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Darkest Dungeon is about making the most of a bad situation. Quests will Fail
or must be abandoned. Heroes will die. And when they die, they stay dead.
Progress autosaves constantly, so actions are permanent.

The game expects a lot out of you. How Far will you push your adventurers?
How much are you willing to risk in your quest to restore the Hamlet? What
will you sacrifice to save the life of your Favorite hero?

ThankFully, there are always fresh souls arriving on the stage coach, seeking
both adventure and fame in the shadow of the...
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What Went Well: Emotional
Engagement!

RPG space - evergreen, but CROWDED
Heroes are Human

Jncomfortable Decisions

e Moments of Despair
e Moments of Triumph

e The sword arm, not the sword
Dy TN
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The Game Systems
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Well: Conspicuous & Conscious
Exclusions

Dialogue Trees
In-depth
Quests

Crafting

Focus on sword-arm,
not the sword

Heavy Lore

Focus on emergent
narrative




Well: Design Process

o Chris as idea factory

e Me as cynical, nervous killjoy
o Ok also wrangler and dd of systems in totality

e Creative Direction as the razor
e Rest of the team as helpers
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situation and EVERY
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Well: Affliction System
e IT'S THE HOOK
e Simple sub-systems

e Purposeful obfuscation
o But not STRESS METER and STRESS DAMAGE

e Loss of Agency
o It worked!
e VERY LITTLE CHANGE in E.A.
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Affliction System: an aside
e We also succeeded in:

o Making players afflicted
o Making ourselves afflicted
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@ SublimeText2 File Edit Selection Find View Goto Tools Project Window Help m B p 3 = o)
q. e trait_library.json — darkest

FOLDERS

¥ darkest

» build_symbols
crashdumps
data
development_data
os_resources
pipeline
soundtrack
source_art
source_audio
source_code
source_design
source_video
temp_data

YYVYVYVYVYVYVVYVYVYVYY

tools

svn_revision.tmpl

“change_pos", "data

"ignoreicommand" d; { "number_value"

" random_command" data": { "number_value": @

"retreat_from_combat", “: { “number_value": 0.0,

“attack_friendly", d ta": { "number_val

"attack_self" { "number_value }

"mark_self", "dat: "number_value": 0. "strmg value": "Mark Self" },
i stress_heal_self' 2 string_value": HealStressVirtued" 3,
i stress_heal_party", “number_value": 0.0, "string_value": "HealStressVirtuedParty
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Well

Design Pipeline

Excel, Excel, Excel'
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Well: Design Pipeline

e .json, .darkest files

Sublime Text2 File Edit Selection Find View Goto Tools Project Window Help @8 p o) @D Sat5:02PM Q =

Sublime Text2 File Edit Selection Find View Goto Tools Project Window Help highwayman.info.darkest — darkes

RV (e (50\ /st 77\ /@b /552\ /I /HE\ /100 /me\ 1o\ /NC\ 42\ /52\ (o) /ard\ /m?\ (e [\ (0 /<0 /o) /@

resistances: .stun 0% .poison 6y .bleed 30% .disease 30% .move 30% .debuff 30% .death_blow 67% .trap 40%
weay ame "highwayman_weapon_0" .atk @% .dmg 5 10 .crit 5% .spd 5

e e a1 e ool
.name "highwayman_weapon_2" .atk % .dng 7
-name "highwayman_weapon_3" .atk % .dng 8
e L s A et ool
J ighwaynan_armour_0" .def 10% .prot
-nane "hlgmaymn armour_1" .def 15% .prot
-name "highwayman_armour_2" .def 20% .prot © .hp 33 .spd @ .upgradeRequirementCode 1
.name "highwayman_armour_3" .def 25% .prot @ .hp 38 .spd 0 .upgradeRequirementCode 2
-name "hlgmaymn armour_4" .def 30% .prot @ .hp 43 .spd @ .upgradeRequirenentCode 3
_skil .atk 85% .dng 15% .crit 5% .launch 321 .target 12 .is_crit_valid True

build_symbols

12 .crit 5.5% .spd 5 .upgradeRequirementCode @
crashdumps 13 .crit 6% .spd 6 .upgradeRequirenentCode 1
15 .crit 6.5% .spd 6 .upgradeRequirementCode 2
16 .crit 7% .spd 7 .upgradeRequirementCode 3
0 .hp 23 .spd @

