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            Introduction

         

         The success of the video game industry over the past few decades has been, by any metric, astronomical. Even calling it “success” feels understated, like saying that summers in New York City smell “bad” or that going into labor is “painful.” In the 1970s, video games barely existed; in the 2020s, they make up the most lucrative and perhaps most influential industry in entertainment. By 2021, video games were generating a whopping $180 billion in global revenue per year. They had just as significant an impact on popular culture, from Fortnite invading schools across the world to Nintendo Direct livestreams dominating social media with big announcements and top-notch memes.

         Video games are big business. And for anyone who grew up playing and loving them, it’s tempting to dream about being part of that business. There’s a Far Side comic from the 1990s in which two parents watch a young boy enraptured by Super Mario Bros. and imagine a set of classified ads for jobs that require elite video game skills. Back then, the idea of Nintendo proficiency translating into money made for a good punch line; today, the only piece of that comic that seems unrealistic is someone looking for jobs in a newspaper. People all across the world are now paid to go into an office and bring video games to life—sketching out characters, designing levels, and writing code to make everything function. It’s an exciting prospect, and countless bright-eyed gamers want to be part of it.

         I once walked into a video game studio in downtown New York City a few months before it was due to release its next game. One artist beckoned me over to his desk to “check out something really cool.” Soon a crowd had gathered around the computer, craning their necks to watch a slick, realistic model of a truck roll along a drab gray surface. The artist clicked his mouse a few times and the truck exploded, tires and shards of metal flying across the screen in grisly slow motion. I couldn’t muster up quite as much excitement as the designers and programmers around me, but it still made me smile to see how genuinely happy they all seemed to be. Their full-time job was to imagine things and then bring them to life on a computer screen. What could be better?

         If only it were all glitz, glamour, and exploding cars. The video game industry has a darker side, one that its bosses don’t like to brag about on quarterly earnings calls or at E3 press conferences. Even as game companies gobble up more and more money every year, too many of them struggle to provide stable, healthy environments for their workers. All it takes is one flop or sloppy business decision to lead that billion-dollar game publisher to enact a mass layoff or shut down a development studio, no matter how much money it made that year. Sometimes, a mistake isn’t even necessary—a big company may lay people off once a project is finished (only to rehire for those same positions a few months later) or to please shareholders in time for the next fiscal quarter (fewer employees mean a cleaner balance sheet).

         Volatility has become the status quo. Chat with anyone who’s worked in video games for more than a few years and they’ll almost certainly have a story about that time they lost their job. Maybe they worked on a game that didn’t sell well enough, or they got stuck on a project mismanaged by egomaniacal directors. Maybe their publisher needed to juice the numbers on its newest quarterly earnings report. Maybe they were part of a cost-cutting measure, or a strategic resource realignment, or any of the other jargony euphemisms for “You no longer work here.” Mass layoffs and studio closures have become as fundamental to the video game industry as Mario’s jumps or Activision’s loot boxes.

         In 2017, the nonprofit International Game Developers Association asked around one thousand game workers how many employers they’d had in the previous five years. Among those who worked full-time, the average response was 2.2 employers (freelancers said 3.6), suggesting a level of instability that came as no surprise to anyone with experience in this world. The survey’s authors added: “Industry churn was also reflected in the limited expectation among employees to remain with their current employers for the long term. Most respondents seemed to expect high job mobility.” The following year, reporter James Batchelor at the website GamesIndustry.biz counted up all the jobs lost to game studio closures from September 2017 through September 2018 and found that the number was over one thousand—and those were just the ones that had been made public. Working in games has always meant accepting that stable employment is the exception, not the rule.

         In exchange for the pleasure of creating art for a living, game developers have to accept that it might all fall apart without much notice. Sean McLaughlin, who has worked in video games since 2006, described it as a constant feeling of anxiety. “With all the layoffs I’ve dealt with, I get a PTSD-type thing whenever there is an email for an all-hands meeting in an office,” he told me in an email. “I always think it’s to announce a studio closure, even though it’s just the team getting together and hearing about things going on around the studio. I’m sure it’s a common thing among other developers.

         “I also no longer put more things on my desk than I can carry out in one bag,” McLaughlin added. “When I first got in the industry, I would have the common toys and collectibles on my desk. Now my desk is barren and only has photos and a book or two in case I get laid off again.”

         You might think: Well, that sounds like any creative field. But unlike Hollywood, in which workers shift between contracts as movies weave in and out of production, the video game industry sells the illusion of full-time employment. Job listings for massive publishers like Take-Two and EA advertise careers, not gigs. Unless a developer is on a temporary contract, there’s an expectation that when they’re finished with their current game, they’ll move on to the next one. Keeping people around for the long haul makes sense. The tools that each studio uses to make video games are unique and complicated. Once a developer has put in the time to learn those tools, they’ll be more efficient than new recruits. Plus, the chemistry developed over years of working together can be invaluable, as anyone who’s worked on a collaborative creative project (or a group science experiment) can attest.

         So why is it that the people making financial decisions in the video game industry don’t seem to care?

         I had a long chat with veteran game designer Katie Chironis about this volatility. Chironis, who has worked for the gaming giants Microsoft, Oculus, and Riot, talks often about her fears of instability. She’s been through one mass layoff and watched two others happen to coworkers. In 2018, she moved from Seattle to Los Angeles, choosing her new home city in part because it was full of other big game companies—in case she’s laid off again. She and her husband, also a game developer, frequently talk about their contingency plans, brainstorming lists of companies that could be attractive destinations if their current gigs go awry. “We orient our housing discussions around planning against likely layoff situations or having to move on if a project gets canceled,” Chironis told me. “The common wisdom is that you want to stay in a home for at least five years. We’ve never worked anywhere longer than three.”

         Chironis says the hardest part about working in the video game industry is developing friendships that might be ripped apart with no warning. One day in 2014, Chironis arrived to work at her mobile game studio and was suddenly told to pack up her things and go home. Until then, she had thought everything was fine. “You just get pulled into an office and told to leave, and you’re not even permitted to say good-bye to anybody,” Chironis said. “I couldn’t come back to the studio. I had friends at the studio, or people I considered friends, and I had no way to contact them.”

         Video games are designed to bring joy to people, yet they’re created in the shadow of corporate ruthlessness. Why does such a lucrative industry treat its workers this way? Why is the video game business so successful at creating interesting art and making billions of dollars, yet such a failure at providing stable employment?

         
            *  *  *

         

         When I set out to write my first book, Blood, Sweat, and Pixels, I wanted to know why video games are so hard to make. I asked a whole bunch of developers and got a whole bunch of answers. The short version: games straddle the line between art and science, where technological advancements and the challenge of “finding the fun” can make it near-impossible to build accurate schedules. Whether you’re developing an open-world role-playing game like Pillars of Eternity or a linear adventure game like Uncharted 4, there are so many variables that it can often feel, as the saying goes, like shooting a movie while simultaneously building the camera.

         With this book, I wanted to ask a different question: Why is it so hard to maintain job security in the video game industry? I wanted to know what it’s like to work in a field where you might have to suddenly pack your things and move across the country without notice. I wanted to know why layoffs and studio shutdowns keep happening, how they impact people, and how those people recover. What’s it like to start a game company only to watch it fall apart? What happens to a writer, an artist, a designer, a programmer, a sound engineer, a QA tester, or a producer when their employer’s studio closes? How are their lives affected? What do they do next? How do they move on? What are their stories?

         This is a book about what happens when video game studios shut down. More specifically, it’s about what happens to humans when video game studios shut down. Don’t expect to read too much in here about financial statistics or granular business negotiations—I’m far more interested in the lives affected by all those shuffling papers. What’s it like to be in the room when your boss’s boss gets up in front of the whole company and says you’re all getting laid off? How does it feel to look around at your coworkers, the people with whom you pulled bleary all-nighters to finish your latest game, and know that you’ll never all be in the same room again? And what’s it like to be in the boss’s shoes—to be the person who has to inform all your staff that they’ll need to find new employment?

         But this book isn’t just about heartbreak and tragedy—it’s also about recovery. When the sun sets on a company you love, what do you do next? Do you use this as an opportunity to go off on your own and make your dream game? Do you move across the world for another studio job? Quit the video game industry for a more stable field? Some game developers used layoffs as opportunities to follow their dreams of creative independence, taking risks they never thought they’d be able to take. Others simply gave up, leaving behind an industry that didn’t care to keep them.

         This book examines a number of these stories. In Boston, Massachusetts, we’ll look at Irrational Games, the once-mighty studio behind the seminal game BioShock, and meet some of the people who made it. Across the country, in the San Francisco Bay, we’ll visit 2K Marin (BioShock 2) and Visceral (Dead Space), two casualties of one of the most expensive cities on the planet. We’ll see how a legendary baseball player’s ambitious attempt to make a World of Warcraft killer turned into a catastrophe not just for one but for two big companies, in Rhode Island and Maryland. Down in Virginia, we’ll look at how the game studio Mythic found itself a relic of the video game industry, struggling to keep up with the hottest new trends. Then we’ll talk to some people who have suffered burnout from the process of game development and also explore some solutions for all this volatility.1

         After all, when a video game presents you with an unexpected, unfair catastrophe but you still want to play, you pretty much have two options: you can push forward, fighting through setbacks and trying to keep making progress, or you can hit the reset button and try again. Maybe you’ll do better this time around. Maybe you’ll find a hidden path to success. Or maybe you’ll find that because of circumstances you can’t control, flaws built into the very code of the game, you just keep running into the same obstacles. If things don’t get better, then, well, you might just decide to stop playing.

