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The Art of the
First Level

've known many a great developer over my

time at Game Informer, so sadly | can’t remem-

ber exactly who | should attribute this sage
advice to (if | had to guess, it would be design
legend Mark Cerny), but I'll try to paraphrase it
to the best of my ability.

Make every other level in a game, then make
your first level once you have mastered all the
nuances of your design and completely under-
stand the essence of your game experience,
as the first level sets the table for everything to
come. As the cliché states, “There is only one
chance at a first impression.”

This statement comes from the late “90s in the
age of PlayStation, when games still had “levels”
and triple-A game development didn’t require
months - if not years - of preproduction. The
particulars of the message may not entirely align
with today’s high-budget products, but the main
thrust of it is still relevant, and | can’t imagine a
day when the lesson doesn’t have value.

The art of the first level most certainly isn’t lost,
but | believe the demands of big-publisher mar-
keting and a desire to have “mass appeal” in a
world of casual gamers, have created an environ-
ment where opening scenes aren’t an introduc-
tion to a world where gamers can discover and
explore, but a series of tutorial exercises that far
too often bore or handhold to an absurd degree.

When Halo first had me look up or down to set
whether inversion was true or false, | gasped at
how such a simple idea had escaped video game
creation for so many years. It was an elegant
solution to address a jarring mechanic like game
settings in a subtle way so that gamer never had
to break narrative or exit the world in those crucial
beginning moments when a gamer is birthed into
his or her new pixelated paradise.

It's been over a decade since that eureka
moment, yet games still have a love affair with
explaining every X, triangle, or red button; driven
home in a series of mundane tasks bulging with
jarring instruction boxes or insipid dialogue.

| love that gaming has gone mainstream, but are
gamers now considered so dumb that we can’t
be left to our own means to find and discover the
powers that the circle button or left trigger can
unleash? Is opening a door or jJumping over a
chasm that difficult of a concept to grasp?

Don’t get me wrong, some developers out
there are getting it right, but far too many get it
wrong. Until the gaming industry finds a better
way to bring games to life and engage the gamer
in those opening moments, we will always be
cutting the game experience short from the very
second we hit start.
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Darksiders Im L

The horseman Death rallies to avenge his broth-
er’s honor in this follow up to Vigil’s breakout hit,
Darksiders. In this sequel the overworld is more |
expansive, the side quests are more varied,anda |
detailed Ioat systern will have players constantly on'

i T

the hunt for n ‘gw ways to |mpmve their hero
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o Feedback
Commander Shepard’s
dreamy hunkiness, the ever-
popular military FPS genre,
and Rift's MMO charms are
hot topics with our readers
this month.

12 Connect
Get a full-color, two-page
sneak peak at one of the art
pieces picked as an Into the
Pixel winner this year, from a
little studio called Valve.

56 Previews
Do you want to learn things
about BioShock Infinite and
Modern Warfare 37 Yes, yes
you do.

82 Reviews
Sometimes, sequels are
uninspired cash-in prod-
ucts. Other times, they're
amped-up expansions of an
already-great idea. Infamous
fans should be happy with
the direction Sucker Punch
chose. by Andrew Reiner
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_ feedback@gameinformer.com

This month in Feedback, read-

ers discuss the role of mobile
gaming in the industry, select
their favorite military first-per-
son shooters, praise Rift's dif-
ferences from WoW, and lament
the ill-timed release of Portal 2
(for some, anyway).

A Commanding Cover
| just wanted to say kudos to whoever did issue
217's Mass Effect 3 cover art. | looked like Ralph
getting his first Red Rider BB gun as my mom
handed me the latest issue. | caught a glimpse
of Commander Shepard at first, then turned
the issue around to reveal an enormous fleet of
Reapers ravaging Earth. Of course, Commanader
Shepard does not even look scared.
Christian
Farmington, IA

| wanted to say how happy | was to see the

May cover of Game Informer, featuring the

sexiest video game character ever, Commander

Shepard. Not only am | an extreme fan of the ME

series, but | was blown away at what me and

my friends are calling the sexiest Game Informer

cover ever! Yes, | have a crush on Commander

Shepard and | am not embarrassed to say so.
Christina Wedzik

Hemet, CA

You might want to take a cold shower,
Christina. BioWare recently announced that
Mass Effect 3 has been delayed into early
2012, so you’ll have a few more months
before you’re reunited with your hunky hero.
If the promise of a better final game doesn’t
get you through the extra wait, just remem-
ber that distance makes the heart grow
fonder - even if your dream guy is fictional.

On The Brink

F--- you guys. | love ya'll so much and truly take
your reviews and info to heart. But when the May
issue of Gl arrived at my house and | looked at
the cover and saw Mass Effect instead of Brink,
| was heartbroken. | know you guys have certain
requirements for the games you cover, but there
has to be something ya'll could include about
Brink. Either way, keep up the good work!
Chris Dixon
‘Achille, OK
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I've been a subscriber since April, and I've only
had one disappointment so far. I'm sure I'm one
of the 10 people in America who is really excited
for the release of Brink, and every month I've
looked forward to any new information about the
game. So far I've only seen a huge ad for it, and
| would really love more on it before | buy it. Are
you guys planning anything? Anyways, keep up
the good work!

Trevor Dickson

Syracuse, UT

We have to hand it to Brink fans: At least
they’re polite. If you want to see how Brink
stacks up to the other shooters on the
market, check out our review on page 86.

Broken Record
| just want you to know that you four guys set-
ting the Guinness World Record for the longest
gaming marathon [Game Informer Editors
Smash Their Way Into The Record Books, issue
217] has inspired me. Three of my friends and |
are going to attempt to play Zombies mode on
Black Ops for 42 hours straight. | just wanted
you to know that you inspired me!

Jonathan Weldin

Cove City, NC

Congratulations on making your way into
Guinness. That said, you are an insult to gamers
everywhere. When gamers endeavor to accom-
plish epic feats of endurance and skill, they
should fuel themselves with Cool Ranch Doritos,
M&Ms, and Hot Pockets — not strawberries,
which you can clearly see on a blue plate on the
ottoman. So, why strawberries?

Alexis Italia

Omaha, NE

Even the most hardcore gamers can
succumb to scurvy, Alexis. But fear not:
Despite a nutritious snack or two along the
way, our quartet ate more than their share
of junk food during the marathon. Seriously,
it was disgusting.

Yep, You're A Weirdo

Maybe you guys can answer a question for
me. All my friends make fun of me and call
me a weirdo because | use an inverted control
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scheme while playing shooting games. Does this
make me a gaming weirdo, or are my friends just
idiots and a lot of people use inverted controls?
Oh, and Ben should be promoted to God. He is
the greatest!
Randy Pullen
Rio Vista, TX

While inverted controls have become less

‘popular over the years (you’re not piloting

an airplane, after all), using them doesn’t
make you a weirdo - thinking Ben is the
greatest does.

A Breed Apart

Obviously, Rovio executive Peter Vesterbacka’s
comment that “consoles are really a dying
breed” (The Big Questions, issue 217) proves
that he doesn't play video games. | understand
his defense of his company’s game, but mobile
games are still casual experiences. The power
afforded to consoles and PCs allows develop-
ers to create fully realized worlds that draw the
player in and make them feel like they are part
of the story. While Angry Birds may be fun and
popular, mobile games are far from reaching
the level of immersion and player interaction
that consoles and PCs allow. | doubt any one of
those players feels a personal connection to the
birds they're flinging into buildings.

Aaron Bass

via email

We received more than a few letters from
readers upset over Vesterbacka’s com-
ments, and while we agree that consoles
aren’t going anywhere soon, there’s no
denying that mobile games fill a void that
consoles and traditional handhelds don't.
Hardcore gamers may scoff at the trivial
nature of mobile games, but as long as they
entertain players in a way larger experi-
ences don’t, they will remain important to
the future of gaming.

Respect For Rift

| thoroughly enjoyed reading Adam Biessener’s
“Rift's Compelling Case For Your MMO
Allegiance” article (issue 217). The element that
stuck out most was his candid point of view.
It's apparent that he was not influenced by the
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massive amounts of money WoW has made,
or the millions of players currently subscrib-
ing. Most articles | read make a point to men-
tion out-of-game elements that make WoW
petter than other games, but Adam stuck to
the bare-bone gaming facts, and | applaud his
honest approach.

Matthew Porter
Orange, CA

| have to say your article on Rift is one of the

best I've read in a long time. | played World of

Warcraft for many years and just stopped this

month due to the lack of content in Cataclysm.

| have to agree | enjoyed the game and the new

content when it came out, but after three or

four months of play, the game seemed to be

the same thing over and over. As for Rift, | just

started playing and while it does take some get-

ting used to, overall your article was right on the

money. Joining with other players is what makes

it fun, and despite the fact that I'm a noob, |

have yet to be kicked or told to leave. I'm not

sure how long Rift will hold me and | may even

go back to WoW sometime in the future, but for

now Rift is a solid game, and | would tell anyone

who is tired of the grind in WoW to give it a try.
Ray Robinson

Duarte, CA

Z A A A S S AP A LSS A

INDUSTRY

Short Answers to

Readers’ Burning
Questions

“Is it just me, or did you guys just
reuse a whole bunch of stuff for
the May issue that you had used
in a previous issue?!”

It’s you.

“How do you spell Claire
McCaskill's name?”

Claire McCaskill.

“Can | get a Ben Reeves shirt to
show my friends how cool | am?”

Nice try, Ben.

Patently False:

Several readers wrote in claiming
that sexually explicit player cards
in Black Ops are protected by the

U.S. Constitution.

They are not.

Quantified!

Of the continued letters we
received this month regarding the
casting of the Uncharted movie,
the majority nominated Drake’s
voice actor, Nolan North, as their
favored candidate.

Worst News Tip Of
The Month:

“Dear gameinformer i figured out
finally how to email you guys for
feedback yessss.”

-11-. Hl;_r:.‘f___ H%ﬁr}?‘? }} ":." __,;..".-" ?‘x“wﬁ-';fc’
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(Left) Ben was at his
coolest while sipping drinks
with Activision’s Vanessa
Vanassin, Beenox's Mathieu
Tremblay, and Activision’s
Kevin Umbricht inside of

an ice castle in Quebec.
{Right) He was less cool
when confronted with the
waitresses of Austin’s Bone
Daddy’s House of Smoke

restaurant.