© .hp 28 .spd © .upgradeRequirementCode @

swine_piglet_C

“skill_cooldowns": [1, 5

“skill_selection_desire
{

data
development_data
os_resources

pipeline

soundtrack.

source_art

squeal single”,
“first_initiative_only"s true

source_audio

by 1 .atk 90% .dmg 15% .crit 6% .launch 321 .target 12 .is_crit_valid True
source_code I .atk 95% .dmg 15% .crit 6% .launch 321 .target 12 .is_crit_valid True
T wspecific_skill"y .atk 100% .dng 15% .crit 6% .launch 321 .target 12 .is_crit_valid True
16 .atk 105% .dmg 15% .crit 7% .launch 321 .target 12 .is_crit_valid True
source_video 441 et mce 1RioN 7 .atk 85% .dmg -25% .crit 10% .launch 432 .target 234 .is_crit_valid True .effect "Highwayman Pistol Dmg Marked"
temp_data 412 “conbat,_skill id": "squeal” .atk 9@% .dng -25% .crit 11% .launch 432 .target 234 .is_crit_valid True .effect "Highwayman Pistol Dng Marked"
tools 4 3y +6ng -25% .crit 11% .launch 432 .target 234 .is_crit_valid True .effect "Highwaynan Pistol Dng Marked"
G 4 } pistol_shot" .level 3 .type "ranged .dmg -25% .crit 12% .launch 432 .target 234 .is_crit_valid True .effect " )ghwayman Pistol Dmg Marke
- 1 X .id "pistol_shot" .level 4 .type "ranged .dng ~25% .crit 1% .launch 432 .target 234 .is_crit_valid True .effect "Highwayman Pistol Dng Marked"
pecific_skill", 2 combat_skill: .id "point_blank_shot" .level @ .type 95% .dmg 50% .crit 0% .move 1 @ .launch 1 .target 1 .is_crit_valid True .effect "Push 1A"
4 23 combat_skil d "point_blank_shof 100% .dmg 50% .crit 0% .move 1 @ .launch 1 .target 1 .is_crit_valid True .effect
4 “base_chance' combat_skill: .id “point_blank_shot 1esk .dag 0% .crit Ik .move 16 .launch 1 .target 1 .is critvalid True .effect “push 1c:
“combat_skill_ m wilbur_mark_1" combat_skill: .id jed" 110% .dmg 50% .crit 2% .move 1 @ .launch 1 .target 1 .is_crit_valid True .effect
combat_skill: . int_t 115% .dmg 50% .crit 2% .move 1 @ .launch 1 .target 1 .is_crit_valid True .effect "Push 1E"
b combat_skill: .id 80% .dng —60% .crit —7% .launch 23 .target ~123 .is_crit_valid True
{ combat_skill: .id el 1 . jed" 85% .dmg -60% .crit 6% .launch 23 .target ~123
© "specific_skill", combat_skill: .id ._shot_t “ranged" .atk 96% .dmg -60% .crit —6% .launch 23 .target ~123
e an 0 combat_skill: .id “ranged" .atk 95% .dng —6% .crit ~% .launch 23 .target ~123 .is_crit_valid True
wooabot. SRETL 1" i lbur. mark 2% 1 combat_skill: .id "graj | 4 .type “ranged" .atk 100% .dmg -60% .crit -5% .launch 23 .target ~123 .is_crit_valid True

combat_move_skill: .id "move move 2 2 .launch 4321

3 combat_skill: .id .atk 95% .dng ~8¢% .crit @% .launch 4321 .target 234 .is_crit _valid True .effect "Highwayman Buff 1"
.atk 100% .dmg -86% .crit 0% .launch 4321 .target 234 .is_crit_valid True .effect "Higl

