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Love: What is it? We all love gaming, 1 guess,
or else we wouldn’t do it. We all love writing, or at
least we love the feeling of having written.

All right, I’ll admit that “Love” might not have
been the wisest choice for a topic. “Dumb” might
be a better word for it; I'd forgotten that many
people are a bit sore on that subject, particularly in
February. Retailers may love Valentine’s Day, but

for me the day isn’t complete without a quote from
Charlie Brown. “I know nobody likes me—why do
we have to have a Valentine’s Day to emphasize it?”
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Even though it was poor timing, I still must
maintain that Love is part of a good roleplaying
game. No, let me put that differently: Love as a
subject of game play can be an important part of of a
good roleplaying experience. Not an indispensable
element, but an enriching one. Envy, fear, anger, and
avarice all have their place in even the most
simplistic hack n’ slash game; it takes a skilled GM
to make love work in a game, but the effect should be
proportionally greater and more meaningful.

On the other hand, I’ve never made much use of
love qua love in a game. It has never been a major
focus; I’ve used it tangentially (mother love as an
NPC motivation, for example), but have never
attempted to explore all the possibilities. Will I
change that in the future? Perhaps, but I’'m not
particularly planning on it. It’s just too tricky a
subject.

Truth to tell, I chose Love as the topic because 1
was thinking about how much I Joved my new laser
printer. ©
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SPACE ACE

A CD-ROM multimedia video game for the IBM
PC and compatibles

Publisher: ReadySoft

Cost:: $49

Requires: CD-ROM drive (300K/s or better) 4MB
RAM, 386 or faster processor, VGA display.
Review machine: 486 DX/2 50 MgHz, § MB
RAM, double-speed CD-ROM drive (300K/s),
16-bit Diamond Speedstar Pro sound card
(SoundBlaster compatible), 15-inch .28 pitch CTX
SVGA screen

It probably wouldn’t have been much longer
before a hastily-formed group of software retailers
would have stormed 81 Washington Street #2 en
masse and pulled me shrieking from my bed. If
were lucky, they’d only pull my tongue out.

Let me explain: readers may remember my
review of the Dragon’s Lair CD-ROM in IR #4. At
the end of the game, a promo for Space Ace
played; it was described as “Coming Soon”. That
was in the summer of 1994; I assumed that “Soon”
meant that year, maybe within a month or two, and
so phoned store after store week after week.

The game has finally became available. Was it
worth the wait?

Yes...yes, it was. And yet it’s not perfect. For
the most part, 1 could simply have recycled my
review of Dragon’s Lair; naturally enough, the
games are very similar. There are some differences,
though, which I’ll detail.

For those not familiar with this style of game,
here’s how it works: an animated scene is played
onscreen, with fully cinematic music and voices.
As the scene progresses, the hero must make
certain moves; these are defined as left, right, up
(or forward), down (or back), and blaster (or
sword, in DL). If the proper button is not pressed at
approximately the right time, the scene stops
abruptly and is replaced by a quick view of the

hero’s amusing death. If every button is pressed
correctly for all the scenes, the hero eventually
triumphs and reaches a happy ending. Effectively the
whole thing is a long animated cartoon, with limited
alternative (death) tracks. I haven’t had a chance to
time the whole thing when played flawlessly, but I
don’t suppose it lasts longer than half an hour.

The source material (a laser-disk video game
created by movie animator and producer Don Bluth,
formerly with Disney), is outstanding—of course. As
Dragon’s Lair skillfully drew on the archetypes of
cinematic fantasy, so Space Ace evokes the great
moments of science fiction from the movies. It’s an
extremely effective technique, though I have to
wonder how they got away with it. One scene was so
closely based on Star Wars that I’'m sure that George
Lucas’ lawyers must have stirred restlessly in their
coffins...

The strong leavening of humor helps the game,
too. I died quite a few times, simply because I was
laughing too hard to press the buttons. In one case |
died several times on purpose to just to watch the
death scene (it was the scene on the motorcycle).
Even after I’d mastered the game entirely, I still
played it several times just to enjoy the cartoon.

What else?

Compared to Dragon’s Lair, Space Ace is
somewhat less...would “exploitative” be the right
word? Can you exploit a cartoon? [ don’t know. But
it’s safe to say that while the red-haired heroine
Kimberly certainly has some cheesecake-like
qualities, she’s nowhere near as hyperdeveloped as
the Princess from Dragon’s Lair (who probably would
have had difficulty standing up in normal gravity),
and her clothing is comparatively modest. She’s also
considerably more active and intelligent, though at
times a bit of a
nag.