continued on page 8
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AN NEs  Favorite Military FPS
EEEEEEEEEN In issue 217, we asked readers what their
EEEEEEENEEN favorite military FPS franchise is. After
EEEEEEEEER discounting the fans who answered Halo
EEEEEREERR (that’s a sci-fi shooter, not military), the

results were clear. Despite most readers
EEEEEEEEER

assuming CoD would easily win, Battlefield

: : ; ; : ; ; ; ; ; received more votes than any other fran-
EEEEEEEEES chise. Here are some of the responses.
S REERRERERE
EEENEENEREN | think it is obvious that Call Of Duty is the best
IEREENREERE FPS franchise of all time. Every Call Of Duty is
: i : : E i i 2 i 2 better than the one before it. Awesome graphics,
e EEEREES easy (?Dﬂ’[l’DlS. amazmg campaign str::me_s, and an
B D EEEEEEE unbelievable multiplayer experience are just a few
I B EEEEEEREE of the many reasons that | buy every Call Of Duty
EENEEEEEEESE game as soon as it comes out.
B R REEREBERERE DR Matthew Prestage
I EEEENRE
;;ELQEEQLL
"R R E IEEE g.;,g @- e No contest. Brothers In Arms has one of the best Too CQOI FOI‘ SChOOI?
EENEEREREED® video game story lines I've ever experienced, and gl .
P EEEEER . R some of the best gameplay as well. All the other [ think it would bg fair to say that a goqd cl_m_nk )i Porte_ﬂ fans are
EEEENEEEEE tactical shooters I've played have been clunky college students, like myself. Do you think it is really fair of Valve 1':{:-
mheforjosaadord ot and slow, but BIA made it smooth and easy to release Portal 2 right before college finals? I want to be able to enjoy
EmmmmmEEEE O O O e T the the game without having to sacrifice my grades. I understand that a
EEEEEENENE = ~ : | . : : . . ;
EEEEEEEEEE developers visiting real locations. Awe-inspiring certain amount of self control is I'eCILIII’ECi in these situations, and I'm
EREEREEREN detail mixed with characters | actually want ;[ID holding off until the end of the semester to play the game at all. But at
ERENENENED know, and great gameplay put BIA above a tom-
B Mass Effect 3 Exctement 35% other competitors. the same time, feel like Valve is being mcon;;d;;a&le ’f[a their ctlﬂsj 10 S
% Favorite Military FPS Franchise 26% st Wl ers with Portal 2's release date. Do you guys at game publis
3 Mobile Games Signaling | ers should keep things like school schedlﬂes in mind when setting
Armageddon 17% There is a developer that captures war in such an release dates? _
B Fron-To-Play Discontent 4% incandescent way that | have been enraptured : _
S Iay_ I for countless hours. Their power comes from G | Jake Summers
AR 5ol FESCOson 2 scale. Planes flying overhead, strafing and bomb- | West Chester, PA
& Constitutional Matters 4% ing; tanks rolling across massive deserts; snipers -

pulling off headshots from what seems like miles g ; 7
away: paratroopers landing behind enemy bases Publishers have enough financial and scheduling demands to

wreaking havoc; houses and buildings collapsing worry about without throwing your finals into the mix. On the
withisiy oo ot Eover beng cerolsher o bright side, if your professor grades on a curve, then you should

QIIOBH you sprint away. War was never brought so close ;
Of mo;llonﬂl' to home, and we owe it all to DICE. Competitors benefit from all the Portal 2 fans that lacked your self control.
i make great games, but Battlefield is a step Unless your college course involves portal technology, in which
Which do you prefer: competitive above all the others. '
multiplayer or co-op, and why? Alex Xi case youre prohahly sc;*ewed.
2 AP S A I SIS G AT Al A TR AT TS A o F AT P P AT S AT 8 T T ol Y A H A i Pl A SIS S A7 AT S el

(Left) Tim poses with
Square Enix’s Yuusuke
Matsui, Isamu Ka-
mikokuryo, Motomu
Toriyama, and Yoshinori
Kitase during his recent trip
to Japan to see FF XIII-2.
(Right) Tim also had his
picture taken with a life-
sized Cactuar — they didn't
have the heart to tell him
that it's not real. ..

B = e e & . - ~ AN AP IN 1T _ '\ continued on page 10
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Enter the Game Informer
Reader Art Contest. All you
need to do is draw, paint,
scratch, spit, or carve the
best darn art you can think
of and send it to us. Please
include your name, phone
number, and return address.
If you're the monthly winner,
we'll feature your work in

Gl and you'll receive a video
game prize from the Game
Informer vault. All entries
become the property of
Game Informer and can’t
be returned.

Game Informer
Reader Art Contest
724 1st SL N,

3rd Floor

Mpls, MN 55401

continued from page 8

(Left) Annette enjoys the
francophone life with Ubisoft’s
Sarah Irvin and Rayman Origins
team members Michel Ancel,
Céline Tellier, and Loic Gounon.
(Middle) Readers Chance
Gibbs, Jerry Wang, and Ben
Garringer toured the Gl offices
after placing the winning bids
on our Play for Japan charity
auctions. Thanks for helping
out, guys! (Right) Adam
hangs out with Twins catcher
and MLB 11: The Show cover
model Joe Mauer.

10 feedback

BNNER 1 Madeline Rauch - | don’t remember
Amaterasu laying eggs in Okami, but I'd imagine they d

he at least this cool if she did 2 Frankie Perez If
you're going to go on a stroll through the woods, the for-
est full of man-eating trees probably isn’t your best option
3 Nicole Greer Journey is about two monks trying to
stand on top of a tower the longest so they can win a Jeep
Grand Cherokee 4 Lamar Wells As he grows older,
Mega Man’s mission is less about Killing robot masters and
more about keeping bats out of his pantry
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PSN’s Problems Could Be ;

% Just the Beginning
//// O )

Ll
NOTABLES

-
(=]

QRO poUs) < or 25 consecutive days starting on April 19, Sony’s PlayStation

Network was shut down due to what the company calls an “"external
intrusion.” Millions of gamers worldwide were deprived of the
network’s services, and the possibility of users’ account and credit card
top fen: ir-game rewards info being stolen — and Sony’s response to the situation — created wide-
interview: chris hecker spread fear and anger. Currently Sony doesn’t know who was behind the

the incredible shrinking pg attack, but the damage has already been done.
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¢"% ince nobody has claimed direct responsibil-
% ity for the attack, the exact motives for the
security breach remain unclear. Perhaps it was
simply thievery. Or maybe the ideals espoused
by the internet collective Anonymous against
Sony created critical momentum for what culmi-
nated in PSN’s outage. In the past, Anonymous
has attacked the websites of major credit card
companies and opponents of WikiLeaks over
general freedom of speech principles. The
group even destroyed data and posted com-
pany emails of security firm HBGary Federal
after its CEO Aaron Barr threatened to “name
and shame” some of Anonymous’ top leaders.
Anonymous has denied responsibility for the
PSN attack, but since it's an organization that
anyone can join, there is no way of knowing if
members were involved.

Back on April 4, Anonymous
launched Operation Sony, which
caused disruptions to some parts
of PSN’s service and denial of ser-
vice attacks to PlayStation.com
and other company websites.
Anonymous also called for sup-
porters to protest at their local
Sony stores (which was a dud),
and there were reports that
members disseminated info on
the families of Sony executives
Jack Tretton and Howard Stringer.

Anonymous executed Operation Sony for
what it felt was Sony overstepping its bounds in
suing George “GeoHot" Hotz and other hackers
who cracked open the system so it could run
homebrew applications by restoring the OtherOS
feature (which allowed PS3 owners to run Linux)
that had been removed for the PS3 slim redesign
and from older models by a firmware update.
Hotz discovered and distributed the PlayStation
3 root key. The root key tells the system what
code is authentic, and therefore opens the
console to homebrew development and piracy.

On January 27, Sony won a temporary
restraining order against Hotz, failOverflow (the
group who originally opened the console), and
others, and the following month it demanded
that YouTube hand over Hotz's account info and
username and IP addresses on anyone who
posted or published comments on his videos on
the root key. Sony also sought the failOverflow
team’s personal info from Twitter. Funnily enough,
Sony itself disseminated the root key informa-
tion when someone handling the Kevin Butler
account accidentally re-tweeted the code back
to the world.

Anonymous believes that Sony’s courtroom
maneuvers to try and silence Hotz’s and other
hackers’ work on the console, as well as track
those who went to Hotz's website, were “an
unforgivable offense against free speech and
Internet freedom,” according to a statement
from the group in its Anon News website.
Although Sony argued that it feared the potential
piracy that opening up the system could bring,
Anonymous sees this as an unalienable right of
the console’s owners. “Your corrupt business
practices are indicative of a corporate philosophy
that would deny consumers the right to use
products they have paid for, and rightfully own,

In the manner of their choosing. Perhaps you
should alert your customers to the fact that they
are apparently only renting your products?”

A/

“Hacktivists” Anonymous have targeted Sony in the
past, but the amorphous group denies responsibility
for the PSN security breach

By mid-April, Operation Sony
was over and Sony and Hotz
settled their case out of court.
However, on April 19 four PSN
servers in San Diego rebooted
unexpectedly and were taken
offline by Sony. The next day six
more were compromised. It was
at this time that Sony pulled the
plug on PSN, and Kaz Hirai — in
a letter to Congress — said that it
had “the first credible indications
that an intruder had been in the
PlayStation Network systems.”
The company brought in waves
of forensic teams to uncover

the full scope of the breach (which also included
Sony Online Entertainment’s servers), and by
April 25 they identified that user's personal data
for the 77 million PSN and Qriocity accounts
had been taken. There also was the chance that
credit card data was extracted from the 12.3 mil-
lion accounts that had cards attached to them (of
which 5.6 million were in the U.S.).

In the ensuing days after the initial April 19
discovery, Sony maintained that PSN was down,
but it wasn’t until April 22 when Patrick Seybold,
senior director of corporate communications
and social media, posted on Sony’s official
PlayStation blog that an “external intrusion” of
the network had occurred, that the world began
to understand the seriousness of the situation.
Finally, on April 26, Seybold posted that users’
credit card info may have been accessed.

The info was encrypted and Sony didn’t have
evidence that card data was taken, but it also
couldn’t rule it out. Thankfully, it turned out that
there were not major reports of major credit card
fraud because of the attack. Seybold said that
the company expected to have some services
restored within a week.

(Gamers were angry at Sony’s silence and that it
took the company until April 26 to notify custom-
ers that their card data may have been compro-
mised. Connecticut senator Richard Blumenthal
sent a letter to Sony of America president and
CEO Jack Tretton questioning the company’s
handling of the crisis (he would later commend
Sony on its response), and soon a class action
lawsuit was filed in California. Both Hotz and
Anonymous denied they were behind the attack,
but due to the amorphous nature of Anonymous,
nobody could know for sure.
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In the beginning of May, Hirai told the world
that parts of the service would be up by the end
of the month in a worldwide phased restoration,
and he also outlined a “Welcome Back™ program
(see sidebar for more) for PS3 owners when the
service resumes. It wouldn't be until two weeks
later on May 14 that parts of PSN would come
back online.

Despite the resumption of service
and Sony’s claims of increased
security for the network, things
weren't 100 percent smooth.
The multitude of user's pass-
word reset requests jammed the
system, the Japanese govern-
ment halted the return of the
service pending further assur-
ances and information from Sony
(which still hasn't happened as
of the time of this writing), and
there was even a password reset
exploit that was briefly active that
could allow a third party to block
an original user from their account.

We talked to Eugene Spafford, chair of the
USACM (U.S. Association for Computing
Machinery — a policy council for the government
and public in matters of information technology),
who testified in front of a congressional subcom-
mittee about data theft and the PSN situation.
“These kinds of problems, these breaches and
exposures,” Spafford said, “aren’t going to go
away. They are going to continue to happen, and
they are going to continue to get worse.”

Spafford says that Sony “shouldn’t necessarily
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be condemned that it took a few days for them to

notify their customers,” and overall thought that
the company’s response was “a classic example
of trying to make a good-faith response without
having a plan in place.”

Different companies have security of varying
effectiveness, and sometimes this comes down
to money and a desire to understand the impor-
tance of security. “Security is a process,” he told
us, “and it doesn't really lead to increased sales
or increased bottom line. It's an expense that you
have to have on an ongoing basis, and that isn't
very well understood in many environments. If
you invest X more on security, you don't see that

(e Spafford wasn’t aware of the exact status of
A Sony’s security at the time of the attack (and

o Sony declined to talk to us for this article), but
there may be evidence that Sony should have

Part of Sany’ﬂ
Welcome Back

translated into Y more dollars in your bottom line.”

7en Studios” Sorcerer's Lair DLC for Zen Pinball was one of the games
writing, Zen Studios’ vice president of marketing, Mel Kirk, says the company IS |

hack. At the time of the
with Sony to get it released.

been better prepared. Security researcher Bret
McDanel told Bloomberg Businessweek that

he looked at unguarded Sony server logs that
showed that a penetration testing program
began checking Sony’s network for vulnerabillities
on March 3, and continued to do so until April

15 — at which time “they found what they had
been looking for,” says McDanel, “a vulnerability
in the network.” There is also conflicting info as to
whether Sony's server software was up to date,
as well as an Ars Technica story about an unsub-
stantiated way for custom firmware to subvert
PSN’s security.