.atk 105% .dmg -86% .crit 0% .launch 4321 .target 234 .is_crit_valid True

.atk 110% .dng -80% .crit @% .launch 4321 .target 234 .is_crit_valid True
115% .dng -80% .crit 1% .launch 4321 .target 234 .is_crit_valid True
hevet o type “melee" ratk 850 .dmg -20% .crit 2% .move @ 1 .launch 432 .target 1234 .is ¢

1, .
“target_selection_desires": [
{

randon_target",

: crit_valid True .effect "Hwy Riposte 1"
“base_chance": 1.0,

9 - .id .level 1 .type “melee" .atk 90% .dmg -20% .crit 2% .move @ 1 .launch 432 .target 1234 .is_crit_valid True .effect "Hy Riposte 2"
“specific_combat_skill_id": "*, 0 combat_skill: .id o .level 2 .type "melee" .atk 95% .dmg -20% .crit 3% .move @ 1 .launch 432 .target 1234 .is. cm valid True

"is_exclusive_desire": false combat_skill: .id ¥ .level 3 .type "melee" .atk 100% .dmg -20% .crit 4% .move 0 1 .launch 432 .target 1234 .is_crit_valid True

"is_enemy_target desire": true, combat_skill: .id ist_advance" .level 4 .type "melee" .atk 105% .dng -20% .crit 4% .move 0 1 .launch 432 .target 1234 .is_crit. vahd True
"is_friendly_target_desire": false 3

combat_skill: .id _vein" .level 0 .type "melee" .atk 85% .dng ~15% .crit @% .launch 321 .target 12 .is_crit_valid True
) combat_skill: .id iy .type “melee" .atk 90% .dmg -15% .crit % .launch 321 .target 12 .is_crit_valid True

combat_skill: .id -le ~type "melee" .atk 95% .dmg -15% .crit 1% .launch 321 .target 12 .is_crit_valid True
. combat_skill: .id .le ~type "melee" .atk 100% .dmg -15% .crit 2% .launch 321 .target 12 .is_crit_valid True
2 bonus_initiative desires 7 combat_skill: .id -level 4 .type “melee" .atk 105% .dmg ~15% .crit 2% .launch 321 .target 12 .is_crit, vahd b Jetfect “Bleed 5% Bloed Debute 5"
ma Y920

rioste skill: .id "ripostel" .level @ .tvoe "melee" .atk 85% .dma % .crit 5% .launch 1234 .tarcet 1234 .is crit valid
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Well: Design Pipeline

o« VBA exporters

e Went well: 1 click monster library export
(200+ files), parametric stats

e Went badly: missing exporters (no time)
e Town buildings, camping skills, loot




GDC GAME DEVELOPERS CONFERENCE' March 14-18, 2016 - Expo: March 16-18, 2016 #GDC16

Well: "Bad” Design

oAffliction System: loss of agency

eHeroes sometimes...
e...pass their turns
o...refuse to be heal / be healed
o...attack/do skills on their own
e...move on their own

oYOUr heroes are human

e True tactics/strategy game or not?
Dy TN
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Well: "Bad” Design

ePunishing save system
ePermanent consequences
oZeke's Lament

THE GOVERNMENT
GAVE HER A CHOICE.

Death.

O LIFE
AS AN ASSASSIN.

Now, THERE'S
N0 TURNING BACK.

POINT OF
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N\ ” [ D & |
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Well: "Bad” Design

e15 Unbalanced Hero Classes

The Heroes of Darkest Dungeon
{ { /'.’=; “

] fArhalest

Lord Tier Design
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The Bourassa Estate
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Well: "Bad” Design

R
oN
e(GEesus

eDarkest Dungeon is poker. Get ready for
some bad beats.