         
            Footnotes

            1 The stories in this book are based mostly on firsthand interviews with the people involved. Unless otherwise noted, every quote was said to me directly.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            The Journeyman

         

         It was late 2005, and Warren Spector thought he was going to explode. He was sitting in a conference room in Glendale, California, pitching ideas for his next video game to a handful of executives from Disney, the conglomerate behind so much entertainment that had brought him joy over the years, from Dumbo to Donald Duck. It was a thrill to be there—or at least it had been, until in the middle of his pitch Spector saw the executives looking down at their phones, texting.

         Spector was already skeptical of men who wore ties and cared deeply about quarterly earnings. He’d been through this before. Nearly fifty years old, with speckled gray hair and the trademark slouch of a man who spent way too much time looking at computers, Spector was usually the oldest guy in the room during meetings. He was also usually the most famous guy in the room. Spector had made a name for himself as the director of Deus Ex, a game that blended the thrill of a sci-fi shooter with the deep choices and consequences of a role-playing game. Executives hadn’t understood it, but he had resisted their interference, and when Deus Ex came out in June 2000, it was an instant success, selling more than a million copies and leading to immediate deals for sequels and even a film.1 Spector became a celebrity in the video game industry, jaunting around the world for interviews and convention panels, and a few years later he’d started his own company, Junction Point, to make games the way he wanted to make them.

         Now he was playing the role of traveling salesman. He spent his days flying from publisher to publisher, wheeling and dealing as he tried to convince various groups of men in suits that it was worth investing tens of millions of dollars into his new studio. Spector was good at pitching—he spoke with the candor of someone who believed every word he said—but he also liked to talk about risks, which could make him come off as cantankerous. “In his mind, that’s what gives him comfort,” said his agent, Seamus Blackley. “Here are all the problems, everything that can go wrong, how terrible it’s going to be. When he has that in his mind, he feels safe, because he knows all the things he has to think about.”

         Blackley was the one who had suggested that they go talk to Disney. It seemed like an odd choice to Spector, who’d always loved the house of anthropomorphic cartoons but never thought their family-friendly image could jell with his M-rated games. Deus Ex was set in a dystopian world full of immoral hackers and violent criminals—a strange fit for the company behind Mickey Mouse. Spector balked, arguing that the trip might not even be worth the cost of the plane tickets. Yet Blackley insisted that Disney was looking to change its approach to video games, so Spector flew out to the offices in Glendale, where they were brought to a large conference table surrounded by Disney executives. Spector started describing the pitches he had been shopping to other game publishers. There was Sleeping Giants, a fantasy role-playing game set in a world in which magic had disappeared. He was working on a kung fu game called Ninja Gold with the film director John Woo, and he had some ideas for another sci-fi project called Necessary Evil—or, as Spector called it, “Deus Ex with the serial numbers filed off.” Disney’s businesspeople seemed engaged and interested—at least until they started checking their Blackberrys.

         “They’re looking down at their phones while I’m pitching,” Spector said. “I was thinking, ‘I’m going to kill Seamus when I get out of here. I’m going to kill him.’” But when Spector peeked over at Blackley, the agent was also looking at his phone.

         When Spector finished pitching, the Disney executives began talking. It turned out they’d been texting each other, asking if they should talk about the thing. They liked Spector, and thought his ideas were okay, but they had something totally different in mind. “One of the people they were texting was me, asking if it was okay to pitch him,” said Seamus Blackley. “When Warren was sitting there, they had this idea that maybe they could try that. Maybe they could convince him.”

         By Spector’s recollection, the rest of the conversation unfolded like this:

         “How do you feel about doing licensed games?” a Disney executive asked.

         “If it’s the right license,” said Spector.

         “Are there any Disney licenses you’d be interested in?” asked the Disney executive.

         “Yeah,” said Spector. “Give me the ducks. Give me Scrooge and Donald.”

         Truth was, Spector had always been obsessed with cartoons. He’d written his master’s thesis on Warner Bros. animation, and Disney’s grouchy waterfowl were his favorite of all. He’d long fantasized about making a DuckTales video game, telling interactive stories about the kajillionaire Scrooge McDuck and his grandnephews, Huey, Dewey, and Louie Duck. But the people running Disney had something else in mind—something that would irrevocably change the trajectory of Warren Spector’s company, his career, and his life.

         “Well,” the executive said, “what do you think about Mickey Mouse?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Long before he was offered the biggest cartoon character in the world, Warren Spector was obsessing over interactive stories. Born in 1955 and raised in New York City, Spector developed an early fascination with tabletop role-playing games, in which he’d get together with a few friends and a rulebook, letting the story play out in everyone’s imaginations. At twenty-two he moved to Austin, Texas, for graduate school and wound up joining a Dungeons & Dragons campaign that lasted for nearly ten years. He still cites this epic fantasy story as one of the biggest influences on the video games he would go on to make. “We started out as members of the Rat Gang, living in the River City of Shang, and it was great,” Spector said. “Originally, we’d just do little jobs—I could talk about this forever—we’d do little jobs and steal, go into dungeons. By the end we were commanding armies, and the people who had been arresting us were our allies or bitter enemies.”

         At the University of Texas in Austin, Spector studied cinema and worked on his thesis, teaching classes as a graduate assistant to pay the bills, until his department chairman called with some bad news. It was someone else’s turn for a teaching job, which meant Spector was out. “I hung up the phone and said, ‘Oh my god, how am I going to pay my rent? I’ve got no income now.’” An answer arrived shortly afterward when he got another call, this time from a friend at a company called Steve Jackson Games, which developed board games and tabletop RPGs. They were looking for an assistant editor, but the job would pay only minimum wage—was he interested? Absolutely, Spector told them. “I was an amateur gamer,” he said. “I’d been designing my own game systems and creating my own campaigns.”

         In 1983, Spector started at Steve Jackson Games, where he learned how to design tabletop games like Toon, in which players would battle and break the fourth wall as they role-played cartoon ducks and rabbits. Every week or so, Spector would visit Austin Books, a local comic book store and mecca for geeks in central Texas. He liked to chat up one of the clerks, Caroline, and eventually convinced her to go out with him. The two started dating and for a while worked together at Steve Jackson Games, until Spector got a call one day in late 1986 for what seemed like a dream job: TSR, the company behind Dungeons & Dragons, wanted him to move up to Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, and be an editor. In the world of tabletop RPGs, this was sort of like playing college basketball and then getting a surprise call from the NBA. “He looked over at me and said, ‘Do you want to go to Lake Geneva with me?’” recalled Caroline. “I said, ‘Not unless you marry me.’ He said, ‘All right.’” A few weeks later, Warren and Caroline were moving to Wisconsin. By spring, they were married, in a small ceremony at Caroline’s aunt and uncle’s house back in Texas, where they realized they’d rather be living.

         Lake Geneva was a bad fit for both Warren and Caroline. It was frigid during the winter, and the Spectors found themselves missing their old haunts and barbecue joints. Warren Spector grew bored with the work he was doing. He yearned to be creating characters and telling stories. One day, while trying to decide what kind of dice roll to use for a game’s mechanics, he had a revelation. “I had a twenty-sided die in one hand and a percentile die in the other,” Spector said. “I looked at the dice in my hand and said, ‘If this is the biggest decision I have to make in my professional life, I need a new way to make a living.’” Soon, he got another life-changing phone call. This time it was from a friend back in Austin, asking if he wanted to return to Texas and work for a fledgling video game company called Origin Systems.

         Origin was the brainchild of a game designer named Richard Garriott. The son of astronaut Owen Garriott, Richard had grown up obsessed with computers and space travel, and in 1981 he’d released a game that combined them both: Ultima, a video game interpretation of tabletop RPG rules that sent the player adventuring through a fantasy world full of castles and dungeons. Playing as a human, elf, dwarf, or bobbit (a not-so-subtle attempt to dodge Lord of the Rings copyrights), you’d go around solving quests, fighting monsters, and eventually boarding a spaceship to battle enemies among the stars. Ultima, which Garriott had created with a friend over the course of a year, was successful enough to let Garriott launch Origin and turn game development into his career.

         Whereas Spector was introverted and demure, Garriott was flamboyant and outspoken, with a love for hosting lavish, themed parties and exploring dangerous places.2 Back when Spector had lived in Austin, the two men had become unlikely friends, running in similar circles and sharing sensibilities about game design. Now, feeling unhappy in Lake Geneva, Spector leaped at the opportunity to join his pal at Origin. “I really wanted to work with Rich,” Spector said. “I think that was part of why I got the job as well. We were really simpatico in just about every way.” By 1989, when Spector walked into the doors at Origin, the company was up to its sixth Ultima game and expanding rapidly, with offices in both Texas and New Hampshire. The video game industry was booming, particularly on personal computers, and Origin had become a burgeoning power player.

         In the years that followed, Spector learned how to be a video game producer—how to lead teams, manage projects, and perform the near-impossible act of steering a bunch of stubborn people toward a single creative vision. He worked with Garriott on Ultima VI, helping craft an elaborate story about a horde of gargoyles who at first seemed malicious but turned out to have more complicated motivations—an innovative twist on video game storytelling for the 1980s. He helped produce Wing Commander, a space combat simulator in which you’d pilot a starship and gun down aliens, with the rising young star Chris Roberts, whose intractable nature taught Spector a lot about how to compromise.3 “We’d get into ten arguments a day, and if I won three of them, that was a good day,” Spector said.

