reason, if you pump up the intensity but you [are allowed to] pause the game, it's still a very intense experience," Ma agreed. "You can pause the game and stare at everything, and still your heart is pumping because you can see all these problems. While it's paused, you have time to consider, like making a chess move."

	Beyond giving players time to consider their next moves, being able to pause in the heat of battle — a mechanic Ma gleaned from the Baldur's Gate role-playing game released on PC in the mid-90s — allows players to more closely analyze defeats.

	"If things go from bad to worse in super-quick fashion, and you don't have time to comprehend what's happening, you can't learn from the experience. You can't walk away saying, 'Okay, I know why I died. It's my fault.' Whereas if you pause, you make a mistake, you pause again, and then you reevaluate, that does give the player a feeling of command over the situation and their own failures."

	 


Chapter 3: Crowd Support

	 

	Momentum

	FTL's pieces did not click together smoothly, or even linearly. Ma and Davis let the game marinate for nearly six months, taste-testing instead of following a recipe. If an idea sounded fun, they wrote the code and created the assets necessary to try it out. Around August 2011, they agreed that the game had crystallized enough to start showing it around and getting feedback. September's Independent Games Festival China, a branch of the IGF derived from the annual GDC summit in San Francisco, seemed as good a place as any.

	The China-held IGF started up in 2009 as a way to entice indies from around the Pan-Pacific region to emerge from their development dens and show off their work. Participants submitted a working version of their game for consideration by a panel of judges from all corners of the games industry. Judges evaluated all submissions and appointed awards such as Best Mobile Game, Excellence in Audio, Excellence in Visual Arts, Excellence in Design, and the coveted Best Game nod. For the 2011 extravaganza, winners were promised cash and all-access passes to GDC 2012.

	Ma and Davis set to work with renewed vigor, shoring up FTL into as fun and playable a state as they could manage. Ma also got serious about defining FTL's visuals. Retiring the colored dots that stood in for crew and disasters, Ma illustrated everything in a retro coat of paint, from the ships and their interiors to the tiny crew members and the flames that broke out. Fittingly, FTL's final interface resembled a colorful game board. "I think the aesthetics served the game. It was enough to give you an imagination-stirring idea of what aliens were like, but it wasn't overbearing," Ma explained. "Way back when, before we knew what the game would be and we were playing around with game ideas, I liked the idea of looking at a command console. We never had the resources or intention to do something really complicated like 3D [art]. My skill set as an artist is pretty limited. Working with pixel art was considerably more manageable."

	Over the process of zeroing in on a vision for their game, Ma and Davis left a lot of ideas on the cutting-room floor. They wanted to add a hacking system that would have enabled industrious captains to wring even more performance out of their ship's systems, and a deeper customization mechanic for weapons and crew members. At the start of a new game, players received an allotment of build points. Points could be cashed in toward weapons and upgrades. Players could even trade a couple of crew members in exchange for better weapons.

	Ma admitted that they scrapped the idea because it was not as fun in practice as it read on paper. "There was the problem of clearly min-maxing. Like, no joke, this one weapon is so much better than another weapon. There would be so many builds that weren't feasible, [offering] no enjoyment from using them at all. Instead, what we opted for was to create more player ships and more builds, and me [as the player] designing what I thought would be fun. We couldn't give the players the satisfaction of coming up with those builds themselves, but we got the relative variety by using build types."

	When the time came to submit FTL for consideration at the China IGF, neither developer felt too optimistic about their odds. The game still lacked most of the features they had planned, as well as others they would end up including in the full release. To their astonishment, the judges named it as a finalist in the main competition.7

	"IGF was the first time that somebody other than us said, 'This is a good game,'" Davis said, remembering the surprise and elation he felt at receiving the nomination. "The fact that we got the nomination for finalists at IGF was the first time anybody outside of our friends and family saw the game and liked it. That was big and different because people without a bias to like it, liked it."

	While FTL's creators did not walk away with any prizes, making it to the finals brought about an unintended benefit. One of the judges was an editor at PC Gamer, one of the gaming industry's most venerable magazines. The judge took Ma and Davis aside and picked their brains about FTL. "That's actually been one fun thing about the festivals: after the judging is over, the judges often contact people behind the games they liked, either because they're in the press and want to talk about the games, or because they thought the games were fun and they want to talk to the people who made them," Davis said.

	Shortly before Christmas, PC Gamer editor Graham Smith got to play the game and summarized his time battling droid ships and rushing crew members from room to room powering up engines and weapons succinctly: "I've been playing an early build of the game, and it's amazing. When it comes out in the middle of next year, you should play it because it's amazing."8

	Davis and Ma were overwhelmed by the groundswell of praise and frothing desire for the game. In early 2012, they assessed both the state of FTL and their finances. They had started the game believing it would take a few months to finish. One year later and FTL's design was almost set in stone save for a round or three of chiseling at rough edges. Unfortunately, their coffers were too low to finish certain important tasks. They had hired sound and music designer Ben Prunty to write music for FTL. Prunty had put together an excellent soundtrack and assorted sound effects, but had received no compensation. Until Ma and Davis could afford to pay him, Prunty was essentially a volunteer. Ma and Davis decided to turn to Kickstarter in the hopes of collecting the scant funding they needed to finish the game and put it up for sale.

	Kickstarter, a crowd-funding platform where creators asked communities to pitch in for funding, was fast becoming a darling in creative communities. If an individual wanted to support a project, such as a book, CD, documentary, or video game, they could pledge a certain dollar amount in exchange for rewards such as t-shirts, early access to the product, and signed artwork. Donors effectively became investors, and pledging higher amounts earned them greater rewards.

