The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt

A Must See Next Generation RPG
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Free to Pay

' 'm not exactly sure when the phrase “free-to-
play” became ingrained in our lexicon, but it’s
. a business model that has its roots in the PC
freeware business of the 1980s. Of course, back
then the ways to extract money from customers
were far less developed. What started as games
supported by an advertising or demo model has
moved into the “freemium” generation, where in-
game items or member services are the primary
ANDY McNAMARA  source of income.

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF | am not here to say | hate free-to-play games,
andy@gameinformercom  or capitalism for that matter. | thoroughly enjoy
playing free-to-play games, and who doesn't
like making money? The business model does

Read m; F”:”m" o not define its entertainment value. Nor does
comment on this letteral ., ing for the entertainment make it a rip-off.
gameinformer.com/mag or

Games are expensive, and the hard-working
men and women of game development deserve
compensation for their amazing products.

| am, however, slowly but surely becoming
annoyed at the straight-faced lies that game
publishers and developers deliver in the free-
mium space while they inform me how lucky
| am to be playing their product for “free.”

| have lost count of how often | have been told
by developers and publishers that people who
spend money in a freemium game don't get an
advantage over people who don’t pay. This is
true in some cases, but | am seeing an alarm-
ing trend where opening up the wallet not only
leads to advantages in-game, but in essence is
making games more expensive than they would
have been at that old industry standard of 60
American dollars.

Players are able to unlock weapons faster in
first-person shooters, ensuring that the army
with the biggest pocketbook has an advantage
over pure skill. Leaderboards will always be
questioned on whether the player was good or
just had the cash to keep purchasing “gems” or
whatever other made-up monetary device the
game employs. Or what about RPGs, where you
can refill meters that let you kill monsters that
would normally be beyond your power, or level
and gain attributes at a faster pace?

Do you have to buy your way to victory?
Certainly not, but these developers are preying
on our competitive instincts to line their pocket-
books. Is it a fair exchange? It really depends on
the game and how each person feels about part-
ing with their hard-earned dollars. It does con-
cern me, however, that the hardcore fans tend to
be the ones covering the bill for those who are
unwilling to pay. The playing field suffers when
the rules can be bent for just a few dollars more.

follow @GI_AndyMc

Ty

Cheers,
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The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt

CD Project RED’s The Witcher 3 takes the series’ dark fantasy
universe and non-linear storytelling into a truly open world for the
first time. Even if you haven’t been following Geralt’s exploits so

far, The Witcher 3 offers a perfect entry point.
by Adam Biessener



Bravely Default: Flying Fairy 30

O Feedback
We're still getting both
positive and negative
feedback on our top 50 issue
from January, as well as
thank you notes for previous
features, sarcastic thank-you
notes for our reviews, and
math lessons.

12 Connect
We take a look at the process
of writing games, with
interviews from the authors
of games like Uncharted,
Assassin’s Creed, and
Borderlands. We also exam-
Ine live-action advertisements
for video games on TV, and
talk to Double Fine about its
Kickstarter success.

Top Ten Tower Defense Games

70 Previews
We've decided to take a final
look at BioShock Infinite
before reviewing it, and see
what Disney Infinity is all
about. We also checked out
the new Splinter Cell, the
new Pokémon, the new Final
Fantasy, and The Witness,
the new game from the
creator of Braid.

56 Reviews
This month we jump
back into Isaac Clarke’s
universe for Dead Space 3,
see what Sly Cooper and
the gang are up to these
days, and check out
Nintendo’s latest entry in
the Fire Emblem series.

——— .

Fire Emblem: Awakening

GL ) LT e

100 Game Over
RPGs sometimes have
some strange story elements
pulling your character to the
end goal. The state of Florida
has some very strange
headlines adorning its news-
papers. Let’s see if you can
tell the difference.

contents 3
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Contact Us

feedback@gameinformer.com

his month in
Feedback, readers
respond to our
Top 50 Games of 2012
with pro-FemShep praise,
mathematics, and confu-
sion over what year it

is. Readers also discuss
the waning of a beloved
video game genre, share
what video game villains
they'd work for, and have
the audacity to question
our pun-making skills.

Top 50 Cover Love
| was pleasantly surprised to see Mr. Spratt’s
artwork featured again on the cover of
issue 237. | loved his artwork from the Top 30
Characters that Defined a Decade issue back
in 2010, and this issue’s artwork is just as awe-
some, if not better. But even more surprising
was the inclusion of female Shepard on the
cover and not her male counterpart. Whoever
made that decision should get a hardy pat
on the back. Like a few select others, | made
my way through the Mass Effect Universe as
FemShep and cannot see the tale BioWare
so masterfully created told any other way.
Thank you for giving the lady her due time in
the spotlight.

Anthony Cucchetti

Warren, MI

| just wanted to let you all know how excit-
ing it was to read this year’s “Top 50 Games
of 2012” issue. Coming home from a long
work day and seeing a new Game Informer in
the mail is always a plus, but when | saw the
ever-amazing and beautiful FemShep and the
Editor's Game of the Year emblem on Mass
Effect 3, it made it even better! Despite any
controversy about the endings, ME will always
be my favorite game series, hands down. It’s
awesome to see you guys recognize the game,
and | look forward to seeing a future cover with
the next Mass Effect game on it!

Josh Thompson

via email

We could think of no better way to celebrate
the magnificent games of 2012 than to
commission another piece of cover art by
the talented Sam Spratt. Check out more

of Spratt’s artwork at samspratt.com. As

for choosing FemShep over her stubbly
headed counterpart, we wouldn’t have it
any other way.

Crunching the Numbers
The Top 50 Games of the Year issue is
always my favorite issue, and this year’s
was one of the best. As a lifelong XCOM
fan, | have been happy with all of the Gl love
for the new game this year. When | saw that
you picked Mass Effect 3 as game of the
year, | was a bit sad. Eyeballing the Top 10
editor rankings, it looked as if XCOM should
have won, so | did a little digging. | inverted
the rankings to give the games a proper
score: First place gets ten points, second
place gets nine, etc. Lo and behold, XCOM
received 113 points...but Mass Effect 3 got
114. Ouch! Okay, what about the total aver-
age score among all of the editors? XCOM
got 5.94...ME 3 got 6.0. Ouch! How about
the average scores among editors that had
both games on their list? XCOM 7.53...ME 3
7.13. Victory! So either way it was close, but
let’s call it a tie!

Darryl Christensen

St. Louis, MO

While we appreciate your attempt at
using science to justify our selection

(or invalidate it, as the case may be),

our choice for game of the year is not a
strictly mathematical one. It’s based on
a lot of debating, voting, and eventually
Thunderdome-style battles to the death
as the rest of the office shouts “two edi-
tors enter, one editor leaves!” At the end
of the day, Mass Effect 3 came out on
top, but your instinct was correct; it was
an incredibly close call this year.




Gears of What?

[ truly can’t believe that Gears of War 3 did not make it in your Top 50
Games of 2012 list. As a matter of fact, I can't remember the last time
I saw even one of the writers acknowledge Gears of War as a favorite.
Every time you guys ever have a list of the top games, Gears of War is
never mentioned; it seems like you have a beef with Epic and Gears
of War in general. In a time where original ideas in video games are
few and far between, it would make sense that Gears of War would

get some credit for being one of the most original games of all time.
But then again, seeing your guys’ pictures/comments, you look like a
bunch of spineless idiots anyway. Gears of War is much too fast-paced
and kickass for a bunch of nerds like you!

Paul Craft
via email

Gears of War 3 came out in 2011. It was included in our Top 50
list, and won our Best Xbox 360 Exclusive award in the year it
was actually released.
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Clambering for

More Clementine
| just wanted to thank the Gl staff for the article
“Creating Clementine” in issue 237. | read and
re-read it, wondering how | let such an inspir-
ing title slip through my fingers. Luckily, it was
on sale during the holidays, so | snatched the
opportunity to get all the episodes. I've been
playing the game nonstop, and | am now on
my second playthrough. | love the game and
am thankful that Kimberley Wallace brought it
to my attention.

Vinnie Rivera

via email

In your Creating Clementine article, you had a
section entitled “Cementing the Bond.” Why
didn’t you put “Clementing the Bond” as the
sub-header? Unsubscribed!
Sean Milligan
via email

We received a number of letters from read-
ers expressing their gratitude for the in-
depth look at the creation of the precious
star of The Walking Dead. Nevertheless,
we're sending Kim to pun school immedi-
ately to ensure she never misses such a
golden opportunity again.
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Short Answers to

Readers’ Burning
Questions:
“Would you guys want a pre-

quel video game or movie to
Resistance: Fall of Man?”

Not really.

“Why does it seem like PS3 has
way more exclusive games than
Xbox 3607"

Because it does.

“Why is it that every magazine
says ‘preview’ when they are
playing the game? Would that
not be a ‘playview?"”

What?!

Worst News Tip
of the Month:

“Ben Reeves is secretly Keanu
Reeves’ evil brother.”

Reader Gibberish:

“| realize that you all are
a total numskulls! How
could | described you as
“gameinformer”? more
like “dumbinformer™!!”

Question of
the Month:

What game would make you buy
a next-gen console?

(Left) During their trip to
Warsaw, Poland, tour guide
Dorota Bartnikowska brought
Adam, Ben Hanson, and CD
Projekt RED's Maciek Sosnowski
to the Copernicus Science Center.
She couldn't convince Hanson
that this sculpture wasn'’t a
functioning robot, however.
(Right) The first mistake CD
Projekt RED's Agnieszka Szostak,
Michat Platkow-Gilewski,

Adam Badowski, and Borys
Pugacz-Muraszkiewicz made
was giving Adam a sword. The
second was not wearing armor.

continued on page 8
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M Top 50 Games
of 2012 37%

® Clementine Love 24%

» The Best Villains
to Work For 19%

® Windows 8 Gripes 14%

W Game of the Year
Controversy 5%

® Paul Revere
History Lessons 1%

The Need to Read

Thank you so much for recommending
the new Need For Speed: Most Wanted,
a game that is nothing like any NFS I've
ever played - and that’s not a good thing.
All it has in common with the original Most
Wanted is the name. Therein lies the prob-
lem: Had it been called “Burnout Crashfest,”
your review would’ve been justified. As | am
not a fan of the Burnout games, and | feel
utterly deceived. | am not happy about this.
I've been ripped off by the game maker, the
game store | bought it from, and you. Thanks
a million.

Ryan Balogh

Austin, TX

We’'re sorry you don't like the game,
Ryan, but our reviews are based on how

fun a game is, not if it’s similar or dis-
similar to other games in the series. For
that information, you actually have to
read the review; if you’re not a fan of
Burnout-style racing games, why did you
buy a title that our review said was full

of “spectacular Burnout-style crashes,”
and is all about “developer Criterion’s
ruthless pursuit of its racing vision” in the
opening paragraph?

Sneak King

In the late ‘90s | got hooked on stealth
games and the act of sneaking up behind
enemies and silently taking them out.
Franchises like Metal Gear Solid and Tenchu
really hit the spot, but now it seems series
that were centered on 100-percent stealth
are either gone or evolving too far from the

Question of the Month:

In issue 235, we asked readers what video game villain they would work
for and why. The responses were all over the place, and exhibited some

questionable logic for choosing a potential employer. Here are some of

the responses:

Hands down, the best video game villain to work for has to be Wario.
Think about it: How awesome would it be to work on crazy game ideas

with the WarioWare crew?

Esteban Hinojosa

[ would want to work for the King of the Galaxy, because I'd get
to sleep in a hammock in space on my downtime and help with
punishing Prince whenever he does something unsatisfactory.

Kira Walter

I'd work for Bowser. | mean, what other job has you traveling across
the world, through space, and everywhere in-between, all while kidnapping

a beautiful princess, laying waste to the land, and attempting to rule over

formula. Are there games out there to fill the
void, or is stealth a trend that developers
aren’t interested in anymore?
Jack Mohan
via email

While a lot of classic stealth franchises
have adopted action elements in an attempt
to broaden their appeal, that design shift
has been a two-way street. Many develop-
ers are looking for ways to accommodate
fans of different play styles, and last year
Dishonored and Far Cry 3 provided some of
the best stealth gameplay of this genera-
tion. If you’re still looking for a pure stealth
experience, check out our preview of Dark
on page 80, or try Klei Entertainment’s Mark
of the Ninja, which we named the best
downloadable game of 2012.

J [ '

the universe with no real consequences once you're defeated? Plus, there's
always work; you never see the Goombas filing for unemployment benefits.

Nick Tarry
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(Left) Recently, Ben
Reeves and Vikings QB
Christian Ponder bonded
over their love of wind-
shield wiper fluid at The
Pourhouse in Minneapolis.
(Right) Comedian James
Adomian checked out the
Gl vault after joining the
Replay crew for a little
Darkwing Duck. Check it
out at gameinformer.com.

continued on page 10
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1979

(MAY) Atari program-
mers David Crane,
Larry Kaplan, Alan
Miller, and Bob
Whitehead meet with
Atari CEO Ray Kassar
to demand that the
company reward its
developers more fairly
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(OCT) Crane, Kaplan,
Miller, and Whitehead
file papers to found
their own company,
Activision, the first
independent developer
and distributor of video
game software

Megamania

ENMNERLY

In the ‘70s, when a company wanted to get
into the video game business, it created a
video game console and then started making
games that would play on that console. Atari
made game cartridges for the Atari 2600, Mag-
navox made games for its Odyssey system,
and Mattel made games for its Intellivision.
Making games for other consoles didn't make
practical business sense at the time. If you
wanted to make video games, you had to
make a console first.

And then four dissatisfied programmers
from Atari formed Activision.

“Before we started the company, we
checked with lawyers to make sure that it
was legal to do what we were talking about,”
Crane says. “We actually budgeted for a law-
suit when we went to a venture capitalist and
got backing. Sure enough, they tried to sue

the pants off us.”

Getting funding was a challenge in and of
itself. At the time, venture capital firms didn't
invest in software companies. Software
didn’t seem like a real product because there
was nothing tangible to hold onto. The four
programmers secured backing for their com-
pany only on the basis that they would be
producing physical cartridges, which would

1981

(JUL) Activision re-
leases Kaboom!, which
has players using the
paddle controller to
capture explosives
dropped by a mad
bomber at the top of
the screen. The game
goes on to become
one of the company's
early million-sellers

1982

(APR) Activision releases
Pitfall! The game be-
comes one of Activi-
sion’s most iconic titles,
and is often credited

as the first platformer.

It goes on to sell over
four million copies — a
dizzying feat for the
Atari 2600. Later in the
year, co-founder Larry
Kaplan leaves for Amiga.

=

be marketed as games. Even then, the pri-
vate equity firm Sutter Hill Ventures invested
less than $1 million into the company. Within
three years, Activision would be worth more
than $300 million.

From the beginning, Activision looked
ike a different kind of video game com-
pany. Crane, Kaplan, Miller, and Whitehead
teamed up with a businessman named Jim
Levy, and the five founded their company
on the idea that a game was a piece of art
created by an author, As they envisioned
it, Activision would give every programmer
credit on the games they made, and would
even promote authors by devoting a full
page to them in the instruction manual. The
founders decided to package their games
in bright, colorful boxes with their Activision
label clearly displayed across the top so the
company’s games would clearly stand out
on store shelves. Most importantly, the four
programmers knew the Atari 2600 inside
and out, so their games used every ounce
of the system’s graphical capabilities. Black
borders were even employed to keep color
bleeding down. Many would later say that
Activision’s games looked better than many
of Atari’'s own titles.

1983

(MAR) The company
ends its fiscal year by
reaching more than
$157 million in sales
and by June completes
its initial public offering

1984
Bob Whitehead and Alan
Miller leave Activision to

form Accolade
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By the fall of 1979, the four programmers had
set up inside Crane’s garage and started work-
ing on their initial launch lineup: Dragster, Fish-
ing Derby, Checkers, and Boxing. The games
wouldn’t release until the following summer,
but to help build sales momentum for its new
products, and in order to establish its brand
name, Activision took its games to the summer
Consumer Electronic Show in Chicago.

“Our first CES was quite a splash,” Crane
says. “We were in the third sub-basement at
McCormick Place. Fortunately, we were in the
corner and we had our banner at an angle, so
we had good visibility even though we were
the last booth in the last place anyone went.
Even so, people saw our booth and immedi-
ately started to get excited.”

The young developer started generating so
much press that Atari felt it had to go on the
offensive. On the second day of the show,
Atari bought a full page ad in the CES trade
show daily aimed directly at Activision.

“It said, ‘Atari believes that anyone who
would steal trade secrets from another com-
pany and try to profit on them are evil, terrible
people,’”” Crane recalls. “They didn’t mention
Activision by name, but it was pretty clear they
were talking about us. It was funny, because
they made that statement, but we all agreed
with it because we weren’t stealing anything.
They tried to paint us as being really bad.”

Atari continued its attack, trying to bully the
fledgling publisher out of the retail market
by telling retailers that they wouldn’t be able
to carry Atari products if they distributed
for Activision. Atari then accused Activision
of stealing various proprietary information,
including a programming trick known as the
“venetian blinds” technique.

The venetian blinds technique had been In-
vented by Bob Whitehead while he was work-
ing on Video Chess for Atari. The technique
allowed sprites to change positions every scan
line, meaning a programmer could get eight or
more sprites to line up onscreen. Previously,
programmers had only been able to get the
Atari 2600 to produce six sprites on a single
line, so this was a nifty trick. The problem for
Atari was Activision hadn'’t used the venetian
blinds technique in any of its games.

Atari continued to threaten to sue Activision

19866 1967

The last remaining Activision purchases
founder at Activision, Infocom, the leading
David Crane, leaves the adventure game de-

company to co-found veloper and publisher

Absolute Entertainment
with Garry Kitchen
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for stealing company secrets, so David

Crane worked up ademo o

f a digital window

overlooking a sunset. A player could use a
joystick to raise or lower a set of venetian-

style blinds attached to the

window. When

Atari’s lawyers came over to question the
Activision crew about the venetian blinds
programming technique, Crane showed them
the demo of the digital venetian blinds, asking,
“Is this what you're talking about?” Everyone
thought it was hilarious. Everyone except

Atari's lawyers; Atari filed a

lawsuit alleging

that Activision's members had violated a

non-disclosure agreement.

“They tried all these monopolistic practices,
and it was stupid because we helped make
their console the de facto standard for a de-
cade because we were supporting it and the
next group supported it,” Crane says. “They
were selling more consoles because of our
support, but they couldn’t see it that way. We
were the best thing that could have happened
to Atari, but they didn’t think so at the time.”

Activision continued to churn out a string
of hits that included Kaboom!, Chopper
Command, Skiing, and Pitfalll Then in 1982,

Atari decided that it was lo

sing the lawsuit

and opted to settle out of court. Activision
could continue to develop third-party video
games for Atari’s systems in return for royal-

ties — an arrangement that

functions much

like modern first-party/third-party licensing
agreements. The Atari 2600 was officially

an open platform. Activision had swung the
doors wide open for a slew of long-forgotten

A look at the venetian
blinds tech demo that
David Crane worked
up as a joke to show
Atari’s lawyers.
Activision later used
the sunset art as

the background

in Barnstorming

19606

Activision changes
Its corporate name
to Mediagenic

and broadens its
focus to include
business software

1989

Activision, under
Mediagenic, publishes
the first interactive
entertainment product
on CD-ROM, an ad-
venture game for kids
called The Manhole

———— T

| till “i."

third party companies like Imagic, Tigervision,
and Froggo Games to flood the market.