         It didn’t take long for Spector, one of the oldest people at Origin, to move up to a senior leadership role at the company. “My business model was: I would start up four projects, two internal and two external, and I’d kill two projects every year that weren’t going well,” Spector said. “I would tell people that’s what I was going to do. ‘Be one of the projects that’s going really well.’”

         One Origin partner whose projects usually went well was Looking Glass, a studio in Cambridge, Massachusetts, run by a programmer named Paul Neurath. Spector and Neurath became close creative partners, collaborating on two seminal games: Ultima Underworld, which came out in 1992; and System Shock, released in 1995. The two games had very different settings—Ultima Underworld took place in a fantasy dungeon, while System Shock unfolded on a space station—but they shared common design elements. Notably, they were both fueled by Spector’s and Neurath’s desires to re-create the feeling of Dungeons & Dragons. “We loved stories from linear fiction, film, books,” said Neurath, “but games are interactive. They give you a chance to interpret that story and layer on your own sense of character.”

         With Ultima Underworld and System Shock, Neurath and Spector helped pioneer a genre that today we call the “immersive sim,” a type of game whose influence you can see in everything from Fallout to The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild. The idea was to give players the tools to overcome puzzles and obstacles in a variety of ways. Say you had to get past a door guarded by two soldiers. An action game might force you to blow the soldiers to pieces in order to proceed. In an immersive sim, though, you’d have all sorts of options. You could kill the soldiers, sure, but maybe you’d instead decide to sneak past them using a set of vents connected to a nearby alley. Or maybe you’d set off fireworks to distract the guards while you ran through the door, laughing as they missed you entirely.

         In the early 1990s, this was a paradigm shift for video games. Most designers would set up a theme park ride and let the player steer the cart; immersive sims let you build the cart yourself and then pick which track to send it down. Spector, Neurath, and their cadre of talented game developers wanted to get as close as possible to re-creating the feeling of unlimited possibility that tabletop games like Dungeons & Dragons provided. “What we like to talk about is: two different players play a mission or adventure in a game and then they compare notes and it’s like they’ve played a completely different game,” said Neurath. “That’s the litmus test.”

         The games were groundbreaking, but Origin was struggling, facing a cash shortage thanks to the high costs of manufacturing floppy disks.4 In 1992, low on funds, Richard Garriott sold his company to the megapublisher Electronic Arts (EA). As is often the case with major acquisitions, the partnership started off well. “For a couple years, it was great,” said Spector. “EA gave us bigger budgets and more freedom than we could even imagine.” With these newfound riches, Origin expanded rapidly and started trying to produce dozens of new video games at once, some of them managed by newer, inexperienced staff. Many of these games were then canceled, and by 1995, increasingly frustrated EA executives were flying out to Austin every few weeks, asking questions about why Origin was wasting so much money. “We were not good citizens,” Spector said. Origin was no longer the scrappy young publisher that had found unexpected success with the Ultima series; now, it was a cog in EA’s massive political machine, and its developers had to deal with the executive machinations—and fiscal accountability—that came with that.

         This was when Spector first began to resent some of the people who handled business development in the game industry. “One day, a very senior EA executive who I will not name came to me and said I was not on a successful career path,” said Spector. “Because even though I made money every year, I only made a little bit of money.” EA was a publicly traded company, which meant that its top priority was to deliver fiduciary growth for shareholders. Simply making a profit wasn’t good enough; your profits had to grow exponentially every year. Immersive sims, while beloved by those who played them, weren’t reaching the types of audiences that would lead to exponential growth. Warren Spector’s games were critically acclaimed but never sold as well as others in Origin’s library, like Chris Roberts’s Wing Commander series, which made Spector the odd man out. “I was the ‘B-movie’ guy, the guy who had the low budgets and nobody paid attention, so I got to do all these crazy projects that were cult classics,” Spector said. “[The EA executive] said, ‘Why would I give you a dollar knowing I’m gonna get $1.10 back when I can give Chris $10 million and either make $100 million or get a tax write-off?’”

         By 1996, Warren Spector had decided to leave EA, and his old friend Paul Neurath asked if he wanted to come out to Massachusetts and work with him at Looking Glass. Spector refused to leave Texas again, so Neurath suggested he open up a new office down there. Two other Looking Glass employees already worked out of their homes in Austin, so they could join Spector’s new venture. They’d call it Looking Glass Austin, and under Spector, it would get its own autonomous staff and projects.

         Spector started hiring developers and planning out games, like Junction Point, a sci-fi multiplayer game in which you could get together with groups of friends and go off on adventures—an unusual concept for 1996. “It was way ahead of its time,” said Neurath. But Looking Glass ran into investment problems, and after just a few months, Neurath and Spector were facing difficult questions about how to keep the company alive. “I told Paul, ‘Just shut the Austin office down,’” said Spector. “I was pretty confident I could get another deal.”5 And in 1997, Spector went through his first studio closure, asking some of his employees at Looking Glass Austin if they might stick around while he looked for a new project. (The Junction Point game never happened.)

         They weren’t unemployed for long. Shortly after the closure, Spector and his new team came close to signing a deal with a company called Westwood for a role-playing game based on the popular real-time strategy game series Command & Conquer (which, ironically, would later also be acquired by EA). Then Spector got a call from a brash, bombastic game designer named John Romero. Romero had also worked at Origin, although he’d left in 1988, a year before Spector started. He’d then partnered with a programmer named John Carmack to found id Software, the scrappy studio behind megahits like Doom, Quake, and Wolfenstein 3D. Tensions between Romero and the other employees led the rockstar designer to resign, and he founded a new studio, Ion Storm, that had already built up a substantial bank account by the time Romero and Spector got on the phone.

         Romero told Spector to say no to the Command & Conquer deal and to come work for him instead. But it was too late, Spector said—they were about to sign. So Romero drove from his office in Dallas to Spector’s in Austin and slapped down the godfather offer of all godfather offers. “Unlimited budget, a bigger marketing budget than I’ve ever had in my life,” said Spector. “Make the game of your dreams with no interference from anybody. Who says no to that?”

         What emerged from this deal was a video game called Deus Ex. If Ultima Underworld and System Shock had been blueprints for what an “immersive sim” could look like, Deus Ex was the building. It was such a unique blend of genres, the marketing people didn’t know what to call it—was this an RPG? A shooter? An action game?

         The answer turned out to be “all of the above.” Playing as a supersoldier named JC Denton in a near-futuristic dystopian world full of conspiracies, nanotechnology, and nasty scientists, you could overcome each of the game’s obstacles in a variety of ways. Sometimes you might gun down enemies, but you could also find ways to sneak around them, or maybe hack a nearby computer terminal to disable their defenses. The goal, Spector later wrote, was to make “a game about player expression, not about how clever we were as designers, programmers, artists, or storytellers.” At one point, an executive asked Spector why he was bothering to put stealth in the game when their metrics showed that only a fraction of players used it. He ignored them. “I learned early from Chris Roberts the power of the word ‘no,’” Spector said. “The way to win a negotiation is to be willing to walk away from it.”

         When Deus Ex came out in June 2000, it blew players away, teaching the world that among the monotonous shooters and platformers, there were still countless untapped visions for what a video game could look like. It sold more than a million copies and was widely seen as an all-time great. Spector rode high on Deus Ex’s success, running Ion Storm’s Austin office even once Romero left the company in the summer of 2001 and the Dallas studio shuttered.6 He assigned Deus Ex’s lead designer, Harvey Smith, to direct a sequel, Deus Ex: Invisible War, and oversaw other projects, including a new game in the Thief series, a set of fantasy stealth games that had been created by Spector’s old buddies at Looking Glass.

         Again, corporate bureaucracy began to interfere with Warren Spector’s plans. The video game publisher Eidos had purchased Ion Storm during Deus Ex’s development, and Spector found himself dealing with the same type of risk aversion that had bugged him so much at EA. He wanted to make a game set in the Wild West but was told by Eidos marketing execs that Western games couldn’t make money. “My response was, ‘Western games don’t sell until someone makes one that sells,’” Spector said. (That prediction would come to fruition a few years later with Rockstar’s megasuccessful Red Dead Redemption.) Spector hit his breaking point when the marketing people started telling him to stop talking about video game storytelling so much. “This was a quote,” Spector said. “‘Warren, you’re not allowed to say the word ‘story’ anymore.’”

         This was becoming a pattern for Warren Spector, one that was not uncommon in his field. The video game industry, like all artistic pursuits, is built on a tension between two factions: the creative people and the money people. The conflict between game developers trying to make art and game publishers trying to make a profit is as old as video games themselves. It’s the root cause of most of the game industry’s problems. “I’ve never made a budget and a schedule in my life, not on one project I’ve ever worked on,” said Spector. “I’ve always challenged people to just answer this question: Can you name one game that has shipped on time and on budget that anybody cares about?”

         It infuriated executives that Spector wasn’t driven to make games that would sell millions of copies—that this cranky creative didn’t seem to care about how much of their money he was blowing. From their perspective, he was stubborn and fiscally irresponsible. Spector, however, was fine with being the “B-movie guy,” even if it meant butting heads with the money types. He just wanted to make the games that he wanted to make. “One of the things I love about Warren,” said Art Min, a programmer who worked with him at Ion Storm, “is that he’ll say, ‘The number of copies I want to sell is N+1, where N is the number of copies I need to sell to make my next game.’”

