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PROLOGUE



November 3, 2023


On a hot Friday in November, tens of thousands of people descended on downtown Anaheim, California, best known as the home of Disneyland. But the crowd hadn’t dished out $300 per ticket and flown in from around the world to ride Space Mountain or schmooze with Mickey—they were in Southern California for BlizzCon, a convention dedicated to the video game company Blizzard Entertainment.


The idea of a single company hosting a convention might seem bizarre—how much would you pay for tickets to the Cigna Expo?—but such was the power of Blizzard Entertainment and the games it had created. Fans spent hundreds of hours battling for higher StarCraft ranks and grinded for weeks just to get the perfect Diablo helmet. They played Hearthstone every morning in the bathroom and watched Overwatch short films at night.


It was one Blizzard game, more than any other, that had convinced tens of thousands of people to flock to Anaheim that weekend: World of Warcraft, which had hooked millions of players, inspired countless clones, and changed the way people thought about online gaming.


Throughout the weekend, attendees walked through the Anaheim convention center wearing cloaks and scarfing down massive turkey legs. The air was filled with the scent of stale popcorn and the gritty taste of smoke machines. In one hall, hundreds of fans sat in bleachers to watch top Overwatch players battle in intense five-on-five shooting matches, while elsewhere, attendees stood in line to get posters signed by Blizzard developers or challenge Hearthstone designers to duels. They held meetups for their World of Warcraft guilds and hugged friends they hadn’t seen for years. A few devoted fans signed up to be inked with tattoos based on art from Diablo, while one provocateur wore a red hat emblazoned with “Make Azeroth Great Again.”


Then, on Sunday at Los Angeles International Airport, a few departing attendees waited for their flights at a gaming lounge called Gameway, where they logged in to their World of Warcraft characters to check in with their guilds, knock out quests, and make sure they hadn’t missed anything important during the days they were away.


Despite the energy, there was something different about this year’s BlizzCon. Even as Blizzard’s fans and employees celebrated, there were hints that the company’s iconic blue frosted logo had lost some of its luster. Thanks to the COVID-19 pandemic, it had been four years since the last convention. Over those years, Blizzard had taken a series of PR hits that made some fans wonder if they were celebrating the same company they’d known and loved for three decades. There had been an international scandal over freedom of speech, a busted game release, and a set of sexual misconduct allegations that led to a cultural reckoning and the ousting of dozens of Blizzard employees.


Perhaps in part due to Blizzard’s diminished reputation, BlizzCon 2023 also marked a first for the company in one other ignominious way: it was the first time since 2005, when the convention started, that tickets hadn’t sold out.
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In 1991, when two college students named Allen Adham and Mike Morhaime decided to start a video game company, they couldn’t have imagined that one day it would spawn an event like BlizzCon. Thirty years later, their little startup had evolved into one of the largest tech companies on the planet, part of a hulking conglomerate called Activision Blizzard that would have been unrecognizable to its young founders. Then, in the summer of 2021, California sued the company for sexual misconduct and discrimination, eventually leading to the company’s acquisition by Xbox as part of the biggest video game deal of all time.


Some of Blizzard’s history has been documented over the years, but even the most attentive fans have been left with massive questions along the way. How did Adham and Morhaime transform Blizzard into a video game empire, with a sprawling 240,000-square-foot campus and billions of dollars in revenue? What are the real stories behind Diablo’s tortured development, StarCraft’s surge and collapse in South Korea, and the high-profile cancellation of a project code-named Titan?


And then there was the boardroom drama. How did Blizzard become Activision Blizzard? Why did Morhaime leave to start a new company after two decades as Blizzard’s president? What role did Activision Blizzard CEO Bobby Kotick play in Morhaime’s departure and in the company’s cultural problems? How did a company as beloved as Blizzard—one that would drive countless men and women to line up for hours just to watch its developers talk about their next games—get entangled in a misconduct lawsuit of unprecedented magnitude?


This book will answer those questions and many more, detailing Blizzard’s history, its culture, and what working there was really like. It’s a story of an unbelievable run of hit games, a group of young men getting rich very fast, a hostile corporate takeover, and a culture that left many of its employees with complicated and contradictory feelings. It’s also a story about money, power, and the hunt for never-ending growth.


The thirty-three-year saga documented in this book is based mostly on interviews with more than 350 people: current and former Blizzard employees, current and former Activision employees, and other people in the company’s orbit, such as game makers who worked alongside or competed with Blizzard. Some executives and developers agreed to speak or participate in the fact-checking process only under condition of anonymity. Blizzard declined to comment on the record.


This book does not re-create dialogue or fictionalize scenes. Except when otherwise noted, every quote in the book was said directly to me.
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On that BlizzCon Friday, Xbox boss Phil Spencer took the stage during the opening ceremony, declaring that “now that Blizzard is part of Xbox, we will nurture the essence of what has made Blizzard unique.” To many observers, it may have seemed like a nice if toothless promise from a shiny new corporate suit. But to those who knew what had really been going on at Blizzard over the last decade, the subtext of Spencer’s words was thicker than a tauren on leg day.


To understand why, we’ll have to go back to the very beginning—back before Blizzard was even called Blizzard. It starts, as all good stories do, with Pac-Man.













PART 
1









[image: image]











RISE















ONE



MANAGEMENT BY CHAOS


Before he’d even graduated high school, Allen Adham knew he wanted to make video games. It was Southern California in the 1980s, and gaming was morphing from a curious pastime into a lucrative business. Arcades were booming, cheap home computers like the Commodore 64 were becoming living room centerpieces, and the song “Pac-Man Fever” was cresting to #9 on the Billboard Hot 100. During lunch breaks, Adham would head to his local arcade and blast through aliens in games like Asteroids and Space Invaders. At home, he and his brother convinced their dad to buy an Apple II computer, which Adham could use both to play games and to create them.


Born Ayman Adham to Egyptian parents—an engineer and a preschool administrator—he grew obsessed with the way video games functioned and how they made people feel. “He’d talk about how gaming would be the new form of entertainment, synonymous with movies and stuff like that,” said a college friend. “I thought he was smoking dope.” To Adham, interactivity made video games capable of evoking an unparalleled adrenaline rush: instead of just watching something happen, you could actually feel it play out.


Through a high school friend he met Brian Fargo, a charismatic, slightly older programmer who was actually paid to make video games—an absurd concept, at the time—for a company called Boone. Fargo, recognizing a smart, ambitious teenager, recruited Adham to do playtesting. “He always seemed like a really sharp kid, but he didn’t act like a kid,” said Fargo. In 1983, Fargo and a small group of colleagues left Boone to form a startup called Interplay Productions, and soon they were making waves in the industry with games like The Bard’s Tale, a fantasy adventure inspired by Fargo’s Dungeons & Dragons campaigns. Adham looked at Interplay with admiration and a little envy, wondering if he, too, could one day start his own company. He kept working with Fargo during the summers as he began attending the University of California, Los Angeles, with hopes of one day making video games that millions of people would play.