Sony isn’t the only one who's
paid a price for the breach. New
games out at the time like Portal
2, Mortal Kombat, and Sony's
own MotorStorm Apocalypse
and SOCOM 4 froze gamers
out of their multiplayer while the
outage persisted. Sony says that
it expects the breach to cost
the company over $170 million
through March of 2012, although
Forbes Magazine estimates that
the attack could cost Sony more
than $24 billion in the long term.
One of the companies directly
affected was Marvel Pinball
developer Zen Studios, which
was preparing to release the

i
i

ple

£y

s
& " B f'r
11 excited

O

[ p

3 o=
oL

“We don’t know if

' whose release was disrupted by the PSN
working

Sorcerer's Lair DLC for PSN's Zen Pinball when
the outage occurred. Mel Kirk, vice president of
marketing for Zen Studios, told us that the com-
pany found out about the security breach like
everyone else did, and it was only days after the
story broke that Sony contacted the developer.
Even then Sony didn’t provide new details on the
matter, and as of the time of this writing the two
sides were still talking about what comes next.

The damage to Zen Studios and other com-
panies is incalculable, but Kirk said that its
Sorcerer’s Lair DLC may have lost something
critical: momentum. Marketing efforts were put
forth and the game was at “peak awareness”
before the crash. “All that work becomes null and
void,” said Kirk, “and we don't know if people
are still excited.” Kirk is unaware if Zen's licensing
agreement with Sony offers any recourse, but he
told us that Zen is asking for additional promo-
tion from Sony such as dashboard placement or
being highlighted in possible product spotlights.

Despite the breach’s collateral damage to Zen,
Kirk thinks Sony is a great partner and believes
the new security measures it is putting in place
will work. In fact, Kirk said he wasn't surprised
this occurred — a sentiment echoed by many,
and a cold, hard observation that may reflect
the reality we've been living in for years and
which will persist for the foreseeable future. “This
could have happened to Nintendo, it could have
happened to Microsoft. It happens all the time
onPC.” &

» Two free PlayStation 3 games (Dead Nation, Infamous, Little Big Planet, Super Stardust HD, Wipeout HD + Fury)
e Two free PSP games (Little Big Planet PSP, ModNation Racers, Pursuit Force, Killzone Liberation)
* Free movie rentals via the video service over one weekend (titles to be announced)

e 30-day free PlayStation Plus membership for non-members, an additional 60 days for existing members
+ 100 virtual items for Home users and additional free content such as an addition to the Home mansion and

SIS S S

Ooblag’s Alien Casino game

* Free 30 days for existing Music Unlimited Premium Trial subscribers

Sony has outlined its Welcome Back program, which
goes into effect once the network is fully restored — which
includes getting the PlayStation Store up and running.

e Free 30 days and lost time for existing members of the Music Unlimited Premium/Basic subscribers
» PlayStation Network users can also enroll in Debix’s AllClear ID Plus identity theft program for free for a year.
Users have until June 18th to sign up for the program

14



Developer Creative Assembly

- ig'keeping itself busy with two

new projects. One is a continu-
ation of its successful Total War
series, and the other is an
action game based on the first
Alien movie. Sega is publishing
both titles. The publisher’s other
Aliens game — Gearbox’s Aliens:
Colonial Marines (shown) — was
announced in early 2008 but
has yet to be released.

Sony is bringing PSP classics to the PS3

via the PSP Remaster series. As the name
implies, the games will be augmented for the
console with additional content, new control
schemes, HD graphics, cross-platform save

swapping, and more. The first title announced

In the series — for Japan, at any rate —

what games will come out

in the States, but you

either God of War PS H
PSP game, whether PlayStation@Portable
Olympus, Ghost of

Sparta, or both, will

Monster Hunter Portable 3rd. No word on

have to believe that

that’s Chains of REMA STER
be a part of the series.

* _;_-Final Fantasy Versus XIIF

the

and T
the KJ(J& ; rf
news

with a
sarcastic

Spi§

the

“"We reported
in a week.

You're telling

We're as excited as anyone to hear reports that there will be a
new Alan Wake title from developer Remedy, but it's too bad that
it's not going to be a full retail release. XBLAfans.com has said
that Alan Wake: Night Springs will be an XBLA-only title when it
comes out at some undisclosed time in the future.

Square Enix posted a financial loss of 12 billion yen (almost $150 million) due to factors
Including cancelled games (like Gun Loco), the Japanese earthquake/tsunami, and a “rapidly
changing operating environment.” Our tip to help the company: Release some of the 53 dif-
ferent Final Fantasy offshoots you've had in development for years. Or Kingdom Hearts IIl.

me my week
wasn't fast

enough?”

B

— Sony CEO Howard

Stringer defends his

Even after some of the
PlayStation Network ser-
vices came back online,
o S B Sony was involved in
g B another embarrassing

. security situation. For a
short time, an exploitable
URL problem with the
password reset page on its
website allowed a person
to change another user’s
password and freeze out
the original owner. Sony
quickly fixed the page.
It's unknown if it ever led
to any real problems, but
chalk it up as another PR
blow to the company.

company’s response to

the PSN meltdown (see

page 12 for more).

Test Drive Unlimited 2 developer Eden Studios staged a symbolic one-day strike to
protest Atari’s “mismanagement” and layoff of over 62 percent of Eden’s 80-person
workforce. Eden claims that Atari’s recovery scenarios for previous culls haven’t come
10 pass, and claims the Atari brass “get rich despite financial difficulties.”

In other unfortunate Atari news, the company is selling off Champions Online devel-
oper Cryptic in a move it says is part of a larger strategy to shift away from in-house
developers and move toward casual online and mobile games.
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Agent 41's

- New Assignment

10 Interactive hones in on Hitman'’s instincts

There have been lots of teases and viral marketing for the new Hitman game, and thankfully
developer |0 Interactive and Square Enix have put us out of our suspenseful misery by offi-
cially announcing Hitman: Absolution for the PlayStation 3, Xbox 360, and PC.

The game doesn’t have an official release date yet, but in our brief look at a demo for
Absolution, it seems to be on the right track in capturing the true power of Agent 47. One of
the new gameplay elements is Instinct. When Agent 47 performs stealth kills, hides bodies,
etc. he earns Instinct, which can be spent to do things like see guard search patterns, hear
people’s thoughts, or blend in. Blending in is different than just wearing a disguise, because
you'll see Agent 47 perform actions like talking on a phone or using a computer in order to
hide in plain sight and do more than just stand around in a disguise.

The demo showed all manner of gruesome ends for an entire squad of guards, including
death by garrote wire, pulling foes off of ledges, chokes, breaking necks with a baton, and
using Instinct to orchestrate Red Dead Redemption-type shootouts where you tag multiple
targets before you take them down.

Game director Tore Blystad says the game is a blend of new features like Instinct as well
as classic Hitman elements. “For the first time we are taking Agent 47 on a personal journey
which allows us to explore other parts of the Hitman fantasy. This is both a familiar and yet
significantly different experience from other Hitman games; something our silent assassins
will relish, as will all those new to the Hitman world.”
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Portal 2
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No one knew what to expect when the original Portal released as part of
The Orange Box in 2007. That all changed when players got their hands on
one of the most humorous, endearing, and imaginative titles in gaming history.
Expectations ran high for Valve's follow up, so in the aftermath of its release we
probed the renowned developer about brainstorming Portal 2's new mechanics,
keeping the series’ humor fresh, and answering what happened to Pneumatic

Diversity Vents.

When you guys first started
conceptualizing Portal 2, you
considered making a game
without GLaDOS or portals. Was
Cave Johnson intended to be the
replacement for GLaDOS?

Erik Wolpaw (writer): It's true! The
game was going to take place

at Aperture in the 1950s, before
GLaDOS came online. Cave
Johnson would have been the
antagonist, and the portal mechanic

was going to be replaced with some-

thing we'd codenamed “F-Stop.”

Chet Faliszek (writer): Since we never
throw away good ideas, we aren't
giving out any real details on F-Stop.

What is your writing process
like? We can’t imagine you sit-
ting in a sterile conference room
banging your heads together

to come up with jokes. Do you
have weird movie marathons or
do anything else for comedic
inspiration?

Faliszek: There are three of us that
sit in the writing room — Erik Wolpaw,
Jay Pinkerton and myself. We sit in a
room together and spend countless
hours needling each other. One of
us always has a new sore spot the
others can pick on for what ends up
being your comedic enjoyment.

Jay Pinkerton (writer): Mostly it's
Chet and Erik needling me. I'm the
new guy on the writing team, so

| get to be the de facto muse for

hilariously well-timed insults. Another
aspect of our process? Lots and
lots of walks. Any time we'd get
blocked on a scene, we'd walk
around Bellevue, Washington until
inspiration struck. If you work in
Bellevue and you've seen three guys
walking around yelling at each other
about space spheres and potatoes,
that was us. If you saw us suddenly
stop walking and race back to an
office, that meant we came up with
something good. If you saw us hijack
a car and floor it back to the office at
100 mph, that meant it was some-
thing great.

More so than the first game,
Portal 2 separates the story from
the puzzles. Was there a reason
you intentionally separated the
talking from the gameplay?

Jeep Barnett (programmer): Through
playtesting we find that players tend
to only be able to focus on either the
puzzles or the dialogue at one time.
When there’s dialogue in the middle
of a level it either distracts play-

ers from solving the puzzle or gets
ignored. The dialogue also works as
a reward by telling the player when
they've successfully progressed. We
use dialogue in the middle of cham-
bers when we can clearly show that
the rules of the chamber or story are
being changed around the player.

GLaDOS was hilarious, but the
new characters Wheatley and
Cave Johnson practically steal

the show. How much influ-
ence did the actors Stephen
Merchant and J.K. Simmons
have on the development of
those characters?

Wolpaw: Stephen was great at
improvising around the script we
gave him. Also, we wrote the dia-
logue with both actors’ voices in our
heads, so in that sense they had a
huge influence.

Pinkerton: As for J K. Simmons, he
didn't improv much from the page.
But he didn’t have to, since we'd
written the part specifically for him,
pretty much as a love letter to his
performance and acting style.

Earlier in the game’s develop-
ment, you showed off some
videos featuring the Pneumatic
Diversity Vents - giant tubes that
sucked up every item in their
path. Why was that feature cut
from the game? Can we expect
to see Pneumatic Diversity Vents
in DLC down the road?

Barnett: Pneumatic Diversity

Vents looked promising at first,

but ended up being a dead end

in terms of puzzle design. It didn't
have any interesting interactions
with Hard Light Bridges, Thermal
Discouragement Beams, or really any
of the other game mechanics. It was
sad to see it go, because it looked
so cool in videos, but the reality is
that it wasn’t fun. We aren’t willing to
ship something we aren’t completely

satisfied with just to pad out the
length of the game. However, and I'll
let you connect the dots yourself, it
did inspire the game’s epic ending. It
also led to the creation of the excur-
sion funnel mechanic, which became
a much more adaptable and satisfy-
ing tool for the player.

GLaDOS doesn’t interact with
the player much once she is
attached to Chell’s gun. Was
there once more dialogue
planned for this section?
Pinkerton: In that section, GLaDOS
has the epiphany that she needs you
if she wants to get Aperture back.
Originally it took her a lot longer to
come to this realization. GLaDOS
was her same old bitter self, pas-
sive-aggressively ripping into you at
every opportunity while you explored
the ruins of Aperture.

But when we playtested, we found
out that people loved hearing
GLaDOS being cruel and vindic-

tive as an omnipotent A.l., but they
strongly disliked her in that role
when she was hanging powerless
off your gun. | think from the player's
perspective, the second you pick
the potato up, you've agreed to this
partnership, and then GLaDOS was
spending the next half hour ignoring
the deal. People wanted to pluck
her off the gun and dropkick her off
a ledge. So we rewrote her “change
of heart” to happen a little faster, and
segued right to the Caroline stuff.