         In 2004, seven years after starting Ion Storm Austin, Spector decided he was going to quit, and Min planned to follow him, along with a small group of other employees who called themselves the Cabal. During months of spirited debates over tamales at a Mexican restaurant in the Austin suburbs, the Cabal put together plans to start a new, independent video game company. It would be a risky move, but the freedom would be unprecedented for someone like Spector, who had watched executive after executive try to kill his ideas because they wouldn’t generate enough of a profit. Spector was nearly fifty, working in an industry that seemed tailored for people in their twenties. He and his wife had decided not to have kids, which made it easier for him to put in the long hours that the video game industry demanded from its creatives, but he still often thought about the number of games he had left in him. If each of these big projects took two or three years to make, and some were canceled or otherwise went awry, how many more could he realistically finish? “I was saying, ‘Jump off the cliff, jump off the cliff, jump off the cliff,’” said Caroline Spector. “This is the time to go start your own company. You’re never going to have a better time to start your own company. You need to jump off the cliff now.”

         They called the new company Junction Point, after the multiplayer game he’d wanted to develop at Looking Glass before it shut down. Immediately, Spector and Min went to look for money, eventually hiring Seamus Blackley, an old friend of Spector’s, to represent them. Blackley, a physicist and polymath, had been a programmer at Looking Glass in the 1990s before going off on his own wild career journey with a notable stop at Microsoft, where he convinced founder Bill Gates to invest billions of dollars in a console that could take on the PlayStation. (Things worked out.) These days, Blackley was an agent, working with the Creative Artists Agency to help put together game financing deals for creative people. His client list was full of people who had smart ideas but always struggled to find money, like Tim Schafer (Psychonauts, Grim Fandango); Lorne Lanning (Oddworld); and now, Warren Spector.

         Blackley helped Junction Point sign a deal with the publisher Majesco to make Sleeping Giants, a fantasy game based on a world that Warren and Caroline Spector had conceived together decades earlier, full of dragons and an elaborate physics system based on elemental spells. The two companies worked together for over a year until Majesco, facing financial struggles, decided it no longer wanted to make premium video games. “I was sitting there going, ‘Uh, what do I do?’” Spector said. “There was a kill fee, and that kept us going. So we had enough money that I hoped would carry us over until I could find us another deal.” Junction Point entered crisis mode. Independence had left them cash-strapped, and Art Min resigned following some heated battles with Spector over how to move forward—he thought the only path toward sustainability was to lay people off; Spector didn’t.7

         Soon, another opportunity emerged—a call from Gabe Newell, the billionaire CEO of Valve Software, asking if Spector and his team wanted to make a brand-new episode for the iconic shooter Half-Life 2. That lasted a few months before it, too, was canceled. “So that went away, and I was out a deal again,” Spector said. Here was a group of experienced game developers, including an industry legend, and they just couldn’t seem to find enough money to make something new. If they had gone indie just a few years later, they might have been able to explore alternate routes of funding—Kickstarter, self-publishing, small boutique publishers—but in the mid-2000s, those avenues didn’t exist. Big corporations like EA and Activision were Spector’s only real option, and none of them seemed to be interested in the games he was pitching.

         It was hard not to wonder: Had this whole independent venture been a mistake? Did Spector really want to spend the rest of his career searching for money? The problem with jumping off the cliff is that sometimes, you just hit rocks.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When Disney executive Graham Hopper was promoted, he had one mission: produce more video games. Hopper, a South African businessman who’d started working for Team Mickey in 1991, had a mind for finance and a belief that there was real money in the video game industry. In the past, when Disney had dabbled in video games, it had mostly licensed out characters like Mickey and Goofy to other game publishers rather than developing the games itself. But in the early 2000s, as Disney watched other companies rake in big profits by making their own games, dollar signs appeared in its cartoon doe eyes. The company launched a new division, which would later be called Disney Interactive Studios, and Hopper was put in charge. By 2002, Disney had officially entered the video game business.

         Now Hopper and his staff had to figure out what to do with their most valuable property, Mickey Mouse. Disney’s ubiquitous mascot had starred in video games before, most notably in the 1990s with a series of Mario-style platformers for the Super Nintendo and Sega Genesis, but he hadn’t become an icon in gaming the way he had on the television screen. In Hollywood, Mickey was top mouse; in video games, he was just another cartoon character. Part of Disney’s plans for doubling down on game development involved making a Mickey game that people would cherish and remember. “Mickey’s almost a mythical thing in the game space at Disney,” Hopper said. “He’s one of the most famous characters in the world, yet he doesn’t have a video game that helps bring him in touch with new consumers, new fans.”

         Hopper had his hands full, though, and the Mickey project failed to gain much traction until the summer of 2004, when it wound up in the hands of a group of Disney interns who needed a new project. The interns found themselves unimpressed by some of the pitches that Disney had received from external agencies—one, in true 1990s style, put Mickey in sunglasses and gave him a hoverboard—and decided to instead come up with their own ideas. “We wanted to make Mickey Mouse meets something like Ocarina of Time,” said Sean Vanaman, one of the interns.8 They wound up working with a small independent studio on the project, which was code-named Mickey Epic, a title signaling their ambitions. It’d be an old-fashioned look for Mickey, reminiscent of black-and-white cartoons like Steamboat Willie, in which the iconic mouse had wide eyes and a pronounced jaw. The player, as Mickey, would go around slashing up monsters and accumulating special powers.

         The game would also spotlight a pivotal part of Disney history. During Disney’s orientation for new hires, the interns had learned about a character that most people didn’t know existed: Oswald the Lucky Rabbit, an anthropomorphic bunny created by Walt Disney in 1927. With large, protruding ears and a peppy personality, Oswald became more popular than the other, flatter cartoon characters (mostly cats) who dominated the animation circuit of the 1920s. But then, as the story went, a nasty contract dispute led Walt Disney to strike off on his own. He started scribbling early sketches of a cartoon mouse to which he’d retain the rights and quit Universal, leaving Oswald in the hands of other artists. By 2004, the world had mostly forgotten about Oswald, although the Disney corporation made sure to share the story with all of its employees. “It’s the first thing they tell you, day one, coffee’s still warm in the cups,” said Vanaman. “We were like, ‘Who’s the bad guy? Oh, the guy we first heard about.’”

         It made for the perfect hook. Oswald, lost and abandoned, could be the game’s tragic antagonist. Vanaman and the other interns envisioned an Oswald who was angry and jealous, forgotten by the world and driven to make his place in it. Envious of his more successful younger brother, Oswald would build a theme park of his own—a skewed take on Disney’s Magic Kingdom, made out of cardboard and spare parts. “It was like he heard about Disneyland through the telephone and decided to make his own version,” said Vanaman.

         Graham Hopper and the other higher-ups in Disney’s new video game division were excited about the project, but there were two lingering problems. The first was that Disney still didn’t have the rights to Oswald. Since 1927, Universal had owned Mickey’s older brother, and although the film titan had long ago stopped making Oswald cartoons, Universal’s decision makers saw the value in keeping him around. Question was, could Disney get it back? Graham Hopper pitched the game idea to Disney president Bob Iger, who liked it, and called Universal to ask if they could get the rights to Oswald. Universal’s executives immediately said no. They figured that if Disney wanted Oswald, he must be valuable. “That was the end of that for a while,” said Hopper. But Iger never forgot about it. “He kept it in his back pocket for when the time came he had something they wanted.”

         The Mickey video game project sat dormant, and then something unusual happened. Al Michaels, the legendary sports broadcaster best known for calling the United States hockey team’s victory in the 1980 Olympics (“Do you believe in miracles?”), wanted to get out of his long-running ABC contract and join his old pal John Madden at NBC for Sunday Night Football. Disney, which owned ABC, quietly started negotiating with NBC, which also happened to be part of Universal. And on February 9, 2006, Disney announced that it had “traded” Al Michaels to its rival media conglomerate in exchange for a few small licensing deals as well as, inexplicably, the rights to Oswald the Lucky Rabbit. It was perhaps the only time in recorded history that a human being had been swapped for a cartoon character. (“I’m going to be a trivia answer someday,” Michaels later joked.)

         What nobody outside Disney’s walls knew at the time—and what many people still don’t realize—was that Bob Iger had asked for Oswald solely to use him for the Mickey Mouse video game. “He was very happy to call me and tell me we now had the rights back,” said Hopper. “There were no other reasons. It was to make this game. It was sufficiently cool and interesting to everybody involved.”

         Project Mickey Epic, which would later be changed to Epic Mickey, would finally be able to get off the ground—except for the second big problem. “We didn’t have a studio capable of making this game happen,” said Hopper. The original prototype that the Disney interns had helped make with that outside independent studio was impressive—“I haven’t played a six-month prototype that played and felt like this since,” said Vanaman—but Disney didn’t have faith in that company to carry it forward. It was too small, and didn’t have the clout that Disney’s executives wanted. “People saw it and said, ‘This is cool. Let’s get someone else to make it,’” said Vanaman. In the months before the Oswald deal, Hopper and his team had been hunting for a developer who might be a good fit, someone who was famous enough in the video game industry to make a big splash when Disney announced that it would be jumping into games.

         Turned out there was someone available.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When he heard the whole story, it became clear to Warren Spector why Disney’s executives were texting while he was trying to pitch them his game ideas. They weren’t all that interested in his pitches. What they really wanted was for him to direct the Mickey Mouse video game, and they’d actually been texting one another to ask if they should pull out the proposal. Once Seamus Blackley, the agent, gave them the green light, Graham Hopper and the other Disney executives took out some of the Epic Mickey proposals they’d been putting together in recent months. “We’d learned from that conversation that Warren was a big fan of Disney in general,” said Hopper. “Watching him present to us and engaging with him, it felt like a little bit of a long shot that he’d be interested, but it seemed worth the effort.”

