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Aliens: Colonial Marines
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olonial
s in equal parts a hu
exciting and nerve-jangling
proposition. Having been jaded
by tie-in titles from Rebellion and Monolith,
each disappointing and flawed in its own way,
it's easy to look at the long development time
ooter - and the Duke
developer Gearbo
itas just another bug
me with th
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this the best Aliens game of all time
What sets it apart from all others right back
to the Atari Jaguar side-scroller is that this is
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“This is a sequel, following

directly from 1986's Aliens.”
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COVEI' game

ial Marine

Gearbox has made it work on PS3, proving
there are new tricks yet to be taught to our
mature console. “And what better game to
implement all those deep, realistic shadows
inthan one set in the Aliens universe?”
Pitchford points out

It certainly doesn't hurt as we make our
way through the Sulaco, motion tracker in
hand, feeling distinctly like we're on some kind
of Fox theme park ride round the 1986 set.
Look, there's the bottom half of Bishop on the
cargo bay floor! Get the camera out. The tour
leads us to the cryo tubes, some of which (as
the opening sequence in Alien 3 reveals) have
been ejected, and it's clear that this will be one
of the opportunities Pitchford talks of to inject
the lore the team learned from those involved
with the films

Fantastic Fox
Fox's involvement has handed Gearbox a
treasure trove of original movie material like
set photographs, concept art and original
audio to work with, which offers an instant
authenticity hit and geek-gasm for any
Aliens fan. Executive vice president Brian
Martel and art director Brian Cozzens
got one-on-one time with Aliens’ concept
artist Sid Mead (who designed the Marines’
spaceship Sulaco among other iconic
locations) and were able to share his creative
vision, which extended well beyond the
movie's material: “| realised he already had all
these ideas from the late 1980s after Aliens
that he never got to implement,” explains
Cozzens. "So not only did we get him to make
new environments, but he also
got to show the original
environments that
were true to the
actual film.” Gearbox
was also lucky enough
to speak to some
quy called Ridley
Scott. And there
isn't really a better
place to start than that:
Scott created the
entire Aliens universe
when he directed
Alienin 1979, even
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Spiderman 2

Whether swinging through

New Yorkon thewayto
destroyan evilnemesis or
justdelivering Spidey
2offersahuge sandbox of
Sebbed glory filled with
Jaddictive combataan
endless civlanstosave.
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drawing the storyboards for the film by hand
Itwas through spending time with Scott that
Gearbox was able to find out about the gaps in
the universe's mythology, enabling the team
to stockpile a wealth of juicy lore that forms
the genus of Colonial Marines.

The development team is understandably
cagey about the extent of this, but the nerd-
citement almost reaches anaphylactic
shock levels as Randy Pitchford outlines what
Scott imparted on to them: “Ridley revealed
secrets. He shared the universe as he saw it,
how and why things existed, things that were
never even touched on in the film. Who are
those space jockeys? [The giant dead creature
in Alien] We got the answers. Sometimes
when we watch the movies we identify what
seem to be inconsistencies, and every time
that happens, it's an opportunity for us. Is
that truly a mistake? Creators don't make

until eventually we pop his head and his acid
blood burns into the floor. In this moment, a
few things become apparent: the frenzied
“Contact, contact, here we go!” chatter
between you and your fellow marines is hella
atmospheric; all that authenticity that the
team’s focused on is apparent at every turn
and gives Colonial Marines the edge over
previous Aliens games.

Silent running

Also, the aliens move a bit funny. It's the
age-old problem for a dev, as it's rare enough
that a xeno’s fully exposed from phallic head
to razor-toe in the movies, let alone animated
and under decent lighting. As a result, there is
no authentic way for a xenomorph to run - in
fact watching one do so feels distinctly wrong.
But as their numbers increase there’s no time
to dwell, and things quickly become about

“Fox’s involvement has
handed Gearbox a treasure
trove of movie material.”

mistakes like that. There are reasons for
these things that just might not have come'
through [in the final cut] and the reasons
are even better than you could imagine in

a lot of cases.” Pitchford has an intriguing
prediction for where this new lore will take
fans, too: “For people who love the franchise
and play this game... Alien 3 will become a
much better film. A lot of things will make
more sense.”

First contact

But enough tripping down memory lane:
reality... er, science fiction, calls. Just as soon
as we delve into the organic matter-filled alien
hive we find a marine stuck to a wall. As we're
trying our best to free him... the game's first
xeno turns up. And it's a new breed, at that
He's a stalker, and his Al is telling him to be

as stealthy and evasive as possible, moving
from floor to ceiling and around corners to
avoid our pulse rifle fire and trying to flank us

raw, panicked sprays of gunfire, peppered
with macho quips and military classics such
as, "Watch those corners!” Yet the pace of the
game's set-pieces jars a bit, too. When you
interact with any object, like a monitor, you
‘lock in” and enter a quasi-cut-scene first,
which feels really at odds with the urgency

of the combat and, come to think of it, the
pace of the movies’ quick cut-filled action
scenes. Still, the game’s “on the brink of alpha
stage” according to Pitchford, so there’s every
chance these are simply creases waiting to
be ironed out.