The Activision that exists today is a vastly
different company than the one formed in
David Crane’s garage back in 1979. The
company has weathered a series of financial
losses, a name change, and a multi-million
dollar patent infringement lawsuit over the
years. The company’s founders had all left
by the mid-"80s and by the time that current
CEO Bobby Kotick acquired the company,
Activision was such a financial disaster that
it was forced to file for Chapter 11 bank-
ruptcy. Despite its dire straits, Activision was
worth saving.

“What Bobby Kotick realized was that the
Activision brand name was worth $50 million
when he bought the company for less than
$1 million,” Crane says. “It was estimated
at that point that it would cost $50 million in
marketing to make another company be as
recognizable as Activision already was, so he
had that going for him and he knew it.”

Much of Activision’s success today is
built on that brand name, but its legacy is
larger than a single company. Crane, Kaplan,
Miller, and Whitehead envisioned an industry
where game makers were credited as artistic
visionaries who shared in the profits of a
game'’s financial success. They envisioned
an industry where games were not just seen
as toys, but as entertainment products
comparable to movies, music, and books. It
was a vision of today’s industry, a reality they
helped shape. ©
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1990

BHK Corporation, (DEC) Mediagenic

headed by Bobby Kotick, emerges from

purchases a controlling chapter 11 bank-

interest in Mediagenic ruptcy and changes
ItS name back to
Activision
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Check back next month when we
take a closer look at David Crane's
most popular Activision title, Pitfall!

200/

(DEC) Activision and
Vivendi announce that
they have signed

a merger agreement,
effectively making them
the world’s largest

video game publisher. The
company renames itself
Activision Blizzard
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; 'm}ant the craziest news head-
_Iiﬁes in North America, it's no secret
that Florida is a goldmine. Role-
playing games play a similar role in
the gaming industry, providing more
ridiculous scenarios and plot devices
than any other genre. In a.testament
to how bonkers these two sources can
be, sometimes it can be difficult to tell
them apart. Bead the headlines and

determine whichones originate from
actual news reports in Florida,

and WHIch ones are drawn from
RPGs.

l]] APG | FL Man steals sweet roll, hides
it in pants

l]2 RPG | FL Man and his dog find bronze
gorilla statue in woods

“3 APG | FL Teen and his dog uncover
abandoned laboratory

“ 4 APG | FL Teacher attacked by
airborne fish

05 RPG | FL Love triangle between two sisters
and adopted brother leaves one dead

[IB HPG | FLL Woman refuses to leave launch
pad, delays space shuttle launch

07 APG | FL Alleged stabber claims he was
possessed by cat spirit

l]B APG | FL Woman attacks lover after
disappointing sexual performance

[Ig HPG | FL Late-night television blamed for
increase in teen murders

-I " HPG | FL Woman driving vehicle 100mph
claims divine forces made her do it

1 -| APG | FL "l am a reincarnated space
traveler,” says robot enthusiast

-lz APG | FL Adult woman adopted by
wealthy boyfriend

13 RPG | FL Large beehive, thousands of
bees threaten residential area

] 4 APG | FL Man offers to shoot children
out of cannon

15 RPG | FL Sexual assault at wrestling
tournament under investigation

-I B RPG | FL Father assaults son's
romantic rival

"7 APG | FL Man uses samurai sword, mop
as weapons during altercation @

Score & Rank

17 CORRECT: Nice work, cheater

14-16 CORRECT: You either play a lot of RPGs, or
read a lot of Florida news reports

11-13 CORRECT: You were overthinking it! You
talked yourself out of a few right answers

8-10 CORRECT: Most people get this score.
Congratulations, you're boring!

5-7 CORRECT: You could have just picked either “FL"
or “RPG,” answered every question the same way,
and still scored better than this

0-4 CORRECT: You are a primitive Al still struggling
to understand human behavior

1.FL 2.FL 3.RPG (Secret of Evermore) 4. FL 5. RPG (Tales of Legendia) 6. RPG (Final Fantasy VII) 7. RPG (Chrono Cross) 8. FL 9. RPG (Persona 4) 10. FL 11. RPG (Xenogears) 12.FL 13.FL 14. RPG (Secret of Mana) 15. RPG (Shadow Hearts: Covenant) 16. FL 17. FL and RPG (Chrono Trigger)

Game Informer Magazine® (ISSN 1067-6392) is published monthly at a subscription price of $19.98 for 1 year or $24.98 for 2 years by Sunrise Publications®, 724 North First Street. 3rd Floor, Minneapolis, MN 55401. (612) 486-6100 or FAX (612) 486-6101. Canada & Mexico orders must add $25/yr additional
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The goal is to protect your communlty and defend our nation. It requnres skill, teanmﬁ.m -
confidence and the desire to win. If you've got what it takes, visit NATIONALGUAR
Then get in on the action. Serve part-time in the Guard.

NATIONALGUARD2=C}

NATIONALGUARD.com
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WINNER

1 Vanessa Yerger
After The Power of Two’s
mediocre reception, Mickey
and Oswald try to hide

the evidence

2 Kevin Gray

We suspended our
disbelief for Da Vinci’s
flying machine in AC ll, but
an actual eagle attachment
is going too far

3 Nicholas Weir

Note to door manufacturer:
keyholes aren’t as effective
when they’re almost big
enough to walk through

4 Axel Stallman
- Bowser finally forgoes
theatrics for practicality
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Submit your art for a chance to win our monthly prize. Please include your name and return address. Entries become the property of Game Informer and cannot be returned.
Send to: Game Informer Reader Art Contest | 724 First Street North, 3rd Floor | Mpls, MN 55401 or Email to: ReaderArt@gameinformer.com
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(Left) This month Bryan
started a crossed-arm club with
Ubisoft’s Maxime Beland, Ame
Pedroso, and Patrick Redding.
Standing by elevators with your
arms crossed has never been
more fun! (Right) Avalanche
Software’s John Blackbumn

and Disney's John Vignocchi
became BFFs with Reiner and
Jeff Cork after showing them
Disney Infinity.
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) | YOUR

YOUR COU NTRY GAVE YOU MONEY BACK

EVIL MUTANT CYBORGS

GET THE MOST OUT OF YOUR REFUND AT GAMESTOP. FROM NEW TO PRE-OWNED, YOU CAN CHOOSE
FROM THE BEST GAMES, GAMING CONSOLES, HEADSETS, TABLETS, AND I-DEVICES. HEAD TO YOUR
LOCAL GAMESTOP OR VISIT WWW.GAMESTOP.COM/REFUNYOURREFUND FOR MORE INFORMATION.

EXCLUSIVE

POWER TO THE PLAYERS
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the writers’ room:
revealing the art and
science of game writing

bright lights, dim pixels

introducing obsidian’s
project eternity

afterwords:
assassin’s creed Il

pushing boundaries

interview:
double fine’s greqg rice




The next-gen consoles are coming, b te bae o

your living room
encompasses more than just the home consoles made by Sony,
Microsoft, and Nintendo. This year’s Consumer Electronics Show
(CES) highlighted some upcoming platforms that aim to expand
the variety of game systems available to you. With a low barrier to
entry, relatively attractive price tags, and the possibility of plenty
of games, these boxes aim to change the console landscape. Could
this be the beginning of a new era in home console gaming?

connect 13




he traditional console setup is a closed experience closely
controlled by the system’s manufacturer. The advantages of
this approach are that the console manufacturer acts as a gate-
keeper, making sure that not only does software conform to
set specifications aimed at ensuring a minimum level of quality,
but that the platform itself can be a part of an overall brand
strategy, like focused initiatives such as Kinect or Xbox Live.

This manufacturer-controlled approach does have costs,
however. MMOs have famously been excluded from Xbox Live,
for example, due to Microsoft's interest in keeping a tight rein
on everything from the patches available to the payment meth-
ods. There are also the fixed hardware specs, lack of development tools available to the
consumer, and other proprietary constraints.

Recently, some attractive alternatives to the traditional console model have garnered
attention. In particular, the news at this year’s CES was the influx of systems designed to
make games more accessible via download or stream, as well as bring mobile Android
titles and apps to your TV. Nvidia's Shield, PlayJam’s GameStick, and Ouya are all target-
ing your living room, and Valve's Steam Box is planning its own revolution.

Valve Waits in the Wings

Valve has not-so-secretly been developing
its own home console, colloquially dubbed
the Steam Box. This system would deliver
games digitally via Valve's own Steam service,
which would be playable on your TV screen
with a controller via the company’s currently
available Big Picture mode. Although the
Steam Box would be closed in the sense that
the box itself would be configured to Valve’s
specifications, it will run Linux with the option
to install Windows. It will also run apps like
Netflix and have a web browser.

At CES, Valve co-founder Gabe Newell
talked in more depth about the company’s
thoughts on the Steam Box in an interview
with The Verge, providing new details about
the officially unannounced endeavor. While
Valve plans on producing its own Steam Box,
the company is licensing out Steam to other
companies so they can make their own
boxes. Newell said that he envisions “Good,
Better, Best” grades of boxes that range
from those that are solely focused around
streaming games to those with whatever
extras the manufacturer wants to put in,

such as a disc drive. Valve’s own controlled
offering will be in the middle of the pack.
“[Valve's position is]: let's build a thing that’s
quiet and focuses on high performance and
appropriate form factors.”

Newell also talked about the desire for user-
created store fronts, biometric controllers, and
the next generation of Steam Boxes capable
of acting like a server that can run games out
to multiple monitors for simultaneous gaming
sessions. Biometrics utilizes information from
your body such as heart rate, retina tracking,
or other biological characteristics, and Valve
has been hiring engineers to explore its pos-
sibilities. “Maybe [motion control] is just failure
of imagination on our part,” Newell told The
Verge, “but we're a lot more excited about
biometrics as an input method.”

Although Valve only showed off prototypes
of its own Steam box at CES and talked about
it in the abstract, Xi3 debuted its box code-
name Piston that supports Steam and its Big
Picture mode. It wasn't Valve's Steam Box,
but it was funded in part by the company. As
much as Piston grabbed some headlines at
CES, these kinds of small form-factor special-
ized PCs are nothing new, and their availablity
will only increase as Steam continues to be
licensed. It will be interesting to see how Valve
differentiates itself from the competition -
whether that’s with exclusive games, biomet-
rics, or Steam services. By spreading Steam as
well as spearheading its own console, Valve’s
power could spread quickly.



Android - The Other 0S

This year’s CES also featured a number of
Android-based devices that will try to expand
home gaming, each with their own particu-
lar hook. Nvidia’s Shield wirelessly streams
Google Play titles as well as those from your
PC (as long as they use a high-end Kepler-
based GeForce GPU) onto its Xbox 360-style
controller that has a built-in 5-inch, 1280x720
HD multitouch display. The Kickstarter-funded
GameStick has a dongle that hooks into your
TV’s HDMI port and lets you play Android
games on your TV for $79. Last year, fellow
Kickstarter project Ouya turned heads with its
streaming console, access to OnLive’s stream-
ing catalog, and requirement for every game
to have some sort of free-to-play aspect. Also
noteworthy is that Ouya is completely hack-
able without voiding the warranty, which not
only opens the system to homebrew games,
but also piracy.

As attractive as each of these options may
sound, relying on Android can be risky. While
it provides a familiar, open operating system
and potentially a deep roster of already-
released games, the Android ecosystem has
its problems.

In the mobile and tablet market, Android
games face the challenge of trying to conform
to myriad different hardware configurations,
versions of the operating system, and mobile
carriers that utilize Android (as opposed to the
unified Apple products). Games that currently
exist could also face a difficult conversion
process as existing mobile/tablet titles that use
touchscreens have to adapt to the controllers
of these home consoles.

Furthermore, Android’s open structure -
where anyone can develop a game for the
OS without having to pay for a developer’s
license or jump through various approval
hoops - is cluttered, plagued by piracy (which
can scare away potential publishers/develop-
ers), and simply isn’t as popular with com-
panies and the general public as Apple's App
Store and its products. There is also the threat
that Apple could make its own foray into the
living room through an iOS gaming console or
expansion of Apple TV functionality.

“All that stuff really scared us,” says Nathan
Vella, co-founder and president of iOS/mobile/
downloadable developer Capybara (Critter
Crunch), who elected to utilize the expertise
of tools developer Apportable for the Android
version of Superbrothers: Sword & Sworcery
EP. “I still think that’s one of the really tough
parts of Android development is that there’s
so much fragmentation.”

Despite some of the difficulties with
Android, it's the gaming itself which is excit-
Ing users for these devices and which will
likely make them succeed or fail. Since it’s
not hard to hook your PC up to your TV and
enjoy games today, these devices will have
to differentiate themselves by their ease of
use, low price tag, and exclusive software in
order to stay relevant.

Ouya boasts exclusive episodic content
from Robotoki’s zombie franchise Human
Element (slated to hit in 2015), and apart
from a large Android-based library that
many other devices also tap into,
it will host Final Fantasy Il and
possibly other ports of estab-
lished titles. Software could
be a crucial differentiator
for Valve and its Steam
Box, which could

1%

make waves if the company were to make its
games exclusive to the console.

Regardless of exclusives, Vella thinks
exposing more gamers to Android titles could
introduce them to a broader variety of good
games. “One of the things that’s really amaz-
ing about Android that doesn’t get talked
about is the sheer volume of content. If you're
interested in really hardcore board games, you
can find a significant number of really hardcore
poard games on iOS or Android...and it’s a lot
harder on traditional consoles.”

Colin Sebastian, senior equity research
analyst for Baird Research, thinks that some
of these Android consoles could have a tough
time in the market. “I liked some of the Android
game platforms, although my best guess
s they will get stuck in a ‘niche-y’ muck in
between high-end gaming PCs and traditional
living-room consoles. Over time, | also expect
that both Apple and Google will make a bigger
splash in games, bringing app stores to living
rooms via smart TVs or boxes, and in my view
these platforms have a better shot at shaking
up the console market.”

“I think it's going to come down a lot to
making sure that those experiences are tailor-
ed for where or what they are being played
on,” says Vella. “When you talk about what's
the value to a consumer to play a phone game
on a giant screen, if the processors aren’t
good enough to make the graphics look better,
or if the interface isn't better, and so on, it’s
not going to be a great experience. But |
do think there's something really interesting
about being able to access a wider amount
of content instantly.”

Some of these systems may not see
the light of day or be able to fulfill all
their potential, but the prospect
of being able to access more
games and expanded experi-
ences will always excite
gamers, no matter who is
making the console. ©
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and Sbiénce of Game Writing

by ANDREW REINER

image: deadendthrills.com
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WE ARE JUST NOW AT THE JAZZ SINGER

In video games.

We are starting to figure out that there are things we can do beyond
the conventions of cinema and there are ways to tell stories that help the
gameplay along and not just ape the experience of film or television.

WHETHER WE'RE FOLLOWING MARIO AS HE LEAPS THROUGH PIPES TO RESCUE AN ABDUCTED PRINCESS OR SCULPTING THE

SAGA OF COMMANDER SHEPARD IN THE MIDST OF A UNIVERSE-SPANNING WAR, MOST VIDEO GAMES HAVE STORIES TO TELL.

== ven Ms. Pac-Man - a game about a
E hockey puck that eats pellets ~ pro-
vides fiction for its characters, showing
us how Ms. Pac-Man and Pac-Man fall in love.
Some video game stories are expressed
through simple pantomimed animations. Some
are told entirely through text. Others unfold like
motion pictures with voice actors, orchestrated
scores, and dramatic cinematography. We're
even seeing games that invite players to create
the narrative through the choices they make.
Although video games have been around
for over 50 years, the medium is young when
compared to other entertainment avenues.
Writer Gary Whitta — who recently collabo-
rated with Telltale Games for The Walking
Dead’s first season, and is also credited for
writing the film The Book of Eli - compares

the current state of video game storytelling to
the era when silent movies turned into talkies.

“We are just now at The Jazz Singer in video
games,” he says. “We are starting to figure
out that there are things we can do beyond
the conventions of cinema and there are
ways to tell stories that help the gameplay
along and not just ape the experience of film
or television.”

Telltale’s Walking Dead is the perfect
example of a game that experiments with
Interactive storytelling. Although the threat
of a zombie attack looms large, the game
focuses on a group of survivors and the
conflicts between them. A gun is rarely fired.
Most of the player’'s time is spent conversing
with the characters, getting to know them,
learning who to trust and who to keep an eye

on. The undead threat serves as the back-
drop for the human drama. Telltale sacrifices
action sequences, effectively reimagining
the adventure genre as an interactive drama.
You don't need to be holding the controller
to appreciate this emotional story.

To better understand how game writers
practice their craft and break down the
boundaries of this nascent entertainment
form, we spoke with some of the most
prominent writers in the industry. In doing
so, we found that the ways in which game
writers approach their job are as diverse
as the games themselves. There's no one
“right” way to craft a game story, and every
studio finds it own methods for balancing
the needs of story, technology, level design,
and gameplay.

GARY

WHITTA
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STORY INCEPTION

: ﬁ = s a writer for Borderlands 1 and 2,
h the Brothers in Arms series, and the

- forthcoming Aliens: Colonial Marines,
Gearbox’s Mikey Neumann has used a variety
of scriptwriting and creative processes. For
him, the game dictates what approach is used.
“It’s not like someone comes in and is like, “This
is the game and here is the script,”” he says. “It
is actually really drawn out and collaborative,
but probably one of the most fun processes in
the game industry and game production.”

Game scripts change over the course of a
development cycle, and numerous challenges
arise for the development team. Budgets, time
constraints, and unforeseen curveballs like a
designer introducing a new gameplay concept
or an artist adding a new defect to the charac-
ter’s features complicate the writing process -
which can, in some cases, last for the majority
of a lengthy development cycle.

“We have a motto at Gearbox that good
ideas can come from anyone,” Neumann says.
“We stick to that.” For some studios, a script
fuels the gameplay. For others, it’s the other
way around.

Borderlands was born when game designer
Matt Armstrong submitted an idea for a mix
between Diablo and Halo. The wasteland

theme was established early in this project’s
life, but the general tone of the story didn’t gel
until several writers and designers plotted spe-
cific missions. “The first time that Borderlands
crystallized in my head as to what kind of story
it was came from Scooter’s line, ‘He messed up
my mama’s girly parts,” Neumann remembers.
“So many people were involved with the plot
and what we were doing with the game; | sort
of gave it context and humor and silliness.”

Other writers, like Ubisoft’'s Corey May,
lead writer of Assassin’s Creed |, I, and IlI,
advocate a process where story and design
are integrated from the project’s inception.
For each of the Assassin’s Creed games,

May involved himself with the projects from

“day zero,” making sure he and the creative
director worked together on high-level ideas
for the stories.