During his sophomore year at UCLA, Adham designed and programmed his first game: Gunslinger, a rudimentary graphical text adventure set in the Wild West. A small company called Datasoft printed the game and distributed it to stores, where prospective buyers had no idea it had been coded by someone who wasn’t yet old enough to legally drink. Gunslinger didn’t get much attention, but to Adham it was proof that he could finish and release a video game of his own—a feat about which he bragged to anyone who would listen.


One day at the UCLA computer lab, Adham took a seat next to a skinny, curly-haired student named Mike Morhaime. The two men, both bookish and soft-spoken, had shared some classes but hadn’t talked much. Adham stepped out of the room, locking his computer before he left. When the computer timed out and unlocked itself a few minutes later, Morhaime decided to prank his seatmate, swinging over and typing in his own password to relock the device. Adham returned, clacked a few letters on the keyboard, and somehow unlocked the computer. Morhaime, stunned, asked Adham just how the heck he’d pulled that off. It turned out the two young computer geeks had both used the same simple password, “Joe”—a meet-cute that sparked a lasting friendship.


Morhaime, too, obsessed over video games. As a kid, he was fascinated by the insides of machinery: radios, televisions, microwaves. Whenever his family would get new electronics, he’d ignore the hardware and instead pore over the manual, curious to know the exact purpose of each port on the back of the VCR. In middle school, he and his siblings pooled together their savings to buy the Bally Astrocade, a game system that included a cartridge with the BASIC programming language on it, allowing Morhaime to write simple software and slowly figure out how games functioned. The jolt of excitement from taking things apart and reassembling them pushed him to study electrical engineering at UCLA, where he sat in the front row of every class, asking questions and trying to absorb as much as possible.


Their class of programmers was in the hundreds, but Morhaime was among the few who stood out to Adham as the best of the best—the ones who would finish their assignments early and then invent challenges for one another, battling over who could code a successful program in the fewest lines. Adham thought this fellow software-obsessed geek could be the perfect partner for the grand plan he had been formulating to make the best video game company in the world.


As the two men made their way through college in the late 1980s, the video game industry expanded at a rapid pace. The Nintendo Entertainment System, released in 1987, led to groundbreaking games like Super Mario Bros. and The Legend of Zelda. Video games were growing more complex—and more lucrative—every year. Adham’s old pals at Interplay were so successful at making their own games, they also began funding and publishing other companies’ titles.


In 1990, as Adham was finishing his degree, he suggested to Morhaime that they team up and start a video game company. But Morhaime, who had graduated a few months earlier, was reluctant. He’d snagged a job writing test software at Western Digital, a stable computer technology company that offered him a salary and benefits with little risk, and he specialized in hardware, not video game development. Adham persisted, laying out a lengthy case and even setting up a meeting with Morhaime’s skeptical father. As computer engineers in their twenties, Adham argued, this was the best possible time to take a risk. If it didn’t work out, no big deal—they could all get jobs at IBM or Microsoft. There were very few other industries in which a couple of guys could go into business with a small amount of seed money and make something that hordes of people enjoyed.


It was clear that Adham had a gift for persuasion. “People said he had Jedi powers,” said one person who worked with him. “He was always calm, listening, not aggressive. Always unassuming. Then he’d start to talk and you’d get all charged up: ‘Yes, I will follow you.’”


After some hemming and hawing, Morhaime agreed to take the plunge. In February 1991, the pair founded Silicon & Synapse, meant to represent a sort of synergy between computer parts (silicon) and the human brain (synapse). Each of them invested around $10,000—Adham from his college fund, Morhaime through a loan from his grandmother—and they rented out a tiny office in Irvine, California. They couldn’t afford new computers, so they brought in the ones they had at home, and Adham recruited one of his other UCLA friends, Frank Pearce, to be their first employee.1 One photo taken on their very first day showed Adham and Morhaime craning their necks and staring down at the camera—pursed lips, matching stubble, looking ready to conquer the world.
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In 1991, the video game industry was blowing up. Street Fighter II dominated arcades worldwide, Sega and Nintendo battled over living rooms, and Tetris had become a global sensation thanks to its bouncy music and addictive block puzzles. As the money kept pouring in, companies looked to release their games on as many platforms as possible, often hiring outside contractors to help adapt a game from one machine to another. A game originally released for the DOS computer operating system might get a port—or “conversion”—to the Super Nintendo, Sega Genesis, Amiga, and more, each developed by a different contractor and packed with new features to distinguish it from the others.


Morhaime and Adham planned to one day design their own software, but to start, Silicon & Synapse would take on contract work as the company tried to make a name for itself. This was where Adham’s relationship with Brian Fargo started to pay dividends: Fargo, who had received a 10 percent stake in Silicon & Synapse as an advisor (Adham had 60 percent and Morhaime had 30 percent), began giving the company a slew of these conversion contracts starting with a Windows version of Battle Chess, which transformed the rooks and knights into medieval warriors.


Silicon & Synapse needed more programmers to keep up with the work, so they called Patrick Wyatt, who was finishing up his final months at UCLA, where he and Morhaime had been brothers at Triangle, a fraternity of men who spent most of their time talking about code. Morhaime asked if he wanted to make video games, and Wyatt, a computer science major, was intrigued. “I said that sounds like a lot of fun,” Wyatt recalled. He started programming on Battle Chess while simultaneously finishing his degree and working another job on campus. “It was hellacious in a way because I was doing so much stuff,” he said, “but it was also really fun.” Soon he had officially joined Silicon & Synapse as an engineer.


As the year went on, they kept picking up conversion contracts for Interplay’s eclectic suite of products, ranging from a role-playing game based on Lord of the Rings to an educational game that taught players how to type. “They’d fly it past us, and we’d figure out whether we could do it or not,” said Wyatt. “At the time we called it the business plan du jour.” Each of these contracts would take a few months at most, and each Silicon & Synapse employee would juggle several at once. “The goal at that point was just to keep alive,” said Joeyray Hall, who joined the company later that year.


When they weren’t completing work-for-hire projects, Silicon & Synapse’s employees were fantasizing about the original games they’d make. Inspired by Adham’s lofty rhetoric, they thought they could conquer the video game industry—not just because they were good programmers but because they understood video games. The industry’s rapid growth had drawn interest from suited businessmen with expertise in spreadsheets and selling boxes, but not in the products themselves. In contrast, Adham and crew didn’t need focus groups or market research to discern if a game was good—they could just make games they wanted to play.


Adham decided that anyone who didn’t play games wasn’t welcome at Silicon & Synapse. Prospective employees would be asked their favorite video games, then quizzed extensively to gauge their depth of knowledge. The team would write code in the mornings, battle one another in Magic: The Gathering card matches during lunch, and spend evenings playing games on the office television. James Anhalt, another engineer who had joined from UCLA, shared an apartment with Pearce, who served double duty as a programmer and the office receptionist. “It was 24/7: the people you live with, hang out with, and work with were all the same,” Anhalt said. There was a constant, humming conversation about which games were good, which were bad, and what they’d all do differently.