You guys originally talked up

a gel that would have allowed
players to walk on walls. What
happened to that feature?
Barnett: There were two things in
the game that were “so realistic” that
they had a negative physical affect
on playtesters. One was the Stick
Gel (or Sick Gel as we sometimes
called it). The other, and | swear

I'm not making this up, was when

a playtester’s nose started bleed-

ing after he collided with a Weight
Storage Cube in mid air. We decided
to keep that, because it was eas-

ily the awesomest thing we'd ever
seen. But the “Sick Gel” had to go.

With the original Portal, Valve
released a patch that changed
the ending of the game and set
up the sequel. Do you think you’ll
do that again when the time
comes for Portal 3?

Wolpaw: Wow, now that was a clev-
er ploy to trick me into announcing
Portal 3. It didn’t work, but | applaud
the effort.

Josh Weier (programmer): With the
Portal 2 announcement we wanted
to do two things: surprise players
and let the fans know first that the
game was coming. The ARG-type
adventure we took them on was

a fun way for us to do that, and

we want to keep finding ways to
surprise and engage our players like
that, regardless of the title.

We have 87 science col-
laboration points. Where can we
redeem them?

Faliszek: Sorry, you were supposed
to avoid getting science collabora-
tion points. €
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. able games of
| lastyearwas
& 4~ Toy Soldiers,
@  a stylish and
clever melding of tower
defense, RTS, and action set
within an anachronistic world
of WWil-era children’s toys.
| was stoked when | heard
that Signal Studios’ next
project brings its franchise
into the era of 1980s action
figures with Toy Soldiers:
Cold War. | chatted with
Signal president and creative
director D.R. Albright about
what fans can expect from
the new installment.

“It's much more colorful
and campy than the first
Toy Soldiers,” Albright says.
“The idea behind the game
is the same - you're playing
with your toys in a diorama
in your room — but instead
of antiqgue lamps there’s lava
lamps, and instead of old
radios there’s View-Masters
and cassette players.
Instead of wind-up keys on
the vehicles, they are remote
control.” As you might
expect, the two opposing
forces are the USA and the
Soviet Union. The premise
plays off the idea that the
Berlin Wall never fell, and
the world erupted into open
conflict — or at least the toy world did.

Signal has reworked the game engine from
the ground up to play faster and support all
the modern weaponry and vehicles of the era.
Albright promises a bevy of fun units to play
around with, including Huey helicopters, MiGs,
M1 Tanks, Patriot Missiles, chain guns, and
F-14s. Players also have access to 18 unique
turrets for each faction. Get an impressive string
of kills, and you'll receive a special reward — a

to the ‘80s for some cx !

unique unit or ability that can turn the tide of
the fight.

“The big hit so far is the Commando,” Albright
says. “Basically, he's dropped into the game in
a toy package and players can control him from
a third-person perspective, dealing massive
amounts of damage to their enemies. There are
also artillery strikes, B-52 bombing runs, nukes,
and my personal favorite, the AC-130 gunship.”

The gameplay has also received system over-
hauls and minor tweaks. Players can now restart
any given level from any wave they've already
passed, so there’s no need to go back to the
beginning when you run into a powerful boss.
The game now supports co-op play both locally
and over Xbox Live, in addition to the expected
head-to-head multiplayer. Several particularly
cool weapons and features now have dedicated
mini-games. “The really popular one right now is
‘Missile Down the Hallway’ — you fly a TOW mis-
sile down a shaft and try to survive as long as you
can without hitting the obstacles,” Albright says.
“Another one is just trying to kill as many units as
you can in a minute with the AC-130.”

Alpbright points to some fun inspiration for Toy
Soldiers: Cold War. “When we opted for the ‘80s
as a backdrop we actually started looking at the
classic USA vs. USSR movies from that decade
more than anything else — Red Dawn, First Blood,
Top Gun, Uncommon Valor. Those movies were
pure awesome.” | can't wait to dig into the toy
box again this summer.

It's hard to think of a dev studio I'd rather
see reinvent the vampire-themed sexy heroine
BloodRayne than A Boy and His Blob devel-
oper WayForward. It may sound strange, but
WayForward’s past games include the likes
of Contra 4 and Batman: Brave and the Bold,
so I'm confident it can nail the action vibe in
BloodRayne: Betrayal, a new 2D action
game from publisher Majesco. The game finds
Rayne headed into a mysterious castle deep
N the woods to attend an elegant dance ball
that is far more sinister than it first appears. The
hack and slash action appears to have some
depth this time around - players can mix up their
assaults by using Rayne’s signature arm blades,
handguns, and even some new special weapons
like a light ray gun. WayForward is also keeping
things interesting with a variety of enemies like

flying parasites, ghost-like wraiths, and vampire
Knights with giant swords, The 15-level game
also includes a number of light environmental
puzzles to break up the action. I'm impressed by
the colorful visual style for BloodRayne: Betrayal,
but I've yet to get my hands on the game to see
how it plays. Here's hoping that the sleek, black-
clad dhampyr has another shot at stardom when
the game releases this summer.

Renegade Ops is a brand new explosive
military vehicle shooter via Avalanche Studios,
the developers who brought us the ridiculous
action of the Just Cause series. The new game
embraces the tradition of old-school military
action games, where the explosions are big
and the story absurd. The game can be played
alone, but that's missing the point; Renegade
Ops supports two-player split screen or four
player online co-op. Gameplay is built around
controlling weaponized vehicles like jeeps, tanks,
and helicopters. Players take on the roles of
team specialists from around the world brought
together by General Bryant to defeat Madman
Inferno and his evil terrorist cronies. By defeat,
| mean shoot an endless stream of bullets from
Gatling guns and set up electromagnetic shock
waves at regular intervals. I've seen the game in
action, and it looks pretty crazy. Renegade Ops
sounds like the Gl Joe game I've always wanted
to play, but without the license. Watch for the
game this summer.

If you missed the original release of Guardian
Heroes in 1996, Treasure is finally remaking
the classic Saturn game for Xbox Live Arcade.
Regarded as one of the great beat-‘em-up
prawlers, the new version of Guardian Heroes
has entirely redrawn HD graphics. Online and
local co-op options let you choose from five
unique heroes to brawl with as you punch your
way to one of the game’s five different endings.
The upgrade and leveling options are expanded
for this re-release, beefing up the already hefty
RPG elements in the game’s storyline. Versus
mode allows up to 12 players to throw down
with each other at once, and other modes like
time attack and arcade deliver additional replay.
| can’t wait to revisit this classic and check out
how Treasure has fleshed out its work from 15
years earlier. The new and improved Guardian
Heroes comes out this fall.

AAY fun by Matt Miller

Looking for more downloadable and
independent games? Check out
gameinformer.com/impulse for daily
updates and reviews on games as they
release. For more on downloadable
games in this issue, you can read our
scores for Bangai-0 HD: Missile Fury,
Dungeon Defenders, Dungeons &
Dragons: Daggerdale, The Fancy Pants

Adventures, and Gatling Gears on p. 94.
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Mortal Komba

Game Informer scours the leaderboards and major tournaments in search of the
best of the best to uncover the person behind the handle and learn his or her

strategies. If you get a pesky message over Xbox Live or PlayStation Network,

please don't delete it. You could be our next featured gamer.

Accomplishments
Justin Wong beat his own
training partner Ari “Floe”
Weintraub to take first place
in the PDP National Mortal
Kombat 9 Tournament that
took place in Las Vegas in
May. In 2010, he won first
place in four Street Fighter-
related tournaments and
took home the gold in the
Evo World Championship for
Marvel vs. Capcom 3. He
appeared in our Gamer section
back in issue 198 (October
2009) for his skills in Street
Fighter IV.

MK Experience

Wong says he never played
much Mortal Kombat until the
most recent release, favoring
the Street Fighter series. “|
think Mortal Kombat'’s actu-
ally a really fun game and I'm
glad that | played it a lot,” he
says. ‘| feel like it has little
Street Fighter aspects in terms
of all these enhanced moves
and it even has supers now.
They really thought this game
through to make it very suc-
cessful in the tournament com-
munity.”

Training

Wong estimates that he put in
about 20 hours a week focus-
ing on practice mode and

dueling with training partner
and top fighting game tourney
veteran, Ari “Floe” Weintraub.

Character Select

Kung Lao was Wong's go-to
character throughout the entire
tournament. “Kung Lao’s very
offensive. He's always in your
face,” he says. “He's basically
the Rufus of Mortal Kombat.
That’s who | played in Street
Fighter. It felt just like home
when | was playing Kung

Lao, because | have so much
control. | can get my oppo-
nents flustered because of my
strong offensive rushdown,
and his combos do way too
much damage so it's a perfect
combination. He was clearly
the most over-picked charac-
ter in the tournament.” Other
popular characters at the
tournament included Ermac,
Cyrax, and Raiden.

Non-Tourney Games
Now that the tournament is
over, Wong is interested in
exploring MK’s story mode and
challenge tower. He'd also like
to play through Portal 2.

Control Method

“For the MK tournament |
used the PDP MK Tournament
Edition stick, but | think I'm
going to stick to a regular con-
troller because it’s a lot easier,”

» ( *-

Justin Wong

Age
25

Location

Santa Monica, CA
Rivals

Tom Brady, Floe,
Perfect Legend

interview by Bryan Vore

Wong says. “l was never an
old MK player so | wasn't used
to the arcade layout.”

Strike First

“The thing about Mortal
Kombat is that there'’s a lot of
meter management,” Wong
says. “It's kind of hard to pull
off X-rays because you want
to save the meter for breakers
so you don't eat 40 percent
combos all the time. Some
characters benefit a lot by
using enhanced moves to add
a lot more damage.

“The main strategy is in the
first round you always want to
get the first attack, [because]
the game gives that person
one full bar of the meter. You
can always get a free breaker if
they hit you first, but they can
never break your combo if you
hit them first. That tells you
who's going to win the round
usually. By the time the second
round happens, the other guy
will just start to get a breaker
and you basically have a full
X-ray ready to use.

“The thing about X-rays is
that they do 40 percent dam-
age alone already so that's a
match ender combo. If they
have like 70 percent of life left,
just hit them first, do an X-ray,
and then you automatically
win the game. So you want to
force your opponent to break

so they won't use their X-ray
on you.”

No Fatalities

One odd thing for an MK tour-
nament finale was that neither
side performed a fatality at the
end of any of the matches. “In
casuals | would definitely do
fatalities, but | think in tourna-
ments you get that rush,”
Wong says. “The fatalities take
too long. If you just won, you
want to keep your adrenaline
going, making sure you have
the advantage.”

Life Dutside of MK
Wong works at free-to-play
MMO studio Nexon as the
community representative for
Dungeon Fighter Online.

What's Next

“The whole month of June is
basically a bunch of Evolution
qualifiers. Right now I'm
preparing for all of those
tournaments,” he says. “Now
it's going back to playing
Street Fighter and Marvel vs.
Capcom, and also playing
Mortal Kombat at the same
time. | have to juggle three
games at once for the next
three months. | don’t mind it
because | want to do my best
and play a lot of games.” @



by Adam Biessener

wasn't sure what to expect from this free-to-play reincarnation
of the beloved Age of Empires franchise. It was a pleasant surprise
indeed when it turned out to be an upscaled Age of Empires II, with
MMO-like persistence, social aspects, and a heavy co-op focus.

Age of Empires Online is easiest to describe as
an old-school real-time strategy game with the
social and crafting elements of World of Warcraft
grafted on between missions. It will never be

as competitive at high levels as StarCraft, as it
lacks the necessary relentless, endless balanc-
ing. It is not a perspective-altering reimagination
of the genre like Total Annihilation or Supreme
Commander. As a casual, lighthearted RTS that
focuses on fun rather than chasing innovation or
perfect competitive balance, it excels.