“We come up with something that we pass
back and forth,” he says. “It can be anywhere
from one to three pages and it's just a very
general overview of what the story is going
to be about, where we are going to go, what
some of the major plot points are, and a lot
of the big moments.”

Once Ubisoft has the overall narrative arc
and the characters outlined, they pitch the

treatment to the mission design team. “This

is sort of the first coming together where we
say, ‘Here is where we want to take the story,
and start thinking about the ideas that we have
for gameplay and to see if there are ways that
these things can come together,”” May says.

When the team agrees on direction, May
begins his historical research for the story and
the mission designers work on a game proto-
type while conducting design research. After
that, the creative director oversees a “blueprint
meeting” with the writers, game designers, and
level designers in attendance. This high-level
meeting walks through the game and breaks it
into different arcs.

May compares the Assassin’s Creed series’
design to television shows, but where these
shows have multiple episodes, Assassin’s
Creed has sequences. “Our games are always
divided up into sequences, so we'll generally
have the concept of arcs, but not necessar-
ily acts, because | don’t know if all games
necessarily fit into an act one, act two, act
three structure,” he says. “We will sit there
and we’ll map out the sequences each with a
discrete beginning, middle, and end — an end
that concludes in such a way that it pulls you
into the next sequence.”



ON THE BEST DAYS, YOUR INSTINCT FLRRerir

designer and your instinttg
should be one and the same, whiims.it should be
audience-facing — what is best {0rthe audience.
— KEN LEVINE

W

§a Jame writer

THE ART OF COLLABORATION

alancing story and gameplay is one of
" the most difficult challenges for writ-
& - ers. Hideo Kojima obviously makes
few concessions with the amount of storytell-
ing in the Metal Gear games, but some devel-
opment studios don’t want to leave the player
hanging for too long without any interaction
with the game. A fair number of games blend
storytelling seamlessly with gameplay.

Half-Life 2 allows Gordon Freeman to move
around the environment as characters con-
verse with him and the plot is introduced.
BioShock delivers backstory through record-
Ing devices that play messages as the player
explores and engages in combat.

Although The Walking Dead finds success
in its slower moments, Whitta recognizes the
importance of player interaction. “When | am
enjoying my writing, | have to stop myself
because | realize | haven'’t actually given the
player anything to do for the last five minutes,”
he says. “Sometimes [writers] have to go back
and realize that they are kind of serving multiple
masters at once. They are serving a narrative
master who wants to tell a good story, but they
are also serving a gameplay master. The game
IS a storytelling experience, it's a gameplay
experience, and it's interactive in some forms
and linear in others. The storyline pacing and
gameplay pacing have to exist in harmony.”

Irrational Games’ Ken Levine wears two hats
as the creative director and head writer for
BioShock Infinite — a hybrid role many writers
envy as it reduces the disconnect between
the narrative and design pathways. “On the
best days, your instinct as a game designer
and your instinct as a game writer should be
one and the same, which is it should be audi-
ence-facing — what is best for the audience,”
Levine says. “That’s the whole philosophy of
Irrational — the philosophy of not taking control
away from the player and showing them
10-minute cutscenes. You're giving the story
to them without asking them to be non-
interactive. Trust me, there are times when
you write a scene and you're really happy
with it and you put it up and it’s like three
minutes long and you're like, ‘there is no way
this is going to work.™

Striking that perfect balance often comes
late in a game’s development cycle. Naughty
Dog’s Amy Hennig, a veteran scribe who has
worked on the Uncharted and Legacy of Kain
series, says the story has to be the most flex-
Ible part of game creation.

“You have to try to make some best-guess
assumptions about your story and kind of
figure out what the arc of it is, and then pin
some things to the wall and say, "Well we're
going to do this,” and then that sets people off
with tasks,” Hennig says. “Maybe you don’t
know exactly where you're headed with that
idea, but then you, as the writer, again having
to be the most flexible discipline on the team,
say, ‘Well, I'm committing to this and this is a
part of our story and our game flow.™

For Uncharted 2, Naughty Dog wanted to
do something radically different from a tropical
jungle. The team settled on a snowy setting
early in development. “We didn’t know where
in the snow we were going, or why, or what
sort of myth or historical mystery we could tie
around that, but we put that pin on the board
and said, ‘Okay we’re committing to snow,™
Hennig remembers. “Then my job is to then go
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and start doing a whole bunch of research and
say, ‘Well, now I've got to find some historical
mystery or some little hook from real history
that sets us off and running.™

Naughty Dog also wanted to recreate the
big moments seen in adventure cinema. The
Uncharted series is often recognized for these
sequences, such as the train in Uncharted 2
or the capsizing ship in Uncharted 3. The story-
telling blends seamlessly with these big events,
sometimes fooling the player into thinking they
should still be watching the action, but actually
have to control it.

“From a creative standpoint, especially for an
action-adventure cinema narrative, a lot of
times you do start from this idea of, ‘What are
our big set pieces, what are some of the things
that we really want to hang our hat on?"” Hennig
says. “It's not unusual as a writer to say, ‘This
would be awesome, right?’ Actually if you go
back and look at the Raiders of the Lost Ark
story transcripts you’ll see Lucas and Spielberg
doing the same thing. For us, the ante is upped
one more time because not only do we go
through that process of saying, ‘Wouldn't it be
cool if?’ But then also, because we have the
team all sitting there ready to work, have to
say, ‘Yeah it would be cool and let's commit to
it, because these things are also going to be
the hardest things we do.”” Uncharted 2’s train
level was the first one the team worked on and
the last one they finished. The narrative had
to adapt to the ebb and flow of that lengthy
development process.

Writers also have to think about how small
details could have a huge effect on the game
creation process. If a character puts on a jacket
and lights a cigarette, that small moment could
become a huge time commitment for animators
and artists. Neumann says that dialogue with
the art team is an important part of the writing
process. “Sometimes [I'll write something that
in my head seems very simple, but then | talk
to an artist about the art and animation and find
out that it is incredibly difficult. Ultimately we
only have so much time, so much budget, and
we're going to spend all our time and effort on
the places that deserve it the most.”

May says there is a lot of back and forth
between the writers and other teams. “It may
not be readily apparent where you can put X
type of gameplay into the main path, so we’'ll
sit and brainstorm a little bit and find a way
to make sense of it. It's a super collaborative
process and it usually takes a couple of weeks
to go through the entire thing, move missions
around, move plot points around, and go back
and forth, bargaining and compromising. | am
really lucky in the sense that I've been working
with most of these guys for a really, really long
time now, so we know each other pretty well,
we have a shorthand. It sounds like it should
be chaotic, but it’s not. It actually works out
really well and it's really fun.”

A game writer’s role usually diminishes toward
the tail end of a project, but their work isn't
necessarily done. Focus shifts to enhancing
communication and readability to the player.
“At this point, we should be done with the big,
emotional narrative stuff,” May says. “It's more
logistical housekeeping, polishing, small things
like that. We need to make it very clear what the
mission objective is, or, a mission objective has
changed slightly and the dialogue refers to the
old one, so this is what we have to change.”
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THE COMPLICATIONS OF BRANCHING NARRATIVE

hen a game gives the player the
* choice of determining who joins

them on missions, who their love
interest will be, and who will live and die,
the writer needs to keep track of all of the
different threads that stem from these deci-
sions. The Mass Effect series expands its
narrative web by allowing players to select
whether they are male or female. Entirely
different interactions and stories are tied to
both choices.

“With The Walking Dead, I'll finish a scene

and then go back and write it seven other
times, taking into account every possible

permutation of the scene that can happen,”
Whitta says. “| remember when [Telltale]
handed me the script for episode one of
The Walking Dead. It was like 600 pages.

| nearly had a heart attack because there
was so much stuff!”

Maintaining consistent tones through a
conversation thread can be problematic,
especially if emotion is expressed by the
player character or the NPC. In games like
Skyrim, the narrative flow can be jarring when
an NPC who is angered by one question the
player character asks suddenly reverts back
to a calm state to field the next question.

BLENDING INTO A BIGGER UNIVERSE

have to keep straight. Licensed prod-
, ucts pose just as much challenge.

The game’s lore needs to sync up with the
motion picture, comic book, or novel. The
tone has to match, and parameters are often
in place to prevent writers from exploring
specific ideas.

When High Moon Studios approached
Hasbro with ideas for its Fall of Cybertron
game, it learned that Hasbro wanted to reboot
all of Transformers’ fiction. Nearly 28 years of
lore was about to change. Rather than keeping
High Moon at bay, Hasbro saw video games
as a delivery system for this new initiative.

‘s £ t isn’t just in-game scripts that writers
3

With the assistance of Hasbro, High Moon was
given the freedom to create a new beginning
for this universe.

For Aliens: Colonial Marines, a game 20th
Century Fox decided to be a canonical sequel
to the Aliens films, Neumann says scriptwriting
was a different process from day one because
they had to factor in where characters were
in the universe, and what characters could or
couldn’t be used.

“It is the game I've worked on where the
story matters the most by a staggering
margin,” he says. “We had to have such a
well hammered out plan in place before we
started writing.”

Whitta says that this type of writing isn’t
easy. “l| wrote a scene in Walking Dead'’s
fourth episode that had so many different
permutations and could play out so many
different ways that | had to go lay down for
five minutes in a dark room because it gave
me a migraine just figuring out how it would
all work,” he remembers. “You have to read
every different version of it and make sure
that when the player plays through their ver-
sion of that reality that the characters all make
sense and that the character doesn’t then say
something that contradicts something they

said right before.” -

Some companies seek consistency by
having the same writer from a comic book,
movie, or television show work on the game
script. South Park creators Trey Parker and
Matt Stone are the head writers for Obsidian’s
upcoming RPG, South Park: The Stick of
Truth. The benefit of this approach is that the
writing should be indistinguishable between
the game and the television show. But given
Parker and Stone’s hectic schedules when the
show is in season, their time for working on
the game is limited so the development team
may not have the flexibility to alter the narra-
tive in service to the gameplay as frequently
as studios with full-time writers on staff do.




- STILL AN EVOLVING ART

7 hile all of the writers we talked to take
di1¢ different approaches to their craft,

v when we asked them how game
writing could improve, their responses were
remarkably similar - all pointing to being given
the freedom to experiment and for teams to
find their own right way to do things.

“In general, we're getting better at it. | think
we’re getting better talent in the industry and
| think we're individually getting better at what
we do, we're becoming better writers,” Hennig
says. “The thing | try to avoid is this idea that
there is one goal, one mountaintop that we're
all trying to shoot for and | hate the idea of
there being some homogenous answer to this.
| don’t like dogma. | don't like people saying
stories should or shouldn’t be like this. At the
end of the day, the only thing that matters is,
‘was it effective?’”

May is wary of publishers trying to imple-
ment a structured system across all of its
titles. “I am very against the idea that there
Is @ magic formula or a single right way to do
it,” he says. “If that were true, there would be
a developer or a publisher out there that was
worth tens of billions of dollars because they
were knocking it out of the park every single
time. My hope is that what you discover is
that everyone does it differently and yet all
of these different methods and approaches

can still lead to interesting narrative and
successful games.”

Experimentation has led to unique experi-
ences, like Journey telling a story without any
words or dialogue and Heavy Rain imitating
the everyday occurrences of life to strengthen
the bond between the player character and
his family. Writers like Jonathan Blow are turn-
ing game storytelling into an art with world
reflections hidden in a tale that initially comes
across as a playful spin on Mario chasing a
princess. From Bully to Grand Theft Auto,
Rockstar Games’ Dan Houser invites players
to enter worlds brimming with intelligently
written characters, savvy political parody, and
hilarious pop culture callouts.

“I think you see every now and then a game
like Limbo that expresses a story without
feeling the need to hold you by the hand,”
Levine says. “| think we're still learning to trust
gamers with our story rather than sitting them
down on our knees and ‘All right gamer, this
is what'’s happening now.’ That's a very posi-
tive thing. | still think anyone can sit back and
write a 2,000 page document that explains
everything about your universe...but it’s not
important. The only thing that is important is
what is on the retinas and the eardrums of the
gamer and how it hits those things, because
that is how they respond to it emotionally.

people saying stories

should@r shouldnt be like this.
At the end/of the day, the only thing
that matters is, ‘was it efiective?

— AMY HENMIG

Like the spider scene in Limbo. You could
write that on paper, but who cares? It's not an
interesting scene on paper. It's how it's pre-
sented visually. How little that game explains
is a strength of that game. You can imprint so
much upon it. It kind of looks like a Rorschach
and it kind of is a Rorschach. Emotionally, it’s
a very primal quest. It's a very simple quest,
and then it becomes about the experience of
each room. It tells a very effective story.”

Other franchises have stuck to their guns for
decades. The Legend of Zelda series shuns
the modern-day enhancements of voiceovers,
making Link an eternally silent protagonist,
and Final Fantasy wouldn’t be Final Fantasy if
the antagonist didn’t transform into some kind
of multi-storied beast.

There was a time when a game’s story could
only be found on the pages of a manual tucked
inside of its box. We also lived through an era
when developers and publishers wouldn’t fix
translation errors from games ported from
Japan. Today, a story is just as important as
gameplay. The writer plays just as vital of a
role in a game’s creation as a programmer or
designer. Video games have enjoyed a creative
renaissance since their inception, and if a
writer like Whitta truly believes game writing
is turning a new leaf like film did in the '20s,
we have much to look forward to. @
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IMPRISONED
DEVELOPERS

lvan Buchta and Martin Pezlar from
Arma studio Bohemia Interactive have
been freed on bail after spending 128
days in a Greek jail on suspicion of
spying on a military complex on the
island of Lemnos. Bohemia Interactive
says they were simply on vacation as
tourists. Buchta and Pezlar get to go
home to the Czech Republic, but their
trouble with the Greek authorities is
far from over. In other Arma news,
Arma Ill has been delayed until an b
unspecified date later this year. A
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“"We know there's

no single answer
Hammerpoint Interactive ignited controversy when

WAR Z DEVELOPE it was charged with fraud because players felt its
description on Steam was not accurate. This includes talking about the game as an open world that features
large groups of zombies, the existence of a skill system, servers that accommodate 100 players, and other
aspects of the game that aren’t currently included. War Z was taken off Steam temporarily for these factors, as
well as user complaints of forum abuse from Hammerpoint. Executive producer Sergey Titov apologized to fans
and accepted responsibility for his role in the mess.

and, quite frankly,

we don't even know
whether some of
the things people
think impact on
this actually impact
on it or not.”

THE RIGHTS OF

~the S.TA.LKE.R. franchise are in dispute.

- BitComposer Entertainment, U.S. publisher of
Call of Pripyat (shown), released a statement
that it had acquired the rights to the franchise,

~but this was quickly refuted by series devel-
oper GSC Game World, which claimed to still
have the rights. As of the time of this writing,
the matter has not been clarified. &

- Vice President Joe Biden
meets with video game exec-
utives and researchers while
canvassing opinion with his
gun violence task force
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Now in its third major incarnation, Desktop TD has the best
“mazing” — where players determine the creeps’ path by
blocking them with towers — in the business.
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Plants vs. Zombies
(360, PS3, PC, Vita, i0S, Android)

PopCap’s adorable presentation is a delightful wrapper around
the arguably broadest set of challenges in the genre. The variety
lets players get endlessly creative in keeping zombies off their

(PC)

o , : The explosive third-person action, broad customization, and
lawns, which is the toughest achievement for any TD designer. exceptional co-op play elevate this to its status as the best

hybrid TD to date.

UMY . wreall? 3.5
o e 04
N (Flash, i10S) (PC, Flash) (00U, |
The brutal challenge in Kingdom Rush’s later levels is This Warcraft 3 mod still has active development on its The first high-definition game built from the ground up as
only possible thanks to the brilliant innovation of warriors ~ StarCraft Il incarnation and inspired the original Flash a dedicated tower defense title, Defense Grid’s graphics,
clogging up the enemies’ path. Implementation of the genre, both thanks to the huge gameplay, and story still hold up.

popularity that stems from its deep gameplay.

2 (10S) Sold (360, PC) Gen (PC, Mac, Flash, iOS) - (l
This follow-up to the first majorly This hybrid action/TD game offers a great = Massive amounts of customization, broad The unique gameplay in this artistic Sony
successful mobile TD leveraged that spectacle to go along with its wide variety of ~ selections of powers that interact with each ~ exclusive offers something a bit off the
success into something truly special. tactical options and outstanding aesthetic.  other, and hundreds of levels to experi- beaten path, which is just what the genre

ment on make it easy to see why this has  needs on console.
millions upon millions of plays online.
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The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim

Bright Lights, Dim Pixels

Why are publishers turning to live action commercials to advertise video games?

looks interesting enough. that marketers don’t believe can be achieved

by Kyle Hilliard “All the gamers will get their information with gameplay footage or animated charac-
through trailers and the web,” says Matt ters. Video games sometimes take hours to
McCloskey, the director of business manage- slowly develop a bond between the player and

ver the past few years, publishers have ment for Halo at 343 Industries. McCloskey the character. The nature of the medium allows

changed the way they advertise video worked extensively on the Halo 4 live-action for such an elongated process. Live-action

games on television. Where we used web series, Forward Unto Dawn, as well as film, on the other hand, allows viewers to

to see high-quality animated CGI, gameplay the live-action television commercials that invest in characters at a much faster pace. For

footage, or children rapping about the enemies  were used to promote Master Chief’s |atest this reason, flmmakers are better suited

of the Zelda universe, video game publishers adventure. “You don’t need a TV commercial to create media where viewers can quickly

today are creating elaborate live-action short to reach people who would be swayed by connect to a character.

films that look more like movie trailers than gameplay and trailers. They will find it all on “Games do something great, right? They

video games. the web. If you're going to go to TV, you're offer an interactive opportunity to be proactive

Game franchises like Borderlands, The Elder  trying to broadcast out to people who other- with characters and storylines where you get

Scrolls, Darksiders, Halo, and Call of Duty wise wouldn’t watch the trailers for the game.” to actively make choices,” says Josh Feldman,

have all opted to advertise their latest itera- Live-action commercials are also popular the executive producer for Forward Unto

tions with the use of live-action commercial because they offer an emotional connection Dawn. “When you experience a great movie or

TV spots. So much time and effort is spent

on crafting memorable, visually stunning Fallout 3

in-game moments in these titles, it's curious

that publishers don’t leverage them in their

advertisements. Instead, the product is hidden

behind a Hollywood-style 30-second adver-

tising spot. According to the publishers we

spoke to, they choose this approach for a very

specific reason.

If you're reading this magazine, you are not

the target market for these advertisements.

