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[bookmark: _Toc160036524]Introduction
This report will detail the design and production process for my third year Games Development Project, titled The Forest’s Vigil. The experience is a typical narrative walking simulation, which has largely allowed me to focus on my writing skills, develop these in a new medium (that being a digital game), and compliment the story with a level and environment that cultivates every facet of my last three years of education at Staffordshire University. 
[bookmark: _Toc160036525]Map Overview
The map features four key sub-sections; The Forest, The Undergrowth, The Corruption and the Moonlit Grove. The player will start off in the first of these, and travel through them in a linear order while experiencing the story through audio voice lines. Each section has a different aesthetic and theme, and also represents the intensity of the story at the certain points. For example, the Corruption area is much more intense, as it features the climax of the story, while the Moonlit Grove is much more calming, to tie up the story in a beautiful ending cinematic. I will go into more detail on these areas later in the document.
[bookmark: _Toc160036526]General Development
My development pipeline was a very linear one for the most part. My game had not always been set to be a narrative simulator, and I had originally wanted to write a dissertation conducting research on queer characters within games, as this is something very important to me. However, after realizing that the way I wanted to apply said research was to create and write a game of my own, featuring those same characters, I decided I wanted to put all my time and energy into the actual gaming experience. Before I ever approached the engine, I knew I wanted to have my narratives and level designs complete, so this was the main task for me to tackle during the first part of the process.
Originally, my sketch started off quite simple, as did the narrative. The player was, at first, a human that had wandered into the woods he used to play in as a child, and come across a wounded faerie inhabitant of the forest, who he then attempted to help while learning the narrative, learning his past. This was largely done through exploring the environment, collecting ‘Motes’ of energy to return to the fae character, who would then share his story in return. I felt this left the player quite removed from the story, so did not stick with this initial decision.
[image: ]
Figure 1: Original Level Sketch
My research took me to various forests from several media sources that all lie within three distinctive categories: green forests, blue forests, and red forests. Being a narrative simulator, researching the different environments led me to cultivating a story that could allow a player to flow through all three zone types and include all facets of my research into my final product. This took me to rewriting all I had slightly and recontextualizing some of the information I had already created. This led to the framework for what eventually ended up as my final product. The characters would first meet in the upper forest, a beautiful lush green landscape, before traveling down into the Undergrowth, a gloomier, but still beautiful blue forest, with purple and pink lights scattered in the dark, and through into the Corruption, where the player will be met with a dark, red area that acts as the climax of the story. They will then enter the final area, the Moonlit Grove, which allows me to show off my old work in a new format. 
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Figure 2: Final Paper Design
After the level designs had been fleshed out, and the narrative had be fully written, it was time to jump into engine. I started by greyboxing out an area on a landscape with simple geometry, using colored material to mark out which area belonged to which sub-sect of the forest. This led to me changing around a few pathways, as it felt that the player was doubling back on themselves quite often, to the process was made more linear which ultimately helped the narrative fit better into the environment. The Undergrowth, or the blue forest, was set on a lower elevation using the landscaping tool, while the final area was set on a higher elevation.
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Figure 3: Level Greyboxing
After the greyboxing was at a suitable standard, it was time to begin filling up the forest. I settled on utilizing Procedural Content Generation to build up my forest, which ended up saving me a lot of development time as well as allowing me to learn a new skill in the process. Using assets from the Unreal marketplace coupled with the PCG process, I quickly began to build up the forest and play around with aesthetics, placements, and lighting. Using the materials that came with the trees from the marketplace, I created Material Instances and changed some hue values to give me new materials for the red and blue forest areas. After the PCG component for the green forest was to a suitable standard, I then created duplicates and used duplicate asset meshes with the new materials to fill up the separate forests. Using a tagging system and differential subtraction method, I was able to place all three PCG components into the world without having any of them overlap, and allow for a seamless transition between the areas along the player’s pathing. 
Once the PCG components were in the game, the overall environment was pretty much complete – the only things I had to focus on were decoration, lighting, and telling my narrative. The first two points blend quite well into one – a lot of the decoration is done through ‘fireflies,’ a simple particle system that I created using the Niagara system inside the engine with small particles fitted with a light component. When placed in the world, it adds some life to the environment as well as providing light to the player. The main forest has generic fireflies to light the way, while the Undergrowth has blue and purple fireflies, and the Corruption has red fireflies, to more fit the aesthetic and set the tone of the areas.