	But Kickstarter came with a caveat. Project creators had to reach their funding goal within a small window of time. If they came up short by even a dollar when their Kickstarter expired, they did not get a dime.

	Taking stock of the few remaining tasks, Ma and Davis arrived at a figure that would be enough to pay Prunty, clean up remaining odds and ends, and position FTL as a full-blown commercial product. "Back then, we were fully expecting to be able to finish the game if the Kickstarter failed to reach its goal," Ma explained. "We would just need to borrow money from family or something. We only asked for $10,000, and that was to form a company so we could sell the game, deal with lawyers, pay our sound guy, and [purchase] some of the libraries we needed to use. We were only doing a Kickstarter for those specific funds. The game was almost done in our minds."

	Ma and Davis filled out their project page on Kickstarter. They described the game as "spaceship simulation roguelike-like" whose aim was "to recreate the atmosphere of running a spaceship exploring the galaxy," and provided greater detail on what their game held in store.9 On behalf of the Galactic Federation, players would command a ship under fire from a growing band of rebels on the verge of overthrowing the Federation. Every jump would take them to a procedurally generated sector where a brief text read-out would describe the threat players faced there.

	On February 27, 2012, the FTL project went live on Kickstarter. Ma and Davis officially had thirty days to hit their funding goal. Sitting at their computers in their separate Shanghai apartments, nervous and excited, they clicked the refresh button on their web browsers. A few hundred dollars appeared. They refreshed the page again. More donations had poured in. Another refresh, another fresh wave of money. Giddiness gave way to shock. In just a few hours, they charged through fifty percent of their funding goal. In twelve hours, they met it, and the groundswell of interest and enthusiasm only continued to grow. In less than twenty-four hours, the game raised $20,000, putting them at 200 percent of their goal — and they still had twenty-nine days to go.

	Media coverage of the game escalated. On March 5, with Kickstarter pledges still flooding in, Ma and Davis submitted a new version of FTL for consideration at the Independent Games Festival at GDC in San Francisco. FTL garnered honorable mentions in the Seumas McNally Grand Prize and Excellence in Design categories. OnLive, a service that let players stream games to their PC for a monthly fee, hosted a demo of FTL and other IGF finalists. Onlive ended up extending their promotion of the finalists' demos due to high demand, giving more players the opportunity to try Ma and Davis's game.

	PC Gamer and other media outlets covered FTL's rise to prominence with mounting interest. Even some of the most respected game designers in the world took up the cause. "People who knew games really seemed to like FTL. Just by virtue of that, they wanted to talk about it," Ma remembered. "From the top down, having press talk about it, having them want to talk about it, was huge. During the Kickstarter, we had [Fable and Populous creator] Peter Molyneux and 'Notch' [Minecraft creator Markus Persson] Tweet about the Kickstarter. You can see in the timeline of our sales the general [interest] just shot up because of that."

	 


Chapter 4: Jumping into Hyperspace

	 

	Causality (II)

	On April 1, the FTL Kickstarter clock stopped. Ma and Davis checked the final figure. The game had raised a grand total of $200,542, a staggering 2000 percent of its $10,000 goal. Ma and Davis posted a public update to the Kickstarter page promising their fans that they would "do everything in our power to make FTL the best spaceship simulation roguelike-like ever!"10

	Many devotees of Angband, NetHack, and other roguelikes took umbrage when a write-up of FTL on IndieGames.com applied the 'roguelike' label to FTL. Ma and Davis entered the debate and came up with a way to distinguish their game's style while still paying tribute to the roguelike genre. "In that thread, we jokingly called it a 'roguelike-like,' which is the term we ended up using to sort of signify the fact that [FTL] was inspired by the gameplay elements called in a roguelike," Ma explained. "But we don't call it a roguelike because it's missing a lot of things that are generally defined as being [parts of a] roguelike."

	Semantics were a quibbling concern. Privately, Ma and Davis wrestled with residual stress leftover from the Kickstarter. The weight of $200,000 worth of expectations dropped atop their shoulders like a cement blanket. "Part of the reason why we were not too happy post-Kickstarter was because of this new pressure that existed," Ma recalled. "Previously, we were working from a cave and had full autonomy and agility to change ideas constantly. Post-Kickstarter, we had, '[Reward] tier X, Y, and Z declared what we needed to do by X date' or whatever. That changed the dynamic of how we worked on the game."

	Ma and Davis found themselves standing at the same crossroads visited by all creative individuals who made the decision to offer their works for public consumption: they could give in to popular consensus and incorporate the bulk of the suggestions their fans sent in, or shut out the masses and stick to what they wanted for their project — even though their project was no longer wholly their own. They agreed to hold to their vision as much as possible, channeling the money into play-testing and areas that felt ripe for improvement.

	Despite the enormous pressure from the Kickstarter campaign's resounding success, Ma and Davis appreciated the player feedback it begat. Certain reward tiers of the Kickstarter promised inclusion in the FTL beta test. Thousands of players kicked in the money necessary to participate in the play-test and flooded Subset Games with a deluge of feedback and suggestions. Ma and Davis picked through every message carefully, open to yet cautious of any change that might compromise the game they had set out to make and the game they had promised their constituents.