You know what games are coming in the near

future, and in all likelihood you have already

A T R R ey Y R S TR

made your purchasing decisions based on
sources outside of direct television advertising.
Ultimately, companies choose live-action com-
mercials because they are trying to reach a
wider, more mainstream audience that doesn’t
necessarily keep up with video games, but
may be persuaded to take part if something
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Darksiders 2/

a great television show, you have a more pas- along to make Skyrim'’s television advertising portray what a game has to offer. Halo 3’s
sive experience. | think game companies look campaign live-action. “l think when it works, impressive diorama commercials showed
to live-action incarnations to capture a bit of it works. And when it doesn’t, you see it right Master Chief in the middle of a war with hun-
what film and TV does so well, and that is allow = away and it makes you wince,” Hines says. dreds of soldiers and Covenant embroiled in
for an emotional resonance with a character.” Bethesda started entertaining the idea of combat. Ultimately, the game featured familiar
Frank O’Connor has been with the Halo shooting live-action promotional material with Halo battles with small but imposing groups
series since its inception, and has seen the Fallout 3. You can see its inception in the of enemies. Halo fans knew what to expect,
advantage of using live-action footage to pro- beginning of Fallout 3's E3 2008 trailer, but it but for someone who started with Halo 3, that
mote a game ever since Halo 3’s impressive wasn’t until Skyrim that Bethesda decided to commercial did not represent Halo accurately.
marketing run. That campaign featured live- The misrepresentation didn’t keep the popular
action sequences and a montage of a large (£ We have to get people’s game from selling, but not every game may be
diorama featuring a Halo battle created entirely  gttention and one way to do it is this fortunate.
with figurines frozen in battle. “If it's a cartoon, ’ Despite those concerns, the positive results
if it's a videogame, if it’s any kind of art that with real people and real stuff. 77 of marketing campaigns for games like Halo,
doesn’t normally exist as a photographic or — O'Connor  The Elder Scrolls, and Call of Duty have
real-life medium, there’s something really encouraged more publishers to ditch CGl for
attractive about seeing it in the real world,” truly go for it. “I'm a believer in ‘less is more’ live action. “l don't know if this is now going to
O’Connor says. “We have to get people’s when it comes to live-action,” Hines says. be the new thing in the industry or not,” Hines
attention and one way to do it is with real “Just something that showed people freak- says. “From our perspective, we continue to
people and real stuff.” Ing out and running one way, and one guy, look for what’s the best fit for what we're trying
As alluring as this approach is, risks are unafraid, walking right towards the trouble. to say, and how we’re trying to say it. And, of
always present when creating a live-action That’s the guy | want to be in a game.” Selling course, it's important to note that for gamers -
translation of a video game. Done incorrectly, the idea of the game rather than the content it’s always about the game.” @
you could end up with a cringe-worthy short. was the goal for Skyrim’s commercial.

. : . , , . : RN R T T O R R e
That was a fear for Pete Hines, vice president Publishers also run a risk of misleading 11l of Duty: Black Ops II ‘“#‘?N W e : ﬁ?‘ el P e
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""{by,ﬂdam Bie If

he code-named Project Eternity is the highest-funded video game to date

on Kickstarter, so the team members at Obsidian aren’t the only gamers out

there yearning for the golden age of isometric Western role-playing games.

Executive producer and lead programmer Adam Brennecke talks about the inde-
pendent studio’s crowd-funded attempt to revisit the glory days of Icewind Dale,
Planescape: Torment, and Baldur's Gate, due out on PC in April of 2014.

Can you tell me what
makes your world differ-
ent than a typical high-
fantasy setting?

It is a high-fantasy world, so it's
not completely different than
high fantasy, but we wanted
to strike a good balance be-
tween introducing some new
concepts. One of the new
concepts is how people get
magic or the way magic works
in the world. We had this idea
of soul power. Your soul after
you die is kind of spread out
to magic soul users. Your
powers can get reincarnated
into new people. That’s where
your magic energy comes
from. The heroes of the
stories are people that have
strong soul energy. They are
strong souls. Maybe they rein-
carnated from a hero from the
past or something like that.

Is working with your own
tech going to make it easier
to ship a more technically
solid game?

We are using Unity 3, which
is kind of nice. We're not
building the engine from the
ground up. Unity so far has
been amazing. I've been in
the industry for quite a while
now, and it's definitely been
one of the best experiences
using an engine that I've
worked with. It’s allowing us
to develop gameplay very
quickly. It’s stable. It’s solid.
We haven'’t run into any big
problems with it yet. Another
thing with developing a solid
foundation, our team is fairly
simple compared to modern
games. With our pre-rendered
backgrounds, it's something
we have a lot of experience
doing. We're also trying to
focus on making the game
bug-free. That’s my job.
That’s something we tried to

work really hard on with Dun-
geon Siege llI; ship a bug-free
game. | think that game on
the tech side was fairly solid.

Is the framework that you
are using to build Project
Eternity something that
can be adapted to other
projects in the future?

Oh yeah. That’s our goal. We
have a couple of program-
mers on the team right now,
and we really want to build
a good framework for not
just Project Eternity, but
what the next project is. We
have to make sure that the
stuff is flexible enough to be
able to be used in another
project. The goal is to hope-
fully have the first game be
really successful so we can
continue on and make the
sequel or another game

like Project Eternity but in a
different world.

The “mature theme” is

one of the big things from
the Kickstarter pitch.

What do you mean by
mature themes?

I've been asked that a lot. It’s
not like we are going out of
our way to put boobs in our
game or super-gory violence.
We want to treat the player like
an adult. It's like other things
you've seen from Obsidian
games. Alpha Protocol is a
good example. Fallout: New
Vegas is a good example.
Even our past games from
Black Isle like Planescape:
Torment. Adults are playing
our games. Let’s not dumb it
down. We can introduce some
themes and stuff that other
games don’t really have.

Like what?
I’m thinking about the story
right now and | don’t want to

spoil anything. | would say
that you can touch upon a

lot of things like drug abuse,
alcoholism, characters with
those problems. The way
Obsidian deals with these
issues, they are not over-
the-top, they are very rooted
in the real world. | guess
real-world issues. We're also
looking at racism and more
hardcore things like slavery
and genocide. Stuff like that
that games don’t really touch
upon. | think we're going to do
it tastefully and really make
you think about what these
things mean. How do you
deal with these characters
that have these problems?

With your producer hat on,
do you worry at all about
the dangers of promising
a huge mega-dungeon
through stretch goals?

It always worries me. Yeah.
I'm worried about it, but
that’s understandable
because that’s a lot of stuff
and we don’t have a lot of
budget. That’s our job. We
have to get it done. In any
project, we just have to
make sure that we scope

it properly and we don'’t
introduce a lot of feature
creep in the project and we
stay true to our vision and
we just execute once we get
into production. | don’t really
see a big problem with it.
It’s going to be a lot of work,
but | think we can hopefully
get everything done. If we
don’t hit our date, we’re not
pressured with a publisher
to release it exactly on that
date. That’s something we
will look at and evaluate as
time goes on. Right now,
we're making great progress
and I’'m not worried about
that part of it. ©
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by Matthew Kato

n the end, THQ could not be
saved. Despite a roster filled
with current franchises such as
WWE, Darksiders, and Saints
Row, and promising future
projects from Assassin’s Creed
creator Patrice Désilets and Turtle Rock
Studios, the company closed its doors
after 23 years in the business. The
company, whose name derived from the
initials of Toy Headquarters, was forced
to sell off its properties and admit defeat
after several attempts to resuscitate

the business.

Late last year, THQ filed for bank-
ruptcy, and the initial hope was to sell the
company, its four domestic studios and
their properties to the Clearlake Capital
Group for at least $60 million. At the time,
THQ president Jason Rubin said that the
company’s filing for Chapter 11 bank-
ruptcy was not the end of THQ (“Quite
the opposite is true, actually,” he said in a
statement). Rubin also said that the pub-
lishers’ upcoming games (South Park:
The Stick of Truth, Metro: Last Light, and
Company of Heroes 2) were undisturbed
and on track to release. Nevertheless,
creditors and trustees objected to the
move, and in the end the company could
not be kept together as a whole, but had
to auction off the company piece-by-
piece for approximately $72 million.

THQ's demise lies partly in the fact
that it never was able to execute a
successful strategy that defined the
company as a whole, It tried kids'
games, but the license fees involved
were too heavy. It tried multiple times
to create an internal studio structure to
deliver homegrown, triple-A franchises,
but this too was costly. Toward the end
it tried its hand at mobile gaming and
microtransactions, but failed to gain

Closes Sho

Studios & Properties Sold Off

p B

enough traction. A successful publisher
needs a variety of strategies, but in the
case of THQ, it was never the big fish in
any particular pond.

The company started in 1990 and
built a strong foundation with games
pased on kids’ licenses and its popular
wrestling games. In the 2000s, it started
to expand into other genres with suc-
cess via the Red Faction, MX, and
Destroy All Humans! franchises, as well
as the acquisition and creation of a
worldwide studio system. Unfortunately,
the company struggled to take the next
step that would have put it on equal
footing with companies like Electronic
Arts and Activision. In 2011, THQ an-
nounced it was moving away from the
licensed kids’ software that had helped
it become successful, and the following
year its uDraw tablet accounted for
$100 million in lost revenue, franchises
like Red Faction were canceled, and the
company went through a restructuring
period that resulted in layoffs and the
closure of studios.

“I think, quite honestly,” Colin Sebas-
tian, senior research analyst at Baird
Research, told us in the spring of 2012,
“the best-case scenario for THQ at this
point is to get acquired. Get acquired
by a company with a lot more financial
and development resources that can
layer on with what they have in the
studios.” He continued, “...for THQ it
would be an exit strategy that avoids
that worst-case scenario.” Unfortu-
nately, THQ tried this strategy too, but
without success.

In an interview with Game Informer,
THQ president Jason Rubin told us that
when he joined THQ in May to help right
the ship, it only took a couple of weeks
for him to realize that from a financial

Wletro: Last Ligh!

perspective, things were actually worse
than he initially thought. “However,” he
said, “the team at THQ are fighters, and
through fixing product, turning to fixing
finances, raising money, finding a part-
ner in Clearlake, and filing for Chapter 11,
| always believed that THQ would sur-
vive.” But after the courts delayed the
initial sale to Clearlake on January 4,
Rubin said he began to worry that the
company might not make it.

“I cannot think of anything that | could
have done to change the outcome,”
he told us. “But | can tell you that |
will spend a lot of sleepless nights
thinking about what | could have
changed. Even if | can’t figure out what
| could have changed, | accept those
results as failure. | am not dodging
that responsibility.”

While many of THQ's games and tal-
ent have found new homes, develop-
ers like Vigil, its Darksiders property
and unannounced game codenamed
Crawler (which Rubin calls “fantastic”),
and the WWE license remain unsold as
of the time of this writing. Rubin says
that these will be sold off separately -
iIncluding back-catalog assets like Red
Faction. As we were going to press,
there was talk that Take-Two Interactive
was interested in picking up WWE, but
that has not come to fruition.

“All of the titles in the portfolio now
have the potential to be the great
games they should have been,” says
Rubin. "And now that the THQ auction
IS over, | can also say that the majority
of them have found homes and will ul-
timately reach their intended audience,
the core gamer.”

Unfortunately for THQ it will be too
little, too late, but for the games the best
days may still lie ahead. ©
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The Great THQ
Fire Sale

Here’s where THQ’s games and
studios went and for how much:

Studio/Property: Volition & the Saints Row IP
Buyer: Koch Media ($22.3M)

Koch Media owns Dead Island publisher Deep
Silver, and this is a big win for the company given
Saints Row'’s success.

Studio/Property: Relic & Company of Heroes 2
Buyer: Sega ($26.6M)

Company of Heroes 2 was slated to come out this
year — which shouldn’t change. The acquisi-

tion of the property, as well as Canadian studio
Relic, should instantly boost Sega’s international
studio structure.

Studio/Property: THO Montreal
Buyer: Ubisoft ($2.5M)

The studio — headed by former Ubisoft creative
force Patrice Désilets (Assassin’s Creed) — was
going to be the prime driver behind THQ's resur-
gence. It will be interesting to see how the return
of Désilets to his former employer plays out, as
well as his projects 1666 and Underdog.

Studio/Property: South Park: The Stick of Truth
Buyer: Ubisoft ($3.3M)

The only question here is whether any possible
French jokes in the game will be edited out by its
new masters.

Studio/Property: Metro: Last Light
Buyer: Koch Media ($5.9M)

The dark, post-apocalyptic FPS vibe of the Metro
franchise will round out Deep Silver's stable op-
posite Saints Row.

Studio/Property: Homefront 2
Buyer: Crytek ($500K)

Crytek gets Homefront 2 for a steal. The studio’s
technical expertise should bring the franchise's
occupied-America setting to life.

Studio/Property: Evolve (by Turtie Rock Studios)
Buyer: Take-Two ($10.9M)

This game by the developers of Left 4 Dead is
tabbed by some as one of the more attractive
THQ pieces for sale, and its price seems to
indicate as much.
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Assassin’s Creed III

Focusing on a new protagonist and a new historical era, Asssassin’s Creed III left many
familiar things behind. Going in a new direction is risky for any series — even one as
successful as Assassin’s Creed — and the latest installment left many fans with divided

opinions. We talked to creative director Alex Hutchinson about the challenges of

surprising players, integrating history, and polishing a massive game.

The fact that players don’t
control Connor for the first few
hours was a well-kept secret
prior to release. How was that
decision made?

We wanted to surprise people,
basically. We do so much press
before the release of a game
that | sometimes feel there isn't
that joy of discovery anymore.
When | was younger buying new
games, there was no Internet, the
magazines took a few months to
reach Australia, and so often all
you knew was a little prerelease
gossip, the thoughts of friends,
and the back of the box. Finding
a great game with limited knowl-
edge was a huge joy - it feels
more personal.

The intro sequences are divi-
sive; some players love the
set-up, while others want to
get to the meat of the game
sooner. Did the team anticipate
this reaction?

We knew that there was a risk

in delaying the “box moment,”
where you get to play the guy
you see on the front cover, but

| firmly believe that it leads to a
better story. Why should you care
about your targets or the plans of
the Templars if you know nothing
about them? We wanted you to
play as and empathize with the
Templars, so that you knew who
you were targeting, to try and
give it more impact than previ-
ous games. We also wanted to
humanize the Templars, to make
them less stereotypical villains.

Some players have complained
that the frontier is too large to
navigate. In retrospect, would
you have put more viewpoints
or fast travel locations into
that space?

We didn’t explain that you can
fast travel via the map to portal
gates or a few other areas on the
frontier very clearly, which | regret.
And yeah, we probably should
have put a few more fast travel
points in the frontier as well. It's

a tricky balance as navigation is
one of the core features and joys
of the game, but you don’t want
to force people to do it over and
over again.

This question highlights one of
the core challenges of game

development: often once every-
thing is in place, the solutions to
certain issues are obvious, and
often not even that hard to imple-
ment. But the road to get there,
building the world, arranging the
first pass locations, hooking it up
to the interface, testing it in a real
gameplay environment and not a
test environment, all while work-
ing on hundreds of other features
which are often more pressing

or more important, means time
becomes very scarce.

More than previous AC protag-
onists, Connor seems to play a
significant role in every major
historical event of his era. Does
this “Forrest Gump Effect”
affect players’ ability to connect
with the story?

With AC lll, we had more histori-
cal information than ever before,
and we knew our audience

would also know much more
when they began the game than
they did about the Crusades or
Constantinople. We wanted to
give them a chance to experience
as many of those key moments
that they might have heard about
as possible. It’'s also hard to tell

a story about the Revolution
without explaining a lot of these
events, so you end up sending
Connor to them a lot, just so the
player can witness them. As one

of the few games that uses his-
tory so extensively, more history
can't be a bad thing. We love it,
we think a lot of our players love
it, and it's part of the unique flavor
of the franchise.

An explanation of how Connor
and Achilles learn about
Connor’s father seems conspic-
uously absent. Why is that?
That’s an interesting one. Early
on we realized we didn’t want the
“who is my father” story to be
part of the narrative, as it’s such
a common story and not really
that interesting. We didn’t want
the, “Connor, | am your father”
moment in the narrative at all. We
didn’t want it to be a secret, and
if it’s not a secret, then people
shouldn’t make a big deal out of
it. But in a clean playthrough, |
agree it would have been nice to
sneak in one more scene where
Connor and his mother talk about
it directly.

During our trip to the studio
for the cover story, you made
a comment about having six
months left to polish - yet

the game released with a fair
share of bugs. What happened
between then and release?
That'’s the difference between
being in early production and
being up against the wire. It was

our goal all along, but the chal-
lenge was we were making the
biggest game in the franchise -
and | believe one of the biggest
games ever — and it was also
massively codependent, which
makes it hard to cut scope. What
| mean is, we bonded tutorials

to story, and we bonded story to
missions and various other fac-
tors which meant it was hard to
radically reduce scope without
making it incoherent. As you start
to run out of time you just need
to work harder and longer, which
reduces your iteration time and
polish time.

Both Assassin’s Creed lll and
Far Cry 3 were developed at
Ubisoft Montreal, and both use
the same Alice in Wonderiand
quote (“In another moment,
down went Alice after it, never
once considering how in the
world she was to get out
again”). Did the teams know
they were doubling up?

No, we actually didn’t know at
all, which is funny. We both play
each other’s games, but often
there are cutscenes missing so |
didn’t see it in Far Cry 3 until they
shipped, which was hilarious.
The writers of both games have
worked together on AC games

in the past, so | guess it’s just
something in the air up here. @
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s the independent game scene
continues to evolve, developers
are taking any advantage they
can find to gain input from potential
consumers and draw more attention for
their projects. Opening up beta builds to
the public can draw in the crowds, and
also help shape the final phases of de-
velopment. [ played two awesome new
games this month that are using that
exact strategy, and came away ready to
recommend more people try them out.
Moreover, both games have options to
play directly in your browser — an indi-
cator of the increasing sophistication of
the browser-based game scene.

Klei Entertainment is best known for games
like Mark of the Ninja and Shank, but its new-
est release is decidedly different. Don’t Starve
puts players in the shoes of Wilson, a “gentle-
man scientist” who has been marooned in
the middle of nowhere by a fearsome demon.
The survival-oriented gameplay seems overly
simplistic at first glance - little more than
gathering sticks and berries as you wander a
nondescript wilderness. The tension and fun
arrives as you begin to realize how dangerous
the wilds can be, and how fragile Wilson is.
Fail to light a fire by nighttime, and nocturnal
creatures appear in the darkness to tear you
apart. Fail to acquire enough food, and slowly
starve. Venture into a giant spider nest, and
you'd best be ready to run.

Don't Starve is a more structured variation
of the Minecraft formula. You need certain
raw materials to build a pickaxe or shovel, but
more complex tools lie just out of reach as
you expand your campsite and improve your
survivability. Find rare bits of salvage, and you
can feed them into your “science machine” for
points to unlock more complicated machinery.
As you explore, you encounter simple puzzles
that test your ability to survive a little longer.
Want to catch a rabbit? You need a snare and
some carrots with which to bait the trap. Later
on, you must deal with the strange pig people
and their bulging king. The game revels in the
sense of discovery and experimentation, and
when | finally stepped away, | was surprised at
how many hours | had invested in the seem-
iIngly simple concept.

| admit to a giddy nostalgia as | dug into this
month’s other featured game. Card Hunter
is an homage to classic tabletop Dungeons &
Dragons games from the ‘80s. Each adventure
module is narrated by a game master, who
leads you down into the dungeons and explains
the scenarios before setting your characters
down onto a grid map to do battle. Most grid-
based video games try to hide the appearance

Don't Starve

Card Huntei
PC

of figures on squares, but Card Hunter goes
the opposite direction. Each figure is a tiny

cardboard standee, and beyond the edge of
the map, you see scattered polyhedral dice.

