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Games With
Character

ome games are simple in design, like the
groundbreaking Pong. Others, like Red
Dead Redemption or the Elder Scrolls IV:
Oblivion, are complex worlds filled with mini-
games, sprawling narratives, artificially intelligent
autornatons, and vast landscapes. |5 one more
deserving than the other of praise? As a gamer,
the answer is easy. A great game is a great game
regardiess of its budget, storyteling techniques,
or rendering prowess.
However, story and characters can be
i fram the game experiences them-

andy

AR

FRead my column
comment on this letter at

o

salves and subjected to another layer of scrutiny.
Their mere presence can define a game (an
image of a stoic Master Chief comes immedi-
ately to mind), and these creations can live on in
other forms of entertainment,

In the early days, game developers told stories
using nothing but text and your imagination.
With seasoned scriptwriters, lore masters, and
an army of talented artists, the tools available to
developers today are light years ahead of those
formative years. As a result, the characters and
their stories have matured alongside the power
of the processors.

This issue’s cover story highlights the most
compelling characters of the last decade and
chronicles the crucial role character develop-
ment serves in interactive entertainment's pres-
ent and future, It serves as a great reminder of
how characters have changed over the last 10
years and opens the imagination to what will be
possible 10 years from today. Game develop-
ers aren't just creating games; they ane creating
entire worlds for us to explora. It's mone proof
that games are the defining entertainment
medium of our day.

Enjoy the issue.

COLLECTOR'S

= oy aﬂ%e EDITION COVERS
‘v’f | ; r Game Informer wanted

AV e to cTeate a unique cover
& [ [ A 3! design to commemorate this
i special issue, 50 we hired
2 artist Sam Spratt to create
% three stylized covers that
5 interact to create one giant
W snapshot of the characters
who defined a decade.

G A s

The 30 Characters Who
Defined A Decade

We compiled the greatest video game
characters from the last decade, analyzed
what makes them so influential, and ranked
them for you to ponder and discuss. Who
is number oneg?

by GI Staff
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Infinite Happiness
Oh, how | fipped my flying purple monkeys
when | received the newest issue of GI. To
zay that I'm excited for BioShock Infinite is a
definite understatement. | cracked open this
issue and devoured it in one sitting, savoring
every delicious morsel of goodness. Game
Informer, you are the love of my life. Just don't
tell my husband.
Katie
Myrtle Beach, SC

| just wanted to tell you that you did an awescme
job on the BioShock Infinite cover for October!
The entire front and back fit perfectly with the
theme and coverage! Is there a chance that there
will be more cover designs that tie in with the
theme of the featured game?

Daniel Tarpening

Via Email

While we'd love to take all the credit, the
amazing artwork you see on the covers
of our magazine is the result of the hard-
working artists that develop the games
we feature. For more information on what
goes into the creation of a Gl cover, check
out our extended i

at gameinformer.com.

About That Second Fridge...

I want to thank Mr. Scott Jones for speaking out
against the superfluous nature of open-world
games in his opinion letter [*Can a Video Game
Over-deliver?” issue 210]. My only critigue is that
hie is far too charitable, Games like GTA IV are so
ovenarought that they ane no longer enjoyable.
The game is so concermed with its own periphery
that it skimps on core game design, and a huge
chunk of time spent “playing” the game is com-

posed of mindiess driving from point A to point
B. Games like Red Faction: Guerrilla are equally
frustrating, Why not simply make a linear third-
person shooter with highly destructible environ-
ments? Yes, GTA Il sparked a revolution with its
level of interactivity, but that was nearly a decads
ago, and the simple spectade of an open wordd
just doesn't cut it anymone.

Mike Fellman

‘Via Email

Some people are just not sandbox gamers,
but inear gamens. The worst thing any piece of
media you pay for can be is short, whether it be
movies or games. Modern Warlare 2 got al sorts
of accolades, but a fiend and | played through
it on the first night! That is not acceptable! When
you play a well done linear game like BioShock
or Uncharted, you feel like you get 1o be the star
in a big production adventure. In an open-world
sandbox game, you are the director and the
star - that is immersion. it took me over a year to
squeeze every bit of content out of Fallout 3 (and
Oblivion for that matter), and they have basically
ruined weaker game expenences for me. With
Rockstar and Bethesda you have the option
to ignore the detais, but please, please do not
encourage the industry to omit them! Sandbox
gamers appreciate them.
Patrick
‘Via Email

his month in feedback we

discuss California’s ongoing video
game legislation, debate the neces-
sity of side quests in open-world
games, address the effect negative
reviews have on game studios, and
reveal what titles our readers are
most looking forward to for the rest
of the year.

| enjoyed Scott Jones' take on the subject of
great games being tainted by an excessively
open-ended nature and over-abundance of inane
side quests. Despite my love — and 100 percent
completion = of most of the games used as
examples of this “crime,” my initial response was
one of general agreement with the author's two-
refrigerator thesis. It's a terrific analogy.

Then | read your Mafia Il review in the very
same issue. Your publication took a very
thoughtful stance in addressing Mafia II's lack of
fluff, but many other critics were alse unhappy
with the lack of variety. In short, a lot of pecple
thought Mafia Il was worse off for lacking the
Mafioso equivalents of flag collecting, graffiti
clean-up, and animal skinning.

Kevin Hallaian
Via Email

‘We received a lot of mixed feelings about
Mr. Jones' opinion piece: Some gamers
love the extra content in open-world
games, while others see it as an unneces-
sary distraction. The verdict? Don't force

i play into g these
ancillary tasks - make them strictly optional.

Question Of The Month:
Who is your favorite character of the

past 10 years, and why?




Above The Law
Your article on the attempled legislation to ban
the sale of M-rated games to minors ("Enemy of
ihe State,” issue 210) was the best story | have
ever read in Gl, not to mention the cool picture
that accompanied it. The mast alamming part
was finding out that Texas, my home state, is in
favor of the law. Texas has ahways been in favor
of supporting the Constitution (try to take our
guns from us, | dare you), yet if the law passes
in California, a similar one may pass in Texas. |
am writing a letter o the senators and governar
of Texas, stating how unhappy | am with their
stance. As the story says at the end, we must
make our voices heard, and that is why | am
encouraging evenyone to speak up! How will
they know how we feel if we don't say amything?
Thank you for the article.

James Mckinnon

Texas

As a casual gamer and a future father, | find it
both disturbing and offensive that the state of
Califiornia believes they can parent my children
better than me. Instead of allowing me to decide
what is appropriate for my chid to play, they pre-
sume to decide for me, and then raise my laxes
50 they can enforce the new law.

The connection between video games and
violent juveniles may be in dispute, but there
is a well established link between viclence and
parental neglect, which is the true problem.
Responsible parents are already ensuring that
their children are protected from questionable
content. As for the children of iresponsible
parents, do we really believe that video games
are what provide the final push toward vio-
lence when the child has not received any
other farm of adequate nurturing from thair
maothers and fathers?

Thank you, G, for alerting us of this infringe-
ment of gamer and parental rights. I'm joining
the fight to presenve freedom.,

Josh Stone
Via Email

Chris
Via Email

The positive feedback Ben has received for his controller ideas
proves that the big console makers don‘t have to completely
change the way games are played to appease gamers, but
simply refine the solid foundation of the standard controller.
Unfortunately, we're not sure Ben's newest invention idea, the
“"Mouth-ro-wave,” will prove as popular (it's a mini-microwave
that heats food on the way to your mouth).

THE VIDEO GAME INC

it AN

“halo 3 = 98 Gl review Halo
Reach 95 Gl wah you trying to
say?

“you gotta try this Brain |0 puzzie
| saw on my 1B mail. | can'{ seam
to freaking get greater score than
likea 101..°

“hey | ave played Halo Reach
and | think it is the BEST halo

(Left) Ben tries his best 1o
biend in with Sandbox Strat's Rob
Flesscher, Cabala's Dangerous
Hunts producer Chris Owen,

and Cabela’s hunting guide duo
Branden Wildvank and Fanali
(Center) Miller and Meagan
posé with Square Enin’s Sonia

Im and Crystal Dynamic’s Karl
Stewart and Kyle Peschel in front
of GI's figuring museum (aka.
Meagan's desk) (Right) Epic's
Ciiff Bleszinki was relieved to
find out the hobo who had been
bothering him at a recent Gears
of War 3 event was actually Dan

feedback 13
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The Power Of Opinion
Your negative impressions of APB ['AFB is DOA,” issue 209] may have
been a leading contribution to its downfall. [ didn't
on it, but I did enjoy the unbelievably great customization. It is what
made it a must-have title to me. So, thanks. Partially because of you,
[ 'will not get to play it ¢ 1ore. | understand you review games, and
It's just your opi I game you say appy that
in continue playing, you helped take something from me that I love.
Ir opinion is ne-denger anything I care to hear after this shortsighted
blunder. You've lost a fan in me, and my confidence in the gaming
industry as a whole is shaken.

pend a lot of money

1ion, but unlike any otf

Anonymous
Lubbock, TX

Nobody likes when a commercial failure forces a developer to
close its doors. But APB didn’t fail because a handful of journalists
gave the game negative reviews; it failed because people didn't
enjoy playing it. Our job is to provide the most honest impressions
of the video games we play to help our readers make informed
purchasing decisions - not to help struggling developers stay
afloat with disingenuous reviews. Then we'd have to change our
name to Game Misinformer, which doesn’t sound nearly as cool.
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This month’s winner will
receive a copy of TRON:
Evolution on the system of
their choosing.

TRON: Evolution is an action
game that pulls players onto
the digital grid in the prequel
story to the highly anticipat-
ed film, TRON: Legacy.
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Anoter
Ho-Hum
Holiday’?

Even with big names, the holidays

aren’'t what they used to be
by Matthew Kato

This holiday season is highlighted by the release of games like Call of Duty: Black Ops
and Assassin’s Creed: Brotherhood, but should there be more? Last year a number of
high-profile games slipped out of the holiday season and moved their release dates to
early 2010/spring. Though it followed a five-year high in 2008 when 590 titles came out,
according to data from industry analysts EEDAR, 2009's September through December
holiday season featured the smallest number of games released on home consoles since
2008, This year we could see a similar result if the numbers from September are any
indication. Is this the way the holiday season is going to be from now on?
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The Call of Duty effect

In 2009, Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 dropped like a gre-
nade into the holiday season, with everyone trying to get
away from its lethal retail blast radius. This year we are seeing
the same effect with the release of Call of Duty: Black Ops

on Movember 9. Jesse Divnich, EEDAR's vice president of
capital research and communications, described the situation
this way: “If you add it up, each iteration of Call of Duty and
Assassin's Creed sells well over 30 million units combined
worldwide, which is the equivalent to about 15 core video
games. Or in other words, 15 core-targeted video games that
purposely miss the holiday time period just simply because
there isn't enough wallet share left to grab.”

At E3 this year, it kooked like many publishers were avoid-
ing the holiday season and preemptivedy holding back some
of their cards for 2011, Games like Portal 2, Dead Space 2,
and Mortal Kombat avoided the holiday fray from the start
‘Whether this was to avoid other titles or not, Divnich says that
well-known games ke these don't have o worry about not
having the holiday hype. “If we're talking about core-targeted
video games, it does not matter whan they are released. Red
Dead Redemption, Grand Theft Auto IV, and Mass Effect 2 are
just some of the titles that have proven games can sell just as
many units in the offseason as in the holiday.”

Even with the move of some holiday games from 2009
inta 2010, in genaral this year saw fewer releases than the
preceding years. This could be because of numerous factors.
Publishers are becoming less willing to take chances on pos-
sibly mediocre-selling games, and many of them have pared
down large, bloated portfolios. Companies have adjusted their
approach to multi-platform titkes. The decine of the PSP and
the non-viability of some franchises and genres on the Wi cuts
down on the sheer number of titles coming out as compared
10 a few years ago when the Wi was brand new.

Quantity vs. quality

The number of games isn't the only thing that is changing. So
is the overall quality of the holiday period. I you take EEDAR's
data for September 2010, where only 11 games received
an aggregate score of eight or better, and add our estimates
for the missing months of October and November based on
our own review scores (ncluding an estimate for December),
it looks like the number of games scoring 8 or higher for the
2010 holiday season is around 48. This is down from last
year's mark of 63 - even though this year features games ke
Call of Duty: Black Ops, Fallout: Mew Vegas, and Fable IIl. The
balance of the quality titles in 2010 should tip in favor of the
non-holiday season by a margin of 56 to 44 percent. In histori-
cal terms, that puts this year's holiday slate on the same level
as 2008, which equals the lowest point in the past five years.

This period we're in is an ebb in the overall flow, and while
things seem to be changing, there is also consistency. The
holiday season will continue to be where the industry's big
games come to rake in the big money. But publishers are alse
constantly trying to capture new audiences for their games
and adapt to the new systems, peripherals and franchises.
These new ways of approaching the business will impact the
number and quality of titles that hit store shelves during the
holidays. Gamers want great experiences no matter what time
of year it is, and hopefully the relative decline of recent holiday
seasons doesn’t dampen your Christmas spirit, but rather
shows that publishers are adiusting their schedules to make
the rest of your year that much merrier.

For more on this holiday season, please turn the page.

1 Fable [I1

Z LinleBgPlanet 2

3 Bullotstosm

& Call of Duty: Black Ops

8 Marvel vs. Capoom 3: Fate of Two Worlds
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The coming flood

Once again publishers have moved games out
of the holiday season to avoid overcrowding, and
the result is an early 201 1/gpring lineup that is
jam-packed with high-profile games.

« Bulletstorm « LittheBigPlanet 2
« Crysis 2 « Marvel vs, Capoom
F; 2 T

+ Dead Space 2 \‘Luﬁ;t ofTwe

+ Deus Ex - Mass Effect 2 (PS3)

« Duke Nukem + Mortal Kombat
Forever

« Homefront : ﬂg:,;SCE:IHJI‘ Moo

+ Kilzone 3 «Portal 2

« Kingdom Hearts Yy
Re:coded =S0GOM

« LA Noie tToat e

ed 2

Number of Holiday/Off-Season Video Games Released
All platforms « Physical releases « Quantities included « Excludes PC

Holiday is September through December

- M Holiday B Off-Season
70%

60% 58% 55%,

51%
50% a7% Sk

40%

30%

20%

10%

513 539 563

0%

2006 2007 2008 2009
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Accept a friend request

accompanied by a digital picture
of a scantily clad female

| even though you don't know her
| from Adam (or Boris),

‘ which, coincidentally, happens to
be “her” real name,

increasing your virtual friend count

while granting him/her access

to your online savings account.

e - )

Deny digital dangers (and their unfortunate outcomes) with Norton Internet Security 2011. Norton
Ranked first in online threat detection. everyclickmatters.com by Symantec

*Sowrce: Dennis Technology Labs report, *PC Virus Protection 2011, July 2010. httpe/fwrarw.dennistechnologylabs.com/reports/sfa-m/fiymantec/DTL_PCVP2011_SYMC.pdf.
0 2010 Symasitec Corposatio ghs reserved. Symantec and Norton are registened trademarks of Symantec Corporation
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Halo: Reach

Halo: Reach may mark the end of Bungie's time with the series that it turned

into a phenomenon, but the developer
critical acclaim and stellar sales numbers,
> has beer

isfied. Now that the gam
questions for Halo's crea

Did the team always know they
wanted to go back to Reach, or
was there discussion of making
Halo 47

W certainly kocked at a number

of opporiunities before the project
began, including events that would
aign with a “propes” Halo 4 - the
continuation of Master Chief's story.
We listened 10 our cwn leam mem:

bers and our fans 10 understand what

hiry would love 1o see next as well.

After throwing many creative ideas up

on the wal, Reach ultimately became
a focal point for all our discussions
because it was such a fantastic opan
canvas for story and gameplay.

Everyone loved the space com-
bat section. Were there ever any
plans to extend it or feature it in
more than one mission?

The space mission is a perfect
example of our focus, very early on
in the project, to provide players
with unique gameplay exXpenences
throughout the campaign, even if
that expenence required a dspro-
portionate amount of lime and effort
companed o olher mone uliquitous
features. YWe did this o ensune play-
ers engaged with the campaign and
expenenced something new when
they least expected it. For space, we
inttially had plans to take the player
up twice, but that felt redundant and
unnecessary.

Was there ever any discussion
about featuring space combat in
multiplayer?

air L_'.-" went out

We jokead about it from time t
and even had a rough version

& mechanics of il were
pretty silly, and we quickly realized
that the resulting gameplay experi-
ence woukin't hit the bar we were

50 many fea-

zh content alreachy
itted, Reach was an incred-
ibly amibitious project on an already
aggressive schedule,

‘Was there ever any substan-

tial discussion about featuring

Master Chief in a prominent role?
Ve were 100 percent unanimous

that our cid friand John117 would

not play any major role at all in

Reach. This was to be a story about

i m a'nd what they s-acn‘lced

A Spartan in a pod can be seen
near the end of the game if you
look off to the right. Obviously,
everyone is assuming that it's
Master Chief. Care to confirm or

deny this?

That is in fact the Master Chief. We
fiedt that if he were to show up any-
where, this was the place to do it.
Placing him in the “hushed casket™
was the one way we fell his pres-
ence in Reach would be appropriate.
Arything greater than that would
have diminished the imporiance of
Nobile team, including yourself as tha
last remaining Spartan willng to stay

fith a bang. Reach received
and the vast majority of fans w

in the wild for a while, we had a fe
e director Marcus Lehto.

left sat
burning

behind and fight on Reach to the
very bitter end,

One of the many complaints
about the Star Wars prequels
was that the technology looked
newer despite the fact that it
should have been clder. Did
you guys come up with ideas
for any weapons that had to be
scrapped because the technol-
ogy seemed too advanced?
Fortunately, Reach is s&t only a few
manths price to Halo 1, so many
of the fictional technology factors
with returning sandioox items cidn't
becormea major issues. That said, we
wanted o improve upon the fourda-
tion of our gameplay mocel, so we
ook some berties 10 bend what had
been done before with something ke
equipment in Halo 3, and convert it
o amor abiities n Reach. ltwas a
chabenge for all of our
e-imagne familiar weapons
from the Halo universe while stil
staying trua 1o versions fans have
come to know and love. Fictionally
speaking, we would joke that since
he heart of the UNSC
home of the Spartan pro-
n, it was not uncommon o find
all manner of prototypes and one-
off weapons deployed 1o the fieid.
Uinfortunatety, much of this tech was
destroyed during the glassing of the
planet and thus never mada it into
mare widaspraad senace.

Overall, what would you say
the meost used armor ability is

amengst the development team.
Least used?
Sprint and evade are probably

the most used because they are

the default abdity given to players
and tha most versatile in usability.
Howaver, it didn’t take long for some
1o become masters with active camo
and Jetpack as well as the others.,
We've got quite a few people here
who ane armor ek savants and can
really give you a hard time online. |
think hologram was probably one

of the least used because it came
on 52 late in development, but sea-
soned players will find it invaluable

in multiplayer or when playing the
campagn on Legendany.

Why did you decide to have
skulls unlocked from the begin-
ning rather than having players
search for them?
P 5 about fun factor and
that the ability to modfy
with skulls is something
everyone would be able to expari-
ence rather than making it exclusive
1o only & few
them all in

ning in order 1o support the dafault
and custom variants for madmum
fun. Between the robust Armory and
several hidden data pads, Reach still
has plenty of content o unlock and

search for.

Did any feedback from ODST
alter plans during the develop-
ment of Reach?

A litthe bit, but most of the founda-
fion for Reach had been laid down
long bedore CDST was done.

We definitely took the addition of
Firefight in ODST, integrated that
in Reach, and expanded it into an
even ficher feature. &
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PickUp (@Store

PickUp@Store is a new program allowing you to find
products online and pick them up at your local GameStop.

@ Pick your product © Pick your store

Click your item’s “PickUp @Store” button. Choose a store near you that has the item
in stock. Then click “PickUp@Store.”

Find s stor near zip codw:  rioss

PickUp (@Store R
0 [
éé)w
PickUp (@Store
U
© we’ll hold your item O PickUp your goods

Then we'll send you a Ready for PickUp With confirmation email in hand, let your
e-mail with pick up instructions. friendly GameStop associate know you

have an item being held for you.

@ SAVE TIME - No waiting for shipping. Play your game now.
© SAVE MONEY - No shipping or delivery fees.

© SAVE GAS - No more driving all over looking for your game.
© TRY IT - Less time waiting is more time playing. Truth.

Pickpe eqalabeat  (GAME

power to the players:




XBOX 360

Putting

Kinect
to the 'lest

Controller-free impressions of
Microsoft's latest hardware

by Annette Gonzalez
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When Microsoft first
announced its motion-based
interface two years ago, the
company pitched a grandiose
vision of a controller-free
future in gaming. Along with
a launch game lineup aimed
largely toward the casual
crowd (read: Wii owners), the
team showcased innovative
features such as scanning
real life objects, interact-

ing with a virtual boy named
Milo, and the ability to play
previously-released titles
without a controller, While
some of these ideas have
been put on hold, Kinect still
offers a number of solid fea-
tures out of the box.



A new means of navigation
Setting up a Kinect unit is incredibly easy - just
connect the power supply's USE cable into your
360, then plug the Kinect's USE connector into
a port branching from the power supply cable
and you're set. After a quick update prompled
by hardware detection when you power up your
380, you'll notice a few changes to the dash-
board. Asida fram the new Xbox Live update
that features a slecker interface, you'll see a
small square on the bottom right cormer of the
screen featuring a grayscale sihouette that
accurately follows your movements, Contrary to
some premature reports, you're free to sit during
controller-free menu navigation.

Kinect offers a separate dashboard for Kinect-
compatible features, displayed in a seres of
panels. You can navigate these panels using
your hands or via voice commands, both of
which feel responsive. A quick hand wave
causes Kinect to recognize your moverment,
revealing a hand cursor on screen that you can
use to move among panels. Hovering over a
panel causes a quick circular gauge to fill con-
firrming your sedection. Once you're within Kinect-
specific menus such as the Avatar Editor, you
can hover over selections and slide your hand
left or right to confirm your choices.

Woice commands are equally easy to use.
Prior to any voice command you have to say
“¥pox" and then follow the simple on-screen
prompts. For instance, from the main dashboard
you can say “Xbox" then “Kinect” to enter the

Kinect-specific menu. From here, amahing that
YOU S8 on screen you can say and the mic wil
recognize your selections. If you want to check
out your current achigvements, simply say
“¥pox” then “achisvernents” to enter the menu
Voice commands only work on the surface level
of the Kinect menu, 50 once you'ne in the Avatar
Editor or achievernents menus you're limited

to hand commands. The Kinect picked up my
voice commands even at a mere whisper, so
there's no need to yell. If your Xbox 360 is set up
in a language other than English, Kinect unfortu-
nately defaults 1o hand gestures. Hopefully sup-
port for voice commands in other languages wil
b implemented in a future patch.

Both hand and voice commands wara very
intuitive and responsive, giving us a glimpse of
what could very well become a standard oplion
in future consoles for menu navigation. If the
technology works similarty well with the highly
anticipated ESPN sports programming, Netfi
movies, Zune, and Skype-style Video Kinect
chat, this technology alone could make Kinect
desirable for consurmers interasted in a new way
to navigate, It's just a matter of whether you're
willing to drop the $150, not including the con-
sola's cost.

But how does it game?

We can't make ona blanket statement as to
how well Kinect works with games, as you
must consider it on a case-by-case basis.
While games ke Dance Central take full advan-

tage of tha motion detection technology and
nail body tracking, others perorm sloppily,
making you feel like you have no control over
the onscreen action.

One simple gameplay problem we noticed
across the board is how you pause games.
Several titles require you to hold out your left
hand and wait for a circular gauge to il before
the game will pause, which doesn't always
work. A simple solution would be to automati-
cally pause the game when you step away from
tha camera, which some games have thankfulty
implemented, but in other cases the action con-
tinues whether or not your presence is detected.

Kinect's spatial requirement also needs to be
considered. After the E3 demos, rumors spread
that six feet of space is neaded to play, and after
spending some time with Kinect, many games
require several feet of space to accurately scan
your body. Unlike other motion control offerings
that simply register amm movements, Kinect can
scan your body whether you're running, jumg-
ing, scuatting, doing st-ups, or lying down. You
just need a substantial amount of room to do so.
This coutd very well kesp Kinect out of homes
where space is at a premium,

Launch problems aside, Kinect is an impres-
sive piece of technology that has a high ceiling
for growth. Even though the controller-free
experience takes getting used to, it's a bold step
into the future that's worth taking a closer look at
before dismissing it as just another gimmick.

Adrenalin Misfits
mii)

The Biggest Loser
Utimate Workout {THO

1 Kinect Menu

2 Your Shape
Fitness Evolved

3 Dance Central

4 Kinect Adventures

5 The Biggest Loser
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It's tough to take two shambling steps in CﬂBELﬁ S

a game these days without tripping over a = DA-NGEROUS
reanimated corpse. Even Rockstar's gritty, ].‘!UNTS

critically acclaimed western, Red Dead _We've all gunned down human-
Redemption, has been invaded by zombies :ﬂ?.m';fm :%";:gr;"

with the new Undead Nightmare DLC. So
where does it spread from here?

by Tim Turi with art contributions by Robert
Mangaoang (a.k.a. Doom CMYK)

undead safari. We imagine a
game in which the hunter wit-
nesses the animals he stalks
mutate from prey to deadly,

FINAL FiGHT ¥

We think that a post-apocalyptic side- 4
scrolling beat ‘em up would rock, but
mostly we want to see a zombified
Mike Haggar. The ex-pro wresiter/
mayor/human would rampage across
Metro City, tearing off thugs” arms
and gnawing on them like turkey legs
before using them as bludgeons.

KIRBY

The Kirby series has been
sickeningly sweet for too
long. This cuddly cream-
putf already consumes
everything he sees, 50
why not turm Dreamland
into Nightmareland and
mutate Kirby into a putrid
zombie? Of course, he

GRAND THEFT AUTO e
thase foes become one of
Rockstar is the master of creating huge, Kirby’s undead followers.

living cities. Now we just need to replace
the “living” part with undead. In this dream
title, the usual cop-evading rags-to-riches

story would be replaced with zombie- To check out more of Robert

_ dodging survival. Who wouldn’t want to ARIROIYS &t Cloc DU
accept a mission for a crazed hillionaire mf’m Mm.fm]',*
survivor where you douse city blocks with deviantart com’

napalm to protect his high rise?
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What Square Enix Needs To Fix
In Final Fantasy XIV

Final Fantasy XIV has launched on PC to poor reviews. I've been playing

the gam

> for a month now, and «

e
vlel

soon as possible.

Account setup: You think Square wouldn’t
want o leave a sour taste in gamers' mouths
right from the start, but the account setup
process in Final Fantasy XIV is archaic: and
incomprehensible. After trying to parse the
difference between a “service account” and

a “recurring service option,” players need to
choose between two equally sketchy payment
methods: purchasing Crysta, a system similar to
Microsoft Paints that forces you to pay for more
Crysta than you actually need for your subscrip-
tion fee, or using ClickandBuy, a European
third-party billing service that has a suspicious
number of customer homor stories. Why can't
we just pay Square directly?

Slow menu navigation: RPGs are slow by

:spite beautiful graphics and som
ising concepts, it's clear that Square Enix has a lot of work ahead if it wants
> to appeal to a wider audienc
rch. Here are some of the biggest i

e by t
ssues that Square needs to tac

> prom-

res for PS3 in

Kle as

e time it arr

nature, but plenty of gamers get past this by
learning a game’s menus and blasting through
at hyperspeed. In Final Fantasy XV, that isn't
possible. For some technical reason that's
beyond my understanding. menu loads are
unbearably slow. Opening up your inventory,
changing your skill loadout, acoepting a new
quest — every menu-based action eats up far
mara time than it should. Call me impatient, but
I can't think of any other game with an inesqpli-
cable three to five-second lag between clicking
an option on a menu and having the nest menu
pop into existence.

Story Gaps: In its current state, the most
impressive part of Final Fantasy XIV is its story.
Each of the three starting areas has an intriguing

plot that's more based in politi-

cal and social complications than
character-driven melodrama. The
strong writing was more than
anough motivation for me to keep
playing, but there's just not enocugh
of it. New story quests open up
every five or 10 ranks. With the
average story quest lasting an hour
or less, you'll sometimes spend

as long as 10 hours leveling for a
mere 60 minutes of stonytelling. It's
hard not to be disappointed with
such a paltry payoff.

Limited cquests, unlimited grind:
FF XIV employs a unique questing
system known as “guildieves.”
These simple, timed “kill X mon-
ster” quests helpfully alleviate
some of the boredom of grinding,
The problem? Each character

can only take on eight guildieves
for every 36 hours of real time.

At early levels, this is more than
enough to keep characters lavel-
ing up at a smooth rate, but by the
firme a player hits the 20s, it can
take a week or longer to level up if
guilcleves are the primary means
of experience. If Square wants
gamers to devole a lot of time to
leveling up, that's fine, but taking
away the one thing that makes
that grind easier to stomachisa
terrible idea.

An economy more broken than
the real world’s: FF XV is more
focused on crafting than any other
MMO I've played. NPC shops

sell an extremely limited variety of
weapons and ammor - for anything
really desirable, you'll need fo tum
o other players and ther crafting
skills. Unfortunately, players are
having a difficult time finciing what
they need or getting noticed if
they have something worth seling.
Instead of a traditional auction house, Square
created a retainer system where players hire
NPCs to sell their goods. These retainers fve in
special market wards in each city.

At launch, the wards were unorganized.
Combined with the aforementioned slow menus,
the task of digging through retainers to find the
one item you wanted required an unimaginable
level of patience. Square has since updated the
market wards, separating them into areas explic-
ithy designed to sell certain types of items. This
is a step in the right direction, but what we really
need is the abifty to search across all retainers
for a specific item. Supposadly this is coming in
a future patch; let's hope it gets hera soon. ¢
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Pushing the Envelope

Jeremiah Slaczka is the cn

most innovative games in recent memory, including Drawn to Life and Scribblenauts. W
about his design philosophy and 5th Ce

How did you hit upon the idea for
Scribblenauts?

The DS was huge for us with Drawn to Life
and Lock's Quast. I'd already done the drawing
thing, and | didn't want us to ba the “drawing”
comparny. Once Dvawn to Life was a hit, pub-
lishers kept asking us “Where's the drawing?”
We'd done the bulding blocks thing with Lock's
Quest. | thought about what else we could do
with the: touchscreen, and | fcame up with] writ-
ing. But writing itself isn't fun. | looked at what
you could do with the writing. At the beginning,
you were actually writing full sentences ke *The
dog walks through the forest.” Then, on the top
screen a dog would drop down and start walk-
ing. But it wasn't fun, so | shelved the idea for

a while.