Interplay was working on a game called RPM Racing, a basic driving simulator in which players steered pastel sports cars and trucks down winding tracks, and the timeline was tight. Nintendo’s next console, the Super Nintendo, was planned for that fall, and it was crucial for RPM Racing to arrive alongside it. Fargo called in Silicon & Synapse to help develop the game and was again impressed with the team’s efficiency and reliability. “I knew I could count on them, and they came through,” he said.


Fargo then offered to let Adham pitch his own ideas, and by the end of 1991, Interplay had signed Silicon & Synapse to make two original games for the Super Nintendo. One was a sequel to RPM Racing called Rock N’ Roll Racing that added personality to its predecessor’s drab driving. There was heavy metal music, a cast of drivers with names like Cyberhawk and Snake Sanders, and an announcer offering colorful play-by-play commentary (“Let the carnage begin!”). The second was The Lost Vikings, a puzzle-platformer inspired by the classic strategy game Lemmings, in which players were tasked with keeping dozens of hapless, wandering critters alive by clearing safe passages through tunnels and over lava. But the initial concept—that the player would control dozens or hundreds of tiny Nordic Vikings—wasn’t holding up because the creatures were too small to see on a television.


In the future, the video game industry would cultivate a discipline known as “game design” to solve problems like this, but in the early 1990s, the process was less rigorous. Everyone at Silicon &


Synapse was either an artist or a programmer, and Adham would call them all into a room to hammer out the solution. “Everybody was allowed to say their piece,” said Joeyray Hall. “There was never any animosity about it. Just pitch in: What do you think is cool?” For The Lost Vikings, they eventually decided to whittle down the number of Vikings to three, which felt like a good balance. Erik the Swift could run and jump, Baleog the Fierce could shoot arrows, and Olaf the Stout had a shield for blocking enemy projectiles and gliding across short distances. The player could control only one at a time but could switch between them to take down monsters or solve environmental puzzles.


All of Silicon & Synapse’s employees were men, and these design meetings, fueled by caffeine and testosterone, could get rowdy. Sometimes there was screaming; sometimes there were fistfights. The burgeoning video game industry was still in the early stages of becoming an industry, and a ten-man game-making company like Silicon & Synapse didn’t yet have legal or HR people—or even standards for how to operate. They called it management by chaos: finding the best possible option through debate. “We’d sit there and iterate on an issue until everyone was in agreement,” said Jesse McReynolds, a programmer who joined later. “We could argue over something for hours and hours.” The process worked in large part because Adham was so persuasive, earning him the nickname “Velvet Hammer” for his understated yet forceful approach.


The development of The Lost Vikings would establish design principles that the company would follow for decades to come. Everyone at Silicon & Synapse was tasked with playing the game so they all had a deeper understanding of how it functioned, and when they’d played too much and lost their sense of objectivity about what worked, they brought in external playtesters. To add levity, they gave the Vikings cartoonlike animations and added cheeky dialogue for when players died and had to restart. (“I’m tired, Erik. We’ve been through this level too many times! Wake me when we finish it.”)


When The Lost Vikings came out, Adham and a few other employees gathered at a nearby store to watch people play the demo. He was elated when a teenage boy looked over at the arcade stations and went for their game. The first level aimed to teach Erik the Swift’s jump move by putting Erik next to an electricity pit, and when the boy started playing, he fell into the pit and died. The boy then immediately put down the controller and moved to another kiosk. “I just thought, ‘Oh my God, we killed this kid two seconds into the game and he’s never going to know what an amazing game this is,’” Adham later said in a retrospective. The incident convinced him that video game intro sequences needed to be as safe, easy, and approachable as possible. “You want your players right from the start to feel heroic and powerful,” he said.


Death traps aside, both Rock N’ Roll Racing and The Lost Vikings were critical hits, leading one video game magazine to name Silicon & Synapse “Best Software Developer of the Year” in 1993. Interplay, which had published both games, was thrilled with the reception and hungry for more. “They were clearly one of the better developers I worked with,” said Interplay producer Alan Pavlish. “They understood game design, they worked hard, and they took the time and effort to do the little bit extra that takes a game from a B or a B+ into an A or an A+.”


Yet the company wasn’t making much money off this success. Silicon & Synapse employees didn’t earn top salaries or have much in the way of benefits, but even with expenses kept low, Adham and Morhaime had trouble keeping up. Neither Rock N’ Roll Racing nor The Lost Vikings were selling quite as well as they’d hoped. Some of the developers blamed that on the marketing, which was beyond their control. As the publisher, Interplay was funding, packaging, and selling most of their games, which also meant keeping the profits. To find real success, Silicon & Synapse would need to publish a game itself.
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Stu Rose had grungy long hair, a perennial denim jacket, and dreams of one day becoming a cartoonist. But in the early 1990s, the newspaper industry was flailing and he realized that his dream of drawing for the daily funny pages might not pan out, so he thought he might try his luck in video games. One night while out with a friend who worked at Silicon & Synapse, Rose met Adham and other members of the team, who said they were looking for new artists. “Why didn’t [my friend] say anything?” Rose remembered thinking.


Soon after getting his own job at Silicon & Synapse, Rose discovered the answer. Alan Pavlish arrived at the office to look at an expected new build for the Mac conversion of Interplay’s Castles, but Rose’s friend wasn’t at the office. When they looked through his computer, they couldn’t find the requisite art anywhere. “Turns out he had not really done much work,” said Rose. “Allen’s face almost went white when he realized.”


The friend was let go and Rose took over the project, which he finished in a few weeks, helping prove that he meshed with the other type-A achievers at Silicon & Synapse. Sometime later, Rose was in Adham’s office and saw a box from an educational game he had developed at a previous company. “Whoa, that’s weird—you have my product on the shelf,” Rose recalled saying. Adham was confused, saying he thought that Rose’s friend had made it. “I think he had basically used my portfolio to get the job,” said Rose. From that point on, the company formally added a new step to their interview process: live drawing tests.


Rose loved the nerdy, congenial atmosphere at Silicon & Synapse. During lunch hours, they’d gather in one of the small office rooms and pull out the Neo Geo or Super Nintendo for office tournaments. One of their big obsessions was Dune II, a PC game released in December 1992 by the Las Vegas–based developer Westwood Studios. Inspired by the beloved Frank Herbert novel, Dune II was one of the first games in a genre that would be called real-time strategy, or RTS. Rather than playing as a single character, you played as an omniscient commander with full view of the battlefield, where you could harvest resources, construct buildings, and train soldiers. Every second you’d juggle decisions about where to move your armies, how to spend your money, and what to prioritize.