Unlike the classic RPG, actions are dictated
by a selection of cards that your characters
draw on each turn. Your card selection is
based on your equipped weapons and charac-
ter abilities, so your dwarven fighter might
acquire a bash card, while your elven mage
gains a fireball. You play the cards to move
around the grid and engage enemies, and the
game master will play cards to control the
monsters’ actions.

Careful hero placement and ability usage is
central to a successful battle in Card Hunter,
and concealing characters behind pillars and
walls is a necessary tactic. As | navigated
my characters through the demo, | loved the
way each turn presents a new randomized

selection of cards for me to use. Special
abilities mess with the standard rules, letting
characters draw extra cards or automatically
block incoming attacks. After the fights, play-
ers are rewarded with treasure like new magic
weapons and armor that introduce new cards
into their character decks. The final battle sce-
nario against an acid-spewing green dragon
tested my ability to survive, and | came away
eager to dive into the full game.

Card Hunter is taking beta applications as
we speak, with an aim to get public play-
ers into the mix in the next month or two.
Meanwhile, Don’t Starve is available for early
access beta purchase now, getting you in on
the ground floor as the developers continue
to hone the final game. Both games surprised
me with their depth and fun, and give me
hope that browser-based gaming options are
increasingly worth some focused attention.

Looking for more on down-
loadable and independent
games? Check out
gameinformer.com/impulse for
reviews, previews, and news
on the best in Nintendo eShop,
PSN, XBLA, PC, and mobile
games. For more in this issue,
flip the page to read about this
year's IGF nominees, and don't
miss our feature on Star Wars
Pinball on page 66, our pre-
view of The Witness on page
74, our reviews of The Cave

(p. 85), and Joe Danger Touch
(p. 92), and our scores for
Crimson Shroud, Aero Porter,
Hundreds, and Middle Manager
of Justice (p. 94).
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IGF Category
Nominees

txcellence in Visual Art:

* Guacamelee!
* Incredipede
* Kentucky Route Zero

* Lovers in a Dangerous Spacetime

* Year Walk

Technical Excellence:

* |ntrusion 2

* LiquidSketch
* Little Inferno
* Perspective
» StarForge

Excellence in Design:

* FTL: Faster than Light
* Samurai Gunn

* Starseed Pilgrim

* Super Hexagon

* Super Space _____

Excellence in Audio:

* 140

* Bad Hotel

* Hotline Miami

* Kentucky Route Zero
* PixelJunk 4am

Excellence in Narrative:

» Cart Life

* dysdia

* Gone Home

* Kentucky Route Zero

* Thirty Flights of Loving

Nuovo:
(honoring abstract and unconven-
tional game development)

* 7 Grand Steps
* Bientot I'Ete

* Cart Life

* dysdia

» Little Inferno
* MirrorMoon

* Spaceteam

* VESPER.5

Pushing | Boundaries

The Independent Games Festival Celebrates Another Year of Innovative Games

llllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll i@ 8 R E & & B

slowing down. The annual celebration of indie

games has another crop of great looking titles in
nomination this year. Like previous years, the nominees
are selected by a jury of industry experts, from journal-
1sts to fellow developers. This year, more than 580 games
were part of the the main competition, and the final nomi-
nees represent some of the best work being done by in-
dependent developers in the last year.

F ifteen years on, and the IGF shows no signs of

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

-------------------------

-----------------------------------------------------

We're highlighting the five nominees for the Seumas Mc-
Nally Grand Prize. Named after a previous IGF grand prize
winner who tragically died of Hodgkin's lymphoma in
2000, the Seumas McNally Grand Prize has recently been
won by titles like Fez, Minecraft, and Monaco.

In addition, we've included a complete list of IGF nomi-
nees (see sidebar) so you can investigate these great games
on your own. Final IGF award winners in each category

will be announced on March 27th.
by Matt Millel

2013 Seumas McNally Grand Prize Nominees

-----------------------------------------------------

Cart Life

Developer: Richard Hofmeier Format: PC

Hofmeler's fascinating retail simulator puts players
in charge of a street vending business in a small city.
Players choose between characters like a news-
stand owner or coffee cart proprietor, with the aim
to serve customers and drive sales. Each street cart
has its own simple mechanics to master, and it’s
easy to drop into a routine as you repeat the tasks
required to succeed. What sets Cart Life apart are
the elements that take us into each character’s life
outside of their retail venture, fleshing out their
loves, secret desires, and life problems, from caring
for a cat to dealing with cigarette addiction. Backing
up the unique game mechanics is an attractive
pixelated black and white art style that calls to mind
newspaper print. The game comes together in a
way that humanizes these individuals who most of
us only interact with in a cursory way during our
day-to-day lives.

FTL: Faster than Light

Ueveloper: Subset Games Format: PC, Mac

Described by its developer as a “spaceship simula-
tion real-time roguelike-like,” FTL garnered lots of
attention with its release last year as it answered the
childhood fantasies of thousands of folks who grew
up dreaming of running their own interstellar space
vessel. The game lets you build and customize your
own ship and head off on a galaxy-saving mission,
and delivers all the requisite tasks you’d expect from
such a journey. Each playthrough includes tense
space battles, salvage operations, contact with alien
species, and hard decisions about how to proceed,
as depicted through RPG-style text sequences. The
battles are particularly thrilling, as defeat means you
start over from scratch. The high difficulty encour-
ages players to try out different ship layouts and
battle strategies, and each playthrough includes a
random galaxy layout, profoundly increasing replay
value. Balancing shield levels, sending out boarding
parties, and venting oxygen offers the sort of geeky
thrills sci-fi fans cherish, and FTL delivers those
familiar events in every game.
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Hotline Miami

Developer: Dennaton Games Format: PC

The drug-addled violence of 1980s Miami is in full effect

in Dennaton’s brutally fun action game. Not for the squea-
mish, Hotline Miami sets you loose as a homicidal maniac
with unclear motivations as he mows his way through
waves of enemies. Played from a top-down perspective,
the action rewards quick thinking and quicker reflexes.
Each level demands you to don a crazy animal mask that
changes out your abilities in minor ways, like making
unarmed attacks lethal or increasing your speed. Players
infiltrate buildings and take down its equally remorseless
defenders, tricking them into bottlenecks or taking them by
surprise from behind with shotguns, katanas, power drills,
and other ruthless weaponry. The game’s primitive art style
depicts the bloody violence in vivid colors, and the continu-
ous electronic soundtrack keeps pumping even when you
die and restart the levels, maintaining the illusion of one
continuous fight. Through it all, the question of why this
violence is happening nags at you, and makes you question
your own actions, particularly as you peruse the ruinous
aftermath of your rampages.

Kentucky Route Zero

Developer: Cardboard Computer Format: PG, Mac

Following on the heels of great episodic storytelling
adventure games like The Walking Dead, Kentucky Route
Zero should be on the radar of anyone interested in the ex-
panding boundaries of interactive narrative. The game tells
the story of a strange secret highway in the cave system
underneath Kentucky, and the equally strange people who
move along the mystical roadway. Focused more on char-
acter development and story than puzzles and brainteas-
ers, the point-and-click adventure game embraces an
ethereal dreamlike quality in its presentation. The first
episode (available now) introduces Conway, an antiques
deliveryman seeking an address that may or may not exist,
and his journey rapidly veers into existential territory. The
subtle musical score weaves in elements of old bluegrass
standards, and the vector style graphics paint a world of
stark shadows and glimmering pools of light. In short,
Kentucky Route Zero should appeal to players looking for
a more thoughtful and philosophical game, so long as they
don’t mind making their way through some extensive text
dialogue and purposefully deliberate pacing.

Little Inferno

Developer: Tomorrow Corporation Format: Wii U, PC

The creators of World of Goo released Little Inferno late
last year to widespread critical acclaim. The game has an
incredibly simple premise that makes it something of a
hard sell; the main focus of Little Inferno is on throwing
items into a fireplace and watching them burn up. Some
complexity is introduced through the need to find combos
of different items that need to be burned together, which
manifests like a simple puzzle mechanic. However, the
majority of praise for the game has come through its
poignant and sad thematic storytelling, which unfolds
organically over the course of the game, leading to a mov-
ing conclusion that feels contrary to the seemingly random
focus of the gameplay. Numerous reviewers have noted
the importance of experiencing Little Inferno for oneself,
so we won't ruin its depth and emotional core here, but its
unusual structure promises a gameplay experience apart
from anything else you've played.
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Read our reviews for FTL:
Faster Than Light, Hotline
Miami, and Little Inferno at
gameinformer.com
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The Syndicate

How the longest-running guild stays on top

If any guild has set a model to replicate, it's The Syndicate. Not only does it hold the
Guinness World Record for being the longest-running guild at 17 years, but 1t's risen
to such popularity that its name is trademarked. The secret? This isn't your everyday
guild. The Syndicate is focused on nurturing a mature and intelligent community
with barely any turnover, drama, or recruitment problems. We spoke to leader and
founder Sean Stalzer, known in the online world as "Dragons,” and other Syndicate

members to understand how the guild has continued to stay on top.

by Kimberley Wallace

Forming a Guild from
the Beginning

Sean Stalzer formed The
Syndicate in 1996 when he
was fresh out of college,
fueled by his frustration over
other guilds that split apart
over drama. “l felt there had
to be a way to overcome
those challenges and make
a community that actually
worked together and cared
about the overall commu-
nity and didn’t fracture and
implode when issues arose,
he says. But just because
Stalzer had a clear vision
didn’'t mean his initial efforts
were error free. At the time,
massively multiplayer online
games were a new breed,
but this worked to Stalzer’s
advantage. Expectations
were low, allowing room

for mistakes. "By today’s

"

standards, if we tried to
form a guild the same way
we founded The Syndicate,
we would surely implode,”
Stalzer says.

Stalzer’s early recruiting
policy was to let almost
anyone in and actively seek
other guilds to merge with
The Syndicate. Though this
is the same strategy that has
resulted in many guilds tear-
Ing themselves apart, Stalzer
sees the silver lining to his
early errors. “| am not say-
ing if | had to do it all over
that | would do it the same
way again,” he says. “But in
a day and age where people
didn’t know what to expect,
we were able to weather
that storm of bad recruit-
Ing decisions and emerge
out the other side with a
really strong, very unified,
and very large core group of

like-minded people.”

Stalzer and company
started turning heads with
Ultima Online’s launch in
1997. Most UO guilds were
short lived, but The Syndicate
showed from the start it would
buck the trend. Since then,
the guild has had a presence
iIn games such as World of
Warcraft, Star Wars: The Old
Republic, and EverQuest, and
members have beta tested
for over 70 MMOs, including
Guild Wars 2, Rift, and Tera.

A True Community
What provides The Syndicate

with staying power? The
answer Is obvious, but chal-
lenging: developing a true
community. Their member-
ship doesn'’t exist for any par-
ticular game. Instead, it’s built
around the people first. “By
recruiting great people and

by focusing entirely on them
as our reason for existing, we
have built incredible loyalty,”
Stalzer says.

The Syndicate has a
strict policy to ensure only
the best candidates get in.
Applications aren’t consid-
ered unless a member can
vouch that an applicant’s
personality, play style,
and values mesh with The
Syndicate. Even if a candi-
date has a strong recommen-
dation, they’re not a shoe-in.
If the guild has even a little
doubt, membership won’t be
offered: “My rule is that being
99.99 percent sure of some-
one is a rejection. We need
to be 100 percent confident,”
Stalzer says.

The lofty standards are
key to sustaining member-
ship, which currently stands
near 1,200 members.



Approximately two people
leave per year, a phenom-
enally low turnover rate.
Karen M, a member who
prefers to go by her online
name “Surrina,” says the low
turnover all comes down to
“the friends-first approach.”
Placing emphasis on the indi-
vidual behind the avatar is so
important that the guild holds
its own yearly event called
“SyndCon” for members to
bond. “Once you connect
the toon to a person, gaming
takes on a whole different
meaning,” Stalzer says.

As for people expecting the
guild to play the superior-
ity card and shun the virtual
community, that couldn’t be
further from the truth. Free
crafting services are offered
to players, alongside in-game
contests and events. The
Syndicate isn’t shy about

directly sharing the secret
of their success with other
guilds. As Surrina says, “We
have helped many guilds
establish themselves and
work out systems that pro-
vide them more stability.”

The Business Side
Although the guild still par-
ticipates in plenty of raids,
it's also moved over to the
business realm. A partner-
ship with Prima gives its
members the chance to help
write strategy guides and
consult on numerous games.
According to Stalzer, it was
intentional. “Most gamers,

at one time or another, make
the statement that ‘If only the
developer listened to me, |
could change the game for
the better!’” he says. “We
believed that very strongly
and sought about creating

a model by which we could
provide that service.”

By the time most MMOQO'’s
launch, The Syndicate
has been playing them
for months to give devel-
opers feedback. In fact,
for Kingdoms of Amalur:
Reckoning and the ill-fated
MMO, Copernicus, guild
members spent a few days at
38 Studios providing pointers.
“It is both a great memory
and a sad memory because
Copernicus would have been
a stellar game had things not
gone as they did,” Surrina
says. Most recently, The
Syndicate wrapped up the
official wiki for PlanetSide 2.

The Future

Today, The Syndicate’s future
seems limitless. Right now,
more than 100 members are
forming a core feedback team

for a major MMO developer’s
early alpha build. The guild
also has plans for venturing
into others areas, like card
games, first-person shooters,
and mobile games.

Success is a word synony-
mous with The Syndicate,
and it’s clear that the guild
has something special. As
Stalzer says, “True suc-
cess in the online world is
not about collecting pixels.
Even getting those pixels
sooner than someone else
IS really not a measure of
long-term success. Kudos
to every world-first person
and group out there, but a
huge percentage of [them]
from two years ago no longer
exist. Why? Because they
didn’t exist for their people.
Our people are why we exist,
and they in turn ensure our
continued success.” ©
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Rewriting the Rules

Double Fine’s Greg Rice didn't take a traditional route into the game industry. His background includes a

degree in vocal performance and a s

1nt In medical school. At Double Fine, Rice is helping to shape the com-

pany’s future, guiding the production of the studio’s Kickstarter-funded adventure project, and ensuring the
community of backers stays engaged with the project.

interview by Matt Helgeson

You have a very nontraditional educa-
tional background. How does that inform
what you do as a producer and how you
approach your job?

With the brand-management stuff | do, | think
| always try to approach it by thinking like a
fan. That usually serves me well. If | was a
fan of Double Fine, which | am, how would

| want our products to be presented to me,
and what would | want the company to be
doing? | think that alone is a good way to
look at things. When | was in high school and
wanted to figure out what to do with my life,
games were an option but something that |
knew very little about. | think that one of the
big things for me was trying to help demystify
the game industry for people. Things that
we’ve been doing - like the Kickstarter trying
to show a really transparent and honest view
of what the game studio does — comes from
me wishing | had more information like that
when | was a kid. | know Tim [Schafer] feels
the same way.

How did the idea of the Kickstarter
adventure evolve?

We started talking about it about a year
before we launched, so about 2011. At the
time, Kickstarter was seeing a lot smaller
budgets for video games, things like 10

or 20 thousand dollars. We've made a lot
of those kinds of games - big consoles
games that were tens of millions of dollars
like Brutal Legend to downloadable, smaller
games that were a couple million — but even
that was way out of the realm of possibility
when we started talking about it. But there
were some things we liked about Kickstarter.
It was a direct line to your fans and being
able to be more in control of your project.
So we kind of kept it on the back burner.
Ultimately, the Two-Player Productions guys
came to us and asked us about doing a
Double Fine documentary next. We were
excited about that, for all those reasons |
talked about - trying to demystify the video
game industry. We knew if we were going
to go ahead with it would have to be a proj-
ect that would be willing to be very open
and transparent so it would make a good
documentary. That’s very hard to do with a
publisher-funded project, because their PR
and marketing schedules are very strict. It
would be hard to show stuff that was very
early and be open with what’s happening.
So we quickly decided that the Kickstarter
would need to fund both the game and

the documentary.

The original goal was for $400,000, which
isn’t a huge amount of money in game

development. Was that intended to fund
the whole game or just act as seed

money and you would fund the rest with
other money?

It was actually going to be a totally different
project than what it is now. That was the
minimum amount of money that we thought
we needed to make something - an attempt
to have a low enough budget to be reachable
on Kickstarter. So when the budget ballooned
the way it did, we had to step back and
decide what game we could make now, with
$3 million. We just amped up the production
size of the game. It let us add new platforms
and voice support for the characters and
stuff like that. It's now more in line with the
game we really would have wanted to make.

Is the core idea the same, but you’re add-
ing more production values and feature
sets that wouldn’t have been possible?
Well, one of the interesting things is we didn’t
have an idea when we started. The idea was
just that it was going to be a point-and-click
adventure game from Tim and a documen-
tary based on that. There was no story or
anything in place. It was more changing the
scope and scale of the game, essentially.

It’s risky to ask for that much money -
and get even more money than that - and
not have an idea to start with. Were you
worried about that?

We were sort of worried about it. | feel like

it actually sort of benefitted us, because it
allowed fans’ imaginations to fill in what they
thought the game would be, instead of us
presenting something and they potentially
not liking it. But the big thing for us is that
we wanted the documentary to be there from
day one, just so everything could be cap-
tured on camera.

For those of us that didn’t back the project
and aren’t getting access to the documen-
tary, what’s the idea for the game as it
stands now?

We haven’t talked much about the idea for
the game because we had a lot of backers
reach out to us and say that they want to
follow the progress of development but they
don’t want the game to be spoiled when

it comes out. So the documentary is more
about the day-to-day workings of a game
studio; what the roles are and problems

we face with development. It's more about
the operations of the team. There are some
glimpses of art and things like that, but we
keep story and puzzles and things like that
out of it.

You also said in the Kickstarter that you
would be soliciting fan feedback in creat-
ing the game. How can you do that when
they don’t know the story and details?

How are you managing that?

Yeah, it’s been interesting. We’ve been doing
things on our internal forums, which is a
hidden forum for Double Fine Adventure
backers. We had concept artists fly in for

a week to Double Fine to do a concept art
jam. This was when the idea was still really
new in Tim’s head. He had a vague idea of
the main story beats, but there were a lot

of directions the world could go in. So we
brought those guys in to paint for a week in
the back together, and jam with our artists
here to come up with these crazy ideas. Tim
posted in the public forums, which he posts
in about once a week with other updates of
sorts, he posted asking for ideas of locations
that you’ve never seen before in a game and
would want to explore and we got something
like 40 or 50 pages worth of ideas. It looks
like some of those are actually going to
make their way into the game. So, while we
definitely don’t get into the specifics of puz-
zles, we definitely have been reaching out to
people or ideas on things and feedback.

People say they want an old-school expe-
rience, but they don’t want all the wonki-
ness and archaic design. They want the
feeling, not necessarily the reality of what
those old-school games were.