The gameplay feels like it was ripped directly
from Age of Empires II. Villagers gather food,
wood, gold, and stone to fuel the production of
units and buildings. The relative lack of special
abilities on units — and the general similarity of
most unit types, compared to something like
StarCraft — deemphasize micromanagement.
The macro level of play is engrossing on its own
between managing the four resources and the
constant expansion that most maps demand.
| welcome the fact that | can largely rely on
attack-move commands for army management
here without worrying about a faster opponent
decimating my army with a dozen special abilities
changing the landscape in two seconds flat.

| don’t mean to imply that micromanagement is
absent or useless in Age of Empires Online, but
it's nowhere near the ballpark of StarCraft Il in my
experience. Many macro skills transfer — hotkey-
ing buildings, not floating resources, good scout-
ing, etc. —but | have yet to see the opportunity
to build an army around heavy use of caster-type
units, like a typical sentry/stalker Protoss mix in
StarCraft Il. While the two games share many
mechanics, Age of Empires Online emphasizes a
different side of the RTS coin.

The non-combat portion of the game takes
place in a typical Age of Empires base, but
there’s no conflict. As you earn blueprints, you
can place buildings within your capital that act as
vendors, selling everything from crafting recipes
to unit equipment for the various persistent cur-
rencies. You can also assign the points you earn
as your empire levels up to the tech tree, unlock-
ing new unit types and upgrades for purchase
within missions. Most of your tasks here revolve
around obtaining new equipment for your units
and buildings once you've made it through the
tutorials and unlocked the basics. Each unit type
has four slots, and anything you equip there

has a persistent effect in any missions you under-
take. If you favor spearmen, for example, you
can pump them up with the best armor you can
find and they’ll have 20 percent or more bonus
health and damage at all times.

You can specialize in two crafting disciplines,
which function much like professions in any
MMO, by taking resources and turning them into
equipment and consumables. Instead of pump-
ing up your archers’ damage, perhaps you'd
rather spend your resources creating an item that
lets you spawn a gold mine on the map at the
cost of a bundle of in-mission resources.

Your capital city is also where you take on
quests, which range from repeatable “defeat
an opponent in a 1v1 skirmish” PvP scenarios
to sprawling solo storylines that take place over
multiple levels. Every quest is its own instance:

the game is structured much like a traditional
RTS in that regard, with your capital taking the
place of a multiplayer lobby or campaign map.

On the business side, Age of Empires Online
relies on microtransactions — but not the kind
you're used to. For a one-time fee, you can own
a “premium” civilization. This lets you unlock
everything via gameplay: the whole tech tree, all
the units and ablities, and tons more quests than
a free player can access. Additionally, Microsoft
Is selling “boosters,” which so far look to be
content packs analogous to DLC for a traditional
retall game. The one announced booster is a
huge, multi-tiered single-player or co-op chal-
lenge where you and a buddy defend against
ever-stronger waves of enemies.

Age of Empires Online features almost archaic
gameplay (“old-school” if you're feeling chari-
table), yet it innovates within the RTS genre with
its persistence and business model. It's a clas-
sical RTS that seeks to tap the same desire for
persistent rewards that Call of Duty and World
of Warcraft use so effectively. Though it’s still in
beta, I'm hopeful that this can break new ground
in a genre that has been slowly falling off of the
map for years now.
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2005 The PlayStation 2 was the dominant force on the The Tale
Of VelocityGirl

gaming landscape when Sony started talking about its
successor. Over the course of a couple of E3s, Sony

PlayStation 3

boasted about the then-upcoming system in a series Microsoft used its 2005 E3
= of speeches that sounded more like fever dreams than presentation as a coming out of

PI'OI‘IIISES product announcements. First, there was the Cyber sorts for Xbox Live. The service

World, which Sony CTO Masa Chatani outlined as a debuted on the original Xbox,
The world network that would allow people to jack into systems but with the arrival of the Xbox

across the globe. Then came the system itself, which 360 Redmond planned to expand
reportedly included three Ethernet ports, six USB slots, the network capabilities in signifi-
and two HDMI outs - allowing players to connect two cant ways. One of the more notorious
displays for 32:9 aspect ratio gaming. To cap it off, examples was a series of hypothetical 360
Sony showcased an odd-looking controller that was users that represented different types of gamers. “VelocityGirl” repre-

quickly dubbed the boomerang. Much of these early ; sented a casual player for whom gaming wasn't a part of her regular rou-
iIdeas were scrapped, scaled back, or, in the case of . tine. According to Microsoft's J Allard, VelocityGirl would gravitate toward
Cyber World, transformed into what is now known as the Xbox Live ecosystem with the allure of crafting in-game goods. “Now,
PlayStation Home. Drat. y R e S O she might never pick up a controller, never take a run in the half-pipe, but

she'll be able to design and sell stickers, shirts, boards, soundtracks and

even design her own skate park for those hardcore gamers like [fellow
Sk - fake user] Striker.” Once Microsoft realized that it could make money itself
B o by selling those same shirts, boards, and soundtracks, VelocityGirl myste-
m riously vanished, never to be spoken of again.

2006 Live Anywhere

When Bill Gates says something, people generally
listen. In 2006 the former Microsoft head honcho
outlined ambitious plans for the blossoming Xbox
Live service beyond the console, which the com-
pany deemed “Live Anywhere.” Under the initiative,
users would be able to access messaging and
even play Xbox Live Arcade games across
il their consoles, PCs, and mobile
et phones. For example, a Forza
e j 2 player could kill time on the
bus tweaking their car, and
then play with the modified
vehicle when they got home.
Windows Phone 7 is taking
baby steps toward that
level of functionality, but
it'’s a far cry from what was
promised five years ago.

Nintendo's
Pulse-Pounding
Solution
In 2008, Nintendo announced the

Vitality Sensor, a device that
would fit on a fingertip and

measure a person's pulse.
Maybe we shouldn’t com-
plain too loudly when
some projects don't end
up being released.
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s a form of interactive enter-

tainment, video games require

the effort of talented people
from a variety of disciplines. Artists
ensure that the graphics and art
direction tie the gameplay experience
together — but it isn't all about huge
explosions, detailed environments, and
dazzling special effects. When removed
from the context of in-game action, the
art can often stand on its own — not just
as something cool to look at, but also
as something worthy of displaying in
a gallery.

Organized by the Academy of Interac-
tive Arts and Sciences along with the
Entertainment Software Association,
the Into the Pixel exhibition is one of

- the industry’s
1TePlY .
N [\ /\ most important

avenues to

honor and highlight the work of visual
artists in the gaming industry. Every
year, artists working on games of all
shapes and sizes submit their work,
and a jury of respected profession-
als chooses a select few to become a
part of the year’s exhibit. The winners
are unveiled each year at E3, and the
pieces are then put on display around
the world - often seen at art festivals
along with industry events like DICE
and GDC.

The piece on these pages, entitled

"Incident at the Workshop,” is just

one of the 17 winners selected for the
2011 Into The Pixel exhibit. Despite
the Half-Life logo, it's actually from a
different Valve title: Alien Swarm. We
spoke to artist Ivan Simoncini about the
creation of the image and how it relates
to the development of Alien Swarm. ©

by Joe Juba




lvan Simoncini®™"

Why did you select the
model theme?

We usually produce a fair
amount of concept art whenever
we tackle a new game. Those
design studies are usually a
good place to push boundar-
ies and go to the far end of
the spectrum. Alien Swarm
uses a top-down camera view.
This perspective tends to give
everything a toy look. | decided
to embrace it by showing one
of those prefabbed rooms and
hinting at the person who's
assembling the model.

What process do you use to
create a CG image like this?
The set was built and compos-
ited in a 3D program, Modo.
Color corrections and paint-
overs were added later using
Photoshop.

What is the importance of
including the real-world
elements (like the cup and
cigarettes) in the image?
Most concept art only works if
put in an interesting context.
Including real-world objects
helped establishing the desired
scale and giving life to the
finished piece.

Was this image created

as a part of Alien Swarm’s
development?

Yes, it was part of the develop-
ment. We use concept art to
develop color keys, atmosphere,
lighting style and detail density.
And most of all: It hopefully
inspires the team.

What do you like about the
Into the Pixel showcase?

I'm extremely honored that my
piece was chosen. As far as |
can tell it's one of the highest
recognitions you can get as a
game artist. | was inspired by so

many of the talents who submit-
ted to the Into the Pixel contest
over the years.
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(Tony Hawk 2)
Even if you can't tell
Bob Burnquist from
Rune Glifberg, you
can recognize this
iconic character as
he performs Spidey
Flips and Spidey
Grinds. Back before
the superhero movie
explosion, the opportunity to control Spider-Man in a good game was
a rare opportunity, and his bag of tricks means he’s one of the best
skaters in the game.

by Joe Juba

.-..J'.

f ;Mg.w &fm + (Chrono Tngger)
~ By the time you’ve beaten Chrono Trigger, you ve i

(Final Fantasy VII)
_-mvested dozens of hours gammg levels, gather- Yes, breeding
_ ing items, and completing quests. What better AUOVER  chocobos is tedious.
to acknowledge these accomphshments thanby BU; if you pertse::erteh
~ ensuring that you don’t lose them? Unlocked after [ty
. compleung the game once, New Game + lets you BN .
__start over at the beginning - but with all of your B T'ffﬂ?:ﬁ E h

2 ¢ materia. Whi

end"g ame eqmp ment and skills. Thi is fantastic fea_ ridiculously long summon animation may be excessive by modern

| ture gtves gamers a hassle-free way to explore this standards, we still love watching King Arthur and his 12 knights take

classm adventure S muinple endmgs, | i turns hacking enemies to oblivion.

Rubber Band Ball (Bully) Old NES Games (Animal Crossing) Martyrdi i (Call of Duty 4: Mndern Warfare)

You may be wondering whether scouring Bullworth and the sur- Animal Grossmg Iet players unlock an array of fully playable NES This perk dmps a shnrt fused grenade upon death, turning the imme-
rounding town for 75 rubber bands is worth the hassle. Then you games like Donkey Kong and Excitebike, and many gamers spent diate vicinity into a danger zone. By the time you earn the Martyrdom
get the rubber band ball, and it all makes sense. Pelting your fellow more time with them than Animal Crossing itself. Back before old- perk, you've probably already been blown to bits by it numerous
students is fun enough, but the chaos caused by the ricocheting school classics were being re-released regularly, this chance to travel  times...which makes it all the sweeter when you finally reach level 17
projectile makes you mischief incarnate. down memory lane was more than enough of a reward. and get to drop some grenades of your own.

. B M “h! 'B . q = :.- . J-! I. o
- W BB 4 i a1 a .., "3 3 Talw i 7 I il Yy
rOrMmuia une uars: > Ol ’r' n Lamoui :*‘j'": dX prdceiel

(Gran Turismo 3) (Metal Gear Suild] (Bayﬂneﬁa) (Mortal Kombat Déceptiun)

. 1
..r nmr

They aren't called Endurance Races for nothing; Succumbing to Revolver Ocelot’s torture results in Even though the action is absurd enough in We've all heard fake “secrets” that involve being in

these races take time and focus, but completing more than Meryl’s death. It gives Snake access to Bayonetta's regular gameplay, this accessory takes obscure places at specific times to make something

them is your ticket to getting the most awesome the amazing stealth camouflage after finishing the your attacks to the next level. Available once you get  cool happen. Getting Zombie Liu Kang is like that,

cars in the game. They don't qualify for every race, game. Suddenly, choosing who to save is a tough every achievement/trophy and find every crow in the  except it's for real. For jumping through all of the

but when you can get behind the wheel of an F1, decision; Stealth camo makes Snake invisible game, the Climax Bracelent transforms every one of  hoops, you get to control the classic Mortal Kombat

they leave the competition in the dust. to humans, opening the door to a vast world of your normal attacks into a giant astral boot, missile, ~ hero. He just has more rotting skin and exposed
humiliating enemy guards. or sword made out of witch hair. organs than you remember.
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Championing Innovation
In Indie Gaming’s Golden Age

Chris Hecker is a video game renaissance man. In his career, he's done everything from pioneering 3D gaming

on Windows to being a technical columnist for Game Developer magazine. After helping to create Spore at Maxis,

Hecker has been hard at work on SpyParty, an intriguing new indie game that puts players in a one-on-one test

of wits.

interview by Matt Helgeson

Talk about working on Spore. What did you
learn from that project?