There was just one problem, thought Rose and his colleagues: Dune II didn’t have a multiplayer mode. At best, the hyper-competitive staff of Silicon & Synapse could argue over strategies and see who had the highest scores, but they couldn’t battle one another directly. “Everything’s better with friends” had become one of the company’s core philosophies: there was nothing as thrilling as coordinating with a buddy to solve puzzles in The Lost Vikings or getting to declare that you were the office’s best Samurai Shodown II player. They all agreed: Dune II with multiplayer could be one of the best video games on the planet.


At the same time, Allen Adham was thinking up ways to transform the company into an original game publisher. Inspired by a set of Dungeons & Dragons games known as the Gold Box collection because of their distinct gilded packaging, he envisioned a series with a cohesive look on store shelves. Each game would be loosely connected and take place during a different historical period, such as ancient Rome or the Vietnam War. One of the artists, Sam Didier, whose visions of big beards and giant shoulder pads would help drive the company’s distinct art direction, suggested a name: Warcraft. Someone else pitched a high-fantasy setting inspired by Lord of the Rings and the Warhammer series of tabletop games, and soon enough they had a game idea. Warcraft: Orcs & Humans would be a copy of Dune II, with multiplayer and highly polished gameplay, set in a land of swords, spells, and monsters.


Pat Wyatt began programming Warcraft: Orcs & Humans in the summer of 1993, as the rest of Silicon & Synapse scrambled to stay alive by taking on as many game contracts as possible. Since there were no artists on the project yet, he started out by copy-pasting all the artwork from Dune II.2 He then began devising his own innovations, like a mouse-based shortcut for selecting multiple units so the player could order them all to move or attack. “I was thinking, ‘This is fun all by itself,’” Wyatt said. At first, he thought there should be no limit on the number of units that you could select, but Adham insisted that restrictions would force players to make calculated decisions instead of recruiting a massive number of knights and archers and then hurling them all at the enemy. After a few weeks of companywide “management by chaos” sessions, Adham won the argument.


Stu Rose then joined Warcraft as the first main artist. He drew the map interface and animations for the game’s two races, the orcs and the humans, each of which had their own armies and infrastructure. The development process was so unstructured that he was also tasked with naming the heroes and cities. “I was just coming up with them in my head,” he said. “Um, okay, they’re going to go to a place called Goldshire. Yeah, that’s it.” Later, Rose provided the voice of the human peasant, a worker minion that could mine for gold, harvest lumber, and construct buildings. “Work complete,” Rose would assure the player in his flat baritone every time a new farm or barracks was finished.


Warcraft was coming together nicely, but the company’s cofounders were beginning to feel the financial pressure. By the end of 1993, Silicon & Synapse had switched names—now it was Chaos Studios, alluding to their unique process—and was struggling to pay the bills. Adham and Morhaime had been covering payroll for a dozen employees on their credit cards, racking up debt to keep the company afloat. The two founders were tens of thousands of dollars in the hole—so desperate that they were getting cash advances on their Discover cards at the supermarket and then depositing that money into the company’s bank account.


Although they were nervous, Adham and Morhaime didn’t see these financial woes as an existential threat. The contracts were still coming in, and it always seemed like they were just a few months away from stability. Sure, they had debt, but at least they hadn’t been forced to take out second mortgages or beg Fargo for a loan. It never even occurred to them that it might be time to sell the company.


Footnotes


1 Years later, Pearce would become retconned as a Blizzard cofounder, but at the time he took a salary rather than equity.


2 Later, when Warcraft shipped, Wyatt realized that while they’d replaced all of Dune II’s art with their own, they forgot to change the font. They altered it for future versions, but at first, the game’s text looked identical to Dune II’s. “So yeah,” he said, “we owe them a little bit of a debt there.”















TWO



DONUT THEORY


The Davidsons didn’t seem much like video game moguls. Jan Davidson was a lifelong teacher who had wanted to work in education since she was a high school freshman tutoring kids after school, while Bob Davidson had a law degree, a masters in business, and years of experience in engineering. But in the 1980s, Jan designed a series of educational software programs such as Math Blaster, which spiced up basic equations by letting young players shoot the correct answers with a cannon. When the games grew popular, the couple started Davidson & Associates to publish educational computer software. By 1993, their company was traded publicly and worth more than $40 million, much to Jan’s surprise and delight. “It’s nice that I got rich,” she later told a newspaper. “But honestly, it wasn’t my main objective. All I wanted to do was teach kids.”


As with Interplay, the Davidsons were looking for outside contractors to convert their software to multiple platforms, and one of their producers heard that Silicon & Synapse might be a good fit. Davidson & Associates was based in Torrance, California, just an hour away, so Bob Davidson drove down to meet Adham and Morhaime in person. “We were all sitting on the floor, eating pizza and drinking Pepsi,” Davidson recalled. “I was in a fraternity, so it was okay.” He gave Silicon & Synapse a contract to port one of their games, Kid Works II, and was blown away by their speed and efficiency. “I said, ‘Maybe we should go down and meet them again, see what else they can do for us.’”


Adham and Morhaime explained that they were taking outside work to pay the bills but their goal was to develop and publish their own games. Davidson thought about this for a few weeks, then came back with a shocking offer: He wanted to buy Silicon & Synapse for four million dollars. The two cofounders were baffled. Their next big projects were a fighting game based on Superman comics, a Super Nintendo sci-fi shooter called Blackthorne in which you’d mow down green space aliens with a shotgun, and Warcraft. It wasn’t a portfolio that would fit neatly alongside titles such as Spell it Plus and Reading and Me.


The founders said they’d have to think about it. They were close to signing a distribution deal with Interplay for Warcraft, and Brian Fargo was still a minority owner, so the three men met to discuss Davidson’s offer. “Listen, I’m a shareholder and I’m your friend,” Fargo recalled saying. “I wouldn’t sell. You guys have so much promise. Four million dollars is a lot, but you’re going to split it up, pay taxes. You’re not retiring for life here.” The two cofounders agreed and turned down the offer, but the Davidsons wouldn’t relent, eventually promising Adham and Morhaime that as part of Davidson & Associates, they would have the creative freedom to make games however they wished.


Then the Davidsons agreed to double their previous price, making an offer that even Fargo had a hard time declining. “As a friend, I’d rather be in business with you,” he recalled saying. “But I cannot see how you say no to that.” By February 1994, three years after the studio’s founding, they’d come to a deal. Davidson & Associates would acquire Chaos Studios for $6.75 million, helping stabilize the company and making both Adham and Morhaime quite rich. There was just one exception to Davidson’s promise of autonomy: Shortly after the acquisition, a trademark dispute forced Adham and Morhaime to give up the name Chaos Studios, and they’d switched to the way less family-friendly Ogre Studios. “I’m not sure too many moms would be too excited about that,” said Bob Davidson. “They called me back a week or so later and said, ‘We got a new name we like better.’”