That’s exactly what we’'ve been doing. We've
evaluated every aspect of those games,

tried to figure out what the core is that really
resonates with people. | think that we’ve
determined that it's the narrative, how much
of a focus there is on narrative, how beautiful
the art is and how fun it is to explore these
odd and eccentric worlds. But, like any time
we are approaching implementing interaction
systems and dialogue systems, we've been
good about evaluating what parts of those
we still like and what parts can potentially be
modernized. What we’re trying to do is make
a game that really embodies the spirit of
Tim’s old games but still has a modern twist.

There was such a controversy about Mass
Effect 3’s ending. It wasn’t what many fans
expected or wanted. With a Kickstarter,
that sense of ownership of the game is
even greater because the fans actually
gave you the money to do this. Are you
worried about managing expectations and
any possible backlash?

| think, like | said, a lot of people have been
very upfront about the fact that, ultimately,
they backed this project because they love
Double Fine’'s games and they love Tim, and
that they have enough trust in us that we’re
going to make a game they like. | think that
the writing and design and the game is one of
the things I'm least worried about. | know Tim
IS going to write a funny game and people are
going to think it's funny. So that’s definitely
not something I'm super worried about.

CAREER

HIGHLIGHTS

ADVENTURE BEGINS
Rice falls 1n love with Tim
Schafer’s stylish adventure
game Gnin Fandango

SING OUT

Rice attends college

at the University of

lowa, studying vocal
pertormance. He

appears i many musical
productions and performs
with varnous bands

CHARITABLE
ENDEAVORS

As part of the University of
lowa Dance Marathon, Rice
helps raise over $3 million
for the Children’'s Miracle
Network, benefiting kids
with cancer

MED SCHOOL

Inspired by his charitable
work, Rice enters medical
school at the University
of lowa

HEADING WEST
Deciding that video games
are his true calling, Rice
quits med school and
moves to California

GUITAR HEROICS

Rice gets his first job in the
game indusuy as a tester
on Acuvision's Guitar Hero:
World Tour and Guitar
Hero: Metallica

THE AGENCY

Moving to the powerhouse
talent house Creative
Artists Agency, Rice
becomes assistant to
former Microsoft exec
Seamus Blackley,

whose clhents included
Tim Schafer

DOUBLE UP

Schafer gives Rice his
break at Double Fine,
where he produces
games like Costume Quest
and Stacking

KICKING OFF

Double Fine sends
shockwaves through

the game 1ndustry by
funding a new Tim
Schafer adventure game
through the crowdiunding
site Kickslarter
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Sabertooth

azer wants to turn serious gamers into serious multitaskers. Thanks to
the Sabertooth’s six additional remappable inputs, you can fluidly jump,
reload, and change weapons without taking your thumbs off the analog
sticks. It takes a while to get used to the two rocking, bidirectional multi-
functional triggers housed under this Xbox controller, but they allow you to
input face button commands with your index fingers. If they ever get in your
way, both triggers are fully detachable.

We love the Sabertooth’s relaxed weight, non-slip rubber casing, and the
satisfying click produced by every button. If you feel the need to use the
backlit face buttons, they can also be reprogrammed through the unit’s tiny OLED display. Casual
gamers may prefer a wireless controller, but this system’s detachable 10-foot braided fiber cable
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cuts down on performance latency. The
Sabertooth has enough nitro under the
hood to get it banned from Major League
Gaming, much like Razer’s 2010 entry the
Onza, but it will still sharpen the com-
petitive edge of most casual players. Still,
its high price point might be the biggest
challenge for some consumers.

$79.99 razerzone.com



Seagate Wireless Plus

Running low on storage space for all that media on your tablet?

Seagate’s new wireless hard drive could be your iPad’s new travel
companion. This 1TB external hard drive is capable of storing hundreds
of movies or thousands of songs and photos that you can browse via a
dedicated app on your i0S, Android, or Kindle device. You can stream
media to up to three smartphones, tablets, and laptops simultaneously
using the drive’s ad-hoc wireless signal. Thanks to this system’s battery
you shouldn’t have to talk with your travel companions for up to 10 hours.

$199 | seagate.com

Blaze NeoGeo X Gold

In the “90s, SNK’s Neo Geo was a dream machine for

many gamers, but game cartridges cost $300 and
the console was more than double that price. This made the
NeoGeo an unattainable pie in the sky for many. The NeoGeo
X Gold recreates the look and feel of a Neo Geo AES console
at a much more digestible price point. Unfortunately, the
emulation quality isn't up to NeoGeo standards. Colors are
overly saturated, and the sound is not as rich as the original.
The handheld’s chassis is sturdy, but the 4.3-inch screen
IS blurry in direct light and has a narrow viewing angle.
Battery life only affords three to four hours of playtime with
no stand-by mode, which limits its portability. Fortunately,
you can recharge via a micro USB cable (not included).

Connecting to the NeoGeo X's docking station allows you
to use up to two arcade sticks and output video via HDMI
or composite connections to a TV or monitor. Tommo has
talked about rereleasing the NeoGeo library on SD cards,

but as of press time, the company hasn’t released any, so

you're stuck with the 20 classic games built into the system

itself. Having classic NeoGeo titles on demand is nice, but

this is not a faithful recreation of the original console.

$199 | neogeox.com

Legendary: A Marvel

Deck-Building Game

Deck-building card games are all
the rage in tabletop circles thanks to
their fast and strategic style in which
gamers continually acquire ever more
powerful cards into a growing personal
deck that expands your options each
turn. The stellar new Marvel Comics deck
builder has players cooperating to bring
down evil masterminds like Doctor Doom,

Loki, and Magneto. Gorgeous comic-

style art graces the cards, the rules
are straightforward and smart, and the
comic-book action vibe pervades every
part of the game. One to five players can
play through a game in about an hour.

$59.99 | store.upperdeck.com
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ATARI Inc.

Business Is Fun

ATARI INC.: BUSINESS IS FUN
BY CURT VENDEL AND
MARTY GOLDBERG

Nearly eight years in the
making, this 800-page

tome chronicles the rise of

Atari through thousands of
researched documents, hundreds
of interviews, and several
previously unpublished photos.

$39.99
atarimuseum.com/book

GAME OF THRONES: THE
COMPLETE SECOND SEASON

HBO’s award-winning series
based on George R. R. Martin's
bestselling books returns for a
second season of duplicity and
treachery as the most powerful
families in the Seven Kingdoms
battle for the Iron Throne.

$79.98
store.hbo.com

THE LEGEND OF ZELDA:
HYRULE HISTORIA
HARDCOVER

Dark Horse teamed up with
Nintendo to produce this classy
hardcover, which contains
never-before-seen concept
art, the full history of Hyrule,
the official chronology of the
games, and much more.

$34.99
darkhorse.com

LIFE’'S TOO SHORT:
SEASON 1

In the spirit of Extras, Warwick
Davis stars in this sidesplitting
comedy produced by Ricky
Gervais and Stephen Merchant
about a self-aggrandizing actor
desperately trying to remain

in the public eye as the UK's
biggest little person.

$29.98
store.hbo.com
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This is My Story

ore and more video games are giving players choices to shape the be the same anyway, | feel I'm just treading

. : familiar ground.
narrative of their character and the story as a whole. What could Like ﬁe itself, a single playthrough repre-

be more natural in an interactive medium? Gamers have eagerly sents both the good and bad. You may regret

L _ something you've done in the game, but every
embraced the chance to make decisions and craft their own tale life has moments of regret. In a much bigger

in games like Mass Effect 3, Dishonored, The Walking Dead, and many others. sense, striving for perfection is a flaw in and of
itself, and in terms of a game, there is some-

The sheer amount of time we spend playing these titles — and given the thing to be cherished in a story that reflects

weight as well as volume of some of the decisions to make for our characters — "o you are - warts and all. The luxury of
choice that modern games afford us in relation

naturally endears us to them and gives a sense of ownership over the narrative to their compelling characters and stories is

: 2 e . : ; s perhaps the biggest achievement of our inter-
outcomes. With all this time and emotion invested in an experience [ shaped activemiedim. fronically. exereisirg the power

myself, replaying the game or going back to see how things might have turned of choice by replaying a section can erode the

; : ’ : significance of that choice.
out differently feels unnatural. I've already made those choices, and I'm going %Emes also expand their stories with DLC

to stand by them because that’s the story I've made for myself. that adds on to it after the fact. I've bought

story-based DLC in the past, but | usually like

stories that are finite in scope. | don’t feel the

| understand the temptation to see what could have happened inagame  need to consume a property’s content just because it represents more of

had you made different choices or wanting to explore all the content a  something | already like. I'd rather have one good story run its course than

developer has created. | wouldnt mind revisiting some of my decisions  oversaturate the experience with small side stories that come out after you
when a game handles my choice in a manner | wasn’t expecting. But when  have already experienced a resolution.

| reflect on everything that has happened to my character at the end of the We can craft our own experiences in video games, which is an extraor-
EER game, changing that by going back and sampling different paths funda-  dinary power for a medium. But repeating playthroughs and sampling of
mentally alters the game experience itself. different outcomes, in my opinion, can defuse that power and ultimately
Some people start from scratch with a new character to make new deci- rob me of what I've worked so hard to earn. ©
sions and craft an alternative narrative (like in Mass Effect, for instance). i

When | try to do this | find that | can’t forget what I've already experienced The views and opinions expressed on this page are strictly those of the author and not necessarily those
the first time around. Since many of the decisions and outcomes would  of Game Informer or its staff
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05
Tomb Raider

0! New Releases
» Warrior’s Lair (Vita)

75 New Releases

» The Amazing Spider-Man (Wii U)

» Castlevania: Lords of Shadow —
Mirror of Fate (3DS)

» MLB 13: The Show (PS3, Vita)

» MLB 2K13 (PS3, 360)

» SimCity (PC)

» Sniper Elite 2: Silver Star Edition
(PS3, 360)

> Tomb Raider (PS3, 360)

> Wreck-It Ralph (Blu-Ray, DVD)

72 Return to Oz

Today’s big theatrical release,
0z: The Great and Powerful,

must have started as a game

of Hollywood chicken that no

one backed down from. “Let’s
make a prequel to The Wizard

of 0z!” “Let’s cast James Franco
as a character that doesn't
smoke weed!” “Let’s include as
many CG characters as possible!”
Any one of these things is a sign
to slam on the brakes. But no
one did. A ray of hope lays with
director Sam Raimi, the man
who made Peter Parker dance

in Spider-Man 3.

26
BioShock Infinite
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!~ New Releases
> God of War: Ascension (PS3)
> Sniper: Ghost Warrior 2
(PS3, 360, PC)
» Starcraft |l: Heart of the Swarm (PC)

12 Constantine Goes Solo
Justice League Dark, a comic book
series that focuses on magical
events in DC Comics’ universe, has
become one of the publisher’s most
talked-about books. The leader of
Dark’s team is occult detective John
Constantine. This chain-smoker now
has his own ongoing series set in
the New 52 universe. The first issue
ships today.

5 Feel the Magic

Steve Carrell and Jim Carrey are
rival magicians in The Incredible
Burt Wonderstone, in theaters today.
With those two stars, you're prob-
ably expecting the film to be an
intense drama like The Prestige or
The lllusionist, but lo and behold,
this movie is a comedy. And it looks
hilarious! You can’t go wrong with
bird jokes.

1% New Releases
» Lego City: Undercover (Wii U)

‘% New Releases

» The Croods: Prehistoric Party!
(Wii U, 3DS)

» Gears of War: Judgment (360)

» Monster Hunter 3 Ultimate
(Wii U, 3DS)

» Need for Speed: Most Wanted
(Wii U)

27 LARPers Find

Their Padded Room
Dubbed “The Asylum,” Ark-Con

IS a two-day convention held in
Springdale, Arkansas, that offers
all-night gaming in the “Dream
Therapy” room and LARPing in “The
Padded Room.” If you've always
wanted to live out your fantasy of
being a crewmember aboard the
U.S.S. Enterprise, you can take a
turn manning a station in the Artemis
Spaceship Bridge simulation.

25 Game Developer’s
Conference

The best and the brightest in the
video game industry come together

12
God of War: Ascension

Fi

in San Francisco today to learn,
exchange ideas, and cultivate the
community of game development.
This five-day conference boasts
over 400 lectures, panels, and
roundtable discussions, and some
22,000 attendees leave with new
knowledge of their craft. GDC also
hosts the Independent Games
Festival, which is a great place to
learn about the hot up-and-comers
in the field.

' New Releases

» Army of Two: The Devil’s Cartel
(PS3, 360)

» BioShock Infinite (PS3, 360, PC)

» Veep: Season 1 (Blu-Ray, DVD)

» The Walking Dead: Survival Instinct
(PS3, 360, Wii U)

27 The Sleeping Age
Dark Horse Comics calls Until

We Sleep “the perfect entry point”
into the Dragon Age series and an
“essential addition to its canon.”
This story hits comic stores today

and is written by David Gaider,
lead writer of BioWare’s Dragon
Age games.

22 G.I1. Joe

for Real This Time!

After nearly a yearlong delay,

G.l. Joe: Retaliation opens in
theaters. With the extra time to
improve the film, we hope they
added more Snake Eyes being
awesome, vehicles with preposter-
ous missile payloads, and people
yelling “Cobra!” Of course, the
delay probably means more 3D
sequences and a few extra scenes
with Channing Tatum.

! Game of

Thrones Returns

The third season of HBO's brilliant
Game of Thrones television series
kicks off today, putting further pres-
sure on writer George R. R. Martin
to finish writing the sixth book. This
season is based on the first half of
the third entry, A Storm of Swords.
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» STYLE
I -Player Action/
Role-Playing

» PUBLISHER
TBA
I » DEVELOPER
\ CD Projekt RED
» RELEASE
2014

HE NEXT GENERATION
OF ROLE-PLAYING

THE WITCHER 3: WILD HUNT

Everyone wants something different out of a role-playing game. Some yearn to explore
their own path through a beautiful open world. Others want to struggle with meaningful decisions that

determine the outcome of dramatic plotlines. Another set of players looks for characters with depth to
become invested in. Still others need weighty combat and power development to test their skills against.

The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt is for those wild dreamers who want it all.




cover story 41




Geralt of Rivia isn’t an old man, but he’s tired. Tired of hunting
monsters for fearful people who think his mutation-born powers
make him a fiend himself. Tired of being ensnared in the poli-
tics of kings only to see his friends killed and their kingdoms
shattered, left unable to resist the imperial ambitions of for-
cign conquerors. Tired of being alone 1n a world that has taken
everything from him — his love, his home, his companions — and
the conscience that won’t let him ignore the further sacrifices
demanded of him.

lired he may be, but the White Wolf has his memory back and
a sword arm that can still swing faster than any in the North. Not
even the mighty wraith commanders of the Wild Hunt that has
stalked humanity from the shadows throughout the centuries, the
armed might of an aggressive empire, or the long list of personal
enemies Geralt has made in his years of adventure will stand
between him and his long-lost sorceress love.

Though you don’t need to play
the first two games to get the full
experience out of this third entry
in the franchise (turn to page 45
for more), the strong foundation
laid by CD Projekt RED'’s first two
games inspires confidence in The
Witcher 3: Wild Hunt. The Witcher
(PC, 2007) introduced Geralt and
his dark fantasy world to American
audiences, and won more than a
hundred awards despite its odd
timing-based combat system
thanks to the exceptional story-
telling. The Witcher 2: Assassins
of Kings (PC/Xbox 360, Mac;
2011/2012) won nearly a hundred
critical awards as well on the
strength of its non-linear storytell-
ing, excellent characters, and rich
world while ditching the unusual
gameplay for more traditional
third-person action. The second
game also marked the debut of
CD Projekt RED’s internal engine
technology, which proved capable
of delivering lush environments
and gorgeously smooth animations
on par with the best RPGs on the

market. Together, the games have sold more than five
million copies worldwide.

As ambitious and successful as The Witcher 2 was, its
sequel is an order of magnitude larger of an undertak-
ing, and not just because it’s coming out on “all avail-
able” top-of-the-line consoles (the company is being
vague, but reading between the lines isn’t difficult) on
the same day it hits PC next year. “We decided that
we were ready for the next step,” says studio head
Adam Badowski. “We decided to combine two types of
games. We mastered storytelling in RPG games - that’s
our strongest side. On the other hand, we feel that we
missed something. We missed the huge freedom of
open-world games like Skyrim.”
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Proper mounted combat is still being tested and
therefore isn't a definite part of the game. but horses
are such a critical part of navigation that some kind of
interaction between the beasts and combat is necessary

iy

o 3 .
' - -
L
L
‘
. il
P
A
i,
L
e
h .l-'-* D
- &
_
]

Ships float on the water in true physics interactions,
so choppy seas are almost nausea-inducing

g

¥ g

el

' 4




The studio has already demonstrated its ability to
competently execute the mechanical trappings of a
modern RPG, from tactically rich action combat to deep
crafting, inventory, and progression systems. Now CD
Projekt RED is challenging itself with the task of creat-
ing an open world the team has measured at 20 percent
larger than Skyrim’s. To handle such a tall demand, the

development team has doubled in size. The Witcher 3
doesn’t have chapters, acts, or other artificial break-
points. For the first time, Geralt’s story truly is what you
make of it.

The new streaming technology in REDengine 3 allows
Geralt to seamlessly cross from one end of the world
to the other - a trip estimated at 30 to 40 minutes on

CD Projekt RED has enjoyed a lot of goodwill from its fans thanks to free content
patches with new quests, reams of bug fixes across many post-launch patches,
and even releasing The Witcher 2 with no DRM through GOG.com. Studio head
Adam Badowski believes that the pros of this approach still outweigh the cons:

“We believe that DRM can cause more problems to customers who actually
have gone out and bought the game, than become a successtul tool to fight
the pirates. That's why we think it’s possible to introduce a DRM-free busi-
ness model, but it’s too early to get into details. Another element we value
and cherish is post-launch support. We look at it as a form of reward for our

THE CONMSUMER-FRIEIMDLIEST DLC

horseback - without seeing a loading screen. From
solving mysteries in the dense urban environment of
Novigrad to tracking monsters to their stinking lairs
in the blasted forests and swamps of No Man’s Land,
Geralt’s path is wide open. The massive landscape is
your sandbox to be explored on foot, by horseback,
and via boat as you pursue your long-lost love, play the
game of empires on behalf of the northern kingdoms
that still claim independence, and thwart the nefarious
Wild Hunt. Fast travel allows players to instantly revisit
any location they’ve discovered.