	A vocal majority of players asked for more world-building details. Ma and Davis concurred. Prior to the Kickstarter, every character, star system, and alien race they had dreamed up had originated from a desire to incorporate cool gameplay possibilities. Story had always come later. The alien race whose engineers could repair damage at twice the normal speed at the cost of inflicting half as much damage on enemies was a fun gameplay idea first, and a world detail second. Much later, they dashed off a back-story for the alien race, which they ended up calling the Engi.

	To stay focused on finishing and testing FTL, they hired Tom Jubert, a writer who had penned scripts for Driver: San Francisco and the popular Penumbra trilogy of survival-horror games, to color their world. Ma and Davis let Jubert go to town while making sure FTL's story did not to balloon too wildly. Davis explained the importance of balancing story and gameplay. "I don't want to read pages and pages or watch hours and hours of cinematics. I like to get to the game. We were trying to capture the atmosphere of Star Trek, Battlestar Galactica, and shows like those. That atmosphere is so ingrained in [science fiction] culture that there's not a lot you need to do to trigger [fans] to live in it. As long as you're hitting some of the core bases, they're going to fill in the rest themselves because they're experiencing something they already know about."

	Ma agreed. "The real story should be the player's experience as he or she plays the game. Even when we added more elements to the story, we kept a lot of it intentionally vague. We never say the Federation are the good guys, for example. We have had people who tell us that they enjoy pretending that they are playing as bad-guy smugglers hired to help protect corrupt [characters] and whatnot. Giving players the autonomy to create their own background stories was something we really wanted."

	Jubert's primary job was to cultivate the germs of ideas that Davis and Ma had come up with prior to the Kickstarter. "We hired a writer for the events just to flesh out the universe and write the events, because we realized there were massive events in order to prevent the game from becoming too repetitive," Davis says. "When we hired the writer, we had something like 20,000 words of events. I don't know what we have now, but it's two or three times that much, and it's still not enough, which is frustrating."

	Flush with Kickstarter cash, Subset Games was able to pay Ben Prunty to broaden FTL's soundtrack. He designed two versions of each track. A soothing version of each theme plays outside of battle. When a fight begins, the soundtrack ratchets up in intensity.

	Achievements held another spot on beta testers' wish lists. A meta-game reward that rose to popularity on Microsoft's Xbox 360 game console, achievements asked players to complete specific challenges in a game, such as hitting a high score or defeating a boss without taking damage, in exchange for points added to their user profiles. Other players on their friends list could pull up their profile and marvel at all the points they had racked up.

	Ma and Davis liked the idea of achievements, but arbitrary goals like reaching a certain score would not help players learn the game's ins and outs. It would be better, they reasoned, to wrap some gameplay justification around achievements. Davis struck upon the idea that players could unlock new ships by earning achievements. "The important thing about achievements for me is that they should make you want to play the game differently, or reward playing the game differently. That's when achievements are at their best. If you get an achievement and get a different ship, that causes you to play the game differently, so you're always on a different path."

	Game balance was the most popular topic of discussion between FTL's testers and creators during the beta, and long after the game's release. From the moment they decided to implement randomly generated scenarios influenced by Spelunky and roguelikes, Ma and Davis knew FTL would be an extremely difficult game, which was exactly what they wanted. They knew, however, that a fine line separated difficult and unfair. To strike the compromise, the pair weighed the difficulty of enemies in each sector against how many upgrades players should have gained from defeating enemies in previous battles. Some players might avoid battles, they knew, by jumping as soon as their ship recharged, skipping across space like a stone over water until they sailed across the finish line.

	Seasoned FTL commanders learned quickly that standing their ground and collecting spoils from defeated ships was the wiser course of action. "I wouldn't say that every game is beatable. There's a random difficulty to it," Davis explained. "But it stills blows me away seeing what other people have done. There are people out there who are far better than I am at the game, and have done some amazing accomplishments in terms of what ships they've used to beat it. I think they've demonstrated that if you've played enough and learned from it, maybe any [scenario] can be beaten."

	One demand brought about by the Kickstarter's success was that legions more gamers had shown interest. Ma and Davis optimized the game around the normal difficulty mode, reserving easy mode for those who would be less willing to accept a game that set out to beat them down. Even on easy mode, the game was not slanted in the player's favor, nor was it unfair. Davis drew a comparison to one of FTL's inspirations. "When you play a board game, the game doesn't change itself for you. It just does what it does. The deck of cards is the deck of cards. When you beat the game, you beat the game. It didn't switch things around or cater to you. You beat it. That was important to me as a fundamental aspect of game design."

	Anticipating that some players would call foul when the game's dice rolls did not come out in their favor, Ma and Davis took steps to mitigate frustration. Unlike other strategy games, FTL did not display the player's odds of landing attacks on enemies. "To see your chances explicitly, such as an 80 percent chance [for success], also causes more anger," Davis explained. "With the odds hidden in FTL, people are more likely to think that the number generator is out to get them. With X-COM, you see 80 percent, and people get angry because they expect [success] to be a given. It's meaner in a sense because it's showing you the odds and you lost them. It's very frustrating sometimes."

	Subset Games did their best to predict barriers that might arise on the path to having fun and clear them away. Many games peppered players with irksome questions like "Are you sure?" when they wanted to quit a game and try again, and wasted several minutes loading data and piling on story exposition. FTL transferred players from the game-over screen back to the main menu in seconds. No wasted motion.