Then | had this dream - this is the first time |
ever had a dream for a game concept. | was

in these rooms, and in each room there was a
way to sobve that room. In one room, there were
three pictures hanging, and one was crooked,
So, if | made the picture straight, an exit would
appear and I"d go to the next room. | remember
thinking it would be a cool idea for a game so
I'wrote it down late at night. A month later, |
was working on that concept, and | thought, "It
doesn't have replayablifity, because once you
sobve it once you know the answer.” It didn't
have a fresh hook. But what if you could use
wiords 1o solve these puzzies? Then, all of a
sudden | came back to the other concept and
everything clicked.

Do you put much stock in reviews or do
you just have to trust your gut?

“You always have to trust your gut. That's num-
ber one. Nobody knows what to do with a
game except you. if you give someone a new
game concept and say, “What do you want?”,
they won't know. That's not their job. My job is
to get paid to guess what people want to do
and make it as fun as possible. At the same
tirme, you can't ignore when there's a common
thread in what people are saying about things
like controls,

You are working on a new XBLA game that
uses the Source engine. Could you talk
about it?

The game is called Hybrid. The trailer we'ne
revealing shows that it's set in a post-apocalyp-
fic world. It's pretty much the direct opposite of
what Scribblenauts is, which is all thesa family-
friendly graphics. This game is much maore
tuned to the core audience. It's for the Xbox.,
Just like with the DS, we said, "What is the DS
and who is the market?” We're doing the same
thing for the Xbox. Porting over Drawn to Life to
the Xbox is a bad idea because no one is going
1o buy it. That's fine, we're all hardcore gamers.
So Hybrid has guns and it's post-apocalyptic.

So it's more of a proper action game. Is
it3D?
es, it's 30, high-res graphics. That's ancther

ve visionary behind 5th Cell. The independent developer

Il's upcoming XBLA game Hybrid.

thing — people think of us as a 20 comparnry. We
can do core litles as well with high-res art and
stand with the best of them.

Given your history as a company, I'm
assuming it's not just a bunch of guys with
guns ] and shooting each
other. There must be some conceptual
hook that makes it different.

We have a philosophy at 5th Cell that we
want 1o make sure we'ra tha only onas that
miake the kind of games we make. The experi-
ences that we create you can only get from
us. Scribblenauts is a good example. You can't
go to a store and say, *| want to buy a game
like Scribblenauts.” You can't get that. So,
even though Hybrid is 30 and has guns, its a
completely new experience. The controls and
the way the game is, no one has ever played a
game like this before.

Could you talk about the thing that makes
it different?
| think our PR plan at the moment is to hold off
on that. The frailer is only a one-minute teaser -
just to say, “5th Cell is doing 3D and it's dark and
it has guns.” But, like you said, our M.O. is inno-
wvation and that’s how it will always be. A lot of
times, just because it's on XBLA and a shooter,
will say, “It’s like Modern Warfare but
it's $15." That's their hook. Well, | want Modermn
Warfare for $60 because it's a better game.
Why would someone buy our game nstead of
Maodenn Warfara? The reason you give s your
hard-eamed cash is because that you can't get
that experience anywhere else.

Is Valve an inspiration for you? You've
always said you've wanted to remain inde-
pendent. What can you learn from them?
They are awesome. They are one of the com-
panies that we aspire to be like. They remain
independent and remain successful. They don’t
listen to other people. We're the same way. We
don't want to follow the wave. Now everyone

is saying, "Facebook games are awesome,

let’s make Farmwille clones!” We're like, “Okay,
that’s cool, but that's not where we're going to
go." Valve is the same way. They had Steam
and everyone thought that they were stupid for
dumping so much maoney into it. Of course, now
it’'s extremely successful and everyone's trying to
copy it, They were innovators. Look at Half-Life,
Look at Counter-Strike; that was a really innova-
tive game. That's what we want to capture with
Hybyrid — an out of left feld shooting game that
is different but fun.

You've said you will remain independent.
Sometimes, people read that and think,
“Well, until someone offers you enough
money.” How strongly do you feel about
that and what are the challenges of remain-
ing independent?

‘We've turned down multiple offers before, They
said, “Here's a bunch of money? Want it?”
We've said no. A friend of mine used to work

as delivered some of the
recently spoke to Slaczka

for the Department of Defense. He was making
good money and had a really nice car. He drove
30 minutes each way every day. For those 30
minutes he had fun in his shiny car, but for sight
hours a day he hated it. So he said, “This isn't
worth it." He was a programmer and wert and
got a game degree and got into gaming. | feel
the same way,

Right now, | can say no to anything. We're
pigeonholed as a 2D company. I'm sure a
publisher would say, “We bought you because
you're supposed to do 20." Then, we want to
do 3D. They would say, “We have 3D studios,
we don’t want that from you.” That's the main
reason we want to stay independent. We want
«control; this is a passion for us. We've done it
for ower seven years. So we should sell out and
leave after a couple years like everyone else
does? | don't want to do that; I'm getting old.
[Laughs] | don't want to restart a new comparry.
Will we ever sell out? When | want to retire,
maybe. But hopefully I'l have kids and they'll
want 1o take on the mantie.

I saw a video of you on Nintenda’s site talk-
ing about the 3DS, saying it was a “set of
artists' tools.” Given that your ideas seem
to come from the capability of the hard-
‘ware, are you looking at the 3DS's features
and coming up with ideas?

We're definitely looking at the system, We have
people playing around with it. It is an artist's
tool - with the online capabiities, 3D, and the
3D camera. The 3D camera is probably the
most interesting thing that’s the least talked
about. | don't even know if there is a consumer
camera out there that does 30 pictures, | don't
know what we'll do with it, but | think it's cool.
The more options you have the better it is. It
has two screens, online, 3D, and the cam-

era. It's way more powerful than the DS. That
was the biggest problem with the DS - it just
wasn't powerful compared to other systems.
Obwicusly, we made good games, but you can
do so much maorne with morne power.

Are you seriously looking at doing a 3DS
game?

Yeah, we're pratty serous. We're more in the
R&D phase, but it's probably going to happen.

Do Kinect and Move inspire your imagina-
tion at all?

“Yeah...alittle. | don't know. 30S is cooler in
our opinion, When we were working on Hybrid,
we [had to] decide whether we wanted to do a
Kinect game or a core title. Microsoft said, “You
can do Kinect!” We checked it out, and decided
we'd rather do this, t's great that we have that
ability to say no. Move is okay. It's Wi plus. It's
good for what it is. Ultimately, it's 2l about the
system. If the idea makes sense, then we can
do it and we will. But it’s all about the idea. &
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Video Games,
It’s Time To Grow Up

Matt Helgeson
or editor,

Game Informer

had little reason to believe that this decision would garner much controversy. However,
it was reported in the media that Medal of Honor's multiplayer component would allow
gamers to play as Taliban forces — virtually gunning down U.S. and allied soldiers. Soon,
everyone from Fox News to British Defense Secretary Liam Fox was outraged and calling

for a ban on its sale.

Right from the start, | could tell EA was inca-
pable of defending its game. Two contradictory
statements were released, which perfectly
illustrates the problem this industry has in how
it thinks about games. Here they are:

EA official statement: “We give gamers the
opportunity to play both sides. Most of us have
been doing this since we were seven. If some-
one's the cop, someona’s got to be the robber,
someone's got to be the pirate, somebody's
got to be the alien. In Medal Of Honor multi-
player, someone has to be the Taliban.”

EA Games president Frank Gibeau: “At EA,
we passionately believe games are an art form,
and | don't know why films and books set in
Afghanistan don't get flack, yet [games] do,
Whether it's Red Badge of Courage or The Hurt
Locker, the media of its time can be a platform
for the people who wish to tell their stories.
Games are becoming that platform.”

The first response tries 1o diminish the impor-
tance of the issue. It's just virtual cops and rob-
bers, right? Somebody’s got to be the alien...or
the Taliban. It's really just a mone elaborate ver-
sion of two kids playing cowboys and Indians
in the backyard with toy guns.

Conversely, the second stalement is a self-
righteous, grandiose defense of games as art
- complete with self-serving comparison to The
Hurt Locker and Red Badge of Courage (both
of which, last | checked, weren't mediocre Call
of Duty rip-offs).

So which is it? Are games the Important

It was pathetic. That's the only way [ can describe EA's mishandling
of the Medal of Honor Taliban controversy. For those that didn‘t fol-
low the story closely, here are the basics: EA's reboot of the Medal of
Honor franchise takes place in current-day Afghanistan. Given the series’ history of work-
ing closely with military consultants and generally reverent treatment of the U.S. Army, we

Art Form of Today or a digital paintball game
with arbitrary team names? Sadly, EA soon
answered this question with the gutless deci-
sion to rename the Taliban the “opposing force™
in multiplayer. The decision was apparently
done after much deliberation and out of deep
respect for our soldiers - and possibly the
prospect of lost revenue due to a ban of the
game’s sale at military bases.

This incident perfectly illustrates the funda-
mental problem in how games are perceived.
Everyone gets angry when pundits like Roger
Ebert declare that video games aren't art, but
the truth is that the industry itself wants to have
it both ways. When it's a convenient way of
deflecting criticism about its artistic choices,
games are suddenly a vital and poignant art
form. However, as scon as this stance appears
to be cutting into the bottom line, games are
just meaningless fun - a way to tumn off your
brain and kill some stuff.

If Medal of Honor really was made by people
that “passionately believe games are an art
form,” wouldn't defending your artistic choices

toss your copy of Aristolie’s
Poetics [into the fire)...Crack
open a two liter of Mountain
Dew. Snap into a Slim Jim.
Proceed to Xbox Live and shoot
your best friend in the head with
an M-16." While his piece was
intended to tell gamers that they
didn't have to be congerned
with criticism from those that
don't understand the medium, |
was disappointed that he didn’t
attempt to address Mr. Ebert's
view that games are not art
directly. Especially consider-
ing that the chilly and cerebral
BioShock = which hinged its
commentary on the works of
political philospher Ayn Rand - is far from the
shallow experience Levine described. In my
view, Levine is creating art as finely crafted as
anything coming out of Hollywood today, and |
wish he would have used his column to say so.
As today's dominant form of entertainment,
games are beginning to demand a seat at
the adult's table alongside movies, television,
music, and literature, However, a saat at that
table comes with a price. If you'ne going to
make games that address controversial topics
in a thoughtful manner, you have to be willing
to accept the consequences and stand by your
artistic decisions. I'm not saying every game
has to be deadly serious, However, if games are
an art form, then certainly it's one worth defend-
ing from our critics. When the industry sends
out mixed messages, it only reinforces the view
held by critics that games are just meaningless
toys for children. There are reasons why this
industry - not film or television - is readying
itself to defend its Constitutional right to free-
dom of gpeech before the Supreme Court. One
of those reasons is the generational bias and

be important? It's akin to if the writer Nabak
faced with criticism of the novel Lolita, sudden-
ly decided to make Dolores Haze 18 instead of
12 years old.

This problem isn't limited to EA, In these
pages, BioShock creator Ken Levine, one of
gaming's most intelligent and talented story-
tellers, responded to Roger Ebert by telling
gamers to “Remove the beret from your head...

lack of ur ing of games that still exists
among those in power. But make no mistake —
no one is going to give games the respect they
deserve until the industry starts treating its own
works of art with the same respect.

Thet wiews and opink on his page are sticlly thass of the
auther and not necessanly these of Game Informer Magazee of its stall
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he last decade has ushered in a new era of video game storytelling. As

! a generation of game designers who cut their teeth in the ‘80s and “90s
i began to reach maturity, consoles like the Xbox 360 and PlayStation 3
gave them an unprecedented level of processing power with which to
create. The result was an explosion of creativity unlike anything we've
seen in the history of video games.
After years of being unfavorably compared to Hollywood, suddenly games are able
to tell stories as deep and complex as their celluloid rivals. With next-gen graphics
that enable developers to tap into the subtle communication of body language,
game characters can emote in a way that was unthinkable just a decade ago.
An increasing focus on strong writing has given these digital actors
scripts filled with nuance. As we go along on amazing journeys
with this new generation of gaming icons, we're often touched
by the joy, pain, and regret they experience. With all

Above: ilfustration by Sam Sprart
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build this industry into what i is today; §i
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modern games have the best, most fully

realized characters we've ever seen.

In the following pages, Game Informer celebrates these virtual
personalities. Whether it’s the troubled, ambivalent Niko Bellic from
Grand Theft Auto IV or the silent, enigmatic Wander from Shadow of
the Colossus, today’s games offer an amazing variety of intriguing
characters, This list is our attempt to pay tribute to the 30
characters that have defined this decade [This “decade”
being defined as 2000-2010, which is actually 11
years. But who's counting? — Ed.] As you might
expect, it’s every bit as diverse as the games
we play.
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Portal

ortal stands as one of the most memo-

rable games of this generation, in

no small part due to a star-making
performance by GLaDOS, a neurotic and
occasionally murderous Al being who flattars,
stalks, and cajoles you during your hamow-
ing journey through the diabolical test labs of
Apertura Scienca.

GLaDOS is a fantastically successful work of
fiction. While clearly inspired by HAL 9000, the
=entient computer who turns on his masters in
the classic sci-fi film 2007: A Space Odyssey,
GLaDOS takes the archetype in surprising new
directions, at turns slyly comic and malevolent.
What's more impressive is that this charac-
terization is done almost completely through
good writing. Portal eschews so many of the
things that usually help develop character. We
see only glimpses of GLaDOS and the game's
silent protagonist. GLaDOS herself speaks in
a flat, mechanical delivery - only momentary

glitches and pitch shifts betray her growing
rage. Through thesa sparse methods, GLaDOS
becomes a remarkably well-drawn antagonist.
At first, she seems like little more than a
benign advisor voiced by a slightly odd auto-
mated phone system. However, as Portal
expertly unravels its multilayered puzzles, we
begin to realize that GLaDOS might not have
our best interests at heart. Perhaps it's the
numerous times she tried to steer us to our
death, all the while assuring us that nothing
whatsoever was wrong. She promises cake,
but delivers death by fire - the very definition of
the unreliable narrator. After your escape, she
attempts to shame you: “There was even going
to be a party for you...l invited your best friend,
the companion cube. Of course, he couldn’t
come because you murdered him. .. Your other
friends couldn't come either, because you don't
have any friends. Because of how unlikeable
you are.” Still, her hatred s colored by what

seems to be a strange form of Al puppy love.
These contradictions help make this synthetic
being feel genuine, more human than many
supposedly human characters in games.

As the game progresses, GLaDOS becomes
increasingly unhinged, alternating between
melancholy and anger. Your refusal to die infuri-
ates her. Events come to a head in the game’s
unforgettable last battle, where you finally
come face-to-orb with GLaDOS. Even as you
dismantle her, she continues to play with your
head. “This isn't brave, this is murder, What did
| ever do to you? The difference between us is
that | feel pain.”

After the final conflict, GLaDOS sends us
away with a song, the tragicomic “Still Alive.
Heartbroken, but unbowed, she sings, “Go
ahead and leave me, | think I'd prefer to stay
inside...Believe ma, I'm Still Alive.” Until the
last note, GLaDOS remains one of the most
fascinating characters in game history.




roundings and the developer's previous offerings.

~ John Marston is a man who remains faithful to his

wifie, politely declining the advances of flitatious
harlots in every town he visits, He sympathizes with
ranch hands and revelutionaries alike, often showing
individuals more compassion than the law affords.
His mission is to hunt down and murder his past
acquaintances, but he does so for the sole purpose
of returning to a quiet life with his wife and child, con-
stantly showing contempt for the role in which he's
been cast.

Even Marston's past is multifaceted. We know that
as a member of Dutch’s gang, Marston performed
countless terrible deeds. But we also learn that he
was misled by his charismatic leader, and after seeing
the error of his ways, he fled with his wife and child to
give them a different life. Despite leaving, Marston still
doesn’t apologize for his past, and seems as haunted
by the good memories of his former life as he is by
the bad ones. While most games never progress
beyond a good vs. evil formula, Marston lives in a
world of grey, and his character is better for it. Even
before the opening credits, Marston has gone through
more personal growth than some video game pro-
tagonists do over multiple games.

Ultimately, Marston is forced into the role of an
errand boy, redesming his past mistakes by making
new ones, all the while painting himself into a
corner he can't escape. Your reward for completing
Marston’s long and bloody road isn’t a new, more
powerful weapon, or a cheat for infinite ammeo: You're
simply able to return to your family. The last few mis-
sions, which are the most mundane of an otherwise
action-heavy game, flash out Marsten's role as a
family man, and transform the role of his wife and
child from an easily manipulated bullet point of a
half-baked plot to the final piece in Marston’s char-
acter. Because of this expert storytelling, Marston’s
final actions convey true sacrifice, both courageous
and tragic for him, both rewarding and disappointing
for the player. Thanks to his complexity, Red Dead
Redemption strikes an emotional chord not often
seen in video games,
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Nathan Drake

Uncharted Series

athan Drake isn't the most original character. After the first

showing of Uncharted at E3, he was immediately dubbed

“Dude Raider" in the press. While the formula (Tomb Raider
platforming + guy with Gap model looks + Indiana Jones action) was
clear from the beginning, we didn't know how Naughty Dog was going
to take this template and create one of the most indelible characters of
this generation,

Using the company’s formidable graphical and writing chops, Drake
achieves something that was previously the domain of live actors:
genuing charm. As an adventuring treasure hunter who exploras the
globe through a series of ever more impressive action sequences,
Drake dispenses quips and one-liners with the ease of Harrison Ford in
his prime. It's done so subtly and naturally that it's sometimes easy to
overlook. While game writers fall over themselves to praise games like
Mass Effect or BioShock, which trade on drama and epic scale, the
truth is that light banter and comedy is often harder to accomplish.

Drake is cocky, funny, and sometimes foolish. Whether we're marvel-
ing at his sheer guts or chuckling as he gets knocked down a peg, he's
never less than endearing — the proverbial “guy you'd love to have a
beer with.” In Uncharted 2, our connection with him becomes deeper
as he shows a new depth, struggling with a love triangle and his on-
again, off-again relationship with Elena Fisher.

Of all the memorable moments in the Uncharted series, the one that
sticks with us most is the end of Uncharted 2. After all the action-
movie pyrotechnics, the game ends on sweet note, with Elena gently
teasing Nathan about crying over her near-death. As the camera pans
out to the Tibetan skyline, the pair's sly repartee continues, a touch of
real human warmth that feels just as true as any movie.




Master Chief

Hualo Series

aster Chief iz a man of few words. Even after

saving the galaxy three times during the course of

the Halo trilogy, we still don't know much about this
faceless hero. But this ancnymity is in part what makes him
such a significant character. Master Chief is the epitome of
the hero archetype in video games. He provides the oppor-
tunity for the player to live out a classic power fantasy, to feel
like you're saving the day without an unessential personality
interfering with your experience.

‘What Master Chief lacks in personality he more than makes
up for in presence. The moment he steps on the battlefield,
Master Chief is greeted with reverence from his fellow sol-
diers. He is mankind's last hope for survival, and stepping
into his big metal boots feels suitably empowering. Equally
rousing is the response Master Chief garners from his ene-
mies, who run away in uncontrollable fear at the very sight
of the iconic soldier. His reputation as an alien-slaughtering
badass precedes him everywhere he goes.

Thanks to Halo's innovative system for handling player
damage - one now copied by virtually every modern first-
person shooter on the market - playing as Master Chief
maakes you feal like an unstoppable tank, while still retaining
Halo's challenging gameplay. This isn't the only aspect of
Halo to be copied by other developers. Building on the foun-
dation laid by games like Half-Life and System Shock, Halo's
cinematic take on the genre cemented the shooter's place as
a medium for storytelling. After its release, the anonymous
shooting galleries of the Doom era were dead.

Mo matter what the challenge or how dire the odds, Master
Chief always comes through in the end. He is the definition
of tha raliable hero, and although he might not ba gam-
ing's most robust character, he has played as vital a role in
the industry as he does in Halo's fiction. Master Chief isn't
just the face of Xbox; he has defined the FPS genre for the
past decade.

protagonists were predominately shal-
low criminals driven by lustful desire for
money and power. Niko Bellic is different.

An Eastern European immigrant, Niko leaves
his checkered past behind and boards a ship
for America at the behest of his cousin Roman.
He arrives on the shores of Liberty City filled
with regret over how his life has turned out.
Owver the course of the game we learn that
Niko served in the Yugoslav Wars and after-
wards fell into the amoral trades of human
and drug trafficking. America offers him a new
beginning, but while Roman's letters spoke
of a glamorous lifestyle of fast cars and loose
womnen, Niko finds. the reality of the situation to
be drastically different.

Before Niko even has time to lock down
a steady job, he gets drawn into Roman’s
personal problems. Roman's gambling debts
have loansharks breathing down his neck. To
bail his hapless relative out, Niko finds himself
right back in the criminal underground from
which he was trying to escape. The Liberty
City Bratva employs him as an errand boy, a
crocked cop cajoles him into cleaning up his
messes, and an assortment of borough drug
dealers help Niko scrape together some cash.

As Niko gets further removed from the idyl-
lic American Dream, his past comes back
to haunt him. His hesitation to embark on

Belc-‘eGrand‘FMﬂMoN. Rockstar

Niko Bellic

Grand Theft Auto I‘li

these criminal activities is palpable, and he
eventually opens up about his misgivings to
the wife of a Russian crime boss. “When the
war came, | did bad things, but after the war

| thought nothing of doing bad things,” he
remembers. “l killed people, smuggled people,
sold people.. After you walk into a village and
you see 50 children, all sitting neatly in a row,
against a church wall, each with their throats
cut and their hands chopped off, you realize
that the creature that could do this doesn't
have a soul.”

Through his dealings with the criminal under-
world, Niko soon discovers that the man who
betrayed his unit in the Bosnian War may be
hiding in Liberty City. Sensing a chance to find
redemption in avenging his fallen comrades,
Miko makes it his life's goal to track down and
kill the duplicitous traitor. Though Niko ulti-
mately exacts his revenge, over the course of
his rage-driven campaign he slowly realizes it
doesn’t make living with his past any easier.

Niko may have failed to exorcise his
demons, but as the first Rockstar charac-
ter with redeeming humanistic qualities,
he demonstrates a growth in the storytell-
ing that we've seen reflected with subse-
quent Rockstar protagonists like Red Dead
Redemption’s John Marston, The Lost and
Damned's Johnny Klebitz, and The Ballad of
Gay Tony's Luis Lopez,
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Alyx

assy, good-looking Alyx came on

screen with a wink and a smile, a

point of light and hope in Half-Life 2's
dystopia. Any fears of her bubbly demeanor
shoehorning her into the well-worn flirty
sidekick role are quickly dispelled. Sant
through a cobbled-together transporter that
inverted its last test subject - and which
nearly explodes in the process of sending
Alyx - she simply waves, gives her father a
kiss on her cheek, and heads off to do the
resistance’s business. In a medium where
female characters too often exist solely for
their romantic relationship with a male pro-
tagonist, Alyx s strong, independent, and
awesome without making a point out of it.
It's just who she is.

Alyx s as qualified to smash a zombie

in the face as anyone, but “badass chick”
is easy to write. Creating a character that
shows real tenderness toward a mute robot
companion takes talent. Crafting a woman
whose skills lie as much in leading a ragtag
resistance group as slinging a shotgun is an
accomplishment. Alyx effortlessly goes from
laughing in appreciaticn at Gordon's skill in
bringing down Combine gunships to cover-
ing his rear in the heat of battle or pretending
to ba a zombie to cut the tension of oppres-
sive alien-infested darkness.

Vance
Half-Life 2

Most importantly, she does all this while
presenting a consistent character. You see
Alyx from a variety of angles over the course
of Half-Life 2 and its two subsequent epi-
sodes. Her responses to crisis, tiumph and
dafeat feel genuing as they run the gamut
between rage, regret, and relief.

Alyx fulfilts her obvious role within the
narrative with style. She puts a human face
on an otherwise abstract sci-fi story, she
gives the story an emoticnal center, and
she allows the writers to explicitly present
complicated story elements. These roles
aren't apparent at first viewing unless you're
looking for them, though, and every time you
think you've put Alyx's character in a box
she slips out of it by showing a new facet of
her personality. That's an impressive feat in
any medium.

By the time you're hatfway through
Half-Life 2, Alyx feels like a friend. When
she's critically wounded by a Hunter in
Episcde Two, the emotional impact is ten
times that of seeing dozens of faceless
resistance fighters gunned down. The wait
for Valve to get around to releasing more
Half-Life content is painful as much for
seeing more of Alyx's story as it is for the
ongoing struggle against the Combine for
humanity’s ultimate fate.

STYLE OVER
SUBSTANCE

While the 20 characters on our list all made an impact on the
industry, others are more about flash than depth. We may not
look at the world in a new w r finishing their games, but
odds are they did some pretty cool crap along the way.

Bayonetta (Bay a)
The titular heroing of Bayonetta isn't

exactly a fount of wisdom. You won't
hear her going on about the nature
«of war and death like Solid Snake,

5 hawe a hair suit. What

sily forgotten

when you're breakdancing through a
cemetery while your feet-guns murder
angets in every direc

Amaterasu (Okami)
i the most visually strik-
Il time, and features
Zelda-esque gameplay.
onist Amaterasu certainly fits
the visual aesthetic, but ghe isn’t the
most compelling character. Her com-
panion Issun does all of the talkin
while we control a dog that just likes
painting trees.

Tra Touchdown (No More Heroes)
If you want to make your character

look like a badass, just give him a

lightsaber. It's a surefire way to cover

up for any lack of actual character

development (we're looking at you,

Starkiller). If it weren't for his sweet

saber, Travis would just be some

nerd that can't keep a steady job and

spends too much time on the crapper,

Isaac (Dead Space)
I there's one thing we can leam from
Dead Space's protagonist, it's that
space suils are going to look a whole
lot more badass 500 years from now.
His weird cheese grater-esque helmet
and awesome assortment of weapons
ensure he'll ook sweet on box art
and magazine covers, but there isn't
a whole lot more to him. Hopetully the
events he endured in the first game
will spark some emaotion in him for
the sequel.

Faith (Mirror's Edge)

Mirror's Edge did a great job of
separating Faith from the sterectype
of big-breasted, scantily clad female
game characters. She has a distinct
style (Le. she’s wearing clothes), and
her parkour moves made plattorming
in a first-person title fun for once. They
may have succeeded on these points
‘with the character, but few remember
anything about Faith other than “that
chick with the tattoos who jumps a lat”
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he ancient Greek myths are popu-

God of War Series

at Sony Santa Monica was able to explore

tated with larger-than-life

So it seems somewhat fitting that the

main character in a game constructed out
of thesa classical Greek myths would have
a persona so engulfing that he steamrolls
everyone he comes across, be they man,
god, or titan.

The God of War titles received a lot of
fanfare for their excessive and cathartic
violence. Some of this was due to the pol-
ished gameplay and controls, but much
of it has to do with the serias’ protagonist.
Kratos isn't necessarily a likable character,
but he resonates with the human pathos.
We understand anger, veng and the

need for justice, and Kratos perscnifies all of

these emotions. He is an outlet of pure fury.
In many ways, Kratos is a contradiction.
He is a character who expresses nothing
but anger, yet he doesn’t come across as
a one-dimensional killing machine. Early
on, we come to pity Kratos when we learn
that the gods tricked him into killing his
own family. Through this poetic narrative
twist, we come to understand why Kratos
is filled with a fury that even a descent into
the madness of Hades can't quiet. By boil-
ing Kratos down to his essence, the team

ach that is more complex than the
legendary figures he battles.

As the series progresses, Kratos falls into
a spiral of vengeance and anger. Blinded
by his emotions, he continues to destroy
the world around him. Kratos may be a
sympathetic antihero - the ultimate tragic
figure — but he is also flawed. Kratos is filled
with a rage that blinds him to compas-
sion. He refuses to bow before the whims
of the gods and becomes obsessad with
destroying them. As he metes out justice for
the sins of the gods, Kratos only seems to
cause more death to the innocent bystand-
ers that get in his way ~ Kratos is nothing if
not a hurricane of destruction.

At one point in the first God of War, Ares
turns to Kratos and says, “I have taught you
many ways to kill a mortal. Flesh that burns,
bones that break. But to break a man's spirit
is to truly destroy him." This is likely Kratos's
most impressive feat: Though he's had
everything he loved taken from him, he's
forced into a life of slave-like killing, and is
forced to wear the ashes of his mistakes on
his skin, he has an indomitable spirit. He will
not be broken.
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of moustache-twirling antics are commonplace, they don't give rise
to believable villains. BioWare ditched the cutlandish plots for world

domination when creating Loghain, instead opting for layers of history
and tragedy that make Dragon Age: Origins’ main antagonist memo-

rable and sympathetic.

When Loghain withdraws from the Battle of Ostagar and leaves
King Cailan to die on the battlefield, one can't help but see him as a
sinister turncoat. In the early stages of the game, players envision a
final confrontation in which the usurper receives a bloody comeup-
pance. However, by the time the critical moment arrives, the Grey
Warden has learned that all of Loghain's actions do not spring from
a well of evil intent; he is a patriot first and foremost.

‘Over 30 years before Dragon Age: Origins begins, Ferelden was
ruled by the tyranny of the nearby nation of Orlais. Loghain led the
army that drove out the Orlesians and won back Fereleden's inde-
pendence, cementing his reputation as a brilliant military strategist
and a living legend. Though victorious, the experience left him dam-

aged: he sees plots against his homeland everywhere, and his paranoia
leads him to believe a new invasion from Orlais is imminent. Everything ’
he does, from abandoning Cailan to eradicating the Grey Wardens (who * L
he thinks are spies), he does in the name of keeping the people of his nation = -
secure. You may not agree with his methods, but it's difficult to condemn

his goal.

A typical climactic encounter at the end of an RPG doesn’t have room
for sympathy. You just expect good to triumph over evil. In reality, things
aren't that simple. No one sees themselves as evil, since people’s actions
are chosen based on context and personal motivations. By tapping into this
notion with Loghain, BioWare made a multifaceted villain who was surpris-

ingly hard to hate, despite all the blood on his hands.

Loghain Mac Tir

Dragon Age: Origins
ost video game villains have a cartoonishly fiendish endgame.
A nemesis trying to open a portal to Hell or eradicate existence

certainly keeps the stakes high, but only the most maniacal and
unhinged opponents could desire such an outcome, While these kind

Andrew Ryan

BioShock

BioShock released a few
years ago, players were struck by
the stunningly immersive city of

Rapture. While Irrational Games is respon-
sible for creating the game’s unforgettable
atmasphere, in the world of BioShock,
Andrew Ryan is the man behind the vision.
Rapture is his child, its failure a testament to
his personal flaws,

Ken Levine has described Andrew Ryan
as part Ayn Rand, part Howard Hughes,
and the philosophies of both figures are
readily apparent in Ryan's diatribes to Jack.
Subscribing to the belief that a man is
behclden only to himself, Ryan continually
chastises Jack for following the orders of
his enemies, while encouraging him to make
his own decisions. Throughout the city's
decaying passageways, “Rapture reminders”
continue to spread Andrew Ryan’s philoso-
phy to his doomed citizens. Among these
audio messageas is one that aptly describes
Andrew Ryan, as well as his relaticnship with
Jack: “We all make choices, but in the end
our choices make us.”