Filling a game world this large with content is a daunt-
ing task, and the team is taking several approaches
to ensure that players aren’t just wandering empty
landscapes searching
for the next pin in their
map. “A huge goal is to
keep the high quality of
our quests, with all the
cinematics and impres-
sive events and moments,”
says game director Konrad
Tomaszkiewicz. A point of
interest will always be in
sight, beckoning players to
explore dank caves, embat-
tled villages, decaying ruins,

fans. With The Witcher 3 we would like to handle things in a similar way as
we did with The Witcher 2, meaning you can expect free expansion packs
after the release of the game. Speaking of updates, we will do our best to
make sure that our next game is as polished as it can be on the day of its
release. However, we will keep implementing patches and fixes accord-

ingly. We want to assure you that we will support our game way past its

release date.”
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and more. More than a hundred hours of hand-scripted
quests fill the world, running the gamut from helping
villagers to engineering the succession of the Skellige
kings. Monster hunting (see sidebar on page 49) is

a constant source of adventure, income, and unique
rewards. Minigames based on the area of the world, like
knife-throwing in Skellige, offer distraction and unique
rewards, though players who don’t care for those activi-
ties will never be required to complete them in order to
progress the main storyline this time. A rudimentary in-
game economy is full of profits to be made, especially if
you resolve quests in such a way that they affect prices
in your favor. Monsters, bandits, traders, animals, and
more walk the wilderness alongside Geralt, and attack
anyone they deem hostile. This can be a problem,
opportunity, or both for a clever witcher.

Taking advantage of opportunities like luring a
monster into a bandit camp is one of the ways The
Witcher 3 rewards being smart rather than just good
with a sword. The world is a dark and dangerous place,
especially since enemies don’t scale to the player’s
level. Being prepared is the best way to stay alive.
Thanks to the seamless, open, dynamic world in The
Witcher 3, finding a group of friendly sword arms to
retreat to is as legitimate of a tactic as drinking the right

potion or wearing the appropriate armor.
CONTINUED ON PAGE 48 »




MO EXPERIENCE MECESSARY

ou don’t need to play the previous Witcher games to enjoy the third one, though the second one in particular comes
highly recommended on its own merits. CD Projekt RED assures us that The Witcher 3’s plot is fully standalone

and that all of the introduction necessary to get up to speed on the world and Geralt himself is included in the early stages
of the game. Even so, here’s a quick primer for the uninitiated (spoilers present for the first two games, obviously):

GERALT OF RIVIA

The titular witcher, Geralt is a sterile mutant bred for swordsmanship and to survive
the toxic effects of the powerful potions that give him the edge he needs to survive

his monster-hunting profession. The silver sword on his back has taken the life of
many fiends over the years, and its twin in steel serves Geralt equally well in his many
confrontations with humans and demihumans. His mastery over several magical signs
gives him access to powerful personal magic, though nothing on the level of the mysti-
cal forces that a full sorceress or wizard commands.

Plagued by amnesia throughout the first two games, Geralt has recovered the bulk of
his memory as Wild Hunt starts. He is on a mission to reunite with his long-lost love, the
raven-haired sorceress Yennefer. His complicated on-again, off-again romantic relation-
ship with Triss Merigold still exists, but cannot compare - Yennefer is the love of his life
whom he once traded his own life for in a previous confrontation with the Wild Hunt.

Geralt has shaped the fates of kings and kingdoms and no doubt will again (or not, if
the player decides to avoid those plotlines). That being said, the main storyline of The
Witcher 3 is more personal than the political machinations of the previous game.

THE WILD HUNT

These spectral riders come from another dimension, stealing human children for their
unknown but surely malevolent purposes. Their terrible ride has crossed Geralt's path in
the past, notably when they attacked him on the island of Avallach as he and Yennefer
recovered from their death to an angry peasant mob and subsequent resurrection by
Geralt's adopted daughter, Ciri. The Hunt captured Yennefer and was tracked down by
Geralt, who offered himself up to take her place. The Hunt therefore released an amne-
siac Yennefer, whereabouts currently unknown. Directly before the events of the first

game, Geralt escaped from the Hunt but lost his memory thanks to his time as a captive.

The story of The Witcher 3 should put a close to Geralt's dealings with the evil riders
once and for all.

TRISS MERIGOLD
This redheaded sorceress of no small power has wandered the world at Geralt's side,
served as royal advisor to sitting monarchs, and had many adventures besides. The role
she plays in The Witcher 3 is as yet unknown, but the events of the last game resulted in
a precarious position for magic users in the North (specifics of which are dependent on
choices made in the final act of the second game). Triss figures to have less impact on
the world and the narrative this time than when she was part of the late King Foltest's
court and entangled in vast magical conspiracies that brought entire nations to war.

As far as Triss and Geralt's sporadic romantic entanglement, the situation is

complicated. “At the end of The Witcher 2, Geralt and Triss went their separate ways
without breaking it off or telling each other, ‘This is it,”” says senior writer Borys
Pugacz-Muraszkiewicz. “At the beginning of The Witcher 3, they haven’t seen each
other for a while - they’re focused on other things — but inevitably there’s interest.
There’s a bond there that is very difficult to pretend doesn't exist.”

ZOLTAN CHIVAY

The mercenary dwarf has a checkered past, sometimes fighting alongside demihuman
resistance to human hegemony and other times helping Geralt set things right even
though it harms his own kin in the short term. Foul-mouthed and borderline alcoholic
as he may be, few beings of any species can be counted on to help their friends in a
pinch like Zoltan. The empire of Nilfgaard has no love for dwarves, especially mercenar-
ies who have taken up arms against its aggression in the past, so Zoltan finds himself
on the fringes of society once again as the empire pushes farther into the North in The
Witcher 3.

DANDELION

The loquacious bard known as Dandelion counts Geralt as a friend, though his
unquenchable tastes for wine, women, and song have led him to need rescuing at least
as often as he has aided Geralt with his silver tongue and network of connections.
Though Dandelion is under little personal threat from the Nilfgaardian invasion, he
detests the centralized empire and its regimented society. Like Zoltan, he is doing his
best to avoid the advancing armies in the third game.

THE NORTH

The setting of The Witcher 3 is made up of independent kingdoms that war with each
other as frequently as they trade, now fractured and disorganized thanks to the events
of the second game. Assassins killed the kings Foltest of Temeria and Demavend of
Aedirn, sorceresses tried to unite a disputed area under a figurehead mind-controlled
dragon of a monarch, and demihuman persecution and the violent resistance it spawned
blossomed into all-out civil war.

The metropolis of Novigrad still stands free, and the hardy warriors of the Skellige
archipelago are independent but currently embroiled in the chaos of a succession dis-
pute following the death of old King Bran. However, the lightning-quick advance of the
invading Nilfgaardian armies has left vast reaches of land between Novigrad in the north
and the riverlands of the south in turmoil, a so-called No Man'’s Land of burning villages
and free-roaming bandits who prey on anyone they like in the absence of a central
authority to impose order.
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WHAT YOV SEE ISt ALL YOV'LL GET

CD Projekt RED has provided the screenshots you see here from its current in-game assets running on its
internal PC development hardware. However, the renderer — the part of the engine that translates the game
files into what you ultimately see on screen - is still in development and will boast significant improvements
by the time The Witcher 3 ships. “Right now you see the game in the old renderer, but it's going to be taken
to a truly next level,” says gameplay producer Marek Ziemak. In particular, the developers tell us that skin
shaders and the dynamic lighting model will be markedly more advanced in the final version.
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REAL CHOICES, REAL CONSEQUENCES

Slaying monsters, fighting hostile humans in all of the
many forms they come in, collecting items, leveling
up, and exploring the world are all important parts of
The Witcher 3. The element that elevates this franchise
beyond the rank and file of any other competently
crafted RPG, however, is the impressive amount of
choice available to players within the narrative. This
third entry applies the same concepts that propelled
the last game to fame and success across a world 40
times larger, and brings clever solutions to the chal-
lenge open-world freedom poses to the narrative. “It
was a really complex task to combine an open world
with a story-driven game,” says lead quest designer
Mateusz Tomaszkiewicz. “To do that, we had to
make some changes in the philosophy of making the
game structure.”

Narrative comes in three forms in The Witcher 3.
On the lowest level, you have free-form activities like
monster hunting, crafting, and individual standalone
quests. One step above that, the political situation and

48

Nilfgaardian invasion is resolved through the core plot-
line of each major area (Skellige, Novigrad, No Man’'s
Land). “Each of these lands has its own storyline,”
Tomaszkiewicz says. “If you're not interested in it, you
can abandon the plotline, but it will have repercussions
in the future. This is a new kind of non-linearity in our
game. Not doing this plotline will be a choice that you
have.” Finally, the main narrative thread of Geralt’s
search for his loved ones and conflict with the Wild
Hunt naturally runs throughout the entire game.

These narrative units have multiple branches that
feed into themselves and each other. Nothing outside
of the main storyline itself is required to beat the game,
but you could have help in a main-line encounter from
an ally you gained in the Skellige archipelago if you've
completed certain quests in certain ways.

Major events in the main storyline act as “gates” for
the state of the world. For example, a village threatened
by bandits might be abandoned after certain events
if the player doesn’t help them with their troubles.

CONTINLIED ON PAGE 50O »
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Weather effects like this storm are dynamically generated and fully modeled

- as real volumetric clouds rather than being simply painted on the skybox

This scene will get rather less

b e peaceful if any wolves happen by

HUNTING mOMNSTERS FOR.
FUINI ATID PROFIT

The previous Witcher games often approach Geralt's profession as a collec-
tion of abilities rather than the way of life that it is presented as in the novels
they're based on. The monster-hunting mechanic, combined with the in-game
representation of Geralt’s heightened mutant senses, ties the witcher lifestyle
into The Witcher 3 on a deeper level.

Instead of the “kill 30 nekkers” style of contracts from the previous game,
Geralt now encounters communities and individuals with monster-related
problems that need solving. A press of the left trigger activates Geralt’s
witcher senses, which allows players to glean information from a crime scene
upon discovering it. Within range of a scene of interest, the mechanic conveys
clues to the player through the witcher muttering to himself and/or visual
depictions of past events that represent Geralt's reasoning.

For example, a pattern of scuff marks on the ground and the disposition of
a corpse might lead Geralt to say something about a powerful, sudden attack
and the player to see a phantom-like figure being jerked off its feet and its
neck yanked to an odd angle. Examining the body's waxy skin, Geralt might
say something about how it has been drained of blood - a clue that narrows
down the list of possible assailants. Finding sufficient clues through examining
physical evidence, talking to people, and even researching monster behavior
in books eventually leads Geralt to the culprit. In the case of this example, a
vampire is the only monster that fits the bill.

The knowledge players acquire about the enemy is valuable for more than
tracking. Preparing yourself with the right potions and armor beforehand
makes a huge difference in any fight, and the more you know about a foe's
capabilities the better off you are. Time of day and other conditions affect
where monsters appear and their abilities, so don't plan your werewolf hunt
for a full moon. Most importantly, you can strike critical areas in combat
depending on how much you learn about monster anatomy and tactics: dis-
abling a vampire’s poisoning attack by hitting its venom gland, stopping its
regeneration by hitting the specialized organ responsible, or even pulling off an
instant kill by skewering both of its hearts with precise thrusts. CD Projekt RED
IS still deciding between using a handful of in-combat special moves for these
attacks and a slow-motion quick-time event style of executing the strikes.

The aftermath of a successful hunt is the best part. Defeated monsters leave
otherwise unobtainable alchemical and crafting ingredients necessary for the
creation of unique potions, items, and mutagens that allow Geralt to obtain
special powers and upgrades in the new mutation development tree. These
Kills also serve as the witcher’s primary method of income.
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The developers were understandably reticent to

share detailed examples for fear of spoilers, but the
general idea seems like a sound response to the chal-
lenges of player choice and non-linear storylines in an
open-world game.

Romance and sex have always been part of Geralt’s
world, and the third game continues the franchise’s
slow move toward more romance and fewer shallow
sexual encounters. “We want to treat it maturely like we
did in The Witcher 2,” Tomaszkiewicz says. “We are not
bringing sex cards back.” With the story’s emphasis
on Geralt’s search for his lost love, we can hope for a
somewhat more mature handling of the subject. “When
we talk about maturity, we talk also about things that
happen to a common guy who is looking for loved
ones,” says lead writer Marcin Blacha. “He’s not a kiq,
he's not a young boy who’s looking for adventure. He
wants to be left alone.”

Though The Witcher 3 doesn’t have entirely different

environments based on singular choices like the previous

game - a structure that would be impractical in an open-
world setting — players face similarly impactful decisions.

Players engage with mutually exclusive storylines and
situations based on certain momentous choices, though
not quite on the level of The Witcher 2.

DIGGING DEEPER

While The Witcher 3’'s game mechanics are based heav-
ily on the systems in the previous game, the developers
are revisiting many details. Common concerns, like the
backward difficulty curve, are being addressed, and
reworking the flow of combat is aimed at bringing the
gameplay more in line with mainstream action games
without compromising the second game's tactical vari-
ety or high skill ceiling.

The presentation is getting an expected facelift, with
96 animations for Geralt’s combat moves as opposed
to the last game’s 20. An innovative “weighting” system
for the camera helps to keep the biggest threats in
frame at all times, which will hopefully mitigate some
of the previous title’s problems with enemies slipping
behind Geralt unseen.

The Witcher 3's combat system makes three signifi-
cant changes that combine to solve the problem of




The toolset the studio is releasing with the game is power-

ful enough to create anything the engine can handle, up to
and including a town like this, the surrounding countryside
and hand-scripted quests that take place there

being locked into long animations. Every button press
IS now mapped to a single strike, each move takes a
roughly equivalent time to execute, and you can always
interrupt your current action to immediately dodge

or block. You can even dodge or block when out of
stamina, though you'll be staggered in that case. This
marks a repudiation of the initial design concept of the
second game, which demanded weightier decisions

iIn moment-to-moment combat but alienated some
players with its harsh punishment of poor choices or
targeting miscues.

“Our goal is to make the combat more intimate,” says
lead gameplay designer Maciej Szczesnik. “You don'’t
run - in the Witcher 2 you were running constantly. You
walk, but your attacks are very fast. Your opponents
also walk but they have charges and things like that.”
Geralt’s explosive dodge roll is also replaced by a pivot
move that retains its defensive utility without the game-
breaking mobility. Attacks, however, are faster than they
were in the last game. The team hopes these changes
to the philosophy of moment-to-moment combat create
a more naturalistic but still deadly experience.
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A YOVUIIG MAIT'S QUEST

he story of Geralt’s search for a would-be king in the Skellige
islands is an example of how CD Projekt RED pulls all of the
elements of The Witcher 3 together into a cohesive whole. The fol-
lowing is an early, unfinished version of a piece of the overarching

Skellige storyline.

Geralt’s horseback ride through a forest whipped by a
gathering storm into a bustling port town seamlessly
blends into a long climb up to the castle that commands
the seaside cliffs. The camera cuts to a directed cin-
ematic view as Geralt walks onto the balcony to speak
with the local lord, whose son Hjalmar has gone to a
legendarily dangerous island in search of a relic that will
proclaim him a hero ready to lead the fractious island-
ers as a high king. The only interface element onscreen
throughout the entire conversation is the occasional set
of dialogue options, shadowed white text superimposed
on the naked scene.

Witcher and noble stroll across the balcony as they
chat, Geralt’s world-weary manner evident as he leans
up against the parapet to study his friend’s anxious face.
After the conversation concludes with the witcher prom-
Ising to investigate the young man’s disappearance, the
view snaps back to the standard third-person cam and
Geralt heads off in search of the drunken navigator who
pointed Hjalmar on his way.

After locating the man and plying him with a malted
beverage, Geralt is told that he must find a special horn
to keep bloodthirsty sirens from attacking him en route
to the island Hjalmar sought. What would be a sub-
quest on its own in another game is a footnote in The
Witcher 3, as Geralt bullies the pilot into giving up his
personal horn. Being a famous monster hunter with a
reputation for a short temper (one of Geralt's nicknames
IS “the Butcher of Blaviken,” a moniker based on a mis-
understanding the witcher has made no effort to correct)
serves him well.

Geralt makes his way to a boat moored on the pier,
hops in, and sets sail into the storm. A few uneventful
minutes later, he lands on the coast of the cursed island
he seeks. Mangled bodies on the shore tell a grim tale,

and he mutters under his breath as he passes by them.
A swarm of crab-like scavengers attacks his ankles, but
a quick application of the flamethrowing Igni magical
sign fries most and sends the rest scurrying away from
an area still smoldering with flames.

The witcher is greeted by an even more gruesome
sight upon ascending through a narrow gorge onto
a windy plateau. Translucent representations of past
events animate onscreen as he activates his mutant
witcher senses to read the clues left by a body impaled
on a tree, bloodstains on the ground, and scattered
arms and armor. “Lifted and dropped,” Geralt says
to himself.

Eventually the trail leads Geralt to a dimly lit cave filled
with fragments of broken ships and mismatched odds
and ends that once belonged to them and their crew.
An urgent whisper beckons him to a makeshift prison
holding Hjalmar, who points out the ice giant sleeping
nearby. Geralt is faced with a choice: Free the man and
help him defeat the giant, which would allow Hjalmar to
claim the kingship of Skellige by virtue of such a heroic
deed, or assassinate the sleeping giant safely and risk
Hjalmar’s wrath.

The developer controlling the demo chooses to do
things Hjalmar’'s way, and a desperate battle ensues
as the would-be hero runs over and smacks the giant
awake as soon as he’s released. The giant stomps
anyone nearby, bashes the floor to knock deadly stalac-
tites loose from the ceiling, and whips a huge anchor by
its chain into its foes. Eventually Geralt and Hjalmar are
victorious, and the demo ends.