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Figure 4: Initial Fireflies particle experimentation.
Ironing out the PCG components and getting some lighting into the game was the most important part of creating the environment. Turning to gameplay, the only mechanic I had to worry about was the Voice Lines. 
[bookmark: _Toc160036527]The Forest
[bookmark: _Toc160036528]Research
There are three areas that I drew inspiration from for the main forest – Val’sharah from World of Warcraft: Legion, the Emerald Dream from World of Warcraft: Dragonflight, and the light forest from Ori and the Blind Forest.
[image: Legion : découvrez Val'sharah des Îles brisées en vidéo - World of Warcraft  - Mamytwink.com]
Figure 5: Val'sharah, uncorrupted.
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Figure 6: the ‘Lushdream Crags’ of the Emerald Dream.
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Figure 7: Ori and the Blind Forest’s light-themed environment.
[bookmark: _Toc160036529]Aesthetic Development
The development for this area was the first that I tackled. It was designed to be very stereotypical in terms of a natural, fantasy forest. I used the base assets from an Unreal Marketplace pack and utilized these through my PCG components to fill the area with trees of varying sizes, bushes, and rocks. In terms of lighting, the moonlight from the sky is quite cold, so the fireflies underneath the trees act as a contrasting warmth, as well as guiding the player’s pathing along the correct route.
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Figure 8: The Forest's Vigil's starting area.
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Figure 9: A deeper part of the forest, leading to the Moonlit Grove sub-section.
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[bookmark: _Toc160036531]Research
The idea for the Undergrowth came from two main sources: the zone of Ardenweald from World of Warcraft: Shadowlands, and the blind forest from Ori and the Blind Forest. 
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Figure 10: the ‘Heart of the Forest’ of Ardenweald.
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Figure 11: Ori and the Blind Forest's titular 'blind forest,' darker than its counterpart.
[bookmark: _Toc160036532]Aesthetic Development
In contrast to the previous area, the Undergrowth was designed to be quite dark, but not in a chilling, malicious way – it should still feel magical. Drawing from my research, I created custom materials for the assets and made the flora blue instead of green, and created some new fireflies that were a deep blue, purple, and pink color. This gave the area some warmth, while keeping it in a darker palette.
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Figure 12: Creating material instances for stylized assets.
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Figure 13: The Undergrowth
[bookmark: _Toc160036533]The Corruption
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When drawing from Val’sharah from World of Warcraft: Legion for the main forest, I decided to delve deeper and draw further from the zone, incorporating the dark, corrupted Nightmare part of the forest, featuring a black and red color palette and overall eerie atmosphere. The Emerald Nightmare is a beloved antagonist from the franchise, and the visuals are equally beloved. Having this darker part of the forest served well for the climax of my story, and really brought life to the third act of the game.
[image: Ash'theran - Wowpedia - Your wiki guide to the World of Warcraft]
Figure 14: Ash'theran, a corrupted town within Val'sharah.
[bookmark: _Toc160036535]Aesthetic Development
Similarly to the previous area, this part of the forest was designed to be dark. However, in contrast, this zone was intended to feel malicious and deadly. To achieve this, the same methods were put in place to change the assets to having red flora, while Niagara particle effects were utilized further, with erratic energies to make the zone feel unstable. To further emphasize the danger of this area, post processing was used to give the forest some vignette effects and chromatic aberration, which I think worked incredibly well.
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Figure 15: Asset and Material Instances
[image: The Forest's Vigil]
Figure 16: The Corruption, featuring dancing particle effects, vignette effects, and chromatic aberration.
[bookmark: _Toc160036536]The Moonlit Grove
[bookmark: _Toc160036537]Research
The magnum opus, my Moonlit Grove, brought back to life after years on the backburner. This was a special piece to include in the project, and is really what started it all. I used my own environment as inspiration for this zone, drawing from it and aiming to make it bolder and better.
[image: Moonlit Grove Environment]
Figure 17:  'Moonlit Grove,' my previous environment which served as inspiration for this project.
[bookmark: _Toc160036538]Aesthetic Development
To develop this area, I put aside the PCG used previously and handcrafted everything myself. I wanted it to be a personal recreation of my old project. It was completed using all the same assets I used elsewhere in the level, with the same natural green color palette from the start of the level, to bring the experience full circle.
[image: ]
Figure 18: The Moonlit Grove, top-down.