A lot of the things I'm doing with SpyParty are
reactions to some of the ways things worked
on Spore. We tried to innovate in three differ-
ent ways. One of them was the technology for
doing the creatures and the planets and making
them come alive. That worked great. The other
was the user interface, making the creature edi-
tor accessible. | think we did great there. The
third way was gameplay, and we totally dropped
the ball there. You play the game, and it's not as
the same level of depth as the editor. It doesn't
react to you.

Is the big publisher, triple-A game develop-
ment model doing a good job of pushing
the artform?

From a design perspective, you can play any
game and find something interesting about it —
some more than others, obviously. The problem
s that it's a small, tiny thing because the inves-
tors want their money back. So you can push in
ittle ways, but people are constrained because
they have to have a return on investment. It's
diluted by the fact that you have to make these
30 hours of gameplay, genre-based games that
sell five million copies. | think triple-A games
have to keep pushing. | try to talk often about
Interesting, innovative things in mainstream
games. | talk about Ico a lot, with the hand-
holding mechanic. Looking at Ico as a whole, it's
a generic puzzle/platforming game. But the hand
holding and calling the princess mechanic and
helping her, that is just pure magic. That small,
human-scale interaction is rarely seen in games.

How healthy do you think the independent
game scene is right now?

| think it's great. This is the golden age of indie
games right now; | hope it lasts until | ship
SpyParty. [Laughs] A combination of things have
made it a better place to make games than

the mainstream with giant budgets. The most
amazing thing about indie games right now,
and hopefully this is sustainable, is that there is
a really close correlation between quality and
sales. That's not true of any other place in art
and entertainment. If you make a good, triple-A
indie game that you've poured a lot of love into
and really polished, you will sell enough to make
another one. It’s hard to express how strange
that is to have that linear relationship between
sales and quality. | hope it lasts.

SpyParty is based on the “Turing test.”
Explain what the Turing test is and how it
relates to the game.

There was this guy Alan Turing, a World War
l-era computer scientist. Even back then, they
started considering how computers could
reason or become intelligent. He came up with
this thought problem. Imagine you are sitting
there with an instant messaging client, chatting
onscreen with another person. If you can't tell
whether it's a human or a computer, then that
computer has passed the Turing test for intel-
ligence. We're 50 or 100 years away from a
computer passing that test. If you've ever used
a chat-bot, they’re pathetic. But | thought about
the inverse Turing test. Have a person pretend
to be an NPC, because people are totally flex-
ible. By inverting the Turing test, it takes an
unsolveable problem and turns it into gameplay.
It turns out that it's compelling on both sides,
the person pretending to act like an NPC and
for the sniper trying to figure out which person
it is.

SpyParty’s website says it's a “game about
subtle behavior.” It strikes me that games
have struggled to convey subtle behavior.
L.A. Noire does pretty well with subtle
facial expressions, but I'm assuming you
don’t have that type of budget. How can
you convey subtlety in a medium that’s
almost totally failed to do so in the past?
That's a great question. I'm going to go back
to Ico as an example to show that it doesn’t
actually require a huge budget. The thing I'm
calling “human-scale behavior” — you call the
Princess over and she comes and holds your
hand - those kinds of mechanics and actions
and reactions don't require that much technol-
ogy. lco shows it doesn't. It was a PS2 game.

| don’t have an L.A. Noire budget, but | don't
need it. L.A. Noire is still pretty deep in the
uncanny valley. It's better than Heavy Rain, but
it's still deeply flawed. That shows that an infinite
amount of money cannot solve the problem,

SO why even try? You can get away with a lot.
I've found, even with my crappy characters and
jerky animations. The subtlety [doesn’t come]
from the look. It's subtle because the players
are playing it in a subtle way, not because I've
got the right amount of specular lighting on the
nose shader.

When | first saw SpyParty, | was reminded
of a mission in an old Hitman game where
you were a sniper getting information
through a headset about your target at a
party. Things like, “He’s left handed, he
smokes” etc. and you had to decide who
to shoot.

| played some Hitman, but | haven't played
that mission. There's another mission in an old
Hitman where you dress as a waiter and walk
through a party and try to be inconspicuous.
Clue is [another] example of that deductive

gameplay. You eliminate targets. | have some
of that deductive stuff, but | wanted to make
sure that it wasn’t completely solvable. | don't
want you to figure it out completely. One of the
themes of the game is making consequential
decisions with partial information. | wanted the
game to explore that. When a spy completes
some missions, [the sniper] will eliminate some
suspects. But they'll never get it all the way
down - the sniper will have to make a leap

of intuition.

It looks like the response to your paid beta
program is going well. Did you have con-
cerns that people wouldn't be willing to pay
to be a part of the beta?

Well, first thing is they haven't paid yet. But

| did say, “Please don’t sign up if you're not
going to pay” because | need to predict what
the response is going to be. So hopefully it

will be a high percentage. It will be great if |

can both get the testing | need to get done

-~ accomplished and also fund the game through

this and not have to take any investment. This
new opportunity for “crowdfunding” games is
great because It means no compromises. If you
take money from an investor, your interests are
not totally aligned. The investor wants you to
make a good game, but they also want a return
on their investment. The players just want the
coolest game you can make, that’s what they
are paying their money for. Your interests are
completely aligned. | hope to have the first beta
invites out by mid-June.

What kind of graphical fidelity are you
shooting for? You've said the graphics are
placeholder right now.

| haven't picked the style yet, but the most obvi-
ous thing is a ‘60s, Casino Royale-type style.
I'm purposely not picking the style until | have
the gameplay totally there. But you could easily
imagine a sort of Team Fortress 2 type look, or
the movie The Incredibles. It's timeless, retro yet
futuristic. | want to have it polished but stylized.
| don’t have 400 artists and a motion capture
studio. | want to set my sights like how Braid or
Castle Crashers worked - pick an aesthetic that
you can hit 100 percent, not do 75 percent of
an aesthetic that was out of your reach.

Do you have a target for when the game
will be finished?

My guess is a couple years. Like | said, I'm a
bit of a perfectionist. The beta will have a huge
influence on it. The version of the game in my
head and the version of the game you can play
right now are very different. I'm glad the beta
thing will let off some of the steam. This will
allow people to play it but allow me to work
on it. That's one of the great things about indie
games; | can take the time.

CAREER
HIGHLIGHTS

1983

HOME COMPUTING
Hecker gets his first
computer, a Commodore 64,
and attempts to program
his own games

1988

THE ARTS

Upon graduating high
school, Hecker enrolls in the
Parsons School of Design for
drafting and art

1990

A BIG BYTE

After leaving Parsons,
Hecker buys a copy of
Byte Magazine, which
reignites his fascination
with computers

and programming

1993

WINDOWS TO THE
WORLD

Through his friendship with
legendary programmer
Michael Abrash, Hecker
takes a job at Microsoft,
working on the pioneering
WinG programming
interface, which allowed
developers ta.begin
porting games from DOS
to Windows

1994

THE SCRIBE

Hecker begins to write
articles for Game Developer.
Several of his articles,

on topics like physics

and texture mapping, are
considered canonical texts
on the subjects

1895

INDEPENDENCE
Wanting to try his hand

at development, Hecker
leaves Microsoft and
co-founds Definition Six,

an independent game
company. None of Definition
SIX'S projects make it

to market

2003

CREATION

Through his contacts
with Will Wright, Hecker
begins to work on
Wright's groundbreaking
Spore project

2009

BACK TO INDIE

With Spore completed,
Hecker is laid off from his
job at Maxis. He takes the
opportunity to begin work
on SpyParty, an idea that
had been percolating in his
head for some time
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IRELAND JAPAN

N-Control Avenger
The N-Controller may look like it jumped off

the set of some crazy Tim Burton nightmare,

but this Xbox 360 controller housing is designed to
give players the ability to hit most of the controller
buttons without moving their thumbs off the analog
sticks. The elaborate lever system takes getting used
to since you have to reprogram how your brain inter-
acts with a controller, but after a half hour | noticed
a slight improvement in my performance in shooters.
Hardcore FPS fanatics and tournament players may
want to experiment with this contraption, but miost of
us can live with the few extra milliseconds it takes to
move our thumb that extra centimeter.

avengercontroller.com

" iCade
Turn your gaming tablet into a miniature
arcade with this lon iPad adapter. Classic

arcade games like Asteroids, Pac-Man, and Centipede

feel authentic thanks to the iCade s full-sized joystick
and eight arcade buttons. Over 100 Atari classics are
compatible with the iCade, and each unit includes

a free download code for one game within the Atari
Greatest Hits app.

$99.99

thinkgeek.com

» Sackboy Superstars
. Blind Box Figurines

e Media Molecule's burlap mascot is well
traveled. To prove it, this first series of LittleBigPlanet
figures from Underground Toys features 12 different
Sackboy figurines, all wearing themed clothes and
accessories from their various trips around the world.
$5.99 each
underground-toys.com
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BREAKING BAD: THE
COMPLETE THIRD SEASON

AMC’s award winning show about

a chemistry teacher-turned-meth
maker sets a heart attack pace and
never slows down. This is one of the
most intense shows on television.
$49.95

shop.amctv.com

A DANCE WITH DRAGONS
BY GEORGE R. R. MARTIN

You've read the first four books.
You've watched the stunning first
season of the HBO adaptation. Now
return to Westeros in the long-
overdue fifth book in the A Song
of Ice and Fire fantasy series.
$35.00

atrandom.com

LOUIE SEASON ONE

Louis CK 1s one of the funniest
comedians of our time, and this
FA show brings his heartfelt yet
brutally uncomfortable humor to
the small screen.

$39.99

shop.fxnetworks.com

FLIGHT VOLUME EIGHT

Every year the comic book anthology
series Flight produces some of the
most breathtaking and creative
works of short form fiction from
some of the comic industry’s newest
talent. This edition is no different.
$27.00

flightcomics.com
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The Incredible Shrinking RPG

As a longtime fan of role-playing games, most of my decisions regarding new console purchases were
decided by which system had the best RPGs. Though I loved my SNES, I didn’t think twice about
abandoning Nintendo and buying a PlayStation instead of an N64. In retrospect, I absolutely made the

right call. Acclaimed series like Final Fantasy, Wild Arms, Grandia, Suikoden, and Persona found their

home on PlayStation, making it the unchallenged system of choice for role-playing fanatics.

[f you work in the industry
and would like to share your
opinion, contact senior
editor Matt Helgeson at
matt@gameinformer.com
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Today, buying a home console based solely
on this genre is practically impossible. The
phrase “role-playing game” doesn’t even
mean the same thing; successful titles from
North American developers like BioWare and
Bethesda have become the term’s standard-
bearers, and genre boundaries have blurred
as traditional RPG elements work their way
into shooters, platformers, and fighters. The
classic style of gameplay that once drove
the juggernauts of the SNES and PlayStation
era is now relegated to a sub-genre dubbed
JRPG - a name that drives a wedge between
Japan-developed titles and the market they
once dominated.

Their niche status and declining presence
on major systems have led some people to
lament the death of the JRPG...but | don’t buy
it. The genre isn't dead, you just need to know
where to look. Examine the plethora of titles
available on DS and PSP and you’ll see that

JRPGs are alive and well — they’ve just migrated
to handhelds.