Timing is
handled a little
strangely; often
the correct button
can be pressed
well before the
choice comes up
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on the screen. In several cases it’s almost required
to jump the gun this way; if you wait until the
choice flashes on the screen, you’re dead. In the
roller-skating maze a whole series of buttons must
be pressed with their own staccato rhythm, without
reference to the screen. Tricky.

Some choices of action are extremely confusing.
Of course the decisions couldn’t all be obvious (got
to suck in those quarters somehow), but there are
times when two virtually identical actions can
require different keystrokes—“up”, and “left”, for
example. At one or two points the correct choice is
the opposite of what you’d expect from the action
onscreen. Programming error? Maybe.

There does seem to be one bug. In the Space
Station, after getting through the corridors (and if
energize, dodging the guards), Ace dodges and runs
by a laser projector. He then gets the option to
energize. If he doesn’t, he jumps from one flying
platform to another, finally jumping off just before
the last one smashes to pieces. However, the scene
freezes a second or so before he jumps; a left jump at
the right time is necessary, or he’ll die. It’s difficult
without the screen cues, but by no means impossible.

Synchronization is a bit of a problem. The voices
and pictures are sometimes noticeably off. It’s not bad

enough to ruin the game, but it is a definite flaw.

One of my biggest complaints is with

On the other hand, this

the ending. Throughout the game,

game makes good use of
mirroring; some scenes
are completely reversed
sometimes, which makes
it necessary to figure out
the pattern and invert it,
rather than simply
memorize keystrokes. In
this regard Space Ace has
an edge over DL, which
had little mirroring.

Kimberly has been called Ace “Dexter”;
he always responds with “Call me Ace,
huh?” The ending gives the punchline, as
well as providing a nice feeling of
closure (something I consider important
for a game). Unfortunately in the
CD-ROM version the scene ends so
quickly that the last moments are almost
impossible to understand—and in any
case, by this point the voices and picture
are too disconnected to make the joke
obvious. Of course I realize that there are

Where Space Ace
really stands above Dragon’s Lair is in its
multi-tracking. It actually allows you to make a
choice at several points, and that choice changes
the game. The hero, Ace, has been hit with the
Infanto Ray; the effect is to turn him into a
whining, gawky kid, strangely reminiscent of Jerry
Lewis (particularly his voice—and yet somehow
it’s actually funny. Go figure.). Every so often Ace
gets the option to Energize, pressing a button on
his wristband to recover his previous strength and
size (a very dramatic and effective scene). When he
does so, the action changes. In general it becomes
longer, more drawn-out and difficult but also more
interesting. The Energized and non-Energized
scenes are different enough to make it worthwhile
playing them both ways. Of course, Ace always
gets hit again or reverts to kid-form by the end of
the scene. It’s important to note that in some cases
Ace must energize, or he’ll die. That’s definitely
true in the final scene.

serious limitations on how much
information can be stored on a single CD-ROM,;
scenes through the game were truncated, which was
mildly disturbing but not unacceptable.

However, that the ending—the point of the whole
thing—is ruined by the data-cheapness of the
programmers is a serious flaw. It’s particularly
annoying because there are fwo animated promos for
other games on the disk. If they could have spared
just one second from one of the other promos they
could have improved the game enormously. For that
the game gets a one-third grade reduction.

One final note: the game does include the full
promo for Space Ace as well, which is worth
watching for itself. It would make a good talking
screen saver, too.

Rating: A-
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ALONE TO BOSKONE

After the smashing success of Arisia in January,
I had a deep hunger to go to more science fiction
conventions. Boskone seemed the obvious first
choice; after all, it had been described as the
second half of Arisia in a zine in The Wild Hunt
some time ago. Most of my friends weren’t going
to attend, but I decided to go anyway. I might have
some fun, and could distribute copies of the IR
Sampler.

Late Saturday morning I
lugged the large box of
Samplers and flyers into the car
and started out. I had directions
of a sort from an enthusiastic
blurb by the editor in “The
World’s Best Editorial Humor”
comic newspaper (a stupid
name—I preferred “The Boston
Comic News”). Unfortunately
they weren’t the most detailed,
and so I ended up on a
considerable detour before
reaching the hotel: the
Framingham Tara.

The hotel was something of
a disappointment. The doorman
was dressed in a Beefeater
costume; he looked silly and
out of place. The layout was confusing and dull.
Where Arisia’s Boston Park Plaza had had a
soaring lobby with the convention clearly visible
along the upper perimeter, this low-ceilinged place
felt like a businessmen’s motel.

A large bearded science-fiction fan lead me to
the con. Something about the way he spoke, and
about the way the people around me looked, made
me think that this would be quite a different
experience from Arisia.