	Yet Ma and Davis knew that, just like in any game that relied on randomization, sometimes triumph or defeat in FTL came down to a lucky dice throw. Ma found that the best players were the ones who embraced luck and learned from mistakes. "I got a glaive beam and a weapon pre-igniter drop in the first two levels, and I remember that game being the luckiest I ever had, and I still lost because of stupid mistakes. I think that's a personality thing. The people who enjoy learning from failure are the people who we designed for. There are people who write it off; they say, 'The game's broken' and just move on. They're not going to get any enjoyment out of the game. You really do have to go in there and get your ass kicked, and then say, 'What can I do better?' If you're not the type of person who can do that, it's not the type of game that appeals to you."

	For Davis, games are at their best when nothing is going his way. "A game grabs my attention when everything is falling apart. Even if I'm in an unwinnable situation — and I'm not positive that those exist in FTL — those are the moments that keep the game interesting. You're faced with a puzzle that, when you pause the game, you realize, 'The game might not be winnable at this point, but maybe...' That's when the real challenge and thought process comes into it, as opposed to just mindlessly forging ahead."

	Juggling player expectations and guiding FTL through its final polishing stages proved less arduous than slogging through the business concerns inherent in releasing a commercial product. Ma and Davis spent several months in 2012 negotiating deals with distributors, giving interviews to press and bloggers, answering piles of emails, maintaining a presence on the Kickstarter page where they posted updates to constituents, and responding to eager gamers on social media — all the things introverted game developers tended to tolerate rather than embrace. "I think that was the hardest part of development. The actual development of the game was just a breeze, almost a vacation compared to all that," Ma admitted.

	In times of frustration and fatigue, Ma and Davis waxed nostalgic about the first six months of development, when it was just the two of them batting around ideas and moving colored dots around their screens. Even play-testing had worn thin. "From a design perspective, it's the fun of chipping away at something new and different, and being able to go in any direction you want with it," Davis said. "In the last half [of development], it's more about, 'Should this weapon [deal] 2 damage, or 3 damage?' That kind of gets old after a while."

	While they were grateful for the flood of funding that resulted in FTL becoming a fully realized game, Ma and Davis expressed reticence at the idea of using crowd-funding again. "The public development and the stress of people with their money and hopes was a little too stressful for me, so I'd stick to a more independent form of development where you are completely independent," Davis said.

	"I don't know if we would do it all [Kickstarter] again. I assume we would since the pros outweighed the cons, but it was a very, very stressful experience," Ma explained. "That being said, in the end, it worked out great. The beta was useful, and the amount of press we got from the Kickstarter was probably the reason why the game did well. That allowed us to get on Steam before we even thought it would be possible to get on Steam. So the Kickstarter was beneficial, but it took some personal tolls during the development process."

	 

	Big and Small

	Even in glittering Shanghai, groupthink has not killed off individuality. Huddled amid skyscrapers that stretch up into the smog is Tianzifang, an enclave where indie artisans ply handmade jewelry, arts, crafts, and paintings. Flowers spill out of open windows, and trees line the sidewalks, guarding cafes and shops like sentinels against the forward march of steel and smoke stacks. The locals may not sleep in mattresses lined with currency or drive cars hot off the assembly lines, but they do well enough.

	Justin Ma and Matt Davis, indies who paint in code and pixels instead of gems and oils, released FTL: Faster Than Light on September 24, 2012. If graded according to the list of marketing boxes that big-budget developers are expected to tick off to stand a chance of receiving funding from publishers, FTL would have failed. The game spared little time teaching players how to play, leaving all but the most basic actions up to them to learn as they groped their way along. FTL contained no glitzy cinematic sequences that cost almost as much to produce as the game itself. It was bereft of aesthetic knickknacks that cost real money to purchase, an increasingly popular method of creating perpetual income for publishers. FTL eschewed multiplayer connectivity in favor of a strong single-player-only mode. But FTL's cardinal sin was its cardiac episode-inducing difficulty, a surefire way to scare off all but the most die-hard players, who made up a fraction of a fraction of gaming's paying customers.

	In spite of bucking every trend that juggernauts like 2K, Electronic Arts, Ubisoft, and Activision-Blizzard hold as dogma, FTL has thrived. From the moment it hyper-jumped aboard digital platforms such as Steam and Good Old Games, the roguelike-board-game mash-up was greeted by thunderous critical acclaim. PC Gamer immediately put the game on its short list for Game of the Year. Perhaps even more meaningfully to Ma and Davis, a panel of judges as the 2013 GDC Independent Games Festival presented them with the Excellence in Design, Best Debut, and Audience Choice awards.

	Ma and Davis look back at the whirlwind beginning of their lives as indie developers with equal parts exhaustion, bemusement, and satisfaction that following their hearts instead of money-making trends had paid off. "We would have made it if the Kickstarter failed; we probably just wouldn't have sold it," Ma admitted. "We would have just thrown it out there. We really just wanted to make a game that we wanted to play. We couldn't have cared less about what other people wanted initially; we weren't really considering what would be marketable. It was just about the self-indulgent process of making something for ourselves. It was a pushback against the general atmosphere of handholding, that you're making a roller coaster for people to experience. [FTL] was us saying, 'We hate that. We want to make something that's so F'ing hard and you have to get better at it.'"

	"During development, especially those first six months, we had no idea what game we were making. We would try to tell people about it, like [Ma's] brother or our girlfriends, and it was very difficult to explain," Davis recalled. "We didn't really know. But for some reason, we were able to continue making it. We seemed to be on the same page throughout development, even when we didn't know what that page was. It worked out well for us in a way that I can't really explain."