WeII “"Bad” DeS|gn

oFinal boss — killing heroes outright
oSPOILER ALERT
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Well: "Bad” Design

eHealing vs. Damage

eQuests as battles of attrition (health,
stress)
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Went Well: "Bad

Design”

«DON'T BE AFRAID TO
BREAK THE RULES

NO FISHING
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Combat Evolution

o Positional requirements
o Status effects

e Moving

e 1D: Enough depth?
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Well: Death’s Door
To endure both

éw variance
' & cheapness

\CLw WV \( X )

Lo Soronm
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, A But shit still
DEATHDEATBBLOW! ‘ ‘ happens
; ) > |

eeeeeee

Damaging
Attack
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Well: Narration Reinforcin
Gameplay

elerror and Madness Trailer |
eLOvecraft Audiobooks
eThe Horror at Red Hook
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Overconfidence is a Slow and
Insidious Killer

o It's hard to overstate the importance of
the narrator to the game and to the
game’s remarkability

e QUOTABLE! YouTube, Reddit, etc.
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Well: Audio!

e Aside from narration, sound design and
music were huge in filling in gaps in the
play experience
e Power Up Audio / Stuart Chatwood

e A racing game without an engine roar—
it’s less fun.
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Narration

NARRATOR COMMENTS ON: Narration writing is INDIRECT and more about atmosphere than direct commentary

Things are light.
Light/Dark E.g. “Darkness fills the hearts of even the brave...” Things are dark.
Things are really dark.
Tons of food.
Food Level E.g. “Without sustenance, the sword arm weakens.”  Decent food.
Running low.

Out of food.

Combat: monster
abilities

?2?

Combat: overall ebb o Things are going great.
and flow -G " It's a pitched battle.
Things are going poorly.

We are completely fucked. L

AFFLICTIONS E.g. Paranoia: “When surrounded by terrors, who is to say which are imagined?”
See Afflictions.
Exploration - General E.g. This is the spot for random commentary. Omnious or not, can be general mood commentary.
“Wandering endlessly, a career for some, hell for most.”

“The smallest noise could signal the largest of lurking horrors.”

Exploration “ . ) )
Obstacles E.g. “Even cold stone can seem imbued with hatred for the causes of good.
Exploration - Events just use Exploration GENERAL?

E.g. “Curious is the trap-makers art; the efficacy of his plot destined to be unwitnessed.”

E.g. “A welcome respite? Or merely a vehicle for corruption?”

E.g. “Eager steps forward, hastening the collision of purpose with hidden evils.”
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What Went Wrong:
The Corpse in the Room

)

W T P

ji ﬂe(ﬁoqd & Corpse
~ 1
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¢
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) Extensive (§ Orgoing!) Balareing § Tuirg!
“ v v Vv v

( In-Game Glossary!
‘

New Congmmahles, £X, and more!

\
P Coming July 15th
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"He's the hero Gotham desefrvesf, but not the one it needs
right now. So we'll hunt him. Because he can take it.



GO susevsoessomnte v 0 om0 s
Lead Up to C&H Update

o Background:
e EA launch Feb 3™
o My father died March 10t
e Pre-planned content patch “Fiends & Frenzy”
in May

o« C&H first *real* chance to make gameplay
changes
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The Corpse in the Room

o Heart Attacks (May)
e Stress = 100 -> affliction check
o Stress = 200 -> INSTANT DEATH ©
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Skirmish
Complete 100% of room battles — 1 _
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CORPSE DODGE:(

Iress this advantage, give them no quarter!