As the story goes, Adham flipped through an electronic dictionary looking for interesting words. He ran a selection by the team and they voted the list down to a few contenders. Eventually they’d landed on a single word—one that continued to represent their chaotic processes but was anodyne enough to avoid offending even the most uptight mother. On top of that, it sounded pretty cool.
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In January, Allen Adham and Mike Morhaime had negative net worths. A month later, they were millionaires. Their company was now Blizzard Entertainment, a subsidiary of Davidson & Associates, and they could put more resources into their first self-published game, Warcraft, which Davidson would package and distribute to stores.


Some of the staff, like Pat Wyatt and programmer Bob Fitch, weren’t thrilled that the windfall went entirely to their bosses. Shortly before the sale, Wyatt had called a company meeting and asked for equity, to which Adham offered a resounding no. “It was a really hardcore no, and it was angry,” said Wyatt. The sale did lead to perks for Wyatt and his coworkers, such as raises, 401(k)s, and health insurance. Davidson granted Blizzard stock options, which Adham and Morhaime handed out to their most valuable employees, including Wyatt. Still, the rebels weren’t mollified. Over the last three years they had put in long hours for low wages because they thought it would lead to benefits for everyone, and to see Adham and Morhaime walk away with millions of dollars while they got pieces of paper felt like a slap in the face. Furious, Wyatt declared that he was quitting to start his own company.


Adham and Morhaime spent weeks talking Wyatt down, promising him a title bump if he stayed. Truth was, his threat didn’t have much muscle behind it. He had bought a house with a coworker and didn’t have nearly enough money to go off and start something new. So he just kept working on Warcraft, pretending that the wound wasn’t there. “I buried myself in the game, and had a great time doing it,” Wyatt said. He was blown away by his first multiplayer match against a Blizzard colleague, “the most intense gaming experience I’ve ever had in my life,” he recalled. Victories felt sweeter when they were against a real opponent rather than a computer, while defeats were even more painful—and more likely to lead to office outbursts and thrown keyboards.


Stu Rose brought in a friend, Bill Roper, to do some freelance voice work for a demo they’d been planning to show to fans and media that summer. Roper arrived at the company’s offices and found that Glenn Stafford, the company’s composer, had converted an old utility closet into his sound booth. Finding no script, Roper went on to improvise a series of lines that would later be used for the game’s intro (“In the Age of Chaos, two factions battled for dominance…”). He fell in love with Blizzard, even writing the cofounders a letter begging to stay on. “Allen, I’ll wash your car,” he recalled writing. To Morhaime he promised a rare Magic: The Gathering card, which turned out to be unnecessary—he’d already impressed the bosses enough to get a job writing Warcraft’s story.


Most of Roper’s narrative was crammed into the manual that would come with every copy of Warcraft: Orcs & Humans, along with a Blizzard-themed notepad. One of Adham’s longtime beliefs was that store-goers would be more enticed to spend money on video game boxes that were heavier and therefore seemed more valuable. Rose drew the word Blizzard in jagged blue letters, creating a logo that they’d stamp on their boxes, discs, and merchandise for many years to come. Almost immediately, the word Blizzard became sacrosanct, a symbol that they were all contributing to something bigger than themselves. The first line in Warcraft’s credits wasn’t one person, it was the company: “Game Design: Blizzard Entertainment.” When Blizzard employees started to realize that they didn’t want to stop playing Warcraft even after work hours, they allowed themselves to be optimistic about the game’s chances.


In November 1994, Warcraft: Orcs & Humans hit store shelves. It took a little while for fans and critics to take notice, but by the end of the year, players were hooked. As one magazine reviewer wrote, “nothing in this world or any other can match the ferocity and unrelenting bitterness of two humans locked in mortal gaming combat.” The game sold a hefty 100,000 copies in its first year—not enough to outpace heavy-hitters like Myst or The 7th Guest but enough to turn Blizzard from an unknown studio into a serious competitor for Westwood, the maker of Dune II. “I used to joke: Our game is totally different from Dune II,” said Pat Wyatt. “You see, their minimap is in the lower right corner, and ours is in the upper left.” Convinced that Blizzard had stolen Dune II’s code for Warcraft—an allegation that Blizzard employees denied—Westwood briefly considered pursuing legal action. Decades later, cofounder Louis Castle was more serene about the experience. “If imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, they were flattering us a lot,” Castle said.


By 1995, Blizzard had expanded to around twenty employees and moved to bigger offices, aiming to keep growing as Adham declared they would build a video game empire. Eric Flannum, an artist, recalled Adham standing up in front of the company and detailing Blizzard’s lofty mission. “He said: ‘We want to make it so the Blizzard brand is so strong that we could put a bunch of rocks in a box and label it Blizzard, and people would buy it without even looking.’”


The obvious next step was Warcraft II, but Blizzard’s staff were divided on where to take it. Some thought the next game in the series should go in a different direction, as Adham had originally envisioned, perhaps going to space or crossing military jets with fire-breathing dragons. Others thought Blizzard should take the fundamentals of Warcraft: Orcs & Humans and polish them, improving what didn’t work and adding more, more, more. After a series of debates, the latter group won out. “We kept coming back to the unfinished business of Warcraft,” said Bill Roper. “What we didn’t get into the first game, what we would want to do. Now we can really knock it out of the park with the sequel.”


Whereas Warcraft consisted of battles on the ground, Warcraft II would add the skies and the seas. Instead of just two players, Warcraft II would support up to eight. There would be bigger armies, crisper graphics, and a more elaborate campaign. There was a new resource, oil, and a suite of innovative new units like flying zeppelins and explosive goblin sappers. “I remember it feeling fairly unstructured,” said artist Justin Thavirat. “Draw what you think is cool. A two-headed troll axe thrower? Make it.” Storytelling hadn’t been Blizzard’s top priority for the first Warcraft, but this time, they wanted to make it feel like a proper world. And they had found the perfect guy for the job.
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Like many future Blizzard all-stars, Chris Metzen stumbled onto the company by chance. He’d been performing in a band one night in Orange County when he ran into some Blizzard employees, who were impressed by a dragon he’d doodled on a napkin and encouraged him to come join them as an artist. When he arrived at the office, Metzen was blown away. It was geek Mecca: superhero posters on the walls, remote-controlled cars in the hallways, action figures and discarded Nerf missiles everywhere, fellow nerds battling in Super Nintendo games like Street Fighter and Mortal Kombat. “I didn’t even know what they did,” Metzen later said in a blog interview. “All I knew is that whatever this is, I want a piece.” Metzen started off drawing and animating but found he had a knack for telling stories. He took Roper’s original lore ideas and expanded them for Warcraft II, penning an elaborate story full of warfare, betrayal, and twisted necromancy. “He was showing some serious writing chops,” said Roper.


Metzen’s outsize personality set a tone for Blizzard’s culture. He was brash and bombastic and could usually be found ranting about comic books to anyone who would listen. With his gravelly voice and vulgar lexicon, he was one of the most colorful characters in an office full of them. “Even on a normal day at work, Metzen smelled like cigarettes and whiskey,” said David Pursley, an artist. “He’d come into your office—he didn’t say hi—he’d come in and tell you a story about Thor or Captain America, one of his favorite issues, with tons of cursing, and it was super colorful. Then he’d just leave.”