Whether the
player sees
Andrew Ryan as
an eccentric genius
or an unathical monster, he is without
question a man of his ideals. When con-
fronted by Jack, Ryan sacrifices his life to
prove his point, instilling one final lesson
to the player with his dying words: “A man
chooses, a slave obeys."” Although you're
the one left holding the golf club at the end
of the scene, Ryan still comes off as the
victor, his stubbornness both infuriating and
strangely endearing.

Not long after his death you find out that
Ryan was right all along, and the gratification
you received from defeating him is tempered
by a certain sense of remorse. You have
snuffed out the heart of the city, the man
who made Rapture an independent utopia
and ushered in its horrifying conclusion.

The lesson has been learned, but not soon
enough to save him or his city. Does this
make him a tragic character? Ryan wouldn't
think so.




Assassin’s

A 1renze *n-«*?:“

Creed series

thy rom boy to man, student to master, Ezio
Auditore da Firenze is one of the most
dynamic characters in video games.

We witness his transformation from guile-

less teenage hothead into history-altering

leader, Ezio is brash, loyal, and exacting in

his quests - first for revenge, and then for a

greater goal that spans lifetimes.

When first we meet Ezio, it is hard to imag-
ine his heroism. Infatuated with the beautiful
waomen of Florence and embroiled in petty
gang fights, be is a far cry from the disciplined
assassin, Altair, from the first Assassin's
Creed. However, few people show their true
worth in youth; Ezio’s initial inexperience is
the very thing that makes his coming trans-
formation so engrossing. Over the course of
his journeys, we see Ezio grow from a boy to
aman.

The loss of his family to Templar villainy
spurs Ezio's drive to perfection within the
Assassin order, but it is only after over 20
years that he begins to unravel the grand
mystery that drove his ancestors. We watch
friendships and rivalries that last for years.
We see grief and loss as those closest to him
are torn away, and observe as Ezio's anger
is honed to a sharp point to strike back at
the perpetrators. By the events of Assassin's
Creed: Brotherhood, Ezio is more than an
individual. He's a figurehead to an entire
movement. To gamers, he's an ever-evolving
fascination - a growing protagonist whose
exploits stretch not across days or weeks, but
entire decades.
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Ethan Mars

ideo games often sell the concept that their

protagonist is an everyman, but then he

goes and defeats an alien invasion like a
one-man army/superhero. Heavy Rain's Ethan Mars.
is one of thosa rare cases in video games where
his ordinary nature is realistically defined - and it's
what is appealing about him. As Mars tries to rebuild
his life after the death of one of his sons and the
subsequent separation from his wife, his attempts to
lead a normal life are shattered by the Origami Killer.
Ethan's desperation and failures are part of what
help him succeed as a character.

(Borderls

Heavy Rain

Ethan's journey as a reluctant hero is grounded
by his desire to congquer his depression and recon-
nect with his remaining son, Shaun, by being a good
father - whether that's playing with him or making
him do his homework. Ethan's desire to provide
for Shaun as he couldn't for Jason makes going
through the Origami Killer's sadistic trials all the
more real.

During the course of performing these trials, Ethan
has to put himself through the ringer, and he often
comes out on the other side looking pathetic. But
his battered state gives him a vulnerable realism that
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makes Ethan more interesting than your average gun
jockey who can endlessly respawn. Most games are
about achieving some absolute measure of success,
and anything less is a game over. In Ethan, however,
wa still get a sense of him as a person when he fails
the Killer's increasingly difficult trials. At times Ethan
must balance the pragmatism of survival versus
more philosophical moral questions which compli-
cates his ultimate mission to save his son, and helps
us feel the weight on Ethan's shoulders.
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Commander Shepar:
Mass Effect series

amers rarely have the opportunity to shape a character so fully

as they do in Mass Effect. Shepard might have been a man or

a woman. He or she might have been born in deep space, ora
child of the human colonies. As a Spectre, Commander Shepard could
be a ruthless and dangerous figure with few morals, or an ethical hero
who models the best humanity has to offer. Shepard fascinates because
we shape his or her motivations and means as players, but the ends
are always the same - the salvation of the galaxy.

BioWare's remarkable feat in crafting Shepard isn't in the forma-
tion of a single character; it's the way that Shepard feels like a
naturally progressing individual along any number of differant
story branches. Core personality traits of determination and
efficiency act as a template on which players can build
their hero. Beyond that, Shepard takes shape through
relationships with others. Which tearmmate do you
sacrifice? Who do you fall in love with? Will you
seize the day for the human species, or work for
the greater galactic good? Each decision helps
us understand Shepard in a way that only
video games can deliver - truly interactive
character development.

Many games have cffered choice
and consequence, but it's rare that the
character seems fully a part of those
decisions. Commander Shepard
serves as a model, not just because f
he or she is a great character, but !
because we made it so. [
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claimed Rockstar's Bully a “Columbine simulator”

before they'd even seen the game, so many were
surprized when tha finished product wasn't a shock-fest
but rather an intelligenthy written, loving tribute to adoles-
cence. Jmmy Hopkins, Bully's brilliantly imagined hero, is
unlike so many of the heavily muscled men-of-action that
populate video gares. No matinee idol, his pug-like looks
match his angry demeanor. Like so many of us during
our teen years, Jimmy has got plenty to be angry about.
Abandoned at snobbish Bullwarth Academy by his disinter-
ested mother, ha's baset by trouble. Bullied by jocks, con-
fused by girls, and betrayed by his scheming friend Gary,
Jimmy's not out to conguer the galaxy - he's usually just
happy to make it through ancther day unscathed.

As you might expect, he often acts out. Throughout Bully,
Jimmy's a little brat, pulling stunt after hilarious stunt. From
the teachers lounge to the giel's locker room, nowhere is
safa from the wrath of a pissed-off kid. As the game pro-
gressas, we begin to understand that Jimmy's a lot more
than just a juvenile delinquent. Despite his flaws, he's got
his own (slightly skewed) sense of morality. Even at his
worst, Jimmy’s instinct is to stick up for those even lower
on the social totem peole than himsalf; the nerds he initially
picks on quickly become his allies against the larger forces
of evil loose in Bullworth.

In the end, Jimmy isn't really good or bad - he's a little of
both, just like most of us. Kudos to Rockstar for having the
vision to eschew the industry’s usual clichés and giving us
a character that doesn't fit the mold.

Idiots like anti-game crusader Jack Thompson pro-



he terse, deadly, elite soldier has been

an archetype in war stories since before

there were special forces. Captain John
Price is a pure expression of the uber-badass
that has been part of our species’ violent myths

from Homer’s [liad to lan Fleming's James Bond.

When he's not shooting oppressive dictators
from hundreds of meters away in a radicactive
fallout zone, he's stopping black market arms
dealers from supplying terrorists with finality.
Captured by Russians after saving millions by
preventing a nuclear strike on America's east
coast, he doesn't miss a beat following months
of imprisonment in a Siberian gulag. He gets
right back to the business of stopping the
Russian invasion of Washington, DC - by deto-
nating a nuclear missile over the city, causing
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an EMP blast tha Stops the igh-tech Rusek
forces in their tracks and allows
time to regroup. ? :
Price s a supersoldier Who doss it viithout
cybernetic enhancements or star-crossed des-
tiny. He is a man of war wheo longs for peace.
Price plants himself athwart the schemes of
madmen who would bring our civilization crash-
ing down for their own profit simply because he
believes in freedom and justice, as trite as that
sounds on paper. You have to admire anyone
who assaults his commanding officer knowing
that it will likely cost him his military career and
force him into a life of hiding as a known war
criminal, because of his unfaltering conwviction
that protecting the innocent is the right thing to
do no matter the cost.
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he Star Wars universe is filled with strange aliens,

but it is the humanization of these characters that

naturally endears them to us. Thus, cne of the big
achievements of BioWare's Knights of the Old Republic isn't
simply that it is a fun Star Wars-themed RPG, but that it put
its own stamp on Star Wars lore with a great story filled with
memorable characters. HK-47 is the best of them, and his
disdain for organic meatbags, juxtaposed with his loyalty and
affection for his master Revan, makes him a hilarious and
compelling character.

Darth Revan programmed HK-47 to help him keep order
in the galaxy one assassination at a time, and his propensity
towards killing has even led to him disposing of owners other
than Revan. But HK-47 is not just a cold-blooded killer — far
from it, in fact. He constantly delivers emotive lines that turn
his hatred of organic life into comic gold. “Definition: ‘Love’ is
making a shot to the knees of a target 120 kilometers away
using an Aratech sniper rifle with a tri-light scope. Mot many
meatbags could make such a shot, and strangely encugh,
not many meatbags would derive love from it.”
HK-47's extreme misanthropic nature, nasty sense of

HK-47
Star Wars: Knights of
the Old Republic series

humer, and delight in human suffering betray some of our
own violent desires in the game, hold a mirror to Revan's dual
history with both sides of the Force, and highlight the over-
arching Star Wars theme of the potential for good and evil in
all of us. “Query: Can | kill him now, master? I'd like ever so
much to crush his neck. Just a little. It is a long-time fantasy
of mine.”

HK-47 continually refers to organics as meatbags.
Mevertheless, HK-47 follows the human Revan and helps him
on his mission to destroy the Star Forge. HK-47"s devotion to
his master is more than just the obedience of droid program-
ming (“Commentary: How would you like to be the wholly
owned servant to an organic meatbag? It's demeaning! If,
uh, you weren't one yourself, | mean..."). HK-47 questions
Revan's new compassion from the light side of the Force
while still admiring and helping him is one of the contradic-
thons within HK-47 that is humorous and which adds depth
to the character. Layer on voice acting by Kristoffer Tabori
(excelling in both dripping sarcasm and deadpan delivery)
and a great seript, and HK-47 becomes more than just a
heartless killer robot.

fiirine
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Elena Fisher

Uncharted series

or all the strides the video game way —to do what’s right. Throughout the

industry has made in storytelling, its series, Elena's pluck and courage guide her ? |
inability to create compelling female through life-threatening situations. e |
characters is inexcusable. So let’s give She's everything a good character should iﬁ?? 1

be: smart, funny, brave, and not afraid to T+
call Drake out when he's putting his cwn

interests above doing the right thing. Over

the course of the Uncharted games, their

credit where credit is due to Naughty Dog
{and writer Amy Hennig) for Elena Fisher. Far
from a bimbo, Elena is a fiercely intelligant
reporter, one whose career has frequently

crossed paths with the series’ hero Nathan relationship — and our affection for Elena — b p
Drake. In classic movie form, the two deepens. This culminates in the emotional

often clash in arguments that reveal some finale to Uncharted 2, when catastrophic
not-so-hidden romantic feelings for each events help Drake realize just how much she [ i

other. Though not as cavalier as Drake,
Elena is not afraid to put herself in harm's

means to him. We feel the same way.

ass Effect’s Commander Shepard
M is a badass capable of saving the
galaxy, but is there someone who
is actually more powerful? Shepard does
it with firepower, a talented crew, and his
own physical abilities, but the lllusive Man
is just as dangerous. His vast resources
and focused ambition make him a force
to be reckoned with, and even capable of
overcoming death itself. They say power is
intoxicating, and the llusive Man's influence
in the Mass Effect universe makes him a very
intriguing character.
The lilusive Man's sole aim is to ensure
the ascendancy of the human race, and he
has marshaled an extracrdinary amount of
resources and machinations 1o make sure
that happens. His money and the power
that is derived from it make him fearad
militarily and politically. Not only does he
bring Commander Shepard back to life at the
beginning of Mass Effect 2, but his extensive
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The Illusive Man

Mass Effect 2

Cerberus operation protects humanity at all
corners of the galaxy.

Despite what we know about the llusive
Man, he's also intriguing for what's still
unknown about him. During Mass Effect 2
he is constantly one step ahead of Shepard,
pulling hidden strings to seemingly help the
character, but you never feel comfortable
with him and the info he is feeding you. He'll
go to great lengths to protect humanity, and
his blurring of the line between good and evil
brings an air of dangerous unpredictability to
his otherwise seemingly rational goals.

It's not until the end of Mass Effect 2 that
we get the sense that Shepard has turned
the tables on the lllusive Man and things are
finally on Shepard's terms for once. Yet, we're
sure the lllusive Man is still moves ahead of
Shepard in a gama in which he’s just a pawn.
It takes a lot of guts to try and use the gal-
axy's most dangerous hero as a mere puppet,
but the lllusive Man has: that kind of ambition.



'Tommy Vercetti

Grand Theft Auto: Vice City

Pablo Escobar and Al Capone, Vice
City star Tommy Vercetti acts with
abandeon and does not employ conven-
tional means to get what he wants. Why
play by the rules when you can simply
take anything you desire?
Vercetti begins. Vice City as a calculat-
ing ex-con Iookmg to make a name in the
il [+

L ike the infamous real-life gangsters

o polis, a mur

eaxcess o\»\enl\; modeled on ‘80s Miami.
After serving 15 years for swallowing the
charges for multiple homicides at the
behest of his mafia boss, Sonny Foreilli,
Vercetti is eager to jump back into the
game. The drug deal he's sent to do by
Sonny goes awry, and so begins Tommy's
ascent up the criminal ladder.

Like a character in any mobster movie
from the past 20 years, Vercetti has an
abrasive personality that is simultaneoushy
endearing and intimidating. Voiced by
Ray Liotta of Goodfelias fame, Tommy's
wry sense of humor comes across as

frequently as his proclivity for viclence.
When assuring his boss that he's going to
find out who double-crossed him, he says
“Sonny, you have my personal assurance
that I'm gonna get you your money back,
and the drugs, and I'm gonna mail you
the dicks of those responsible.” Spoken
like a man ripped straight out of a Martin
Scorcese film.

After serving so much time, Tommy's
appetites far exceed his role as an under-
ling. Like Tony Mentana from Scarface,
he eventually takes over the drug opera-
tions for the city, spends his money on
legit businesses, and breaks away from
the Forelli mob to form his own gang. His
magnetic personality proves too big to be
a crime boss who works in the shadows,
and he soon finds himself mingling with
porn stars and rock bands. Though video
games have seen a fair share of wannabe
mobsters, his grand ambitions, memora-
ble quips, and sense of style help Vercetti

stand atop the heap of likeable antiheroes.

ers and Big Daddies to Frank Fontaine
and Andrew Ryan, BioShock has a great cast of memorable charac
brilliantly realized Art

d 1)
Students of history justifiably herald
the Italian Ren or its unrivaled
artistic output, stunning architecture,
and illuminating thinkers. Ubisaft worked
closely with medieval experts to develop
a sandbox world that pays homage to
these achievements while at the same
time building a tale of intrigue around
the political backstabbing and violent power struggles that defined the eva. The
t is a painstakingly accurale recre of Renaissance italy that gives you a
better sense of the time than any Fodor's travel book ever could.

Liberty Grand Theft Auto IV)
Ri ar Games has made billions by crafting
amazing open worlds. ost fully realized
sandbox destination is undoubtediy Liberty
City. With shopping, internet cafes, bowling

York City and nmanmmmu The tact that
i ar set three distinct tales in the city, each of which used the sefting to its full
i I ing acl ment in world building.

Many games are st in the aftermath of a
nuclear apocalypse, but none combined
asense of the familiar with a pervasive
feeling of doom and regret quite like
Fallout 3. Players emerged from Vault
101 to find a barren retro-futurist land-
scape riddled with decaying buildings,
ruined landmarks, and destitute human
settierments. This unwelcome setting drove home the point that survival wouldn't
be a cakewalk as mankind struggles to rebuild civilization; supplies and friends are
hard to come by, and if the mutated beasts won't kill you, the radiation likety will.

Arkham Asylum

(Batman: Arkham Asylum)
We've seen Arkham before in comic
books and cartoons, but it wasn't until
Rocksteady's eye-opening recreation
that the prison for Gotham's most
natorious psychopaths came alive.
Though the game was primarily an

action brawler, exploring the decrepit

institution that hobds a rogue's gallery

of supervillains proved to be one of the biggest draws in the fir
got the Batman experience right.
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The Boss
Metal Gear Solid 3: Snake Eater

olid Snake may be the face of Metal Gear, but the
Boss is the point on which the entire series' mythol-
ogy pivots. From Big Boss establishing Outer
Heaven to Ocelot squaring off against the Patriots, all of
the events in the core series can be traced back to the
Boss and her seffless actions during the events of Metal
Gear Solid 3: Snake Eater.

While she technically plays the role of Snake’s rival, their
relaticnship isn't adversarial. In fact, they share a compli-
cated connection that mixes teacher and student, mother
-and son, and possibly even boyfriend and girfriend.
Despite her complicated feelings for Snake, her loyalty
is ultimately to her mission = though what that mission
entails is a secret she keeps until her death,

Outwardly, the Boss apparently betrays the United
States and defects to the Soviet Union during the Cold
War. In reality, the U.S. government has plots within plots
aimed at forcing Snake to confront and kill the Boss.
Aware she is being used, the Boss still follows her orders,
seeing an opportunity to realize her dream of uniting
the world.

She sacrifices her life in service to this goal, allow-
ing herself to be killed by Snake (whao is subsequently
-awarded the title Big Boss) in a field of white flowers. After
her death, her desire for peace inspires Big Boss - along
with others involved in Operation Snake Eater - to form
the infamous Patriots. Unfortunately, differing interpre-
tations of the Boss’ ideals lead to conflicts within the
Patriots, which in turn cause the struggle for power later in
the timeline.

Despite being introduced late in the franchise, the Boss
is the perfect cornerstone upon which to build the Metal
Gear storyline. She is an unparalleled soldier and a prin-
cipled champion for peace, More importantly, her place at
the center of the series provides a glimmer of hope at the
heart of constant warfare.



Auron
Final Fantasy X

he stoic swordsman is a popular

archetype in role-playing games,

which means that characters cast
in this mold are rarely full of surprises.
However, gamers expecting Auron to be
another cookie-cutter silent type have
another thing coming; as his backstery and
mativations gradually unfold, he becomes
one of the most complex RPG companions
in gaming history.

As a master swordsman and former war-
rior monk, Auron is a valuable party member
to have in battle, but his reasons for helping
Tidus and company are what make him
compelling. Haunted by his own failure to
destroy the beast Sin and save the lives of
his allies, Auron seeks to right the wrongs
of the past and fulfill his last promises to his
friends. These vows are what allow him to
continue to exist; Auron was killed when he
recklessly tried to avenge High Summoner
Braska and Jecht (Tidus' father), but his fury

im is an antihero, though for reasons not readity apparent. He's

not a lovable rogue who lightens the situation with a well-timed

quip. With his freshly-scrubbed looks and conservative dress,
he's not much of a bad boy, either. It's entirely possible to play through
Braid and not have any sense of who Tim is, aside from a guy who can
screw with time and has a princess complex.

In actuality, Tim is a pathetic narcissist who externalizes his own
emotional shortcomings. At some point, he has made a terrible mis-
take, and rather than learn from it and move on, he idealizes the past
while moving toward a make-believe goal with wrecking-ball efficiency.
We learn through Braid's sparse text passages and a few static illustra-
tions that Tim may have a drinking problem and doesn't show much
remorse when it comes to loving and then abandoning others.

The game's stunner of an ending became one of Braid's talking
points, but the journey that took Tim there - with only a touch of self-
reflection - is just as compelling. His failings as a person make him
miuch maore interesting as a protagonist than Braid's 2D presentation
might lead players to initially believe.

21

and a promise to watch over Tidus kept him
tied to the world as an Unsent — a specter
who hasn't passed on to the afterlife.

‘What remains of Auron's lingering life is
spent with a singular purpose: atone for his
failure by ushering in a new age of peace
for the world of Spira. This final image of
the character is a far cry from the clichéd
“warrior with a huge sword" role he seems
to fill at the beginning of Final Fantasy X. By
slowly revealing Auron’s past and weaving a
sense of justice and duty into his personality
(influences drawn from the ronin of feudal
Japan), the team at Square created a char-
acter that helped redefine and expand the
role of supporting cast members in RPGs
for the coming decade. Auron proves that
transcending the usual tropes of the genne
can have fantastic results, and that the best
character and the main character don't
always need to be the same person.
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Razputin
“Raz” Aquato

Psychonauts

sychonaut's cast of characters is nothing if not memo-
P rable. Amid conspiracy-babbling milkmen, city-stomping

lungfish, and other asscrted oddballs, it's easy to lose
sight of the game’s comparatively mundane protagonist, That
is, if you can possibly consider a 10-year-old psychic who was
raized in a family of circus acrobats mundane.

Raz keeps Psychonauts and players grounded through his
quiet determination and all-encompassing decency. Like many
contemporary heroes, he has his share of problems - daddy
issues in particular — but Raz goes out of his way to help others
during his stay at Whispering Rock Psychic Summer Camp.

As with most fables and fairy tales, Raz's world is at times
terrifying and the problems are scaled beyond his child-size
ur ing. H Raz p , showing his inner
courage as he frees emotionally damaged people of their prob-
lems by entering their minds,

Raz's journey ends on a bittersweet note, teasing players
about a sequel that never came. Still, we keep hoping that we
haven't seen the last of Raz,
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: fter investing 40 hours or more in the characters
of an RPG, you feel like you've spent a substan-
tial amount of time with them. That isn't the case

with the immeortal Kaim Argonar. Even after beating Lost

Qdyssay, you get the sense that you've barely scratched

the surface of Kaim's life, which spans 1,000 years and

containg countless stories worth telling.

With a quiet and emotionless demeanor, Kaim stands
apart from the sea of spiky-haired herces that are usu-
ally tasked with saving the world. While his immortality
is a novel idea for a protagonist, developer Mistwalker's
approach to the concept is what establishes Kaim as a
sophisticated character.

With his continued survival assured, Kaim doesn't seek
fulfillment in fleeting material possessions. Instead, he finds
joy in his seemingly small interactions with the people he
has met during his life. Travelers on the road, a family at an
inn, a decorated general — Kaim'’s encounters with these
people reveal him to be a thoughtful warrior with a rever-
ence for life's simple pleasures, and each one plays a role in
shaping your percaption of him.

Rather than rely on traditional cutscenas, Lost Odyssay
presents these moments from Kaim's past through poetic
and understated text interludes. While this may seem
bizarre for a medium so focused on visuals and interactiv-
ity, the effective use of language conveys nuances that
gameplay can't, building a rich parallel narrative alongside
the game’s core plot. Even though current technology
allows for jaw-dropping cinematics, Kaim proves that
words can occasionally speak louder than pictures.

Jade

Beyond Good ¢ Evil

game protagonists pull their motivations

from a fairly limited list: revenge, glory,
general heroism. Jade, the main character from
Ubisoft's underappreciated PlayStation 2 action-
adventure Beyond Good & Evil, has slightly more
unique goals. in her journey: protecting an orphan-
age of children and finding the truth, We're not
talking about the “what is my real identity?” kind
of truth (though there's a bit of that later on) = We
mean unearthing political corruption and expos-
ing the government.

Brute force can't accomplish that task, which

also helps set Jade apart. She does her fair share
of combat throughout the game - turns out she's

5 n argument can be made that most video

pretty good at swinging a stick around - but her
primary method of enacting change is through
photojournalism. Sneaking into a factory, a
slaughterhouse, and eventually a base on the
moon, Jade snaps pictures of the Alpha Sections.
military forces and the DomZ aliens at their worst,
slowly turning the tide of public opinion and
exposing civilians to the truth,

Unlike so many female characters, Jade's most
memorable traits are not physical (although her
strange green lipstick does stick out a bit). Rather,
the gamers who played BG&E likely remember
Jade for her dedication to the people she loves
and her unwillingness to turn away or back down
in the face of danger. Even when her “uncle” Pey’j

suggests that they return to safety, Jade keeps
pushing ahead, often because she cares about
him. Despite her bravado, she also isn't quick to
trust people. Although Jade is skeptical of the
Alpha Sections from the beginning, the rebel IRIS
Metwork still have to prove themsalves to her
before she believes in them.

Jade's strong characterization and a great
voiceover by Jodi Fomest helped raise Beyond
Good & Evil from a colorful Zedda clone into a
cult classic. We can only hope that the upcoming
downloadable HD rerelease will introduce a wider
audience to this fantastic personality.
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KOS—MOS

MOSIng series

OS-MOS may look like a 17-year-old girl, but
beneath the innocent exterior is an experimantal
osmic superweapon that holds the key to human-
ity's salvation. Explaining more about her significance in the
Seies [ { requires ad d degrees in
pmlosophy and religion, but you don't need to understand
the intertwining themes to see what makes KOS-MOS a
great character.

Taken at face valus, KOS-MOS is just an unstoppable
robotic war machine driven by cold logic. She acts without
regard for her safety, relying on probability to optimize her
performance and accomplish her missions. Her arm trans-
forms into a sword, she summons giant machine guns from
thin air, and her abdomen fires off a laser array that can
wipe out an entire fleet of starships. These traits all add to
her coolness factor, but even more impressive is how KOS-
MOS is unpacked over the course of the ambitious three-
game Xenosaga series.

Like a mystery on a modern television serial drama, the
questions surrounding KOS-MOS are raised early, but
the answers are delivered slowly (and often lead to maore
questions). Why does she protect her master, Shion, so
faithfully? Why does she occasionally have blue eyes?
What hidden directives are buried in her programming?
Everything is clear only at the conclusion of the third game,
where players are rewarded with satisfying solutions that
shed light on all of the unexplained events.

Revealing a character in a deliberate and gradual way is
risky, since many gamers expect an arc to be introduced,
explored, and concluded within the span of a single
game. The payoff was worth the risk in this case; for all of
Xenosaga's ups and downs, KOS-MOS is the one aspect
that never left fans disappointed.




Gardr

¥
§
$
4]

Professor Layton

Professor Layton series

nowledge is power, and that

makes the Professor quite a

powerful man. But Hershal
Layton's brain isn't all brawn - he's a
gentlernan of the highest degree who
has enough manners to not patronize
his young protégé Luke and the other
people he meets in their adventures. The
professor is more than just a smarty-
pants in a dapper top hat, and that's why
we like him.

For three adventures running, Layton
and Luke have indulged their love of
puzzles and nose for mystery, and the
professor has served as an excellent
mentor to Luke, Helping his young
friend without doing all the work him-
salf, Layton is tha best kind of teacher:

demanding but encouraging. His love of

knowledge is infectious to those around

him, and it even results in a magnanimity
that extends to rivals like Don Paolo.

But Layton isn't just a brainiac. He is
versatile enough to dash into the odd
car chase or fencing duel, but beneath
the hat is a real man still grieving over
the loss of his deceased university
sweetheart, Claire. Maybe his focus on
puzzle solving is a way to cope with his
grief and a way to keep a stiff upper
lip. Regardless, his mix of both the
cerebral and emotional makes him multi-
dimensional and serves as a reminder
that even in video games there are some
problems you just can't solve.

Phoenix Wright

Ace Attorney Series

ven gamers who have never

played any Ace Attorney games

know Phoenix Wright's trade-
mark “Objection” finger point. On the
surface, the defense lawyer's move
gets laughs for its hilariously overblown
presentation in a normally somber envi-
ronment, but it ties in with a key aspect
of his parsonality. In the courtroom,
Phoenix hangs on by a thread, with
the possibility of his client being found
guilty or his career going up in flames at
any moment. He clings desperately to
the smallest thread of logic either to buy
time or eventually lead the proceedings
to the truth. Despite this unorthodox
manner of daing things, he somehow
always comes out on top in the end.
More often than not, he simultane-
ously proves his client’s innocence and
unveils the real culprit.

Even though Phoenix has an amazing
record in court, he still gets no respect.
Rival prosecutors sling all manner of
verbal and physical abuse his way
{including whip lashings and flying hot
coffee). Rather than rashly retaliate, he
takes his lumps and gets revenge with a
stunning court victory.

His close friends (almost all of whom
he's defended in a murder trial at some
point) endlessly pester him or make him
pick up the tab for celebratory burgers.,
Phoenix usually replies with red cheeks,
sweating, or some kind of sarcastic
inner dialogue. Despite the teasing, he
puts his friends above all else - dashing
across a burning bridge to save Maya
Fey and plummeting into the river below
or putting his morals to the ultimate test
when he had to choose between letting
her die and defending a guilty client in
another case.

Eventually, Phoenix is sat up with
false evidence during a trial, disbarred,
and spends seven years plotting a
way to clear his name and uncover the
conspirators. Here he transforms into a
completely different person, no longer
taking crap from anyone and willing to
do whatever it takes to bring the guilty
to justice, including forging evidence.
No longer on the front lines as a lawyer,
he slides into the role of a behind-the-
scenes string puller and manages to
transform the entire legal system in one
bold maneuver.
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ander is a young man, motivated by love,
i x f who does some truly terrible things. In a
desperate attempt to free his love from
death's cold grip, he makes a seemingly straight-
forward bargain: Destroy 16 giants who roama
forbidden landscape in exchange for her life. With
that seemingly simple goal in mind, Wander sets out
on his horse, armed with a magic sword, and starts
his slaughter.
This is a quest barn from loss and sadness, and
a sense of unease penetrates nearly every one of
Wander's actions. Who are these towering figures?
Where did they come from? More impartantly, why
does Wander need to kill them? It's clear that Wander
himsalf doesn't und the deeper implications of

Wander
Shadow of the Colossus

hits actions, which makes his eventual transformation
all the more tragic.

As the colossi fall one by one, Wander
a subtle metamorphosis into something inhuman
and terrifying. It's clear that he's doing something
that goes against the very rules of this world, and yet
he continues on. Rather than give him a voice and
explain the pain and confusion he's feeling, Team
lco took a more nuanced approach and let players
and Wander discover this fact themselves. Before
his inevitable fall, Wander is a broken man, able to
carry on through sheer force of will. He conveys his
inner turmoil through a silent performance that's at
once touching, creepy, and absolutely believable - as
fantastic as it is.

Bonnie MacFarlane
Red Dead Redemption

rom her opening scene, Bonnie Macfarlane exhibits an intriguing
F mix of qualities not normally found in a Rockstar title. We see har

as a caring human being, having taken Marston in and tended to
his wounds after his gang left him for dead. At the same time, she is
admirably tough, informing Marsten that she expects him to work off
the doctor's fees before he even has a chance to fully heal.

Bonnie MacFarlane defies our expectations by not falling into the
opposite yat equally axtramea roles female characters usually play in
video games, She's not a helpless princess waiting to be saved, and
she's not a buxom heroine who's supposed to be empowering simply
because she can kick some ass. Shae's portrayed as a real woman,
with both strengths and vulnerabilities. As Bonnie teaches the player
the basic gameplay mechanics, her relationship with Marston evolves
without conforming to the well-worn role of a romantic interest. Bonnie
was created with a level of moderation we're not accustomed to
seeing, and we found ourselves wanting to go back and visit Bonnie
after our missions with her were complate.