The Corpse in the Room

Fixed dominant strategy

Improved existing combat mechanics
Did so thematically

Better than other design options
PEOPLE LOST THEIR MINDS




The Corpse in the Room

e The hardest thing we’ve dealt with on the game

e Splintered community

« Changing wave of sentiment, easily packaged sound byte
e« Steam review bombs and vote brigading

o Beginning of a hateful crusade by a select few against the
game, the company, and us as individuals

o Narrative vs. Truth and the spreading of fear
o I was also interning my father
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The Corpse in the Room

"That this is the only game on this list that’s
still in Early Access says much about how
brilliant Darkest Dungeon is.

July

...Again, it’s still in Early Access, so all is
theoretically subject to change. It’'s improved
enormously over the last six months though,
including getting rid of some significant
irritations, so the signs are good.”

A "In both concept and execution, the corpse system is simply
U9 daft....A sad fate for a game which sought to leave
roleplaying stereotypes behind.” <--during early access
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The Corpse in the Room

e Soul searching & endless discussions, Devil’'s advocacy
e Community mgmt crisis
o People hate change:

e Combat camera example

e Weird dilemma: do we make the game WORSE to make
people happy?




The Corpse in the Room

e The Dark Knight->The Dark Knight Rises
e Fast forward 6 months to launch

o General critical reception:
overwhelmingly positive, *including*
corpses and heart attacks
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The Corpse in the Room

What got us through:
e Being US - developing the same way we had all along
e Following the GAME - We'd rather make the game we want
and suffer the consequences than subvert our vision
e Investment in more community management

e Toggle options (heart attack eventually revised and option
removed)

e You can’t please everyone, and DD has always been a game
that is not for everyone.
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Learnings about Early Access

o« Content = always good

o Substantive gameplay changes = RISKY
e Delay as long as possible before EA




What Went Wrong: Grind

e Finishing the game can take 40++ hours.

e Loss of high level party is crushing,
demotivating

o Deployed DD at full release, so no E.A.
benefit

« Making tweaks now, kinda like in E.A.
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What Went Wrong: Exploration

e Combat, camping, affliction system all
took shape pretty well

« Exploration consistently problematic




What Went Wrong: Exploration

e These boots were made for walking
o V1 autowalk...TERRIBLE
e V2 active...markedly better




v | Y Not Recommended

191 products in account
oo 11.7 hrs on record

Posted: February 17

You can die from hunger after just eating and being full on
food.

0/10
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What Went Wrong: Exploration

e "Happenings” = Events
e "Jostled Free”: oops you lost an item!

e« The Jostled Free rule: don’t arbitrarily
Kick the player in the nuts.

o Kick them in the nuts with specific
and carefully crafted purpose.



What Went Wrong: Exploration

e Never fully capitalized on:
o Dungeon layouts
e Quest types / features




e Balancing for twg
o« Time and delegat

o« Hero balance app
work out as well

Not Recommended
44.9 hrs on record

Posted: February 19

How to completely ruin a perfectly good game in 5 easy steps:

1: Start a Kickstarter, gain a significant following for a unique
game with all sorts of lofty promises.

2: Get your game into Early Access, Steams Sales for everyone
and whatnot. Game delivers great experience while still being
challenging.

3: Let it go to your head. Start adding artificial difficulty
because a small minority of players decided the game wasn't
hard enough.

4: Nerf the drop rates for essential items. RNG spawn
rediculously difficult enemies on low level dungeons. Make the

READ MORE




The Dungeon isn’t too Dark

«800,000 copies sold

eAvg/Median playtime: 23hrs/12hrs
eDay 1/7/30 Retention: 67/27/5
eMetacritic 84

oIt's the game we set out to make



Path Forward

e TOWN Events

Steam Workshop

Daily challenge mode?
PS4 / Vita € SO EXCITED

Other platforms?




Red Hook Game #2:
Official Announcement!!!
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Takeaways

1. Have a mechanical “hook”

2. Follow your vision through turbulence
3. Don’t be afraid to break the rules
4

. Changing substantive mechanics during
E.A. is hard. Content = always good.
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Q&A: No Question too Dark?

) @tylersigman
e tvler@redhookgames.com

) @darkestdungeon