[image: The Forest's Vigil]
Figure 19: Inside the Moonlit Grove
[bookmark: _Toc160036539]Characters
The narrative features three main characters: Omarran, Auraziel, and the Lifemother. Story wise, the first two are natural forest denizens, as well as lovers, while the Lifemother is the protective guardian of the forest – a goddess of sorts. The narrative was re-written so that Auraziel is actually the player character, though this is not revealed until the third act of the story. The player, through the character, arrives in the forest at the start of the game unsure where he is, until guidance from the Lifemother and Omarran help to unravel the story, reveal the issues, and bring them all together in a climax that sees the two characters reunited. The gameplay features Auraziel as the player character, the Lifemother as the narrator and otherworldly power, with Omarran as the guide, or helper.
[bookmark: _Toc160036540]Pathing and Voice Lines
The main way I wanted to tell my narrative to the player was through voice lines. This allowed me to once again cultivate and grow a new skill that, prior to this project, I did not have. Over the course of several weeks, I booked some sessions in the University’s radio rooms and, with the relevant training, had two of my friends graciously lend their voice to my project. This was incredibly successful and has allowed me to tell my stories in a way I previously did not think was possible for someone at my skill level. The voice lines are played in-engine through the use of invisible trigger boxes that have specialised code that will only allow them to play once and spawn nearby voiced characters if necessary.
It is overall quite difficult to go off-path in the experience, and everything is incredibly linear. The golden path is simply walking where the only path takes you.
[bookmark: _Toc160036541]Problem Solving
After conducting my research, my project originally looked quite different to how it ended up. Originally, my research within Ardenweald took me to one of the main Dungeon areas in the zone, called Mists of Tirna Scithe. This area features a ‘mist maze,’ in which players must discern the correct path through the mists in order to reach the end, using a series of interactable podiums and light-up icons. I had planned to implement something similar within my own game, which is what led to the ‘maze’ area after the ‘Undergrowth’ zone, and before the ‘Corruption’ zone. I had planned to revisit this mechanically at a later date, as I had not planned for my project to be mechanically influenced at all – it was built to tell a story, not provide a challenge. Once I had got all my decorations and assets into the world, I settled on enjoying the forest as it was, without any other mechanical influence and just allowing it to be a thicket of paths and trees for the player to explore. This area has ended up allowing me to provide some semblance of an open-world area inside a very linear gameplay experience, and I think overall this has worked incredibly well.
[image: ]
Figure 20: The 'Maze,' originally a puzzle-based area.
At the start of my process developing the level within the engine, I originally placed all assets by hand on a landscape that used the base Unreal Engine grass texture. This led to me falling out of love with the project for a short while, as I really did not like how it was turning out. In the end, I sought the help of a friend who suggested I use Procedural Content Generation instead. Learning this has put me in a much better place than I was before the project, as not only have I been able to produce a fantastic portfolio piece, but I have also learned a new, prosperous skill along the way. Apart from the personal gain, this process elevated the quality of my project tenfold.
[bookmark: _Toc160036542]Cinematic Sequences
I decided to add further flavor to the level by adding cinematic sequences to both the start and end of the level. This added more immersion to the experience, and really brought the whole narrative full circle, as the player descends into the forest at the beginning of the level, then ascends out of the forest at the end. I took inspiration for these from World of Warcraft’s player creation cinematics, which often drift through the starting zone before centering on the player.
[bookmark: _Toc160036543]Final Product
The final product can be seen in a playthrough video linked below.
[image: The Forest's Vigil - Staffordshire University: Third Year Final Project]
[bookmark: _Toc160036544]Evaluation and Closing Thoughts
This project has been a very special one for me to work on, finally being able to focus on what I am truly passionate about – narrative writing, storytelling, and worldbuilding. These skills, combined with taking a project I worked on pre-University and applying all the skills I’ve learned at Staffordshire University has resulted in a gameplay experience I am incredibly proud of. I confess, there are elements to the game I am not 100% happy with, and I do believe I could put some work into making the landscape look better, the characters being more animated, and the voice lines being crisper and cleaner, but these are all things I did not set out to perfect at the start of the project. My main focuses – a beautiful world, a gripping story, and the effective communication and resonation between the two was, in my opinion, incredibly successful. My player feedback was very heartwarming, as they seemed to enjoy my narrative and the way it was shown in game, so overall I am confident in saying that the project was a great success.
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