It was. I managed to check in without difficulty
(not surprising, given that it was now Saturday
afternoon), and wandering around soon realized
that Boskone had an oddly older feeling than
Arisia. There were no costumes, and the average
age of attendees was definitely higher—it seemed

that I was one of the younger people there. The whole
affair was more restrained, quieter and somehow less
fun than Arisia had been. In fact, it was pretty boring.
Perhaps that’s because I didn’t have anyone to hang
around with. I did see George Phillies, and Bill
Ricker of TWH, but both were otherwise occupied.

[’d hoped to distribute some of the Samplers at the
roleplaying area. However, at check in I was told that
there was no roleplaying area—an ominous sign.
After unloading the Samplers on the only “free” table,
I set out to have some fun.

The layout of the hotel was
extremely poor. Long bare
corridors separated the
huckster’s room, art show, and
various function rooms; [
wandered about aimlessly, at
one point approaching the pool
closely enough to get a strong
whiff of chlorine. The con was
spread through the hotel,
difficult to keep track of.

The huckster’s room was
interesting, though. It
concentrated much more heavily
on books than Arisia (or I-con)
had; though it was smaller than
both those cons, it easily had
more book dealers.

I have to be in the right mood to comb through
thousands of unalphabetized old books, and I didn’t
feel up to it then. However, one stand interested me
very much: that of NESFA Press. Not only did they
have their new complete collection of Cordwainer
Smith’s short science fiction, The Rediscovery of
Man (Virgil had given me a copy for Xmas), but they
also had a new hardcover version of Norstrilia his
only novel—and a concordance of Smith’s work, as
well! [ grabbed them, along with a collection of
Mack Reynold’s work (I always liked his stuff).
They weren’t cheap, but I managed to save a little
money by joining NESFA; they give a large discount
to members.

I continued to wander about. After buying another
copy of the issue of Shadis with the IR review, I
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picked up a copy of Jack Finney’s sequel to his
classic Time After Time: From Time to Time.

I may as well wrap the rest of the con up; there
wasn’t much more to it. I did lose my copy of
Norstrilia almost immediately, and was unable to
find it; I ended up buying another copy from
NESFA. I also picked up a collection of postcards
featuring the work of Roger Dean, the artist who
painted most of the covers of Yes’s albums. I've
liked his stuff for years. That done, I headed out.

All in all, it was a pretty boring experience. I'm
not sorry | went, but it was definitely no Arisia.
The whole affair had a strong atmosphere of old
Jfandom, if you know what [ mean; it was like a bit
of science fiction history, something out of the
thirties or forties. The language and attitudes all
seemed to represent a strong subculture—I can’t
put it any better than that. As a result, it was
somehow less friendly and open.

It’s strange that I’'m now a member of NESFA;
if anything of interest should come from that, I’ll
write about it here.

CORDWAINER SMITH

There’s probably little point in reviewing the
new NESFA editions of the works of Cordwainer

Smith. After all, these are part of the enduring canon
of science fiction; though Paul Linebarger (Smith)
never received the attention he should have from
mainstream critics, his works have a place on any
science fiction fan’s bookshelf. If you haven’t read
Smith, you should—he was one of the best. And
NESFA Press deserves great credit for bringing all of
his science fiction back into print.

Some random bits and pieces: the NESFA edition
of Norstrilia is the most complete yet, as it includes
not only the text of the complete novel, but also the
“bridge” chapters that Smith wrote when he was
forced to break it into two separate books.

The collection of short fiction is also extremely
complete. There were two stories that | hadn’t read
before, both of which were completed by his widow
from his notes: “Himself In Anachron” and “Down to
A Sunless Sea”. Neither possesses the magic quality
of Smith’s own works, however, and so they were
rather disappointing.

The Concordance is a GBC (plastic coiled comb)
bound book which lists terms from Smith’s works and
give ten-to-forty word definitions. It’s interesting, and
dedicated Smith fans will find it worth buying;
however, it too falls short. Smith’s work is supposed
to be filled with obscure references and odd tricks:
for example, there’s one section in “Quest of the

Three Worlds” in which the first letters of

a paragraph spell out the words “Kennedy
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shot”. I’d liked to hear more about that
sort of thing, but there was little of that in
this edition. Most of the entries are
descriptions from the books, along with a
listing of the source language when
appropriate (for example, the names of
many characters are actually numbers in a
wide variety of foreign tongues). I was
also much amused to discover that the
“ancient” city of Meeya Meefla was in
fact Miami, Fla. Still, this work reveals
only a small portion of the quirks that I’'m
sure permeate Smith’s work. It’s
interesting, but mildly disappointing.

Ratings: Norstrilia A+, The Rediscov-
ery of Man A+, The Cordwainer Smith

Concordance B.