	 


Plot is Gameplay's Bitch: An Interview with FTL writer Tom Jubert

	 

	When people learn that I'm a writer and that I enjoy video games, they ask if I love story-driven games. My answer, a resounding "no," flabbergasts them. I'm a writer. Writers are supposed to love stories, period. Right?

	The truth is that I do enjoy narrative in games, but I'm very picky about the types of narratives I enjoy. I shy away from games that bog me down in dialogue and cutscenes. If you compare your game's script to the size of a phonebook, I'm unlikely to play it. I don't want to play a movie. I don't want to play a book. I want to play a game, and I want you to craft a story that draws on the gaming medium's strengths: environmental cues, graphics, sound, and above all, interactions.

	Tom Jubert seems to understand this. A professional games writer for nearly 10 years as of this printing, the title of his blog where he discusses writing and his projects is aptly named Plot is Gameplay's bitch — a coarse, humorous, and on-point way of saying that games must be fun first and foremost.

	I wanted to speak to Jubert about the writing he did for FTL. When I learned through my research that he'd written Frictional Games' Penumbra trilogy of survival-horror games, I expanded my set of questions. I thought our conversation would make for a great opportunity to learn more about how games writers adapt their skillset to different types of games.

	Our conversation grew even broader, encompassing topics such as his dream projects and candid answers to how he had to temper his ambitious plans for FTL to an approach better suited to that type of game. 

	 

	**

	 

	Craddock: How did you get your start as a writer?

	 

	When I was 16, I started writing for a games website that was doing all right. It got respectable hits, but it never moved up onto a professional level. I did that for a few years. When I graduated, I got a job as an editor for a games website. I did that for a year in London, and that was good because it got me face-to-face with a lot of people from the games industry. It got me into contact with my agent.

	 

	That didn't directly lead to my work now, because I got my job at Frictional with a cold-call email. But they were helpful in getting a sense of the industry and getting to know people.

	 

	Craddock: I'd like to hear more about that cold call. That was how you made the jump from writing about games to writing games?

	 

	I got involved with Frictional. They released a tech demo that was doing the rounds in magazines and websites, and I played that, and it was pretty cool. I got in touch with them and rewrote the intro for them, and asked if they wanted any help improving the demo for pitching to publishers. It turned out they'd just scored their contract and were just starting work on the full game, and they took me on for free for six months, and then I got royalties.

	 

	Craddock: How much story was in place for the Penumbra trilogy when you started?

	 

	They had a rough overview of what they wanted for [Penumbra's] three episodes. It was six or seven pages for the three games, so it was pretty high-level. In the end, quite a lot of it changed. Some of the key beats remained the same, but we did an awful lot of work on it.

	 

	Craddock: What was the process of writing Penumbra's script? Did they have the trilogy pretty well mapped out, or were you able to get in on the ground floor?

	 

	For the first game, they already had level designs in place, so they had some of the game mapped out, and the rest kind of planned out. I kind of built the story around that. I fleshed out their existing story design because for the first episode, their plot was pretty much just the intro cutscene, and where the episode would end. There wasn't anything about what happened in the mines at that point. I went back over that and introduced Red to be the core motivator through the game, because there really wasn't an easy way to get that narrative thrust in there. I went through and planned out dialogues and where text should be.

	 

	On the second game, we did a little bit better. We sat down, and the first thing I did was turn out a short plot overview for what should happen in that game. Then Thomas [Grip, lead designer] and I sat down and went through the overview, just brainstorming what sorts of things should happen in each level: some of the puzzles, some of the layouts, and then he went away and drew up all the level designs and planned out all the puzzles.

	 

	Then it was just a feedback loop of me editing that document and repositioning text, and him saying what would and wouldn't work, things like that. Then we'd get it into the game and get it tested, and polished as much as possible.

	 

	Craddock: The title of your blog is Plot is Gameplay's Bitch. I love that. Would you say it reflects your personal beliefs, or your experience as a writer?

	 

	It does echo my own beliefs. It's not as cut and dry as it would seem, but I do believe what we're about is crafting interactive experiences. That involves gameplay, it involves story, and it involves all sorts of things. Ultimately it's not about the writing.

	 

	It's fairer to say that writing is gameplay's bitch. Our goal is not to write brilliant scripts; it's to make brilliant experiences. It's gameplay, fundamentally, that accomplishes that. Our job is to shape the gameplay and provide scripted elements to help make sense of that.

	 

	Craddock: I come from a novel-writing background. When I wrote my first game script, I had a lot of trouble adapting to writing for games. Did you struggle with anything like that?

	 

	To be honest, I was so inexperienced when I started that I wasn't really coming from a [novel-writing] background. I wasn't bringing a set of existing skills to a new medium; I was just learning the ropes. I was 20 when I wrote Penumbra. Having played games all my life, it felt quite natural. There are things that went wrong, now that I look back at it, but it's not been a case of consciously adapting things [to game writing]; it's something I've always thought about.

	 

	Craddock: What are some of those things that went wrong?

	 

	I look back at the first Penumbra games, and the monologues that I wrote are just so long, and all of the other text as well. Incredibly long. You're throwing an awful lot of information at players in a very short span of time. Having that happen over extended periods makes that harder to pay attention. Some people play those games and, love it or hate it, they enjoy the length of written notes. They like having to stop playing for five minutes and read. But that wasn't really my conscious goal at the time. It was definitely inexperience.

	 

	Craddock: Writing plays different roles depending on the game genre you're writing for. A platformer like Super Mario uses writing as a motivator: here's why you're running around jumping on these angry mushrooms. What did the Frictional guys expect your writing to bring to Penumbra?