It was 1995, and the video game industry was growing bigger every year. Sony was about to release the PlayStation, Microsoft’s DirectX software would soon make it easier than ever to play games on Windows, and the rise of more powerful computer chips was allowing consoles like the Sega Saturn to generate rudimentary 3D graphics. At the same time, most video game developers still hadn’t quite become professional companies. Iconic game studios like Midway and Id Software were made up almost entirely of male nerds, living off pizza and Diet Coke as they worked and played together at all hours.


Blizzard wasn’t yet attracting talented applicants from all over the world, so the company wound up primarily hiring people who its employees already knew. Almost all were men who had grown up in Southern California. Several had even worked at the same Kinko’s, recommending each other for jobs at Blizzard one after another. They played pranks ranging from the innovative, like filling someone’s office with empty soda cans, to the vulgar. “If you walked away from your computer and didn’t lock it,” recalled a tester, Ian Welke, “you’d come back to your desktop being not just pornography, but the most repugnant thing you could ever see.” They wore shorts and T-shirts, jeans and flip-flops. One of their favorite pastimes was a Japanese fighting game for the Neo Geo console in which samurai warriors duked it out. “Early Blizzard was built on karaoke and Samurai Shodown II,” said Micky Neilson, an artist. “There was beauty in the simplicity of that time.”


Blowing off steam was essential because Allen Adham was pushing the company to release Warcraft II by the end of the year. The first game had been the longest project in Blizzard’s history, taking nearly sixteen months to create, and now Adham wanted them to make a sequel in just about half the time. “A lot of it was Allen saying that we can’t just rest on our laurels,” said Wyatt. “We felt like we had to do it.”


Adham spoke softly, with the cadence of a professional politician, and his employees left meetings feeling like they could walk on water. But he also had a temper that could emerge during periods of high stress. During one contentious meeting, Adham grew frustrated at the engineering team for trying to reel in his ambitions. Inspired by the gorgeous new Super Nintendo game Donkey Kong Country, he wanted Warcraft II to support a high resolution—640 by 480 pixels. The programmers pushed back, saying it was impractical, driving an irritated Adham to start shouting out tricks for how it might be done. “He was annoyed he was having to come up with ideas instead of the rest of the engineers,” said Jesse McReynolds.


Adham would be thrilled when Blizzard employees came up with ways to make the Warcraft sequel feel bigger and better. In the first game, the orcs had all shared one set of vocal cords and the humans shared another. In Warcraft II, each soldier enjoyed its own distinct voice and suite of dialogue. In the first game, if you clicked one of the orcs too many times without giving them an order, they would yell, “Stop poking me!” For the sequel, each unit would get its own set of these “pissed lines,” which Bill Roper recalled being a delight to record. “Make up your mind,” Roper would growl as the human footman if you clicked on him enough times. “I do have work to do.” The comic relief helped break up an otherwise grim story about armies at war.


To demonstrate the company’s growth philosophy, Adham came up with what he called the donut theory. During meetings with staff and partners, he would wheel out a whiteboard and draw a giant donut. In the middle of the donut, he explained, was the hole—the hardcore gamer crowd. Blizzard’s games needed to be deep and strategic enough to appeal to that small, dedicated audience because they would evangelize the games they liked. The ring around the donut—bigger, heftier, more significant—represented the “midcore” audience of people who maybe bought one or two games every year. To reach those people, Blizzard’s games needed to be approachable and avoid turning people off as The Lost Vikings had driven away that one kid at the store. In other words, Warcraft II had to be easy to learn, yet difficult to master.


To meet these goals and hit Adham’s deadline, Blizzard’s employees essentially lived at the office. When they weren’t working, they’d all go out to lunch together or play card games in the hallways. Occasionally they’d go home to sleep, but even that wasn’t a given—many kept sleeping bags under their desks just in case. “Our whole social life revolved around the office,” said Pat Wyatt. “Oftentimes what would happen is you’d lose your friends, girlfriends, other things because of long hours at work. We called it the Blizzard Curse.”


Not all of Blizzard’s employees took to the intense office culture, such as Andy Weir, a programmer who hated being dropped into the pressure cooker. The day before he left on a weekend trip for which he’d provided weeks of notice, his bosses criticized him for taking off, then demanded that he leave them with a phone number. “Over the course of the weekend they probably called me twenty times,” Weir said. “And I was not an important engineer.” During the game’s final stretch, when everyone was expected to test out the game during their spare time, Weir complained to a colleague that he was sick of doing extra QA work and not getting paid for it.


Weir became the target of endless bullying around the office. Colleagues would dismiss him, ignore him, and deride his ideas. “So many people were shitty to me, I have to assume I brought it on myself in some way,” Weir said. He was criticized for delivering inadequate code that broke the game’s launcher, which made things more difficult for everybody. He’d fume: How could he live up to expectations when nobody was mentoring or teaching him? There were no structures in place to help younger employees learn how to fix bugs or write better code. “We were so busy running as fast as we could, there was no culture of mentorship or training,” said Wyatt. Less than a year into the job, Weir was fired for his poor performance. “This was a dream job for me, working at Blizzard,” Weir said. “I was absolutely crushed.”


But Andy Weir wound up doing just fine. Two decades later, he published a novel called The Martian, the film adaptation of which would star Matt Damon and earn more than $630 million worldwide.
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Warcraft II: Tides of Darkness came out on December 9, 1995, just in time for Christmas. The company worked through Thanksgiving to get it done, encouraging everyone to come into the office if they could. For the first Warcraft, the development team had handled all the bug testing; for the sequel, Blizzard built out a team of quality assurance testers to ensure the game was as polished as possible. “In that one year we became so much more of a real company,” said Jesse McReynolds.


If Warcraft had put Blizzard on the map, Warcraft II circled it with big red arrows. “Blizzard Entertainment has outdone itself,” a GameSpot reviewer wrote. The game outperformed its predecessor exponentially, selling 500,000 units in three months and hitting one million within the year. By the beginning of 1996, the company had moved to a new office at 50 Corporate Park, smack in the middle of Irvine, and had doubled in size. It wasn’t clear if the company could stamp “Blizzard” on a box full of rocks and sell it—they never quite tried that—but their star was rising. At one point, the team learned that they had to be more judicious about their conversations in public while wearing their Blizzard hoodies and T-shirts. “We went out to lunch and we couldn’t just talk freely about what we were working on, because we realized that the people at the booth over realized who we were and were listening in on our conversations,” said Stu Rose. “I remember that day getting this weird sense of, ‘Wait, are we important now?’”


It was a different sort of milestone that helped the employees of Blizzard Entertainment realize they had truly made it. One day, a fan called in for technical support on Warcraft II. Nobody was available to help, so an automated message asked him to leave a voice mail. As the man talked on his headset, his wife started yelling in the background. The exchange, paraphrased from the accounts of several Blizzard employees, unfolded something like this:


“Get off that stupid game,” the wife said.