Solo play is just one part of Colonial
Marines’ arsenal, though - not only can you
play through the campaign in four-player
drop-in co-op (which might as well be called
“quotes mode’) there's also a competitive
multiplayer element that pits marines
against xenos. Ready for some controversy?
Controversial fact number one: when you're
controlling the xenos, you're doing so »

Films don't usually travel well across the celluloid-to-console void.
Here's afew that made the journey with someintegrity intact...
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13 Co-op playisabig partof the game
You need all the helpyou can get.
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OPM Having spoken to Ridley Scott, how
have you translated his pearls of wisdom
and made them work for your game?
Randy Pitchford You know, that first
discussion, | wasn't there, and I'll never
forgive [Gearbox co-founder] Brian Martel
for that. But Brian was there. It was a very
speculative discussion. They weren't
specifically talking about, ‘Okay, what are we
going to do here?". There was a desire to
understand one another and to understand
the creative values that were there, and a way
that a collaboration could happen.

Ridley got very passionate about it, brought
out his storyboards, blew the dust off of them
- clearly these hadn't been out in 15 years or
so-and started going through them. When
they talked about the film, Brian was sharing
what it meant to him, what he’d do with the
franchise, and they talked about the
backstory. Ridley shared the universe as he
sees it, and how and why everything exists.
That meeting allowed us to believe that this
could happen, and that if it did, it'd be worthy.
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RP 20th Century Fox cares very deeply about
its franchises. It also knows the value of
talent, and trusts talent. You have a couple of
different kinds of people who approach
existing talent. Some care aboutitso much
they want to stay with what's in there. And
there’s a risk that theyre not taking enough of
arisk, they're just recreating something that
already exists. Then there are others who
think they could've done it better and want to
change it and make it their own.

The correct balance is a bit of both. That's
one of the reasons why we loved Abrams’
Star Trek movie. It's true to the core of Star
Trek, but it also took risks and brought it into
anew place. And | think we found a way - like
it's stuff that we're familiar with and know,
butit's pushing it in new ways. It's an all-new
story, not a retelling of the film. It takes place
later, with all-new twists, turns and
characters, but we still get to go back to
LV-426, we still get to go back to the Sulaco,
just like it would've been a crappy Star Trek
movie if we didn't get to go on the Enterprise.
You've got to find a way to have your cake and
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eatit. It's gotta be new, it's gotta be fresh, and
you have to provide a storytelling experience
that hasn't been had before.

OPM Have you taken that oachto
the creative licensing as far
RP Really early on we saw the Crusher. We've
had some fun, we have to make sure that the
stuff that we care about is there, but if that's
the only thing that's there then I'm not
surprised or excited by anything new. But it's
tricky if you're going to add something new,
it's Why is that there? Why is that there?". You
know, like ‘How does the Crusher come to be
there?". Sometimes you can introduce
something and it's just cool that it exists, so
you don't have to worry about it. Hudson has
this diatribe before they get on the ship where
he talks about how badass the weapons are.
What's fun is you go, ‘Dude, we get to make
all that stuff now!” Stuff that's not in the film.
We've made sure that everything that we
want, and everything that someone who
watches the films wants, is covered.

eapons go?

and single-player

vel your way

r. How does that work?

hrough multiplaye
RP We don't say single-player or multiplayer,
because the campaign is also multiplayer if
you want it to be - you can play co-operatively.
There's all kinds of different ways that we like
to use our entertainment:sometimes we
want to be alone with the lights off and the
sound up, and that’s what we typically think of
as a single-player, right? This game works
great that way. Sometimes we want to get a
couple of friends round and just blast through
some stuff together. We want to beat the
game, we want to go through the narrative
experience, but we want that to be a shared
experience. It's all single-player and
multiplayer and campaign, and any of these
can be played in different configurations.

RP | think those guys did a really good job of
upping the ante of a franchise and a game
that already had an established set. The first

Aliens: Colonial Marines

KENO MANIAC

Gearbox Studios’ Randy Pitchford on working with
Ridley Scott and bringing Aliens back to the fans

Mass Effect does not have these different
entry points that the third one hopes to, and
because [Bioware is] looking for ways to find
those entry points on a game model that
already exists, that's a different challenge.
We started from the beginning, so | think
it's a different problem. We certainly have our
own challenges, but | admire Bioware for
wishing to support those different use cases.
Butit's really difficult, especially with the type
of game Mass Effect is, with a narrative that's
really heavy. You know this is a narrative
game, butit's not a ‘choose your own
adventure’ book. And nobody does that better
than Bioware, but we've always felt that the
best fiction is not the ‘choose your own
adventure’. The best fiction in the world is
what Tolkien gives us, or what Robert
Heinlein gives us, depending on your genre
- that's more crafted fiction.
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RP | like that bias and assumption by the way,
because when players start to have it, we
leverage that bias - because the Sulacois a
vessel. The first act of the game takes place
in the Sulaco, but eventually you end up on
LV-426, and that's a world. So now it's not an
open-world game, but when you've been in
the corridor for a while, and all of your
expectations are on the corridor, you realise
"Holy crap, I'm now in this desolate place’
~that’s kind of a cool moment.

| don't want to spoil that moment, but
we leverage the fact that all the expectations
are on corridors, to have some fun when we
can do a ‘wide corridor’, so to speak. Then
when we get to the surface, we can have
some fun with those different variations,
and they're kind of surprising and they
open things up.

You know if you take a Halo game or Gears
Of War, on the surface, or even Call Of Duty,
you think, "You know, most of the time |
expected to be in the corridor’. And they are
linear games, but then there are those
moments when things widen up a bit, and it's
like, ‘Oh, this is a whole new playspace now -
this is kind of cool’. The challenges change,
and that's fun.
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