The depth of Bonnie's character becomes apparent in one of the final
missions of the game when Marston introduces Bonnie to his wife. Her
complicated history with Marston is still apparent in her dialogue, but
her tone is guarded in the presence of Abigail. The two women seem to
approve of one another, but as Marston and his wife ride off, Bonnie hangs
back in the distance, kicking the ground at what could have been. Throughout
the game Bonnie displays a full range of emotions, some spoken, others subtly
conveyed through boedy language and tone. We never would have guessed that
one of Rockstar's most memorable characters would be the consarvative daughter
of & turn of the century rancher, but by not resorting to larger-than-life caricatures,
the developer instilled a sense of realism in her personality that we hope to see
from miore games in the future.
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King of All Cosmos

Katamari series

knew the King of All Cosmos was a little different than

your average gaming icon. He looks like the Burger
KKing with his head stuck in the middia of an African drum.
He rocks a mean Van Dyke. He enjoys strumming acoustic
guitar and hanging with dancing panda bears. He makes all
the stars disappear and then forces his son to go about the
tedious task of putting them back by rolling up giant balls
of garbage - all the while tossing down imperious, passive-
aggressive insults.

He's not the best father and dresses like a cast member
of The lcecapades Does Hamlet...On Acid. But from his
cracked brains spew some of the most downright hilarious
oddball dialogue in recent memery. From witty cbserva-
tions like “My, Earth is really full of things!” to the immortal
description of the night sky as “rough and masculine, pos-
sibly sweaty” the King is the bard of our digital age. While
Katamari's graphics have not aged well, the King is like fine
wine. Silly? Sure, but to quote the man himself: “Yes, we
were naughty. Completely naughty. So, so very somy. But
just between you and us, it felt quite good.” Indeed it did.

PmmtmwryﬁrstcutsoenaofKataleDanwy. we

CHARACTERS WHO MISSED THEIR MARKS

While characterization in games is getting better as the medium evolves, we're still far from perfection. Over the past decade, we've endured more than our share of awful stereatypes, dreadful misfires, and

cringe-worthy performances. These five characters left an impression on us,

Dante

(Drevil P i

Devil May Cry features some of the best
controls and tightest gameplay seen in the
hack-and-slash genre, while highlighting one
of the lamest main charactars around. Dante
fis mever without a wisecrack, even though

most of the time he comes 055 as a two-bit

Peter Parker, Fortunately, he has the weapan skills to back up his
shtick - otherwise he would be iredeemable,

Michael Thorton

{Alpha Protocol)

In games like Mass Effect, player cholce af-

fects the story and how players interact with

the world at large. The same goes in Alpha

Protocol, though the results are uniformiy

dull. Whether payers choose to run into a

situation with guns blazing or take a more

stealthy approach, Michael Thornton does it while simultane-
ously sucking the energy from a room. The fact that he can make
missions such as infiltrating a terrorist-filled boat completely

5, but for the wrong reasons.

Iboring is a testament to how poorly this supposed super-spy
is implemented.

The Rookie (Halo

It's ot easy filling Master Chiet's Miolnir
battle armor, which is something that players
and 0DSTs protagonist quickly leamed.
Known only as The Rookie, he was a cipher
with only trace elements of characteriza-
tion. The fact that people still debate the
characler’s gender is representative of how
Bungie slipped in developing him. Master
IChief might not be particularly loquacious, but play ain a
sense of how important he is to the human race in his interactions
with ather UNSC soldiers. In contrast, the Rookie is essentially an
underdeveloped passenger.

Tingle

(The Legend of Zel,

The Legand of Zelda

in bulk, but even Hyr

limits. Ti

an ul\h?-a]lﬂy obsession with forest folk, i

ostracizec by his father and the subject of gossip by other fairies.
That's for good reasan, too. Between having to endure seeing his
pudgy frame crammed into a bodysuit and his choi balloon
for transportation, people are fed up with his nonsense. Unfortu-
nately, Link (and the player) has to risk getting completely skeeved
out by him if they want to buy his .

Shadow the Hedgehog
(Shadow the Hedgehe

Since releasing Sonic igehog on the
Genesis, Sega has systematically attempted
to dismantie i ies while testing the
goodwill of its remaining tans. One of the
more notorious tweaks to the Sonic formula
came in the 1urm of Sh

|:|rut|.1tl|\f
edqi E @ T

c-.ssanly mean guc and dark
palettes, which is a lesson that the industry a5 a whole still nesds
to leam.
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of the Decade

Whether theyre altruistic heroes or murderous psychopatbhs,
the characters on our Top 30 Characters Who Defined a
Decade list are ultimately memorable thanks to the talented
writers behind the stories. Writing is what transforms a digi-
tal sandbox into a believable world, and provides the impetus

for players to explore and interact with their environment in
meaningful ways. Be it through playful dialogue, intriguing
plat twists, or the realistic conveyance af human emotion, the

Sfollowing figures have emerged as the leading storytellers of

our industry.



Ken Levine

When Ken Lavine founded Imational Games in 1997, the new studio’s
debut title managed to do something that had never been done
- ; before: It made gamers care about the storyline of a first-
person shooter.

System Shock 2 gripped fans with an imagina-
tive sci-fi plot that complemented the game’s
open-ended RPG elements and provided surpris-
ing twists., System Shock 2 also utilized many
of Irrational’s preferred metheds of storytelling,
including audio tapes that flesh out the game
world, ghostly flashbacks that reveal the past
actions of characters, and radio communications
that instruct players towards their objectives.

Levine continued to hone his craft with the
2007 release of BioShock, which Imational has
described as a spiritual successor to System
Shock 2. The two titles share a number of story-
telling mechanics, including BioShock's surprising
twists. Where BioShock differentiates itself from
Irational's previous work is through the strong
sense of place that Rapture delivers. The underwa-
ter dystopia contains a host of intriguing characters
and embodies a philosophical ideclogy that dictates
» (and sometimes conflicts with) the decisions the player is
forced to make. In these ways, players become an active
participant in the story, leaving their mark on the mema-
rable setting.

With the recent announcement of BioShock Infinite,
Irrational Games is back at the helm of its acclaimed
series, and Levine continues to stress the importance
of i porating strong narratives into video games.
Judging from our first look at Infinite’s floating city and

the emotionally charged rhetoric of some of Columbia’s
characters, we have no doubt Ken Levine and his team
will continue to influence how video games tell stories in
the decade to come.

oy

Dan Houser

Even among the other writers on this list, Dan
Houser's body of work is unparalleled. As one of
the co-founders of Rockstar Games, Houser and
his writing team have penned just about every one
of the studio’s blockbuster hits, including Grand
Theft Auto lll, Vice City, San Andreas, GTA IV,
Bully, and Red Dead Redemption. The number of
Rockstar characters on our top 30 list is a testa-
ment to Houser’s talent.

The GTA series has seen more than its share of
controversy over the years, but the franchise has
succeeded in parodying American pop culture
and politics with a proficiency that borders on pro-
phetic. No topic or figurehead is safe from GTA's
acerbic wit, and the series’ scripts wouldn't be
funny if Houser's underlying observations weren't
couched in truth.

With Bully, Houser proved that Rockstar's sig-
nature sense of humor doesn't have to be M-rated
to be enjoyable. While the game's mischievous
hijinx mirrored GTA's more adult activities, Bully's
academic sandbox was more playful in tone. The
nostalgic schoolyard setting was easy to relate to,
and the colorful characters of Bullworth struck the
perfect balance between reality and caricature.

Red Dead Redemption tells a story far more
serious than anything Rockstar has attempted
in the past, from the opening scene to the final
shootout. The game still has its share of exag-
gerated personalities and humorous moments,
but the emaotionally stiring plot and complicated
characters make Redemption stand out as the
pinnacle of storytelling in its genra.

Houser's impact at Rockstar Games (and in turn
Rockstar's impact on the video game industry)
led Time to include him and his brother Sam on
its 100 Most Influential People of 2009. Despite
their success (and their early dreams of becoming
actual rock stars), both Dan and Sam Houser have
avoided the limelight, rarely agreeing to interviews.
Instead, they let their work speak for them as they
continue to shape the direction of the industry
from behind the scenes.
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Patrice Désilets
and Corey May

Creating a video game is always a collaborative effort shared between
countiess artists from a broad range of different backagrounds. In the case
of the Assassin's Creed series, creative director Patrice Désilets and script
writer Corey May have played two different yet equally integral roles in help-
ing the franchise reach its full potential.

A self-proclaimed history buff, Désilets brought to the table the vision of
creating an epic historical adwenture spanning multiple protagonists, time
periods, and locations. Working as creative director for Assassin's Creed,
Assassin’s Creed 2, and A in's Creed: Bl d, Désilets
the stunning recreations of real-life cities like Jerusalem, Damascus, and
Venice, and advocated injecting the franchise’s fictional characters into his-
torical events such as the Pazzi Conspiracy.

As the script writer for Assassin’s Creed 1 and 2, May's job has been
to tie all of Désilets' ideas into a cohesive narrative. The team solved this
problem with the conception of the Animus, a machine that allows users to
relive the past experiences of their ancestors. Mot only did this mechanic
allow the game to jump between the franchise's different areas and scenar-
ios, but it also served as a clever explanation for restarting a mission when
the player dies or performs an action that breaks the fiction. May’s job as
scriptwriter also involved a copious amount of historical research in order
1o infuse the franchise’s science fiction with real-life figures and locations.
While Assassin's Creed 2's use of Leonardo da Vinci served as a practical
explanation for intraducing new tools into Ezio’s repertoire, other characters
from the series like Salah al-Din, Pope Alexander VI, and Caterina Sforza
help imbue the adventures with a level of real-world authenticity not nor-
mally seen in video games.




RPG is rarely. |ustamaogamanymom It (] anq‘ﬂ:rmrms madnm)ﬂhus’mat
into other.forms of entertainment, including comic books, novels, and movies: Draw
n is no'stranger to this phenomenan, having helped cmeiheunmeaofsw-
respected fictional worlds in the industry:thanks to his job as a writer at BloWare. -
I his early years at BioWare, Karpyshyn contributed to the storylines for Baldur's Gate
rone of Bhaal (and its companion novel], Navcrwin!er nghisand its eucpemlm pack
Hordes of the Underdark. \
1y ,-L-;shardworkmadhlmﬁsﬁrﬁnhanoeaslaadwmamnm‘sanwmStar\'\hs‘
'qugﬁsoft!'e()ld Republic. Despite working within the confines of LucasArts" P, KOTOR.
,a‘ﬂnodmedavmetyofunmresﬂngmwcharacwmm the Star Wars universe, including
" Darth Ravan and the hilariously sarcastic HK-47. He has also written threa Star Wars novels
‘over the years — Darth Bane: Path of Destruction, Msome.andD)ﬂssiyofM and
worked on the first of BioWare's original IPs, Jade Empire.
©_With the Mass Effect series, BioWare has redefined how player choice can shape the
momeafawdeo game story. Karpyshyn has been integral in shaping the franchise's fic-
"t’masIaadmﬂarofthaongnalhlassﬁﬁactandthaamhomfalmm Mass Effect novels.
Karpyshyn and his team didn't just pen one of the most engaging sci-fi stories in video
games; they had to adjust for every scenario possible based on the player's decisions.
Karpyshyn helped further refine Mass Effect’s storytelling as co-lead writer for Mass
Effect 2, along with the accomplished Mac Walters. The game offered a whole new crew of
interesting characters to interact with, while offering the potential to continue stories from
the previous game’s cast depending on your actions. More than just a matter of a good
or bad ending, the finale to Mass Effect 2 is one of the most malleable conclusions of any
video game on the market,

.
Amy Hennig
Many video games draw inspiration from films and literature. In the
case of Naughty Dog's Uncharted series, similarities to the Indiana
Jones films make for an easy comparison between the two works.
As creative director and writer for Uncharted and Uncharted 2, Amy
Hennig's job has been to emulate the feeling of classic adventure sto-
ries while creating memorable characters and storylines.

While Nathan Drake often finds himsalf in outlandish, life-threatening
situations, Hennig and her team have gone to great lengths to make the
protagonist easy to relate to for the player. They achieve this not only
by making him a fallible character, but also by surrounding him with a
supporting cast that brings out different sides of his personality. These
conflicting traits are conveyed through clever dialogue, which include
some of the most realistic conversations of any video game. Hennig
also brought a sense of realism to the romanticized role of the treasure
hunter, juxtaposing Indiana Jones's altruism (“It belongs in a museurn!”)
with Drake’s capitalistic sensibilities.

In addition to strong writing and character development, Hennig has
advocated the importance of cinematic storytelling in video games,
indicative of her time spent studying film at San Francisco State
University before leaving to pursue a career in the video game industry.
Hennig's work on Uncharted 2 earned her a Writers Guild Award for
best writing in the video game category. ¢
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Executive producer Rod Fergusson repeatedly

used the word “optimization” to describe their

approach to the game's competitive multiplayes,

On paper, Gears 3 doesn't feature any dramatic

departures from what we've seen before in the

senes. We already know about the four-player

campaign co-op and the new Beast moda,

but competitive multiplayer dossn't feature

¥ rmany sweeping changes. However, it's a great
example of a multitude of smaller tweaks adding
up to a significantly improved experience.

If you were to simply look at the names of
the game modes, you might think more has
changed than really has. Epic realizes that
gamers were oftentimes confused by the
mode names in the first two games. "Annex™
and *Submission” don't exactly spell out what
you'll be dong. That’s why modes in Gears 3
will feature more obvious names. Captura the
Leader is essentially Guardian plus Submission,
Flayers must down the opposing team’s leader
{Chairman Prescott leads the humans, Qusen
Myrrah the Locust) and use them as a meat
shigld, if you're able to keep the leader as a
hostage for 30 seconds, the round is yours.
Team Deathmatch is a no-brainer, and Epic

expects it to be the most popular made.
Warzone always featured a newcomer:
unfriendly “die and you're out of the round” rule,

9 but TOM opts instead for limited respawns.

Each team begins with 20 respawns, and once
they're deplated the mode essentially tuns into

Warzone. This helps ensure most rounds end
dramatically, with one player attempting to fight
off however many soldiers the opposing team
has left.

‘Whike | enjoyed the new modes, it's the
gameplay tweaks and additions that have
me axcited for the multiplayer experience. A
dynamic reticule isn't a new concept, but it
helps in realizing just how accurate your shots
will be. If you're in an awlovard standoff with
somecna on the other side of the same cover,
pressing A will perform a mantle kick to your
opponent, making him stumble back (and open-
ing him up for a close-range shotgun blast or
melee attack). Baing able to sat your default
weapon and character means you won't have to
select them every time. A new persistent party
system streamines the matchmaking process
ina manner similar to Halo: Reach, Dedicated
servers and host migration ensure less connec-
tivity problermns onlfine. Overhead maps and the
new Tac/Com vision filter help players become
acquainted with weapon spawn locations.

A spotting system similar to the one in

D il =

GHANGING THE
BATTLEFIELD

While the previous games

featured maps that were well-

suited to a variety of modes,
they never felt particularly
alive. With Gears of War 3,
some of the arenas you'll be
battling in will feature unique
¢ eristics that can affect
gameplay. Multiptayer rounds
on Trenches will be par for
the course, until a massive
sandstorm blankets your
surroundings in a thick haze,
| found that this was the
perfect time to charge with

a Retro Lancer bayonet. Your
eneny may hear I

it harder for them to escape
a quick death. We've heard
of Thrashball thanks to Cole
Train's background, but he'll
have a homefield advantage
for the first time thanks to the
aptly named Thrashball map
Howvering above the court is a
t scoreboard that keeps

k of kills {complete wil
E like sound effect), and
it can be shot down (smash-
ing anyone unfortunate
enough to be b ). Others
are visually striki ithout
impacting gameplay. Over-
pass takes place on a section
of highway that starts tilting
and sinking in the middle of

a round. Checkout features
bloody battles in the aisles of

allawing for quicker m:
zation of weapon locations.

Battlefield: Bad Company 2 has been imple.
mented, assisting in pointing out enemies to your
teamn. None of these are huge attention-grabbing
headlines, but they all work together to create a
more polished mulliplayer expenence.,

The Gears of War franchise has never lacked
viglent and creative ways to musrder your
enemizs, bul Epic is cranking up the gore even
more this time around. My two favorites were the
Digger Launcher and the Pendulum-Era Lancer.
The former is a rocket launcher that burmows
underground towards your opponent. As it traw-
eis through the ground, it resembles old Looney
Tunes cartoons when Bugs Bunny woukd dive
into the earth to escape Elmer Fudd. It's pretty
temifying to see dirt and debris flying out of the
ground in a straight line towards you, and the
results of a direct hit are de-.-mtatirp. If it hits.
you dead-on, the rocket bores up through your -



body and winds up in your haad, As you would
expect, your cranium explodes like a watermelon
not long after. Without a direct hit, the explosive
pops up like a bouncing betty, doing damage to
any nearby foes,

Gears fans are familiar with the iconic Lancer,
but now they’ll have access to a prototype ver-
sion of the weapon. In the extended fiction of the
franchise, the Pendulum-Era Lancer (or Retro
Lancer) featured a bayonet that would break
off when it came into contact with a Locust,
forcing the COG to add chainsaws undemeath

“the bamel. Epic feels that a quality gameplay
feature is worth breaking the fiction for, so these
bayonets work just fine on humans and Locust
alike. Rather than utiizing the sarme closa-range
meles mechanic that the standard Lancer does,
you'll have to charge your enemies if you want
o impale them on your bayonet. Holding B acti-

vates what's essentially a modified roadie run,
and coming into contact with an enermry wil lift
them into the air with a supremety satisfying ani-
mation. One of my favorite tactics was to throw
a smoke grenade near a group of enemies and
charge through the fog with my bayonet befone
they realized | was coming.

Snipers looking for a mone powerful alternative
will love the Oneshot, a devastating long-range
weapon that the Epic team initially refered to as
the “elephant gun.” It takes a while to get a shot
ready, with a laser designaling your target. It's
powerful enough to pierce a Boomer shiald, and
will decimate an opponent no matter whene you
hit them.

If you're bigger on the short-range game, the
sawed-off shotgun is right up your alley. You
need 1o be ridiculously close to your opponent
for it to really damage them, but they'll be ripped
to shreds if you're within range. Performing a
mantle kick followed by a blast from your sawed-
off is a great one-two punch if you're looking for
a surefire {and messy) kill

Existing weapons are getting tweaks as well.
Many gamers looking for an accurate mid-range
weapon loved the Hammerburst, and you can
now aim down its sights with a k of the nght
stick. The Gorgon pistol was previously one of
the least popular sidearms, but it's now a fully
automatic SMG. This means you can shoot
automatic fire for the first time while holding
meat shields (useful in Capiure the Leader).
Incendiary grenades bum enemies to a crisp
if they're unfortunate encugh to be within their
damage radius, and you can even throw them
above enemies to rain fiery death from above.
A new "bag and tag™ maneuver allows you to
stick grenacles on meal shields and kick them
into oppasition.

Most weapons can end enemies in a shower
of gore even with their standard fire, but the new
executions are even more sadistic, Each race
features a base execution (humans perfomm the
standard face smash, while the Locust rip ams
off). and now every waapon features a unique kill,
While the standard executions are still performed
with X, Epic is taking things to the next level
(and eaming mone XF) with the weapon-specific
executions. You can bury a chainsaw into an
enemy’s chest with the Lancer, cave their skull
in with repeated blows from the Harmmerburst,
and snap their necks with your sawed-cff shot-
guin. The flamethrower can be plunged into your
foe's chest to fill them with fire, tuming them into
a flame-belching, charred mess. Press Y while
holding a montar launcher, and you'll thrust the

J MORE THAN A
NUMBER

While Gears of War 2 featured
a leveling systﬂrn the nu’n"a'

with the “hig
better weapans” men
ity that other multiplayer

franchises like Call of Duty or
B; have, but they still
want your level o be mox

than a number. With Gears
3, players eam medals and
s,

unlock character va
executions, weapon skins,
and “mutators” as they rise
through the ranks. The only
variant we saw during our
time with the game was
Cole's Thrashball uniform, but
design director Cliff Bleszinski
says each character has two
on average. Weapon skins

won't be as simple as the
gold Lancers from 2, as they
feature pattems and d"sw 5
this time around
one mutator, and it blew ug
characters' heads, arms, and

barred directly onto your opponent’s head. As
wou bring it back up, you'll actually see chunks
of brain matter dripping from the weapon. The
konger the duration of an execution, the more XP
youl'll get. it's even possible to unlock extended
exe(‘.m ons that [x-rr\-nei your opponents for a

Epic isn't 1P,ung to reinvent the wheel with the
competitive multiplayer in Gears of War 3. You'll feet to carfoonish proportions
be playing famiiar modes with many familiar Combi th the high-
weapons and features, but the multitude of pitche: 5 the m
tweaks makes a significant difference. Whether adds, it's like an eve 1
it's utilizing a new attack like the mantle kick, i'n'm::';;'.“ "D‘Fm“dfr Eiaintin
laughing at a hilariously violent new execution, i?:?:juc,frsﬂr'd 21;[ ‘L'Ig‘;?;;'";
collecting skins and medals as you bevel up, or that th r;lu';a'.o?':s 1:1II':ntuy
eviscarating foes with the awesome new weap- three categories — those that
ons, it feels like more than just an incremental make the game harder, those
upgrade to Gears 2. With a multiplayer beta and that make the game eas!
a year of polish yet to come, thera’s no doubt and those that are simply for
Gears of War 3 should satisfy fans of laughs.

the franchise. ¢
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THE RUMORS anD sPECULATiON
CATI CEASE, VALVE IS MAKING
Dota 2, WE'VE PLAYED if, anD
iT'Ss ALREADY AMAZING EVEN
THOVGH it’s notf cominG ovt
vntiL next YEAR, AnD WE
HAVEN'T YET LaiDp EYES on Dota
2’s BiGGEsT innovation: a
RADICAL APPROACH To InTE-

2 . GrATinG THE commvunity info

"- THE GAMEPLAY,

WHat's a Dota?

Data 2t
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Any costumes acquired or purchassd in the origi- ‘
P nal game will transfer over (o LittleBigFlanet 2 ‘




LittleBigPlanet 2

Media Molecule lets users expand the scope

of Sackboy’s adventures

f the original LittleBigPlanet proved anything,

‘ it's that a community of gamers will do amaz-
ing things when provided with the right tools.
‘While level editing tools have been around since
Excitebike, no one has ever made creation as
fun and user-friendly as Media Molecule. With

LitileBigPlanet 2, the possibilities have grown

by leaps and bounds, No longer limited to basic
sidescrolling gameplay, Sackboy's fans. ane now
free to make their own games that play however
they choose

A beta for the game is cumently in progress,
and the results are amazing even at this early
stage. Fans of the original game are famiiar
with recreations of sidescrollers like Mario and
Sonic, but this first batch of LBP 2 user cre-
ations showcases remakes that are far more
advanced. Ken's famous stage from Street
Fighter Il has been remade, and the sack:
fighters can even perform hadoukens, dragon
uppercuts, and sonic booms. While it doesn't
feature the precise handling of the fighting
classic, it's still charming to see it painstakingty
recreated in Media Molecule's trademark “hand-
made” art style,

Another manages to mimic the basic gameplay
of PSN's Flower. Almost every user level in the
original LBP featured a visibla Sackboy, but he's
nowhere to be found in this. Rather, players
control a petal floating on the wind from point to
point. it may not be a full-scalke 3D experience,
but the core gameplay remans intact.

‘When | spoke to team members at Media
Mokecule earfier this year, they mentioned that

they wouldn't be sumprised to see someone
make a first-person shooter within LBP 2,

While it's not exactly Half-Life, a functioning
Wietnam-based stage has already popped up in
the beta. It features onscreen ammo counts, a
targeting reticule that tuns red when hovering
over enemies, and (of course) exploding barrels.
There’s even an adorable Sackboy arm holding
the assault rifle.

Remakes are obviously one of the community's
favorite uses of the creation tools, but original
stages are where the best users can really shine.
Media Molecule presents basic tocls for anyona
to play with, but i also includes advanced tools
for those that want to really dig in. With customi-
zable Al and control schemes, it will be fasci
nating to see what the community stages look
like after the game is in the public’s hands.

MNew to LBF 2 are the grappling hook and
bounce pads. Plenty of platforming-intensive
levels feature these new gadgets, as Sackboy
can now swing from the environment and
bounce around stages with an ease that wasn't
possible in the onginal. We're sure to see some
Bionic Commanda-inspired levels, but the door
is open for unique creations as well.

With most games, your enjoyment level
peaks within the first couple weeks of playing it.
LittleBigPlanet is one of those rare exceptions
that gets better over time. Considering how
much more is possible in LBP 2, gamers should
kook forward to countless new experiences for
quite some time. » Dan Ryckert

» Platform
FlayStation 3

n Style

1 to 4=Player Platform
# Publisher
Sony Computer
Entertainment
# Developer
Media Malecule
» Release
January 18
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» Platform

» Publisher
ard Entertainment

» Developer
ard Entertainment

* Release
TBA

Thee demon hanter will use the
amazon's much-loved multi-shot abikity




Runes in Action

Arena matches should provide frantic fun,
bt don't expect them to be balanced




# Platform
PlayStation 3
Xbox 360 + PC

 Style

1-Player Action
[32-Player Online)
# Publisher

THQ

» Developer
Kaos Smdics

» Release
March

88

Homefront

Kaos Studios provides a new take on modern combat

military shooters. Franchises like Call of

Duty: Modern Warfare and Battlefield: Bad
Company offer gamers single-player campaigns
packed with epic sat pleces that would make
Jerry Bruckheimer blush, complemented by
robust, addictive multiplayer modes. To contend
with the triple-A franchises, Kacs Studios isn't
taking the action to the next level; it's bringing
the war to your backyard.

Set in 2027, Homefront tells the story of a
fallen America overrun by North Korean troops.
Recent offerings from both Activision and EA
have offered glimpses of an America invaded
by Russian forces, but Homefront's focus is
the experience of occupation. The game takes

T he FPS genre is dominated by modem day

« A

rm neFd.s anmog whs

place two years after North Korea sets foot on
American soll. Kaos Studios has put a lot of
effort into crafting a realistic world, and from the
opening moments of our hands-on demo, we
were surprised at how personal the storyline
feels. Whereas Modern Warfare 2 has you fight-
ing for the White House to preserve democracy,
Homefront has you fighting in your hometown to
preserve the lives of your neighbors.

Kaos attributes this focus on a small, personal
story to the input of Homefront's writer, John
Milius, who steered the team away from their
inttial plan of the story featuring a more James
Bond-style character. Miius is no stranger to ted-

g war stories. The man who served as the inspi-
ration for Walter Sobbchak in The Big Lebowshi

has impressive screenwriting credentials, includ-
ing Apocalypse Now, the HBO series Rome, and
Homefront's biggest inspiration, Red Dawn.

The collaboration with such an accomplished
screenwriter and director appears: to be paying
off. The mission we play begins with Korean mili-
tants breaking down the protagonist's door and
loading him onto a bus to be taken to a deten-
tion center. As the bus drives along the streels
of his hometown, the effects of occupation are
apparent. The Koreans have sectioned off the
streats with chain-link fences, barbed wire, and
roadblocks. Countless enemy patroks are gather-
ing the other citizens, lining up the compliant
and beating those who resist. As the bus slows
down, we see a man and woman gunned down
on the street cormer as ther child cries out, run-
ning to their corpses. Like the films Miius has
warked on, Homefront doesn't pull any punches
in how it depicts the homors of war.

As the bus approaches its destination, the
other prisoner on the bus whispers to us that
we need to stick together when we get 1o the
detention center. His words prove premature. As
wa enter tha intersection, a semi speeds up the
side street, crashing into the bus and fipping us
upside down. | take stock of the situation as my
wision fades in; the other prisoner is dead, and
a figure has emerged from the smoke, stabbing
one of the injured guards as he goes for his gun.




Jeff Marchiafava

Homatront's later missions involve
Rarger battles. inchading one at the
basa of the Golden Gate bridge




# Platform
PlayStation 3 » Xbox 360
» Style

1-Player Action (Up to
6-Player Online|

# Publisher

D3

u Developer

Vicious Cycle

» Release

Spring

Achievement
Unlocked

Earth Defense For

overhaul in

don. We not

uses its allotte eve
ments, and you'll get them
for a variety of accomplish-

ments - not just for beating
each difficulty level.

90 previews

Farth Defense Force:
Insect Armagedadon

Send those bugs back home to space

hy are giant ants and killer robots
W attacking? Shut up! You're part of the

Earth Defense Force now, and the time
for questions has passed. All you need to know
is that Ravagers are laying slege 1o the city of
New Detroit, and your job is to obliterate them
EDF-style.

The success of Earth Defense Force 2017 may
be difficult to undarstand. Released for Xbox 360
back in 2007, the game didn’t have impressive
graphics or cutting-edge gameplay. Instead, it
offered a sea of alien insacts for players to coop-
eratively destroy set against a hilaricus B-movie
backdrop. Even with low production values, EDF
2017 was shameless fun,

After spending some time playing the upcom-
ing Insect Armageddon, we can safely say that
developer Vicious Cycle understands what
makes EDF so chamming. Bugs swarm in from
all directions, buildings collapse at the slightest
impact, and the people around you spout ridicu-
lous dialogue ~ but none of that is new. This time
around, a few changes to the formula will keep
you and your friends coming back to defend
Earth again and again.

Taking control of a soldier designated
Lightning Alpha, players now have more control

over how their abilities progress. As you com-
plete missions and gain experience, you unlock
new tiers of weapons for purchase (though
some are still available as drops within a level).
Eventually, you can even unlock new suits of
armor, each of which has different abilities and
weapons proficiencies,

The default armor has the widest selection of
weaapons, while the battle armer is heavily forti-
fied and focused on mortars and shotguns. The
tactical armor gives you access to turrets, which
are now a special ability instead of occupying a
valuable weapon slot. The coolest of the bunch
i the jiet armor, which is highly maneuverable
and gives you access to fight and an array of
eNETgy Weapons.

To eam these upgrades, you can grind through
the missions yoursalf (aided by Al companions),
or teamn up with up to two other players onfine to
complete the main campaign. Considering how
much fun co-op was in the last entry, we can't
wait to rope mone friends into the fight - espe-
cially since you can now revive each other, Wen
this spring rolls around, you and your buddies
can re-enlist in the EDF and see how thosa bugs
ke the taste of your bullets. » Joe Juba




Captain America: Super

Captain America takes on World War ||

world's superpowers were busy building
devastating weapons that could cripple
With the Nazis researching the uranium
17l expearimenting with human genetics,
5 were urider the gun to come up with
tary weapon. The result was
, & super-soldier program that
[rclnbk)’nlt,d s(,kl army reject Steve Fbogers into
1'I, perfect soldier - th

D uring the chaos of World War Il, the

sion of Workd War
~aptain Amor ica film and

movie, the game will detail Ce
tour of duty

in some gaps during the hero's
years. 1olr'v-caf1na1drm Wi
IAL enﬁéb

Super Soldier’s graphics look fairly detailed,
Daut we waml to know what's going on with
that weird bleod splatter on Cap’s shisld

which pits Cap against foes like the scientist
Amim Zola,

Even if you don't follow the comics, you prob-
abiy know that Captain America’s signatura tool
is his shield. Cap can use it to block incom-
ing gunfire, but it's far more exciting to sand
those bullets ricocheting back at his foes like a
Jedi master or throw the shield into a group of
enamias and watch it bounce around like an air
hockey disc before returning to his am. Sega
says that the shield comes in handy during some
of the game’s Prince of Persia-stye platiorming
saquences, but we haven't seen this functionality
in action yet.