“One minute, honey,” said the husband. “I’ve just gotta get this taken care of.”


“That game,” the wife snarled, “is why we’re not having sex anymore.”


If you walked into Blizzard’s offices at some point in the weeks or months that followed, chances were high that you’d hear this recording playing on the intercom. An advertisement in PC Gamer magazine for the Warcraft II expansion would cement the incident in company history. Just above “Now Available,” alongside other laudatory phrases, it read:




“It’s the reason we don’t have sex anymore!”


—Actual quote from the wife of a tech support caller

















THREE



CLICK CLICK CLICK


As Allen Adham and Mike Morhaime were starting a video game company, David Brevik was trying to get into one. Brevik lived in San Jose, California, just outside San Francisco, where companies like Atari and Electronic Arts had already become titans of the industry. Like Blizzard’s cofounders, Brevik had grown up playing computer games and thought they were the coolest thing on the planet. His family had moved around a lot when he was a kid—Wisconsin, Georgia, and finally California—so Brevik had never been able to form many lasting friendships at school. But no matter where he relocated, the computer was always there.


Brevik was tall and lanky, with wavy hair and a coder’s tan. He was blind in one eye, which hampered his depth perception and dreams of becoming a professional athlete, but he found he had a talent for programming in high school, where he finished assignments so quickly that his computer teacher started letting him help the other students. After college, his parents suggested that he might want to use his computer science degree for a lucrative career path, but Brevik was part of a small but growing group of nerds who wanted to make video games for a living. He wound up at a clip art company called FM Waves that was trying to get into the video game industry but running out of money quickly, and soon an awful feeling began to creep in: maybe his parents had been right after all.


At FM Waves, Brevik became friends with two brothers, Erich and Max Schaefer, who shared his sensibilities and complaints. Every day, they’d go out to lunch together to gripe and swap stories about the video games they were playing. As the company’s instability became more apparent, the three of them began dreaming up plans to start their own video game outfit. They even gave it a code name, Project Condor, so they could talk about the secret exit without making colleagues suspicious. Ultimately, Brevik left for another game maker while the Schaefers stuck around to finish their current project, but the three stayed in touch and in the fall of 1993, they reunited to start a video game company called Condor.


Armed with some contacts that Brevik had accumulated and computer equipment the Schaefers inherited from the now-defunct FM Waves, the three new partners assumed they could find work within a few weeks—instead it took a few hours. A producer at the publisher Sunsoft who had previously been impressed with Brevik’s programming skills heard about their new company and called to say he wanted to work with Condor starting that very day. Sunsoft said they could work on a game based on the band Aerosmith, the Scooby-Doo cartoons, or the superhero comic book series Justice League. Brevik ran it by the Schaefers and they instantly agreed: they wanted Justice League.


Condor was a few hundred miles north of Silicon & Synapse, but the two companies were on similar trajectories. Brevik and the Schaefers took on new contracts, like a football video game series called NFL Quarterback Club, and brought in new artists and programmers to help with the workload while fantasizing about making their own original video games. In fact, Brevik had been dreaming about one specific game since he was a kid, inspired by his old Dungeons & Dragons campaigns and journeys through “roguelike” dungeon-crawling video games with levels that were generated by algorithms, ensuring a unique playthrough every time. His favorite game, Angband, was an addictive take on the formula, allowing players to collect randomized loot in a fortress from Lord of the Rings.


Brevik even had a title in mind for the project, inspired by an ominously named mountain near Danville, California, where his family had eventually settled. It was called Mt. Diablo.
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In the early 1990s, companies like Sunsoft would show off their wares and take business meetings at the biannual Consumer Electronics Show, which was how Brevik and the Schaefers found themselves in Chicago during the summer of 1994, wandering a show floor full of refrigerators, car stereos, and brand-new video games.


Before the show, the team at Condor had fine-tuned their pitch for Diablo, the game that Brevik had spent years dreaming about making. It was a role-playing game set in a gothic horror fantasy world populated by demons and spiders. You’d create a character based on one of three archetypes—fighter, thief, or magician—and start off in a town above a giant mazelike dungeon with levels that would be generated by an algorithm so they were different every time. Inspired by X-COM, a game that had come out in March and hooked them all, the gameplay would unfold in turns as the player watched from an isometric camera, as if looking down at a chessboard. “Diablo captures familiar fantasy elements within a unique structure designed for maximum replayability, expandability, and versatility,” the team wrote in a design document.


Brevik and the Schaefers took their pitch from publisher to publisher, expecting the dollars to pour in. But the video game industry moved in trends, and in 1994, “RPG” was considered a dirty word thanks to a string of recent Dungeons & Dragons–inspired flops. The executives behind game publishers were more interested in flashy platformers with big-name licenses than in a geeky fantasy dungeon crawler. “We just cold–dropped in on a whole bunch of publishers,” said Erich Schaefer. “Everybody passed on it.”


Dejected, the group headed to the Sunsoft booth and were shocked at what they found there: a demo station for Justice League Task Force, the game they were making back home, manned by an entirely different set of staff. But while their game was for the Sega Genesis, this one was for the Super Nintendo. Stunned, Brevik and the Schaefers introduced themselves to the man in charge. His name, he said, was Allen Adham. His company, Blizzard Entertainment, was working on Justice League: Task Force as one of many contracts they were juggling down in Southern California, where they planned to soon publish their own original games.


Once the initial feelings of shock and confusion passed, the two groups found that they had even more in common. They had explored many similar ideas for Justice League: Task Force and had stumbled upon some of the same mechanics for characters and stages despite working four hundred miles apart. “It was obvious right away that we had similar philosophies,” said Brevik. “The way we made games, believed they should be played.”


Brevik discovered that Adham, like him, was making console games but preferred to play his own games on computers, which were widely perceived as deeper and more sophisticated. Computer games were more finicky than console games—instead of just popping in a cartridge, you’d have to navigate several layers of an operating system to get them running. As a result, the people who played computer games were generally looking for more complicated experiences than their console-playing brethren. In fact, Adham said, Blizzard was showing off private demos of a computer game called Warcraft that they planned to release later in the year.


The Condor team followed Adham to a small meeting room, where they watched him maneuver orcs and humans on a computer monitor and were instantly sold. “I thought the game looked great,” recalled Brevik, offering to playtest the game in exchange for early copies. A few months later, he called Adham to follow up and scored some Warcraft boxes for the Condor office. The two game designers kept talking, and eventually Brevik mentioned that they had an RPG pitch that was going nowhere. “A lot of publishers really didn’t know almost anything about games,” said Brevik. That was what made Blizzard seem so special to Brevik: like Condor, they were made up of people who played games and didn’t just watch them with cartoon dollar signs in their eyes.


Adham said that he’d be happy to hear more about Diablo; they just had to finish Warcraft first. A few months later, in January 1995, he was flying up to the San Francisco Bay Area with Pat Wyatt to visit the studio. As soon as Brevik started pitching, he could tell that the two Blizzard executives understood the appeal. “I think we pretty much sold it in the room,” Brevik said.


