NOTE: Don’t read this post-mortem until you are satisfied or truly defeated by the game. The method of winning (quite simple really) is revealed herein. It’s the equivalent of someone just showing you where Waldo is... the challenge is in finding the solution, not executing it. 

i am fractured

Shane J. M. Liesegang

Week 7 – Theme: Turn-based

Gameplay:

In this web-based game, the player is presented with an interface to an apparently intelligent computer. Something has gone wrong with this machine, and the player must troubleshoot it to sanity and functionality before the equipment it’s monitoring melts down and cuts off access. In order to do so they must pore over technical documentation to figure out firstly what the system is supposed to do, secondly what may have gone wrong, and finally steps they can take to resolve the issue. 

What Works:

1. I think this is the first game I’ve done that truly fits the moniker of “experimental.” It’s essentially a game about software configuration, and the player has to read fake technical docs to find the solution. Can a game really be made about this? I don’t know how successful it is... I’ve gotten comments from people who are very put off by and from people who love it. I expected it to have a very niche kind of appeal, and so far that expectation has panned out. 

2. The tech docs carefully walk the line between useless triviality and actual information. It reminds me a lot of the old Infocom games, where each word had to be carefully read since a clue could be anywhere. I don’t flatter myself to think my writing is anywhere near as good as theirs, but the idea is similar. 

3. The initial presentation of the game (“i am fractured” with links to the tech docs) is sufficiently intriguing to draw the likely player inwards. The hook goes along way towards successful game experience. 

What Doesn’t Work:

1. The tech docs are sometimes a bit too obtuse, even for a technical player, and they have to resort to trial and error. I don’t consider this as a huge defeat, since the game is tailored towards the more thoughtful, patient player. 

2. I spent a lot of time working a text parser (since the player was originally going to type to the machine). I realized a little to late that there was no possible way I would implement even the limited AI that I wanted for the system. I fell back on the system configuration which is a much different experience for the player, but also a bit more interesting depending on their background. 

What I learned:

You can make something really hard and very specific, provided you know the audience and market it to them. Below is a transcript sent to me by a friend of mine who played the game, and it seems like he had just about the experience I was expecting. 

Well, I can't say they [the help files] were "user friendly" 

but thats kinda the point, right?

Thought Process:

+ First, I tried to decypher the text.  I went through several

  meltdowns with this approach.

+ Next, I noticed the links on the side and decided to try

  clicking on one.  I wasn't sure if they were part of the game

  or not, at first.  Then I noticed the unique style and "sci-fi"

  sub-text (computers with emotion, etc).  Then I tried simply

  adding longer pauses between probes, but this did little to

  help.

+ Next, I discovered the config file.  I tried setting all the

  settings to their lower bound.  Then to their upper bound.

  Noticed I was able to start a 2nd instance, but had no clue

  this was a goal.

+ Having just enough success with the config file to note it's

  significance but not enough to know what the values did or what

  to try, I went back to reading the help files.

+ I discovered the help file about setting 0.0.0.0 for a while.

  Found this helped with the garbled text.  But I wrongly assumed

  I needed to go back to the original IP after fixing the

  garbling problem in order to "discover" the point of the game.

  No luck.

+ During this period, I set my email address as the admin email

  and was disappointed I never got an email.

+ I looked at the log file and noticed the "lower" and "upper"

  threadhold comments and realized that lower thresholds gave no

  messages while high values gave admin messages.  So I repeated

  the experiments setting IP to 0.0.0.0 and high values for

  threshold.  I observed he was stable.

+ I played for a while seeing he was stable but alone.  Then I

  saw the 1+1=10 and of course recognized it as binary for 2.

  But I also SUDDENLY realized he was lonely and remembered I had

  gotten happier text when there were two.

+ So I repeated the experiment with 0.0.0.0, 220 threshold, my

  email and a 2nd computer.  Then wrongly attempted a shutdown

  and core meltdowned.  I abandonded line for a while and went

  back to trying to understand the garble.

+ Eventually I retried the prior hypothesis, with 0.0.0.0 and

  220, my email, and 2 instances.  AND I WON!  HURRAY!

+ Feeling stupid for taking so long to get it, I debated if I

  wanted to share winning.  I decided you'd probably want to know

  so I emailed you.