	 

	I always figured it was my job to provide atmosphere; the shocks and tense bits with gameplay. They'd already produced an atmosphere of their own, but it was about contextualizing that. Part of it is just establishing that environment of tension, and the other half is making sure that those scares go somewhere. It's one thing to have a scary game; it's another to have a scary game that's got scary subject matter beyond the jump [scares]. You want to explore an interesting, confusing, and dark world at the same time — that was the ideas.

	 

	And also to deliver on the guys at Frictional's goals for the game. They love their Lovecraft, and designed the game around that. I really wanted to deliver a narrative that focused on that. So taking some of the key tenets of [Lovecraft] and trying to bring them into the game world was another objective.

	 

	Craddock: The beginning of Penumbra: Overture really stands out to me. You go through the hatch, stumble around in the mines, find a few papers, and then when you return to the corridors, you encounter the first dog enemy. Did you have assets to work with as you wrote? For example, did you know the dog would be there, or did you help plot out the sequence of events leading up to its appearance?

	 

	Yeah, absolutely. When I started, the first dog was actually there as soon as you entered the mines, after coming through the hatch or going through the first corridor section. The first rule was to introduce the first monster as late as possible. We had a dog baying in the distance, and then ended up introducing it after you've been into another room.

	 

	So I had some control over those elements. It was always a case of me pitching my opinion, and then the guys deciding amongst themselves whether or not to take it. It wasn't exactly a democratic process, but [my opinion] was certainly something we took into account.

	 

	Loads of the environmental stuff in those games was a collaboration between me and them. They were great. Those games still stand out as the ones over which I had the most narrative authority. Released games, that is. [laughs] I've worked on a bunch that have never seen the light of day.

	 

	Craddock: I've spoken with some game writers who had varying amounts of experience writing, but little technical experience. They would write a script or dialogue, and they'd have to go ask a programmer or level designer to plug in their text. How much technical experience do you have, and do you feel being unfamiliar with tools used on a project ever puts you at a disadvantage?

	 

	You're always at a disadvantage not having hands-on tech skills of some type. Almost any other discipline will probably have more knowledge of that side of things than you will. Ideally, that's not the way it would be. But, yeah, sometimes you are simply the third wheel. You might sit in a design meeting with three other level designers, all of whom have hands-on experience designing levels. You are probably the least useful person in that room, and you should probably go out and learn level design.

	 

	That should be the ideal, right? There shouldn't be a huge distinction between writer and level designer. It should be people who are hands-on building a game in dramatic ways.

	 

	Craddock: I'd imagine company politics can play a part. Maybe one programmer likes your story, but the other doesn't, and takes liberties to fiddle with your text once it's in the game.

	 

	The reality is there's only so far you can go dealing with certain situations in diplomatic ways. Ultimately, you've got to rely on someone at the top having their focus in the right place. Hopefully you're lucky enough to be on a project where a senior person is focused on having narrative of a high quality. Other times it might be a struggle for people to give you resources.

	 

	Craddock: What sorts of tools do you use to write? Let's use your time working on Driver: San Francisco as an example.

	 

	I think I wrote in Word, but using a tool that could easily import text into the engine. It's almost never the case that I have any techy roles, and it's never been the case that I've been up for a job but not got it because I didn't have tech skills. On the flip side, I think they would be massively valuable.

	 

	And they do come in handy sometimes. I'm working on a 2D platformer called The Swapper. In that, I'm using a 2D engine, their own engine, that has an editor that lets me write text and move it about. It's actually quite simple to use. I also work with Game Maker software, which isn't useful for real [game development], but it's that mentality of what it takes to put together a functional game, the attention to detail, and the programming mindset. I think that helps. I also know a little bit of C++, but I never use that.

	 

	I'm using something called Multimedia Fusion to build a 2D adventure game. You need nothing more to build a simple 2D adventure game: you click on characters and the map to get dialogues. It's the easiest way to do it.

	 

	Craddock: Frictional Games works remotely, right? As that was your first job, how did you find the communication and team structure?

	 

	Jens and Thomas were in Sweden, and I was in South Hampton. We Skyped and emailed regularly, and that was about it. All of their guys were remote. That works well when it's a small indie team and you don't need to go through a bunch of bureaucratic bullshit with publishers to make a decision. You don't necessarily need to be in three hours of meetings every day, so it kind of works okay.

	 

	As soon as you're on a big project, you've got to be in a studio at least some of the time; otherwise you just won't get [interactions with team leads] when it counts.

	 

	Craddock: Looking back on the Penumbra trilogy, those games released quite rapidly. Which game do you think taught you the most?

	 

	I think in the end, it worked out to about three games in two years. We weren't rushed. Well, I'm sure the guys were rushed. They certainly took longer than they planned to, and longer than they wanted to. I wasn't rushed simply because on a game that isn't a really in-depth narrative experience — like a triple-A RPG or something — your writer probably doesn't have as much work as a level designer. When everyone else is in crunch, you don't have much work to do.

	 

	I learned the most from the first one, because it's the first game I ever made.

	 

	Craddock: Were there story elements you wanted to use but ended up leaving on the cutting-room floor?

	 

	My favorite thing that I wanted to do was in the second game. We made a big deal in the second game of removing all the weapons. What I wanted to do was to have you, at some point, get a hold of a gun and be able to go on a rampage. In the second game you have this split personality going on that keeps misleading you, and plays tricks with what you can see. I wanted you to end up shooting your only ally in the game.