         So, then, did Spector want to work on a Mickey game? He could barely hold in his excitement. “I just looked at them and said, ‘Yeah,’” Spector said. “Mickey Mouse is the most recognizable icon on Planet Earth. Who doesn’t say yes to that?” Hopper gave Spector the materials they’d already put together for Epic Mickey—concept art, a basic story, other assorted notes and ideas—and they agreed to the framework of a deal. Disney would pay Spector and Junction Point to spend the next few months putting together concept art and design for the Mickey project. If Disney liked it, both companies would move forward. If not, no hard feelings. “I just said, ‘You’ve just given me an acorn, and I’m going to grow that into an oak tree,’” Spector said.

         When he got back to Texas toward the end of 2005, Spector began working with two other Junction Point developers on the Mickey project, taking the Oswald premise and adding some of their own twists. They spent a great deal of time figuring out how Mickey would look, how his movements would be animated, and what he’d be able to do in the game. The game’s world, the Cartoon Wasteland, would be a gathering place for unused and forgotten Disney characters. They played around with other titles like “Mouse Trapped,” but Epic Mickey stuck. The trade for Oswald was finalized a few months later, showing Junction Point that Disney was serious about developing this game.

         In April 2006, when Spector flew back to California to show Disney what they’d made, Graham Hopper and the other executives told them they were pleased with the results. There was just one catch. “That’s when it got weird,” said Spector. “They said, ‘We love your concept. We want you to make this game. The only way you get to make this game is if we acquire you.’”

         This wasn’t what Warren Spector wanted to hear. He’d already been part of two different studios that were acquired by big corporations: Origin (EA) and Ion Storm (Eidos). Neither acquisition had worked out very well for him. Executives, looking for home runs rather than Spector’s singles and doubles, had never given him the leeway he wanted, and Spector was not shy about letting them know how he felt. During social situations he often felt introverted, but in meetings, he wasn’t afraid to let loose. Spector had started his own studio—jumped off the cliff—so that he would have the creative freedom to make the games that made him happy, without having to deal with executives demanding that he sell millions of copies.

         Over sushi dinner in Glendale, one of Disney’s executives made Spector an offer for Junction Point. The number was so low, Spector found himself genuinely offended. “I said no,” Spector recalled. “He said, ‘What do you mean, ‘No’? No one says no to Disney.’” Spector thought it’d be perfectly fine to say no to Disney. He was obstinate, the company had some promising leads, and he’d learned during his days at Origin that the only way to win a negotiation was to be willing to walk away.

         The tactic worked. Months later, in 2007, a Disney vice president called up Spector and asked if he would meet for dinner. Spector said sure, and the vice president was on a plane to Austin the next day. “He said they’d spent a year trying to find someone to execute on our proposal, but hadn’t found anyone—would I come back and do it?” said Spector. “They still wanted me to sell Junction Point and join Disney, but this time they came back with a deal that was just good enough to convince me.”

         For Spector, the proposition was bittersweet. In addition to cash, Disney would allow Junction Point to scale up to the hundreds of staff they’d need in order to make Epic Mickey, but it wasn’t the type of “eff you” money that often comes coupled with acquisitions. “I was thinking, ‘I’m not ready to get acquired,’” Spector said. “But the reality of the games business is, there are four endgames: You go public, which nobody does. You survive for decades like Valve. You get acquired. Or you go out of business.”

         Spector didn’t want to go out of business, and Junction Point’s other projects hadn’t gotten very far, as they still hadn’t found a new publisher for Sleeping Giants or the John Woo game. After conferring with his wife, Spector decided he’d sell his company, and he and Seamus Blackley started what would become a very long process of piecing together a Disney acquisition contract. “It’s very difficult to negotiate with them,” said Blackley. “They’re meticulous, have a lot of attorneys, and negotiate for every point like it’s death.”

         That summer, at the 2007 E3 convention, Graham Hopper wanted to shock the video game world, informing them all that Disney was entering gaming in a big way. They’d hold a press conference full of announcements, unveiling the division’s new name—Disney Interactive Studios—and showing off games for both kids (High School Musical) and adults (Turok). One of the marquee announcements would be that Disney had made a big investment in Warren Spector, who was recognized by most video game fans as an industry legend—the guy who had helped bring the world Ultima Underworld, System Shock, and Deus Ex.

         Problem was, the deal still wasn’t finalized. Spector was antsy about giving up his independence, and there were still a couple of items left to negotiate. “It was absolutely down to the wire,” said Hopper. “Even I didn’t know at that stage whether he was actually going to go through.”

         On the morning of July 13, 2007, Graham Hopper and Warren Spector stood together at a loading dock behind the Fairmont Hotel in Santa Monica, California. Hopper held the acquisition contract, waiting for Spector to sign it. In front of the hotel, journalists were already filing in for a Disney news briefing. “They’re letting the press into the room where the announcement is going to be made, while I’m outside with Graham and a contract I had not yet signed,” Spector said. “I had one phone with my lawyer on one ear, and Seamus on another phone on my other ear.” Minutes before the deal was set to be announced, Spector still wasn’t sure if he was ready to give up his independence. Was this really a good idea?

         Blackley told Spector that there was only one real question he needed to answer: Did he like these guys? Did he want to work with them? In other words, did he trust Hopper and the rest of Disney Interactive Studios to help him try to make a great game? If the answer was yes, Blackley said, the rest would work itself out. Spector thought about it, then decided, once again, to jump off the cliff. “And so I signed the contract,” said Spector, “walked into the room, and got introduced.”

         The journalists in attendance, who had no idea how close to the wire the deal had come, were impressed by Disney’s moxie, although they thought it was a strange fit. They asked many of the same questions that Spector had asked two years earlier. Why would the director of the violent, gritty Deus Ex work for a company best known for cartoons and kids’ games? He’d later tell the press that he’d always loved cartoons—that he’d written his master’s thesis on them—and that this was a dream opportunity for him. Hopper didn’t tell the world what Spector was actually working on, just that he was making a game for Disney, leaving pundits to wonder and speculate. “Then I got to go back to the office that was working on an epic fantasy role-playing game,” said Spector, “and say, ‘Guys, we’re making a Mickey Mouse game.’”

         Not everyone back in Austin was elated about the acquisition, and a few of Junction Point’s original developers quit, telling Spector they didn’t want to work on a cartoon game. For everyone else, however, this meant stability. They no longer had to go out and pitch new projects to publishers and investors—they could just make a video game. Warren Spector no longer had to be a salesman; he could be a director. “We were thrilled,” said Caroline Spector. “It was a very big deal. It meant Junction Point could continue. They could stop worrying about money.”

         As the studio expanded, from a dozen people to multiple dozens and eventually to over one hundred, the game titled Epic Mickey began to take shape. It would be a Wii exclusive, designed for the wand-like Wiimote and its waggling motion controls. It’d be a platforming game, like Super Mario Bros., and you’d have to leap across precarious cliffs and ledges as you explored Oswald’s malformed catalog of Disney history. Mickey’s main tool was a magical paintbrush that could be used either to paint or to thin out large swaths of the world, giving players the choice of how to deal with obstacles and enemies—you could help bring them back to life with paint or obliterate them with your thinner. Your choices would have consequences that resonated throughout the game, influencing the story and dialogue. Epic Mickey wouldn’t give you quite as many options as Spector’s previous immersive sims had, but it was still driven by his philosophy to create games in which the player’s choices actually made a difference.

         For the next three years, Spector led development on Epic Mickey, expanding his team and battling with Disney executives over time and resources. Spector had never worked well with financial constraints—this was the man who, by his own admission, had never been on time or on budget in his life—and for a tightly wound company like Disney, that could lead to a lot of tension. “There were times when executives would call me into the office and try to say, ‘This is the way you should make this game,’” said Spector, “and I would just say, ‘No.’” They fought over scaling back the budget, tightening the schedule, and even over the way Mickey should look and move. After all, Mickey was the crown jewel—the most important character in Disney’s vault. “I don’t know why I wasn’t fired six times at Disney, but I wasn’t,” said Spector. “And they let me make the game I wanted to make.”

         Epic Mickey came out for the Wii on November 30, 2010. It had some issues—notably, the jerky camera movements, which made it tough to see what was going on—but it was a charming adventure that players seemed to enjoy.9 The game sold well, moving 1.3 million copies in its first month, and by Graham Hopper’s recollection it came very close to breaking even. This was a success for a game that launched on just one console, and with the fundamentals and technology they’d developed already, Spector’s team was in a good position to make a sequel.

         Yet, at the same time, there were radical shifts happening in Disney’s video game division. Everyone was still feeling the fallout from the 2008 US recession, and video games were exploding on phones and Facebook, with analysts prognosticating that the traditional video game console would soon be dead. In the summer of 2010, Disney had put together a $763 million deal for Playdom, a company that made social games, and as part of a restructuring that fall, Playdom boss John Pleasants was installed above Graham Hopper in Disney’s video game division. “I think there were people in the corporate group at Disney who had come to the conclusion that it was really important for Disney not to be left behind by, shall we say, the online revolution,” said Hopper. “And console games were a dying industry. That’s a conclusion they reached by themselves, and it’s not one I supported or agreed with.”

         By the fall of 2010, even as Junction Point’s developers crunched long hours to finish Epic Mickey, Disney’s executives were putting out signals that they no longer cared about console video games. Disney Interactive Studios had been losing a great deal of money, and the company wanted to take a different approach to game development. “After that Playdom acquisition was done, it was very clear that the interest in console games was not there anymore,” said Hopper. “I even heard words said like, ‘It’s dead.’ That was not something I could agree with and stay.”