In the full game, outcomes would be different based
on both the ultimate decision with Hjalmar and the giant,
as well as how much of Hjalmar’s crew the player saved
(an aspect that was inactive for demo purposes).
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Enemy Al has been completely rebuilt, and scripted
boss encounters are out as well. The team grimaced
and laughed when asked about the heavy quick-time
event usage of the second game’s Kayran fight. One
boss-type encounter we saw, with Geralt locked in
deadly combat with an ice giant at the end of a quest
segment (see sidebar on page 51), could repeat out
in the wilderness if the witcher comes across another
of the creatures. The difference would be that a giant
on a mountaintop would lack the contextual stalactite-
dropping move of the giant in the cave.
Environmental contributions to combat don’t stop
there. Around a dozen types of interactive objects exist
in The Witcher 3. The developers gave one example of
a wasp hive Geralt can irritate with the telekinetic Aard
sign to create a damaging distraction for his foes, and
disperse the swarm with the fiery Igni sign once the
wasp swarm becomes more problematic than helpful.
These magical signs have been retooled as well.
Each of the five signs has its basic form, like Igni’'s
new flamethrower effect. If the player advances down
the magic tree as Geralt levels up, they can unlock a
second form of the sign - in Igni’s case, a 360-degree
blast that immolates anything nearby. Yrden’s small
trap can be modified into a larger field that slows any
enemies within, as another example. The player retains
the use of the basic form as well.
The other two trees, based on swordsmanship and
alchemy, are also returning in slightly different forms.
Players who specialize in swordfighting can unlock new
strikes now, as well as boosts like improved stamina
and parrying. CD Projekt RED didn't offer much informa-  in development. The most exciting idea the developers This obviously affects the properties of the final item.
tion on the alchemy tree, other than that the mutation have for those is the possibility that players could access  Unique components can be found as part of monster
mechanic has been moved off of to a separate develop- their long-term storage stash from their horse as well hunts or questlines, which can be combined with spe-
ment path (unlocked via monster hunting, see sidebar as from inns. In any case, the team is well aware of how cial recipes to create artifacts of immense power. Don’t
on page 49) independent of the level-up process, frustrating inventory management was in The Witcher 2 expect the village blacksmith to be able to craft the
and so the alchemy specialization is based more on (especially at release, with substantial improvements legendary sword you're lusting after, though; finding the
potions now. coming in post-release patches). CD Projekt RED is crafter with the skill to execute a high-end recipe is part
Some forms of improvement are available for the committed to a less tedious process for this entry. of the effort required to obtain such an item.
player's horse and boat as well, though those are still Powerful weapons and armor can be found in many Each piece of armor has its own unique appearance
ways, but crafting remains critical to just as in the previous game, though they benefit from
players seeking to maximize Geralt’s the improved presentation and the new cloth simulation.
capabilities. Players can customize their Players can also visit a barber to change up Geralt's
crafted items now, with some compo- hairstyle, though dyeing it is out of the question — he’s
NMEXT-GENM HARDWARE nents able to be substituted for similar calied the White W, ater al,
things — monster scales instead of

CD Projekt RED is keeping mum about any platforms The Witcher 3 is leather in a piece of armor, for example. oo o0

In development for besides PC, but the company has confirmed that it
will launch on whatever console platforms are most powerful when it
comes out next year.
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faverns like this are hubs for dozens of hours of
non-combat content, from minigames to investiga-
tions and other social interactions

Telling another chapter of Geralt’s story with a few tweaks
and new visual effects would have been a perfectly accept-
able direction for CD Projekt RED to take the franchise, but
The Witcher 3 is much more. This third title is the culmina-
tion of Geralt’s long-running conflict with the Wild Hunt, but
it's also the result of a talented studio learning innumerable
lessons from its impressive success to date and challeng-
ing itself to go above and beyond expectations. Delivering
an open world without compromising on the non-linear
storytelling and strong characterizations that got the studio
to where it is today is an ambitious goal, especially consid-
ering the challenges of appearing on new hardware plat-
forms, but the team is committed to doing just that.

It's difficult to imagine a more fitting way to kick off the
next generation of single-player RPGs. @

SIS LA A A L L A A A
Dive deeper into The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt at gameinformer.com/witcher3, with
vigeo interviews filmed at the CD Projekt RED studio in Warsaw, Poland about
everything from monster hunting to the company's struggles as an independent
developer, a chance to get your questions about the game answered, and the 360-
degree rolating model of the Ice Giant that digital subscribers are already enjoying

-nqu'-:»

Fr 4 ok &
F " . -
& % . »
= = | |
i-j". H # .:h"' _.".
F e 4 ]
% o - J _’é‘ .
e
' $ = '
' : J.
F = e B T T
] 4
- w -" £
- * 3 :;.'E."l*-.lﬂ -
L *"h " s F - £ - LT

Pl

Skelligan longships are impressive crafts,
but Geralt's boat is a one-man affair
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The BioShock Infinite Primer

———— BY MATT BERTZ —————

n a lew short weeks., gamers wall board a rockel
bound Tor Columbia, "This wondrous ety i the sky
was created to showease Amencan exceptionalisim

around the elobe, but disappeared vears ago alte

attackme the Chmese durme the Boxer Rebelhon.
Now a man with a mvsterious past must venture mto the los

a1y 1o Iimd 2 woman at the center ol the el war that has

crupted m the altermath ol Columbia’s chsgrace.
Developer Irratonal Games is sull holding its cards close A

to the vest regardmge the game’s narrative. but a hands-on

demo ol the openmg chapters and a roundtable discussion

with the studio leads has given us a clearer picture ol what s N
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Amazing New Setting,
Same Qreat Gameplay

hen Irrational Games unveiled BioShock Infinite,
W the initial reactions generally fell into two camps.
Some gamers flippantly thought of it as “Rapture

in the sky,” while others believed it promised an experience
unlike anything they'd ever seen. After spending four hours
with the game, | can report that BioShock Infinite falls some-
“ where in between those two preconceptions.

The beginning has several parallels to the opening se-
quence of the original BioShock. Infinite kicks off in the year
1912, with protagonist Booker DeWitt being rowed out to a
lighthouse off the coast of Maine — not unlike the one that
served as an entrance to Rapture. Instead of descending
into the underground city via a bathysphere, Booker climbs
to the top of the tower to find a solitary red chair. When he
sits down, the room around him transforms into the cockpit
of a rocket. Blasting into the sky, the player is introduced to
the majestic scope of the flying city.

Though Rapture and Columbia are both idealistic utopias
run by demagogues, this city in the sky looks and feels
markedly different. The sunshine-lavished world stands in
stark contrast to the dark and foreboding interiors of Rap-
ture. Where the underwater city was largely vacant outside
of the deranged splicers and dangerous Big Daddies, Co- i
lumbia is a vibrant city with bustling boardwalks filled with ""F.{
regular citizens going about their daily business. 3

The setting is distinct, but BioShock fans will be happy to i
hear that much of the gameplay is couched in the series’ P
exceptional tradition. As you explore this inviting new world, ﬁ‘ |
you can scrounge for items and unravel the story of the city
through audio logs and kinetoscope videos. You can also
buy new equipment and supplies from vending machines
located throughout the town.
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Building a Detter Companion

rescue from Columbia. She’s also one of the most en-
gaging Al companions |'ve met since rubbing shoulders
with Alyx Vance in Half-Life 2.

Making Elizabeth such a welcome companion wasn't an
easy feat for Irrational Games. Throughout the development
process, the team struggled with finding ways to make her
relevant to gameplay, helping the player forge emotional
bonds with her, and making sure she didn’t impede exploration
or combat.

Some early focus testers even claimed they hated Elizabeth.
Figuring out why she rubbed them the wrong way proved difficult.

“It's not focus testing in the way that people understand it
where they give specific instructions — it's a lot closer to being a
physician trying to diagnose someone,” says writer Joe Fielder.
e “Someone comes to you with a set of symptoms and they're
== trying to figure it out themselves so there can be a lot of noise

E lizabeth is more than just the woman DeWitt is sent to

o there. Your job is to try and figure out what the real symptom is.

It might have some correlation to what they say or it might be
entirely unrelated.”

The Dividing Line

In scrutinizing the many complaints, brainstorming ways to .
refine her behavior to be non-intrusive but helpful, and injecting hough Columbia looks picturesque with its gorgeous
small emotional flourishes like Elizabeth holding your hand as I neoclassical buildings, its political atmosphere is
you awake from getting knocked unconscious, Irrational trans- anything but. In the wake of the international incident,
formed her from an annoying Disney princess into a helpful and a civil war has erupted between the devout followers of Father
engaging partner in crime. Comstock and the disenfranchised citizens who don’t meet the

criteria for their Aryan society.

Institutionalized racism is apparent throughout the wealthy
districts of Columbia. Much like America before the civil rights
movement, the city has separate bathrooms and drinking foun-
tains for the “lesser races.” Signs hang within these quarters

Spending her formative years in captivity, Elizabeth has devel-
oped a wide-eyed curiosity about the world. While you explore
the city, she soaks everything in, interacting with the citizens and
pointing you toward things she finds interesting.

Despite being locked away from society for several years, she

also proves to be surprisingly useful. She tosses you any coins with slogans like “mind your manners amongst your betters.”
she finds, picks locks, and even offers to resupply your health or Hostile attitudes aren’t just passively ingrained in this society;
ammo in the middle of an intense battle. Her most useful trait, antagonistic behavior is openly encouraged. When exploring the

fairgrounds, Booker DeWitt wins a raffle and is given a baseball.
Attention turns to the stage, where a mixed race couple is bound
to a display featuring cutouts of monkeys. Booker can choose
to either throw the baseball at the couple or chuck it toward the
racist ringleader of this abominable activity.

While making his way toward the large statue where Elizabeth

obviously, is her supernatural ability to tear the fabric of reality to
create environmental advantages for you in combat.

Like many alluring characters, Elizabeth also has an air of mys-
tery surrounding her. When Booker infiltrates the tower where
she is being held against her will, it’s clear her father’s minions
have been observing her for scientific purposes. Moving toward

the chamber holding Elizabeth, Booker walks past a warning is being held captive, Booker comes across the Fraternal Order

sign that reads “Do not approach siphon while the specimen of the Raven, which may as well be the Columbia chapter of the

Is awake.” Ku Klux Klan. The lobby of their building prominently features
Elizabeth also has a strong fascination with the City of Light, a statue of John Wilkes Boothe, the man who assassinated

painting pictures of the Eiffel Tower, and even tearing open a Abraham Lincoin.

portal to 1980s Paris to reveal a marquee displaying showtimes With this introduction to the Columbian way of life, it's hard

for “La Revanche Du Jedi.” When Booker frees her from captiv- not to feel sympathetic toward the Vox Populi before coming

ity, she suggests they should head to France. Is she simply a into contact with them. But based on previous conversations

Francophile, or is there something more driving her desire to with Irrational, we know that this group, which started with pure

visit Paris? intentions, has grown increasingly violent as well.
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D uring a harrowing escape from Songbird and the Monument Island where

Elizabeth was being held captive, Booker is knocked unconscious when he
plummets from the sky into a body of water. With the help of Elizabeth, he
washes up on the shore of Battleship Bay, a luxury beachfront where Columbia citi- |
zens go to unwind. When he awakens in a haze, he calls for a woman named Anna.
Later in the game when he and Elizabeth are exploring the sights of the Battle-
ship Bay arcade, a woman mistakes Elizabeth for an Annabelle. Knowing Irrational,
this probably isn’t a coincidence. Booker later reveals that someone close to him
named Anna had died while giving birth. When Elizabeth asks Booker if he has a
child, he says no.
Perhaps Anna is the first initial of the “AD” branded on Booker's hand? We don’t
have enough evidence to confirm or deny it, but whenever you hear someone men-
tion the name Anna in Columbia, make sure you pay attention.

Weird Science

* k- ——

ioShock Infinite opens with a quote: “The mind of the
B subject will desperately struggle to create memories

where none exist.” This passage is pulled from Rosalind
Lutece’s Barriers to Trans-Dimensional Travel. Lutece isn't just a
fictitious scientist studying quantum mechanics; she appears to
be a person who has a greater understanding of what is going
on in Columbia. You first meet her on the boat DeWitt takes to
the lighthouse. While bickering with the man in the yellow rain-
coat rowing the boat, she retorts, “Coming here was your idea,”
and explains that she “doesn’t believe in the exercise.” What
exercise? “The entire thought experiment.”

What exactly is going on? | raise the subject with creative
director Ken Levine, who dances around narrative spoilers but
sheds some light on the allusions to a quantum mechanics
experiment. “I've always loved areas of science that seem coun-
terintuitive,” he says.

When | mention the dizzying complexity of quantum mechan-
ics (even the Wikipedia entry is peppered with incomprehensible
jargon), he distills its essence by explaining the “many worlds”
interpretation of the Schrédinger’s Cat thought experiment.

This exercise was born out of the revelation that a piece of
light can mathematically be interpreted as both a particle and
a wave, which scientists previously understood as mutually
exclusive properties. To explain this paradox, physicist Erwin
Schrédinger came up with a thought experiment.

Imagine you place a cat in a sealed box containing a device
that activates a deadly poison exactly 50 percent of the time
you perform the exercise. Is the cat alive or dead? Schrédinger
suggests that it exists in a state of all things - it's both alive and
dead - because, in the universe you inhabit, it doesn’t have any
existence until it's observed.

“If you think about that, what it means is that effectively
there are infinite states the universe could exist in, and by
observing it they will actually get resolved,” Levine says. “It's
so counterintuitive to how we think and it sounds like science
fiction, but if you accept that fact that light can be observed as
a particle and a wave, then it's actually not science fiction. It's
actually science...Every time there is a decision point, it opens
up into another infinite set of variations. You can imagine all the
permutations that would form around just the smallest micro-
cosm of existence.”

This could explain the strange occurrences Booker encounters
throughout his journey in Columbia. Every once in a while you
may spot a shimmer, or an emblem or item may transform right
in front of your eyes. The citizens of Columbia play songs that
aren't written until decades later, like The Beach Boys song
“God Only Knows” and Cyndi Lauper's “Girls Just Wanna Have
Fun.” How have these future occurrences made their way to
the year 19127 Maybe through tears in the fabric of reality that
Elizabeth — and perhaps other people in Columbia - are capable
of creating.

Lutece and her partner have a keen interest in observing how
all of this plays out, revisiting Booker and Elizabeth repeatedly
during their attempted escape. At one such encounter early in
the game, the duo asks you to choose between two necklace
charms for Elizabeth. One has the image of a cage, and the oth-
er an image of a soaring bird. Upon making your choice, Lutece
and her unidentified partner vaguely analyze the significance of
your choice. Are Booker and Elizabeth the centerpieces of some
strange scientific experiment? Considering Elizabeth is openly
referred to as a specimen in the tower where she's been held
captive since a young age, it seems plausible.
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Booker DeWitts

laying through the first four hours of the game revealed
P several new details about BioShock Infinite protagonist

Booker DeWitt that left me asking more questions regard-
ing who he is and why he's been chosen to recover Elizabeth
from Columbia.

Based on previous discussions with Irrational, we already
knew that DeWitt is a former employee of the Pinkerton Agency,
an organization that was the largest private law enforcement
organization on the planet at its peak. Pinkerton agents were
hired muscle renowned for crushing union uprisings and track-
ing down wanted outlaws, so we know Booker is accustomed
to violence.

When DeWitt is being transported to the lighthouse on a
rowboat at the beginning of the game, he is handed a wooden
box with a plaque that identifies him as a former soldier from the
seventh cavalry regiment during the Wounded Knee Massacre.
During this tragic event, the American army opened fire on a La-
kota encampment after a deaf man’s firearm discharged, killing
more than 120 Lakota men, women, and children. Wrgs DeWitt a me P ower Of P l ophecy

participant in this atrocity or merely a witness?
After arriving at the lighthouse, a note made out to Booker is T he U.S. Constitution isn’t the only thing the ultranationalist Founders party

" W %

posted on the door that reads, “Bring us the girl and wipe away worships. Its constituents pray to statues of the founding fathers, but they
the debt.” The player is reminded of the urgency of this task direct most of their zealotry toward their magnetic leader, Zachary Hale

during a flashback later in the game where Booker finds himself Comstock, who claims to be a prophet.

back in his office. The year is 1893 (the same year as the World's The religious overtones resonate throughout Columbia. The city’s welcome center

Fair: Columbian Exposition in Chicago), and men are pounding is a cathedral-like building bathed in light from candles and sunbeams shining

on his front door demanding that Booker get the girl. What debt through stained glass representations of Comstock. To gain entrance to the city

does Booker owe these men, and why do they covet Elizabeth proper, you must submit to a baptism by Columbian citizens wearing white robes.

so badly? Comstock knows how to amplify this religious fervor. Propaganda is plastered
Booker finds himself back in this familiar location every time throughout the city referring to him as “Father Comstock” and warning the populace

you die in the game. Instead of being reborn in a Vita-Chamber, about his vision that a False Shepherd (Booker) intends to lead The Seed of the

you rejoin the fight by walking out of the office and back Prophet (Elizabeth) out of the city. Elizabeth is also referred to as the Lamb in some

into Columbia. posters, a religious symbol typically associated with innocence and ritual sacrifice.
Though Booker would be content to carry out his duty with These prophecies sound crazy to an outsider, but Booker DeWitt realizes he plays

minimal interference from the Columbians, he is drawn into the an integral role in Comstock’s liturgical drama. How did Comstock know Booker

brewing civil war between The Founders and the Vox Populi intends to liberate Elizabeth? Even weirder, how did he know that Booker has the

when a citizen spots the letters “AD” branded on the back of initials “AD” branded on his hand?

his right hand. According to the prophecy of Columbia leader In the Hall of Heroes, Comstock has installed exhibits that paint him as the hero

Zachary Hale Comstock, this is the mark of the False Shepherd, of The Battle at Wounded Knee and the Boxer Rebellion — nothing like revisionist

the one who will lead the lamb of Columbia (Comstock’s daugh- history to paint you in a good light. Another exhibit claims that Daisy Fitzroy, the

ter Elizabeth) out of the city. This revelation ignites the violent figurehead of the rival Vox Populi political faction, killed Comstock’s wife. Given the

impulses of the citizens, making DeWitt’s snatch-and-grab job factual inaccuracy of the other two exhibits, this could also be a strategic mischar-

much more difficult. acterization of events.
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s in the past two BioShock games, BioShock Infinite's
A array of weapons and gear affords players the ability to

confront enemies with various play styles. Each weapon
in the game features four upgrade slots that grant perks like
improved accuracy, more damage, bigger magazine clips, or
quicker reloads.

The Vigors, the supernatural abilities players acquire by drink-
ing a potion, also have two upgrade slots to make your preferred
powers more effective. The demo didn’t showcase all of the
Vigors, but the ones we used felt very similar to plasmids from
previous games. Devil’s Kiss is basically an incendiary grenade,
similar to Incinerate. Bucking Bronco suspends enemies in the
air, just like Cyclone Trap. Possession allows you to take control
of inanimate objects like turrets. Once upgraded it can also be
used on humans. Murder of Crows is essentially the avian ver-
sion of Insect Swarm, sending a hostile group of birds to attack
the target. Shock Jockey stuns enemies temporarily.

BioShock Infinite replaces Gene Tonics with Gear, passive abil-
ities that grant players specific performance bonuses. Players
can equip up to four pieces of gear, one each on the head, torso,
arms, and legs. Finding the right gear to augment your preferred
play style can turn you into a formidable foe. For instance, if you
love fighting from the skylines (in-game ziplines that you use
with your Skyhook) you could equip DeWitt with Throttle Control
for enhanced speeds and faster stopping abilities, the Newton’s
Law gear that knocks back enemies when you dismount the sky-
lines, and the Skyline Reloader gear that automatically reloads
your weapon when you jump on or off the rails.

Elizabeth’s ability to open tears in the fabric of reality also
helps players dictate how battles play out. If you like vertical
combat, you can have her reveal some elevated positions. If you
prefer to bury your enemies in a hail of bullets, sometimes she
may provide the option of a stationary turret.
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laking to the Skyrails

I

hen Irrational first showcased the skylines during
W our cover visit in 2010, we left wondering how the

development team could pull off the combat. Cruising
down curving rails at 60 miles per hour like a rollercoaster in first-
person perspective is disorienting enough. How do you add me-
lee and ranged combat and still have the player feel in control?

After experiencing these combat sequences myself, I'm
surprised how comfortable the combat is. The left analog stick
serves as a throttle that allows you to speed up or slow down
at will. A simple click of the B button allows you to reverse your
direction on the rail, and swinging the camera around with the
right analog stick reveals new landing positions on other rails or
the ground. Thanks to smooth camera transitions, jumping be-
tween new positions is hardly disorienting. Within 10 minutes of
playing around on the rails, | felt comfortable enough to attempt
some acrobatic leaps that preserved my momentum and al-
lowed me to reverse my direction at high speeds.

If you spend a lot of time on the rails in combat sequences,
some enemies will also jump on the rails fo