Like a once-famous film star resorting to
primetime television cameos, some hardcore
fans may see this transition as a “look how far
they've fallen” tale. After all, less than 15 years
ago Final Fantasy VIl was a pivotal system-
selling exclusive for the PlayStation. Today, that
series is more active on handheld platforms
than major consoles thanks to a stream of
remakes and spin-offs. However, | don’t see this
shift as a step down for role-playing games; it
allows the developers to focus on the things
that made me fall in love with the genre in the
first place.

For instance, take this year’s release of
Radiant Historia on DS. It doesn’t have the
flashy cinematics, breathtaking graphics, or jaw-
dropping set piece moments that gamers would
expect from a high-profile RPG on current home
systems. Without having to contend with the

by Joe Juba
Senior Associate Editor,
Game Informer

complications that accompany a full console
release, Atlus delivered a fantastic game that
would have fit perfectly in the canon of 16-bit
classics. Even without gleaming technical prow-
ess, Radiant Historia had memorable charac-
ters, a clever story, and an inventive combat
system - which are really the most important
areas of any RPG.

I’m not saying that | don’t enjoy the spectacle
of big-budget releases like Lost Odyssey or
Final Fantasy XIII. | love those types of games
when they come around, but the reality of devel-
opment means that these grandiose experienc-
es take more time and money than ever before -
all to develop a game with an uncertain future in
a niche market. I'm not surprised or disappoint-
ed that the major JRPG publishers have started
to see the allure of the handheld space. It allows
them to release more games and spend less
money without sacrificing the storytelling or
gameplay at the heart of the genre.

Even franchises that established a fanbase on
consoles have begun transitioning over to DS
and PSP. I'm not just talking about throwaway
spin-offs, either. Square Enix’s Dragon Quest
IX, Sega’s Valkyria Chronicles |l, and Atlus’ Shin
Megami Tensei: Strange Journey are all full-
fledged entries in their respective series.

If the next big installment in the Half-Life or
Assassin’s Creed franchises were handheld-
exclusive, fans would be disappointed. So why
does this approach work so well for JRPGs?
Genre devotees seem to have an unrivaled
appetite for nostalgia, but | think it goes deeper
than that.

The mechanics of these games age incredibly
well; unlike FPS or open-world titles, the core
experience of a JRPG didn’t change drastically
as technology evolved. Even with the 3D capa-
bilities of the original PlayStation, many of my
favorite JRPGs on the system - like Xenogears
and Suikoden - stuck to their 2D heritage.
Maybe that’s why | find it easier to revisit role-
playing games than any other genre; | never
find myself cringing and asking “How could |
have played this?” when popping in a classic
16-bit RPG. Even though the system might
be different, | feel the same kind of familiarity
and comfort playing one of these titles on a
modern handheld.

The role-playing genre has over 20 years
of history to draw from, which has resulted In
some great original games alongside plenty of
remakes and re-releases on GBA, DS, and PSP.
The convergence of these titles on handhelds
has made it a wonderful time to be a JRPG fan.
But what about the years to come? The genre
will probably never reach the home console
saturation they enjoyed during the PS2 era, and
high-profile blockbusters are only getting more
expensive to develop. Even the well of remakes
will eventually run dry. If we want more original
JRPGs that retain the identity and appeal of
their predecessors, we're going to have to be
okay with thinking small.

A L S L A
The views and opinions expressed on this page are strictly those of
the author and not necessarily those of Game Informer or its staff.
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01 Smells Like

Season
Director Michael Bay acknowledges that
Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen was
disappointing. He's taken steps to make the
third installment better, including bigger fights,
more iconic characters, and replacing Megan Fox
with Hotter Megan Fox (or whatever her name is).
Laserbeak also makes an appearance in this film,
probably to build a nest in Shia LaBeouf's hair.

05 New Releases

» BloodRayne: The Third Reich (DVD)

» Earth Defense Force: Insect Armageddon
(PS3, 360)

06 If College Kids

Created Super heroes...

Brian Michael Bendis and Mark Bagley, the
creative team behind the wildly popular Ultimate
Spider-Man book, are kicking off a new Marvel
Comics series called Brifliant. This story follows
a handful of college-aged geniuses as they
attempt to give human beings superpowers.
What could possibly go wrong? If Keg Man or
Bong Hit Wonder are not created by the fifth
issue, consider this series a failure.

g W

07 A Halo Infection
Worth Scratching

McFarlane Toys' long running Halo action figure
line has tapped almost every notable character
from the Halo universe. We already have Master
Chief, Arbiter, various Spartans, and. . .uh. . .did
we already say Arbiter? McFarlane’s latest series
offers a cool variation we never thought we'd see.
This series is based off of Halo: Reach’s Infection
mode and the zombie Spartans within it. The
three-pack hits store shelves today.

08 Paul Blart: Animal Tamer
No movie about talking animals will ever top Milo
& Otis, but Zookeeper is sure trying. Kevin James
really breaks out of his “regular schlub” image
with this project, where he plays a reqular schiub
who is also a zookeeper. Expect plenty of physi-
cal humor, jokes about how animals are smarter
than humans, and at least one crack about

a pooper-scooper.

12 New Releases

» Ben 10 Collection (DS)

» Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 2
(PS3, 360, Wi, PC, DS)

> Mystery Quest: Curse of the Ancient Spirits (DS)

» NCAA Football 12 (PS3, 360)
» Robot Chicken: Star Wars lll (Blu-Ray, DVD)
» 200 Resort (30S)

15 Another

Unnecessary Sequel

Since there are only seven Harry Potter books,
we're going to assume that the eighth film, Harry
Potter and the Deathly Hallows Part 2, is a non-
canon side story. Another movie seems completely
unnecessary, the last movie ended perfectly, with
the victory of Lord Voldemort over all of those
Hogwarts dorks. Releasing a new, fake ending
isn’t going to change anything, people!

19 New Releases

» Captain America: Super Soldier
(PS3, 360, Wi, DS)

» Doctor Who: The Sixth Series — Part 1
(Blu-Ray, DVD)

» Otomedius Excellent (360)

» Smurfs (DS)

» Smurfs Dance Party (W)

20 Become a LEGO Maniac
Starting last year, LEGO introduced a devious twist
on collecting with its limited edition mini-figures.

L S I WL TR TR 8 T o A LI S R S R ke et

You don't know which figure you'll get in a bag -
it could be a caveman or a werewolf or even a
dude sweating his studs off in a gorilla suit. Series
five should street this month, adding characters
such as a clown, boxer, and Cleopatra. Get your
butt to a LEGO shop before Jeff and Reiner buy
them all.

22 Hugo Award

Captain America: The First Avenger opens
today, but as far as we can tell, that isn't the
right name for this movie. It should be called
Red Skull: Hugo Weaving Is The F---ing Red
Skull! Seriously, even if you're sick of all these
superhero movies, Hugo Weaving is like a planet,
pulling moviegoers into his orbit. He may be
the greatest actor of our time. If nothing else,
he's the greatest actor to have co-starred with
Keanu Reeves.

26 New Releases
» Catherine (PS3, 360)

29 Wild, Wild Alien

Daniel Craig (Shockers: The Visitor) and Harrison
Ford (Air Force One, Sabrina) team up in Cowboys
and Aliens, a film that is exactly what it sounds like.
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story of War, 2 noble horseman
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p. While War eventually
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s adventure.
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‘ | to explore,” says Vigil creative director Joe
B F— ""\ Z Madureira. “It’s not just collapsed buildings
S NN N g L and parking garages. We had always planned
to have a lot more fantasy elements in the first
game. Now we can explore those.”

The Abyss is also far more open than the
earthly environments War trudged through in

the first game. The overworld in Darksiders

was room-based - every section of the game

was contained within its own discrete area.
e Outdoor environmental stages were some-
times large, but every area was connected
through doors and hallways. Vigil is ditching
this approach with Darksiders II.

The team compares the Abyss to Rome
from Assassin’s Creed: Brotherhood. The
expansive environment features rolling hills
that stretch off in all directions, and players
can freely explore the Abyss at their leisure.
Death’s horse, Despair (see sidebar), and a
& | s AT During Death'’s quest to restore humanity he network of underground Serpent Holes (which
f._ . ,._ ;ﬂw q-u.....,ﬂ : will seek the aid of several very dangerous act as shortcuts) help players traverse this
; - ' & ¥ ' entities, such as the Lord of Bones large landmass. Given the caliber of the ene-
A | : ' mies Death comes across, he may occasion-

ally find himself in need of a speedy exit.

!
;
'E
:

S i
5 B e bt s o e
L

= %m he horsemen come from a race of
fp’ﬁ?ﬂi‘ beings called the Nephilim. They

%@ he world of Darksiders is much world holds a variety of different environ- @“ are the last of t_heir kinf:j ._ This is an
'v;,g larger than anyone who played the ments, from barren desert wastelands to lush e Important detail that Vigil plans to
@ first game might have guessed. jungle forests. explore throughout the course of Darksiders
D¢ While the series’ fiction uses tradi- “There are all these layers of history within Il. While Death is committed to restoring his
tional Judeo-Christian ideologies as a jumping  the fiction,” Adams explains. “There are brother’s honor, his past will force him to test
off point to explore a war between the forces worlds ruled by Heaven and Hell, and they are his moral conviction.
of Heaven and Hell, the larger Darksiders almost like feudal societies. But there are also “Death was actually involved in the destruc-
mythology has more in common with ancient older worlds - worlds that still exist in 2 high tion of his race,” Madureira explains. “When
Greek legends or our own modern fables like degree of decay.... Their time has passed, so he gets the choice to bring back humanity,
Star Wars. their worlds are slowly dying.” he has to deal with the fact that he could also
Within Darksiders’ fiction. the underworld In Darksiders I, Death explores many of erase this horrible thing that he’s done ang
Isn’t just a place people go when they die; these regions. “Since it doesn’t take place on bring back the Nephilim instead.”
itis a larger realm called the Abyss. This Earth, there are a lot more interesting areas “The horsemen are like forces of nature,”

: hat is a horseman without a horse?
W Death’s mount, Despair, plays a larger
role in Darksiders Il than War’s trusty steed Ruin
ever did thanks to Vigil’s new approach to
environmental design. “A lot of the levels in the
first game weren’t designed to have much need
for War’s horse,” admits Vigil creative director Joe
Madureira. “Because [the Darksiders II] world
is so much bigger, it’s designed for more horse
traversal, and you'll have access to him from the
beginning of the game.”
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Adams adds. “That’s why they are called War  the Gated Arena,” says the chancellor. “Here * £

and Death. They’re not really people. Byt mortals are offered one last chance to earn e o e

because they’ve gone through these circum- freedom from death — a boon that includes an ‘ ﬁl\

stances and they’ve been forced to deal with audience with my lord. Journey to the arena, Vo W 5

their mortality, they become more and more defeat its champion and return here with its 3 "’m.,

like real people.” head. Do this and my lord can refuse you 5 e €LY s ¢

Death’s haunting past weighs on him as he no council.” 4 V& N

traverses the Abyss to seek the council of a “Where is this arena?” Death asks. & B .

dangerous being called the Lord of Bones - “Fret not,” the chancellor chuckles as the 8 & 7 i -'"" 5? 7 "ﬁ& LAt 2
the keeper of the souls of 4| dead mortals. hull of the ship trembles against the weight of W j | f | y A 7 ", : \
The Lord of Bones lives On a giant airship a mighty dock. A sprinkling of dust showers &ﬁ ¥ ’y ' } i
called the Eternal Throne. Constructed from down from the ceiling. “We have arrived.” o o RS s 7 W g
ancient wood and bone and powered by two W) ,! ; ™ 4
Serpents fastened to the ship’s hull like chariot T R | e J_ 5 e | \
horses, the Eternal Throne floats through the . A '
ether of the underworld. " '

This giant vessel serves as one of R e By s
Darksiders II’s city hubs. Within these hubs, over 1o his secondary .
Death can interact with NPCs, trade with mer- weapons, such as this heavy hammer, on the
chants, and seek advice from combat trainers. flly — even in the middle of combos
Vigil plans to have at least four of these hub
cities spread across the Abyss.