	 

	I worked out ways for this to work, like running out of ammo or shooting the wrong things. In the end, I think the guys absolutely lost the will to try and implement it. We ended up going with this really crappy solution. I think the scene worked out all right in the end, but it wasn't what it could have been.

	 

	Craddock: You've talked about how Penumbra: Black Plague is your favorite installment in the trilogy because it uses a more active approach to storytelling. Compare that to earlier Penumbra games, and even triple-A games like Doom 3 and BioShock where players go around picking up logs. It's passive, and can work for some games, but it's become almost ubiquitous. Why do you think that approach has become so popular with developers?

	 

	Because it's easier, probably. I can't think of any other reason, really. That's not to say there's no place for a game to fill in backstory that way. But it seems like that approach's massive popularity is rather unbalanced. There's so much more you can do to get players involved.

	 

	I'll be interested to see how BioShock Infinite pans out because they have living, breathing characters. That'll be quite a departure.

	 

	Craddock: You started writing Amnesia: The Dark Descent, but stepped down early in the process. Could you talk about the story at that early phase, and why you moved on to other pursuits? 

	 

	Amnesia was originally more of a step up from Penumbra, I think. It was very much the guys wanting to do something new and fresh. We got as far as a detailed plot document. I was very keen to bring the story into the present, because the Penumbra games, especially the first game, was planned out, and the narrative told stories that had already happened. Everything I tried to add to those games was trying to bring the story into the present tense.

	 

	That's what I wanted to do for Amnesia: the same character and roughly the same setting, but a different story about this group of enlightenment scientists and philosophers who had gone off to this castle and were intent on discovering the secret to immortality. The player-character, at some point, goes off and drinks his amnesia potion and decides he wants to live a normal life. Every time he remembers who he is, he drinks a potion and starts a new life.

	 

	That's where the player starts. They come to the castle almost by accident, not realizing who they are, and then you realize how you're attached to the castle as you play through. You're telling this centuries-old story about the player's background, but also going through a present-tense story about exploring the castle and uncovering the ways these philosophers and scientists tried to discover the secrets to immortality.

	 

	I wanted it to be really quite intricate. I wanted it to be a mystery with a journal that would be quite interactive. You'd use it to solve some puzzles and fill in blanks in your past. I think I was influenced by Planescape: Torment. You know how you play through that game and discover that guy's past through all these incredible ways? I wanted this intricate plot about you unraveling who you were.

	 

	And then the deal with Paradox fell through for some reason. The guys went back to the drawing board and decided to self-fund, and wanted a more refined Penumbra rather than [what I had in mind]. They came up with this vast backstory that made it to the final game, which was going to be the core of the narrative.

	 

	We had a conversation, and I feel there's no point in working on a game if you're not passionate about the direction it's going. They had another writer, a local writer, who had done some incidental writing on Penumbra: Black Plague, for some of the objects and switches and things. He was going to step in, and I suggested that if he wanted to do it, he could do it. I was more than happy to let him do that.

	 

	It'd be nice to work together at some point. It seems like things are going well for them.

	 

	Craddock: How'd you get a job writing events for FTL?

	 

	I read about that game in a magazine a year or so before we started working together. I tore out the page, thinking, This looks pretty different. They did the OnLive demo, and I had a play at that and confirmed that it was awesome. I'd just had a project canned by Sega, a project I'd been on for a while, so I was looking for work. I thought FTL was a game I'd like to work on, so I got in touch.

	 

	It just so happened that they'd made their $200,000 in the Kickstarter, so they could afford to bring on a few extra people to bring it up to the standards and size that they wanted. We exchanged a few emails, they played some of my games, and I started work.

	 

	Craddock: How much lore and how many events were in place when you started?

	 

	There wasn't much in place. The game was functionally finished, basically. There was a load of content, weapons and races and things, that weren't in. But it was finished enough to be available as the OnLive demo. It had maybe a quarter of the number of events that we ended up with. There were two or three alien races already, and some rough ideas for them.

	 

	I kind of fleshed out those, and they had some very, very light ideas for what the other alien races would be. There wasn't any art or gameplay in place yet, so those I started from scratch on, developing short bios for those races and how they behaved so that when we started writing events, we could be consistent.

	 

	I was involved in a bunch of the lore stuff. But really, it was the writing that was the bulk of the job: just turning out an awful lot of events.

	 

	Craddock: Could you walk me through the process of creating an event? Obviously it's not set in stone, but I wondered if there was a general process that you could compare and contrast to the work you did on other projects.

	 

	There wasn't an awful lot of planning on this. What I liked to do at the start was say, "Let's think of how many sectors there will be, and what sorts of flavors events will be, and what over-arching storylines we can develop." We tried this for a while and got fed up with it, and decided to go the more direct root for designing events.

	 

	They had a very solid idea of what their game was and what it should be about. They didn't want a fleshed-out story or unlocking intricate layers of story or anything like that. Week by week, Justin [Ma] would get in touch and give me a list of events we needed and what sectors they would be in. Like, "5x Mantis combat event," "3x Engi shop event." I would just start writing, and a week later he'd go through it and highlight in blue the [events] that should go into the game and highlight in red the ones that needed editing, and cross out any that he didn't think worked.

	 

	Then I'm move on to whatever was next on the list.

	 

	Craddock: Matt Davis and Justin Ma said they loved your work, but would occasionally have to reign you in a little. What were some of your ideas that didn't seem to gel with their vision for FTL?