Captan Amenca's peak physique makes him
posing opponentin battle. He leaps over
o defiver a flury of kdney-crushing
punches from behind, and grabs foes before
glamming them to the ground with more force
than a WWE superstar, As Cap unleashes his
arsenal of strikes, grabs, and counters,

fils

Soldier

up a Crippling Strike mater. Once full, this meter
aliows him to perform special takedowns com-
plete with sexy slow-motion camera tricks.
Captain America doesn't have any special oye
powers in tha comics, but the game's Tactical
Vision made highlights interactive obiects, objec-
tives, and other points of interest within the envi-
ronment. It sounds a bit like Batman's detective
mode from Arkham Asylurn, but hopefully Sega
fincks a way to incorporate this ability into the fic-
tion ina way that doesn't come across as hokey,
Sega first announced it had acquired the
Captain America license early last year, but this is
the first time the company has spoken about the
game or its developer, Next Level Games. With
any luck, Captain America will tum out more
ke the developer's 2009 project Punch-Cuth!
and less like its last superhero title, Spider-Man:
Friend or Foe, » Ben Reeves

Captain America, the
worst dentist in the world

n Platform
PlayStation 3 - Xbox 360

» Style
1-Player Action

» Publisher

» Developer
Next Level Games

» Release
Summer
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El Shaddal: Ascension
Of the Metatron

L {

Enoch's weapoen of choice? A purified
Anch and a pair of killer jeans

El Shaddal features both third-person
action and side-scrolling segusents

,
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Catherine

The Persona team goes HD in this risqué action-adventure

arfier this year Atlus anncunced Cathering,
the: first HD game developed by the tal-

anted team behind the Persona series. The
publisher has yet to confirm a North American
release, but as one of the strangast, most
promising titles to come from this quirky studio,
I'm hopeful that Atlus will do the right thing and
bring it to our shores as well,

The first thing you should know is that
Catherine eschews the hardcore RPG style
of Persona. Despite the team’s pedigree, this
time Atlus set out to make an action/adventure
titke. Hopefully this means Catherine will draw
in alarger crowd of gamers who were intrigued
by Persona’s stylish look but scared off by the
intense time and skill commitment.

As with previous games by the team, Catherine
does not tell a typical story starring typical pro-
tagonists. Players take on the role of Vincent,
tvated, insomniac salanyrman who
wis himself trapped in a nightmarish world
vhenever he manages to fall asleep. The main
hook of the game seems o be in the same vein

FH MAFTTFALL?

The sheep seem to represent characters from the
risal world; unless Vinont saves thim, they could
end up dead when he wakes up

Scruffy main character Vincent seams as shocked
a5 we are that Catherine is interested in him,
Mayba having no ambition pays off after all?

as A Nightmare on Elm Str
dreams, you dee in real e,

The action takes place in these nightmares,
where Vincent has to avoid disgusting mon
strosities to save his life. Some of the creatures
shown so far include a giant pair of hands wil
a fork that tries to stab Vincent and a huge half.
robot baby with a chainsaw replacing one of its
hands and a hook on the other. To escape from
the evil dream, players have to navigate cbsta-
cles and work the / upr a giant st

Back in the real world, a bizame mystery
unfolds in Vi
style segments. Vincant has to contend with
two women, the sultry Catherine and more
grounded childhood friend Katherine, During
these parts of the game, players can explore
the town and interact with other characters,
as well as check their email for messages from
Vincent's two love interests

Catherine raised marny eyebrows with its highly
suggestive first trailer. Despile some 1
ing imagery that caused imaginations to run

eef; if you die in your

ent's life through more adventure-

!

wid, Catherine will not be a full-on adult game.
Sexuality is clearly one of the main topics being
tacklad, though, which makes the game all the
more fascinating. Very few developers seem will-
ng to address this touchy subject, but I'm hope-
ful that Atlus can do so in an intes ITENMEr.
Depending on your actions, Cal ing can
take between 20 and 30 hours to play - a
welcome relief from the 100-plus hours I've
devoted to various Persona games. Of course,
for those v to spend more time, the game
features multiple endings to discover. Based
off the Emited info available, Catherine has the

potential to be a huge game-changer for Atlus,

both in moving beyond RPGs and engag
n more mature subject matter. With Cathering
scheduled for release in Japan this winter,

all that's left is to hope that it lives up to that
potential...and that gamers outside of Japan
find out as well. » Phil Kollar

# Platform
PlayStation 3 + Xbox 360

» Style
1=Player Action

» Publisher
Atlus

» Developer
Atlus

» Release
TBA
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lest Drive
Unlimited 2

TDU 2 features two islands. double the amount of
rixads s thie first g, B50+ challénges, over
90 cars, and mora!




By
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» Platform
PlayStation 3

% Publisher
Activision

» Developer
Eutechnyx

# Release
Fehruz 1]

We didn't get to see a pit stop in action, and
wie wonder if races will be won or loit thare
just like in real life




» Platform
Nintendo DS

» Style

1-Flayer Role-Playing
» Publisher
Nintendo/The
Pokémon Company
» Developer
Game Freak

» Release

Spring

TR FroEt e HAD

06 previews

Pokemon Black/White

The original monster collecting franchise evolves

fter more than 10 years since the orginal

Pokémon titles first hit Japan, the fran-

chise has shown no sign of slowing down.
Game Freak's remakes of Gold and Silver were
evidence that the classic collecting mechanic
and rock-paper-gcissors style battle system
hadn't lost their luster, Still, Pokémaniacs have
anxiously waitad for the franchise to take steps
in a fresh direction. With the upcoming releases
of Pokemon Black and White versions, these
loyal fans won't have to wait much longer.

Pokémon Black and White versions imme-

diately show off the fifth generation's new
direction with an animated cutscene. An
uncharacteristically dark scene reveals a crown-
ing ceremony for a mysterious young man with
no supporting details as to who he is and the
role he'll play. The scene then jumps to a more
upbeat scenario with the: signature Pokémon
theme song as the words “Hopa,” “Dream,” and
“Discovery” flash on screen, all the whila expan-
sive new environmenis of the Isshu region and

Farid BEZOZ?
e BARDIT

images of a ton of new Pokémon just waiting to
be captured are revealed.

With a quick introduction by Pokémon expert
Dr. Araragi, you're free to explore the bustiing
new world. While we know little about the plot
at this point, you're still responsible for collect-
ing badges and battling stray trainers, inclund-
ing confrontations with troublesome Team
Plasma. After a few hours of exploring the Isshu
region, you'll notice more densely populated
towns, tall housing structures spanning multiphe
floors, and the Pokémon Center and Poke Mart
combinad into a one-stop shop. Environments
are colorful and detailed, with each new area
featuring its own calchy soundtrack. Camera
angles dynamically change while traveling,
giving the three-dimensional space a sense of
large scale, You'll have plenty of land 1o cover
when seeking the 156 new Pokémon that
appear in Black and White.

Players select among thiee new starter
Pokémon: Tsujara (grass-type), Mijumaru (water-

type), and Pokabu (fire-type), and begin travers-
ing from one grass patch to the next to engage
mensters in combat, The battle system has
receved a graphical overhaul, as creatures are
far more detailed and better animated than the:
old pixelated sprites. Camera angles shift to give
a greater sense of action and batle music inten-
sifies when your Pokémon are low on health.

Up to three Pokémon are able to participate in
some battke scenancs, introducing an element
of party-based combat. Even though the battle
mechanics remain simiar to one-on-one, figuring
out which half of your six Pokémaon to call upon
while being mindful of elemental strengths and
weaknesses shakes things up.

Pokémen Black and White have already
been greeted with success in Japan, becom-
ing the fastest-selling DS games of all time.
We will just have to wait a bit longer, as Game
Freak's latest entries launch next spring in
Morth America, » Annette Gonzalez
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Kingdom Hearts Re:coded

The lost chapter gets a remastered release

hile some Kingdom Hearts fans are
W still trying to max out their levels or

finish a Critical mode playthrough in
Septernber’s Birth by Sleep on PSP, another
entry in the series is coming much sooner than
expected. Kingdom Hearls Re:coded is based
off of Coded, which was originally released
in episcedic installments on mobile phones in
Japan from late 2008 through eary 2010, While
the story reportedly stays true to the original
(including a supposed tie-in to Birth by Sleep
and the upcoming 3DS entry), the gameplay
and graphics have been complately revamped
for the DS.

Re:coded just recently came out in Japan,
and we imported it for an extended hands-on
sassion. The game starts up a litthe while after
Kingdom Hearts Il inside Disney Castle. Jiminy
Cricket is looking over his journals from the first
two games and is still confounded by the book
from Kingdom Hearts 1. Fans will remember that
Maminé ssemingly cleared the journal during
Chain of Memories along with Sora, Donald,
Goaofy, and Jiminy's memories, To remember
their old lives, the team decided to let Naming
rebuild their memories at the expense of forget-
ting everything from the events in Col, including
MNaminé. The last thing Jiminy wrote in his seem-
inghy empty journal bafore the procedure was
“Thank Maminé."

Later, during the opening scene of Re:coded,
he opens the journal to look at the entry, still
forgetting why he wrote it and who Naminé is.
He fiips through the rest of the blank pages and
finds a new mysterious message that reads, “We
must return to free them from their torment,”
Jiminy is sure ba didn't write it and runs to tell
King Mickey. Donald, Goofy, Mickey, and Jimiry
scan the journal into Chip and Dale's giant fancy
computer 1o get more info on the new entry and
find out who needs help. Loads of hidden data
flashes onscreen. The only problem is that it's
all comupted. To navigate and repair the data,
Mickey activates a vifual Sora from inside the
journal. Players control this digital Sora as he
cleans up the cormupted Kingdorm Hearts 1
worlds inside the joumnal. Everybody caught up
now? Good!

| ran around for a few hours in Destiny lslands,
Traverse Town, and Wonderland. Initially, | was
concemed that it would suck to play through
these maps all over yet again, but somehow it
feels different. The comupted worlds are filled
with floating glitch blocks you use to platform to
higher areas and grab special items. The only
way lo fix the worlds is to find hidden portals
to Matrix-like code rooms and clear them of
enemies. This debugs the area and can make
bridges reappear or change a stone wall into
a doorway. Missions are short and sweet, with
new boss battles and gameplay offshoots. For
example, | played through a 2D side-scroliing
platforming section and saw hints of classic tum-
based RPG and rail shooter segments,

The surprisingly unique battle mechanics are
distinct from other entries in the series. As you
altack enemias, a new multi-tiered overclock
gauge fills up on the top screen while a cor-
responding abiity tree activates on the bottom
sereen. The gauge can fil up to four times during
combat, and each time it activates a stacking
passive ability like added magic defense, faster
rmelee attacks, or an auto dodge. Each keyblade
has a different abiity tree, and you can open new
options the more you use it. Once the gauge has
activated all four abilities, you can fll it once last
time to unleash a devastating finisher.

Leveling up takes place on what looks like a
grant motherboard. You'll start near a CPU and
place chips down to bring power to new areas of
the board. These chips include straight level ups
or specific strength, magic, and health boosts.
The most beneficial move is to link up two CPUSs
to double the effects of every chip in batween, At
ane point, | jumped four kevels alone just by plac-
ing the final chip.

While it doesn't offer any direct multiplayer,
Re:coded does have something called an
Avatar Menu. Here you can customize an
avatar with all kinds of accessories you unlock
from characters and enemies, and use the
DS’s tag mode to sand challenges and cards
to friends. | wasn't able to do much in this
madea, but I'm curious about how it'll work in
the LS. version. » Bryan Vore

» Platform
Nintendo DS

» Publisher
Square Enix

» Developer

style
1-Player Action/RPG

Square Enix/h.a.n.d.

» Release
January 11

previews 97



» Platlorm

PlayStation 3 = Xbox 360

» Style

1 1o 4-Player Panty

# Publisher

Yoostar Entertainment

» Developer

Blitz Games Studios

98 previews.

» Release
Early 2011

Yoostar 2

Think you've got star
potential?

 you've ever wanted to act alongside some
of Hollywood's biggest stars, Yoostar 2 could
make that dream a reality. The game allows
would-be actors to insert themsehves into a
wide variety of classic movie moments, act their
hearts out, and
up. Better still, there's no worry about
a scene and nuining a production or g

including quick play and a goal-driven cam
paign, but the overall experience is essentis
the same. Using Kinect or the FlayStation Eye,
Yoostar 2's software generates a green-screen
effect without the need for hanging a sheet in
your lving room. We spent a few hours with

the Xbox 360 of the gam d while
the effect isn't flawless, it's leagues above what
products like You're in the Movies have offered
in the past.

Film clips include scenes for one or two par-
ticipants, with the ongnal actors g their roles
if a friend fsn't handy. After picking a scene from
awide variety of comedies, nas, classics,
and TV shows, players choose which of the
predetermined roles they want to take on. From
there, it's a simple matter of stepping into p
tion and reciting ines via a karacke-style scroller.
After each scene is complated, players walch
their scene and earn stars depending on how
well they delivered their lines, whether or not
they stuck to their marks, or if they intermupted
other characters,

> 3've had a few minutes to bask in
1 of their fans, players can upload
work, r being
screened for content by moderators, other play-
ars can view and rate approved performances.
There's also a social-networking component,
with Facebook and Twitter integration, and the
delveloper says it’s hoping to add YouTube
support. Video quality is somewhat dependent
on your ighting, and even after making adjust
ments you're not going 1o mistake your ins
actors for part of the original scene, but it's
definitely acceptable.

Yoostar 2 is not a game for people who take
themselves too serously, but it has loads of
party-game potential. Setting up playlists of
clips is easy and gives people a chance to
test the waters, and the fact that there's no
controller to worry about makes it accessible
to hams everywhere. The Kinect version also
does a decent job of filtering out and ignoring
backgnound activity, so you don’t need to treat
your living room like a quarantine zone during
shoots. If your friends aren't allergic to fun,
though, chances are they'll want to take on a
starring role instead of lingering in the back of
the noom, anyway. » Jeff Cork

1nostar2

Stand in front of the Xbox 360 Kinect Sensor to play
At any point in a menu press @ on any controller to display the Kinect Tuner
Players sebect their scenes from a
wariety of familiar films

f ] c Forrest Gump
It's a houschold name

Forrest Gump Modium

B0 Scents Available " 1]
t_x— Guick Play M you connect to Xbox LIVE you can view perfarmanc

Hore, we ste Yoostar's Ben Pricdbery taking on
the rode of the Terminator. He'll be back

Afverward, his porformance is judged. based on how
well he executed his lines. Straight to DVD,

Walt For Your Turn!




Join Buck the Bunny in his quest to find the
mysterious and magical Coin of Destiny in this
side-scrolling adventure!

Features include:

e Randomly generated levels
e Animated cut scenes

* Endless arcade mode

| . * Achievements

* OpenFeint and Game Center Enabled

Buck and the Coin of Destiny
works with iPad™ iPhone® and
iPod touch®

Gamestop

power to the players-

Smashing ideas D Available on the
App Store

£ 2010 by GameStop®. All rights reserved. GameStop is a registered trademark of GameStop, Inc. "Power to the Players®is a
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» Platform

PC

» Style
1-Flayer Action
[10-Player Online)
% Publisher
Funcom

» Developer
Smnlock Studios
» Release
December
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Bloodline Champions

ew form of action/RTS

Is your bioodline the type that would eat
the mushroom or drink from the puddie?

10 equip 3

the match. In t
2 during match prep is
tires thing. Further

Bloadlines will only set you back $20 out of
the gate. There is no subscription {ee either
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Virtua Tennis 4 =
New tennis title features Move and 8D stpport

irtua Tennis, the longest running tennis series in history, IS retuming next year
v exclusively on PlayStation 3, The reason for this exclusivity is simple: The game is

going to include suppert for Sony's two latest technological initiatives — the Move
controfer and 30 television support. Sega stopped by the Game Informer offices to let
me get a taste of what tennis looks and feels ke with a virtual facket and 3D glasses.
After clearing out some space in the conference reom, | dont Space goggles,
grabbed the Move, and started a match.

Ohwvioushy. as a sports game, it's not the most dramatic usage of the 3D effect - there
are no tennis balls fiying out of the screen like a bloody hatchet in 8 B-grade 3D homar
fick. Still, there's a noticeable sense of depth. Even better, it didn'tigive me a headache
lke my previous experience with 30 gaming (Ubisoft's Avatar) did. Thus far, it seems like
a fun - but hardlly essential - addition to the game. However, if you own a 3D television,
it does add some appeal to a style of game that is hardly known forisusl fireworks.

On the other hand, Virtua Tennis® Move support represents a fllndamental change
to a series that has remained in stasis for years. It functions exactly as you'd
expact: Your Move controller is your racket. After we got it calibrated correctly,
it worked wall, Sony's claims about the accuracy of the Move appearto be true;
though this build of the game was far from perfect, | was still able to execute top
spin and slice shots jest as | would in real fife. It was also a bit of ut = hitting
a cross court winner requires you 1o position your body sidewaysiand put some real
oomph in your swing. It was also important to get a good feel for timing - no more
preloading your swing as we've all done on the Wii. My biggest problems came in
executing overhead smashes. Judging the position of the virtual racket in relation to
the ball coming down onscreen was often difficult.

The build | played handled your onscreen player's movement automatically. However,
there will be an expert mode that allows you to control your onscreen avatar with the
Maove's navigation controller.

Though it has a good ways 10 go in terms of polish befora it comes cut next year,

I'm certainly intrigued by the possibiiies of the Move controls. Let's hope that an equal
amount of work is going into improving and changing Virtua Tennis' stagnant career
mode and minigames. » Matt Helgeson

» Style
1 to 4-Player Sports® »
[Online TBA) e
# Publisher

Sega

» Daveloper

Sega

¥ Release

2011
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hen we first showed off Portal 2 back
in April, Valve wasn't ready to talk
about many aspects of the game. Our
feature had plenty of information on the new
storyline, including the return of averyone's
favorite evil artificially intelligent computer
system GLaDOS, but we had torely ona
handful of humeorous diagrams to explain the
new testing elements.
Since the reveal, Valve has become more
forthcoming with what Portal 2's amped-up
gameplay entails, releasing over half a
dozen videos showcasing what's new
in thiz ambitious sequel. You can
watch all of these videos for yourself
at gameinformer.com, but in the
meantime, here are some exam-
ples of how each of these game-
changing elements will work.

Portal 2

The new gameplay
devices of Portal 2

Excursion Funnels
Described as churning funnels
of liquid asbestos, these gravity-
defying tractor beams allow the
player to travel to unreachable areas,
as well as transport objects such as
Weighted Storage Cubes and enemy tur-
rets. While this may sound rather mundane,
throwing portals into the mix makes for some
ingenious gameplay. After identifying where it
was being generated, the player in the video
jumps into the Excursion Funnel and shoots
a portal on the wall where the funnel ends.
By shooting the exit portal onto different sur-
faces, the player is then able to change where
the funnel leads to; shoot the exit portal on
a surface below you, and the funnel instantly
redirects, emerging from the floor and carry-
ing you upwards. Thanks to this functionality,
the player was able to traverse multiple twists
and turns, and then levitate a cube upwards to
press a button on the ceiling.

Aerial Faith Plates

Aerial Faith Plates function similarly to jump
pads found in many FPS titles. Upon contact,
the plates automatically hurtle players or
objects towards a predetermined location, The
demonstration video shows a chain of Aerial
Faith Plates being used to catapult the player
through the environmeant, with each plate
changing the direction the player is headed.
The trick comes at the end of the series, when
the final plate propels the player towards a
bare wall; shooting a portal at the last second
transforms the dead end into an opening that
allows the player to use their momentum to
reach a previously unattainable ledge.

Thermal Discouragement Beam

Valwe's humorous term for a laser, the Thermal
Discouragement Beam can be used as botha
weapon and a mechanic for solving puzzles.
By using Redirection Cubes, the player can
guide the lazer towards enamies or special
switches, Simply hold the cube like any other
object and angle its built-in mirror into the
laser, aiming the deadly beam at whatever
you want to activate (or burn). Lasers will also
travel through portals. In the video, the player
was able to attack a turret around the corner
by shooting one portal onto a wall adjacent to
tha enemy, then using a Redirection Cube to
divert the laser through the other portal. The
turret wasn't even visible, but its auto-tuned
screams and the resulting explosion alerted
the player to a job well dene,

Pneumatic Diversity Vents g T —
Similar to Excursion Funnels, the Pneumatic PlayStation 3
Diversity Vients are tubes that can be used ¥hox 360 « PC - Mac
to transport objects. These tubes can't be » Style

extended via portals, but by placing a portal 1 or 2-Player Puzle
at the mouth of the vent, players can use their  (2-Player Online)
suction to manipulate the envircnment. The » Publish

demo shows a well-placed portal sucking up Valve

an entire room full of turrets, and then fun- b

neling them in an endless loop by placing the | =F¢OPer
second portal at the other end of the vent. In

a second example, the suction from the vents ’;J;’""

not only pulled a turret in a narrow hallway
through the portal, but also ripped the decay-
ing tiles off of the adjacent wall, exposing
what appeared to be a hidden area.

Repulsion Gel

Criginally refered to as blue paint in our cover
story, Repulsion Gel has the ability to propel
players and objects through the air. Repulsion
Gel drips out of dispensers in certain locations,
but thanks to its ability to travel through portals
as amorphous blobs, it can be transferred all
over the level. In order to reach a high ledge,
the player in the demo shoots one portal

under the dispenser, and places the other on
the floor below the uncbtainable ciiff. As the
ball of gel springs upwards from the second
portal, the player removes the gateway, leav-
ing bare floor. A moment later the gel splashes
on the ground, allowing the player to effort-
lessly bounce up to the ledge. A second video
shows the player using an Excursion Funnel to
divert an entire stream of Repulsion Gel above
arow of turrets. Removing the portals causes
the funnel to break, leaving the blue gel to pour
down upen the turrets, sending them ricochet-
ing around the environment.

Propulsion Gel

Propulsion Gel allows the player to speed
across any surface that's painted with the
orange liquid. Like Repulsion Gel, this sub-
stance drips out of dispensers within the level,
In the demo, the player must use the gel to
pass through a gauntlet of spiked plates that
close too quickly to run through. To do this,
the player places a portal underneath a falling
stream of Propulsion Gel, and then shoots the
sacond portal onto an angled platform. This
results in the gel emerging from the second
portal in a high arc, scaring across a deadly
gap and covering the platform containing the
deadly plates. With Propulsion Gel already
covering the floor in front of them, the player
is able to speed through the portal, make the
jump, and fly past the spike plates just before
they snap shut.

Although based on simple concepts, each
of the new elements together adds an excit-
ing facet to Portal’s proven gameplay, and
mixing these different mechanics (not to
mention the introduction of a second player
in the game's new co-op mode) should result
in a lot of mind-boggling puzzles. That said,
the most startling revelation for the series
5o far hasn't been a new gameplay element,
but rather Valve's announcement that Portal
2 will also be available on the PlayStation 3,
with Valve's managing director (and former
PS3 hater) Gabe Newell stating that Sony's
offering will be “the best version on any
console.” What makes the PS3 version so
special? We'll have to wait until next year to
fingd out, » Jeff Marchiafava
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124 Donkey Kong
Country Returns

/' a ¢ Choosing the best among our highest scoring games
b
-

this month was like a parent choosing their favorite
‘child:- Gonkey Konhg Country,Retums, Kirby's Epic
Yamn, athod'o(Werfmio(Spwl‘aalldeﬂammw
m{bmmemlumomlnlm‘am apa wins
game of the month with its tight controls, challenging
platforming, and unprecedented level variaty.

SCORING
Outstanding. A trly e tlle that is nearly perfoct n every | *Flawed. It may be obvious that the game has lots of - ]mmm
40 | way. This scom is given out rarely and Indicatos a game potertial, bt its most engaging features could be . € sour Bobres
that cannot be missed. undeniably flawed of not integrated into the experience. PLATINUM ]&?Ssldlo

smmsyumwvmwummm Bad. While som things work as planned, the majority of

that even casual players haven't seen before. A decent

game from beginning to end. small quantities, i at all.

The award for the
Limited Appeal. Although these may be lans of games e

rocaiving this seore, many will bo kil yearning for a more 1 | rutake thelump of coal, thanks. -GAMESTEMDNW i wfm”“‘“
mmmm | il

is head- this title either malfunctions or it is. so dull that the game sarardid
9 and-shoulders abowe it competiion, | 4 falls short as & whole. .EE]'E ittt o]
Very Good. Innovative, but perhaps. not the right choice for Painfuil. If there is amything that's redeeming in a gams of 9and 8.5
8 | ovoryone. This score indicatos that ther are many good 3 | this calior, its buried boneath agonizing gamoplay and
things to be had, but arguably so. unaven execution in its features or theme. Avearded 1o games
7 Average. The game's features may work, but are nothing 2 Broken. Basically unjlayable, This game is so nsufficlent -S“.VE? g:::;ﬂw
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PS3 = 360 = PC

» Concept

Femember Modern Warlare?
Yeah, like that but in 1968

» Graphics

Call of Duty remains at the
top of the visual heap, not
least because of the always-
excellent framerate

# Sound
Cutstanding voice work brings
the story to life

» Playability

The control scheme hasn't
changed. This i5 still the gold
standard for console FPS

¥ Entertainment

This may be going throuwgh
the series” established
motions, but that's one dance
I'm more than happy to repeat

» Replay v.;;u;
gl

al of Duty Black Ops

broadest Call so f

Dual-wielding is awhil. Spray-and-paay
of

ou can't keep Black Ops out from under

the microscope after the high-profile

departure of the creative minds that drove
the Call of Duty franchise at Infinity Ward earlier
this year. Can Treyarch come through with a
blockbuster hit in the vein of Modern Warfare,
ot just a by-the-numbers. off-year title like the
studio has chumed out in the past? Yes and
no, but Black Ops is the best game Treyarch
has made, and a hell of a goed time no matter
how you slice it.

The series has always hung its single-player
hat on creating spectacular moments that play-
ers remember for years. it didn't matter if you
couldn't remember the name of the faceless
Ay Ranger you're playing as, because oh my
god they just dropped an EMP on the White
House! Black Ops fips this equation around,
The: story is coherent, and the characters are
more than cardboard cutouts. | wanted to keep
playing to find out how the plot ends up, not
just to see what crazy situation s around the
next comer. On the other hand, as Black Ops
makes gains in characterization and storytell-
ing, it loses spectacle. Outside of the excellent
prison break leval, the “wow” moments fall fiat.
Even blowing up what appeared to be half of
Vietnam with an attack chopper failed to elicit
much of a response from me beyond making
me swear at the controls. Far oo much of the
roughly seven-hour campaign is spent running
through the same pop-and-shoot motions we've
been doing for years. At least my companions
were kess interested in running directly inta my
line of fira this time. Be sure to stick around after
the credits, though - the best bit of the game is
hiclcien there,

The campaign puts players neck deep n
the close-up brutalty of combat. Limbs shat-
ter disgustingly as bullets rip apart flesh and
bone, Gore flies in all directions as combatants
are popped like meat balloons by the vicious
weaponry of the '60s. In one uncomfortable
sequence, the player has to torture a restrained
prisoner. This is an emphatically mature game
(in the ESRAB sense, amyway). Everyone should
make their own judgment on what they are
comfortable with, but Black Ops crossed my
perscnal line in its bioody depictions. of viclence,
particularty the torture sequence. | wasn't able
to compartmentalize it as enjoyable cartoon
violence ke | have with so many games over
the years. Call me a wuss if you want, but the
realistic gore is distasteful in the absence of a
discussion of what should be a careful decision
to employ lethal force, | realize that Treyarch isn't
trying to put on a merality play here, but Black
Ops pushes the lines of good taste.

Mone of this cames over 10 online play, where
the faster pace fosters a certain detachment
from the viclence. For my money, Treyarch has
crafted the finest Call of Duty multiptayer game:
to date. The maps are fantastic and offer great
variety in size, aesthetics, verticality, and paths.
The core design is largely unchanged; it features
the same modes, perks, and a similar arsenal
to Modern Warfare. The action is as responsive,
technically impressive, and engrossing as it
has been since Infinity Ward pioneered it three
years age. However, Treyarch has made a ton
of improvements in the margins. Unlocking new
perks in the order you want rather than a pre-set
sequence is just the stan.

Wager matches exist paraliel 1o the standard
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The drastic change in gameplay just from switching scopes is amazing

Set pleces like this dive generally don’t live up
Warfare

I can't wait to see what th
with th
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PS3 » 360

» Concept

‘The world has been cormupted
and only you and your pei-
like Majin can heal it and
bring prosperity back to

the land

» Graphics

A lot of creative character
design are in this game, but
the graphics aren’t detailed
enaugh o let the unigque art
style shine

» Sound

Majin has a cool soundirack,
but [ wish they had stuck
with subititles for the dialogue
The veice acting is temible
» Playability

“The combat system is fairly
basic, but a few of the
puzzles will take time to
piece together

» Entertainment

1f you can put up with all the
by and

i}
|8

ajin anﬂd the Forsaken Kingdom

Style 1-Player Action/Puzzle Publisher Namco Bandai Developer Game Republic Release November 23 ESRE T

tedicus combat, Majin offers a
rich adventure

¥ Replay Value
Moderate

108 reviews

Homer's epic poems, Aesop's fables, or

Grimm's fairy tales have infected our pop
cuilture to such a degree that you probably
know the details of their stories even if you've
never read them. As the ages have marched
on, however, countless other tales have been
carried away by the wind. Majn will likely float
away before long, and its redemptive story
about a corupted land will eventually be forgot-
ten, which is a shame, because parts of Majin
are worlh remembering.

This fable begins with an idyllic kingdom = a

land that Bourished for centunes until a dark
tar began to saep oul from the royal castle.
Owernight the mighty civilization was swallowed
by the dark. Taimed warriors rose up out of
the ground, consuming the kingdom and its
inhabitants. Only a few roving bands sunvived
in the bordering wastelands. One day, a young
boy with the al to talk to animals decided

S ome stories are eternal. Legends like

{0 smeak back info the heart of darkness and

You can set up traps by telling the Majin to
| push large oljects onto unsuspecting foes

unchain the world's only remaining hope: a
gigantic protector called the Majin

The story of Majin is epic in concept along, it's
unfortunate that some of its storytelling elements
aren’t as refined as wa've come to expect from
modem narration. The main protagonist doesn’t
have much personalty, merely reacting to events
as he is camed forward. | never got a sense for
who he was or why | should care about him. You
spend much of the game talking with small forest
animals such as mice and birds, but the voice
acling for thesa creatures is 50 juvenile that | was
reminded of a librarian reading Fun with Dick and
Jane 1o a group of toddlers.

