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Chapter 22 Case Study –

Parallel Stories Narrative:

The Pandora Directive
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PROGRAM DESCRIPTION
The Pandora Directive (PD) was the fourth adventure game in the Tex Murphy science-fiction mystery series.  It takes place in 2043 in San Francisco.

· parallel story paths

· linear, hierarchical dialogue branching

· released on a series of CD-ROMS; intended for home use

· played by one person

· first person (user chooses where Tex goes, what he does & what he says)

· 3 different story paths (Light, Middle & Dark)

· live, full-motion video shot against a blue screen with computer generated backgrounds

· chief writer was Aaron Conners who also wrote Amped 3

GOALS
· To present a complex story combining the best elements of the detective genre with off-beat science fiction

· Maximum interactivity on the part of the user

· To capture the feeling of a theatrical movie through the use of closeups, video & action sequences

CHALLENGES
· Developing a complex interactive story & characters

· Creating smooth & realistic interactivity at the shot and dialogue level and the scene and sequence level

· Making the complex story and interactivity work together in an engaging and coherent fashion

Unlike many interactive projects, PD was written as a novel in order to develop the story and characters thoroughly.

Conners developed an extended hierarchical outline broken down by acts and scenes.  The novel was written based on this outline.

Conners assistant pulled key story elements from the novel in order to make a rough script for the B path of the story.  This served as a reference for people outside of the creative team, notably the actors.

Walkthrough – a description of the story line and the key interactive elements

[see complete walkthrough on CD-ROM]
A walkthrough of a computer game is similar to a linear film/TV treatment, providing the basic story line without extensive dialogue or calling shots.

Conners divided the PD walkthrough story into ten days on multiple discs.  Adventure games can include as much as 60 hours of game play so he treated PD as a miniseries with multiple small conflicts and cliffhangers leading to the major climax in Day 10.

Players needed to solve puzzles to advance in the game.  Writers faced the challenge of two types of players:

Entertainment Level
Dedicated Game Player

interested in the story
solving difficult puzzles & racking up points is the prime appeal

· access to hints

· easier puzzles

· can skip puzzles (“I am a cheater”)
· no access to hints

· additional puzzles available

· solutions to puzzles more difficult

· players can earn twice as many points

Both levels of player earned points and had to make correct choices to advance the story; point totals were constantly displayed on screen.

Addendum – a document the writer created consisting of 500 pages explaining all of the rules of interaction ad game play.  This document was meant for the creative team, not the end user.

Ask-Abouts (AA) – key information the player/Tex can ask other characters about …this list was displayed in the upper right corner of most screen shots.

AA’s help players keep track of key clues & limit the player to questions that the characters might have answers for (i.e., they don’t waste dialogue).

Ask-About lead-ins – players couldn’t just walk up to new characters and begin asking them questions, so this device was employed to allow Tex to chat up new characters to warm up to the questions 
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Ask-About list at upper right

Response Attitudes – a list of 3 user choices for Tex’s dialogue representing good Tex, bad Tex, and a default middle-ground Tex if the player doesn’t make a choice.

The other option would have been to write out all dialogue options on screen, which would have slowed the action.

Response Attitudes maintain a level of surprise for the player and are essential for humor as well as shock value.

Interactive Dialogue – broken down by character & written in 3 separate documents:

1. flowchart with boxes numbered & shaded

2. numbered list of other characters’ and Tex’s dialogue

3. numbered list of Tex’s Response Attitudes

Depending on which story path the user chose, there could be several possible responses to certain lines of dialogue.

The Response Attitude chosen and the resulting dialogue spoken mold Tex into the kind of character the user wants him to be – a jerk or a hero.
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This degree of interactivity means:

▲ Good News

· excellent way to give the player a high degree of control & create realistic interactivity 
▼ Bad News

· demands a vast amount of scripted dialogue 

· PD has 6-12 totally unique paths of conversation depending on the scene

A writer could easily get buried in a dialogue explosion of hundreds of lines for each scene!

Multiple Story Paths – 3 main paths with 7 possible endings:

· Light Path – Tex saves the world & gets the girl

· Middle Path – Tex doesn’t get the girl but doesn’t lose her either

· Dark Path – Tex fails to save the heroine & loses the girl…he also takes up with the bad girl and dies at the end

RESPONSE TO THE PROJECT
· Adventure Game of the Year (1996) – Computer Gaming World & PC Games Magazine
· Editor’s Choice – PC Gamer Magazine
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