         A few weeks before the release of Epic Mickey, Hopper—who had shepherded Disney Interactive Studios and been a champion for video games at the company—resigned. Hopper was the one who had brought Spector and Junction Point to Disney. And Hopper was the one who had pushed for Disney to make games on consoles like the Wii, games like Epic Mickey that would appeal to both hard-core and casual video game fans. Now he was gone.

         Spector and Hopper had plenty of disagreements, but it was clear that Hopper loved and cared deeply about video games, which Spector always respected. Pleasants, on the other hand, was a business guy, with a background running numbers and branding at companies like Pepsi and Ticketmaster.10 He looked at the spreadsheets for Disney Interactive Studios and saw a company bleeding many millions of dollars in an industry that appeared to be moving toward mobile games, social games, and live services—games that could be updated and monetized for months and months after release rather than generating revenue only when they launched. From Pleasants’s perspective, making huge investments in console games didn’t make much sense. Even if Epic Mickey was a big success, Junction Point would have to spend the next three years working on something new, burning cash until the sequel came out. Why not invest in games that could make money every year?

         Pleasants was blunt when he first met Spector, telling the Epic Mickey director that Disney’s strategy was changing. “He came right out and told me he didn’t think people who were making console games were going to have jobs much longer,” Spector said. “Not that he was going to fire us, but console games and PC games were not the future. He told me that the day I met him.”

         It raised an obvious but troubling question. If Junction Point made console games, but console games weren’t the future, then what did that mean for Junction Point?

         
            *  *  *

         

         Chase Jones didn’t mind living like a nomad, which made him a good fit for the video game industry. As a kid he shuffled between schools often—his parents were divorced, and his dad’s job at the phone company led them to move around frequently. In 1999 he began attending DigiPen, a private college for game developers in Redmond, Washington, and when he graduated, he moved out to Los Angeles, California. There he worked as a game tester for a couple of big publishers before flying across the country for a job at an independent studio in Brooklyn, New York, called Mind Engine. It wasn’t exactly glamorous. “There were days when I’d get off the subway, walk the ten blocks to work, and open up and the lights weren’t on, because the electricity wasn’t paid,” Jones said. “So you grabbed your tower, hopped back on the subway, and just worked from home.”

         The founders of Mind Engine, unable to find proper funding, shut it down in 2004, and Jones went on the road once again, this time moving to Cary, North Carolina, to work at Red Storm Entertainment, a Ubisoft studio that worked mostly on military games based on the works of novelist Tom Clancy. In 2006, Chase Jones got another job offer, this time in Novato, California, at the publisher 2K’s flagship studio, Visual Concepts. The offer was enticing: if Jones came and helped the team finish a movie tie-in game, Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer, then he’d get to help them start a brand-new franchise once they were done. “What I didn’t realize was that I was the third lead designer being brought in, with ten months to go,” Jones said. “That was full-on crunch, nonstop, no holidays, no time down. Most times I’d leave the office at three in the morning to go back home, sleep, wake up, then get back at 8:00 a.m. to do it all over again.”

         It would have been tough enough to crunch like that for a game Jones thought could be great, but Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer wasn’t designed to push creative boundaries or hit new artistic heights. It was designed to sell copies to kids who watched the new Fantastic Four movie and wanted to play the video game. “I think we all had realistic expectations,” Jones said. “It’s not like we thought we were going to win Game of the Year or anything.” What helped him and his teammates get through the extensive overtime was the hope of getting to do something new and exciting afterward. Visual Concepts was mainly known for making sports games like the NBA 2K series; with Fantastic Four, they were hoping to branch out into action-adventure games and maybe more.

         Then came the layoffs. In June 2007, when the Fantastic Four video game was finished but before it had actually been released, 2K let go of nearly the entire team behind it.11 Only two people were kept around: the game’s director, Paul Weaver; and Chase Jones, who was confounded. “Me and Paul were sitting in half of an airplane hangar, looking at all of the cleared desks, just staring at each other, wondering why they even kept us,” Jones said. “They’d told me they wanted to find a place for me with the sports franchises, but I wasn’t into designing sports games. A couple weeks later they put me in an office by myself, and I ended up just sitting there playing games until I could find another gig, driving myself crazy.”

         Eventually he did find another gig—in Champaign, Illinois, where he became a designer at Volition, a studio best known for a quirky series of Grand Theft Auto–inspired games called Saints Row. Jones was there for about a year before his project was canceled by Volition’s parent company, THQ, which had been hit hard by the US recession. (THQ would go bankrupt just a few years later.) Searching yet again for a new job, Jones got in touch with his old friend Paul Weaver, who had moved to Austin, Texas, to be the studio director of a company called Junction Point Studios.

         Weaver said they were looking for a lead designer for their new Mickey Mouse project, and in the fall of 2008, Chase Jones found himself driving down to Austin, Texas—his sixth city (and fifth state) of residence in seven years of game development. “I’d already come to the mind-set that, whether they tell you it’s full-time or not, this industry is contractual,” Jones said. “You finish your title, then you worry about whether there’s going to be another title or not. 401(k)s don’t matter. They’re all just going to be in microchunks that you then consolidate. Because that’s just not the way this industry runs.” Junction Point at least seemed like a place where Jones could stay for a while. It was owned by Disney, after all. Few companies were richer. Few companies were more stable.

         For the next two years, Jones worked as the lead designer on Epic Mickey, helping Warren Spector execute his vision for the ambitious platformer. It was an intense process, exacerbated by some turnover in the design department that had happened before Jones got to Austin. “We needed to define the gameplay and pull a vertical slice together I think within a month and a half of me landing here,” Jones said. A vertical slice is essentially a demo, usually a mission or a level, meant to show everyone how the game will ultimately function. To make a vertical slice, the game’s developers need to figure out the fundamentals—in Epic Mickey’s case, how Mickey would look, how he’d move, how he’d swing his paintbrush and hop from platform to platform. What that meant for Jones and the rest of the development team was a whole lot of overtime.

         Once they’d finished Epic Mickey in the fall of 2010, the tired staff at Junction Point split into a few teams. Some worked on secretive new projects; others started conceiving and designing a family-friendly game in which all of Disney’s characters competed against one another at the Olympics. A handful of people started working on tools and other processes to make the studio run more efficiently. Chase Jones, meanwhile, was told to take charge of the sequel to Epic Mickey. “Paul and Warren looked at me and said: ‘Go ahead and start concepting what Mickey 2 will be like,’” Jones said. They gave him a team of a dozen people to start building a prototype—some sort of rough, playable demo for what the game could become. (Unlike a vertical slice, it’s okay for a prototype to look janky and unfinished.)

         The big new feature would be co-op multiplayer. In addition to playing solo as Mickey, you’d be able to bring along a buddy to play as Oswald the Lucky Rabbit, who had evolved from tragic villain to helpful ally. Where Mickey had a magical paintbrush, Oswald would get a remote control, allowing him to power up switches and electrocute enemies. Mickey and Oswald would be able to perform cooperative attacks and even revive one another during tight battles. By the time Junction Point’s staff took off for Christmas break at the end of 2010, Jones and his team had designed a co-op prototype and sketched out the basics of a story for the second game. The hope was that with a standard development period of two and a half or three years, Epic Mickey 2 could be really special.

         What was most important at this point was for the team to stay small, so they could change things without having to worry about too much wasted work. Even for a sequel like Epic Mickey 2, which would be built on art and technology from the first game, there were still new stories to write, mechanics to design, and levels to build. They needed some time to experiment before growing their team to hundreds of people. John Pleasants and the other Disney executives wanted Epic Mickey 2 to be on more platforms than just the Wii, which was the smart business decision but would create more technological challenges for them to solve before they went into full production.

         A few days into Christmas vacation, Jones got a call from his old friend Paul Weaver, who dropped a bomb in his lap. “He said, ‘Think about what would happen to your plans if, say, the second week in January you got 110 people,’” Jones recalled. As it turned out, Disney wasn’t interested in moving Junction Point’s other projects forward; the executives just wanted to release a sequel to Epic Mickey as quickly as possible. “Because we had the team, the tools, outsourcing relationships, and we could just crank out the game,” said Jones. “If we push hard enough, yes, we can get something out that allows them to start making that money.” Jones began frantically making decisions over the break, returning to the office with hurried assignments for the newly massive Epic Mickey 2 team.

         Meanwhile, Spector checked out. He didn’t have much interest in sequels—he preferred to put his energy into brand-new things—so when he wasn’t doing big-picture work to keep Junction Point operating, he was playing around with other prototypes and ideas. He was still obsessed with Disney’s ducks, and he spent some time pitching an “Epic Donald” video game that would do for the cranky, pantless Donald Duck what Epic Mickey had accomplished for the mouse. Spector also began angling for a larger role at Disney, writing DuckTales comics and even trying to pitch his own ideas for cartoon series and feature films. (He refused to move to California, which hampered many of those plans.)

         But it was becoming clear that with Graham Hopper gone, there were very few people on Disney’s leadership team who wanted to keep making traditional video games. In November 2010, before the first Epic Mickey even came out, Disney chief executive Bob Iger told the press that they were investing less money in console games, preferring instead to focus on mobile and Facebook apps.12 In January 2011, Disney shut down one of its studios, Propaganda Games, which had been making console games based on movies such as Tron and Pirates of the Caribbean. A few months later, Disney shut down Black Rock Studios, a development house in the United Kingdom that specialized in racing games including MotoGP and Split/Second. “There were people at Disney in executive positions who’d come right out and tell you, ‘I don’t like games,’” Spector said. “I’d be like, ‘Why are you involved in running a game division then?’”