Story aside, most of the gameplay revolves
around the relationship you form with the gigan-
tic: Majin. When you first encounter this intefigent
beast, he is weak from a century of capfivit
bt like a loyal pet he follows you around and
obeys your commands. As you begin to rid the
curse from the land, the Majin grows stronger
and lgarns new abilities that aid you in both
puzze-sohving and combat.
Help the Majin regain his w
ability and hel blow obstrug-
tions from your path or knock
enemies off their perch with

or power electrical devices

that help you reach new areas.
The emironmental puzzles

are often clever encugh

that solving them feeks ke

a rewarding achievement,

but | enjoyed the light puzzle

elerments that sesped inlo

combat the most. You can

charge headfirst inlo batlies and overpower your
foes with your combined might, but that isn't
always the best approach. It's worth scouting
areas ahead of time and laying traps for your
foes. For example, you might be able 1o sneak to
the top of a parapet and take out a few archers
from behind, then lure the remaining foes into a
canyon where your Majin is waiting to roll a boul-
der over their heads.

Majin remings me of the companion adven-
fures in games like Ico. The notable differance
here s that you are the weaker entity. Thisis a
chymamic you'll appreciate all the more during the
briet saquences you have 1o separate from the
Maijin. While you might take on a dozen enamies
or 50 as a team, fighting more than two foes by
yourself is a trial. Sneaking becomes very impor-
tant once you crawl into emvironments that the
Maijin can't access, and while the enemy pathing
is relatively basic and the Al immediately forgets
about you once you are out of eyesight, thesa
sequences provide a nice change of pace from
the rest of the garme

Like an ancient manuscript from a bygone era,
some moments feel ke they were designed two
console generations ago. The world is laid out
on a giant grid, so the environment fieels fairly
antificial and lacks a certain amount of believabil-
ity. There is also a fair amount of backtracking,
and the game doasn’t always point you in the
right diirection, which is more annoying when you
accidentally leave one area for a few seconds
only to come back and find that the enemies.
you just beat have magically returmed, If these
kined of ancient gaming weaknesses don't bother
o, then Majin will deliver an experance that
you won't soon forget — even if the rest of the
warld does. = Ben F 25




Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare

Style |-Player Action [4-Player Online] P

ith The Lost and Damned and The
\/\/ Ballad of Gay Tony, Rockstar proved

that its DLC could stand on equal foot-
ing with its critically acclaimed retail releases.
The company has created numerous add-on
packs for Red Dead Redemption, but none of
them have been as substantial as the GTA IV
offerings. Undead Nightmare is the first to offer
a single-player addition, and it"s easily the best
thus far.

Players access Undead Nightmare via the
main menu rather than an in-world trigger. This
is a wise decision on Rockstar’s part, since
being presented with 2ombie-centric missions
within the framework of the single-player story
would be a jarring change in tone, Everyone you
run into blames someone else for the sudden
zombie outbreak - the immigrants, the Jews, the
homosesuals, the government, the Catholics,
and even the British, No one knows for sure,
and though it's explained in the end, Rockstar
doesn't waste too much time trying to make
sense of this inherently silly plot,

Instead of taking on bandits and federal
agents, Marston now has waves of the undead
to mow through. Most towns you encounter are
in the midst of a full-scale zombie attack, with
a handful of survivors trying 1o hold them back
fram the roofs of saloons and general stores. You
can supply these frightened folk with ammo, baut
your best bet is to jump into Dead Eye and take
aim at the zombies' heads.

The shift in enemy type makes a big impact on
gameplay, forcing you to fend off clusters of foes
that charge straight at you rather than outlaws
that shoot from cover. More advanced enemies
can spit acid or run close to the ground, taking

Games

you down quickly if you don't stop them early
enough. Shotguns are great if you want to go all
Evil Dead on your enemies, and the new biun-
darbuss weapon tums themn into a fine red mist
regardless of where you hit them. New throwable
iterns are available as well, including holy water
and the extremely useful zombie bait (which can
later be rgged with dynamite).

One of Undead Mightmare's biggest flaws is
the quick enemies that rely on melee attacks.
Considering Red Dead's engine is built for
mid-to-long range shootouts, things get squir-
rely when you're frying to target a fast-moving
zombie atternpting to eat you. Aiming is difficult
in these situations, especially when they’re
battering you whie running in circles around

your feet

The lack of variety in mission cbjectives is also
disappointing. Red Dead Redemption faatured
some great set piece moments, but many of
Undead Nightmare’s objectives are glorified
fetch quests. Whether it's collecting plants for
Nigel West Dickens or helping Landon Ricketts
buld a new weapon, these "go to this place,
shoot a bunch of zombies, and pick up this
thing™ missions grow tiresome, While these
bored me, there are a few quests that stand
up to Red Dead's lmei of quality (my favorite
rvolving Sasqua

All of Rockstar’s opcn ~world games feature
plenty of sidequests and fun distractions, and
Undead Nightrare is no different. One of the
coolest is the inclusion of the four horses of the
apocalypse. These aren't tied to any mission,
and seem to pop up randomly &s you explore.
You'll be notified that "a mythical beast has been
seen in the area,” and subsequently must lasso

and braak them just Tka any other horse, Each

has its own unique ability; War can set enemies
on fire, and Famine has infinite stamina.

While some of the missions seem uninspired,
the fun of Red Dead Redemption is still there.
Its colorful characters and fantastic cutscenes
are as engaging as ever, with a wicked sense
of hurmor this time around. Clearing towns and
fetching items becomes tedious, but it's still a
blast to pop into Dead Eye and take the heads
off six zombies in ana lightning-quick flumy. After
spending the seven hours required to finish
everything in story made, the online Undead
Overmun horde mode will keep you busy for a
while longer. Fans of John Marston's first adven-
ture shouldn't hesitate to saddle up and take on
his neav foes. » Dan Ryckert

Rockstar San Diego Release October 26 ESRB M

PS3 = 360

» Concept

Introduce a radical (and
supernatural] change
1o the world of Red
Dead Redemption

» Graphics

Characters look as great
as ever, and the culsoenes
are fantastic

» Sound
More Hollywood-caliber voice
acting. and there’s even a
zombie-themed surf rock une
at one point

® Playability

Aiming at quick enemies
can be frustrating, but it's
e anly step down in the
control deparment

» Entertainment

Without a doubt the best
Red Dead Redemption DLC
offering. but it doesn’t stand
up to the GTA IV expansions
# Replay Value

Moderate
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PS3 » 360 = PC

» Concept:

Gain notoriety as Seacrest
County's Most Wanted or
timate Enforcer

» Graphics:

times of day. The cars aren't
bad either
» Sound
A quality track list that sours
with too much repetition

»
An impressive stable of cars
means everyone will find the
perfect fit
» Entertainment:
Sim specialists and arcade
enthusiasts will find merit
in Hot Pursuit's array of
cars, mission types, and
multiplayer modes
» Replay Value:
High

110 reviews

W

aking the reins from

longtime-NFS specialists.

Black Box, Burnout creator
Criterion brings its love of fast
cars and intense action to EA's
fconic racing franchise. Hot
Pursuit’s most ambitious feature
is twin career modes that give
players a chance to become
either the most notorious racer or
most renowned cop in Seacrest
County. Progression is entirely in
your hands, as you can dynami-
cally switch from racer to cop ———
as desired, even allowing you to
strike a balance between donning
the badge and defying it. This
keeps the game fresh due to the
diverse events, weapons, and cars exclusive to
each campaign,

Renegade racers test their grit in traditional
races, duels, time trials, and previews of hot
new cars. Cop missions switch batween rapid
response missions, tracking down renegade
racers sporting powerful sports cars in intercep-
tor mode, and test-driving new vehicles in the
police fleet. Both campaigns feature Hot Pursuit
miade, in which you have access o offensive
weapons and defensive equipment to use
against the lawless racers or law enforcers. Both
cops and racers can deploy spike strips and
EMPs. For special abilities, racers have access
to a turbo boost and radar jammers, and cops
can radio in a suppoﬂ helicopter or police roaﬁ
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or Speed Hot Pursuﬂ

Crltm%u pole position with Hot Purstit
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blocks. These tools add strategy to each race
and make Hot Pursuit, as one would expect,
the standout mode in Criterion'’s. Need for
Speed debut.

Evolution is constant in Need for Speed Hot
Pursuit; the sense of progression is pivotal in
pushing you though more difficult missions.
Ranking up unlocks new events and vehicles.
or upgrades to your equipment and weapons.
Even if you don't place, racers and cops are still
rewarded bounty for reaching driving milestones
and for drifting, drafting, near misses, and more.
As aresult, | never felt my time on the asphalt
was wasted,

The further your career progresses, it gets
notably more pumshmg As a racer, cops get
increasingly aggressive with
EMPs and spike strips, and
often tag team and flank you.
As a cop, racers become
more efratic and L
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{ luck. The Al is intelligent, never
" drafting too long behind you
to avoid a blown out tire when
you employ a spike strip, and
even falling back to let you
crash through a roadblock
and follow in your wake. Even
ambient traffic is realistically
unpredictable; some drivers
stick to the course when you
barrel into oncoming traffic,
while others panic, hitting their
brakes and spinning out into
your path.

Long after you've bested
the campaigns, Hot Pursuit's
impressive Autolog feature wil
have you revisiting Seacrest
frequently. The seamliessly integrated system
facilitates intense and constant competition,
updating you when friends have bested your
times. A simple pull of the trigger launches you
into an event to attempt to reclaim your rank-
ing. | fell into a habit of surveying my standings
immediately upon logging in and address-
ing any challenges before returning to my
single-player aspirations.

Though Hot Pursuit impresses, minor annoy-
ances appear from time to time. Camera cut-
aways show the epie crash caused by your
driving prowess, but sometimes cut back 1o the
road at a high speed with your car aimed directly
at a median. Sometimes direct hits to a compet-
ing car don't seem to register damage, which is
especially frustrating when getting in close prox-
imity to the vehicle is a mission in and of itseif.

While | wished the single-player campaign
featured more combat-intensive Hot Pursuit mis-

able, hitting the e-brake and
abruptly changing directions,
«or scrambling your radar and
escaping off-road under the
weil of night. Thankfully, the
difficulty increase never feels
unfair. Need for Speed doesn't
fall victim to rubber-banding
and other problems that con-
sistently plague the genre. My
placement was always tied to
my skill level rather than blind

sions, multiplayer thankiully sates this hunger.
“You can indulge in traditional races and one-on-
one interceptor missions, but the eight-player
Hot Pursuit races are the star mode, many of
which devolve into utter madness.

To say that Criterion has successfully taken
over the Need For Speed series and reinvigo-
rated it with a modern take on the Hot Pursuit
formula is an understatement. Fans of white-
knuckle racing games, both online and off,
will find immense satistaction on the roads of
Seacrest County. » Meagan VanBurkleo



EA Sports MMA

EA's boxing training pays off

Style 1 ar 2-Player Spors (2-Flayer Online) Publisher Electronic Arts
Developer EA Tiburon Release October 19 ESRE T

A fighters have to be fairly well-rounded
to survive in the world of mixed martial
arts. It's hard, let's say, for a boxer
to jurng into an MMA ring and dominate the
competition without first practicing his ground
game. Comparably, the fact that EA Sports
MM was built out of the Fight Night boxing
engine may mean that the game has fast
hands, but does it mean that it's well rounded
enough to win the title belt?

Every fighter has to start at the bottom, and
MM&’s career mode is no different. After creat-
ing your own fighter from EA's detalled creation
software, you'ne introduced 10 the hilarious Bas
Rutten, who guides your fighter through a series
of training camp routines, intermational league
imvitations, and a variety of tough oppanents.

It’s a passable excuse o string a bunch of MMA
matches together and build up a boxer using
light RPG elements, but the meat of the game is
still found in the ring.

With two MA titles currently on the market,
it's hard not to cormpare this with THQ's game,
EA offers up a faster-paced, less-technical
fighter, and it doesn't seem to care how much
you already know about the sport. Its analog-

based combat
allows fighters 1o jab,
hook, and uppercut
by throwing the stick through different rotations.
This makes the action a lithe more about feeling
out your opponent’s weak and respond.

block, and when to shoot for the risky double
transition gives the game some complexity
thatis ially exciting when you're facing a

ing to his attacks than it does about memorizing
a stock set of pre-scripted attacks. The game
also allows you to employ a certain level of strat-
egy. For example, if your opponent is running all
over the mat so that you can’t get a lock on him,
you can focus your attacks on one of his legs
until it becomes dead weight that he has to carry
around the ring.

After taking your cpponent to the mat, MiMA
becomes a strategy game where you're trying to
balance your stamina against your opponent’s as
you fight for batter positioning. With the simphe
press of a button, you transition forward towards
a posture that will set you up for a submission
hold, choke, or the ground-and-pound. Your
opponent can block or reverss your maneuver-
ing if he acts fast enough, but you can also
throw a few punches at his head to throw him
off his game. It's a fairy simple system, but the
nuances of knowing when to attack, when 1o

human opponent.
EA's first attack on the mixed martial arts scene
heads back to its cormner looking pretty strong,
but there are still a few holes in its defense,
one of which is the game's roster. There are
some great fighters in this game - such as
Fedor Emelianenko, Satonu Kitacka, and Randy
Couture - but without the UFC icense and rmany
of its most potent combatants, there is a large
hole in the game’s roster, The game's presenta-
tion also lacks a bit of the spectacie and style
found in real broadcasts. I'd also like to see
some refinement to the submission system as
the minigarmes you use to put the hurt on your
opponents feel a itte gimmicky. Despite these
issues, EA Sports MMA. is still a powerful brawler,
and another year or bwo in the gym should turn it
into a true monster. » Ben Reeves

PS3 « 360

» Concept

Take the boxing from Fight
Night, flesh cut the ground
game, and then add MMA
fighters from around the world

#» Graphics

Not only are MMA's character
models incredibly detailed,

but their animations are
uncannily lifelike

» Sound

MMA's commentators have a
real grasp an the in-ring action,
and bring up important stats
and details about your fighter's
history during career mode

» Playability

The simplified control scheme
makes it easy to get out of bad
sgituations, which keeps the
action fast and forces you to
think on your feet or with your
back against the mat

# Entertainment

MMA isn't the most life-like
fighter on the market, but its
fast pace and easy-lo-grasp
control scheme make you feel
like: a real mixed martial artist

» Replay Value
Moderately High

7 8

WWE Smackdown vs.
Raw 2011

Solid in
new modes

PS3 =360

» Concept
Flesh out Road 1o

Styte 1 1o 4-Player Fighting (6-Flayer Online) Publisher THQ
Developer Yuke's Release October 26 ESRET

ring work grapples

with inconsistent

‘Wrestlemania with backstage

segments and introduce a
persistent, engoing schedule
with WWE Universe mode

# Graphics

Most character models are
spot-on, and the moves
look just like they doon
Monday nights

» Sound

Solid voiceover work from
the big names, but some of
the talent proves why they're
rarely given a live mic

» Playability

Exploring backstage feels like
a buggy PSone title, but the
in-ring controls are tighter
than ever

¥ Entertainment

If you can look past the
hackstage frustrations, you'll
find plenty to love once you're
within the squared circle

» Replay Value
Moderately High

knows that the product is as much about

soap opera shenanigans as it is the in-ring
athletics. A storyfne featuring Paul Bearer's
return is just as important to the WWE experi-
ence as a high-flying, technically socund match
featuring Daniel Bryan or Evan Boume. Previous
Smackdown vs. Raw titles have featured full
stonylines within the Road to Wrestlemania
mode, but 2011's edition attempts to flesh it
out with fully interactive backstage segments
between each bout.

These behind-the-scenes segments are initially
an intriguing change of pace from the standard
story mode, but it quickly becomes apparent that
the new Road to Wrestiemania could use quite
a bit of polish. Lip syncing is entirely broken,
with characters humoncusly lapping their jaws
long after their lines conclude. The camera is
show and awkward, and annoyingly locks into
place when you happen to pass by conversa-
tions backstage, forcing you to watch the
entire exchange, While most of the backstage
experience feels stited and unnatural, the actual

ﬁ ny longtime fan of professional wrestling

storylines are solid and fun to play through,

Those locking for a less scripted experience
will love the: new WWE Universe mode. It's
essentially a hybrid of previcus title's career and
GM modes, and it's especially great if you're into
micromanaging stables, heel/face status, brand
alliance, and rivalries. | spent most of my time
within the ropes taking my created superstar
up through the ranks in an effort to win a world
championship, but it was nice 1o be able to play
other matches when | needed a break,

These new modes wouldn't amount to much i
the in-ring action wasn't solid. Thankfully, subtle
improvernents to the already solid foundation
make the wrestiing in Smackdown vs. Raw
better than ever. Directional grapples allow you
to change your facing in mid-move, you can
choose whether a move transitions into a pin as
you perform it, and modifiers are no longer nec-
essany to perform strong grapples. All grapples
are state-based in 2011, meaning that you'll per-
form weak grappiles on healthy opponents and
sirong grapples if they're groggy. It feels more
like an actual match this way, considering WWE

wrestiers don’t come right out of the gate with
giant powerbombs and finishers.
Smackdown vs. Raw 2011 certainly isn't

perfect - Al s sometimes inconsistent, the
announcers can be widly inaccurate, and in one
instance the behavior of my tag team partner
made it aimost impossible to finish a table match.
Despite these hiccups, the wrestling game at

its core is still great fun for fans. | appreciate the
attempt to flesh out Road to Wrestlemania, even
if it feels a bit inconsistent in this early stage.
WWE Universe mode is my favorite addition this
year, and it could easily be the new marquee
rmode if they improve it in future titles. Certain
elements of the game are rough around the
edges, but these annoyances aren't encugh 1o
bring down the experience as a whole. Wrestling
fans can look past some backstage issues as
long as the talent makes a solid in-ring showing,
and it's no different here. » Dan Ryckert

For gur exfended review, go fo gamednfprmer comimag
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PS3 » 360

» Concept

Return to the [talian
Renalssance lor the second
part of Ezio's story

» Graphics

Incredible detail brings the
city of Rome to life, and
animation work continues
o impress

» Sound

Excellent voice work and
a strong score add drama
and excitement

» Playability
Brotherhood refines
the existing mechanics
and features much
improved combat

» Entertainment

A thrilling follow-up for
senies faithful, but new
recruits should start with the
earlier games

¥ Replay Value

Moderately High

112

New features steal the show in a familiar setting

stride through the cobbled streets of Rome.

The Pantheon rises to my left, majestic and

ancient. Citizens crowd around me, providing
cover as | move closer to my target. He stands
speaking to a group of guards, oblivious to the
danger stalking him. His role in the conspiracy
is a minor one - hardly worth my notice. But
he must pay for his crimes against my family,
na matter how indirectly he was invoived. |
raise my hand in signal. The wormnan | recruited
weeks earlier drops from the rooflop where
neither | nor anyone else saw her hiding. Her
hidden blade cuts deep into his neck, and the
rnan falls before he knows what has happened
A slowly building roar rolls across the crowd
as my trainee leaps onto a nearby horse and
gallops off. | tum without a word and melt into
the crowd.

Ezio Auditore is a master assassin, but before

now his missions were almost always completed
in isolation. As its name implies, Brotherhood
introduces a new wrinkle. The power Ezio now
exerts reaches far beyond what he can touch
with his sword or strike with a throwing knite. The
Assassins are spreading ther influence across
an entire continent, and he sits at the head of

the movement.

The themes of leadership camy over directly
into gameplay. It stans by clearing your enemy's
influence over the city. As you kill the Borgia fam-
ily's minions and bumn down their fortresses, the
populace becomes rebelious and more willing
to aid your cause. Particularly angry citizens will
even sirike back at the villains themselves. Aid
these lone rebels, and they'll join your cause.
Once they've given you their allegiance, these
fervent recruits will act upon your directives, strik-
ing from the shadows o leaping nto mealea at

~ Assassin’s Creed: Brotherhood

Style 1-Player Action (8-Player Online] Publisher Ubisoft Dewveloper Ubisoft Montreal Release November 16 ESRE M

your side, Ezio can also send them out on mis-
sions across Europe and Asia to gain expenence.
When they return, you can upgrade their equip-
ment to create even more powerful allies. The
progression systern is easy 1o grasp, and has
just enough complexity to be interesting without
overshadowing the action proper. By the end,
the men and women you pulled from the streets
will stand at your side as fully initiated members
of the order. These figures are a great addition to
the gameplay, if not entirely necessary. They hold
their own in melee, or strike targets that are far
away with deadly precision. Leveled up assas-
sins not only look cooler, but last longer in a fight
as well. Most importantly, the sense of power
they offer the player is sensational,

Even without these new brothers and sisters,
Ubisoft addressed one of my biggest complaints
from the last game - combat. The satisfying
action strkes the perfect balance between
careful defensive counters of the past games
and the new, lethal ofiensive capabilities. The
ability to chain kils gives Ezio an edge that’s
hard to beat, but it still takes skill and timing to
master, One-strika executions string together in
avicious dance, and combining taps and holds
of the attack button let you mix different weap-
ons in one flurry. Every weapon is fun to wield;

1 found myself changing up my loadout just to
see the masterful animations that accompanied
each implement.

Ezio's menu-driven villa upgrades have also
been overhauled and transtormed into a more
robust econamic simulation. When Ezio comes
o Rome, it has fallen into decay through the
abuses of the villainous Borgia family. As Ezio
retakes the city, he can revive the metropolis



—

by irvesting in shops and banks and repair-

ing broken agqueducts and monuments. These
rencvations open up new shopping opportuni-
ties, and you'll see the results of your efforts
reflected in the people and buildings of the
world. A boarded up square of storefronts once
populated with kneeling beggars will become

a bustling marketplace perused by finely
dressed ladies.

Though there aren’t a huge number of story
missions, each one is meticulously designed to
offer a unique encounter. Mission structures are
more choreographed than in past Assassin's
games, asking you to follow particutar check-
points on the way to a target. The loss of free-
dom is worth it for the great scenes that those
paths enable, like the dangerous assault on
the Castel Sant'Angelo that has Ezio infiltrating
Rome's most well guarded stronghald. Every

mission now has a *full sync” challenge attached,

lie killing a target with a certain weapon, or
reaching the end without being detected. Since
you can now replay missions, there are plenty of
reasons to go back to nail that perfect kill. Mary
of the secondary missions are equally engross-
ing, from the puzze-laden lairs of Romulus
beneath the streets of Rome to the trips beyond
the city borders 10 aid Leonardo with his
engineering dilemmas.

Though the story may be short and the plot

Multipiayer has long legs thanks to an extensive
leveting system and tense gameplay

Y

|\
RN Calting the Brotherhood to strike your
N\ cnemics is immensely satisfying

Mest of the game occurs in only one city, but Rome is by
Ear the largest environment the franchise has seen

isn't as impressive as the last game, the cast of
characlers is caplivating. especially the devious
and incestuous intrigue of the Borgia family. Most
of the game centers on building your forces, with
the latter missions a predictable drive to eliminate
the bad guys. The game ends abruptly, and it
feels ike Brotherhood could have had several
mare sequences. Players also spend more

time with Desmand and his buddies as they dig
through Ezio's memories, with a couple of fun
platforming levels and the ability to explore a few
of the locations from Assassin's Creed Il 500
years later.

If you thought the end of Assassin's Creed Il
was confusing, you haven't seen anything yet.
Blatween another installment of The Truth and
some surprising twists with Desmond’s story,
you'll be shaking your head in frustration by
the end, | love the conspiracy at the heart of
Assassin's Creed, but Ubisoft needs to be careful
that it doesn't get too caught up in its own fic-
tion. There's a fine ine between a good mystery
and overty obscure nonsense.

Layered on top of this massive single-player
experence is a story-tied multiplayer game unlike
any other I've played. The Templars are using
their Animus machines 1o train new recruts,
and players adopt the role of these tranees to
wander the streets of Renaissance Haly as they
learn the arts of subtiety, cunning, and murder, In

the tense and highly replayable Wanted mode,
players each have one target and one pursuer.
Naturally, you must kil your target while avoiding
the: pursuit of your hunter. This simple para-
digm gains complexity by encouraging stealth,
rewarding well-executed kils, and demanding
smart strategic movement over twitch mechan-
ics. Matches rapidly transfiorm from wild uns
aropund the map to careful mind games against
your opponents. The progression system awards
wour exploits with new character sking, abilities,
score bonuses, and even game modes. These
additional modes are basically variations on the
original concept, but still make for a nice change
of pace.

Filled with new gamepiay, storylines, mechani-
cal improvernents, and multiplayer, Assassin's
Creed: Brotherhood is far more than an expan:
sion. Though Brotherhood lacks sorme of the
sensa of discovery and newness that character-
ized Assassin's Creed I, if you look past the
surface similarities you'll uncover a host of new
thrills. The series remains one of the most excit-
ng properties in video games, and Brotherhood
fills an essential step in the plot as the conspir-
acy-laden story continues. The moment you
finish the game, you'll be chomping at the bit for
the inevitable Assassin’s Creed . » Matt Miller
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PS3 360 = PC

» Concept

Deliver an all-new James
Bond adventure with familiar
faces and the series’ signature
action

» Graphics

They're aloul as pretty as
(ddjob, but they get the
job done

» Sound

Fans of wah-wah trumpets
and the James Bond theme
are in for a treat

» Playability

A decent blend of action,
though the driving sections
could have been better

» Entertainment

It could be a while until the
next Bond film hits theaters,
and Elood Stone definitely
scratches that itch. Add in

a decent objective-based
multiplayer mode and you've
got at least a weekend's
warth of fun

James Bond 007: Blood Stone

Bizarre Creations nails t

e feel of the franchise, but some ¢

elements have gone rogue

Style |-Player Acticn [2 to]6-Player Omling] Publisher Activision Devéloper Bizarre Creations Release November S ESRE T

limbo, even after a pair of successful fims

starring Daniel Craig. While the studio’s
financial troubles could mean a new film won't
be hitting theaters in the foreseeable future,
Activision has come to the rescue. James Bond
007: Blood Stone delivers a solid dose of the
agent, with the same exotic locations, over-
the-top action sequences, and enough double-
crosses to keep fans busy for a while.

Activision made a great choice in tapping
Bizarre Creations for the all-new Bond adven-
ture. The studic bailt its reputation on racing
games like the Project Gotham series, but it also
showed its potential in the shooter genre with
the criminally overlooked The Club. Blood Stone
divides its gameplay between on-foot action
and vehicle-based saquences, and the shooting
segments are surprisingly the stronger of the two
styles. The vehicular sections are overly long,
with sfippery controls and spotty colision detec-
tion, You'd expect to have a few issues with tire
grip on a Siberian ice floe, but the cars seem
equally squirrely on the streets of Bangkok.
Bizarre tock its cue from the latest incarnation

of the character, which focuses on the brutality
lurking just undemeath Bond's polished veneer.

T he fate of MGM's James Bond series is in

» Replay Value  While he stil looks good in a tuxedo, this Bond is

Moderately high  just as happy snapping necks and hypenextend-
ing arms as he Is sipping cocktalls at a baccarat
table. Thanks 1o his prowess as a melee fighter
{and his quickly regenerating health), Bond can
rush into firefights, disable a nearby enamy in
hand-to-hand combat, and finish the encounter
by popping off a few guards in the background
with a silenced pistol.

I was ternpted to lean on the melee attacks
because the guns feel underpowered. That car-
ries over to the multiplayer segments as well. In
both modas, meles attacks earn players focus
aim shots. In single-player, they're essentially

from Casino Royale and a Burmese dam, are across eight maps. Aside from team deathmateh
bound to inspire feslings of déja vu, but the and last man standing modes, multiplayer offers
instant kits, slowing down time and lining up action is generally good encugh to make it worth  a pair of objective-based challenges. Each side
headshots at the press of a button, In multi- double-stamping your passport. The story was either works through a series of three objectives
player, time isn't slowed for cbvious reasons, but  written by GoldenEye scribe Bruce Ferstein, and  (which culminate in satisfyingly large explo-
opponents are stll ined up nicely. he's packed some excellent satpisce moments sions) or do their best to prevent the other from

As with any self-respecting Bond game, the nto Blood Stone. One memorable chase takes completing the task. It's a lot of fun, though it's
action takes place in a vanety of locations across  place in Banghok, with Bond pursuing an earth- a showcase for just how powerful the melee
the globe. Some, such as the Monaco casino miover through traffic as it knocks cars and attacks can be. The animations aren't as intri-

e highway structures asunder, And cate in multiplayer, but they're just as effective.
when Bond meets a contactina Unfortunately, they lack the satisfying crack of
crowded aquarium, wouldnt you Halo's mekoe attacks; even when | was victorious
know that assassing are ready to in the frequent melee battles, it felt as though |
crash the party? was swalting at air.

The whole experience is packed Players aleo earn ranks as they play multi-
with moments like this. Ary game  player, unlocking new skins and weapons, One
can have you systematically work cool gimmick has the leading player from ea.ch
your way through a villain’s fortified  team take on the skin of their side's
lair, Doing so while he taunts you hero — James Bond or the evil mastermind Rak.
over the installation’s loudspeakers It doesn't grant any special abilities, butits a
is classic Bond. showy way to prove your worth,

Many gamers have fond memao- Bizarre clearty set out to make Blood Stone
ries of multiplayer matches staming  feal like a part of Bond's movie canon, and it's
James Bond, and Blood Stone certainly successiul on that front. The weapons
ventures into that arena, too. Up are anemic, and the driving sections can be
to 16 players can compete as dodgy, but it delivers a dose of spectacle and
either MIG agents or mercenaries intrigue worthy of the character. » Jeff Cork




DJ Hero 2

DJ Hero ¢

r!!'_""‘"‘"_' Style 1 1o 3-Player Rhythm/Music
- GOLD {4-Player Online) Publisher Activision
Developer FreeSiyle Games Release October 19 ESRET

eople like o disparage sequels, but the truth is they

are often a great opportunity for developers. You've

built a strong foundation, but a number of obvious
flaws in the first game can be easily comected. You also
have a st of great features that you didn't have the time
or budget to implement in the first game. DJ Hero was
my favorite music game of 2009, and this sequel bests
its predecessor in nearly every way.

The big innovation is the new freestyle segments.
Previously, these were limited to a small handful of sam-
ples you could deploy with the middle turntable button,
They were mostly lame, so everyone | knew ended up
using Flavor Flav's “Yeeeeaaah, boy!” exclusively, Now,
the samples ane tailored to the track, often singling cut a
cool element or sample that you can use to enhance the
beat. Developer FreeStyle Games also added freestyle
scratching and freestyle crosstading sections. Freestyle
seratch lets you scratch your own rhythms, adding an
alernent of crealivity 1o the mix. Freestyle crossfade lets
you bounce between the tracks. For example, you can
isolate an acapella vocal, then suddenty slam back to a
bruising beat. The game grades you on how musical and
unique your freestyles are, transforming a cormy gimmick
into an integral part of the experianca. | falt like | was
crafting the mix, not just hitting buttons in time. Speaking
of button presses, DJ Hero 2 also features new “held”
notes, much like those from Guitar Hero - yet another
nice addition 1o the gameplay.