	 

	What I really wanted to do is, there's a game I love called Spelunky. One of the reasons I wanted to work on FTL, besides it being a very interesting game, was that I love the way Spelunky tells a simple story — how every mechanic is perfectly crafted to produce drama in the context of a platformer. And also the way the level structure in that game, the way you can play through one level, and it might take you a while, but that's okay because that's a game in itself, and then you get to the end of the game and beat the final boss only to realize there are other worlds and secrets that feel very natural.

	 

	I wanted to bring some of that to [FTL], events that trigger randomly when you do certain things, and stuff that meshes together into a sort of meta-plot so that you can beat the final boss and then go back and unlock the sort of bigger story. I thought that'd be really cool, these extended quests you could find on multiple playthroughs, and clues that what the conditions are to finding the next sequence.

	 

	But I think the guys really had their work cut out getting the game done when they did. They were working at 100 percent. I can imagine how much work that would have been, and why they weren't super-keen on it.

	 

	They were very happy to get that game out. I remember when we were moving into the final release date, they said, "Well, there's good news and bad news. The good news is lots of people are playing the beta and saying they really enjoy it. But the bad news is they think this is the perfect game to receive regular, free updates." [laughs] They said, "We just want to finish this game, pack it up, and move on to something else."

	 

	Craddock: Being objective, do you think that idea would have worked in a game like FTL that's so gameplay-focused?

	 

	That's the joy of it: it would be this meta thing that's there if you want to look for it. If you stumble onto a quest that happens to be part of the meta narrative, and you're not into that sort of thing, then it can be just another quest. But if you're hunting that stuff down, it's great because you can discover another layer of complexity to this game you didn't know was there.

	 

	I think that's a magical thing. That's how I felt playing Spelunky, and part of what made that game special.

	 

	Craddock: How does FTL stack up for you in the context of other games you've worked on?

	 

	I would say that in terms of what I would say as a player, I would say FTL was my favorite game just to play. Even while developing it, it was the game I played the longest before I started hating it. It was genuinely entertaining even though you can see through the cracks. That's always a magic experience: when you're working on a game and can see inside of it, it can be hard to experience what the player is going to experience because you've seen the mechanics behind it.

	 

	The first game I ever worked on was Black & White 2. I was in QA, and it was not a very good game. I could see armies coming together in front of me, and knowing how the armies functioned, I could never see it as finished because it always felt like the sum of its parts. When you're developing a game and you play it and find that it's more than the sum of its parts, it's a really special experience.

	 

	FTL retained that magic for me even while I was playing it, and that makes it something special.

	 

	In terms of the work I've done, FTL is not the most ambitious game in terms of its narrative. That's just a plain fact of what the game was aiming to achieve. I don't look back and say, "That's the best narrative I've ever done," because it was ultimately just a writing job rather than something a little bit bigger.

	 

	Craddock: Do you have a dream game you'd love to write?

	 

	Yes! A properly procedural one. I'm sure there's a sweet spot, a balance between how procedural you are and how scripted you are. I think FTL is too close to being scripted. It's only procedural insofar as it randomly draws from scripted material. Whereas other games like Spelunky rely much less on that. I'm sure there's a balance. Maybe Spelunky doesn't have enough pre-generated content to [strike that balance]. I don't know.

	 

	I'd just love to take things back a level and not worry about producing a script with so much cinematic polish and flair — one that's a bit more basic, but a bit more procedurally generated. I think that would be an interesting direction to take. Something like The Sims, but with more conflict, interaction, and choice about how to deal with people without having to pre-script everything because then you have to give people three choices to interact instead of eight. If you have eight possible interactions with every character and they're all the same, you can actually design a sensible AI system that will react to that stuff. I think that'd be pretty interesting.

	 

	Craddock: We've talked a lot about your writing for games. Setting aside your work, what's a game you played strictly as a consumer that got you excited about gameplay and narrative fusing together to create something unique? 

	 

	Planescape is the example I always give. It was before a time when RPGs were more polished and had linear roots. You play Mass Effect now, and you're given a good option, a bad option, and more-information option, and that's it. Planescape had magic because it had more writing covering it up. In every situation, you had five, six, seven options, and they were all magical. That game really, really felt like it gave you something special.

	 

	Craddock: What do you enjoy most about writing games, and what do you like least?

	 

	I like it when you actually get to write the script and then record the dialogue. That's my favorite bit. The actual script writing, if you're on a big narrative-design job, is the last thing you do. Most of the work goes into planning the script. That's the part where you pace around the house for hours at a loss for ideas on how to resolve character arcs and things like that. That's hard work, when there's this whole project ahead of you.

	 

	When you get to the script writing, it's actually really nice. Different people plan out novels to different degrees, but I guarantee you that most of them don't plan out their novel to the sort of depth you have to plan out a video game before you have to start writing. When you do get to the script writing, you've got this detailed, 30-to-40-page document telling you what's happening, what story beats you need to hit and what needs to come out of them, and where you need to go next. Writing the script is a case of filling in the blanks with the most entertaining thing you come up with, and when you draft it, it's nice to see everything come together because you can play it and see what it's really like.

	 

	That's when it feels like you're really doing your job. Then you get to record it and hear it all together. You're lucky if you get good actors. They bring something new to it; they make your script come to life in a way you couldn't have imagined. That's a good bit.

	 

	But also, it's always hard when you're invested in something, and you see things go to shit for various reasons: seeing decisions go the wrong way for not necessarily creative reasons, like a publisher coming down from the top, or something going wrong somewhere else and it arbitrarily affects the project.
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