Adham and Wyatt took a break to talk privately and agreed: They both liked the game but wanted to make two big changes. The first was that, like Blizzard’s other games, Diablo needed to have multiplayer. The second was that, as in Warcraft, the actions should unfold in real time rather than turn by turn—a suggestion that would later make Brevik bristle. “I said, ‘Hell no, we can’t change this,’” Brevik recalled.


But as everyone at Blizzard had learned, Adham was persuasive. By the end of January, Condor had a contract in place for Blizzard to fund and publish Diablo, and in the following months, Adham poked and prodded at Brevik until he agreed to at least develop a real-time prototype to see what it felt like. “The moment we changed it to real time, I knew it was the right call,” Brevik said.


Diablo began to come together just as Brevik had imagined it. Gentle, unsettling strums of a guitar punctuated every step in the dark city of Tristram. You could heal your wounds and buy new gear in town, then descend into the dungeon, smashing through skeletons and beasts as you progressed through a series of randomized levels. Perhaps the game’s most impressive quality was its sound design—perfectly placed glugs and chings every time a potion dropped or a felled monster left behind a pile of glittering gold.


But Brevik and his crew were facing their own gold troubles. The contract with Blizzard gave Condor only a few hundred thousand dollars for Diablo—not even enough to pay their staff for a full year, let alone the two years it might take to finish the game. “We wanted to do this so badly that we signed one of the worst contracts in the history of the universe,” said Brevik. When they weren’t working on Diablo, Brevik and the Schaefers scrambled to find outside deals so they could pay their staff. But they weren’t businessmen; they were game developers. The downside to keeping the suits out of the company was that sometimes the suits knew what they were doing.


By the end of 1995, the outside money was no longer coming in. They’d finished Justice League a few months earlier and no longer had any football games to help pay the bills. Condor was neglecting its payroll taxes—a practice generally frowned upon by the US government, whose agents sent several threatening letters. The company even failed to pay staff a few times, risking an exodus. “We were in deep, deep trouble,” said Erich Schaefer. A few years earlier, the three men had watched FM Waves shut down after bouncing checks to its staff, and now they were facing the same risk. For Brevik, developing Diablo had been a childhood fantasy come to life, but the only thing worse than never getting to live out your dream would be watching it get cut short before it was finished.
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On February 20, 1996, Blizzard employees woke up to some surprising news: A mail-order shopping club called CUC International was acquiring Davidson & Associates for more than $1 billion in stock. It was good news for anyone at Blizzard who owned stock options and confounding news for outside analysts, who had no idea why a company like CUC—best known for an annual subscription that offered customers discounts on flights and appliances—was getting into the computer software business. Analyst Jeffrey Tarter told the New York Times that he could think of at least “ten good reasons why this doesn’t make sense.”


It was also awkward news for the three owners of Condor, who had spent the last two months in their own complicated negotiations with Davidson & Associates.


After hearing about Condor’s money woes, Adham, newly energized from the success of Warcraft II, had suggested that Brevik and the Schaefers sell their company to Blizzard. Adham felt he’d earned enough trust with Bob and Jan Davidson to get their blessing for an acquisition, particularly when Diablo seemed so promising (even if the gore and horror were a little much for the middle-aged couple). Soon they had the framework of a deal that seemed beneficial for everyone.


But after the CUC sale, the Davidsons had earned enough money to buy their own city, which made the Condor acquisition suddenly feel very small. “We said, ‘Hey, we should ask them for more money now,’” said Erich Schaefer. He called up Davidson’s finance chief to float a higher purchase price. Their response: No. “That was it,” said Schaefer, who made the immediate calculation not to press further at the risk of losing it all. “We were worried the deal was going to fall through.” By March, it was finalized. Condor would become a subsidiary of Blizzard, which itself was now a subsidiary of CUC. David Brevik, Erich Schaefer, Max Schaefer, and their top lawyer, Kenneth Williams, would all receive significant sums of money—not as much as they’d hoped, but enough to buy homes and more.


As some of Condor’s staff struggled to make rent, still hurting from the bounced paychecks a few months earlier, their bosses began showing up to the office in fancy sports cars. Some employees asked for raises. Others threatened to revolt, like Pat Wyatt had in Irvine two years earlier. Brevik and the Schaefers had promised new employees that they would receive significant royalties while working at Condor but they had never materialized, and now, some of them felt screwed. Brevik was understanding, if not entirely sympathetic. “A lot of the people who joined us, it was their first job ever,” said Brevik. “They didn’t understand how businesses work, that the owners who take all the risk, they’re the ones who get the reward… That’s a harsh lesson for somebody to learn sometimes.”


Adham and Morhaime had faced similar grumbling from their staff and quelled the rebellion with stock options. Brevik and the Schaefers followed suit, dangling the potential of great wealth for those who stuck around. Plus, there wasn’t a lot of time to keep arguing over money—they had to finish Diablo. The team kept hammering away at the game throughout 1996, fine-tuning the art and arguing over design. The complexities of a role-playing game meant there were countless decisions to be made as they ironed out every detail, from the look of the inventory system to the hero’s walk speed.


One of their most exciting innovations was a D&D-inspired loot system. Every piece of gear was color-coded to reflect its rarity: white for normal; blue for magic; gold for unique. When you picked up a new magical item—say, a sword or a helmet—its properties remained a mystery until you identified it with a spell or by bringing it back to town, where you might discover one of several boons. A “ruthless” sword would boost damage while a shield “of the tiger” would boost your hit points, and the stats were randomized, giving players the opportunity to hunt for the best possible version of each item. Discovering a new piece of loot led to three distinct endorphin rushes: finding the item, identifying it, and then seeing how good it really was, like a slot machine with bonus spins.


Adham pushed to make Diablo as approachable as possible, talking Brevik out of a system that would erase a character permanently when they died. Chris Metzen, the boisterous comic-book lover who was becoming the company’s go-to for all things narrative, helped craft a story that would guide players into the dungeon with a quest to rescue the corrupted victims of the demon Diablo.


Adham knew that with two offices and dozens of people, Blizzard’s traditionally chaotic approach to game development would be impossible to pull off on Diablo. So he put together what he called a strike team—a group of high-level employees including Wyatt, Adham, and Bill Roper—to play Diablo and write up their thoughts. Brevik and his staff were happy with some of this feedback, but the suggestions also created some tension. Diablo’s artists had filled their game’s dungeon with lurid imagery including blood, gore, and naked dead bodies, leading to some arguments with the strike team, who demanded that the graphic content be toned down. Condor was now called Blizzard North: a name befitting a subsidiary rather than a partner, which raised some eyebrows among Diablo developers who had thought they would maintain their independence. They liked to refer to the company in Irvine as Blizzard South, but in reality the Irvine office was still just Blizzard. Adham oversaw them all.
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