Thankfully, FreeStyle Games kiled the guitar/DJ duet
songs. | never found that mode fun, and it resulted in
track siots being devoted to temble rock/ip-hop mash-
ups. I'm glad they are gone. However, the new vocal
meadea isn't much better. The vocal ines are so cut-up
and jumbled that it feels like playing a karaoke game in
the grips of a seizure. Stll, it does no hamm, as it's just
an addition to the songs that are already there. And
who knows? Maybe someone less curmudgeonty {or
more inebriated) than myself will have fun with it. On
the other hand, | enjoyed all of the two-tumitable multi-
player modes.

The mixes themselves are uniformily great. The track
list expertly balances superstars ke 50 Cent, Kanye
West, and Lady Gaga with respected praducers like DJ
Shadow and Chemical Brothers, plus outstanding tracks
by lesser-known artists.

While there's still work to be done (a more meaningful
career mode and some sort of mix creation tool would be
great), at itz best DJ Hero 2 is thriling. As you crossfade,
scratch, and manipulate the mixes, the fesling is akin to
riding a musical wave. In some ways, | feed a greater con-
nection to the music than | do when playing Guitar Hero
or Rock Band. Hopefully this game will have the success
it deserves, allowing FreeStyle Games to keep searching
for that perfect beat. » Matt Helgeson

9.25 7

PS3 = 360 = Wii

» Concept

Make some smart gameplay
improvements to an already
great music titke

» Graphics

The presentation is much
better = the: clubs are
impressively detailed. Still has
stupid characters

» Sound

Exceeds the first game's
tracklist in beth quantity
and quality

» Playability

New [reestyle segments

for nearly every aspect of
gameplay makes this feel
even closer to the real thing

» Entertainment

With all due respect to Rock
Band 3, this is my music game
of the year

# Replay Value
High

Shaun Wh|te Skateboarding

Style 1 or 2-Player Action/Sports (8-Player Online)
Publisher Ubisolt Daveloper Ubisoft Montreal
Releaze October 24 ESRE E 104

Considering that most people almost break their
necks when they just step on a board, you have

to appreciate the risks that skaters take doing the most
routine actions. Shaun White had every opportunity to fal
on its face; whether you compare it to EA's Skate, the
lackiuster Shaun White Snowboarding franchise, or even
the challenge of starting up a world full of player-crafted
rails, I'm glad that Ubisoft took a chance on this game.

I'had fun with Shaun White, and that’s because the trick
system works prefty well. | was surprised at the variaty of
tricks it pulls off with contrals that are easier than Skate's,
bast still require skill. it's not as combo intensive or inven:-
tive as Skate, but Shaun White does deliver a payofi.
Transforming the Ministny’s drab world with your ticks is
one way to do it, but this change in the environment also
ocours on another level. Sometimes | was having a hard
tirme getting gold medals for a challenge, but by terra-
forming the erironment and creating a better skating
line, | was able to post a better score. Whie it may seem
cheap that you have 1o buy new tricks, | was spurmed by
the need to earn XP and liked reaping the reward.

Although you take down the Ministry's gray world, that
doasn’t mean that the game is full of life. The lack of an

8 kateboarding is all about taking chances.

L1357/

» Concept
Free the citizens of the city
with your skating

¥ Graphics

Seeing the environments
come to life with color is

cool, but overall the graphics
are average

» Sound

Even though the script can

be suspect, the various voice
actors certainly give it their all

» Flayability

The HUD can be a linde

busy and the trick system
cocasional falters, but WS is
a solid experience

» Entertainment

Shaun White's world is like
a big playground to unleash
skate moves on, but it runs
out of steam

» Replay Valus
Moderate

open world is conspicuous, but what
struck me more is how easlly | tred (R

of the game's challenges. While not
bad, they're the standard fare of
fetch quests and score challenges. |
similarty wasn't inspired by much of
the non-story based quests. Even
though you're able to shape raits and
gain access to new places, | don't
feel like the game takes enough
acvantage of the cool world that's
been created. The online options are
customary, with the Shaping Battle
mode the lone standout, Here you
do tricks to fill up your Flow Meter,
and whoever doas that first gets to
shape the world however they want
for 30 seconds.

In skating terms, this game's suc-
cess is more than just dropping
inon a vert ramp for the first time
without eating it face-first. Shaun
White Skateboarding has some
tricks in its back pockat, and | look
forward to it expanding its arsenal in
the future. » Matthew Kato

Second Opinion 6

Shaun White Skateboarding seems to make a
valiant effort to break the monotony with slick
style and meaningful substance. The longer

you ride the malleable rails of New Harmony,
however, the more you'll find that a unicpue ter-
raforming mechanic and respectable trick roster
o little 1o mask the vacancy of the Gty itself.
Swreets are filled with vapid NPCs that shout

in the same voice, and support characters 5o
offensively stereotypleal that they are just blunt
tools to further the feeble storyline. Cumbersome
foot travel and the inability to jump often left me
tricked into corners, and a minor slip from a mas-
sive rooftop grind would force me to backtrack
across the district. [ also encountered a number
of technical frustrations ranging from texture
pop-in to looping deaths caused by bad spawns.
Every once in a while, when the city falls quiet
and you find the perfect vert or rail, there is a
superficial layer of fun to be had with Shaun
ihite — the core skating mechanics work well
emough. Howewver, the hallow presentation and
gameplay blemishes make it hard to sit back and

enjoy the nde. = Meagan VanBurkleo
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» Concept
A sequel that makes lew
strides forward, yet retains
almost everything that was
great from its predecessor
» Graphics
Losing yoursell in New Vegas®
massive world is easy, but
the believability of the world
5 stripped away whenever a
stiffly acted character appears
onscreen. Unexpecied Ireezing
can ocour due 1o framerate
drops in bustling areas

» Sound

The voice cast, weapon sound
effects, ambient noise (which
can sometimes sound like it's
caming from a mile away].
and Vegas-themed score

are all top notch. The sound
design really couldn’t be
much better

» Playability

If you played Fallout 3,
you've also played Fallout:
New Vegas. Targeting is still
unreliable, but VATS. still
packs a satistying punch

% Entertainment

The missions and storytelling
lack the creatvity and large
set plece moments of Fallout
3. Exploration and applying
your touch to the experience
are even deeper

» Replay Value
High

116

Fallout: New Vegas

Style |-Player Action/RPG Publisher Bathesda Softworks Developer Obsidian En

he video game industry treats the Fallout
property like a hot potato. Black Ishe
Studios kicked off the series with Fallout
and Fallout 2. After Black Isle closed its doors,
Bethesda Softworks purchased the rights from
Interplay and developed Fallout 3. Although
Bethesda still acts as publisher, Fallout: New
Vegas' development reins were handed to
Obsidian Entertainment, the studio most
recently known for the disastrously received
RPG Alpha Protocol.
While: the Fallout series suffers from a lack
of consistency in its development teams, itis
surprisingly stable. All four games offer must:

play experiences, and despite a dramatic shift
in gameplay design batween Fallout 2 and 3,
remain true 1o this series’ heritage and fiction,

Although Obsidian Entertainment employs a
number of Black Isle Studios refugees, Fallout:
New Vegas is born of the same blueprint estab-
lished by Bethesda Softworks. The vision shared
between these two creative teams is the same.
As a result, Fallout: New Viegas shouldn™t be
viewed as a true successor or something new,
but rather more Fallout 3. And that's not a bad
designation to have.

In terms of its place in this hardware genera-
tion, few games offer an experience as deep or

Although the game is illed with glitches
and bugs, they do net detract from New
Vegas' engroesing exploration

tertainment Release Oclober 19 ESRE M

as rewarding as Fallout 3. Over 200 hours of my
life were spent exploring the imadiated ruins of
the Capital Wasteland, and if more content were
offered, I'd return in a heartbeat. That's essen-
tially what New Vegas offers - new experiences
for the Fallout 3 fanatic.

The gloomy gray tones of Washington, D.C.
have been replaced with the sun-soaked golden
hues of Nevada. The game takes place three
years after Fallout 3's final moments, and 204
years after the Graat War of 2077, Unlike D.C.,
Mevada wasn't hit by a nuke. The Vegas strip is
largely intact, and the civilizations spread across
the Mojave Desert are thriving (to the extent a
culture can thrive in a post-apocalyptic worlkd),
The governing bodies in each faction you'll come
across are vying for power and control. The
length to which they'll go to raise therr stand-
ing in the world is what makes New Vegas an
enthralling and decidedly different experience.

Your role in this madness is not defined. The
game begins with a structured story for your
character, called “the courier,” figuring out who
put a bullet in your head, leaving you for dead.
After the infroductory moments, the quest
quickly opens up, allowing you to mold the
experience 10 your Fking. The amount of interac-
fion you have in this tale is the same as Fallout
3's, but many of the decisions you make come
with severe consequences, much ke the nuking
of Megaton. If you agree to work for one of the
factions in the world - be it Caesar's Legion, the
Mew California Republic, the Brotherhood of
Steel, the Great Khans, or a lovable robot named
e Man - you may in turn close off missions.
offered by other factions

Just being friendly with one faction could shut



down an entire thread of missions. If you're

a completist and you want to see evenything
Fallout: New Vegas has to offer, you'll have to
play through the game three and a half times,

Each path takes the player over many of the
same tent pole plot points, but these recurring
set-ups are few and far batwean. In.a way, Mew
Vegas could be viewed as three games in one
package. Knowing that fulfiling a request for a
character could close off entire threads of mis:
Sons made me sit back and really think about
the forces at play in the warld, and how my
tinkering with them could alter the road ahead.
This structure goes beyond the standard “good
and evl™ approach. You realty have to look
ahead and try to predict what could happen.
You may also have to tum your back on people
in need just to make sure a tyrant doesn't get
the upper hand.

In just the missions and story, New Vegas
offers a nearly unprecedented level of depth.
When you throw in the weapon modifications,
companion recruitment, and attribute sculpt-
ing for your character, it delivers a true sense of
ownership over the experience and gives you
thousands of reasons wiy you should come
back and play it again and again.

Mow, the bad news. Although Obsidian’s writ-
ing is top notch lespecially the dialogue), | was
never once blown away by a single moment.
Sure, | laughed when | ran into a cross-dressing

super mutant, and thought to myself *what have
| done?” when | deployed an orbital laser directly
above an NCR military base - but none of the:
migsions or battles stand cut as memorable.
Most of the action and plot points are enjoyable,
but | never once said, “Wow. That was great.”
This is a stark contrast to Fallout 3, a gama that
| felt delivered big moments all the way through
Mothing in Mew Vegas is on the same level as
Fallout 3's black and white VR sequence or its
communism-hating robot,

Despite being set in the glitz of Sin City. this
part of the world didn’t hold my interest. The
casings, as ridiculously colorful as they are, are
overly cavernous, mostly vacant, and lacking
that over-the-top Viegas chamm. The Mojave
Desert is, wel...a desert. While it delivers that
sense of helplessness that all Fallout games
should, the locales spread across it are pedes-
trian. The most notable find is a large dinosaur
giftshop. Evenything else screams nural Mevada.

Thie bleak sumoundings are made worsa by
the fact that Mew Viegas lacks polish. Mid-battle
a foe may suddenly plummeet through the game
weorld or get stuck on a rock, making for an easy
kill, The pathing for Al characters wandering the
wastes often takes them into the side of build-
ings or parked vehicles. When enemies die,
some of them will float a good five feat in the air,
| even ran into a reoccurring bug where my gun
wouldn't stop firing after a loading sequence.

To top it off, | broke the last boss by hidingon a
rock, He just stood there as | unloaded 300 bul-
lets into him.

But even with bugs, glitches, framerate drops,
and mundane moments, Fallout: New Vegas
is great fun. The gunplay (even with a new iron
sight targeting system) is as flawed and inac:
curate as before, but combat through VA.TS.
remamns one of my favorite things to doin a
game. | love the strategy tied to it, and the payoff
(usually in the form of a head exploding in slow
mation) always feels great. When it comes down
to combat encounters, Obsidian defivered in a
big way. Fights are tough and the encounters
are vaned nicely as the adventure progresses.
The thill of survival is heightened even further
through the awesome new Hardcore mode. If
you are looking for a challenge, this mode wil
kick your ass up and down the Vegas strip.

Maybe Obsidian’s lack of familiarity with
Bethesda's technology resulted in New Viegas'
plateau. Maybe Bethesda barked orders to
make it identical to Fallout 3. In any case,
gamers should expect more of the same from
this follow-up. If Fallout 3 holds a place among
your top 10 games of this generation like it does
for me, another rewarding 200-plus hours of sur-
vival awails you. » Andrew Reiner
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# Concept
Create a nostalgic platformer
with an unapologetic degres
of difficulty
» Graphics
Meat Boy's characters are
ridiculously cute, and the retro
leveals will warp you back to
the ‘805
#» Sound
The sound effects are
satisfactory, but the chiptune
misic steals the show
» Playability
I'was impressed with how
tight and nuanced the
controls are
» Entertainment
The game's later levels will
torture you with punishing
difficulty, but the payoff is
almost always warth it
¥ Replay Value

H

Super Meat Boy

Team Meat'’s addictive adventur

£ Colo

e offers plenty of content to chew

on

Styls 1-Player Action/Platformer Publishsr Team Meat Developar Team Meat Relsass October 20 ESRE T

probably died more times
playing Super Meat Boy
than the combined deaths
of every other video game I've
played in my life. Aside from
the opening handful of the
game’s 300+ levels, Super
Meat Boy refuses to handle
the player with kid gloves, in
stark contrast to more family
friendly 2D offerings. By the
time you reach the final world,
you will die countless deaths

if your aim is not pixel perfect,
or if your timing is off by a milk-
sacond. With most games this
would be a recipe for disaster,
but SMB's flawless controls and lighthearted
demeancr make this the most entertaining title
challenge-hungry gamers can play.

Super Meat Boy is a downloadable title that
breathes new life into a well-wom genre, most
notably in its gameplay mechanics. The controls
offer an unexpected level of depth, allowing you
to propel yourself through the game'’s byzantine
levels with a stunning proficiency that would be
impassible for Nintendo's talian plumber. Even
if you master Meat Boy's moves, the game'’s
collectibles unlock a large supporting cast of

playable characters (taken from other indie titles,
such as Tim from Braid and Commander Video
from the Bit.Trip series), each with their own
mechanics and a special ability to perfect.

Even with thés robust cast at your disposal,
make no mistake: Unless you are some kind of
gaming savant, Super Meat Boy will become
too difficult for you at some point. Thanikdully,
SMB minimizes frustration with some smart
design decisions. Each level is forghingly short,
respawning after death is instantaneocus, and you
have an infinite number of lives on the main levels

PS3 « 360

®» Concept

Go from door to door with a
variety of costumes, collecting
candy and fighting monsters
» Graphics

Visuals are simple, but

the cohesive style means
everything looks like

it belongs

#» Sound

Some voiced dialogue instead
of serolling text would have
been nice

» Playability

Features like a minimap and
save points are missing.
adding needless complication
# Entertainment

Good dialogue isn't encugh
to save the experience from a
tedious combat system

» Replay Value

Moderate
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Costume Quest

k, not

0 much 1

Style 1-Player Role-Playing Publisher THQ Developer Double Fine Release
October 19 (PSN), October 20 (XBLA) ESRE E10+

s the developer behind unique titles ike

Psychonauts and Brital Legend, Double

Fine has eamed the respect of gamers
with clever writing and likable characters. When
it comes to making gamas that are also fun to
play, that good will only goes so far. Costurme
Quest would have made a fantastic cartoon; |
enjoyed the cule dialogue, chamming art style,
and quirky cast in the Hallowean-themed
adhventurae. Unfortunately, everything in the pack-
age that qualifies Costume Quest as a game
falls short.

With the trick-or-treat theme, kids-save-the-day
plot, and abundant candy worship, | assumed
that this downloadable game was aimed at
attracting a young crowd. Once | got a taste
of the tedicus combat, | had to question that
assumption, The tumn-based battles are far too

sample: for their own
good,; you just hit
attack, and then follow
a brief button prompt to maximize damage (or
wait to defand). You won't find any magic, healing
Hems, or anything elsa that could add entertain-
ment. The animations for the attacks can be
funny at first, but you'll get sick of them in no time.

You'd think the simplicity would make combat
more accessible, but instead it becomes more
difficult. All strategy and variety are stripped away,
50 all you can do is hope that you succeed at the
button prompts. If you fail a couple times in row,
you're screwed, and you can't do anything about
it. You'll collect a bunch of costumes with different
special moves, but none of them fully address:
this issue or the tediousness of the battle system
in general,

It's too bad that combat
is such a prevalent part of
Costurne Quest, because the
time you spend just exploring
the world and talking to fellow
trick-or-treaters can be hilanous.

colorful art style that reminds me
of a less deranged Tim Burton
maovie, and the dialogue has

The world is brought to life with a

(some Warp levels have a limit, and

ara in turn much more frustrating).
The game also sports a noved

replay featurs, which displays not

only your successful playthrough of

alevel, but also every death simul-

tanecusly. This also makes dying

a billion times on a leved easier 1o

swallow, as watching the ensu-

ing Meat Boy slaughter is alwvays

entertaining.
I'd be lying if | said | didn’t have
a few meltdowns while playing

Super Meat Boy, but the enter-
taining stonyine, detaling Meat
Boy's continual attempts to save
Bandage Girl from the evil Dr.
Fetus, cut my frustration short with plenty of left-
field chuckles. With a healthy doss of patience,
mast gamers can see the game through to

its charming and hilarious ending. Even after
you've hit your difficulty threshold, the game's
most impressive feature, a system for adding
free new level packs based on the PC version's
level editor, should offer plenty of extra entertain-
ment. With Super Meat Boy's comucopia of
offerings and imesistible chanm, you'd be hard-
pressed not to get your money’s worth out of
this title. » Jeff Marchiafava
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plenty of comedic gems. While advancing through
each area doesn’t amount to much more than a
few fetch quests and simple puzzles, I'd put off
the battles in each section for as long as possible
fo enjoy the atmosphere - but you need to go
through the encounters eventually.

Other annoyances make it hard to fully enjoy
Costume Quest's bizame world. Without obijective
markers or a minimap, finding your next goal s an
oceasiona problem. The save system is an even
bigger prablem. Lacking any manual options, you
need to rely on the autosave to retain your prog-
ress, but it only kicks in under certain conditions
that are difficult to force. You can't just decide
you're done and quit playing; you need to com-
plete a quest, pick up a new quest, or change
areas. In one case, | kost about 45 minutes of
progress because | quit after fighting a bunch of
battles that didn't trigger a save event (and | even
leveled up during that time!).

Costume Quest is cute and funny, so it may
look like a good game for kids. Let me assure
you: After completing the adventure (which
took me about five hours), | can't recommend
Costume Quest to gamers of any age. » Joe Juba



Arcania: Gothic 4 )
i i 6.15

360 = PC

» Concept

Continue the long-running
Gothic series in name only
with a short, linear adventure
replacing the sprawling
player-driven worlds of

the past

¥ Graphics

If there's a better-looking
fantasy world out there, [
haven't seen it. Too bad
there are about six character
models, and four of them
are ugly

¥ Sound

The main character's voice
acting is the only reason to
have the sound on at all

Style 1-Player Role-Playing Publisher Dreamcatcher Games
Developer Spelibound Entertainment Release October 19 ESRET

Crafiing

L LA

avalar, and neither it nor the equipment game
have encugh meaat to hold my interest. Neither
do the storyline, characters, or dialogue. The
writing is sophomoric. The NPCs are by tums
eye-roling stereotypas and so bland they're
hard to remember after exiting the dialogue. The
.ugh. Everything about the role-playing part
of the game is awful, save the main characters
visibly growing frustration at having to navigate
every RPG trope of the last 20 years
just to get some revenge on the mad
king wha torched his hometown. | feel
you, brother.

Arcania isn't what anyone thought
Gothic 4 would be. It's a marginally
competent actionRPG with all the
depth of a kiddie pool, not the huge
apen-world of role-playing epics for
which the series was previously known.
At least it isn't afficted by the plague of
bugs that cripphed Gothic 3 at release.
| dicin't hate my time with it, and it's
possbile to find some value here. Just
know what you're getting into before
taking the plunge. » Adam Bi ner

"ve got no problem with one-dimensional
games so long as they are up-front about it.
Mario makes no bones about being anything
more than a game about running and jumping
on things. Arcania: Gothic 4, on the other hand,
goes to great lengths to convince you that it's
got a storyline and characters. It doesn't. It
barely holds together as a loot-collecting explo-
ration wehicle,

It's not impossible to have a good time with
Arcania. The world is gorgeous, with real-time
shadows cast by the sun pass-
ing overhead and hidden secrets
waiting to be discovered in hun-
dreds of hand-crafted nooks and
crannies. Sentry towers keep
watch over the crashing tides.
Trees shiver and 1oss in anticipa-
tion of coming storms, which
crash down with thunderous
fury when they finally materialize.
Dozens of touches like this give
Arcania's world a convincing il
sion of ife, and lend a pure joy to
exploring it.

Defending yourself against the
threats that blanket the land is

trivially easy, to the
point where any
experienced player should start out on Hard or
even Gothic difficulty, Swordplay has an easy
flow to it, with simple timing-based combos and
evasive rolls giving skilled players enough to do
without requiring Devil May Cry levels of precision
or depth. Switching betwean magic, meles, and
ranged attacks is clunky, though. plot..
Placing the skill points you gain as you level
is one of just two avenues of customizing your

¥ Playability

Comibat controls slightly better
on 360, but the graphics and
Ul are better on PC

» Entertainment

As long as you don’t

care about things like

player choice, character
development, or plot in your
RPGs, you can find value here

¥ Replay Value
Low

1 CONsoles

Style 1-Player Simulation Publisher Electronic Ans
Developer The Sims Studio Release October 26 ESRE T

700 9

PS3 « 360 hen The Sims 3 released last June, it neads allowed her to
- : » Concept quickly became the most successful power through a night of
Ship The Sims 3 to consoles week one PC launch in EA’s long and reading unhindered, but

with engaging new features
such as karma powers,
challenges, and a seamless
exchange system

# Graphics

From the cityscape to the

sScum on your sim's toilet, the
visual presentation continues

to impress

» Sound

While the success of the sound
design largely depends on your
tolerance of Simlish, the music is
as charming as ever

s Playability

The Sims Studio did a fantastic
job translating controls for
consoles, implementing a refined
interface and simplified menus

» Entertainment

Augmenting an already
impressive game with new
features makes The Sims 3 more
compelling than ever

» Replay Value

High

venerabla history, leaving sizable standards for
its console brethren to live up to. While the core
functionality of the game remains unchanged,
noteworthy additions give Sims 3 on console
new gleamn — enough to mert a bit of envy from
PC loyalists.

The console edition of Sims 3 plays just like its
PC predecessor — a deviation from past ports
that constrained players to modified linear play.
EA did a fantastic job of addressing control
issues, making navigation as
organic as possible without a
mause and keyboard. Commands
are nfuitively mapped and the
streamiined interface is easy to
use. Selecting objects kEn't as
precise as with a pointer, but a
popup menu will present you
with options if several items are in
close proximity.

The Karma system is the most
intriguing addition, and one | found
miyself exploting often, even to the
detriment of my Htle tenant. Using
“super satisfy” to max out my sim's

after using the boost sev-
eral times, karma came back to bite me. A local-
ized quake broke pipes in both my bath and sink,
but the bad luck didn’t deter me from using that
karma abiity again, Karma's applications to both
good and evil ends are an exciting variable for
those who tend to play carefully and controlied,

If karma ushers in the unexpected, challenges —
personal, cameer-criented, or otherwise — help
to focus the player. Completing a challenge

rewards your sim with challenge points, which
can be exchanged for karma powers, new outfits,
household objects, and mone. Some

are simple, such as attending a sporting event

in Moonlight Bay. Others are more complex, ke
having twins. However, all chalenges faciitate
exploration and guide you to experience every-
thing Sims 3 has to offer.

The new exchange system is sure to sate play-
ers with an endless supply of user-generated
content. From the exchange hub you can cus-
tomize a personal profie, search for products that
meet your needs, favorite items, manage your
own custom content, and more. its usefulness
ultimatedy depends on the creativity of the com-
munity, but that has never been a problem for the
series in the past.

With Sims 3, console gamers finally get a
true transiation of the gameplay that has macde
the PC entries such a hit. Engaging new con-
tent and intuitive design makes picking up
the console port of EA's digital dolihouss a
no-brainer. » Meagan VanBurkleo
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360 = PC

» Concept
Let players lead a revolution
tyrannical king

" Graphics

Albion's steampunk
update looks great,

and the characters are
hilariously foppish

» Sound

The score is rousing when it
needs to be. touching when
the action calls for it, and
unobtrusive most other times
» Playability
Lionhead has stripped controls
down to the core, which is
sometimes detrimental

#» Entertainment
There's still a lot to do in
Albion, and the package is
alluring enough to make you
want to actually do it again
and again

¥ Replay Value
High

120

able I

One hero to rule them all

e

CBATTLT 551 o0 2-player Action/PG (2-Player Online) usiiciar

onheéa ﬂnﬂu!{u October 26 ESRE M

the king,"” he was only talking about one

facet of the job. Sure, the parties can be

ic and the furnishi are isite, but
being in command of a kingdom is more of a
royal pain than anything else,

When you first start Fable Ill, you don’t get
that impression. As the youngest child of a leg-
endary hero, you've heard the vague rumblings
from the rabble that your brother, King Logan,
is a tyrannical maniac. Maybe it's the random
executions. Perhaps the high taxes and child
labor have left negative impressions on the citi-
zenry. Regardiess, those kinds of complaints are
beneath your station in life - but that changes
quickly after a tragic turn of events. Socon you're
scrambling to assemble an army. Enough is
enough! It's time for a revolution, baby!

As the prince or princess, you travel the lands
of Albion with your menter, Walter Beck. As luck
{or fate) would have it, Walter just 50 happens
to be friendly with a variety of assorted riffraff,
rebels, and revolutionaries, Those factions have
one important thing in common: They cannot
stand King Logan, and they will do whatever it
takes to overthrow him. Since you're a member
of the royal family, though, you have to win over
each of those leaders by performing acts of
hergism and doing a few favors,

Most of those missions are variations of the
typical “go here, kill this, retrieve that” formula
that we're accustomed to in our adventure
games. Fortunately, Fable Il has more than a few
tricks up its sleaves.

Fable Il is the latest example of Lionhead's
battle against cluttered interfaces. Much of the

W hen Mel Brooks said, “It's good to be

HUD has been stripped away, and combat is
similarly bare. At least, that's how it seems at
first. There are three main types of attacks in
the game - melee, firearm, magic — and each

is performed by pressing the button that's per-
manently attached to it. You coukd conceivably
get away with mashing away, but players who
time the attacks fo correspond to the action and
charge attacks at the right time are treated to
devastating finishers that show you flattening
your opponent’s head or perforating their backs
in a dramatic slow-motion closeup. | had fun with
it, but combat isn't a wildly different experience
from Fable II; you press a button, swing your
sword or cast your spell, and move on.

Other genre mainstays are tweaked sig-
nificantly, though sometimes it feels as though
Lionhead is tinkering with things simply because
it can. Character progression eschews a tradi-
tional leveling system in favor of a more literal
experience system dubbed the Road to Rule. In
the beginning, the hero faces down a winding
path that ends at the castie. Gates block your
progression, and are unlocked one by one after
completing important story-based tasks. As
players work their way through the path, they
can spend Guild Seals (essentially XF) to open
chests. Those chests contain things ke combat
upgrades, emotion packs, dyes for clothing, and
new spells. It's a nice way to present leveling
up, though it doasn't fundamentally change the
mechanics beneath such systems. The same
can be said for the player’s home base, called
the Sanctuary. Staffed by Jasper the butier
(voiced by John Cleese), it's an all-in-one visual
replacement for the various menus players usu-

ally zip through to equip gear, fast travel, and
change appearance.

Lionhead's efforts to replace abstract gaming
concepls with more literal interpretations is
interesting, but the overall effect is one of getting
a flashy paint job instead of an arguably unnec-
essary overhaul. Sure, menus are weird gamey
things, but there's a reason they work = they're
faster than walking into a virtual closst. The inter-
face doesn't take anything away, but it doesn't
add anything extra to the experience, either.

Fable llI's focus on simplicity sometimes
comes at a cost. Previously, players could
choose from a variety of different actions when
interacting with the townsfolk. Now, you're lim-
ited to random selections that represent good,
evil, and rude actions. Not being able to choose
means that my prince had to do a lot of pelvic-
grinding dance moves and games of paltty cake
with other men in order to become friends with
them. It certainly doesn’t break the game, but |
was disappointed that a game trumpeting player
choice takes a significant step backward from
Fable II's level of NPC interaction.

The story is grim at times, but that's not to
say that it isn't also one of the funniest games
of the year. The writing is top notch, and there
are at least three or four quests that rank among
my favorite missions |'ve ever played. One
highlight has the hero joining in a bickering trio's
Cungeons & Dragons-type game, complata with
hoary descriptions and every RPG cliché you
can imagine. Other times you might be asked
1o break up a doomed marriage or even Iry your
hand at acting. You'll find plenty of variety and
choices to make.



Eventually, after working through the game's
storyline (and Road to Rulg), the revolution is at
hand. After assembling an army, making a prom-
ise or two, and saving the day dozens of times,
you think that would be the end of things - you
know, pop on the crown, sit on the throne, and
callit a day. That's where you'd be wrong.

Before you take a seat on the king's chair
and doze off, Logan fills you in on a faw key
things. Albion is facing a horrible threat, and the
nation's defense is in peril. As he tells it, that's
why he had to make the tough decisions he had
to make - and be branded a tyrant because
of them,

As king, players have an accelerated year to
establish a strong defense before the invasion
comes. Thankfully, you're a hands-on leader, and
you'll occasionally exit the stuffy confines of your
castle to discover valuable artifacts and mingle
with the rifiraff. Other times, you'll have to sort
out the worst kinds of problems: other people’s
problems, Remember those promises? Well,
pecple expect you to keep them, As you hold
court, a parade of familiar faces comes in and
asks for your help - which most often comes in
the form of money. A lot of time is spent in your
court, though | found the situations that arcse
every bit as riveting as beating back highwaymen
or slaughtering groups of hobbes.,

The Fable series has always focused on
morality, and Fabile Il is no different, This time,
however, the choices are far beyond the typical

“kiss the baby or kick the baby” extremes that
we've faced in the past. My first playthrough |
was as evil as evil could be, and | broke my word
at every opportunity, Every decision | made was
born from greed, and | lined by bank account
and bought up every square inch of available
property. When the time of reckaning came, the
kingdom suffered because of my greed.