         Yet, bizarrely, those same Disney executives were demanding that Junction Point go on a hiring spree. They’d done the financial mapping and determined that Epic Mickey 2 could be profitable as long as it was finished by the fall of 2012, so they threw money at the studio in order to make that happen. Disney Interactive Studios was shrinking, but Junction Point was growing. By 2012, more than two hundred people worked at the studio, and they were also paying for hundreds of outsourcers across the world. “We spent a lot of money on that game,” said Spector. “A lot of money.”

         Spector tried to argue to Disney that they needed more time—that it was impossible to make a high-quality Epic Mickey 2 in less than two years, especially if they wanted it on multiple platforms. Disney gave the game an extra couple of months, but they wouldn’t budge further. “What they don’t understand is that no two games are alike,” said Spector. “I always tell potential partners, every game I’ve worked on has taken about three years. If I tell you I’m going to make a game in less than that, I’m lying.” As a result of the compressed schedule, the developers of Epic Mickey 2 wound up trapped by decisions they’d made before having enough information to determine whether they were the right calls. “You always have this hope that when they finally see the scope of the game, they’re going to say, ‘Okay, in order to get this to quality, we’re going to have a reasonable discussion about how long this takes,’ which never happens,” said Chase Jones. “People have a date for all of their financials to work, and most of the time you work backwards.”

         Junction Point was struggling. The influx of new people triggered cultural conflicts, the time constraints caused a lot of stress, and Disney’s executives would frequently come in and ask the developers to experiment with whatever trends were making the most money that month. “We were exploring a free-to-play version; an always-online version,” said Jones. “Whatever the whistle of the day was, we had to create another deck that showed: Should we or shouldn’t we do this?” Games like FarmVille and League of Legends were making billions of dollars, and Disney wanted to emulate those successes.

         Spector had started Junction Point because he wanted the freedom to make his own “B-movie” games without having to worry about what might make kajillions of dollars. Now, it was EA and Eidos all over again.

         One day in early 2012, the leaders of Disney and Junction Point had a meeting to discuss the future. They sat in a conference room on the bottom floor of Junction Point’s offices in Austin, Texas. It was Spector, Jones, some other Junction Point leads, and a group of Disney executives including John Pleasants. Spector said he thought his plan for Epic Mickey 2 and other Junction Point console games could be profitable. Pleasants didn’t. Pleasants wanted Junction Point to adapt to Disney’s vision for the future—mobile, free-to-play, and other business models that didn’t involve traditional console games.13

         As they battled back and forth about the studio’s future, Spector and Pleasants started raising their voices. Soon they were screaming. At one point, in the middle of a conversation, Pleasants’s phone rang. Spector was shocked to see Pleasants pick up and answer it, and something in his brain went off. “Next thing I know, the controller for the pointer comes whizzing across the room, flies past my head, and hits the wall and breaks open,” Jones said. “And Warren storms out the door. We’re sitting there, like, ‘Do we continue?’”

         Thanks to his screaming matches and hurling projectiles, Warren Spector’s relationship with Disney fractured. “I think at some point I became persona non grata there,” Spector said. “I probably doomed the studio.” Later in the year, as Junction Point’s staff were working long overtime hours to finish Epic Mickey 2, Disney gave Spector and his leadership team a new mandate: cut costs. It was time for Junction Point to lay people off. This led to weeks of negotiation between Disney and Junction Point. What would the studio look like if they reduced from hundreds of employees to just twenty-five? What if they got fifty? Seventy-five? “There was one discussion where it got down to, ‘Well, what if we only got to keep ten?’” said Chase Jones. “I remember saying in that meeting, ‘Then just shut the whole thing down. If we’re talking about ten people then there’s no point.’”

         By the fall of 2012, it became clear to Spector that Disney did indeed plan to shut the whole thing down. All of his proposals for the future of Junction Point had been rejected (“Sixty-two spreadsheets, and we couldn’t get anything approved,” he said), and even though Epic Mickey 2 was planned for release in November, Disney hadn’t green-lit any of their other projects. One week that fall, Spector flew out to California for one last-ditch meeting with Disney executives to try to keep Junction Point alive. “I came out there with a plan that would have saved seventy-five people’s jobs,” he said. “And they said, ‘No, we’re giving you’—I don’t remember the number, but way less than that.” By this point, Spector had realized that what Disney was actually saying was that Junction Point was finished. Nothing he could say or do would prevent that.

         Another screaming match ensued. “There was about a forty-five-minute argument that got really loud,” Spector said. “I had an out-of-body experience that day. I’ve never had that happen before—I really saw myself on the ceiling, looking down on myself, thinking, ‘This is the coolest and stupidest thing I’ve ever done in my life.’” As Warren Spector flew back to Texas, he left with the knowledge that the next few months would be Junction Point’s last. Before they’d even gotten a chance to see if Epic Mickey 2 was a success, the studio was doomed.

         In just two years, Junction Point had gone from the vanguard of Disney’s battle for console gaming to another casualty in the chase for hot new trends. And, for legal reasons involving employee severance, Spector couldn’t tell anyone about it. As a producer and a leader, Spector thought of himself as “transparent to a fault”—since his days at Origin, he’d always believed in being up front about risks and problems. Now, he was sworn to secrecy. “It was a little slice of hell,” he said. “One of the worst experiences of my life.”

         When Epic Mickey 2 came out on November 18, 2012, it was clear that it had been the product of rushed development. Critics slammed the repetitive gameplay and Oswald’s wonky artificial intelligence. (“He’s able to fumble his way through the game for the most part, but leaves you wishing for a proper, communicative partner,” wrote critic Lucy O’Brien in her review for the gaming website IGN.) Worst of all, the game’s sales were just a fraction of Epic Mickey’s, which was catastrophic given that Epic Mickey had been on a single console, the Wii, while Epic Mickey 2 was also on Xbox and PlayStation. If there were any lingering hopes that Junction Point might survive, they were dashed by Epic Mickey 2’s tepid critical and commercial response.14

         Spector, who still couldn’t tell Junction Point’s staff about the closure, gave everyone a long break and then told them to brainstorm some ideas for mobile games. “I guess there was a part of me that hoped if we went mobile we could maybe survive,” Spector said. Really, he knew that they were just killing time.

         On January 29, 2013, two months after Epic Mickey 2 came out, Spector gathered two hundred Junction Point staff in the break room—the Fantasia room—and told them the studio was closing. Just months after crunching nights and weekends to finish Epic Mickey 2, they were all losing their jobs. Junction Point’s employees were told to meet with HR to discuss their individual severance packages. Later, there would be a job fair.

         Some of the departing employees remained in Austin, working at some of the few nearby game companies or moving into other fields, while others relocated so they could remain in the video game industry. Even those who had read the tea leaves following Epic Mickey 2’s failure were devastated. “I said I was really proud of them,” Spector said, “and really sorry it ended up that way.”

         Warren Spector sank into a funk. He had been through rocky endings before—at Origin, at Looking Glass, at Ion Storm—but this was the worst yet. “I was reeling,” he said. “I sat on a couch for months with a remote control in my hand just clicking. I was depressed as hell. I couldn’t do anything.” The idea of starting a new company and making more video games was too exhausting to even imagine. “I was done emotionally,” Spector said. “I describe Disney as the best experience of my professional life and the worst experience of my professional life, and nothing in the middle ever…I couldn’t see myself getting lucky enough to do that again.”

         In many ways, Spector was fortunate. He had done well for himself financially over the years, especially at Disney, and unlike his former employees, he didn’t have to worry about finding a new job or uprooting his family. But he also had to wrestle with the guilt of letting all those people down and laying them off, of having built something that ultimately collapsed. As he stewed, Spector blamed himself for what had happened. Why did he have to get in all those screaming matches? Would things have gone differently if he had taken a larger role in Epic Mickey 2’s development?

         Spector was now fifty-seven, older than most of his peers in the video game industry. He briefly thought about retiring, until he got yet another fortuitous phone call, just like he had back in the old days. His alma mater, the University of Texas in Austin, had just received a grant for a video game development program, and they wanted Spector to help put it together. “I always assumed I would end up teaching,” he said. “So I thought, ‘Maybe this is the time.’”

         Spector spent the next year building a program and curriculum, then two more years teaching courses on business and game design. Although he found it rewarding, it was hard to suppress the urge to go back to designing and producing his own video games. “About halfway through that, I realized I still wanted to make some stuff,” Spector said. “It’s great molding young minds, but there’s no box at the end. There’s nothing to download digitally.” Plus, the program was running out of money, and despite Spector’s best efforts to raise funds, he couldn’t convince many people to donate. “I spent a lot of those three years trying to raise money and discovering that (a) people in the game business don’t value education very much,” he said, “and (b) they’re really cheap sons of bitches.”

         When Spector turned sixty, he knew he was entering the final arc of his career. It would be a poetic one. Soon he’d find a way to rejoin the video game industry and start making things again, thanks to the return of an old friend.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Between 2004, when Spector founded Junction Point, and January 2013, when it shut down, the gaming landscape had shifted in some big ways. The rise of mobile and Facebook games had led pundits to believe that console gaming would go obsolete, but instead it had the opposite effect, bringing games to brand-new audiences just in time for the launch of a new generation of consoles, the PlayStation 4 and Xbox One, in the fall of 2013.