As Death makes his way toward the throne
room, the Lord of Bones’ chancellor stops
him short.

“I see you, rider of Death,” says
the chancellor. A
"I need to speak with the Lord. of Bones,” i R
Death replies in a dry, emotionless tone. S & ERF oty
After a threatening exchange, Death learns
that the Lord of Bones IS busy sorting out
the eternal destinies of 3| the human souls
murdered during the apocalypse - too busy
to be bothered with annoying questions from
the brother of a convicted criminal. If Death is
going to gain audience with the lord, he will
have to earn it.

“There is a place within our realm known as

Death will be able 1o swich

L
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ike the dungeons In the first game,
Darksiders II's underworld zones all
_center on their own theme. Within
YA@. the Gated Arena — @ network of
underground caverns connected toa central
gothic coliseum — Death must find three Miss-
ing horns and unite them in order to summon
the arena champion. As Death journeys down
a path to find his first horn, he enters a room
featuring walls of bone. Suddenly the walls
begin to shake and a horde of skeleton war-
riors crawls out from the cracks. Itching for
a fight, Death draws two large scythes off
his back.
War's sword got the job done in the first
Darksiders, but it wasn’t flashy enough for
some of the Vigil team members. “The ani-
mators on the team wanted something that
was more fun to play with and a little bit more
expressive,” recalls game director Marvin
Donald. “So we came up with a weapon that At one point during the conflict several war- The rewards for his offort shine up from the
could change form and shape depending on riors close in on the horseman. He leans back  ground like a dozen glistening jewels.
the attack, making Death feel more versatile. and casts a wrath spell called Feast of Crows.
gometimes he's dual welding, and sometimes Dozens of black birds emerge from smoke ;’hﬂf ollecting loot is @ major factor
he’s delivering heavier single blows.” and begin pecking viciously at the opponents. % "N in Darksiders |l, as it allows
Using a mix of combos, Death shreds «Feast of Crows does 2 decent amount of ‘*‘f# players to fine-tune and shape
through the skeleton warriors. Death is a more damage,” Adams says. “But the coolest thing P their own version of Death.

agile fighter than War, and unlike War, Death it does is lock up al the enemies onscreen, Players have roughly 12 different slots for
cannot block. Instead, Death must dodge which is where a ot of interplay between equipping 2 variety of different armors, items,
most incoming attacks. Vigil believes being weapons and abilities comes into play.” and secondary weapons. Different armor sets
a mobile fighter is more in line with Death’s Death takes advantage of the distraction alter Death’s appearance and also mitigate
personality, SO he dances around the room, to pull out one of his heavier sub-weapons, different types of damage. While some armor
throwing enemies into the air before uniting a large hammer. With this skull-crunching makes death more effective in combat against
his two scythes 1O form one double-bladed mallet, he sends the remaining skeletons fire-based creatures, others might protect him

staff that minces enemies. skittering across the ground like rolled dice. from electrical attacks.
Death has more tools of destruction at his Before long, Death is the last warrior standing. Additional loot will add bonus effects 10
disposal than just two pieces of flashy steel. The horseman looks across the empty room. Death’s skills and attributes. For example, one

Death is a more agile fighter than s brother

War, as observed by the fact that he cannot _ ﬁr
B 0 A
block but must dodge every attack i il i
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percent boost

articular gaunt-
to his Feast of

pendant might give Death a 20
from healing potions, while a p
let could add two more Crows

Crows ability.
Through loot, Vigil hopes to encourage play-

ers to customize Death 10 fit their play style.
If you like using heavier secondary weapons,
seek out loot that makes Death more effective
with hammers. On the other hand, if you prefer
to rely on Death’s wrath abilities, find or pur-
chase items that significantly increase his skill In
those dark arts.
Equipping new items isn’t the only way to
boost Death’s stats. Darksiders |l also features
a brand new leveling system complete with skill
trees. As players level up, they earn skill points
that can be used to unlock new talents and
abilities. Feast of Crows is an example of one of
these abilities, but it’s far from the only weapon
in Death’s arsenal. Players can unlock wrath
abilities that deal large amounts of localized
damage, boost Death’s attack power, Of afflict
his enemies with a plague that deals damage
over time.

“\When you played as War in the first
Darksiders, most players had the same basic
experience,” Donald says. “You acquired the
same abilities, you didn’t really make a lot of
choices, and by the end of the game you basi-
cally had everything. That's not going to be the
case in Darksiders Il. You're going to have 1o
make certain sacrifices.”

By the end of the game, two different play-
ers could end up with vastly different versions

of Death.
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Death rings this bell in order
to summon the Eternal Throne
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Death’s twin scythes can join together

to form one double-bladed staff

Szd& hysical combat isn’t the only chal-

- lenge that Death faces along his
journey. The horseman must be
agile and quick-witted to survive

aII the trials facing him during his quest across
the Abyss.

The traversal sequences in Darksiders Il are
a far cry from what players experienced in the
first game. War could climb walls and swing
hand over fist across ropes, but Death is far
more agile. He can wall-run over gaps in the
floor, jog along tightropes, and perform other
acrobatic feats that would send War plummet-
ing into a bottomless pit.

Death’s"gear aids him during many of these
particularly tricky platforming sequences. One
of trrﬂly items Death discovers is the ghost

hook, a grappling device that Death can use
to swing across gaps, zip to ledges, or latch
onto nubs along dungeon walls to help extend
his wall run.

The new traversal mechanics are all part of
Vigil’s philosophy to keep the game’s action
well paced. “We don’t want the experience
to become stale,” Adams explains. “We
don’t want you to feel like you’re doing the
same thing over and over again. You may go
from a crazy sequence where it's all about
traversal and atmospherics, to a combat
heavy sequence, to something that’s more
puzzle-centric, to a quest with an NPC that’s
more about talking to different people. We're
breaking up the experience and giving play-
ers different things to do so they don’t feel

. When in doubt, aim for
| the giant glowing skull

,J.-:

like they’re repeating the same thing over and
over again.”

As Death nears the end of the Gated Arena’s
catacombs, he fights off a swarm of giant
scarabs, then moves over to a gilded pedestal
to retrieve the final horn. Death turns to head
back to the middle of the arena. A baneful
wind whistles through the dungeon. The arena
champion awaits.

=3 ’b@ he bones of fallen challengers
#,g rattle across the center arena as a
g 10-foot-tall bone-headed serpent
bursts through the ground. Death
dodges the beast before it slides back under-
ground. After a few more fruitless attempts to
catch Death off guard, the boney snake fully
emerges from the earth and begins summon-
ing forth the nearby remains of its previous
victims. What once appeared to be a snake is
now revealed to be the vertebrae of a much
larger skeletal monstrosity.

An overcast sky casts an eerie light on the
arena. Two-story-high walls trap the combat-
ants, preventing either warrior from fleeing.
Above them rows of empty seats are the
only witnesses for this deadly bout. Death’s
battle with the arena champion now begins
In earnest.

The giant undead beast stumbles toward
Death, but he dodges all of the creature’s
attacks. Spying an opening, Death latches
onto its skull with his ghost hook and quickly
closes the distance between them.

The ghost hook is just as useful in combat
as it is during traversal. Death can pull smaller
enemies directly to him, or he can use it to
close the distance between himself and a
much larger enemy like this boney giant.

“For us it was really important to make crea-
tures that reinforce the gear mechanics,”
Adams says.

T
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After a flurry of quick cuts to the eye of the
beast, both Death and the creature come
crashing to the ground. The serpent sinks
back into the ground and then reemerges
behind the horseman. To defeat this beast
Death will have to unleash the full force of
his fury.

As Death chains together combos he builds
a chaos meter that ultimately allows him to
transform into an unstoppable reaper for
a short time. Unlike War, who had a simi-
lar talent, Death can use this ability before
his meter completely fills. Certain combos
bring out his reaper form, allowing him to
deliver devastating final blows at the end of
long combos.

“We are trying to use the reaper more,”
Adams explains. “He opens doors and picks
up big objects, and even does interactive
death sequences for larger enemies.”

Death unleashes the full might of his reaper
form on the bone giant. Several powerful
attacks tear the bones from its body, and one
final slice of the reaper’s scythe sends the
beast’s skull clattering to the ground. Death’s
task is complete; he can return to the Lord
of Bones with a gift and hopefully receive the
answers he seeks.

a hough it was generally well

2 received, some criticized

gg Darksiders for being too deriva-
D tive. Titles like God of War and the
Legend of Zelda undoubtedly served as INSpi-
ration for the team, but Vigil says it has always
been focused on making a game with its own
unique style.

“Instead of being a genre-blending game,
we really just want to establish our own genre
of game,” Adams says. “The general alchemy
of combining the loot, the level advancement,
the crazy puzzle solving, and this style of
combat makes for an interesting combination.
Darksiders Il is unique to every other game
out there.”

It all these elements come together properly,
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uch has happened to Lightning since
we last saw her at the end of Final
Fantasy Xlil. In that saga, she and
her friends destroyed Cocoon’s cor-
rupt power source, which in turn

sent Lightning’s home planet on a
collision course with the gigantic

. world it orbits, Pulse. Two allies, Fang
and Vanille, halted Cocoon’s imminent destruc-
tion by tapping into their ancient power. The duo
sheathed and braced the floating colony with a
gigantic crystalline pillar, saving the majority of its
inhabitants, but at the cost of entering stasis. In
the epilogue novella, Final Fantasy Xlll Episode I,
Lightning feels a mysterious power drawing

her to an unexplored area of Gran Pulse, where
she believes the key to saving Fang and Vanille
awaits. What she discovers is a gloomy beach
that serves as the setting for Final Fantasy Xli-2’s
action-packed introduction.

Lightning told no one about her private quest 10
a mysterious land (see sidebar on page 49), and
naturally her sister Serah becomes concerned
when she can’t find her sibling. Square wouldn’t
go into specifics about how Serah’s search begins,
but the publisher did let me get my hands on a
segment later in the game where Serah and her
new ally Noel are hunting for Lightning.

It begins with the pair tumbling through some
sort of warp gate, electricity crackling within its
rotating machinery. The rainy ruins of Bresha, a
former sanctuary of Pulse-tainted refugees, greet
them. The two adventurers turn their gazes sky-
ward, and Serah exclaims that they must be on
Cocoon. Noel seems uncertain, and Serah quickly
points out the new cast member’s home planet,
Pulse, orbiting above.

“Sq this is how Cocoon looks like from the
inside,” Noel remarks.

“Oh, | forgot. This is your first time here,”

Serah replies.

Noel is more than a fresh face in Final Fantasy
X111-2; he'’s also an entry point for players new to the
universe. Having lived as a strong, self-sufficient
hunter on Pulse his entire life, Noel is unaware of the
happenings on Cocoon. Think of him as a country
boy visiting the big city for the very first time. Square
Enix wouldn’t divulge details regarding how Serah
and Noel meet or his role in the larger story, but he
appears to be taking the lead at this point in the hunt
for Lightning.
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Noel and Serah'’s fighting prowess is put to the test
when an enormous disembodied hand bursts through
a crumbling wall. The floating, glowing fist belongs
to Atlas, an ancient weapon built by humans that
has somehow gone maverick. Entering battle, Noel
unsheathes his deadly dual swords and Serah read-
ies her own blade. Though she’s using a sword in
this demo, Serah will acquire a compound bow later
in the story (a weapon intended to preserve her
femininity, according 1o Square Enix).

This initial encounter with Atlas offers the first
opportunity to try out FF XllI-2's new Cinematic
Action mechanic. Button cues appear on screen
that, when pressed correctly, allow No