On my second attempt, | decided | would be
daddy's Ii'l angel. | went out of my way to be
good to everyona, and | kept every promise, My
advisor warned me thal popularity
would be fleeting if everyone died
becausa of the kingdom's inscl-
vency, but | didn't care. People
cheered when | entered the throne
room, and it felt great (particularty
compared to my earlier neceplion).
And wouldn't you know it? Just
about everyone died.

You can't be everything to
everyone in Albion. Some people
are going to be disappointed in
you. No easy answers exist, and
there aren't any last-second sav-
icrs to bail you out from your poor
planning. After playing through
the game twice, | know more
than ever that I'm not cut out for
public office.

Even after you “beat” the
game, new quests, locations,

and characters open up. And those decisions
you made as king? They'll affect the way the:
world looks and behaves, too. Without spoiling
anything, let's just say that when | said just about
everybody died, | wasn't kidding. From rais-

ing a family, becoming a land baron, and even
partnering up with friends locally or online, this
is the most fully realized version of Albion yet,
It's a must-play for fans of adventure or anyone
who thinks. they can run things better than those
burns in Washington. Good luck. = Jeff Cork
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W Concept

Create & fitness game around
The Biggest Loser hrand that
offers a full fitness program
and quick play optians

» Graphics

Workout locations are

bland, but character models
move fuidly

# Sound

The musc sounds like
anyihing you've heard in
standard home fimess videos
» Playability

Menu navigation is a pain,
but the body detection

is impressive

» Entertainment

Flenty of customization
options will keep you coming
back for mare

» Replay Value

High

» Concept
Sonic stars in another

mediocre racing game, this
time exclusively for Kinget

# Graphics

Courses, characters, and
cutscenes are bright

and polished

» Sound

The voice acting, laughable
metal theme somg.

and repetitive tracks

are uninspiring

» Playability

Inconsistent movement
recognition makes controlling
characters a challenge

¥ Entertainment

Tighter controls could

have made this a more
enjoyable experience

» Replay Value
Moderately low
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B|ggest Loser Ulhmate Workout

vorthy competito

Style 1-Player Lifestyle {4-player Onling] Publisher THQ Developer Blitz Game Studios Release November 4 ESRE E

hen The Biggest Loser

made its video game

debut on the Wi, it
offered a suitable workout
experience, but was overshad-
owed by the likes of best-sall-
ing titles Wii Fit and EA Sports
Actlve MNow, 'Nllh impressive

motion detection capabilities,
The Biggest Loser Ultimate
Workout takes fitness a

step further with customiz-
able workouts and robust
health features that make it a
worthy competitor.

Creating a custom fitness
program in Ultimate Workout
is easy, requiring a fitness test and usa of the
game's body analyzer that determines the inten-
sity of your program and areas to focus on. The
body analyzer is a helpful tool to keep track of
YOUr progress over the coursa of your regimen,
since it uses the Kinect camera to perform a
surprisingly accurate scan that calculates mea-
surements for neck, waist, and hips. If you're
unsatisfied with the program the game generates
for you, you can make modifications, but wading
through the menus is an exercise in frusiration

Somc Free

}
LEST I'e

or fal

Style 1 to 4-Player Racing (8-Player Onling] Publisher Sega
Developer Sonic Team Release November 4 ESREE

Riders

thanks to the questionable controller-free naviga-
fion. Thankiully, spotty movement detection only
applies to menu screens,

Ultimate Workout offers a wide variety of work-
out styles ranging from interval training 1o yoga.,
Even with mone elaborate exercises, such as get-
ting down in a plank paosition and quickly jumping
back up nto a standing pose, the Kinect camera
never lost sight of me. Your sihouette appears
alongside the trainer of your choice (either Bob
Harper or Jillian Michaels) and looks ke it's

ith a reputation of being one of the fast-

est creatures in the gaming universe,

Sonic is no stranger to the racing genre,
Hoping to emulate the success of Nintendo's
popular kart racers, Sonic's mediocre entries in
the Sonic Riders franchise consistently fall short
of winning first place. The latest attempt, Sonic
Free Riders, uses Microsoft's Kinect technol-
ogy, placing you in the Sonic universe as you
Zip around a limited numiber of courses — or at
least try to. Spotty body detection turns what
could have been a unigue racing experience

Callict & series of fings by maching
out with your right of laft arm

into a flaming wreck.
The bulk of Sonic Free
Riders is broken up
into missions, each one preceded by cutscenes
{which you should skip) featuring grating dialogue
between characters. What's worse is that you're
required to go through a calibration exercise
before every mission, which involves stand-
ing sideways as if you are on an Extreme Gear
board, and leaning back and forth to make your
way around a series of cones. As far as | could

tell, this process doesn't contribute to soliciy-

ing controls whatsoever
and only serves to delay
the action,

Missions include
standard races, timed
challenges, coin collec-
tion, trick execution, and
gaining as much air as
possible, though that's
aasier said than done,
Successfully completing
jumps and sharp tums on
more compiex tracks is
hit-and-miss, since your

covered in slime for motion
fluicity. The silhouette follows
you perfectly s you perform
moves, making it easy to com-
pare your form with the trainer.
On-screen prompts notify you i
you need to comect your form,
and the trainer provides some
verbal feedback as well. Some
of the trainer commentary fails
1o comelate with your actions; if
you leave the room for a water
break, Bob or Jilian may com-
mend you on your form. The
trainer will occasionally ask to
see how you are holding up,
providing multiple options on
screen that you can repeat
aloud. If you're feeling tired or need water, just
say so during these segments and the workout
will pause accordingty.

Other features, such as the ability to record
video diaries, a calorie counter and intake
log. lean recipes, and more make the entire
package a worthwhide fitness program. Even
though all Kinect titles offer some degree of
exercise, The Biggest Loser Ultimate Workout
gets you on the right path to a healthy
new start. » Annette Gonzalez

movements don't always register. This results

in a lot of wall grinding and unintentional trips
down side paths. Power-ups, a necessary evil
in arcade racers, are plentiful and require unique
arm movements to activate. Gestures like shak-
ing your arm in the air to ratile up a soda can for
a rocket boost or a football throw for a missle

launch don't ahways work when you neaed them
to and can cost you place in a race.

Occasionally, characters break away from
the board for mine cart, swimming, and water
skiing sequences. One characler uses a motor
bike, which requires facing forward in a squat
position. These segments are by far the most
responsive, give a true sense of speed, and
are the most fun, Unfortunately, they only make
limited appearances.

Sonic Free Riders, though an ambitious.
attermpt to bring a controller-free entry o the
racing genre, is a challenge to enjoy. Here’s a
word of advice, Sonic: Ditch the board and stick
1o your platforming roots. » Annette Gonzalez



Dance Central

1IrMonix gance

dance game genre is undeniably evolving.

Last year, Ubisoft's Just Dance made a
surprising splash on the Wi, boasting increditile
sales numbers and proving there is. still an audi-
ence for dance games. These fitles have been
mediocre at best — untd now. With Kinect's
Dance Central, Harmonix took a risk on a new
piace of technology and succeaded in creat-
ing the mast authentic and entertaining virtual
dance experience 1o date.

Dance Central tracks the movements of each
individual imb as you miror the movermnents of
your onscreen avatar. Kick with the wrong leg
or miss an arm wave and the avatar’s respec-
tive limbs will turn red to acknowledge the ermor,
Aside from a few tracking mishaps with moves
requiring rapid arm mations, the Kinect camera
was surprisingly accurate and didn't miss a beat,
even in low light. Menu navigation is equally
slick; even if this is your first time using Kinect,
the controlier-free interface feels natural and the
clean menus makes it easy to jump right into
your first routing.

Unlike Harmanix's other music offerings,
Dance Central lacks the genre-standard career
maode, and instead provides a track list broken
up into sections that increase in difficulty with
progression. Don't womy about not being able
1o make it past a sat; you cannot fail any song,
making the game accessible 1o players of all
skill leveds who want to jurnp right in. Ctherwise,
training in Dance Central's intuitive Break It Down
mode is an excellent resource 1o learn and per-
fect moves if you're shooting for high scones.

In Break It Down made, flash cards that

F rom dance pads 1o motion controllers, the

Dance Cantral offars a calorie counter that tracks total playtime and
calaries burned fos players looking for a fun workout allemative

feature move names and mages of dancer sil-
houettes are presented cn the right side of the
screen, These images” simple-yet-clear designs
make them easy to decipher at first glance,

| was usually able to guess what each move
would entail with one ook at a flash card without
a demonsiration. As the moves make multiple
appearances across routines, they become
easier 1o recognize and execute during scored
performancas. Falng a move in this mode allows
you to repeal the motion saveral times and
goes as far as letting you slow down the dem-
onstration to nal your technique, Unfortunatedy,
you'ne required 1o go through the entirety of a
s0ng's breakdown to practice a specific move.
Iwish | had access to a move
Bank where | could just focus
on moves | was struggling with
as opposed o repeatedly going
through an entire track | have
otherwise mastered,

Dance Central's track ist lends
itself well to different dance styles
offering something for everyone.
Bust out breaking moves wilh
“Don’t Sweat the Technique,” add
a lithe Spanish flavor with * Know
You Wanit Me (Calle Ocha),” pop
lock with “Safisfaction,” or kick
it old-school with “Brick Housa."
As you perform tracks, the game
takes funry snapshots during
your performance, and the screen
eventually clears showing you
instead of the avatar, promplting
you to freestyle. Other friends in

Seyle | or 2-Player Rhythm/Music Pablishér MTV Games Developer Harmonix Reléase November 4 ESRE T

the: room can join the fun during these sections,
which are instantly played back for amusing
resulis. If a friend wants to dance with you, you
can take turns completing sections of a song
and compete for the high score, but both danc-
ers can't perform simultaneoyushy.

With Dance Central, Harmonix has set the bar
for the future of dance games. lnvesting hours in
a game that rewards you for some degree of ath-
leticism and coordination is not only an incredible
wiorkout, but uitimately makes you fesl like a
better dancer in the end. Dance Central shines
among Kinect's olherwise bleak launch lineup
and is undoubtedly a step in the right direction
for the hardware, » Annette Gonzalez

¢ . |
Players intérested in croating their own svatars ane out of luck.
‘¥ou can sedect from a pre-generated bunch

8.15 7

» Concept

A dance game unlike anything
you've ever experenced

% Graphics

Avatars and stages are
palished and detailed.

Danoe lash cards are gasy

to decipher

» Sound

More than 30 dance tracks
cater to a wide range of styles
from cld school to new to get
your body moving

» Playability

Kinect is responsive to full
body movements and menu
navigation. You may need o
rearrange your living room for
optimized dance space

» Entertainment

An authentic and fun dance
experience that will keep you
coming back for mare

» Replay Value
High
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Wii

» Concept

Retro Studios revives the
Donkey Kong Country series
and makes it better than ever

DK

| e

» Graphics

Gorgeous characters and
stages from beginning

1o end, with some
awesome silhouetied areas
sprinkled throughout

» Sound

Familiar tunes are updated,
and the new tracks

fit perfectly

» Playability

Shaking the Wil remote to
roll can be frustrating, but
i's a rare blemish in a near-
perfect experience

» Entertainment

One of the best platiormers
ever made, and it certainly
resides amongst the Wii's
top titles

» Replay Value
Moderately High

he Donkey Kong Country series on SNES
is remembered more for its graphical
achievements than anything else. Donkey
Kong may have featured the most attractive
character modets of the 16-bit era, but Mario
always held the gameplay crown, Flash forward
three conscle generations, and DK and Mario
have both received 20 returns to form, MNew
Super Mario Bros. Wil was fantastic, but Donkey
Keong Country Returns manages to push
the simian above his plumber rval in vidually
every category.
Awave of nostalgia swept over me when |
booted up Donkey Kong Country Retums. You'll

A e tash

W o
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onkey Kong C

orig

ountry Returns

Style 1 or 2-Player Platlorm Publisher Nintendo Developer Retro Studios Release November 21 ESRE E

heear familiar tunes as you bust out of your jungle
i, and before long you're collecting bananas,
snagging red balloons, and teaming up with your
pal Diddy. Many will buy this game for the nos-
talgia value alone, but as | progressed, | realized
that the merits of gameplay camy the adventure
more than anything elsa. This could have been
stripped of recognizable characters and renamed
Steve the Gorlla’s BananaQuest and | would
have enjoyed it just as much.

It's not all fan senvice. You won't see the
Kremiings, the only animal you'll be iding is
Rambi the rhino, and appearances from DK's
family memibers are kept to a bare minimum.

Rather than bombard fans with famikiar faces
and gameplay elements, Retro focuses on pre-
santing new and dramalic scenanios. Mine cart
levels werz a staple from the original tilogy, but
now they are far more exciting than ever. In one
“don’t you dare blink™ moment, your cart bashes
through a giant egyg and causes it to roll down
the track. As the egg spins through the level, you
remain in your cart, avoiding rocks that break
through the shell (and the holes they leave) as
you loop around insicke. For this entire segment,
you have to be aware of the environment outside
of the egg while simultanecusly making sure you
jump its cracks as they approach you,

These mine cart levels left me breathiess, but
thay're not the cnly stages that cause that effect.
Youl'l eutrun a wall of nsects as they attempt to
eat you, scale the insides of a volcano as lava
rapidly rises, and pilot a barel rocket through a
cave as a giant bat shoots sonar at you, As you
progress, you'll breathe a heavy sigh of relief
every fime you amive at a checkpoint.

Donkey Kong Couniry games have never been
a walk in the park, but Returns is easily the hard-
est in the senes” history. Many of the later stages
had me burning through 15-plus Iives before |
reached the end, but never due to cheapness.
You just need to hone your platforming skills, be
patient, and pay attention. After beating them
once, | found | could usually go through the
toughest levels without dying thanks to all the
time | had spent practicing the vanous maneuvers
needad to avoid traps and enemies.

My joumney through the eight worlds wasn't
without a few minor issues. Shaking the Wi
remote to roll isn't as responsive as the clas-
sic method, and can send you off a ciff if the
Wii detects an unintentional shake. Having a



‘The siliouetted stages are among the most visally striking
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KIrby's EpIC Yarn

A cuter Kirby that all gamers can enjoy

w Concept

Somehow make fluffball
Kirby even cuter by turning
him and his surroundings
into craftworks

» Graphics

The siripped-down style of
Kirby's various fabrics and
some amazing fog/ootton
effects make for one of the
best-looking games on

the Wik

» Sound

Grating scueaky notses from
Kirby and Prince Fludf are
worth putting up with for the
fun, upbeat soundtrack

» Flayability

A classic, simple 2D platiormer
control scheme using a single
Wii remote means virtually
anybody should be able to
pack it up

» Entertainment
FPantastic level design and

Style 1 or 2-Mayer Platforming Publisher Nintendo Developer Good-Feel/HAL Laboratory Release October 17 ESRE E

a constant flow of inventive
new ideas make for a | pemertomer
satisfying experience r_ COLE
¥ Replay Value
Moderate he debate over whether or not Nintendo

has abandoned its hardcore fans in favor

of the new casual market has been raging
for years, and Kirby's Epic Yam is the latest
first-party release sure to stoke the fire of that
undying argument. This isn't the textbook
example of an overly cute, just-for-kids game
that it might look like, though. Kirby's latest
adventure is a perfect reminder of what a
Nintendo game is at its best: something anyone
can appraciate that leavas planty of room for
skill and mastery.

Kirbyy fans wil notice two big changes in

Epic Yam. Firstly, because of his change into
yarn form, Kirby has: lost the ability to suck up
enemies. This has been replaced with a useful

or grab onto patches. Secondly, though previous.

Second Opinion 9.5

On the video game cuteness scale, Kirby's Epic Yarn achieves the designation
“capable of instilling unadulterated joy into any soul.” Case in paint: When |

close my eyes to reflect on it, 1 see Kirby sliding down a pastel-colored rainbow
singing 1 love you, Reinerl” as a festive Charlie Brown-like piano melody rings
out. Watching a ball of yam unravel and transform into a dragon is mesmerizing
in its own right. but seeing how Nintendo sews this fiber into gameplay is where
Kirby's Epic Yarn really impresses. Epic Yamn reminds me more of a great Mario
platiormer than it does a traditional Kirby game. The action moves at a brisk pace,
mixing skillful platforming with creative yam-based interactions - be it pulling
apart an enoemy at the seams with Kirby or deep sea diving as a dolphin, The
design choice to not let Kirby die at any point didn't bother me at all. In fact. it's
brilliant; everyone can get through the game. but anly skilled players will be able
1o get gold medals. With riotous cooperative play and classic platforming that will
make Super Nintendo fans weak in the knees, Kirby's Epic Yarn is one of the best
experiences you'll find on Wii. » Andrew Reiner
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whip/lasso that he wses to unwind his opponents

Kirby games tended to be extremely sasy, Epic
‘Yam maintains a surprising difficulty balance.
Although Kirby and co-op buddy Prince Fluff
can't actually die, making the gamea breezy for
anyone who wants to rush through it, you'll have
to spend time mastering each level if you want to
see all the game has to offer.

As Kirby progresses through a level, he collects
beads by unraveling enemies and uncover-
ing secrets. The beads are tallied at the end of
each amea, and you're awarded medats (and
sometimes open up bonus levels if you did well
enough). Collecting beads isn't all you need to
worry about - keeping them in your possession
is an even greater challenge. Like Sonic and his
rings, whenever Kirby is hit by an enemy or falls
into a pit, he drops a massive number of his
precious collectibles.

The tight platforming becomes tricky enough
that the tension of trying to hold onto a huge
stash of beads feels dangerous, even if you
cannot technically fail the leved. Nintendo seems
to have discoverad a very elegant solution for
brickging the gap between casual and hardcore
here. Less intense gamers can dift through
levals, taking hits and receiving smaller rewards,
while others can find a challenge in leaming the
levels well encugh to end with a full pocket of
beads. Beating the game is a refatively painless
task, but getting 100 percent will take dedication
and skill.

You'll want to go for that full completion and
miakie Sure you see everything, though, Epic
Yam is bursting at the seams with original ideas
that make each new level a defightful discovery.
One moment, | was pulling at a loose thread that

crunched the background together and moved
a far-away platform closer. Then | transformed
into a tank to biow the crap out of woodand
creatures with motion-controlled yarn missiles.
Then it was on to UFO saucer mode, whera |
had to suck up enough enemies and items to
power up my destructive electrical storm. Even
the underwater levels ended up making me smile
when Kirtyy and Prince Fluff were changed into:
dolphin form,

Kirby also features a two-plaver co-op mode.
The risk/reward balance for adding a buddy
reminds me of New Super Mario Bros. Wi and
LittleBigPlanet. Hidden treasures and beads
are easier 10 access with a friend to 1oss over
1o them, but throwing your partner into a pit
remains a constant temptation, even if you'll
lose progress. The only downside to letting
someona play as Princa Fluff is that you'll kely
accidentally grab your co-op partner on occa-
sion when trying to lasso an enemy or a button in
he enwvironment.

Honestly, the only crowd that | can imagine not
enjoying Kirby is jaded gamers who are too cool
for something so whimsical. Maybe they didn't
grow up with the equally family-friendly Nintendo
games of the ‘80s and '90s, or maybe they've
just forgotten their roots amidst the constant flow
of first-person shooters and gory action games.
Whatever the case, they’re missing out on a col-
orful, unique game that reminds me of why | fell
in love with gaming back on my NES: imagina
tion, challenge, and fun, » Phil Kollar

Check oot & vidao of Refnar and Pl playing through & few levels
of Kirby's Epic Yan af www. gameinformer. com/imag
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» Concept

Anaother astounding handheld
adventure from the team
that brought you Chains

of Olympus

» Graphics

I'had no idea the PSP was
capable of this. The gorgeous
visuals, fuid action, and cool
cinematics are all impressive
» Sound

Mo surprises here = solid
voice work, an epic musical
score, and lots of scquishy
blood sounds

» Playability

The sheulder bution dodge
still makes me wish for
another analog stick, but
everything else feels great

» Entertalnment

This is pure God of War,

but smaller

¥ Replay Value

Moderately High
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God of War: Ghost of Sparta

Kratos

hether he's scaling titans, traversing
W the underworld, or kiling gods, Kratos
is defined by his epic exploits. Whan
Ready at Dawn released Chains of Olympus
for PSP in 2008, the studio proved that thesa
larger-than-fife deeds can be packed onto
a small screen while retaining God of War's
signature style. Even in light of that accomplish-
ment, Chains of Olympus looks like a practice
run compared to Ghost of Sparta. From the
dynamic combat to the cool story, every aspect
of this follow-up has been enhanced, creating
an experience that is more than just “good for a
PSP garme.” Ghost of Sparta is a standout entry
in an already amazing franchisa.
After appearing in four games spanning three
consoles, you'd think Kratos would have run
out of ways to keep his repertoire interesting.
Instead, Ghost of Sparta has some of my favorite
combat innovations in the series to date, like the
acidition of a fire meter underneath the standard
health and magic bars. This ability allows you

pic handheld ¢

Shrle I P’Jayer .l\ctwn Publisher Sony Gompuler Lnlertmnment Developer Fteady .l\l Dmn Studm L

to set Kralos' blades
ablaze, which deals
more damage and
plants delayed-blast
explosives with certain
strikes. Even better, the
meter recharges rapicly,
s0 the flames are an
ever-prasant aspect of
your strategy. God of
War Il had a similar idea,
where a bar for items
like: the fire bow replen-
ished, but the key dif-
ference here is that the
flames aren't a separate weapon; they are just
an augmentation to your normal attacks, which
makes it easy and fun to integrate the power into
your combaos.

The other cone fighting mechanics are familiar,
but the tweaks go a long way toward improving
gameplay. A new run-and-tackle move makes
Kratos feel more brutal and maneuverable than
ever, and the spear/shield weapon is a great
addition to the arsenal. My bigaest complaint -
and this is a holdover from Chains of Olympus -
is that mapping the evade roll to the two
shoulcler buttons still feels clumsy and unrefiable.
Also, | found that large enemies, Bke a cyclops,
can block your view of Kratos and smaller foes,
making it difficult to see and react to the action in
some encounters. However, these are small con-
cems when weighed against the layers Ready at
Dawn has added to the formula.

For al of the blade-slinging, Ghost of Sparta’s
story is what surprised me the most. Set
betwesn the first and second games, the seem-
ingty forgotten plotline about Kratos' brother
(teased in the special features of the original God
of War) takes canter stage. | won't run armything
by going into details, but | was impressed how

Button prompes for the minsgames ane.
aff on the edges of the screen, 5o the
artion takes center stage

connacted this storyline feels to the rest of the
seres. Events that are later referenced in God of
War ll, along with a handful of visual cues (ke
the design of Kratos' god ammor in the second
game) make it feel ke this adventure was built
into the mythology from the beginning.

Ghast of Sparta doesn't have ary mind-biow-
ing moments of sheer magnitude ke the console
entries, but it compensates with a handful of cool
special sequances that fill in parts of Kralos® hig-
tory and character. Watching him train alongside
hig brother as a child and strut through Sparta as
the newly ascended god of war show a side of
Kratos that is more than shouting and stabbing,
Though the spactacle is obviously diminished
when compared to the PS3 entry, Ghost of
Sparta stl amazes with its visual quality and
unigque contextual sequences that break up the
action, If you thought Chains of Olympus was
pushing the limits of what the PSP could accom-
plish, you'll be blown away by what Ready at
Dawn has done here, This isn't an optional side-
story; Ghost of Sparta is a must-play for God of
War fans. » Joe Juba




Mario vs. Donkey Kong:
Mini-Land I\/Iayhem
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¥ Concept

Streamline the pu=de
mechanics from MvDE 2 and
build upan Some concepls
from last year's DSi-only entry
Minis March Again

» Graphi
The wind-up minifigures are
as cute as ever. Look out for
the new Mini Pauling

¥ Ssund
A great mix of new songs and
remixes of old Mario tunes

wyability
The focus on manipulating
the environment rather than
controlling Yy mini action
s quite welcome

¥ Entertainment

Wihile this leans a little
towards the easy side,
constantly changing gimmicks
keep it interasting

» Replay Value

Moderately High
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6.25 | Pac-Man Party
Platform Wii Release December 16 ESRE E10+

Pac-Man Party isn't a raging bash,
but it’s something to do on a Thursday
night while you wait for your weekend

plans to roll around. The game's
catalog of random events might cause
some uproar among your friends,
and its inconsistent minigames will
result in uneven applause. This means
that Pac-Man Party might not be the
most exciting game fo pull out at your
own parly, but with arcade classics
like Pac-Man, Galaga, and Dig Dug
included on the disc, [ can’t really turn
my nose up at it. — Ben Reeves

6.75 | Sengoku Basara:
Samurai Heroes

Platform P53 » Wil Release October 12 ESRET

It may be unapologetic in its aping
of the long-running Dynasty Warriors
series, but it does manage to inject
its own quirky personality into the
formula. If slaughtering hundreds of
identical soldiers didn't get old to you
in Koei's series, you'll find plenty to
like here. However, Sengoku Basara
isn’t the place to look if you want
depth and strategy in your action
games. — Dan Ryckert

130 the score

7 | Invizimals
Platform PSP Release October 12
ESRE E10+
The novelty of augmented
reality gameplay made
passible by the packed in
PSP camera impresses for the
first couple of hours in Sony's
take on Pokémon, but then
you realize it's just a shallow
cycle of capturing, battling,
and strange live action
cutscenes. — Bryan Vore

4 | PokéPark: Pikachu's
Adventure

Platform Wii Release November | ESREE

This game should only be
played by young Pokémaniacs
wiho will be too busy drooling
over their favorite Pokémon
in 3D to realize that there
are way better Wii games to
play. Anybody else will be too
frustrated by the unintuitive
control scheme and sub-par
N64 presentation to squeeze
out any enjoyment, If you
have any integrity you'll just
hold out for Pokémon Black
or White. — Tim Turi

4.5 | Fighters Uncaged

Platform 360 Release November 4 ESRET

Amid the cuddly animals and
family friendly sports compilation
titles that are part of Kinect's launch
lineup, AMA Studios wanted to go
in a different direction by delivering
a title aimed toward the hardcore.
Unfortunately this fighter’s lack of
precision does nothing to make you
feel like a bona fide badass. Poor
motion tracking makes playing
through Fighters Uncaged feel like
the physical equivalent of button
mashing — Aail your arms and legs in
the most ridiculous way possible and
hope your attacks follow through.

Annette Gonzalez

4.5 | Saw |I: Flesh & Blood

Platform PS3 + 360 Belease October 19 ESRE M

Last year's title was @ messy new
entry in the dwindling survival horror
genre, but at least it had potential
for improvement. Unfortunately, the
second game fails to polish any of the
concepts. Saw Il doesn't just take a
step backwards from the first game -
it performs a reverse swan dive off a
balcony into a swimming pool filled
with razor blades. — Tim Turi

Visit gameinformer.com/mag for the full reviews
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Are You a Naughty
or Nice Gamer?

The holiday season is upon us, and it’s time to contemplate
the important things in life. No, not your family, your health,
world peace, or any of that stuff — we're talking about presents!
Because we here at Game Informer still wholeheartedly and
completely believe in Santa Claus (despite what some spread-
ers of dangerous misinformation - a.k.a. Joe Juba - have been
whispering to us), we know that the guality of the loot you
receive depends on how naughty and/or nice you've been in
the last calendar year. As you might expect, Santa pays partic-
ular attention to your gaming-related behavior. Take this quiz to
find out whether you’re a naughty or nice gamer, and what kind
of present you can expect under the tree this year.

- Where do you get your games? ¢ Tweet on your iFhone
2 d. Go o the kitchen fora new bag of
. A big box retailer

b. A specialty game store thocwos
<. | download pirated games 7. Does
z . your Kbox Live Gamertag

4. A clazamane’s locker include any of the following: “xxx",
2. A teammate steals your kill. Do you: "RO7, N2, o T0RaTR

&. Sarcastically congratulate them on 8. In your gaming career how many

their mad skills in voice chat controllers have you broken?

b. Grumble to yourself and continue on a0

€. Quit in a fit of rage h 1-3

d. Sheot them in the back of the head e 3-7

::i:;:bag their corpse, score be P —

: 9. Who's your favorite classic Nintendo
3. Who do like best: Shadow the character?

Hedgehog, Silver the Hedgehog, or

Sonic the Werehog? a. Mario
b. Wario

4. Do you send out Farmville invites on c. Luigi

Facebook? d. Waluigi

5. Two part question: a) Have you ever 10. An enemy drops some loot in
cheated in a Gamerscore contest with Borderlands, you:
a co-worker, then called it off after you

caught a. Take more for yourself, but still leave
g::“ to h::ﬂ!mﬁﬁ‘l:mm some good stuff for your buddies
Dan Ryckert? Answer Yes or No. b. Dole it out to your party based on
the greater good of the team
¢, Grab all the loot, then kill your
8 3 MrC e e ax tmpocfi -

a. Listen intently
b. Mercilessly pistol whip the NPC
.

Scorecard

Add wp all points. Individual point scores are awarded
for each answer.

B-1,C-50-6
2A=2B8=1,C=3D=5
3. Trick question! If you like any of thesa characlers
award yourself 10 points
4. If you answered “Yes," add 10 points. If “No," sub-
tract 1 paint
5. A) M you answered “Yes,” add 10 points. B) if you
answered "Yes,” add 1,000 points
6.A-1,B-6,C-10,0-3
7. If you answered yes, add 10 points to your score.

Also, seriously take a look at yoursalf in the mirror. Is
this how you want to spend your life?

B.A-0,B-3,C-60D-8
9.A-1,B-50C-4,0-1,000
10.A-4B-1C-7

Results

4 Points — The Nicest

You are such a good [boy/girltransgender person]!
Santa is 50 proud of you. In fact, he got you one of
those fancy new thin LED HDTVs and the game system
of your choice.

5-9 points — Pretty Darn Good

You're not perfect, but who i57 Either way, Santa still
thinks you're pretty. In fact, he brought you a sackful of
all this year's hottest game releases.

10-19 - Okay, But You're Pushing It

In homor of your middie-of-the-road behavior, Santa's
giving you the warld’s great noncommittal present - a
gift certificate!

20-29 — Watch It, Buddy

Santa’s onto you! Don't even think about trying it. Here,
take this GBA. No, not the goad GBA, the original one
where the screen wasn't even backlit

30+ Problem Child

You got a 307! Listen punk, Santa shouldn't give you
amything, but since he's such a nice guy here are some
random back issues of Top Cow's Tomb Raider comic
Dok,

1000+ Okay, WTF, Kid?
WHAT 77 1000777 Forget about presents, be glad
Santa doesn't call the cops!
2000+ STOP! PUT YOUR HANDS
ABOVE YOUR HEAD!
You are Dan Ryckert. Do not move. We have already
called the authorities. Any sudden movement will be
interpreted as a hostile action.

p— L
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