         At the same time, the barriers for making and releasing games were collapsing thanks to widespread development tools and digital distribution. Developers no longer had to call up EA or Activision to get their games placed in Target and GameStop. By the early 2010s, anyone could develop a game and sell it to people on digital platforms like Steam and Xbox Live, whether they were a twenty-something hobbyist or a team of grizzled veterans.

         Paul Neurath got to see this shift in trends firsthand. Since making games like System Shock with Warren Spector in the 1990s, Neurath had spent a few years at Zynga, the social gaming titan behind FarmVille, CityVille, and many other games for Facebook and phones. Zynga took off like a rocket ship and then came crashing back to earth when Facebook changed a few algorithms, and by 2013, the once-mighty company had shuttered the Boston office where Neurath worked.

         At the same time, a new model emerged that seemed perfect for someone like Neurath: crowdfunding. Kickstarter, a website that allowed fans to fund creative projects directly, enabled game developers to bypass restrictive publishers—those executives who cared only about exponential growth—and go straight to the players. The most effective way to do this was to appeal to nostalgia. The creative people behind franchises like Mega Man and Castlevania, beloved but abandoned by their publishers, raised millions of dollars on Kickstarter from fans who missed those games and wanted to play new ones. Neurath thought he could find similar success by bringing back his own classics.

         After long negotiations with EA, Neurath won back the rights to one of his old franchises: Underworld, based on the groundbreaking Ultima Underworld, which he’d made back in the Origin days with Warren Spector. (EA kept the Ultima franchise.) In 2014, Neurath started a new company, Otherside Games, and a year later he launched a Kickstarter for Underworld Ascendant, raising over $800,000 for a spiritual successor to the games that he used to make.15 Following some more complicated negotiations, Otherside also obtained the rights to develop a new System Shock game.

         Who better to lead this System Shock 3 than Neurath’s old pal, who was itching to get out of teaching and make video games again? Neurath had stayed close to Warren Spector over the years, and the two talked frequently about their old aspirations to re-create Dungeons & Dragons and make video games that gave players real choices. Toward the end of 2015, Neurath called up Spector and made him a proposition. “I said, ‘Hey Warren, we’re ready to start making a System Shock 3; are you interested?’” Neurath recalled. “He thought for a minute and then he said yes.” A few months later, once Spector had wound down his teaching work, he started a new Otherside office—Otherside Austin—where he would build a team to make a brand-new System Shock. Back in 1996, Spector had started an Austin office of Paul Neurath’s Looking Glass, but it had shuttered before they could release any games. Twenty years later, they had a chance to try again.

         Once again, however, Spector found himself facing money problems. In 2016, Otherside struck an agreement with a Swedish publisher named Starbreeze Studios to fund System Shock 3, allowing Spector to hire a dozen staff and open an office in the gorgeous Austin Arboretum, surrounded by large glass windows and fresh greenery. Things went swimmingly until the fall of 2018, when Starbreeze filed for reconstruction, the Swedish version of bankruptcy. The next few days were dramatic. Swedish authorities arrested Starbreeze’s CEO on suspicions of insider trading, though he was later released and cleared of charges. In the following weeks, realizing that Starbreeze no longer had the funds to pay them, Paul Neurath and Warren Spector pulled out of the deal.

         Suddenly, Spector was back on the road again, pitching System Shock 3 to publishers as if he were back in the 1990s. But he was older now, and tired of flying around to different cities to beg for money. Publishers never said yes or no—they’d always offer noncommittal responses like “We’ll be in touch”—and by the end of 2019, Otherside had failed to find funding and had to lay off most of the Austin office.

         Chase Jones, who had reunited with his old boss to be the design director on System Shock 3, was again forced to make a tough decision. After leaving Junction Point in 2012, a few months before the studio closed, Jones had moved to Redmond, Washington, for a job on Microsoft’s publishing team, and then took a brief hiatus from the gaming industry to work at a software company in Australia. In 2018, he’d rejoined Spector at Otherside, where he was thrilled to work on a new System Shock, until the money troubles started. The company asked Jones to cut his hours in half, but there wasn’t much for him to do without a full design team in place, and he couldn’t afford the pay cut. He had a baby on the way. So Jones quit Otherside to join a new game studio that some of his old friends had started.

         Meanwhile, Spector found a new savior. In May 2020, the Chinese conglomerate Tencent, which owned and invested in many video game companies, announced that it was taking over System Shock 3. Spector would again be beholden to a giant corporation. As of this writing, it remains to be seen what will happen with the game. There’s reason to be optimistic; few companies are more financially stable than Tencent. Then again, the same thing was true of Disney.

         
            *  *  *

         

         There aren’t a lot of people who have worked in the video game industry for more than thirty years, and Warren Spector’s rocky journey may help explain why. The four game studios at which he spent most of his career—Origin, Looking Glass, Ion Storm, and Junction Point—shut down either while he was still there or a few years after he left. His immersive sim games were critically acclaimed but never achieved the sales success that many of his peers enjoyed. His journey, while extraordinary in many ways, was also emblematic of the volatility that all video game developers have to face. At least he got to stay in one city.

         Spector has also had an outsize impact on the video game industry. Countless developers have been influenced by the games he’s directed and produced—Ultima Underworld, System Shock, Deus Ex. Just down the road from his house in Texas, a studio called Arkane Austin carried on his legacy with immersive sims like Prey and Dishonored, led by one of his former disciples, Harvey Smith. Up in Montreal, Eidos developed new games in the Deus Ex and Thief series, both of which had lain dormant for years after the death of Ion Storm but were revitalized in the 2010s. Countless game developers have drawn inspiration from Spector’s desire to re-create the feeling of unlimited possibility that Dungeons & Dragons creates.

         Perhaps the most influential member of Spector’s video game family tree was a sci-fi horror game that sprang directly from the loins of System Shock. It was a game that shook up the industry. It changed the way many people thought about video games. But it also took after Spector’s trajectory in a less pleasant way. Its fame, and the pressures and responsibilities that came with that, would lead to the death of the studio that made it.

         
            Footnotes

            1 As is usually the case with video game adaptations, the film never happened.

            2 In 2008, after investing millions in a private organization called Space Adventures, Garriott would become one of the first private citizens (and the first professional game designer) to travel into space, just like the Ultima fantasy he’d created decades earlier.

            3 Chris Roberts would go on to direct Star Citizen, a space opera that entered crowdfunding in 2012 and has since raised over $300 million from fans willing to spend big money on virtual starships.

            4 In the 1980s and early 1990s, computer games shipped on thin 3.5-inch disks with limited storage capabilities. Origin’s games required tons of these floppy disks—sometimes eight or even ten for a single game—which could be devastatingly pricey. It wasn’t until Myst in 1993 that video game publishers began switching to the more versatile CD-ROM format.

            5 Looking Glass shut down in 2000 following what Paul Neurath described as a series of unfortunate events. “In brief, our investors decided they weren’t interested in being in the games industry,” he said.

            6 There were a number of factors behind the implosion of Ion Storm Dallas, but the most memorable was an advertisement, perhaps the most infamous in gaming history, for the game Daikatana. Black ink splashed on a bloodred screen declared: “John Romero’s about to make you his bitch.” Fans did not react well.

            7 The pair stopped talking for a few years but wound up reconciling later—Spector even read a poem at Min’s wedding.

            8 Vanaman would go on to have a remarkable career in the video game industry, directing Firewatch, a charming, beautiful mystery set in the forests of Wyoming. He’d later sell his company to Valve and go on to work on a new Half-Life game, many years after Warren Spector’s canceled project.

            9 Says Spector: “Everybody’s got a problem with the camera. I will go to my grave defending my camera.…You could erase a part of a wall and walk through it and be on the other side of a wall. What is the camera supposed to do? The wall was there a minute ago, and now it’s not. Or there’s a little hole in the wall, and the character is standing a foot away from that hole—what is the camera supposed to do? There were dozens of problems like that that we created for ourselves. Could we have done better? Sure, I guess, with more time, but I’m still proud of the camera team.”

            10 Pleasants declined to comment for this book.

            11 Michael Stribling, the lead concept artist on Fantastic Four, told me in an email he was disappointed at how 2K handled the layoffs, explaining that the company escorted everyone out the door without giving them a chance to go back to their desks and grab their things. “I was just generally irritated at the whole situation,” he said. “You have a whole team killing themselves to produce and release a game in a stupid amount of time with very little help from anyone, and then you let all of them go. No ‘attaboy’ or ‘good job.’ Nothing.”

            12 Said Iger: “We’ve seen a pretty big shift in games from console to what I’ll call multiplatform, everything from mobile apps to social networking games, and by putting John Pleasants in to run games, not only will the focus be on turning those businesses into profitability, but diversifying our presence in the business.”

            13 One of Disney’s big bets was a game called Disney Infinity, a “toys-to-life” game in which you could play in big sandbox worlds based on Disney franchises like Aladdin and Pirates of the Caribbean and buy physical toys associated with each one. The first game, released in 2013, grossed $500 million, according to Disney. But the series lasted only three games, and Disney shut down the studio behind it, Avalanche Software, in 2016. (Avalanche would later be revived by Warner Bros.)

            14 The first Epic Mickey sold around 1.3 million copies in its first couple of months on the market. Epic Mickey 2 sold 270,000 copies in a similar launch period, according to a report by the L.A. Times. That’s what experienced video game analysts might call “not good.”

            15 Sadly, the game turned out to be a flop. Wrote reviewer Rick Lane, for PC Gamer: “Underworld Ascendant is phenomenally bad, a catastrophic mess of poor design ideas, woeful execution, and bugs the size of buildings.”
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